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PREFACE
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Time stretches thin, a fragile thread pulled tighter with each passing day. There’s an oldness about me that no age can explain, as if the years have carved their weight into my soul instead of my face. Wisdom clings like a second skin, but it does little to dull the ache of innocence lost too soon.

Inside, there’s a vast hollowness echoing where joy once lived, a silence too loud to ignore. Still, I wear my practiced smile like armour, steady on the outside while chaos churns just beneath. I’m drifting, untethered. Each step pulls me further from the girl I used to be. I reach for her sometimes, but she slips through my fingers like smoke, and I wonder if she was ever real at all.

My mother and I have lived in fear for as long as I can remember. Not fear of monsters, but of the very people who were meant to protect us. Guardians of tradition. Keepers of power. Their silence speaks louder than any threat. The spell cast to shield our bloodline, to protect past, present and future, now feels like a cruel twist of fate. Because in its protection it made us invisible and more vulnerable than ever.

There are those who think the witch trials are just old stories, flickers of a darker time. They’re wrong. The ancient laws that once fed the flames of fear still lie buried beneath modern life, waiting. Watching. They stain the air we breathe. Still, others hide in plain sight, loud and dramatic with their so-called gifts, drawing attention away from those of us who move quietly, who exist in the in-between. The unseen. The unknown.

Our coven remains vigilant, sworn to guard the sacred balance of all living things. Or so my mother and I believed. Lately, I’m not so sure. Because the truth I’ve uncovered threatens everything we thought we knew. And now, I’m faced with a choice that will shape more than just my future. To protect the ones I love, even if it means sacrificing everything. Even if they’ve hurt me. Even if they no longer deserve it.

My name is Tara. And this is my story... whispered in the shadows by those like me.
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CHAPTER ONE

Endings and New beginnings
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“Bye, Christie! Enjoy the break, and best of luck with college next year!” I force a cheerful smile and wave as I turn away. Lately, keeping up appearances has felt like its own kind of battle... one I’m tired of fighting. The moment I’m out of sight, the weight lifts slightly. I can’t get home fast enough today. The thought of leaving this place behind fills me with something close to relief. Maybe even freedom.

I turn the corner and run smack into Abbey.

“Geez, slow down, Tara.” She takes a step back with a laugh. “I thought you’d be joining everyone in the cafeteria for the Amber Gap High, shirt signing. Isn’t it a tradition for graduates? I figured you’d be all about the nostalgia and stuff.”

Once again, I stretch a bright smile across my face and laugh a little louder than necessary. “Unfortunately, I can’t. Mum needs me at the museum. There’s a plumber coming to fix the pipes at home, and I’m needed to cover the front desk while she meets with him.” The lie slips out effortlessly, smooth and rehearsed, like so many others before it.

Abbey bites her nail, a telltale sign she’s deep in thought. “How about you let me take your shirt? I’ll get everyone to sign it while I’m getting mine done.”

I light up, putting on an exaggerated show of gratitude. “Really? That would be amazing!” I clap my hands with over-the-top enthusiasm. “Thank you so much!” My singsong voice rings out, while rummaging through my bag for the shirt I’d packed first thing this morning, in anticipation for this very moment.

I hand it over, and she slips it into her backpack. “The last bell’s about to ring. Shall we reminisce together?” She moves in and drapes her arm around my shoulder.

I flinch internally at her touch. I’ve never felt comfortable with physical contact, finding it invasive, especially from those who seem almost alien to me. Even though Abbey is my friend, my best friend, my feelings are the same. I simply don’t like it. If it weren’t for the coven’s expectations, I’d be free to be myself without this façade.

“Sure.” I force another giggle. “It’s the end of an era.” Our eyes meet as the bell tolls.

Abbey gives my shoulder a gentle squeeze as Dean approaches, his eyes locking with mine before he addresses her. “Ready for this?”

Abbey’s face lights up as though they’ve been lifelong friends, though in reality, they’ve known each other for just over a year. Dean returned to school to finish his final year after an extended absence. I shrink under his gaze as he turns his attention toward me.

“Are you coming?” his tone turns unexpectedly soft. Abbey’s brows knit together, puzzled by the shift in his demeanour.

I quickly adjust my expression, keeping my cheerful mask in place. “Nope, unfortunately not. I’m headed to the museum to handle the phones and the tour groups for my mum. Abbey’s got my shirt, so make sure to sign it before you leave!”

Abbey takes a step toward him, taking his arm in hers. “Let’s get going. I’m so ready to get out of here.” A wide grin spreads across her face, excitement lighting up her eyes as she tugs him forward.

“See you later!” she calls as they walk away. Watching them leave, makes me yearn for a simpler life, but I know that’s not in the cards for me.

With resolve, I walk toward the main exit of the school, pushing open the heavy glass doors with a shove. Hurrying down the steps, I open the car door and slide into the passenger seat of my mother’s car. 

“How did it go?” she glances sideways, her voice carrying a tone of seriousness.

I let out a deep breath, relieved the school year is finally behind me. “It went well. I gave the shirt to Abbey. No one suspected a thing. She’ll probably hang on to it for a few days, and I’ll meet her at Sam’s diner later this week to get it back. Hopefully, the charm I put on it will keep them safe from any unwanted attacks.”

My mother visibly relaxes, her shoulders easing as she processes the news. “That’s good.” Her gaze narrows slightly. “We need to be extra cautious. The coven is keeping a close eye on us ever since the Tiffany incident.”

“We made the right choice, Mum. We need to figure out how to distance ourselves from the coven. There has to be a way. I’m so exhausted. I know we’ll never be ‘normal,’ but I honestly believe we’d be better off without them—especially after everything the coven mother has done.” The thought settles in my gut, stirring a low hum of anxiety.

My mother and I descend from a lineage of witches that spans centuries—powerful figures far removed from the whimsical characters of storybooks or the dramatic figures of contemporary sci-fi. These witches possess genuine, immense power. When they make a vow, it’s not merely a promise. It’s an irrevocable decree. For over three years, our lives have been overshadowed by an oppressive fear, cast by our new coven mother.

My grandmother, Malory Blackwell, was the greatest coven mother to ever serve. Her passing, under suspicious circumstances, left a gaping void that Esme—whose daughter, Jennifer, torments me at school—was quick to seize. Esme’s rise to power was marked by questionable and unethical methods, a far cry from the integrity and honour that my grandmother upheld.

When Esme came into power, something changed. A hidden world, long cloaked in mystery and silence, came sharply into view. It wasn’t magic that revealed it, but a truth etched into bloodlines, ancient and enduring, and passed down from my particular bloodline because of our association with the caretakers on the local reserve. The veil didn’t dissolve gently. It tore open with purpose, exposing a realm meant only for those born to see it. My mother and I were among them. And because we are the founding family of the coven, a few others with blood ties were able to witness it too, though not all.

Esme carries the stain of corrupted blood. Blood that traces back to my family line. Once pure, once sacred, it belonged to protectors, caretakers, and the innocent. Now it runs polluted, and my mother and I are left to bear the cost. Even after my grandmother’s death, the duty remained ours... to guard the lineage, to hold the line. But somewhere along the way... we failed.

I glance at my mother, her expression distant, lost in thought. “Are you alright?” My voice is soft, filled with genuine concern. 

She offers a gentle smile. “Are you?” 

I meet her eyes with warmth, the tension easing from my shoulders. “Actually, I’m doing great. I’m just relieved that school is over. It’s nice to have a few moments to be myself without having to keep up a cheerful veneer.”

“You still need to be cautious. I’ve heard reports of the Shadowed Ones—Montal must be active again. Apparently, there are witches who have gone missing two counties over. We have to remain alert. I can’t risk anything happening to you.” She passes a warning glance, her brow furrowed with worry.

“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine, Mum.” I offer a gentle smile. “I’m hoping I won’t have to spy on my friends anymore.”

“Tara, we’ve talked about this.” She tears her gaze from the road, brows pinching in disapproval. “We need to offer something to the coven to ensure our safety. If we don’t, they’ll become even more suspicious of our intentions and consider us rogue.” 

“How can we be considered rogue? They’re clueless to the information we have, and I’m not about to share.” Frustration creeps into my voice. “Those half-humans are on our side. Why should we betray them to protect ourselves? It goes against everything we stand for, but despite that, they’re my friends. Even if they don’t realize I know their secret.”

My mother’s gaze sharpens. “Listen carefully, Tara. The only way to keep everyone safe is to maintain this delicate balance. We take a little and give a little. This way, we can intervene discreetly, when necessary, as we have in the past.” 

“Oh my God, have you forgotten about Tiffany?” My voice shakes with frustration. “What a disaster that was. Where is she now? Not with her beloved son, but on the run. How is that a good outcome?” My heart aches for Adam. He’s a victim of an age-old conflict between humans, half-humans, and everything in between. A tear slips down my cheek, the weight of sorrow pressing heavy in my chest for the child, trapped in a battle he never asked for.

My mum exhales a long, pent-up breath. “I get why you’re frustrated, but there’s a silver lining in all of this. Adam isn’t out there struggling on his own anymore. He’s safe at Elle and Gabe’s. Surrounded by people who actually care about him. He’s eating regular meals and, thanks to Eadie, has a new identity that doesn’t tie him to Tiffany. Giving him the cover of being her little brother was smart... quick thinking. And Ariel, stepping up to care for a boy she hardly knows, out of friendship. That says a lot about her. It shows heart. All we can do now is pray Tiffany comes back to us safely.”

We drive the rest of the way in silence.

“Bye.” I say, stepping out onto the curb.

“Love you,” she calls softly, just as the door clicks shut behind me. I glance back and lift a hand in a silent wave.

She’s heading to an urgent coven meeting that was called late last night. Each coven member has a role, and my mother’s is significant—she’s an enchantress, a gift passed down through the eldest daughter in each generation of our bloodline.

My abilities are extraordinary, though they remain hidden from the coven’s gaze. The only reason we haven’t been expelled, is because of my mother’s magic, especially with charm weaving, which shields us from those with ill intent.

Lately, however, my mother’s power has been fading, and we can’t figure out why. In secret, I’ve poured my magic into her, helping her, racing to uncover the truth before the coven discovers anything. 

If they learn of the full extent of my power, it could spell disaster for us. They might see me as a threat and force me into a marriage with a male from one of their affiliate bloodlines, or they could abandon us entirely if they learn of my mother’s weakening abilities.

The latter is what I secretly hope for. The men in coven bloodlines often have their powers enhanced through marriage, and while some are formidable warlocks, their personalities are usually marred by narcissism and arrogance. Just the thought of being bound to one of them sends a chill of dread through to my core. A deep, uncomfortable shiver that refuses to fade.

I step through the grand entrance of the museum, momentarily captivated by the soaring dome that rises proudly in the centre of the hall, its elegance commanding attention. Outside, the sky is a brilliant, unclouded blue—a perfect herald of spring’s imminent arrival. With the Spring Equinox just around the corner, I can’t help but reflect on the delicate balance between light and dark that it represents. To me, it feels like a fragile truce between two timeless adversaries, with darkness retreating just long enough to rest, recharge, and prepare for its inevitable return. After the relentless chill of winter, I find myself yearning for the vibrant colours and gentle warmth that spring promises, a welcome breath of life after the long, frozen silence.

I make my way to my mother’s office, dropping off my backpack and jacket. After grabbing my name tag from the desk and slipping on my alien headband, I head back toward the front entrance to await the afternoon visitors.

I pull out my phone to check for messages, but before I can fully focus, I notice a bus pulling up outside. I grab the flyers and brace myself, ready to launch into my well-rehearsed spiel. With a deep breath, I plaster on a familiar smile just as the group begins to file in. They vary in age, but the same eager curiosity shines in each of their faces. People who come here are typically drawn by a genuine fascination with the unusual and extraordinary, which is exactly how I prefer it.

“Good afternoon, everyone! It’s wonderful to see you all braving the cold to be here today. Thankfully, the weather is starting to warm up a bit.” As I look around, I catch a few chuckles and nods of agreement from the crowd.

“I’ll be giving each of you a map to help guide you to your points of interest.” I lift the map high so they can see. “The museum maintains a few simple rules. No smoking, and if the fire alarm goes off, please follow the clearly marked exit signs. You are welcome to visit the canteen—our food is delicious—and don’t forget to check out our ‘All Things Alien’ gift shop. I’m sure you’ll find a perfect keepsake to take home.”

I pause, making eye contact with a few of the visitors. “Have a wonderful time, and I’ll see you as you leave.” As they pass by, I hand each person a map with a warm smile.

Heading back to my spot at the information counter, I pull out my phone once more to check for messages. Abbey’s text flashes across the screen, but before I can even type, a voice cuts through the air—smooth, calculated, and sending an icy shiver down my spine.

“My, my, I must have died and gone to heaven. It seems there’s an angel in my midst.” The tone of his voice lingers in the air like a shadow, unsettling in its familiarity.

I look up, the chill in my veins spreading as his presence presses in. I force myself to stay composed, locking down the shock that surges inside me. To show any sign of weakness would be a grave mistake with someone like him.

“Hello, Gideon. You’re not in heaven, fortunately for you. You’re still very much on Earth.” I keep my voice steady, meeting his gaze head-on, refusing to show any sign of intimidation.

His grin widens, a predatory gleam flashing in his eyes as he steps closer. “Tara, when did you grow up? You’re of marrying age now, I do believe.” His words drip with a calculated mix of mockery and something darker, as though he’s savouring the idea of me as a prize to be claimed.

I hold his gaze, every muscle in my body tight with the effort of not flinching. I know all too well that showing even the slightest crack in my composure would hand him the advantage, and I refuse to give him that.

“Why are you here, Gideon? I thought you’d moved away.” I keep my voice level, though a knot of unease twists in my stomach.

“Oh, I’m moving back to this charming little town.” His words are as smooth as silk, but laced with something darker. “I figured I’d take care of some unfinished business—something your grandmother asked me to do before she passed. In fact, I’m looking for Elizabeth. Where is she?” His gaze sharpens, his eyes flicking over me like he’s dissecting every movement, every word.

An icy chill creeps through me. This isn’t good. I remember my mother’s lessons. Stay calm, stay focused, never show fear. I take a steady breath, my eyes never leaving his, as he edges closer, his presence like a weight pressing down on me. He’s so close now that I sense his warm breath lingering near my ear, sending a shiver that’s more than just the cold air. It’s a warning.

“Don’t lie to me, Tara. I’m not very forgiving these days.” He steps back, meeting my eyes with renewed intensity.

I manage a faint smile and tilt my head slightly. “There’s no need for lies, Gideon. Mother isn’t here at the moment, but she’ll be back within the hour if you’d like to wait.” I deftly avoid his question, worried he won’t accept my response.

He smiles to himself, fully aware of my evasive manoeuvre but choosing to let it slide. “I’ve got a few errands to run. I’ll return in an hour. Please keep my visit confidential.” He turns, casting one last knowing look over his shoulder before walking away.

I release a breath I didn’t realize I was holding, feeling the tension ease. Gathering the flyers, I take my position as another busload of tourists arrives.

An hour passes, and my mother still hasn’t returned. Panic starts to build. I text her, but ten minutes crawl by without a response. Putting my phone back in my pocket, I head to the office to grab my jacket, unable to fight the chill that remains from earlier. I remove my headband and return to the front desk, my headache worsening.

Another hour and a half drags by, and there’s still no sign of Gideon or my mother. Honestly, my mother often stays out for hours after a coven meeting, so I should have expected this. I don’t know why I told Gideon she’d be back within an hour.

By nine o’clock, I start the cleanup routine. I check for any lingering visitors and make sure the doors and windows are locked before gathering my things from the office. My mother has never left me to find my way home without letting me know before, and a growing sense of anxiety settles over me as I lock the main entrance and glance down the empty street.

I decide to head to Sam’s and wait for her there. I hurry down the street and push open the door, which jingles as I enter. Ariel, the waitress, greets me with a bright smile. “Hi Tara, you’re out late. I’m just about to lock up.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Mum went out earlier and hasn’t returned, so I thought I’d wait. I...I actually don’t know what I was thinking.” I struggle to control my voice, feeling foolish for not having a rational plan.

“It’s okay. I can give you a lift if you’d like,” Ariel offers.

My skin prickles as someone approaches from behind. “I wouldn’t hear of it. I’ll give Tara a lift home.” Gideon interjects, with a charming smile that could melt butter.

Ariel’s smile falters, replaced by a concerned frown. “Are you okay, Tara? Do you know him?” Her eyes dart between us, sharp and searching.

Realizing how much I’m giving away, I quickly shift gears, cranking up my usual upbeat persona as though the tension doesn’t even exist. I laugh—loud, light, and effortless—masking the knot in my stomach. “Hi, Gideon. Yes, Ariel, he’s a very dear friend of my mother’s. We go way back.” I flash a grin, making sure it’s bright and convincing. “Thanks, Gideon, I’d love a lift.” I keep my tone carefree, despite the unease twisting beneath the surface.

Gideon pays for his drink, the clink of coins sharp in the cafe’s quiet. He flashes a smile, his voice laced with false cheer. “I guess we should get going, then. I can’t wait to see Elizabeth.” The words are aimed directly at me, the implication unsettling in its casualness.

I offer a tight smile to Ariel, then turn toward the door. As we step outside, the chill of the air seems to press in closer. I glance over at Gideon, trying to read him, but his expression remains blank. “Are you really driving me home, or do you have other plans?” I keep my tone light, but the question is laced with suspicion.

His smile is slow, almost too gentle, and his eyes gleam with something I can’t quite place. “Don’t be scared, Tara. I’m not here to hurt you. I just need to speak with Elizabeth. It’s important.” The way he says it feels like a warning, and I can’t shake the sense that this is the beginning of something far more dangerous. I’m left feeling baffled. He’s almost convincing, but I know better. Most of our kind are masters of deception and can switch their demeanour in an instant. As we walk through the alley, he reaches for my hand, and I jerk it away.

“What are you doing?” I barely manage to squeak out, my voice trembling despite my best efforts to stay composed. Gideon laughs loudly, his amusement ringing in the air, too harsh to be genuine.

“That’s the spirit I’ve been waiting for!” His tone is taunting, and eyes narrow as he steps closer. So close it’s suffocating. “Where’s your fight?”

I instinctively take a step back, my heart pounding in my chest. “Oh my God, Gideon. Don’t do that. I don’t like being touched.” His smile falters, but there’s something in his gaze that makes my skin prickle.

For a moment, the air feels too thick, like something is about to snap. Gideon’s eyes flicker around, as if assessing my reaction, and the playful edge in his voice fades. His gaze locks on mine, and the space between us feels charged, tense with an unspoken threat.

“Don’t fear me, Tara.” He lowers his gaze, and his voice becomes something deep, almost hypnotic. “I’m here to protect you.” He lifts his gaze, leaning in slightly, his presence too close now. “You have a follower, or a stalker. I can’t tell if he’s friend or foe.” The words hang in the air, heavy with implication, and I’m left trying to make sense of what he’s really trying to say. Something’s off.

I look, yet see nothing; however, the sensation of a lurking presence suddenly weighs heavily upon the air. My pulse quickens as a subtle unease wraps around me. Gideon, oblivious to my discomfort, takes his keys from his pocket and presses the button to unlock his Porsche Cayenne. The sleek, black car purrs to life with a soft click. He walks around to the passenger side and opens the door, his movements smooth, almost rehearsed, like a true gentleman—or at least, someone pretending to be.

Reluctantly, I slip into the passenger seat, my mind racing with questions that remain unanswered. We drive home in silence, the hum of the engine filling the void between us. Gideon doesn’t break the stillness. He has always known where we live. His family, like ours, is steeped in ancestral privilege—bloodlines that have long been intertwined with power, sacrifice, and debt. In the past, our ancestors conducted their affairs with calculated precision, but today, things have changed. Ancient lineages hold diminished power; history’s disregard weakens them. 

The lesser families, the ones who aren’t leaders, have grown bolder, trying to undermine the old ways, but the struggle to maintain our status and protect our legacy is one we’ve always carried in secret. It’s a fight that still continues, one I’m too aware of, especially now with Gideon so close by, his silence just as heavy as the weight of our shared past.

Gideon, unlike me, has no qualms about revealing his true self. He wears confidence like armour, unafraid of letting the world see the power that courses through his veins. I can’t help but envy the ease with which he moves through the world, commanding both respect and fear from those who know him and his formidable lineage. It’s a power that pulses around him like a force field, unshakable and impenetrable. Yet, despite the strength that comes with his heritage, this is all that remains for Gideon—an empire built on trading, corporate investments, and a legacy tied to old money. They’ve controlled industries and shaped markets, but I wonder if there’s more he’s chasing now, beyond the reach of his family’s empire.

His family hasn’t been involved in coven affairs for years. They’ve focused their energies elsewhere, particularly on their ventures in the United Kingdom. And while his siblings are formidable in their own right, the chances of them ever forming a new coven seem slim. Their bloodline, though powerful, lacks the required number of 13 members—the sacred threshold that covens uphold to maintain their strength. Gideon’s family doesn’t fit the mold anymore, but I can’t help but wonder if he’s trying to change that, perhaps in ways that even I can’t predict.

One thing remains certain despite all of this, Gideon has always kept in contact with my mother—a connection I’ve never fully understood, and yet one that’s always left me curiously unsettled. He’s been a part of our lives, but in the shadows, and I’ve always felt that I was kept at arm’s length from the full picture.

As we pull into the driveway, I’m still lost in thought as Gideon gets out of the car. He walks around to open my door with the kind of gentlemanly gesture that only adds to the confusion building within me. His smile is polite, but there’s something behind it that doesn’t quite add up. It’s too calculated, too practiced, and I can’t shake the feeling that I’m being pulled deeper into something I’m not ready for.

“Thanks.” I keep my voice soft as I step out, portraying a calm exterior despite the tension that exists between us.

“You’re very welcome, Angel.” He flashes an unnerving smile, the nickname rolling off his tongue like an intimate secret.

I fix him with a hard glare, refusing to let the nickname slide. “Can you stop calling me that, please? I’m most certainly no angel.” I keep my eyes locked, daring him to do it again.

He laughs softly, his eyes glinting with amusement. “Sounds to me like someone’s hiding something. You know I don’t like secrets.” The words hang in the air, more of a statement than a question, and they send a chill crawling down my spine.

I hold his gaze, my jaw clenching. “Everyone has secrets, Gideon. No matter how small. There will always be something that needs to be hidden. That’s just how it is.”

His eyes narrow, studying me intensely, as if he’s trying to peel away layers I didn’t even know I had. “You’re an enigma to me, Tara,” his voice falters for a split second, as though the puzzle of me is one he can’t resist trying to solve. “Let’s get you inside. I don’t like being watched. Hopefully, your friend is reassured that I’m not here to cause you any harm.”

I avert my attention to the sleepy suburban street, half-expecting to see someone lurking in the shadows, but there’s nothing—just the stillness of the neighbourhood. I shake my head, brushing off the feeling, and open the door. The soft click of the entry light flickers on as we step inside. I make a quick, unnecessary glance around, trying to dispel the weirdness that clings to the air, while Gideon heads straight for the living room. He takes a seat on the sofa, his posture too relaxed for a guest.

“I’ll be back in a minute.” I keep my voice steady and head upstairs to drop off my backpack. Once in my room, I try calling my mother again, but the line goes unanswered—just like before. A sinking feeling settles in my chest as I hang up, frustrated but oddly resigned.

When I return downstairs, I find Gideon sitting in the same spot, his gaze unwavering. It’s like he’s waiting for something... me, like I’m the centre of attention.

“I’m hungry. Would you like something to eat?” I meet his gaze, while trying to break the silence, my voice steady despite the unease that gnaws at me. The last thing I need is him staring at me so intently, but I can’t look away.

“No, thank you.” His lips curl, the grin creeping across his face as his eyes stay fixed on mine, unblinking, like he’s seeing something no one else can.

I nod and move toward the kitchen, eager to put some distance between us. But as soon as I step inside, an odd tension settles in the air. My senses tingle, an inexplicable dread filling my being. It’s a feeling I can’t quite place—something magical, something sinister. The hairs on my neck stand up, and an uncomfortable pressure, present, like something unseen is watching, waiting.

Before I can process the sensation, Gideon is suddenly right behind me, his arrival suffocating.

“The house is under attack.” He keeps his voice low, while his eyes scan the room with alarming speed. “Who did you tell I was here?”

Blinking in surprise, my pulse quickens. “I’ve only messaged my mother. I haven’t been able to reach her by phone.” Tears threaten to sting my eyes with my voice betraying a hint of confusion.

Just as the words leave my mouth, I hear it... the unmistakable hissing sound of a gas leak. A low, menacing hiss that grows louder with each passing second. My heart drops into my stomach.

Gideon’s gaze flicks to the oven, his expression hardening. “Get away from the stove,” he raises his voice, with urgency.

I take a step back, my mind racing.

“Time to leave, Angel. Hold on tight.” He reaches out to take my hand. His words come out fast, almost a whisper, but sharp enough to cut through the noise. The panic clawing at me intensifies, but I force myself to steady my breath. Before his fingers can fully wrap around mine, I channel just enough of my power, to neutralise the immediate danger. The tension in the air fizzles, but only for a moment, before his grip tightens like a vice, pulling me toward the front door and outside.

I barely register what’s happening before he yanks the door open and all but shoves me into the passenger seat of his Porsche. He slams the door shut with a sense of finality before moving to the driver’s side. The engine roars to life, and the tires screech as he speeds out of the driveway, the house vanishing behind us in a blur of panic and confusion.

My heart pounds, and I can’t shake the feeling that something is terribly wrong and it all relates to my mother. The silence in the car is deafening, my breath too loud in my own ears.

Gideon’s hand shoots out toward mine once more, his fingers wrapping around my wrist. His grip is unwavering. With a low, murmured chant, the surrounding air seems to thicken, and I realize he’s casting protective spells. His words are ancient, vibrating with a power that seems to resonate through me, and my pulse quickens in response.

In my panic, I accidentally release a surge of power through our connection. The energy flows between us, an electric pulse that amplifies the protective barrier around us. The air crackles with an intensity that is both foreign and familiar. It’s like I’ve tapped into something deeper—something more primal—than I intended. The spells Gideon weaves grow stronger, but my surge of power twists them, creating a complex web that confuses the air around us, making it difficult for anyone to track or follow.

I clench my fists against the seat, grounding myself as the energy locks into place. Silently, I thread the ancient spells my grandmother once whispered... old magic buried deep in bloodlines, long forgotten by even the strongest covens. My breath evens out. The air shivers with power. A shield rises, seamless and sure, lacing over Gideon’s protection and cloaking us from anyone who might be hunting.

The road ahead is a blur of lights and speed, but the weight of the situation is heavy. “We need to get out of here.” I mutter under my breath, more to myself than to Gideon.

He initially doesn’t respond, but his jaw tightens, and his concentration intensifies. “We will. Just hold on.”

He glances at me with a sudden keen interest, his gaze sharp and calculating. “Where do you stand in the coven’s hierarchy, Angel?” His tone cool but laced with curiosity as his eyes shift back to the road.

“13th.” I keep my voice steady despite the unease simmering beneath the surface. I’ve kept that position a secret for a reason—being the 13th witch is no badge of honour in our circles. It’s the weakest rank in the coven, a number that marks me as the lowest of the low, expendable to the powers that be.

His smile widens, a flicker of understanding flashing in his eyes. “13th? That’s... interesting.” The amusement in his voice sharpens, like he’s piecing together something he didn’t fully comprehend before. “Your mother saved your life. I won’t ask anything more of you until we have her with us.” He pauses, his gaze narrowing slightly. “But remember, under no circumstances should you use that magic around anyone else. Keep your position as the 13th witch for as long as you can. It’s the one thing that might protect you, for now.”

The words sting, though I know he’s right. My position is my lifeline, and the more I reveal, the more exposed I become. I can’t afford to give the coven any reason to see me as a threat—or worse, as someone whose power they can use without question.

“We’ll go to my place, where my siblings and I can protect you for now. I have a plan.” His expression leaves no room for argument. “You’re not safe out there alone.”

A sudden wave of nausea hits me, my stomach twisting with the thought of being drawn into their world. Gideon’s family is legendary because of their enormous wealth and unlimited power, but I know their brand of protection comes with strings attached. The idea of being under their watch, fills me with dread.

“You don’t have to do this, Gideon.” My words rush out before I can stop them. “I can stay at a friend’s house. I’ll be safe there.”

He says nothing at first, but tension radiates off him with irritation simmering just beneath the surface. The silence stretches, enhancing the heavy atmosphere. Air burns in my lungs as I try to breathe, but his voice breaks through... low, resonant, impossible to escape. “You’re not safe anywhere unless you’re with us.” The finality of his tone sinks into my bones. “The coven won’t stop until they have you, Tara. You can’t outrun this by yourself.”

The air remains suffocating. I want to argue, to push back, but deep down, I know he’s right. There is no escaping this, not now.

“What happens when we get to your place, Gideon?” I glance at him, my voice quieter now, filled with uncertainty. “What exactly are you planning?”

He meets my gaze, his eyes dark and unreadable. “I’ll protect you,” but there’s an undertone to his words that sends a shiver down my spine. The protection he offers may not be the kind I’m hoping for.

He thinks for a moment before shaking his head firmly. “No, I won’t hear of you staying anywhere but with my family. You’re under my family’s protection now. If anyone attacks you or your mother, I will retaliate. I repeat! I will retaliate!” His voice is hard, carrying an undercurrent of something unyielding and dangerous.

I turn my head towards the window, in an attempt to mask the tension coiling in my chest. I need a moment to collect myself, to silence the rising frustration that gnaws at me. When I finally sense my heartbeat slow and my thoughts calm enough to speak, I face him again, my expression deliberately neutral.

“What is it you want, Gideon, and what exactly are you after?”

He hesitates, his gaze flicking to me briefly, then to the road ahead. “Before your grandmother died, I made her a promise. I’ve returned to Amber Gap to fulfill it. However, I need to speak with your mother first.”

As I process his words, my mind works through the implications. His cryptic answer only deepens my suspicions, but I push the thoughts aside for now. There’s no time to unravel his motives just yet. For now, I need to stay focused.

We drive in silence for half an hour, the hum of the engine and the occasional rustle of the wind outside the only sounds accompanying us. With every mile between us and Amber Gap, the world outside the window grows quieter, the landscape emptier. Familiar landmarks vanish, replaced by nameless trees and stretches of road that feel like they’re swallowing me whole.

Suddenly, a pair of towering gates come into view. Their wrought-iron design is as imposing as the rest of the estate, the kind of gates that suggest no one without a proper invitation or clearance should even consider approaching. Gideon presses a button on his visor, and they creak open slowly, revealing the wide spaces beyond.

As we drive up the long, winding driveway, the residence comes into full view—an enormous mansion sitting at the heart of sprawling, well-manicured grounds. The architecture is nothing short of intimidating... an imposing structure that radiates both wealth and authority. Ornate carvings adorn every surface, from the windowsills to the doorframes, each detail so deliberate it feels less like decoration and more like a warning. To me, it looks more like a fortress than a home. The stone it’s built from carries a chill, not from temperature, but from something older, something that clings and settles beneath the skin.

The grandeur of it all presses in on me, amplifying my sense of isolation in this world of old money and ancient power. The sheer opulence of the place feels like a trap.

Gideon parks in front of the main entrance, and as he kills the engine, a growing sense of anxiety washes over me. This mansion, this world, it’s all a reminder of how far removed I am from my own life, my own reality. This place appears to bury secrets and make promises in shadows.

I can’t bring myself to open the door.

We’re parked in silence, the hum of the world outside muffled by the car’s stillness. The estate looms, vast and cold, sending a shiver down my spine. My fingers hover over the handle, but I don’t move. The closer I get to the estate’s main entrance, the farther I’ll feel from the version of myself I still recognize.

I’ve spent months aching for an escape, desperate to leave behind school, structure, the expectation of who I’m supposed to be. I thought freedom would come with relief, maybe even joy. But now that I’m here, the weight of what comes next settles into my chest like a stone.

Turning eighteen is supposed to be a beginning, but it already feels like a farewell to simplicity, to safety, to the parts of me I’m not ready to give up. I glance at Gideon, still as ever, patient but unreadable. He belongs here. I don’t know if I ever will.

So, I sit with the door still closed, caught in the in-between, no longer who I was, not yet ready for who they want me to become.

I haven’t made marriage promises, and I won’t. Our world finds that intention laughable; futile, like stemming a tide.

Gideon’s grin widens as he watches me from the driver’s seat, his voice breaking through my swirling thoughts. “What are you thinking?”

I pause, a flicker of vulnerability creeping into my otherwise steady gaze. Offering a small, genuine smile, I try to keep it light. “It’s an enormous house.” The words taste hollow in my mouth.

“It is.” A smirk tugs at the corner of his lips, his gaze holding something both playful and understanding. “I hope you like it here.”

He gets out of the car and comes around to open my door. I hesitate; my eyes lock on the mansion as I step out. Its looming structure is equal parts invitation and threat, a silent force that draws me in even as every instinct urges caution. The air is cool against my skin, sharp like a warning. The sheer scale of the place sends a jolt through me. There’s a pull I can’t ignore, a quiet promise of answers or power... or something I haven’t dared to name. But underneath that shimmer lies a thread of dread, like stepping into a beautifully spun web, only half-aware of the spider waiting at the centre.

Gideon notices the subtle shift in my demeanour as I hesitate, aware of the cracks in my usually composed veneer. The effort to maintain my usual sense of calm is futile here, like an illusion ready to shatter the moment I let my guard down. And something in his gaze tells me he sees right through it.

“You really don’t need to worry.” He keeps his voice softer now, with a rare hint of reassurance in his otherwise sharp tone. “I’ll take care of you.”

He tries to sound reassuring, but his words only tighten the unease curling in my chest. Each syllable feels like another link in an invisible chain, wrapping slowly around my heart, cold and unrelenting. I force myself to lift my gaze, meeting his eyes with a calmness while a storm is building underneath my skin.

“Thanks.” I’m not sure if it’s gratitude or resignation that fills the space between us. Either way, I have no choice but to step forward into whatever he has planned next; that’s how it seems.

He gestures toward the main entrance, and I follow him inside. The door shuts softly behind us, and he leads me into a sprawling living room, where his siblings are locked in quiet conversation. Despite the elegant decor, a potent presence pervades the space. The way the siblings carry themselves, with a subtle intensity and unwavering presence, threatens to splinter what little calm I have left.
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CHAPTER TWO

Family
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I pause just inside the doorway, with my breath catching in the back of my throat. It feels like I’ve stepped into a lion’s den, every instinct on edge. The air is thick, weighted with something unspoken, tension clinging to the walls like dust that’s settled.

In an instant, the room’s atmosphere shifts, and all five of Gideon’s siblings—or should I say, the Cavaleri siblings—fall silent. Their conversation halts abruptly, and, in perfect unison, their eyes lock onto me, the weight of their gaze unwavering.

Thorne, ever the enigma, tilts his head slightly, his expression unreadable, like a predator sizing up its prey. Known for his mastery of Shadow Manipulation, his mere presence coils in my gut, a suffocating pressure that tightens with every passing second. He casts a sharp, penetrating glare at Gideon, his voice slicing through the tense silence with chilling precision. “What on earth is going on?”

Rowan, the third brother, adjusts his glasses with clinical precision, his face an impenetrable mask of neutrality. Without the slightest shift in his expression, he turns his gaze to Thorne. “That’s no way to treat a guest, Thorne.” His voice cold, carrying authority. Rowan, it is said, is the healer and rejuvenator of the siblings, his power unmatched, able to mend both body and soul with a touch.

The weight of their combined scrutiny presses down on me, thick and suffocating, and I can’t shake the impression that I’ve just become the centre of a high-stakes game, the rules of which I don’t understand.

“What are you dragging us into, Gideon?” Selene, the eldest sister, demands, her piercing gaze cutting through the tension. Her voice is sharp, commanding answers. According to my grandmother’s teachings, Selene wields formidable lunar powers and unmatched intuition, the ability to influence tides, and the power to manipulate darkness, cloaking the world in impenetrable gloom or disorienting her enemies.

As Gideon opens his mouth to respond, Lyra, the youngest sister, rises with a warm smile, her presence effortlessly graceful. She glides over, extending her hand toward me. Instinctively, I recoil, and in an instant, Gideon is by my side, his protective stance a stark contrast to Lyra’s friendly gesture.

“Enough of that, Lyra.” Gideon’s voice cuts through the tension like a knife. “I won’t tolerate it. She doesn’t enjoy being touched, so keep your tricks to yourself.”

Lyra’s hand retracts with a fluid, almost casual motion, and she walks back to her seat with a nonchalant air, as if the incident were little more than an afterthought. But the chill that lingers around her makes my skin crawl. I shiver, the rumors of her abilities whispering through my mind—creating powerful illusions that deceive the senses, enchanting objects or people to manipulate their every move.

At the back of the room, Orion, the youngest sibling, watches with keen interest. His eyes flicker, scanning each person’s reaction to my presence, clearly calculating how best to approach the situation. He frowns, sighs, then seems to reconsider, likely influenced by Gideon’s warning.

I’ve heard whispers of Orion’s power to manipulate time by speeding it up, slowing it down, or even briefly rewinding it, which makes him an overwhelming force in both combat and problem-solving. The mere thought of his abilities makes my stomach tighten.

As I stand here, trying to steady my breath, the weight of the moment settles heavily upon me. I’m surrounded by figures I’ve only ever known through bedtime stories and whispered family lore. Powerful beings whose legends always seemed like distant myths, but now, they’re real. And they’re watching, summing me up as though I’m a threat.

Each sibling before me is a living embodiment of those fantastical stories. Selene’s lunar control, Lyra’s deceptive illusions, Orion’s manipulation of time, and all of it seems surreal, like stepping into a world where fantasy and reality blur. The room crackles with electric tension, and the air is heavy with ancient power, almost tangible, as if the very walls hum with it.

The enormity of the situation presses down on me, and I struggle to reconcile the mythic figures of my past with the very real, very powerful individuals who scrutinize me now. The line between story and reality has irrevocably blurred, and although I know I’m privileged, I’m also profoundly out of my depth.

In an instant, my senses sharpen, and my mother’s teachings flood back. This is exactly what she prepared me for... this very moment. I square my shoulders, summon the brightest smile I can muster, and turn to Gideon.

“Thank you, Gideon. I apologize for my lack of manners. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Tara Blackwell. I’m very sorry for the intrusion.”

An eerie silence wraps around the room, my smile unwavering, trying to mask the storm of nerves swirling within.

“Blackwell?” Selene inquires, her tone laced with curiosity, her gaze sharpening as if searching for something deeper.

“Yes,” I meet her gaze, ensuring to keep my voice steady.

“Blackwell as in the Blackwells, the leaders of the Shadow Coven?” she presses, her voice carrying a subtle edge of intrigue, as if the name stirs something more than just recognition.

I pause, tilting my head slightly as I meet her gaze. “Well, we are no longer the leaders since my grandmother’s passing. However, my mother and I still maintain an affiliation.”

The room seems to hold its breath for a moment, the weight of my words hanging in the air.

Selene’s lips curl into a knowing smile, her eyes gleam with something unreadable, and she turns to Gideon, a soft, enigmatic laugh escaping her. The atmosphere in the room shifts subtly, the tension now layered with a growing sense of curiosity and anticipation.

“You need to explain why you would jeopardize our peace and safety for a mere coven member.” Selene straightens; every word laced with authority.

Gideon’s gaze turns icy, his expression hardening as he locks eyes with her. “I’m the head of this family.” His voice thick with command, brooking no argument. “For now, you will follow my orders. The reason will become clear in time. For now, ensure her protection at any cost.”

The room falls silent, the weight of his declaration hanging heavy in the air.

Selene remains unshaken, her steely gaze shifting to me with unrelenting intensity. “What position do you hold?” Her eyes bore into mine, waiting for an answer without a hint of mercy.

I clear my throat and push my shoulders back. “The 13th.”

Immediately, my announcement is met with a chorus of disbelieving head shakes and muffled snickers, the air thick with skepticism. I stand firm, my head held high, despite the dismissive reactions.

Clearly, this group isn’t as perceptive as I had expected—if they can’t sense my essence merely by my presence. Perhaps I am not as formidable as I once believed, or maybe the charm I’ve crafted conceals my true nature exceptionally well.

Regardless, I am resolved to play my role to the fullest. In this room, only one person understands the true extent of my power, and that person happens to be the most dangerous of all.

Beside me, Gideon tenses, his energy crackling in the air, almost visible. I keep my poise, even though the force radiating from him is undeniable, a silent warning to anyone who might dare test it.

“Enough!” He glares at his siblings, with anger radiating from him. “You will treat her with respect while she is under my roof.”

The room falls into an uneasy silence, the weight of his words hanging heavily. Orion shifts, stepping to stand beside Selene. His gaze now locked onto me with a renewed, calculated interest, as if a new layer of mystery had just unfolded before him.

“Forgive us for our rudeness, Tara,” Orion begins, his tone softening, though his eyes remain sharp, scanning every reaction and movement in the room. “It’s been some time since we’ve had a guest in our home. This place serves as our base, not a venue for social visits. We are a very private family, limiting our interactions to public settings.

“I apologize, Orion.” My voice remains steady. “I had offered to stay with a friend until my mother returns. However, Gideon was kind enough to extend his assistance this evening.”

Orion releases a measured breath, a faint smile tugging at his lips. “We don’t do friends here, so you’ll have to explain that concept to me while you’re staying. But don’t worry, I’ll protect you as Gideon has requested. You’re safe with me.” His gaze flickers to Selene, who wears a knowing grin, her eyes sparkling with a mischievous gleam.

“Well, at least she hasn’t crumpled into a trembling heap,” she remarks, her tone light but with an edge of sarcasm. “I’ll take on the task of ensuring her safety while she’s here.” With that, she rises, her movements graceful, and follows Orion out of the room, removing the tension in the air slightly.

Thorne, without a word, gives a brief nod and exits the room after the others. Lyra, her demeanor light and carefree, giggles softly and flashes a smile at Gideon. It’s clear from her ease that she and Gideon share a close bond, though no words are needed to acknowledge it. She turns toward me, gives a shrug and a playful smile, then follows the others out of the room.

Rowan, however, remains seated, his gaze fixed on me with an intensity that feels almost clinical. It’s as though he sees something in me that the others cannot. After a moment of silent assessment, he gives a curt nod of acceptance to Gideon, stands, and offers me one final, piercing glance. Then, without a word, he exits, leaving me alone with Gideon.

Gideon turns to face me directly, his expression softening, a rare flicker of vulnerability passing across his features. “I apologize for my siblings’ behavior. They’re very guarded, but I’m sure you can understand why.”

My frown deepens with confusion. “I don’t understand why you brought me here, Gideon. I have nothing to offer and am of no use to you or your siblings.”

A glimmer of amusement lights up his eyes. “You underestimate yourself, my dear. If we were to turn back the clock ten, or even one hundred years, you’d find that a witch from your bloodline has always allied with mine. Surely your grandmother shared these stories with you?”

He watches me closely, his gaze expectant, as though waiting for some revelation to dawn on me. I scramble through the stories my grandmother told me—tales passed down through generations, some of which have always felt like distant, disconnected fragments. Slowly, a few pieces begin to fall into place, and I realize that the only historical connections between our families have been through marriage rites. A wave of realization washes over me, and my blood runs cold. My knees go weak, and I reach out instinctively to steady myself by gripping the doorframe.

Gideon is quick to react. He steps forward, his arm sliding around me and drawing me close, his presence overwhelming. My heart races as I peer into the icy blue depths of his eyes, and for the briefest moment, I sense a sudden, profound connection—one that I haven’t experienced before, one that both unsettles and pulls at me.

I jerk away from his grasp, my breath unsteady, and make my way to the door, my mind a whirlwind of racing thoughts.

“No, no, no! This can’t be happening. Not now, not after just finishing school. I’m too young for this! No way, no how, absolutely not!”

I dash toward the door, fling it open and race outside with Gideon hot on my heels. My breath comes in sharp gasps as I sprint toward the front gate, but when I reach it, I find it locked tight. The panic rises in my chest.

As Gideon reaches out to grab me, I sidestep quickly, my feet carrying me toward the brick wall. My heart pounds in my ears, and with a surge of adrenaline, I leap using my magic for propulsion. My hands grip the top of the wall, fingers scrambling for purchase. I pull myself up, hoisting my leg over the edge and scrambling to the other side.

Just as my feet hit the ground, a car screeches to a halt beside me, the window rolling down with a smooth whirr. The sound is like a cold slap to my senses.

“Get in!” Dean eyes me with urgency.

Without hesitation, I dive into the car, and within moments we’re speeding away. Dean glances at me, his expression hard, as if trying to gauge my state.

“Are you okay?” His eyes linger for a moment before he turns them back to the road. His voice laced with worry.

“I think so.” My hand lifts to my chest, as I try to steady my breath, tight from adrenaline. “I just need a minute to process everything.”

“Did they hurt you?” He doesn’t look at me. His voice rough, edged with fury, he struggles to hold back the storm brewing inside as his hands tighten on the wheel.

I glance at him, taken aback by the intensity of his tone. It’s not just concern—it’s something deeper. “No, he was protecting me,” I admit, realizing too late that I’ve revealed more than I intended, the truth slipping out before I can stop it.

“Protecting you from what? You need to spill the beans, Tara. I’ve been watching you for a while. I can keep your secret, but you need to be honest with me.” He visibly tenses, and the vein in his neck pulses.

I let out a short laugh, attempting to mask the tension building inside me. “Actually, I can’t tell you anything.” His frown deepens, frustration creeping into his features.

“Why not?” he presses, turning desperate.

“Let’s just say my lips are sealed and leave it at that.” My voice falters slightly. “Even if I could, I wouldn’t. It would risk everything I care about.” The words resonate harder than I expect, and a pang of guilt twists in my stomach.

Dean’s expression softens, but his concern is still clear. He stares straight ahead, making the silence stretch as he weighs his response. Finally, he speaks, his voice resolute.

“You won’t lose me.” He loosens the grip on the wheel, his words steady, unwavering. “I’ll be your friend, no matter what.”

I look at him, touched by his sincerity, the weight of what he’s admitted settling in. “Do you trust me?” I eye him carefully while the question hangs in the air between us. I know I’ve done nothing to earn his trust, and truthfully, my mother and I have spent years keeping our secrets, carefully misleading those closest to us just to survive after my grandmother’s death.

He hesitates before answering, his gaze flicking to mine. “I haven’t trusted you fully,” he admits, his voice steady but with a hint of vulnerability. “But I don’t think you mean any harm to us, if you know what I mean. I do care about you, though, so promise me you’ll be careful.”

“I promise.” The words are oddly comforting. A small measure of relief and gratitude washes over me, though I know the promise is fragile. “Can you drop me here? I need to go back. I can’t explain why, but it’s safer for everyone this way.”

He gives a silent nod, but the tightness around his eyes speaks of the concern he doesn’t voice. I realize, with a tightening in my chest, that if I go to Alice’s ranch with him, I risk putting all of them in danger—Dean’s twin sisters, Abbey, and the others. Gideon provides my only sanctuary; others, though significant, cannot match that security.

Even though the thought of marriage terrifies me, I can’t help but wonder where my mother is and hope she returns soon to clear up this sorry mess. The weight of what’s coming presses on me, and I wish there were a way to escape it.

“Are you sure? I don’t like this.” His grip on the wheel tightens again.

I force a half-smile, hoping it will ease his worry. “Yes, I’m sure.” I take a deep breath, the weight of my family’s choices settling heavy on my shoulders. “I believe this is what my mother and grandmother wanted, so I’d better face it.” The truth stings, but it’s undeniable. “It’s nice to know you’ve been watching over me, though.” Heat rises to my cheeks as the softness in my voice gives me away.

Dean’s expression softens, his eyes steady and unwavering. “You’re one of us, even if you don’t realize it yet.” His lips curve up gently, his voice calm. “I will always protect you.”

I nod, feeling a warmth in my chest, though it’s quickly overshadowed by the urgency of the moment. “We’d better hurry. Don’t hang around. Take off from here as soon as I’m out of the car.” I glance out the window, my tone firmer now as he pulls to the side of the road.

“Don’t worry. I can’t risk being discovered. Message me if you need me. I’ll get Abbey to text you my number,” Dean offers, his tone filled with quiet resolve.

His hand lingers on the gearshift for a moment, and I can see the worry still etched on his face. “Take care.” His voice is steady, but there’s a hint of something more behind the words. With a final, lingering glance, he drives off, leaving me standing alone on the side of the road.

I watch as his vehicle fades into the distance, my chest tight with unease. The nagging feeling in my gut refuses to go away, a sense that something is off. Still, I remind myself why I made this choice. I have no other option.

With a deep breath, I turn and begin walking in the direction I need to go, each step more uncertain than the last. I can only hope I’m doing the right thing.

As I walk, I glance up, noticing headlights coming over the rise. I freeze for a moment as the vehicle draws closer, recognition flashing through me. It’s Gideon’s car. He makes a quick U-turn and pulls to a stop beside me. The passenger window winds down with a smooth, controlled motion, and I find myself standing face to face with him once again.

“Get in, little one.” He takes a deep, tolerant breath, his voice thick with anger, his tone sharp and unyielding.

I glare at him, not backing down. “Doesn’t our situation bother you in the least?” The frustration sharpens my tone. “I’m assuming you had no say in this.”

He parks the car with a swift motion and gets out, realizing I’m not going to budge until we’ve had this conversation far away from the prying eyes—and ears—of his family. They may not know his intentions, but I’m damn sure about to find out.

“Oh, I had a say, don’t you worry about that.” His words come slower, clipped at the ends, each one laced with a tension sharp enough to cut. “You might doubt it now, but in time, you’ll see, there was never another choice.” He steps toward me, his eyes narrowing, and his voice drops to a deadly tone. “I’d protect my family with fire if I had to. There’s too much history between our names for me to call it fate.”

I take a step back, my chest tightening, my fists clenching. “What do you mean by that, Gideon?” My anger flares, and for the first time tonight, the magic I’ve kept so carefully concealed pulses through me, like a storm brewing, ready to break.

The pressure builds, my energy surges beneath the surface, and I struggle to keep it contained, but his words... they strike a nerve.

“Careful there, Angel,” Gideon’s lips curve into a faint smile, the kind that lingers too long to be innocent. His voice dips lower, smoother, brushing against my skin like velvet over a blade. There’s warmth in it, yes... but beneath, something unspoken hums, quiet and possessive. “I won’t be able to control my temper if you lose yours. Where
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