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  Chapter 1


The Bitterroot River ran high that spring, swollen with snowmelt that turned it into a twisting, silver-backed serpent cutting through the valley. It clawed at its banks, gnawing at the earth, as if trying to break free. Tin Creek clung to the land, small and stubborn, its buildings huddled against the looming mountains and the restless current. Above, the sky hung low and heavy, bruised clouds gathering on the horizon. 
Lilly Anne Carlyle crouched at the river’s edge, her fingers drifting through the fast moving cold water, churning, speaking. Not with words, but in the way it surged, the way the current tugged against her touch. She could feel its pull, the urgency woven into its rush. A snap of instinct struck her. A half-mile downriver, trout pooled along the bend, waiting in the deep pockets where the water curled back on itself. Big ones, their silver bellies flashing beneath the surface, powerful enough to fight a rod until it bent like a willow in a gale.
A smile tugged at the corner of her lips. The river never lied. Not to her.
Her fingers traced slow circles below the surface. Another whisper, sharper this time. A storm coming. Not tonight, but soon. Two, three days before the sky cracked open with thunder that would shake the ground under her boots.
Behind those familiar whispers lurked others, darker, colder. The voices of Hannah, Margaret, and Grace. Her ancestors. The dark witches whose power had twisted into terrible legacies. Family stories painted them as cautionary tales, women who’d used their gift to control rather than for good. Their legacy lingered in the once cursed silver trinity pendant locked away in her mother’s trunk, its emerald, ruby, and sapphire stones glinting with malevolent memory. But their presence grew strongest here at the river’s edge, where the water remembered everything it touched. Their whispers had followed her since childhood, growing louder with each passing year, as if they recognized something of themselves in her. What did they want with her? She never wanted to hurt anything but it was becoming harder to ignore them.
“Lilly!”
Her mother’s voice shot through the trees, sharp as a snapped branch. The water’s murmurs slipped away, disappearing beneath the weight of it.
Lilly Anne straightened, pulling her hand from the river and sweeping her wild, dark hair back from her face. Droplets clung to her skin, glittering like stolen stars in the fading light. She considered ignoring the call to see how long before her mother’s patience wore thin. But Isobel Carlyle didn’t summon her daughter lightly, not in that clipped, expectant way.
Brushing damp hands against her skirt, she climbed the short embankment, boots slipping in the loose earth. The pines loomed tall around her, their branches knitting together like whispered secrets. The mountains stood beyond them, jagged peaks swallowed by mist.
Isobel waited at the edge of the clearing, arms crossed, green eyes narrowed beneath furrowed brows. “You think the river will keep you out of trouble?” Loosely tied back, her chestnut hair showed streaks of silver that glinted in the weak light that penetrated the thick overhead leaves.
Lilly Anne shrugged. “The river doesn’t ask anything of me. Could be why I like it.”
Her mother’s jaw tightened, but Lilly Anne couldn’t tell whether she was irritated or worried. “You’re soaking wet. Supper’s waiting. Your father won’t sit until everyone’s at the table.”
“Then he’ll have to wait.”
It slipped out before she could stop. Defiance flared, sharp, curling through her like the wind during a storm.
Isobel’s voice turned to steel. “Lilly Anne Carlyle, you’ll test me one day too far. Mark my words.”
Lilly Anne met her mother’s gaze, reading the frustration there, but sorrow also pooled, deep and unspoken. Her eyes drifted toward the river, until Isobel caught her chin with a firm hand, drawing gray to green once more.
“You’ve got the storm behind your eyes, child,” Isobel said, softer, tinged with something that might’ve been pity. “And storms don’t ask for permission before they destroy.”
“I don’t mean to destroy anything,” Lilly Anne mumbled, pulling her face free. “But I’m not going to play small either.”
Isobel sighed and let her hand drop. “Be quick. Your father’s patience isn’t as long as the river’s.” Isobel turned, heading away without another word. Lilly Anne followed, trailing behind, her thoughts still tangled in the water’s whispers. The walk home was quiet, save for the steady crunch of her boots on the rocky trail. Pine and damp earth scented the air, heavy with the promise of spring rains.
The Carlyle ranch stood against the vast stretch of open land under the Bitterroot Mountains, its weathered beams enduring season after season. A candle flickered in the window, Isobel’s touch, a reminder that home waited even when the dark pressed close. Lilly Anne hesitated before pushing the door, its hinges groaning.
Inside, supper spread across the table. John Carlyle stood by his usual chair, carving a thick slice of roasted venison. His broad shoulders hunched, his weather-creased face unreadable. But when he glanced at her, the mustache at the corner of his mouth twitched.
“There she is,” he said. “Thought the river might’ve swallowed you.”
Lilly Anne smirked, shrugging off her coat and hanging it on the peg by the door, droplets from the river still clinging to its hem. “It tried. I fought it off.”
John huffed a small chuckle, but Isobel cut through the moment with a look. “Sit. And next time, don’t keep us waiting.”
Lilly Anne dropped into her chair, brushing damp strands of hair from her face. The fire crackled in the hearth, but it didn’t soften the tension at the table. She tore a piece of bread, chewing as if it might ward her mother’s words at bay. Her younger sister, Rose Anne, received a dirty look to remind her of her place.
Only the scrape of forks filled the silence. Outside, the wind picked up, brushing the rose bushes against the panes of the small window above the sink. Lilly Anne caught her mother looking at her several times, her lips pressed tight as if to keep words from slipping out. John set his knife on his plate with deliberate care. “You’re restless, girl.”
She chewed the last bite of bread, eyeing him with a mix of affection and caution. Her father rarely weighed in on the fights she and her mother seemed to circle around daily, like dogs chasing each other’s tails. If he was speaking now, it meant he’d been turning this over for some time. Lilly Anne kept her gaze on her plate, but she felt the weight of his eyes. “I don’t fit here. This town, this valley. It’s too still. There’s no air in it. Not for me.”
While her mother stiffened with a sharp intake of breath, John said, “You’re free to go when you’re old enough. But don’t think running from your roots will fix what’s stirring in you.”
“I’m not running.” The words came fast, too fast. She forced herself to slow. “The river’s not enough anymore, Dad. The ocean. It’s calling me. I can feel it.”
Isobel’s fork clattered onto the plate. “The ocean.” Her voice was tight, trembling at the edges. “Do you even understand what you’re saying? It isn’t some endless playground. It takes, and it doesn’t care what it leaves behind.”
The firelight flickered across her mother’s face, sharpening the lines of it. Her green eyes glinted like jade, hard and unyielding, but saturated with unspoken pain. Lilly Anne saw something then, something rare. Fear.
Lilly Anne noticed the tremor in her mother’s hands, the one Isobel tried to hide by folding her fingers in front of her plate. The sight of it fanned Lilly Anne’s guilt, but it also stoked her anger. “It’s not cruel to me,” Lilly Anne said, quieter now. “The river whispers. The sea calls me.”
With a jolt, Isobel pushed away from the table, the legs of her chair scraping against the polished wood. “It’s not the ocean calling you. They want to use you.” The heat in her words matched the flames behind her.
Lilly Anne flinched. The words weren’t only worrying. They were a warning.
John’s voice came steady, but it carried a timber that could make wolves pause mid-howl. “Enough.”
Isobel clenched her jaw but said nothing else. John rose from the table, grabbing his hat from the hook by the door. “Got work to finish before dark,” he said, more to himself than anyone in particular. He gave Isobel a long look before stepping outside, boots heavy against the wooden planks of the porch.
The silence left behind felt taut, stretched too thin. Across the table, Rose Anne’s wide brown eyes flickered between her mother and sister. Her hands tightened around the edge of her plate, knuckles turning pale. “Lilly Anne,” she whispered.
Isobel exhaled, dragging a hand through her hair. “Go on, Rose Anne,” she said, softer now. “Help me clear the dishes.”
Rose Anne hesitated, her gaze lingering on Lilly Anne before she slid from her chair and began gathering plates with careful, measured movements. The tension hadn’t lessened, only settled like dust.
Isobel turned to Lilly Anne, her voice low but firm. “If you follow this blindly, you won’t know the line between control and being consumed. Just like them.”
Lilly Anne’s pulse quickened. “Who?”
Isobel’s voice cracked, and something in her eyes gave way like a dam about to break. “Hannah. Margaret. Grace. They think they’re different. Special. And what has come of it? Destruction, and a family curse we scrubbed from our bloodlines! Gemma lost her magick because of them.”
Rose Anne’s movements stilled for a moment, her brows knitting together as she caught the weight of their mother’s warning. Then, without another word, she turned back to stacking dishes, her small frame tense.
Lilly Anne pushed her chair back. “I’m not them,” she said, standing. “And just because you’re scared doesn’t mean I have to be.”
Isobel flinched as if struck, her hand hovering near her side. Her mother was many things, stubborn as mountain rock, sharp as a jagged pine, but Lilly Anne couldn’t recall when she had ever looked...afraid. But in the flickering light of the fire, a glimmer of fear reflected in those green eyes.
She left the table before they could stop her, climbing the stairs two at a time, slamming her door behind her, the sound rattling the walls.






  
  Chapter 2


Stella’s weathered hands moved with practiced grace as she sorted through the dried herbs hanging from the rafters of her cabin. Moonlight spilled through the window, casting long shadows across the worn floorboards. She could feel it, the restless energy rolling off the mountains, carried down from Tin Creek on the night wind. More specifically, she understood Lilly Anne’s turmoil, sharp as a thorn in her awareness. 
“You’re stirring old ghosts, child,” she said, selecting sprigs of rosemary and sage. The herbs crumbled beneath her fingers as she worked them into a fine powder. “But I won’t let them have you.”
From a carved cedar box, she withdrew three small river stones, smooth and dark, each one collected during the last new moon. Their surfaces still held the memory of rushing water. Perfect for anchoring protection while allowing the natural flow of power. Unlike the cursed silver trinity necklace that had almost destroyed their bloodline generations ago, these stones would guard without binding.
Stella’s joints ached as she lowered herself onto the cushioned stool before her workbench. Age might have silvered her hair and lined her face, but her magick remained strong, honed by decades of practice and hard-won wisdom. She arranged the stones in a triangle, then wove strands of copper wire between them, her fingers moving in the complicated patterns her mother had taught her.
By the binding of wire and the weight of stone,
Hannah, Margaret, Grace, your reign atone.
From blood to earth, from sky to sea,
Your shadow breaks; I set us free.
As Stella wove the gleaming copper wire, the stones hummed, their surfaces shimmering like water, catching the first blush of dawn. The air thickened, charged with an unnatural energy as threads of light, fiery gold and deep, glowing violet, snaked from the stones, dancing in spirals around her hands. Each name she spoke sent a ripple through the room, the sound vibrating in her chest, as if the walls held their breath.
The stones pulsed with life, their hues shifting with every twist of the wire, the pink rock flushing like new blood, the onyx darkening to a void that drank the surrounding light, and the blue-green one swirled into a whirlpool. The copper thread crackled, a bright glint against the swirling shadows and light.
When the last twist of the wire locked the spell into place, Stella raised the stones in her hands, their glow now blinding, radiant, and streaked with veins of copper. A sudden gust of wind burst through the room, stealing her breath in its urgency. The ancestral whispers surged, but they trailed off, dimmed, then dissolved, leaving nothing but the soft hum of magick, steady and alive.
Stella exhaled, her voice steady. “It’s done.”
The stones warmed beneath her touch, taking on a soft blue glow. Stella reached for a small vial of water collected from the spring where the Bitterroot River began its journey. Three drops fell onto each stone as she spoke.
I summon the stillness of the mountain’s shadow,
The strength of roots that cling to stone,
By the river’s flow and the tide’s true pull,
Shield Lilly Anne now, as the sea shields its own.
A cool breeze swept through the cabin, making the candles flicker. Stella paused, lifting her head. For a moment, she could have sworn she sensed them, her great-grandmother, grandmother, and aunt from long ago, their presence like a shadow on water. But her wards remained strong, and the sensation passed.
She finished the binding with a strand of her own silver hair, weaving it through the copper until the entire piece hummed with protective energy. It wasn’t as flashy as the jewelry her ancestors had crafted, but it held something more valuable, love tempered with wisdom, strength without the poison of pride.
“Let this guard her heart,” Stella said, “but never cage her spirit.”
From a drawer, she pulled a square of broadcloth, its edges embroidered with symbols of protection she’d stitched by moonlight. The talisman settled into its folds as a bird coming to rest. As she wrapped it, her fingers trembled, not from age, but from the weight of memory.
They still came to her in dreams, echoes more than visions. Hannah’s storm-gray eyes, Margaret’s laughter cracking through her mind like summer lightning, and Grace’s grasping hands, forever reaching for more power than any soul was meant to hold. They’d been beautiful, terrible, and certain they could master the wild magick that ran in their blood. The silver trinity necklace had been Hannah’s masterwork and their undoing.
“But you’re different, aren’t you, Lilly Anne?” Stella tied off the fabric with a length of braided horsehair. “You don’t want to control the water, you want to dance with it.” A slight smile crossed her face.
The wrapped talisman gave off a soft warmth, like sunlight through river water. Stella held it close for a moment. Tonight, she would get it to Lilly Anne without raising Isobel’s suspicions. Her niece meant well, but fear could bind as surely as any curse.
Outside, an owl called once, twice, then fell silent. Stella extinguished the candles one by one, leaving only moonlight to silver the cabin’s interior. The talisman gleamed through its wrappings, a promise of protection in the darkness.

      [image: ]Her small room seemed vast enough compared to the weight of the conversation downstairs. The single window on the far side faced east, overlooking the Bitterroot River, and the mountains silhouetted against the twilight sky. Moonlight filtered through, dappling the wooden floor with pale streaks. Lilly Anne paced the confines of the room, the anger simmering in the pit of her stomach threatening to spill over.
She tried to ignore the flicker of doubt her mother’s words had seeded in her chest, but the small, insidious thought clung to her like mist on the riverbanks. Could the expansive, alluring water betray her too? Outside, the wind rose again, rattling the window panes. It appeared the entire world was conspiring to remind her of her confinement, pressing her further into the growing ache for something beyond the bounds of this valley, these faces, this life.
Lilly Anne stood at the window, her breath fogging the glass. She traced an absent pattern, small waves that mimicked the ones in the Bitterroot, and watched the condensation curl beneath her fingertip. What her mother didn’t understand, what none of them understood, was that the feeling inside her wasn’t just wanderlust or rebellion. No, sharper than that, deeper. A strange pull, as if the water had become part of her being, tugged her forward, an unspoken yearning that echoed like unwritten words etched deep within her bones.
Her eyes slipped closed for a moment. The river’s murmurs still resounded in her mind, but beneath that was something else, vast. The call of the ocean, what she imagined it might sound like, wasn’t a whisper; it was a roar, an undercurrent of resonance that sang to her blood and commanded as much as it enticed.
“Are you really going to let them scare you?” she said to herself, her voice trembling. “Or will you drown before you’ve even gotten the chance to swim?”
The question lingered as she lay on her bed, turning to face the ceiling. She fumbled for the thin quilt, tugging it to her chin, but sleep wouldn’t come. Every time she closed her eyes, water surged in the edges of her vision, pulling, flashing, beckoning. A dream and a warning at once.
Lilly Anne floated in a sea of glass, the water still beneath her back. Above, a silver sky stretched endless and empty, neither day nor night. The silence pressed against her ears until she heard it. Voices calling from somewhere under the surface, melodic and enticing.
“Lilly Anne,” they sang, her name rippling through the water. “Come deeper.”
The glassy sea parted, revealing a woman’s form rising from the depths. Mist clung to her, a second skin wrapping her in ghostly definition, high cheekbones, storm-gray eyes that mirrored Lilly Anne’s, and chestnut hair drifting around her face, moving with the slow, serpentine grace of seaweed. Hannah, a distant grandmother from generations ago, whose stories Gemma whispered as warnings from her experiences with the dark witch.
Hannah’s lips curved into a smile. She extended a pale hand, water streaming between her fingers. “The sea has chosen you, as it chose me. Join us, child. The water will give you everything.”
Behind Hannah, other faces emerged, Margaret with her knowing smirk, Grace with her hollow eyes, all watching, all waiting.
“Join us,” Hannah said. “Your power grows. Why fight what flows in your blood?”
The water churned around Lilly Anne, pulling at her clothes, her hair, dragging her toward Hannah’s outstretched hand. Icy fingers brushed her ankle, and Lilly Anne gasped as water filled her lungs.
She bolted upright in bed, her nightgown soaked in sweat, heart hammering against her ribs. The room spun around her as she gulped air, the phantom sensation of drowning lingering in her chest.
“Join us.”
Near midnight, after hours of lying still and letting her thoughts twist into tangled knots about her desire to leave and her ancestors calling, the soft creak of the stairs startled her.
Footsteps, light and deliberate, came to her door before pausing. Lilly Anne tensed, prepared for Isobel to storm in with admonitions dripping from her tongue, but there was no knock, no voice. Only silence, broken by the faintest exhale, as though someone had approached only to retreat. Lilly Anne waited, her muscles taut under her quilt, the room wrapped in the thick silence of the midnight hour. When nothing further came, no door opening, no scolding, she exhaled and rolled onto her side, her thoughts floundering again.
When she rose at dawn, booted and packed as if to prove her resolve, she found something strange outside her closed door. A simple bundle, encased in faded cloth. She crouched and untied it, her breath catching at what lay inside, stones wrapped in a looping pattern that felt like water itself frozen in motion, strung on a length of sturdy leather cord. She traced the wires with her thumb, feeling an odd warmth radiate as though it carried its own pulse.
Her parents would have given a gift like this to her in person.
Lilly Anne ran a thumb over the river stones. Whoever had left it, they understood.
She tied it around her neck before descending the stairs, steeling herself against whatever battles the morning might bring. But the house was empty. The normal rituals of breakfast, the smell of frying bacon or the rattle of pans, were absent. Her father must have already taken off for the fields, and her mother, the town’s nurse, perhaps was summoned for someone in need of medical care.
Lilly Anne stepped toward the door, not ruled by caution or the shadows of her bloodline. The pull of the water was no longer a whisper; it was a summons. Whatever waited for her, whatever truths the past still held, she would meet them head-on. Not as a girl afraid of what she might become, but as a witch ready to claim who she was. She would leave her family and stability behind to find who she really was.
The talisman rested against her chest, a grounding weight even as her whole being rippled with uncertainty. As the first golden rays of dawn sliced through the pines, warming her face, she recalled her mother’s warning, not of the brewing storm in the sky, but of the tempest raging within her heart. The scent of pine filled her nostrils, a calming contrast to her turmoil.






  
  Chapter 3


The dreams began the same way: Lilly Anne floating in water so still it shimmered like polished glass. Above her stretched a sky painted not with stars, but endless hues of silver, swirling as though the moon itself dissolved and reformed with each languid wave. She drifted, suspended between sea and sky, feeling the gentle pull, not only against her skin, but deep within her bones, tugging at some restless, ancient part of her she couldn’t name. The earth whispered tender, seductive promises, calling her toward a shore she’d never known but had always longed to see. 
The silvery glow darkened. Shadows unfurled beneath her while the water churned with sudden unrest. Black tendrils rose from the depths, coiling like living smoke, pulling her down even as she fought to move. Her limbs betrayed her, useless and heavy, leaving her helpless against the weightless current that now surged.
From within the darkness emerged a woman’s face, sharp-edged and beautiful. Her hair floated around her like spilled ink, and her eyes like dark storm clouds, swirling with unseen emotions.
“Lilly Anne,” the woman murmured, her words clear and resonant despite the press of water. “It’s me, Hannah. Your blood. Your legacy.”
Behind her, two more figures materialized from shadow, their features half-obscured yet familiar. Margaret and Grace stood, watchful, their presence radiating an ominous silence. Hannah reached out a graceful hand, palm upturned, beckoning Lilly Anne nearer.
“Your power sleeps, waiting,” Hannah said, honeyed and alluring. “Embrace it, and the sea itself shall kneel before you. You can command tides, bring storms, control waves. No longer bound by rules or fears, only strength, absolute and unending.”
Warmth flooded through Lilly Anne’s veins, intoxicating. Her pulse quickened at the vision Hannah painted, the depthless promise of dominion flaring in those eyes. Margaret and Grace nodded, smiles curving their shadow-wrapped lips, their approval thrilling and terrifying all at once.
As she drifted closer, drawn toward Hannah’s waiting hand, another sound pierced through the dream. A distant chant, faint but growing louder, echoed from above. The words were unfamiliar, woven from syllables she couldn’t recognize, but the rhythm was comforting and protective, like a shield forming around her.
Hannah’s expression tightened, eyes flashing in sudden anger. Her outstretched fingers curled into fists, fighting against the rising chant. Lilly Anne found herself caught between the two powers, one dark and alluring, promising easy mastery, the other clear and steadfast, calling her back toward something true and grounded.
“Do not listen,” Hannah hissed, desperation veiled beneath her anger. “They seek only to hold you back, to keep you small and helpless. Follow us. Claim what has always been yours.”
The chant swelled louder, resonating through Lilly Anne’s bones, shaking loose the spell Hannah had woven. Margaret and Grace retreated into shadow, their shapes dissolving into the restless depths, but Hannah lingered, defiant, her stone cold eyes burning into Lilly Anne’s memory.
“You will return,” Hannah vowed. “You cannot deny who you are.”
Lilly Anne woke, gasping, tangled in her sheets, her heart pounding. Moonlight poured through her window, silver and steady, chasing away lingering shadows. The chant had vanished, but its protective presence still lingered. Trembling, she sat up, pressing a hand to her chest as though to stop the storm raging inside her.
She knew Hannah’s promise was no empty dream. Something powerful was rising within her, ancient and insistent. But beneath its tempting whispers, a warning echoed in her heart. Power carried a price.
She woke with the same feeling, an ache that wrapped its hands around her lungs and squeezed until her breathing came short and shallow. 
Isobel’s call would soon rise from the kitchen, asking for her to help downstairs before her mother left for work at the clinic. Lilly Anne would leave her quilt thrown and her bed unmade as she staggered to the window. The glass cool beneath her palm as she stared out at the twisting Bitterroot River; the mountains rising inhumane and steady like watchmen in the distance.

      [image: ]That morning, she found herself at the edge of the Bitterroot River after she raced through her chores, eluding her younger sister. The biting early spring, full of frost, clung to dead grass and the steam of her breath fogged the sharp air. The river ran sluggish, its surface fractured by thin shards of old ice lit like pale fire in the pastel dawn. She crouched, letting her hands hover right above the surface.
The water shifted, not rising, not still. It moved like a living thing, curling and whispering beneath her palms.
Lilly Anne exhaled, not from nerves, but from recognition. It had always been like this. The water knew her, responding to her presence as though the river itself had breath, a life, a pulse that resonated in time with her own.
She dipped one hand into the icy current, her skin prickling with the cold, but the sensation struck deeper, where instincts ran untamed and thoughts turned unspoken. A warmth bloomed against her chest, subtle at first, then growing, pulsing beneath her collarbone. Her fingers brushed the talisman she wore, its metal now radiating heat. As she looked down, a soft glow seeped through the fabric of her shirt, intensifying the moment her hand met the water. Now she knew who gifted it to her. Aunt Stella.
“Tell me,” she said, eyes fixed on the shifting patterns of the current. “What’s out there? What do you keep calling me to?”
A ribbon of water curled upward, defying gravity in a way no ordinary stream could. It sparkled, reflecting the faint light of the rising sun in hues of gold and pink, before twisting back into the flow with an urgency, like someone whispering a secret too fast for her to catch.
She felt it then: a pull to the west, where the mountains rose jagged against the horizon, their ridges framing skies that stretched on toward lands she’d never seen and waters she’d only ever dreamed of.
Her jaw tightened as she straightened herself, wiping wet hands on her skirts. The pang of her nightly dream still clung to her, and deep in her chest a restlessness coiled tighter. She couldn’t stay here. Not when something called for her, something bigger than Tin Creek’s dirt roads and fast-lipped neighbors.
“I’ll find it.” Her words vanished into the frosty air. “Whatever’s out there, whatever you want me to see, I’ll find it.”
She didn’t notice the shadow crossing the embankment behind her until it fell across the river’s edge.
“You’re at it again.”
Lilly Anne didn’t have to turn around to recognize the voice, low but sharp, edged with the knowing that came from years spent watching someone.
“You’re up early,” she replied, brushing invisible dirt from her hands before facing her cousin Gemma.
Gemma stood a few yards behind her, arms crossed against the chill, her wool cloak drawn around her shoulders. Though her face gave nothing away, a calculating glint in Gemma’s eyes always betrayed her assessment of Lilly Anne, as if she was weighing risks imperceptible to others.
“Don’t lecture me,” Lilly Anne sighed, brushing past her with the dismissive air of someone who had long grown weary of shadowed warnings and half-spoken fears. “I’m not a child anymore.”
“No,” Gemma replied. “But you’re not as wise as you think, either.”
The two women stood still for a moment, the icy breeze tugging at the hem of Lilly Anne’s skirts and catching the red strands of Gemma’s hair like fire in the dawn light. The river murmured between them, an indifferent witness to the tension that hummed in the space they shared.
“What do you want, Gem?” Lilly Anne asked, her storm-gray eyes narrowing.
Gemma stepped forward, her boots crunching against the frost-stiffened grass as her gaze pierced through Lilly Anne’s bravado. “You know what I want. I want to understand what you’re doing out here every morning. I want to understand why you look at the river like it’s got the answers to questions you can’t even ask.”
Lilly Anne’s lips tightened, her jaw shifting as her fire flared beneath the surface. “Maybe because it does,” she said, her words sharp enough to jockey with the bite of the wind.
Gemma studied her for a long moment, a flicker of something softer passing through her green eyes before settling into the familiar caution Lilly Anne had come to both resent and respect.
“You’ve got power inside you, Lilly Anne,” Gemma said finally, quieter, as if she were confessing a truth she’d held back too long. “More than you realize. More than I think even your mother realizes. It’s going to grow, and I worry that when it does, you won’t know how to control it.”
Lilly Anne lifted her chin, a half-smirk breaking across her face, a mask of confidence that hid her fear. “You think I’m scared of power?”
“No,” Gemma stepped closer still. “I think you’re starving for it.”
The words hung in the cold air between them, and for a moment, Lilly Anne had the strange sensation of standing on a precipice, somewhere between anger and understanding. “What’s that supposed to mean?” she whispered.
Gemma paused, her green eyes flicking between Lilly Anne’s face and the river, its surface now rippling as though caught in the same tension. The light softened the sharper angles of her features, but nothing in her gaze offered a reprieve. “It means the sea isn’t only calling you. It’s testing your magick. Like it tested me and the ones who came before you and me.”
A chill that had nothing to do with the frost crept up Lilly Anne’s spine. She stepped back, the hem of her skirt brushing the icy edge of the riverbank. “Them again?” She spit the words out, like hurling them could silence the ever-present ghosts of her ancestors. She was tired of carrying their weight, tired of being haunted by names and legacies she never asked for. “Your obsession with our family’s past is no more relevant to my life than…is this about Hannah again, or…or is it Margaret this time?”
But Gemma’s expression didn’t flinch, but hardened instead. “It’s not an obsession; it’s a warning,” she said, the sharp edge of her words slicing through the frosty air. “You think what you’re feeling is wanderlust, some youthful hunger for bigger skies and bluer waters? It’s not. It’s in your blood, Lilly. The same hunger they had before they tore themselves and everything they loved apart.”
Lilly Anne crossed her arms, glaring at her cousin like a feral cat cornered. “You talk like this power is a curse. Like it’s wrong to want to leave. To want...more.” Her voice cracked at the last word, a betrayal of the confidence she tried hard to carry.
“Wanting more isn’t the danger,” Gemma said, dropping into that calm tone she always used when trying to drive a point home. “It’s what you do to get it. It’s how far you let yourself go before you realize you’ve lost control.”
“And what would you know about that?” Lilly Anne snapped, her anger bubbling up like steam breaking through fissures. “You’ve spent your life hiding from this ‘power,’ acting like you’re above it. At least I’m not afraid of who I am.”
The moment the words left her lips, she regretted them. Not because they weren’t true. Part of her believed them, but because of the way Gemma looked at her in response. For a fraction of a second, the fire in Gemma’s eyes faltered, replaced by a shadow of something Lilly Anne rarely glimpsed: pain. It cut deep enough to make Lilly Anne swallow hard, her own anger small and brittle.
Gemma turned her gaze away, her profile sharp against the pale dawn as she stared out at the river. “You think I don’t know what it’s like to feel the pull?” she said, her words barely above a whisper but heavy enough to crush the frost-tinged silence between them. “To sense something out there, bigger than this place, bigger than anything you’ve ever known, calling you to follow it?” Her hands trembled, betraying the strength she’d fought hard to maintain. “I’ve faced them, Lilly Anne, the ancestors. They came to me in shadows at first, whispering promises of power, freedom. When I refused, their whispers turned to screams. They filled my mind with visions, my family harmed, my friends torn away from me. I couldn’t tell the truth from the nightmares anymore.”
She drew a shuddering breath. “They tried to break me, tormenting me with illusions, threats. But the worst of it, the very worst, was how they made me doubt myself, made me wonder if maybe their darkness was part of me all along.” Gemma closed her eyes, steadying herself. “Don’t underestimate them, Lilly Anne. They know exactly how to find the cracks in your heart.”
Lilly Anne froze, her words caught in her throat. She had never heard Gemma speak like this before, like the perfect control she always wore had finally cracked.
“I fought it, Lilly,” Gemma said, nodding. “I fought it because I saw what it did to Hannah, to Margaret, to Grace. It wasn’t only their power that destroyed them, it was their refusal to listen to the warnings. To see past their hunger and understand the cost of it.” She turned back to Lilly Anne, her green eyes piercing and unwavering. “I haven’t spent my life hiding from who I am. I’ve spent it making sure who I am doesn’t destroy the people I love. Can you say the same?”
The question hit Lilly Anne like a blow, and for a moment, all she could hear was the rushing of the river and the faint, phantom whisper of her name woven into its current. She didn’t answer.
Gemma sighed, the frustration and concern in her expression softening enough to remind Lilly Anne of the cousin who used to braid her hair and tell her stories by the fire. “I don’t say this to stop you.” Gemma took a step closer. “You’re going to leave. I know you have to. But when you do...” For the first time, Lilly Anne saw actual fear in Gemma’s eyes. “When you do, promise me you’ll remember this: the sea doesn’t give without taking. And when it asks you for something, you better think long and hard about what it’s worth before you answer.”
Lilly Anne’s throat tightened, but she nodded. She couldn’t give a definitive promise, not yet. Gemma’s face softened, but she didn’t look satisfied as she studied Lilly Anne like one might study a gathering storm on the horizon, fascinated by its beauty but wary of the destruction it could bring. Without another word, she turned and began walking back up the hill. Her cloak billowed in the wind, a flicker of dark green against the pale frost.
Lilly Anne stood there long after Gemma had disappeared over the ridge. As the river’s chilly breath curled against her cheeks, she crouched again by its edge, letting her fingers graze the icy surface. The water rippled, lines spidered out like veins, like roots searching for something unseen.
The sea doesn’t give without taking. But wasn’t that the way of all great things? Like the river carved its path into the land, reshaping it with time and patience. Everything that mattered demanded a cost. The question wasn’t whether Lilly Anne could pay it; the question was whether she’d let anyone stop her from trying.
“Take all you want,” she whispered. “But you’ll give me what I came for.”
The river churned beneath her hand, restless and alive as if to answer.
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