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        “Life is not easy for any of us, but what of that? We must have perseverance and above all confidence in ourselves. We must believe that we are gifted for something and that this thing, at whatever cost, must be attained.”

        –Marie Curie
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      The sensation that crawled along his spine and raised the hairs on his neck urged him to turn back down the hall to his rooms with as much fervor as the heart that pounded in his chest did.

      Marcelo Dionomis had never liked to consider himself a smart man. At least not publicly. He lacked the grit he would need to change the public’s opinion of the spoiled, idiot prince they believed him to be.

      It allowed him to force them to think him incapable, so that when the time came, they would back his younger brother, Anthony, as king when their father stepped down.

      If there was anything Marcelo wanted less, it was to bear the weight of that Goddess awful crown upon his head and rule Shianshani.

      No, outside of the ruse, he was far from unintelligent.

      Which is why the keening he heard from his father’s library had drawn Marcelo close when he had returned from his evening with Nolani.

      It wasn’t natural. There was a wrongness to that high pitch slipping beneath the crack of the heavy wooden door of the library.

      It was what Marcelo imagined death to sound of.

      Marcelo crept closer; his feet silent upon the stone floor of the foyer.

      A low snarl halted his movement. He stood frozen, waiting for the door to be opened. Waiting to be caught. He readied any excuse for being there, letting the words he knew his father would buy from his sorry excuse of a son rest on the tip of his tongue.

      When the door stayed bolted, Marcelo’s shoulders sagged with relief.

      It took just three steps to reach the door. Slowly, he lifted a hand to the handle, praying that it would not creak as he nudged it open a crack.

      No longer muffled by the door, the sounds became deafening, quickly overwhelming him. The urge to close the door and retreat to his rooms lit like a fire at his feet.

      Instead, he pressed on, focusing on what the inch-wide crack had revealed to him.

      A young woman sprawled on her back on his father’s desk. Her gown ripped open down the front, exposing her breasts.

      Marcelo’s stomach seized.

      It wasn’t that his father was having an affair. No, King Rastead Dionomis had never been faithful to the queen for even a day of their marriage. Their union had been for the political gain of both families, and to ensure a good royal bloodline with their offspring.

      It was the blood that covered the woman. The blood on the king’s hand as it palmed her breast.

      So much blood. Marcelo blinked, trying to focus, but his head swam as it grew lighter, his vision hazing.

      The king’s head whipped up with a deep growl and Marcelo had to swallow down his gasp at what he saw in the side profile of his father.

      The rows and rows of snarled, jagged teeth. They were pointed and set in an extended jaw that dripped rivers of dark red blood. The eye on the left side of his face was large, solid black. Depthless.

      The king licked the flat of his tongue along his bloodied hand. His grin was wicked as he looked down at the young woman.

      “Larissa, my love.” The king’s voice was thick and guttural. “I had no idea you were so…delicious.”

      Then he dropped his head down to one of her breasts, mouth opening wide, and sunk his teeth into her flesh. The sounds that followed made the bile rise from Marcelo’s stomach. With a hand over his mouth, he ran.
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      Lily Wallingsford stopped in the middle of the pathway in her sister’s garden.

      Ione moved from flower to flower, soothing them, bringing the wilting, drooping ones back to life. Her golden locks tamed into a long braid that stretched down her back, glinting in the light from Roidon’s suns overhead. The corner of her mouth tipped up into a soft smile. A smile mirroring their late mother’s.

      “Are you going to stand there all day, or are you going to come help me?” Ione called over to her. Her attention never moved away from her beloved flowers.

      Lily willed her feet forward. She knew Ione would ask how things went, and the lack of progress they were all making on everything had triggered a part of Lily that she hadn’t known existed. That piece of her that ignited red and hot with anger.

      “Grandmother stopped by.” Ione finally looked at Lily.

      She swallowed hard and licked her lips, her mouth suddenly a desert. “And?”

      Ione waved a hand dismissively. “And nothing.” She reached out and put her hands on Lily’s shoulders. “I meant what I said that day I took you away from her. This is your home now. You don’t have to go back to that. Ever. Do you understand?”

      Unable to find her voice, Lily could only nod.

      After the night Matthew disappeared and Nanette had learned of the bond between him and Lily, everything had exploded when they returned to Roidon. Nanette had first been furious that Shasta Fiero, the Coven leader of Molennius, had known before her. But the black powder that spewed from her as she shouted angrily at Lily ignited when Lily found the courage to admit that she was going to accept the bond, and Matthew, once they had brought him home. Nanette hadn’t wanted to hear that Lily was confident in the man Matthew was. That he would find a compromise, so neither of them would have to forfeit their roles as heir to their Covens.

      Lily had thought she’d been prepared for it. She felt it when they were trapped in Shasta’s home. It had shot down the line that Nanette held as leader of their Coven, then doubled down their familial line in angry bursts. A bomb ticking, ticking, ticking.

      “I’m going to have to talk to her eventually,” Lily said.

      “Let eventually be some other day. Right now, she’s working with the boy on occasion, and you’re doing whatever it is with Ro that you two are doing.” Ione brushed a thumb over a white lily that had browning edges. Slowly, the brow faded away, the petals lifting with a sigh.

      Ione had arrived in a blur in the middle of the argument. No words had been exchanged, just a cold, measured look from Ione, before she shifted Lily with her to her home on the other side of the capital. Then Lily had slipped off with Róisín, first to Baijiola, then to Trifoa.

      “The boy? Caid’s a grown man, Ione. And what do you mean by on occasion?” Had Róisín said something, and she had missed it? It was possible. At times, Lily was swept away, losing herself in the few moments she and Matthew had shared before. She felt the roots of guilt over her selfishness grow deeper.

      Ione paused and looked up from the flower she had bent over. “He’s been noticeably absent, that’s all.”

      “Are you spying, Ione?” Lily lifted a brow.

      She flashed a quick grin. Her cornflower blue eyes flashing with mischief. “Maybe.”

      “Ione,” Lily said, drawing her name out.

      “What? What is grandmother going to do about it? Tell me I’m a disgrace? Tell me I won’t be leading our Coven someday?”

      Lily sobered. Despite Ione being nearly a century older, it was Lily who had been named heir of Roidon. It’d been clear from the start once their mother had passed; Ione never had a chance. She not only was Moira’s mirror image, but she had Moira’s same fiery, independent personality.

      Ione clucked her tongue and moved down the pathway. “Have you and Ro made any progress?”

      Lily stepped to the edge of the path and leaned over a dahlia, frowning at its tightly balled bud. “Still trying to figure out the best foot forward. Róisín wants to see how the Covens are in this post…whatever that night was. We don’t know how Troy is compared to Henry, nor who stepped into the role after Frederick died. We’ve been able to gather that no one really knows. Some say that both Runa and Jessamyn have taken the leader’s title. It’s so overwhelming. We don’t know what we’re doing, what we really need to do, or why we need to do it. I need—” She let out a frustrated noise. “I don’t know what I need, but it’s certainly more than this.”

      Ione placed a hand over Lily’s that held the dahlia stem. “You’re going to crush it. I can feel that energy trying to leak out of you.”

      “Sorry.” Lily straightened. “It’s been hard. I have no idea what I’m doing right now.” Her confession was a whisper. “I’ve never done something like this before.”

      Ione moved closer, her mouth turning down slightly for a moment. “And Matthew?”

      Lily’s heart gave two quick, hard beats before it stuttered in her chest and slipped closer to her stomach where the acid bubbled, reaching to burn it. “Nothing.”

      Her magic reached down her line and grasped for a bond that hadn’t yet had the chance to snap into place before Matthew had gone missing. “And before you even ask, no, I haven’t told Róisín.”

      “Lily…” Ione closed her eyes and sighed. “Tell her. At least talk it out.”

      Lily squared her shoulders. “We’ll get there when the time is right. Right now, it couldn’t be the furthest from that.”

      Ione frowned. “So, you’re gonna risk waiting until it’s too late?”

      “If that’s how it works out, that’s what the Sisters have fated for us.” Lily’s shoulders dropped.

      Ione crossed her arms over her chest. “Sometimes, you’re too trusting.”

      “You weren’t there, Ione. That night we—” Lily wrapped her arms around her middle. “So much happened.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s pretty stupid if you ask me to keep going on and pretend like nothing has changed,” Ione said.

      “We’re not.”

      Ione snorted and shook her head. “You all are, and the quicker you admit it, the better. Otherwise, the time is going to run out, and then we’re all fucked.”
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      Everything had changed. Then time seemed to stop.

      Róisín McKenna dug her toes deeper into the burgundy sand of Trifoa. Her turquoise eyes stayed on the horizon where the surf rolled in toward her. The light pink waters of the Oceano di Luce foaming as they lapped at the sand near where she sat. One stuttered frame at a time was how life seemed to move. Even the sounds of the birds calling overhead were disjointed.

      Pressing her toes further into the sand, she tried to press that new anxious feeling that had buzzed beneath her skin deeper. It was here, in the quiet moments with no other people around, that her heart beat the loudest. Each breath she took sounded like the winds of a hurricane pounding in her ears. Her vision struggled to focus.

      It had been one month since Róisín had killed her grandmother.

      That wasn’t what chased her with every step. It wasn’t what almost reached out and grabbed her right now, in this moment, when she tried to lose herself in a once lost memory with her mother on this very beach a century before.

      It wasn’t how easy it had been to wield her death magic and kill not one, but two people with it.

      Nor that her best friend remained lost somewhere in the realms.

      Róisín pressed her lips together and drew in a shaking breath, her eyes burning with tears.

      Something was off. Something was wrong.

      With each passing day, her stomach grew heavier, dread dropping rock after rock into her core.

      Her anxiety must have been shouting, because when the waves finally reached her, soaking through the shorts she wore, Caid’s magic reached through their tether and wrapped around her, beckoning her home.

      Closing her eyes, she centered herself, breathing in steadying breaths. Then she reached within, deep within, and grasped what little of her magic she had left. Tears sprang to her eyes, and before the first sob could break free, she did the only thing she could still do with her magic. She shifted home.
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      Róisín and Caid had been living at her remade childhood home in Northern Ireland. They had agreed that even with the threat of Madigan gone; they were still facing too many unknowns in their world to risk the safety of Caid’s younger sister, Lina, who was now very pregnant with twins.

      Relief slowly settled into her bones when she arrived at the cottage that sat cozily in a vibrant, verdant glen. It always felt like a warm hug welcoming her.

      The shower water immediately shut off, and Caid appeared in the bathroom door. His features were soft and open at first until he saw her. Then the lines appeared between his brows and around his mouth. His normally hazel eyes darkened to a deep brown, with flares of dark green, as his magic rose inside him.

      Hers sparked in response. Just a small, electric little thing. But it was enough. Her limbs loosened. Her heart moved from her throat to her chest, where it could beat without constraint. And she could finally draw in a full breath, soothing her aching lungs.

      He was her Polaris. Her home.

      “What happened?” His voice was low and rumbling.

      Róisín did nothing to hide the appreciative look she cast over his naked body while he toweled off his curling, wet, sand colored hair. His own eyes remained on her, waiting. She had seen many the naked bodies of men, and women, before. None like his.

      Kincaid McGrath took up space, and there wasn’t any other way to describe it. Not only his height of six and a half feet, nor his broad chest and shoulders muscled from his years in construction, carrying heavy materials. His thighs, Róisín often compared to heavy tree trunks when he used his legs to maneuver her around whenever they sparred in Lucius’s training room. Her eyes traced along the muscled lines of them, the sand-colored hair there. Her eyes had just begun to move northward when he wrapped the towel around his waist.

      “What’d you do that for?” She pushed out her bottom lip.

      “I asked you a question, and you’re clearly distracted.” He flashed her a mischievous grin, then moved across the room to her. He wrapped her in his arms and bent his head to kiss her.

      She hummed, leaning against his solid frame and into the kiss.

      “I missed you.” The words were hot against her mouth.

      She buried her face in his chest. His heart had a steady, calming beat there. “Can we run away?”

      “You don’t have to ask me that. I just need to convince you to change your answer.”

      “Let’s do it. Let’s just vanish. Just…” She tried to burrow deeper into his chest. “Go.”

      He brought his fingers to her chin, tipping her head up to look at him. His mouth turned down into a frown. “What happened?”

      Róisín sighed, shoulders slumping. “Nothing. That’s the thing. Nothing has happened. I feel like I’m wasting so much time, and before long, time will be out. It would have been fan-freaking-tastic if I got more than ‘unite the Covens.’” She changed the tone of her voice, trying to mimic the low, lyrical tone the Goddess had that night in the Dead Forest.

      Slowly, Caid’s eyebrows rose.

      “I mean, with Madigan, it was clear. By any means necessary, he had to go. Easy!” She threw her hands up and spun around, stomping her feet as she neared the bed. When she dropped onto the mattress, her breath came out in a heavy whoosh.

      “Isn’t this sort of”—he tipped his head from one side to the other—“an exploratory or investigative thing? Gauge moods, test waters, whatever it was you and Lucius said?” He followed her across the room. “Have you talked to Lily about it?”

      Róisín laughed lightly. “I can see it even wearing on her. She’s been quieter than she usually is, which sucks, because I’d like to get to know her better. Especially given she’ll be family.”

      “Come here.” He gestured her closer with his hands. Once she rose and stood in front of him, he reached out and brushed a strand of auburn hair from her face before pressing a kiss to the tip of her nose, then her forehead.

      Róisín let herself fall forward and into him, letting his body be her anchor. Exhaustion tugged at her, threatening to pull her skin from her bones. If her mind would just slow down, if the dreams would just…stop. That’s all she needed. Those quiet moments when the clarity could wash over her. She had that before, with Madigan. Those were the moments that also gave her the confidence she had needed to face the task before her.

      She felt stretched thin. Near to breaking.

      “Why don’t you take a break?” Caid’s voice broke through her thoughts and growing panic.

      “That’s all it feels like I’m doing. Taking one really long break.” She frowned up at him. “I don’t know what I’m doing.” Her admission came in a shaking whisper.

      He cupped her face in his hands. “It’s safe to say that none of us do. We haven’t exactly been left with a manual for this.”

      Róisín gave him a faint smile.

      “Look, I’m still new to all of this, so I won’t offer you words of advice because it’ll just be platitudes or whatever.” His thumbs stroked softly along her cheeks. “But I will say this: you doubt yourself too much. You did it with Madigan and look at that outcome.”

      “I—”

      “No. I know exactly what you’re going to do, and I won’t hear it. Got it?” His eyes danced over her face. When she nodded slightly, his hands moved to her hair, to the back of her head, making her look up at him again. “Stop. You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

      “And you have way too much faith in me,” she muttered.

      “Because I’ve seen what you’re capable of when you push that part of your brain away that tells you that you suck.”

      She tipped her head to one side and made a popping sound with her lips. “Oh, really?”

      He gave her a casual shrug in response.

      Róisín wanted to believe him, but those voices that niggled in the back of her mind wouldn’t let her free of their chains. They yanked at them now, telling her she would never get the Covens to come together as one completely. And they wouldn’t find Matthew.

      Caid’s arms banded around her, hugging her tightly. “We’ll find him.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Lucius and Shasta have been working around the clock, and they’re wicked fucking smart. Ow!” He shouted when she pinched a spot on his side. “What the hell was that for?”

      “Nothing.” His chest muffled her voice where she hid her face and her smile.

      “I can feel you smiling, you know.”

      She hummed. “Can we…” She glanced over her shoulder at the bed.

      Caid arched an eyebrow at her.

      “Not that.” She rolled her eyes, pushing his chest playfully. “Not yet anyway. I just need to not think about all this crap and take a nap or something.”

      He scooped her into his arms, and she laid her head against his chest as he walked toward the bed. Before he lowered her to the soft blankets, her eyelids had already fluttered closed.
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      Matthew McArthur rested the golden eyed toddler with strawberry blond hair at his hip. When she had been born, he had been relieved that she hadn’t had his dark red hair. As he looked down at her now, the carbon copy of her mother, he could only smile.

      Samira may not look like him, and couldn’t talk yet, but he could tell more and more with each day that went by that she at least had a dash of his… What did his own mother call it? Zest.

      There was a commotion in the kitchen where he heard Lily and Nanette speaking clipped sentences to one another. He wondered if he should go in and check if they needed help. Remembering the last time he had been caught in the middle of one of their squabbles, he hesitated to take that risk again.

      “Ah, there she is.” Lucius beamed, coming into the living room. “The birthday girl!”

      Samira reached for him, squealing in delight.

      “Careful.” Matthew warned as he handed her to him. “She’s biting.”

      “It’s a good thing your mother gave me this.” Lucius produced a frozen teether, making Samira’s eyes light with excitement.

      “Get the Hells out of my kitchen, Grandmother.” Lily’s voice scolded sharply.

      “I’m going to…” Matthew nodded toward the kitchen doorway.

      Lucius chuckled and lowered himself and Samira onto the sofa. “You’re a far braver man than I.”

      Matthew hummed absently.

      “Maybe you can talk some sense into her. She’s doing far too much. It’s only her first birthday.” Nanette squeezed by him.

      He waited until she had joined Lucius in the other room before stepping into the kitchen and surveying the damage. Two cakes sat on the island of their sunny kitchen. Lily had said one was for Samira to squish and smash to her heart’s content, the other was for everyone to eat.

      “Cupcakes?” Matthew asked when he saw the two trays on the cooling rack.

      “Muffins. Róisín gave me that recipe for those amazing breakfast muffins she made a few weeks ago. I had everything out already, so I figured.” Her shoulders rose and fell in a jerking shrug. “Everyone’s starting to arrive?”

      “Dad just got here. I’m sure Shasta will be here soon. She’s always early too. Róisín—” He huffed a laugh. “Those two kids will have her late for everything until the end of time.”

      Lily’s hand went to her swollen stomach. “They say that the first ones are always so easy. When you add that second one in, they warn that it’s chaos.”

      “I’m not worried about it.” He crossed to her and spun her to face him. “We’ve got this. We make a good team.” He gently kissed her flour covered nose. Like a well-loved blanket, calmness settled over him and he brought her closer, soaking in the moment.

      “Matthew.” Her tone may have been firm, but her eyes, so much like Samira’s, laughed at him.

      “Hm? Can’t I kiss my wife?” He kissed her nose again, then each cheek. He nuzzled her neck, inhaling the smell of flour and citrus, before pressing a soft kiss to her shoulder.

      “You can kiss me any time you’d like.” She smoothed her hands over his chest, rising to her toes to brush a kiss over his mouth. “However, I can feel you.” She chuckled and glanced down. “I need to get this all cleaned up, then get the rest of the party set up before everyone gets here. You know how my cousins and sister are.”

      He rolled his eyes. Once they had come to that place in their relationship when she was ready for their bodies to come together, it had felt like he couldn’t get enough. He had never wanted someone so completely before, mind, body, and soul. “Let’s make a deal. I’ll clean all of this up, and you go out and get the table set up the way you want it for the photos you want. This way, you won’t have to see whatever abomination I create in those photos.”

      She leaned into him and hummed. “That sounds absolutely perfect. I love you.”

      He cupped her face and took her mouth with his for a slow kiss. “I love you, too. Now, let’s get this party started.”

      Something damp brushed over Matthew’s cracked lips, and he let out a breath that was more of a whimper. With effort, he got his hand to his mouth, his blistered fingers brushing the rough skin of his face. The fog in the field in Aunellion had grown denser. Its heaviness settled over him and saturated him. When his tongue darted out to lap up the moisture on his lips, he let out a moan. 

      When he had thought about his death, it hadn’t been this. He hadn’t thought he would waste away, dying slowly while his mind moved him through false realities that felt more real than the life he lived before he had shifted there with Mildred.

      Lily…

      Their child had felt so real when he held her in his arms. Her smell was sweet like fresh spring flowers, like Lily.

      There was a faint sound to his left, a rasping breath.

      “I…” Mildred sucked in air. “… the pit destroys your soul.”

      “Fuck off,” he muttered. “You’ll get there before I do.”

      Silence fell over them again. He licked his lips one more time before he blinked up at the fog overhead. It was thick, like winter soup, and it seemed to breathe, to reach for him. His body had grown so weak that breathing felt like a chore. His breaths came far between one another, and he kept them as shallow as he could.

      He couldn’t help but wonder how much longer it would be before he finally took his last.
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      The Alleyette castle was tumbling down around Róisín. Her heart hammered against her chest, and she fought for air as she called out for Caid. Chunks of jagged rock fell from the ceiling, narrowly missing her. Digging for courage, she pushed herself to keep moving deeper into the castle.

      She tugged on their connection again but felt nothing in return. Frantically, she continued to pull, until she was met with the frayed end of their line. What it meant trying to claw through her, rip through her heart. Shoving it down and pressing on, she used her magic to shield herself from the rain of debris that continued trying to pelt her.

      Mildred stepped from the hallway and stood before her. Her face twisted into a sharp sneer. “Your lover boy is gone. You’ll have nothing at the end of this, you know. The Goddess gave you empty promises. You’ll lose it all, just as it was meant to be.”

      Róisín jerked awake, gasping for air.

      Caid’s arms were around her, his breath warm at her shoulder. “I’m right here.” His voice was rough from sleep. “I’m right here. It was a dream.”

      Rolling, she burrowed herself against him. She drew in a long breath, taking in the scent of him, using it to ground herself. “Mildred is still alive.”

      His body tensed around her.

      “Trifoa hasn’t called upon its Coven heir. Beatrice still hasn’t,” Róisín said against his chest. “The other realms… Troy has taken leadership in Baijiola. There are rumors that both Jessamyn and Runa had stepped into power with the Shianshani Covens, but we’ve yet to have that confirmation.” She drew in a shaking breath, closing her eyes. “We had Frederick’s body, and you saw Henry—” She shuddered at the memory of the charred outline of a body on the judgment chamber wall. “We at least know it’s one or both Lunestran siblings at the head.”

      Caid stroked a hand in circles over her back. “With Trifoa, that no one had stepped up, that really means that she could still be?”

      Róisín pushed herself up into a sitting position, tucking her legs beneath her. She tugged at her bottom lip for a moment before dragging her index finger back and forth over it, lost in her thoughts.

      “When a Coven leader dies, their magic and the power it holds are passed on. The ascension to leadership occurs after. Through the connection with the other Coven members, that person is then recognized as the head of the Coven. There’s no way to stop it or avoid it.” She shook her head.

      “Is that what happened when…”

      “It was awful.” She couldn’t stop the way her body convulsed as she recalled the moment she inherited her entire Coven’s worth of magic. “I think it was more intense because there was no one else and it was a Coven’s worth of magic that just slammed into me. It was almost a month before I could get out of bed again.”

      “Do you want to talk about it? The dream?” Caid asked, his voice soft.

      She pulled her gaze from where she had been staring distantly and looked at him. That panic, the fear she had felt in her dream, that she had felt that day she’d pushed through the doors of the castle, feeling their connection fading. Without a word, she threw her arms around him, pulling him to her and crushing her mouth to his.

      His hands went to her hips, maneuvering her so that she was astride him. When she shifted so that she aligned with him, his fingers flexed, gripping her flesh. He rocked himself up and from his throat came a deep sound that was more growl than moan.

      “I can’t wait.” Her words were a whisper in the air between them. “Not tonight.” She clung to him desperately. Her want, her need, bursting into flames inside of her.

      He brought his hands to her back, then rolled them over, tucking her beneath him. She tipped her head up, her turquoise eyes holding his hazel ones. She opened, leaving herself completely exposed to him so that he would see her desperation to chase away the clinging edges of her dream. Then she reached between them and took his cock in her hands. She stroked him once, twice, before bringing him to her entrance.

      A low rumble of pleasure vibrated from his chest as he eased himself into her. He pressed kisses along her neck, nipped at her chin, stilling with a satisfied sigh when he was fully seated inside of her. Lifting her legs, she wrapped them around his back, bringing him in deeper.

      Slowly, he drew out, his eyes remaining locked on hers. Then he thrust into her, making her cry out his name and grip his biceps. He drew out again. This time she met his thrust, her hips coming up to meet him.

      “Fuck, I can’t hold on long,” he ground out.

      Róisín’s became alight with the coming orgasm. Unable to find words for him, she could only moan and writhe her body in response. Her stomach tensed and her walls tightened. Arching her back, she pressed her face into the pillows and screamed as the world around her exploded with light when she came.

      Caid’s thrusts became faster, harder. A moment later, with a low growl vibrating from his chest and throat, his release came. He caught himself on his forearms, just over her, and panted heavily.

      “Sorry.”

      She let her fingers brush over his back and pressed a kiss to his shoulder. “For?”

      “That was quick.” He leaned his body to one side, collapsing next to her.

      She hummed and rolled, slinging a leg over his hip. “It’s not like I didn’t come too.”

      He half-shrugged and nuzzled her neck.

      “Caid, I’m scared.”

      He pulled back to look at her.

      “I keep having this dream about Mildred. I don’t know if it’s because of what happened with Matthew, paired with being on Trifoa or not. She’s there that day in the castle. It’s falling down around me. I can’t feel you. No matter how hard I pull, I can’t feel you. Mildred tells me I’ll lose it all. I’ll have nothing when this is done, just as the Sisters said, despite what the Goddess has said.”

      His index finger traced her jaw until he reached her chin. Hooking it, he turned her face to his. “What were the exact words the Goddess said to you that night in Roidon?”

      “My mother had been let to live with my father in the afterworld.” She blinked away the tears that had built. “And I was to unite the covens.”

      The Seer drifts…

      She drew in a breath, holding it, trying to suffocate the words that had been haunting her.

      “Madigan is gone. Aoife is gone. The others are too. Well, maybe not Mildred, but the others should be able to help us figure that out. There’s nothing left, Róisín.” His lips brushed over the tip of her nose, then her forehead. “This is it. This is just our life now. I know the past year has been on-edge, for all of you. You especially. But this?” He tucked her against his side. “It’s trying to crawl under your skin. You can’t let it. It’ll eat you alive.”

      “I wish I had that sense of surety you have.”

      His body tensed ever so briefly next to her before he relaxed again. “Let me let you in on a secret. I have absolutely no fucking idea what I’m doing. I thought I did, but life happily showed me otherwise.”

      Róisín tapped one of her fingers against his chest lightly. Dark edges crept in, trying once again to shut out the light she desperately searched for. Not right now, please, not right now. “Guess we’re figuring shit out together, huh?”

      He grunted before rolling them over and showering her face, neck, and body with kisses, sending her into a fit of giggles.
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      The smoky darkness that had circled Caid after his magic had awoken grew legs after that night in Alleyette. Now, he could hear the slap of its feet rushing toward him in the shower. It had him cornered. Or so it thought. He squeezed his eyes shut and counted slowly to ten as he drew in a breath.

      Suffocating. He was suffocating. His lungs expanded, yet no air entered.

      The steam from the hot water pressed against him, stealing his breath, weighing down his chest. Holding him down. Giving the darkness a chance to reach for him.

      He released his breath and pressed his hands against the shower wall. The scalding hot water turned his skin red as it pelted his back. Caid hung his head, letting it drop between his shoulders, and flexed his fingers. When he felt grooves in the tile, he jerked back, eyes shooting open.

      “What the fuck?” He dropped his hands quickly, taking a staggering step back.

      Lines from his index, middle, and ring fingers on each hand marred the gray tiles.

      His heart, the sound of wind and thunder, hammered in his ears. His breath quickened.

      “Caid?” Róisín called from the other side of the door. “Are you alright?”

      His chest heaved with his pants and he tried to gather himself. Was he alright?

      “Caid?”

      “Yeah.” Shaking his head, he tried to free himself from the feeling. He wiped a hand over his face, reminding himself that he was alright. There was no other option but for him to be. There wasn’t any other choice. Róisín needed him. Lina needed him. “I’m good.”

      “You sure?” The door opened, and he saw her shadow moving on the other side of the curtain.

      The thunder in his ears grew louder. His lungs tightened, making his chest burn.

      Róisín’s head popped around the curtain. Her eyes were bright. Like the Caribbean under a summer sun, sparkling. It had taken two days for the dullness that had been in them when she had come home from Trifoa to fade. “I heard you shout something.”

      He lifted his left arm and pointed at his elbow. “The funny bone isn’t so funny.”

      She snorted. Her eyes roamed over his body, from his head to his toes and back. The mischief on her face painted clear. “Need me to kiss it and make it better?”

      “We’re already late meeting Shasta because you let me kiss it and make it better.”

      Róisín hummed and licked her lips. “Good point. I don’t like it, but it’s a good point.”

      “I’ll be out in a second and then we can go.” Somewhere inside of him scolded him for being foolish.

      Instead of closing the curtain, she stayed with her attention on him. Her brow furrowed and her eyes searched his. The only sign she let on that she knew something was going on with him. That she had said nothing to him, hadn’t asked him, was an indication that she was giving him the space to work it out and come to her when he was ready.

      “Let me take care of you…” she had said to him that night. The question was, would he ever be ready? When he was, if he was, what would it mean for them and their future?
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      Marcelo stood, spine straight, chin high, in the large oval entertainment hall of the Dionomis Castle. The high society of Shianshani, both humans and witches, adorned in their finest, danced around the room, surrounded by walls of jade and a golden domed ceiling from which a twelve-tier crystal chandelier hung.

      “Prince Dionomis.” A sweet-faced brunette approached and curtsied to Marcelo. “Wonderful to see you here this evening.”

      Marcelo clenched his jaw at the retort that fought to rise from his throat. Lady Freya wasn’t at fault for her and his mother’s schemes. She was just doing what duty had demanded of her.

      At twenty-four, his family expected him to be married and have at least one heir added to the Dionomis line. Much to his father’s disappointment, he remained unwed and as far as the public or his father’s concern, Marcelo also remained unattached. His mother was just trying to keep the peace and pacify his father. Yet, it still didn’t stop that chafing feeling that rode his nerves.

      “Pleasure, Lady Freya.” He tipped his head in greeting.

      “Mother said you and Anthony have just returned from the jungles. Do tell me, did you catch sight of the elusive Mornash? I hear they’re quite beautiful.”

      He hummed, studying her. “They are quite beautiful, indeed. However, their smallest teeth are nearly thirty centimeters. Gorgeous cats, but deadly.”

      She tapped her chin in thought. “I should still love to see one someday.”

      Marcelo’s brow rose. “Perhaps a visit to the sanctuary can fulfill that desire.”

      “Why, Prince Dionomis”—her lips curved in delight—“are you proposing a date?”

      “Ah, Celo, there you are!” Anthony nearly shouted the words, coming up next to him. His eyes dipped down to Freya’s toes and crawled back up the length of her body. “Freya.”

      “Lord Anthony.” She curtsied. “Prince Dionomis and I were⁠—”

      “I need you.” Anthony gripped Marcelo’s arm. “Immediately.”

      Marcelo offered her a shrug in apology. “Good evening, Lady Freya.”

      “I’ll hold you to that sanctuary visit, Prince,” she called after him.

      “What? What’s going on?” Marcelo asked when they had made it to the other side of the grand room.

      “When was the last time that you spoke with Father?” Anthony’s eyes were everywhere, on everyone but Marcelo.

      “Ant, what’s wrong?” Worry surged like a tidal wave inside of him. He could not shake the scene that he’d discovered weeks before. It had chased and nipped at his heels, laughing at him and the helplessness he felt.

      “He—” Anthony swallowed visibly before taking a moment, pressing his lips together. “He’s been asking curious questions about Cassius. I know he confides in you, does he… Does he know?”

      “He hasn’t said a word to me about Cassius. How do you know about the questions?” Marcelo asked.

      “The entire staff is talking about it.” Anthony’s answer was both exasperated and dramatic. “Where in the Hells have you… oh. She’s back from university, isn’t she?”

      As if on cue, Nolani Fatome entered the room. Anthony and Marcelo’s eyes tracked her movements as her lithe frame carried her through the crowd. Her bright smile flashed in greeting to those she passed by. Her deep chestnut hair shone under the massive chandelier and made her coffee-colored skin seem to glow.

      “You’re staring,” Anthony whispered next to him.

      “Of course I’m staring. She’s fucking gorgeous,” Marcelo muttered.

      “Go to her. She’s looking for you, you know she is. But please, see if you can find out if Father knows about…”

      Marcelo turned to his younger brother and saw the worry lines etched around his face. It was clear that they were brothers. Both had wheat blond hair and eyes like ice on an overcast day. They had their father’s high cheekbones and square jaw. His height had passed on to them as well. The brothers stood at six-foot-two-inches. However, Marcelo’s body was strong and lean, whereas Anthony was broad. And Marcelo could keep his emotions from his face. Anthony could not.

      “When you’re king, you can change all of this.” Anthony had dropped his voice should anyone be trying to eavesdrop. “You can fix all of this, this shit.”

      “I don’t want it, and you know that,” Marcelo said.

      “He won’t give it to me. We both know that. He knows what I am. It revolts him. We can’t forget the laws against it, Celo. No matter how many meetings I attend, how many wars I fight in, or what political games I play—he’ll never choose me.”

      And that fact, Marcelo knew, broke Anthony’s heart and cracked his soul. Anthony had been born to lead. He had a kindness and a fairness to him that their people, human and witch kind, rightfully deserved.

      At the thought of what he had seen in Rastead’s library, Marcelo shuddered.

      “Marcelo,” a smooth, honeyed voice, like music to his ears, said over his shoulder.

      He turned and faced Nolani. “Evening, Lady Fatome.” He dipped his head.

      “You boys look quite dapper this evening.” She looked from him to Anthony before dropping her voice low. “Cassius said he’ll be at the far end of the courtyard garden.”

      Anthony’s eyes widened, and Marcelo could hear his intake of breath before his shoulders sagged. “Thank you.” He planted a loud, smacking kiss on her cheek before darting off.

      “When do we get to slip away?” She let her arm brush against Marcelo’s, her eyes, the colors of a tiger’s eye rock he had seen once on a trip to the realm of Earth, scanned the room.

      King Dionomis entered the room with the queen on his arm. Rastead’s coal black suit decorated over the left side of his chest with the family’s crest of the Locaw bird. Its blunt, pointed beak was open in mid-screech. Large talons held Nautilanis, the ancestral sword of the Dionomis bloodline.

      “Right now.” The bite in Marcelo’s tone made Nolani shiver, and he winced. “I’m sorry. Right now, please,” he said more softly.

      “Are you sure?” Her eyes followed the king and queen as they crossed the room. They both knew that Rastead was searching for Marcelo.

      He slipped his hand into hers and tugged her through the servant entrance two steps to their left.

      “Marcelo, wait.” She squeezed his hand. “Let me take these off. If we’re sprinting, I can’t do it in these ridiculous things.”

      Marcelo halted.

      “What is it? What happened?”

      “I… We need to… shit.” He stooped and swept her in his arms. “Not here. I can’t tell you here.”
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      Jessamyn Lunestran stood in the shadows and watched as the oldest prince lifted the eldest Fatome daughter into his arms and sprinted through the lower level doors. Castle staff working quickly to clear his way, lest he trample them.

      “Shit.” Runa Lunestran’s voice was low and deep next to her.

      “He knows.” Jessamyn nodded.

      Runa’s maroon eyes scanned their surroundings, his mouth in a tight line.

      “It’s alright.” Jessamyn turned to him and placed one of her ebony hands upon his chest. “To the others, he just looks like a lust lorn child taking his sweetheart off to a rendezvous. I’m going to make my rounds. Meet me in my suite in twenty.”

      Runa’s nostrils flared for a moment as he exhaled long and heavily. Then, with a curt nod, he spun on a heel and disappeared into the fray of staff.

      Jessamyn took a moment to herself to smooth her features. She tucked a piece of her emerald hair behind her ear and patted the tight braids along the side of her head. Closing her eyes, she swallowed hard, counted to ten, then shoved through the heavy wooden doors that led to the entertainment hall.

      “Ah, there she is,” Queen Marsenna said. Her bright red lips parted in a wide smile, revealing her perfect white teeth.

      Jessamyn dipped into a low curtsy before the queen, then shifted to face King Rastead and curtsied again. “Your Highness.”

      Rastead nodded to her and immediately disregarded her presence. His eyes darted around the room, searching for someone.

      Marsenna leaned in close to her. “Did he get out of here?”

      “Just moments ago,” Jessamyn confirmed softly. “He had Lady Fatome with him.”

      Marsenna brightened. “Good.”

      “Where’s Marcelo?” Rastead returned his attention to them, his eyes dark on Jessamyn.

      “Apologies, Your Highness, I’ve only just arrived. I was held up doing”—she glanced at Marsenna, who was indulging in her glass of champagne—“some research on the matter you presented this morning.”

      The heaviness that had visibly weighed his shoulders down released, and his posture relaxed. “Any news?”

      She struggled with the urge to lift a curious eyebrow. Was that hope that she heard in the Wicked King’s tone? With fresh interest, she studied him closely. Something was different, something was… off about the man who stood before her. He shifted his weight from foot to foot, eyes constantly moving. Almost like he was…uncomfortable.

      This new king in the Dionomis line, Rastead the ninth, had thrived on these gatherings, holding them often, and practically dancing around the room in delight as he socialized and flaunted the Dionomis wealth.

      To see him suddenly looking like he wanted to disappear into one of the intricately woven tapestries along the wall had her itching to get back to her suites and to her brother’s journals.

      “Unfortunately, not yet, Your Highness. If you would let me bring some of my Coven members in, I could find what you’re looking for sooner.”

      “No!” he shouted, startling both her and Marsenna, who dropped her champagne glass when she jumped. “Dammit. Find someone to clean this fucking mess up.”

      He turned with an angry growl and stomped his way into the crowd of people.

      “Don’t worry about him.” Marsenna waved a dismissive hand. “Or this. I know you don’t want to be here, sweetheart. Take this as your opportunity to high tail it. When you see that brother of yours, thank him for the help earlier today.”

      Jessamyn had to stifle her laughter at the way Marsenna wiggled her eyebrows.

      “One perk of vigorous men working in the summer,” Marsenna added over her shoulder before dipping into the crowd.

      Jessamyn waited thirty seconds before making her exit from the room and shifting to her suites.

      “That wasn’t twenty minutes.” Runa had his large frame sprawled across one of her sofas so that one leg was over the back, while the other was almost slipping off the edge, his foot hovered near the floor.

      She lifted a brow and shook her head. “Why don’t you just”—she swept an arm out—“make yourself at home, darling brother of mine?”

      “Meh.” He shifted so that he was sitting upright. “Let me guess, Marsenna is already drunk and Rastead is plotting the best ways to thrash Marcelo?”

      She walked over to her wardrobe, opening it and depositing her cloak. She hated the formal attire that the court demanded and needed to be free of it. When she stripped down naked, Runa let out a loud groan behind her. “Oh, shut up.” She growled and rolled her eyes. “You’ve seen it all plenty before.”

      “That was then.” He made a show of slapping a hand over his face just as she turned to him.

      “Do you—” She cleared her throat, clearing away the emotion that quickly pressed there, trying to wrap its fingers around her windpipe. “Do you ever miss it?”

      Runa spread his fingers, doing his best to glare at her in the space he created. “Miss what?”

      “You know.” She gestured to her naked frame.

      Dropping his hand, he shrugged. “To be honest? I don’t even remember what it was like. I was kept so sheltered until we went to the well source.” He tipped his head to one side. “No one remembers Runaani Lunestran.” His voice cracked when he said his former name. “I’ve always been Runa. So, it…” He turned his hands over and shifted them back and forth. “It’s like Runanni never existed.”

      Frederick had never forgotten. And even though Frederick was gone, her muscles tightened, readying to protect Runa from Frederick’s viciousness. Jessamyn tried to shake off the feeling. It would do them no good to let Frederick have any power over them in his death.

      “For that, I’ll always be grateful to have the parents we had. What they did gave me the chance at this life. Gave me the ability to be who I was meant to always be.”

      Runa may not remember his years before. Jessamyn did. She studied her younger brother. The heart that was always soft for him danced in her chest, remembering. How broken and bruised he had been in those years before. What he had experienced as he tried to live in his light. The man sprawled on her sofa showed almost no trace of that person. She wondered if he ever felt the shadows move through him that she sometimes saw in his eyes.

      Now, Runa radiated comfort and peace. His energy pulsing in soft yellows, greens, and purples. They were nearly a century apart in age, but of all her siblings, they had been the closest. She had been his protector when Frederick would decide, repeatedly, that Runa was a disgrace to their coven.

      “He’s gone,” Runa said softly.

      She blinked away the sting burning her eyes and nodded. “I know. It’ll take time, but I know.”

      Runa clapped his hands together and sprung to his feet. “Let’s change the topic.” He joined her at the wardrobe, and after a moment of rifling through the hanging clothes, pulled out a pair of deep blue sweatpants and a faded gray sweatshirt. He pressed the clothes into her arms. “But first, I’m done talking to you naked.”

      After dressing, she took a seat on the sofa, directly across from him and the oval wooden coffee table.

      “Do you think Anthony knows?” Runa asked.

      “If Marcelo has learned about the king, then it’s only a matter of time before Anthony and Cassius do.” She looked over to the clock ticking softly on the wall, then back to him. “By now, Nolani already knows.”

      “The question now is, what do we do?”

      Jessamyn rubbed her hand over her face and groaned. “I received notice this morning. Róisín McKenna is planning to come visit. She has requested a meeting with Rastead and I.”

      “With current developments, are we changing the plan?”

      She drummed her fingers on her knees. Marcelo and the others certainly knowing complicated things, but she had spent the last several decades laying the foundation for her plans. No, nothing could get in her way, not now. Risks were always present, so what were a few more in having the humans know now?

      “I know what I was told. I know what I’ve seen. We stick to the plan. We have to.”

      Runa grumbled something under his breath.

      “I can find a new captain for our army.”

      His eyebrows became dark slashing lines as he drew them down over his eyes that glared at her. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it. It was just easier when there weren’t any humans involved.”

      “Our king is human, Runa, and he’s at the very center of this whole damned thing.”
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      Róisín rolled her bottom lip between her fingers as she trudged her way down the stairs toward the kitchen. Worry was a living, breathing being that hovered over her shoulder. It prodded her to turn around and go back into the bathroom and demand answers from Caid. She had felt it in the air around him in recent weeks. Felt it in the way it sometimes burned like acid sliding along their tether, threatening to melt it.

      It pounded at her door again.

      Something is wrong. Something isn’t right.

      But here, in their home, it was different. It wasn’t what she felt out there among other people. That pressing and pulsing was different, bigger, more confusing. This? This had her heart racing, skipping, throwing itself against her chest in desperation.

      Something was happening with Caid, and it terrified her. Not only that, but he was so obviously trying to deal with it in a very Kincaid McGrath type of way. On his own.

      It was slipping through her fingers and she didn’t even know what it was.

      The soft knock at their front door as she rounded the hallway toward the kitchen had her pausing. They were already late for meeting Shasta in Ely where she had been staying. Another person in Róisín’s life who was far from alright. Shasta had become quiet, distant even after that night. She and Lucius worked day and night, scouring books in Alleyette’s libraries and were now in the archives in Ely’s capital city, Cascadia. Despite weeks of searching, they were still no closer to a way of locating Matthew.

      Róisín’s hand hovered at the doorknob. There had yet to be another knock. Had she imagined it? So much clamored around inside her mind that she wouldn’t be surprised if she had.

      “Open up. I can practically hear you breathing through the door.”

      Róisín yanked open the door and lifted a brow at Shasta. “What are you doing here? We were supposed to come to you.”

      “Is that really the question to ask?” Shasta gave Róisín a rare smirk. Or at least, considered rare as of late. Shasta’s overall demeanor had been somber, not just distant. “I feel as though you should thank me for using the door and knocking first, judging by your…” She let out a soft snort before grinning widely. “Appearance.”

      “The good thing about you coming to the door, Auntie Shass, is that I can slam⁠—”

      Movement behind Shasta had Róisín gasping, then choking out a sob. No. It can’t… how? She blinked her tear-filled eyes, trying to clear them so she could see. Be sure. She struggled to find her voice as she stared at the tall, blue eyed, auburn haired man next to her mother. “Daddy?”

      Stephen stretched his arms out wide, grinning at her, his face wet from the tears streaming down his face. “My calon bach.”

      Without hesitation, she launched herself at him, wrapping her arms tightly around him. The smell of cedar and lemon slid around her in a comforting embrace. “Daddy,” she whispered.

      “I’ve missed you so much.” His breath brushed against the top of her head as he spoke. “So, so much.”

      The heavy thud of something hitting the floor behind them had her jerking her head around to the doorway. Caid stood wide eyed, panting as though he had just sprinted a marathon.

      Brenna, who had been standing next to Shasta, nodded to him. “Good afternoon, Kincaid. Apologies for the lack of notice, but…” She turned back to Róisín and Stephen. Her eyes emerald eyes glittered with tears as she smiled.

      “How?” Róisín asked, her voice barely a whisper, afraid if she spoke too loudly, her father would disappear.

      “It was tricky. Some trial and error.” Brenna shrugged. “But we got it figured out. That’s what matters.”

      Róisín took her father’s face between her hands. His beard pricked her skin just as it had when she was a child. He was there. Her father was there. “I’m incredibly rude. Daddy”—she motioned toward Caid—“this is Caid. Caid, my—” She brought a hand to her chest, trying to calm her breathing and her heart. “My father, Stephen.”

      Caid stepped forward, hand extended. “Pleasure to meet you, sir.”

      Róisín watched the way her father’s knuckles whitened as he
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