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For Deb, and all women who survived what was meant to break them.

For the ones who rebuilt themselves in quiet rooms, in loud defiance, in trembling steps forward that no one else saw.

This story is for you.
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Chapter One
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The year was 1808, and Marion Cloughson already knew what it was to fight for every breath she took.

The training school at the edge of the village had been her refuge for the last year, though she never quite forgot the sting of being called an orphan, the way the matrons whispered when they thought she wasn’t listening. No family, no coin, no dowry, no future. Except Marion had teeth. She had fists, sharp eyes, and a stubborn streak that had gotten her whipped more times than she could count. 

She had nothing to lose—and that made her dangerous.

Tonight proved it.

The cobbled alley was slick with rain, shadows clinging to its narrow walls. Marion’s pulse pounded as she pressed herself between the barrels stacked against the wall. She’d been trailing Anne Rourke, a quiet, mousy girl from her class who hadn’t noticed that Matthew and his pack of older boys had begun circling. Now the little thing stood frozen at the far end of the alley, her back to the wall, while Matthew—dark-eyed, sharp-toothed, cruel even at seventeen—advanced with his three friends.

“Pretty little witchling,” Matthew crooned, his voice thick with malice. “You’ll fetch a fine price in blood.” His hand brushed the hilt of the knife at his hip. “A drop here, a drop there ... enough to keep the rituals fed.”

One of the others snickered. “She’s trembling. Think she’ll scream when we taste her?”

Marion’s fury spiked hot and fast. She stepped out from the shadows, jaw set. “Back off, Matthew.”

Four heads swung her way. Matthew’s smirk widened. “Cloughson. The stray kitten. Come to hiss at me?”

“I’ll do more than hiss,” she snapped. Her fists clenched tight, knuckles white. “You don’t touch her.”

Matthew laughed, low and cruel. “And what will you do? You’re nothing. No family, no power, no place. Just a mouthy brat who doesn’t know when to shut up.”

“I know how to shut you up,” she shot back.

He lunged. 

She met him head-on, ducking under the first swing of his arm and slamming her fist into his ribs. Pain jolted up her knuckles, but the satisfaction of his grunt kept her moving. She kicked out, catching another boy in the shin. They snarled, circling her now, and Marion felt her pulse leap into her throat. She was small, outnumbered, but she didn’t care. Better to fight and bleed than to cower and surrender.

From behind, Matthew seized her by the hair, yanking her head back. “Fierce little bitch,” he hissed. “Maybe we’ll bleed you, too.”

Her initial flare of fear snapped and disappeared, replaced by something sharp and wild. The air thickened, her veins buzzing like she’d swallowed lightning. Heat gathered in her palms, a strange purple glow rising beneath her skin. She gasped, eyes wide with excitement.

With a cry, she flung her hand upward. Purple fire burst from her fingers, raw and untamed. Matthew screamed, dropping her as he stumbled back, his sleeve aflame. The other boys swore and reeled away, eyes wide with terror.

“What—what in God’s name are you? You are too young to exhibit such power,” one of them stammered.

Marion panted, heart racing, staring at her trembling hands. Fire. Her fire. For a breath she thought she might collapse under the enormity of it—but then she saw Rourke, still cowering, and straightened her spine.

“I’m a witch,” she said, her voice steady now. “And she’s under my protection.”

A voice rang out from behind her. “And she’s not alone.”

Marion spun just as three figures rushed into the alley—Saffron Walsh with her fierce eyes of different colors blazing, Ursula Addington moving with calm strength, and Libby, Ursula’s sister, whose power already sparked like starlight at her fingertips. Together they formed a wall between her and Matthew’s cronies, power humming in the air.

Matthew swore, backing away, fury and fear twisting his features. “This isn’t over, kitten,” he spat, then turned and fled with his companions.

The silence after was deafening. Marion’s knees nearly gave out, but Libby caught her arm, steadying her. “You did it,” Libby whispered, awe bright in her face. “You found your power.”

Saffron smirked, firelight dancing in her mismatched eyes. “Told you she wasn’t just a mouthy brat.”

Ursula’s lips curved. “She’ll do.”

Something warm and fierce surged in Marion’s chest. For the first time in her life, she wasn’t just fighting alone. She had sisters. A coven. A place to belong.

She grinned through the ache in her body, through the blood trickling down her temple. “Guess I’m one of you now.”

“You always were,” Saffron said softly. “You just hadn’t found us yet.”

As they walked back toward the school together, Marion felt lighter than she ever had. Her knuckles throbbed, her ribs ached, but her heart soared. She had power. She had sisters. And the future, for once, felt like something to run toward instead of away from.

For the first time in her life, Marion Cloughson was not afraid.
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2001

Hunter was five years old the day his world fell apart, though he wouldn’t understand that until much later.

The daycare smelled of finger paint and animal crackers, the hum of cartoons drifting from a little TV in the corner. Hunter sat cross-legged on the rug, clutching the toy truck his brother Lennox kept trying to steal. Lennox was only four, and as far as Hunter was concerned, still a baby. He tugged the truck back with a glare. “Get your own.”

Lennox’s lip jutted out. “You always get the red one.”

“Because I’m bigger.” Hunter held it tight, triumphant, though a tiny part of him enjoyed the argument. If he was busy keeping Lennox in line, he didn’t have to notice the weird tension buzzing through the room.

They were supposed to be picked up hours ago. 

Their mom had promised hamburgers for dinner—Hunter remembered her smile that morning as she kissed his cheek, her perfume sweet and warm. His dad had ruffled his hair, saying, “Be good today, champ.” But now the sun was dipping, long shadows stretching across the playroom floor, and Hunter’s belly ached with hunger and something he didn’t have a name for yet.

The adults whispered near the window, faces pale. One teacher kept wringing her hands. Another darted back and forth to the office phone, closing the door behind her, but they could see her sobbing, and upset, every time she answered it. Parents had come and gone all afternoon, some rushing in with tears, grabbing their kids and clutching them close like they’d never let go again. More than once, Hunter saw grown-ups crying, and it made his chest squeeze tight with unease.

Lennox leaned against him, voice small. “Where’s Mommy?”

Hunter scowled, not at him but at the question. “They’re coming. They promised.”

But his words sounded funny, even to himself.

He tried to distract them both, pushing the truck back and forth, but his ears caught every whisper. Words like attack and towers and planes. He didn’t understand. He only knew that something had gone wrong in the world, something too big for his five-year-old mind to hold.

Then the door creaked open, and he looked up with a rush of hope. It wasn’t his mom or dad. It was Aunt Jenny.

Her face was pale as chalk, her eyes red and swollen. Tears streamed unchecked as she stumbled across the room. “Oh, boys,” she whispered, and then she was down on her knees, arms pulling them both in. Hunter stiffened at first, because he wanted his parents, not her, but the shaking in her body told him something terrible was real.

Lennox’s small voice wobbled. “Where’s Mommy and Daddy?”

Jenny’s breath hitched, and her tears wet Hunter’s hair. “They’re ... they’re gone, sweethearts. Taken from us in an act of violence that had nothing to do with them.”

Hunter froze. Gone. His parents were gone? The word didn’t fit. His parents were strong, solid, unshakable. They were supposed to walk through that door, smiling, any minute. He pulled back enough to look into her face, trying to make sense of it. “But—they said we were having hamburgers for dinner tonight.”

Jenny sobbed harder, squeezing him and Lennox tighter. “I’m so sorry, Hunter, baby.”

Hunter’s chest felt like it was cracking open. He looked at Lennox, whose eyes were wide and wet, terror written across his little face. And in that moment, something changed in Hunter. He couldn’t stop the world from ending, couldn’t bring their parents back—but he could do one thing.

He could protect Lennox.

He curled his arm tighter around his brother, glaring at the room full of whispering adults like they were the enemy. No one would hurt Lennox. Not ever. Not while Hunter was alive.

Outside, sirens wailed in the distance as they had all day. Inside, two little boys clung to each other while the world collapsed, and Hunter thought—at five years old—that nothing would ever be the same again.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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The year was 1813, and Marion Cloughson had already bled more than she thought possible. The world around her was fire and ash, screams echoing across the battlefield as witches and warlocks clashed with brutal ferocity. The air stank of iron, blood, and smoke. Magic ripped across the night like lightning, purple and green flashes tearing shadows into the ground. She swung her blade, ducked another wild strike, her heart hammering against her ribs.

Her eyes caught on a horrific sight—Libby crumpling to the ground, her mates Liam and Jacob falling beside her. Matthew stood over them, eyes gleaming with triumph, blood dripping from his sword. The sound that tore from Marion’s throat was half a scream, half a roar of fury. She wanted to run to them, but another enemy lunged, forcing her to raise her arm, sparks of violet fire bursting from her palm. The man shrieked as the flames consumed him, and Marion pressed forward, rage giving her strength.

The battlefield was chaos. Screams intermingled with the roar of fire, the crack of bones breaking, the sickening thuds of bodies falling. Witches hurled fire and wind, warlocks sent shadows slashing through the dark, and the ground itself shook with the force of so much unleashed power. Marion pushed through, dirt and blood caking her skin, her breath ragged. She swung her arm, fire leaping outward, cutting down another of Matthew’s men. Her chest heaved, but she could not stop—not when she could still fight, not while her sisters still stood.

A woman shrieked nearby as a wall of fire consumed her. Another cry followed when an earth-shattering crack split the ground, sending combatants tumbling into the abyss. Marion stumbled, ducking beneath a flying shard of stone, the acrid air burning her lungs. She steadied herself, her gaze darting frantically for the faces she loved. Around her, flashes of violet, gold, and emerald lit up the smoky dark, every strike another soul lost or spared.

Then she saw them.

Saffron stood a few yards away, her mismatched eyes glowing as Ryan and Alaric pressed close to her. The three of them weren’t fighting. They were talking, their faces twisted in grief, tears streaking their cheeks. Marion’s heart lurched. Something was wrong. She had to reach them.

She shoved through the melee, cutting down another attacker. “Saffie!” she screamed, running toward them.

Halfway there, the pain hit.

It was like a spear through her chest, jagged and merciless. Marion staggered, her vision blurring, and then she collapsed to her knees, clutching at herself. Her breath tore out of her, ragged gasps that refused to fill her lungs. She turned her head just in time to see Ryan and Alaric struck down. Their bodies crumpled at Saffie’s feet. Saffron’s scream ripped through the battlefield as she collapsed over them, hands clutching their still forms, her voice shattering with grief.

“No,” Marion whispered, the word lost in the roar around her. Pain seared through her body, white-hot and unrelenting. She slumped sideways onto the blood-soaked earth, her tears mingling with the dirt.

“Marion!” Ursula’s voice cut through the haze. Then she was there, sliding to her knees beside her, hands glowing as she tried to summon healing. Fear shone in her usually calm eyes. “What happened? What did they do to you?”

Marion could barely form the words. “I ... don’t know. It feels like something inside me is tearing me apart.” Her voice cracked, her chest jerking as the agony raked her insides raw.

Ursula pressed her palms to Marion’s chest, whispering incantations, but nothing happened. Her frown deepened, panic flashing across her face. “It’s not working,” she muttered. “Why isn’t it working? It should be working!”

Marion’s body shuddered. The agony was consuming her, blackness edging her vision. She reached for Ursula’s hand, squeezing with what little strength she had left. “You have to live,” she whispered. “For all of us. Promise me.”

“No,” Ursula said fiercely, shaking her head, tears streaking her cheeks. “Don’t you dare leave me. We need you. I need you.”

“I don’t have a choice.” Marion’s lips curved weakly, even as blood touched her teeth. “But you do. Live for us. Live for me.”

As her strength ebbed, a strange warmth washed over her. The pain dulled, replaced by a glow that surrounded her fading consciousness. A figure appeared—a woman bathed in light, radiant and calm. Her voice was soft, echoing like music in Marion’s mind.

“Your fates will come for you,” the glowing lady whispered. “They will help you find the strength you hold within. But it will take time. Rest now, child. Your story is not yet finished, for it has only just begun.”

Marion’s last breath shuddered out of her as the darkness claimed her.
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Brielle bolted upright in bed, her heart pounding, sweat soaking her sheets. The scream she had held in Marion’s throat still trembled on her own lips. Her apartment felt stifling, every shadow heavy with the echoes of the vision. Her chest ached as if the pain were still real, as though fire still burned through her lungs. She pressed a trembling hand to her sternum, trying to steady herself.

This wasn’t just a dream. It was a memory. A fragment of her past life as Marion Cloughson. She knew it in her bones.

The room around her was familiar—her sanctuary, tucked on the floor beneath Saffie and Ursula. The scent of dried lavender clung to her sheets, but it did nothing to calm her racing heart. She swung her legs over the edge of the bed, pressing her palms to her eyes, willing herself to breathe. Upstairs, Ursula and Saffie still lived, still breathed, still laughed. On her own floor, Willow, Jacob, and Liam remained—her family, her coven, the people fate had bound her to again.

She stood and paced, each step sharp against the wood. Her reflection in the darkened window startled her—eyes too wide, skin pale, the faint shimmer of purple light dancing across her fingertips. Her magic stirred uneasily, awakened by the nightmare. 

She clenched her fists until the glow faded, muttering, “Not now. Not yet.”

Her gaze slid to the window again, where the city lights glittered like stars. The contrast between centuries weighed heavy on her. In 1813, the world had burned. In 2025, it still trembled with danger. The Council hadn’t stopped. The battles weren’t over. And the memories clawing their way back through her dreams were reminders of just how high the cost could be.

She whispered into the empty room, her voice shaking. “I can’t lose them again.”

She pressed her palm to the wall, feeling the faint hum of power woven into the wards she, Saffie, and Ursula had laid together. The strength of their bond steadied her heartbeat, but only barely. Memories of Libby’s lifeless eyes, of Ryan and Alaric falling, of Ursula’s desperate sobs clung to her skin like smoke. She wiped her tears roughly with the back of her hand, determination flickering through the fear.

She knew what she had to do. She needed her coven. She needed to share this vision before it was too late.
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Lennox was fourteen the first time he realized he wasn’t just angry—he was dangerous.

It was 2011, ten years after the world had stolen his parents. Hunter had grown hard and protective in those years, his shoulders carrying the weight for both of them. But Lennox? He had grown wild, reckless, his temper like tinder waiting for the spark.

That afternoon, the spark came. Again.

He and Hunter were walking home from school when three older boys cornered them behind the gym. The boys were taller, stronger, meaner—the kind who thought it was sport to hunt the younger ones. Hunter shoved Lennox behind him, squaring up with the biggest. “Go home,” Hunter growled over his shoulder. “I’ll deal with this.”

But Lennox couldn’t just walk away. Not when he’d seen those same bastards cornering a girl from their class earlier, their hands grabbing where they didn’t belong. He’d yanked her free, shouting at them, reckless and loud. That was why they were here now. Because of him.

“You should’ve kept your mouth shut, you little prick,” one of the boys sneered at Lennox before slamming Hunter back against the wall.

Hunter didn’t flinch. “Touch him, and I’ll kill you.”

The fight exploded fast. Two of the older boys swung for Hunter, fists cracking against his ribs, his jaw. He fought back, wild but outmatched. Lennox tried to help, but the third boy slammed him down, knees pinning his shoulders. Rage clawed through Lennox as he thrashed beneath the weight.

He could only watch as Hunter stumbled, blood spilling from his split lip, as one kick drove the air from his
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