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Must a little weep, love.

Foolish me.

And so fall asleep, love,

Loved by thee.

~Robert Browning
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1718: Puritan Island, Royal Province of
Massachusetts Bay

“The villagers are coming. We must
hurry, dear sister.”

Celeste Galloway, with a heavy heart, tore
her gaze away from her one-day-old babe nursing at her breast to
peer into the hearth’s flames. Using strength from within, she
pulled magick from her core and channeled the elements. Heat
wrapped around her, teased the hair off her nape. Her sluggish,
foggy mind parted and the vision became clear.

The villagers were, indeed, afoot. However,
they weren’t yet at the forest edge or near her little stone
cottage in the clearing. She had time to prepare, but not much.

Gently, she swaddled the baby she’d named
Hope, and rose to set her on the straw pallet by the fire. Her body
ached from rigorous birthing, but she relished the pain. From agony
came love, even though it had been love’s betrayal that had set
them on this course.

With a kiss to her daughter’s sleepy brow,
Celeste chanted a protection spell and faced her sister, Mara.
Blessedly, they looked similar in coloring and stature.
Characteristics and the enchantment would keep both her daughter
and sister protected.

Mara twisted her fingers. “We have to
prepare for the journey.”

“No.” Celeste took her sister’s shoulders,
remembering the long travel aboard the ship from Ireland, all the
illness, the death. Their own Ma and Da hadn’t survived. But, Mara
would thrive and so would the baby. Celeste would see to that. “You
are to stay with Hope.”

Mara’s blue eyes, the same shade as
Celeste’s, widened in fear. “They’ll kill us both. And what of
you?”

“They’re coming for me, not you. And I will
let them.”

Tears dampened Mara’s pale lashes as she
trembled. “No, you mustn’t.”

“Aye. It is what the Fates deem.” Celeste
had seen the future, all the outcomes, and had meditated long
nights. This was the only way. “From this day forth, you will
mature until your sixtieth year, then you will age no more until
the cycle has come to pass. You will watch over our heirs, their
heirs, and protect them. Promise me this. Vow to me.”

“I...don’t understand.”

Time was short, but Celeste drew upon
patience. “I put a potion in your tea, love.” Much magick had been
conjured to create it and had left her weak for two fortnights
while she’d still been with child. “You, Mara, will forever be the
Galloway protector. And when the curse is broken, we will be
reunited in the afterlife.”

Mara fretted. “What curse? You do not make
sense.”

Straightening, Celeste glanced at Hope. “The
curse I’m to cast this eve. The Meath Clan has turned the settlers
against us, have instilled fear in their hearts. They know I’m a
witch, but they do not know you practice. Keep secret, and all will
be well.”

Blessed be, Hope didn’t resemble her father.
She’d come out of Celeste’s womb looking just like her ma. That
would protect her from the Meath Clan, as well. They wouldn’t
suspect she was one of them, conceived from a forbidden passion. A
love that was doomed to end the moment criers had outed Celeste and
Finn to his father. The puritan minister was intolerable to change
of any kind and had been on a witch hunt since his rise to power.
Fear and hysteria held the villagers ears and, hence, Celeste’s
time on this plane was dwindling.

“Come, gather the boxes we fashioned.”

At the table, Celeste took a quill and
dipped it in the inkwell. Quickly, she scrawled the spell she’d
perfected in her mind while Mara gathered the three small pine
boxes no larger than her hand and set them beside her. Spell
completed, Celeste ripped the parchment into three sections and
laid them each in their respective boxes. Removing three of her
rings, she placed one in each, as well—a sapphire, an emerald, and
a ruby, all having the pentacle of their craft etched in the band
underneath the gem so it was visible through the stone. The
heirlooms had come from their homeland and had been passed down for
three generations.

Securing the lids, Celeste closed her eyes.
White heat and light poured from her hands as she called upon her
magick. Hands hovering over the first box, she whispered the
incantation, then moved on to the other two. When finished, she
waited, and moments passed. Then, a trinity knot emerged onto each
of the lids, searing into the wood and creating a yellow glow
before dimming.

“It is done.” Celeste nodded, her heart
pounding. She set each of the boxes on the floor in front of the
hearth in a neat row and used an incantation to hide them from this
plane until they were needed some distant day. “Fetch the grimoire,
love.”

Confusion marring her brow, Mara scurried to
the sleeping pallet and lifted the corner. Prying the floorboard
loose, she pushed it aside and removed their family’s leather-bound
book brought over from Ireland. It had been blank on the journey,
but was now partially full with spells and potions Celeste had
achieved with success.

Mara placed the heavy volume on the table.
“Tell me your plans. I’m frightened.”

Remorse clutched Celeste’s chest. She hadn’t
expected this all to be happening tonight. She’d known the end was
nearing, but not that it was here.

Cupping Mara’s pale cheeks, Celeste looked
at her flame red hair so like her own and gazed into her younger
sister’s wide eyes. “I know you’re scared. Let me finish my tasks,
as this is of great importance. I promise you, all will be
well.”

Turning to the table, she drew breath and
closed her eyes once more. Hands outstretched over the grimoire,
she channeled magick, having to pull more from her fading reserve.
Weak from all the spells and childbirth, she fought dizziness and
focused.

Light and heat radiated down her arms to her
fingertips. Whispering the incantation for protection, she added a
spell for longevity, too. When her eyes opened, a trinity knot was
seared into the leather cover just below the pentagram.

Wiping her damp brow with her forearm,
Celeste slumped into a chair. “Put the grimoire away, love, would
you? I’m spent.”

Mara, always dutiful, did as she was told
and then knelt by Celeste’s feet. “I beg you. Tell me of your
plans. They are coming for you as we speak.”

“I know.” Celeste ran her fingertips through
her sister’s soft, wild hair. They’d buried Mara’s husband of only
a year just a week ago. Poor, dear Mara would be tasked with such a
great burden.

“You will raise Hope as your own. No,” she
said as Mara tried to object. “You must, to keep her safe. A recent
widow, they will not suspect you as her ma.” Their cottage was
isolated from the village and most left them to be. It had been
easy to hide Celeste’s condition. “For me, do this.”

Tearfully, Mara nodded and tightly clasped
Celeste’s hands. “Where will you go?”

“Nowhere, love. I will let them come.”

“No! Please, do not—”

“Aye. It’s in the Fates.” Celeste brushed
Mara’s tears. “Raise my daughter as your own and teach her our
craft. Every generation must learn from you, the truth and our
ways. Never let them forget where they come from, their history.”
She pressed her lips together, fighting the pressure behind her
breasts. “When the time comes, the curse I am to cast will be
lifted, the boxes revealed. The path is set, forged in love.”

“I can’t bear this burden without you.”
Mara’s chest hitched with a sob. “Don’t leave me.”

Tears burning Celeste’s eyes, she gazed at
her sister, wishing hate and love weren’t such a fine thread of
difference. “I must, but you are strong. I have faith in you.”

Sniffing, she closed her eyes for a moment
to gather herself. “Hide the grimoire, keep it protected always.
Have my child, her children and thus forth, build upon what I
started. After they’ve taken me and I’m gone, write my last words
in the book. Don’t let them forget what was done to me.”

Gathering Mara to her, Celeste held her
sister one last time and soothed her as she wept. When she’d
calmed, Celeste drew away and rose. Warning knells shot up her
spine, wove around her heart.

The villagers were nearly here.

Swiftly, she moved to Hope and knelt by her
precious little one. Taking her tiny hand in hers, Celeste grazed
her fingertip over Hope’s inner wrist and chanted. The babe fussed
a bit as the trinity knot she’d conjured branded her skin, but
Celeste cooed and sent her pain away with a flick of her hand.

“I love you, my daughter, my life.” She
kissed her brow, leaving wet tracks upon her baby’s cheeks.
“Blessed be.”

Shouts rose from outside and Mara shot to
her feet. Panicked, she glanced wide-eyed at the door and then
Celeste.

“Let them come. Remember my instructions and
let them come.”

The door burst inward and wood splintered.
Minister Gregory Meath stood outside the threshold in his black
robes, a crucifix in his outstretched hand. Behind him were
villagers, a hundred of them, at least, their faces angry and
frightened. Torches illuminated the cool darkness.

Her baby cried, and Mara rushed to pick her
up, holding Hope against her bosom.

Slowly, Celeste rose to her feet and stepped
forward. Nerves wrought, she waited.

“You have been charged with witchcraft, Miss
Galloway. What say you?” Shaking with fury, Minister Meath glared
at her through green eyes the same shade as her dear Finn’s, his
black hair just as thick and beautiful. But there was no adoration
or acceptance in the minister’s eyes like she’d gazed upon so many
times with his son. “Speak, witch.”

She drew a breath for courage. “I do not
refute your claim. I, and I alone, have practiced the art of
magick.”

“Celeste, no.” Finn shoved past his father
and gripped her arms. Such a handsome boyish face of twenty, but
he’d grow even more into a man soon. “Deny their accusations. Let
them try you.”

Her life, her one true mate, stared
pleadingly into her eyes. But their love wasn’t meant to last.
Their destiny was to come together to bear a child and lay the
path. They’d accomplished that. Nothing else could be done now. If
the villagers put her on trial, they’d only find her guilty. It
would make his agony worse. Draw it out.

Forcing her anger at their unforgiving
circumstances aside, she removed his hands from her shoulders and
kissed them. “Do not let them taint what we had, my love.”

“Step away from her lest she cast another
spell on you, boy.” Minister Meath grabbed Finn by his arm and
dragged him outside. Finn fought and wailed, but villagers held
him. “Celeste Galloway, you are sentenced to death.” He turned to
his son when Finn screamed. “When she is dead, you will be free
from her devil’s hold and you shall understand. This is through no
fault of your own, boy. She is evil in the flesh.”

Heart breaking, Celeste stepped forward.

Minister Meath seized her elbow and led her.
The new moon made sight difficult, but torches chased the shadows.
Villagers bound her wrists and ankles with rope, the coarse threads
abrading her skin. Rocks scraped the soles of her bare feet. Cold
from the damp spring earth sent a shudder through her bones.

Mara called her name. From the doorway, she
wept, pressing a hand to her quivering lips and holding a crying
Hope with the other.

“Is the child yours, witch?” Minister Meath
glared from Celeste to the baby.

Panic gripped her. “No. Her name is Hope and
she is Mara’s. My sister was with child after she wed her
husband.”

Minister Meath eyed Mara. “Does she speak
the truth?”

Whimpering, Mara nodded. “Yes. The baby is
mine.”

“Very well.”

Celeste looked at her sister one last time.
“Don’t let them forget. Blessed be.”

They dragged her across the clearing and to
the cliffs, where a post waited around a pyre of branches. Fear
stole her breath and froze her limbs. They wouldn’t be hanging her
this night. They’d burn her.

Frantic, she closed her eyes, shaking
against a gale as it whipped her gown and hair. As they bound her
to the post with iron shackles, she recalled every sweet kiss and
embrace with Finn, the feel of Hope’s soft skin against her cheek.
To keep herself calm, she breathed in the salt-scented air from the
unforgiving ocean and pine from the nearby forest. Roar of the tide
crashed against rocks and wind whistled.

“Have you any last words, witch?”

Celeste opened her eyes and met Minister
Meath’s scornful, righteous glare. She had to complete her mission
or all her preparations would be for naught. Somehow, she must find
the courage.

“Yes.” Tilting her face toward the inky sky,
she channeled the spell she’d written and pushed into Mara’s mind
so her sister could document her words.

“In this the darkest night, I bring upon a
curse to life. Love has been stolen because of hate, and in this
act they have sealed their fate. Until three-by-three shall walk
this earth, these two families will forever search. No love will
last or ever be found. In this I seal, in this they’re bound. Upon
when three sets of eyes of green are born alongside blue of the
brightest morn, only then will the fated see the secrets I have
hidden from thee. Three tasks await to set the cursed free.” She
brought her gaze to the minister, whose face had gone ashen. “As I
will, so mote it be.”

Gasps were muttered and bellows howled, but
Celeste held onto her power and cast it out. Light poured from her
into the night, rippling over the bluffs, the forest, the village,
and straight through to the other side of the island. She struggled
to hold onto the magick long enough to saturate the ground and
souls on it, then she slumped against the pole. Drained, she heaved
air.

“Torch the pyre.” Minister Meath clasped
Finn by the back of his neck and forced him to face Celeste. Eyes
red, tears streaming from his eyes, Finn’s tormented gaze met hers.
“Watch your witch burn. Let this be a lesson to all. Evil has no
place here. We will smite darkness in the name of Him
Almighty.”

She held Finn’s gaze a moment more, mouthed
I love you, then pinched her lids closed as the kindling
caught fire.


Chapter One
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Kaida Galloway stood at the edge of a
cliff as a salty wind whipped her long blonde hair around her head.
Barefoot, she dug her toes into dew-dampened grass as waves crashed
into rock thirty stories below. The roar all but muted the cry of
gulls circling the Atlantic in the distance. Sunlight streamed
through the cloud cover and glittered off the gray-blue water.

A short wave of vertigo hit her, but she
didn’t step back. Nothing could hurt her here, even though
scenarios of plunging over the edge filled her head. She didn’t
have a clue how she knew no harm would come to her. It was just an
awareness. An assurance, much like expecting the sun to set or the
electric bill to come.

Like in her other dreams, she wore whatever
she fell asleep in the night before. Today’s outfit sported a
yellow shorts and tank combo with purple butterflies. And, exactly
like in previous dreams, she waited. For him.

She didn’t know his name and she’d never met
him while awake, which only served to remind her she was either
completely nutty or extremely creative. Could go either way. But
ever since she was a little girl, he’d appeared infrequently.
Always at the same age as she was, always in the same location, and
always filling her with a sense of completion.

It had begun as an every few months deal
until last year when he’d manifested weekly. Then, thirty days ago,
he’d started coming each night. A ghost-like, childish friendship
had turned into a smitten teenage crush and now hovered in the
vicinity of lustful indecency. If she ever dared to tell anyone or
even admit the dreams aloud to herself, she’d probably have to
consider a padded room as her new residence. As it was, she never
wanted to leave her bed because it meant seeing him when she fell
asleep.

“It’s time for you to return, youngest
Galloway.”

Kaida whipped to her right and flailed her
arms to offset the balance shift. A young woman stood beside her,
having materialized from who knew where. Long, curly red hair
trailed down to her waist and she wore a white peasant garment over
a slim frame. An opal hung from a gold chain around her neck and
caught the sunlight. Something about her blue eyes reminded Kaida
of someone, but her red lips and quiet confidence radiated a sultry
sex appeal. Which was crazy because Kaida didn’t go for women.

Tucking her hair behind her ear, she blinked
at the latest blip in sanity. “Who are you?” Never had anyone but
her mysterious stranger ever entered this reoccurring dream.

“Your family will tell you all you need to
know.” She turned her head and smiled at something in the
distance.

Taken aback by her lilting Irish accent,
Kaida followed the woman’s gaze. Across a grassy clearing teeming
with bluebells and buttercups was a stone cottage with a thatched
roof. Two women knelt just outside the structure by an herb garden.
One a brunette and the other a redhead, they both wore short white
sundresses.

“Okay, who are they?” Because they’d never
shown up in her dreams, either. Likewise with the cottage.

“They are your sisters. You make three, as
fate deemed.”

“Huh. All right.” She’d play along. Why not?
This wasn’t real, anyway.

Kaida had always known she was adopted and
had been searching for more of her blood relatives ever since her
parents had died six months ago. They’d left her a mysterious
letter from her birth mother, and that had led her to Six Fates
Island off the coast of Massachusetts.

Wait, was that where she was currently? Had
all these reoccurring dreams been about her biological family? She
glanced toward the women again, but they were gone, as was the
cottage. Focusing on the original delusion, Kaida sent her a
questioning look.

She smiled at Kaida, and there was something
utterly reassuring about the act. Familiar. Maternal. “Come
home.”

Kaida opened her mouth, but the woman was
gone. Just...poof. Into thin air. Placing a hand to her forehead,
she tried to wake up.

“You came. This is beginning to be a habit.
One I thoroughly enjoy.” The familiar male voice from behind her
sent ripples of awareness through her every cell.

Slowly, she turned. He walked down the hill
on the other side of the clearing not fifty feet away, even though
when he’d spoken, it had sounded like he was right against her
ear.

Wow. Criminy, he was beautiful. Considering
she’d conjured him, she supposed he should be drool-worthy. After
all, he was the closest thing to a long term relationship she’d
ever had, despite him totally being a figment.

His dark wavy black hair was cut close to
his nape, a tad longer on top than the sides, and had a hint of
chestnut in it under the sun. Criminally long lashes framed mossy
green eyes. Kaida was tall at five-eight, but he towered over her
at closer to six feet. As was in her dreams, he, too, seemed to
wear whatever he’d fallen asleep in. Wishing it was nothing, she
took in his wide shoulders, defined pecs, and washboard abs making
a perfect V to what he hid behind a pair of blue checkered flannel
pants. Bare feet. Sexy smile that said trust me or don’t, he didn’t
care.

Ropey muscles in his arms flexed as he ran a
hand over his neck and stepped in front of her. “Cute pajamas.”

She glanced down at herself and back at him.
“You, too.”

His laugh was rich and just south of
nervous. “Well, I’ve learned my lesson after crashing in bed that
night a few weeks ago.”

She hummed, smiling. “I did enjoy those
boxers. What were they again? Lipstick kisses?”

A wry twist of his lips brought her focus to
his unshaven jaw. “I blame my friend’s bachelor party. Let’s leave
it at that.” His gaze skimmed over her, heating with the perusal.
“I think about you all the time, even when I’m awake.”

That had to mean he was an actual person in
the real world. Or maybe her subconscious was merely screwing with
her. In the past, they’d tried to relay their names or other
identifying factors, but a force had always blocked the attempts.
Sometimes she’d wake up, other times they’d be flung to opposite
sides of the clearing. Once, a violent thunderstorm had manifested
out of nowhere.

Not wanting anything to mar this moment, she
set her hands on his shoulders, traced the contours of muscle
across his biceps. Groaning, he leaned into her touch. He smelled
like rain-drenched earth and something forbidden. The warmth from
his skin sent a charge through her system. But, like always, it
seemed like an invisible barrier was between them. They could kiss
and touch, but her senses were dulled. Not at full magnitude.

As if reading her thoughts, he nodded. “I
know. I feel the pull, too.” Nostrils flaring, he drew a breath and
cupped her jaw. “All I can think about is touching you, how much I
enjoy it, and when I finally can, it’s like being underwater.”

That was exactly it. “I wonder why.”

He stepped closer, putting all that
yumminess in direct contact with her. “Tell me your name. I have to
find you, see if you’re real when I wake up.”

Rain splashed down on them, cool and jarring
and sudden. The heavens opened up and a deluge erupted.

Drenched, she laughed. “You know what
happens when we get personal.” Palms up, she spread her arms,
tilting her face toward the sky.

He wrapped an arm around her waist and
tugged her closer. “You’re still here.” Keeping his gaze on hers,
he brushed his lips against hers, his breath warm in contrast to
the cold rain. “Tell me your name.”

She tilted her head and spoke against his
mouth. “Kaida. My name is Kaida.” An immediate dizziness consumed
her and she reeled. The edges of her peripheral went dark, and she
knew she was waking up.

His grip on her tightened. His green eyes
widened in shock and relief. “Brady.” As she started to dissolve,
his arms fell by his sides. “I’m Brady. Remember that, please.”

A piercing screech echoed through her skull
and she pressed her palms to her temples. Moaning, she sat up in
bed and pried her eyes open. Nondescript patterned bedspread.
Plain, polished dresser. Mini-fridge. Green drapes matching the
carpet. Suitcase on the floor in the corner.

Yes. Yes, that’s right. She wasn’t in Iowa
anymore. She’d taken a sabbatical from her job at the college,
sublet her condo, and hopped a plane to Massachusetts based on
nothing more than a letter from a birth mother she’d never
known.

In other words, she’d flown over the
coo-coo’s nest.

The screeching didn’t stop and, as her foggy
mind cleared the cobwebs of sleep, she realized it was the phone.
Dang, did she need coffee. Grabbing the receiver off the
nightstand, she muttered, “Hello.”

“Miss Galloway, this is the front desk with
your requested wake-up call.” The male voice on the other end
sounded too darn chipper. Guess he’d had his caffeine shot already,
the lucky jerk.

Wake-up call? Right. She had booked a ticket
on the ferry to take her to Six Fates Island this morning. “Thank
you.”

“You’re very welcome, miss. Have a great
day.”

“You, too.” She hung up and flung the covers
off, then froze.

She was wet. Soaking wet. With shaking
hands, she ran her fingers through the stringy strands of her hair,
and her heart pounded discovering it, too, was damp.

Fumbling, she flew off the bed and glanced
down at herself. Drenched pajamas. A quick glance at the sheets
showed they were dry. The ceiling wasn’t leaking, as the drywall
was in place and there were no water marks. Besides, she wasn’t on
the top floor of this hotel. Nothing was wet but...her.

Saltwater mingled with rain and freshly cut
grass. The scents swirled around her and the dream flooded back.
Flashes. Projections. She reeled on her feet.

“Oh my God,” she breathed.

She’d been with him. In the rain,
near the cliffs, at their usual spot. But...nothing like this had
ever happened before. She’d never woken up with evidence of...
What, exactly? That her dreams were authentic?

“They’re not real. They’re subconscious
filtrations.” And now she was talking to herself.

Once, when she’d been about ten or eleven,
he’d picked her a bluebell in the clearing and had pressed it into
her hand. “Take it with you,” he’d insisted. She’d clung to those
fragile violet petals and tried her hardest to hold onto them when
she woke. But in the morning, there had been nothing.

Because this wasn’t real. Brady was
not...

Brady. He’d told her his name last
night.

The air whooshed from her lungs and she
dropped on the bed. Head in her hands, she rocked. Chaos swirled in
her mind while she tried to snatch reality with both hands. She
shivered from being wet and, well, from fear. She could admit that
much. It was logical to be frightened. After all, she’d dreamed
about being in a rainstorm and woke up drenched. In a hotel room.
That was cause for a flip-out, sure. And she was nothing if not a
rational person.

A tinkering sound rattled. Quiet. Eerie.
Glass knocking wood.

Slowly, she lifted her head and glanced in
the direction of the noise. On the nightstand, the half-full cup of
water she’d set there the night before trembled. The water inside
spun. Became a cyclone. Like bathwater down a drain, but in
reverse.

Every hair on her body rose as goosebumps
skittered across her skin. Her heartbeat careened to a halt and she
shot off the bed.

No. Not now. Not again.

Ever since she’d turned sixteen, weird,
unexplainable things like this had been happening. It had started
small, like a puddle of water shifting away from her when she
walked near. Or the flame of a candle bending sideways. Grains of
sand in the hourglass in her room shaping into a knot.

From there, the phenomenon had escalated. An
entire tub of bathwater floating, suspended, on the ceiling. Flames
from the fireplace streaming a path through her living room,
winding like a scarf around her furniture. Soil from her potted
plants spelling words out on her kitchen floor.

Fate. Home. Destiny. And her personal
favorite, cursed.

It always seemed to occur when her emotions
were heightened. Fear, mostly. Through the years, with careful
breathing regulation and sheer will, she’d managed to get a hold of
the anomalies and stop them. She never could quite control them,
not that she wanted to, but at least she could hide the incidents
from others.

With a hand to her stomach, she closed her
eyes and took several deep cleansing breaths. Clearing her mind,
she imagined the tension draining from her head, neck, shoulders,
and so on down until she got to her feet and sent the stress into
the carpet beneath her soles.

Opening her eyes, she glanced the glass. The
water was motionless. All was still. Her shoulders slumped in
relief.

It was time to leave. She had to get answers
about her roots, her family’s past. In college, she’d been drawn to
that very thing. History. That path had led her to a degree in
Religion with a focus on myths and cultures, including the occult
and witchcraft. In fact, she’d taught several courses on the
history of Paganism and modern Wiccan practices. Massachusetts was
steeped in tradition based off the Salem witch trials alone, but
Puritan Island—later renamed Six Fates—had its own brand of
folklore.

She’d done her research on the original
Meath Clan and Galloway sisters, their relocation to the States
from Ireland and the accounts recorded after landing. What Kaida
didn’t know was how she’d wound up in the Midwest with distant
relatives through an open adoption, or how much of the supposed
legends were based on truth and how much had been embellished
through the centuries. The family that raised her had never let her
talk about it.

But she was going to find out. Heading into
the bathroom, she showered, then donned a long yellow sundress,
sandals, white sweater, and light makeup. From there, she packed,
checked out of the hotel, and boarded the ferry.

For mid-spring in the northeast, the
temperature was relatively mild, but as the ferry got to open
water, a chilly wind made her wish she’d brought a coat along.
Brine and saltwater hung in the damp, humid air as capped waves
crashed around the hull. The soothing, rhythmic sway calmed her
nerves and she tilted her face toward the overcast sky.

Other passengers aboard chatted in the
distance, some inside, some on deck. From what she could gather,
most were tourists and not locals. Roughly ten miles off the
mainland, Six Fates was a vacation hotspot between the history,
quaint shops, and activities. Or so Kaida had heard from the hotel
concierge last night when she’d checked in after her plane had
landed.

Grabbing the railing, she stood at the bow
and watched the island approach. Oval in shape, it resembled
something out of Jurassic Park with cliffs, hills, greenery, and
piers. The western-facing area, according to the map, had shipping
docks next to the ferry landing for crab fisherman. She could make
out a red and white lighthouse through the fog.

Kaida studied the map again. The Meath
Hotel, a park, and a public beach were within walking distance of
the decks. Also a library, police station, the firehouse, post
office, and courthouse. Nearly the entire length of the southern
strip was private homes and subdivisions. The central and northern
parts were shops and restaurants with a few offices intermingled.
But the eastern tip of the island? Breathtaking.

On one side of the bluffs was the Meath
mansion, on the other the Galloway house, with a forest in between.
As the highest point on the thirty-five square mile island, the
area was the most private and, no doubt, had the best view.

The closer the ferry got to her destination,
the bigger the déjà vu sensation grew. She’d never been here, had
never met any members of her family stationed on the island, yet
there was an uncanny sense of...home. Belonging. Nurturing.
Understanding. To counter them, a niggling doubt born from sadness
and loss rose until her eyes began to water.

What the heck was wrong with her?

Once docked, she let others go ahead of her
while she collected herself, then snatched her suitcase and wheeled
it down the long pier to shore. The hotel where she’d booked a room
was only a block walk, so she headed that way.

Old world lampposts, cobblestone streets,
period piece signs—it was a cute town thus far. Mature oak and
maple trees lined the sidewalks, and everywhere she looked there
was a smiling face or a landmark notice of what and where things
were.

Meath Hotel was larger than she’d expected
and could easily compare to a Vegas one with twenty-five hundred
rooms. But then again, besides a quaint inn, it was the only hotel
on the island. Apparently, it also served as a storm shelter, as
the front desk indicated. Unlike chain hotels, this lobby had
settees, bookshelves, and old photographs. Very nice.

She checked into her room, washed up a bit,
and scrolled through the brochures about tourist hotspots. Unsure
when she wanted to try to contact the Galloways, she debated
whether to stroll through town and window shop or grab a bite to
eat. Her stomach grumbled.

“Food it is.”

Grabbing her purse, she strode out. Once she
was back on the sidewalk, she glanced around and tried to get her
bearings. She headed east and, a few steps later, a tingling
started at the base of her skull.

Someone was watching her.

Halting, she turned and found a woman
sitting on a bench, staring deadpan at her. Kaida’s best guess was
the lady was in her sixties. White hair fell in wild waves to her
shoulders. She wore no makeup, but her necklace and earrings looked
old enough to be authentic. Or the gaudiest costume jewelry this
side of New York theatre. A gauzy red dress fluttered around her
ankles when she rose.

Kind blue eyes never wandered from hers, and
a soft smile teased the woman’s lips. “Hello, Kaida, dear.”

“Have we met?” There it was again. Just like
with the woman on the cliffs in Kaida’s dream, the one before her
seemed familiar. She couldn’t place her in a traditional sense, but
something within called to Kaida. A song. A memory.

“Aye, we have met. Though it’s been a long
time, it has.” An Irish accent, too, just like the woman in her
dream, though her brogue was not as dialect heavy.

Kaida stepped closer and out of the way of
pedestrian traffic. “I’m sorry. I’m having a hard time
remembering.”

Her smile widened to reveal a row of
slightly crooked white teeth. “Well, that would be because it’s
been about twenty-five years. Happy birthday, by the way.”

“Um, thank you.” How the heck had she known
that? But then her words sank in, and Kaida blinked. Twenty-five
years. Had she been present when Kaida was born?

“Aye, I was there when your mother gave
birth. Your sisters, too. I helped bring you into this world.”

Sisters. She had sisters?

Air seeped out of her lungs and she forced
herself to close her mouth. Thirty minutes, and she had someone who
knew her within reach. A someone who could either read her mind or
was extremely intuitive.

Kaida gazed at her, the fine lines and
wrinkles of time, then into her eyes. An old soul, this woman.
Another one of her skills was reading people. She could get a sense
of whether they were lying. And the woman before her was being
truthful.

A nod, and the woman grinned like the cat
who ate the canary. “Now you’re feeling me. Good girl.” She held
out her hand. “I’m Mara Galloway, and I’d be your aunt.” Her gaze
rolled to the heavens with an impish tilt of her head. “Many, many
times removed.”


Chapter Two
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Brady Meath shoved away from the desk
in his small office in the public library and stood in front of the
window facing Puritan Street. Pedestrians walked past and cars
drove by. Cherry blossoms were in full bloom and buds beginning to
open on the magnolia trees. The grass was finally turning a nice
shade of green after a long winter. But the calming, familiar
sights didn’t appease his restless mind or abate the itch under his
skin.

As the town historian and head of the
historical society, he had a busy week ahead. Budget plans had gone
through for the Minister Bridge reconstruction, which meant he was
required to go over the blueprints to ensure the architects had
stayed true to original designs. Six Fates Courthouse was
undergoing remodeling, so he’d have to pop by often to ensure the
construction crew followed his instructions, down to every cornice
piece and crown molding strip. And Galloway Lighthouse was in need
of repairs. That meant sucking it up and visiting Fiona and Ceara
to get their final approval on any plans. Which was more of a
courtesy, but the Meaths and Galloways had to play nice. They were
the founding families and had to work together. Or, at least, put
up appearances.

With just over fifteen-thousand residents,
the majority of Six Fates Island was a walking museum, and it was
his job to keep it that way, even on days like today when he’d
rather crawl back in bed. Slip into dreamland. Wrap the long,
caramel-colored hair that smelled like rosemary and sin around his
hand. Kiss his mystery woman’s full, lush mouth until she hummed in
her throat. Watch those blue eyes cloud with a passion only he
could pull from her.

Damn. He closed his eyes and pinched the
bridge of his nose. Either he was six beers short of a case or the
Galloways were screwing with him. Probably the latter. Except the
mystery woman had been coming to him in dreams since he was a boy,
making it highly illogical Fiona or Ceara were the culprits.

Dating back three centuries, the Meaths had
always known the Galloways were witches. Tourists flocked to the
island for atmosphere and lore. The witchcraft element had been
dummied down through the years until the general population
believed the Galloways had simply been wronged for practicing Wicca
at a time when Christianity was prominent. Hell, a good portion of
Meaths believed that, as well.

Brady was usually grounded in fact, but even
he had to admit there was a basis for truth among the myth.
Galloways had some kind of magick in their blood. Chalk it up to
superstition or coincidence, but three-hundred years had passed
since the curse had supposedly been cast, and both families hadn’t
had any luck in the love department. Marriages always ending in
divorce. Premature deaths and illness. And that was just scratching
the surface.

One eerie verity shoved through the timeline
and planted itself forefront in his mind. Brady and his two
brothers, Riley and Tristan, were the first generation in three
centuries to have three males born. Three by three. He and
his brothers all had green eyes. Upon when three sets of eyes of
green are born...

Sighing, he ran his hand over his face. He
had no idea what his mystery woman had to do with the curse. She
probably wasn’t even real. It wasn’t possible. His whole life, he’d
assumed that much.

Yet, things had been screwy lately. The
frequency of her appearance. How he kept getting drawn to the
replica passage hanging on his office wall of the supposed spell
Celeste Galloway had cast. The way he’d been inadvertently bumping
into Fiona and Ceara in town. And...how he’d woken up this morning
in a dry bed, but sopping wet with rainwater.

Damn, but that made him want to put on a
straightjacket.

A knock sounded at his door and he turned.
His assistant, Jessica, stood in the entry, clipboard in hand.
“What’s up?”

She adjusted her pink blouse and tucked a
strand of short brown hair behind her ear. Both were signs she was
nervous. “How are the blueprints for the bridge?”

Brady glanced at the rolls on his desk.
“Haven’t looked yet. I’ll get to it.” She tapped the toe of a
ballet flat and smoothed a pleat on her khaki pants. Yep, something
was up. “What’s on your mind?”

“Don’t shoot the messenger, Mr. Meath.”

He sighed. “It’s Brady. You’ve worked for me
for three years and we went to school together. It’s weird using
the formality.” Typically, she didn’t, which made him even more
suspicious.

She glanced over her shoulder and back to
him. “Whew, she’s gone.” Jessica stepped deeper into his office.
“The mayor was just here. She’s requesting a meeting at Tristan’s
office. You and Riley both.”

Perfect. Just what he wanted. Right above a
root canal without Novocain and below a lobotomy. “When?”

“In an hour.”

“Any idea what she wants with me and my
brothers?”

She shrugged. “We peons aren’t kept in the
loop.”

“Well, you’re not a peon, but be glad Mayor
Bridgeport thinks you are.” He rolled his head to loosen his neck.
“I’ll be there.” He needed to talk to his brothers, anyway. They’d
both been gone this morning when he’d come down for breakfast.

With a nod, she stepped out, and he turned
back to the window.

People bustled along the sidewalk, but to
his left, Mara Galloway stood near a bench talking to someone
obscured by a tree. He’d recognize Mara’s white hair anywhere. Her
red skirt caught the breeze as her companion stepped forward and
came into view.

Brady’s lungs collapsed. It couldn’t be.

Instead of pajamas, she—his mystery
woman—wore a long yellow dress and a white sweater. Wavy blonde
hair down to her waist. Slender frame. Pale, milky skin. Plump
lips. Blue eyes...

“Holy shit.” The frenetic beat of his heart
relocated ribs. A buzzing in his ears grew louder until a hive took
up residence.

He shook his head. Present was the seductive
aura of secrecy that forever encompassed her, along with the
graceful mannerisms of someone comfortable in their own skin. She
was both strikingly gorgeous and completely natural, and her
perceptive eyes said she was not afraid to wield said power over a
man.

He’d thunk his head against the pane if he
weren’t positive he was awake. It wasn’t possible that she stood
not twenty feet from his office. Because she didn’t actually
exist.

The two women turned to leave, and panic
clutched his windpipe. He tapped the glass. “No. No, no,
no.” But they kept right on going.

Spinning, he wove around his desk and ran
out. Cursing that his office was located in the back of the
building, he rushed past his assistant and down the center aisle of
books. Jessica called his name, but he kept going. “I’ll be right
back.” The head librarian, Maeve, shushed him. Breezing by her
desk, he whispered “sorry” and shoved through the exterior
doors.

Vaulting down the steps, he made a hard left
and came to an abrupt halt at the bench where he’d last seen her.
He scanned the crowd in every direction, searching, searching. She
wasn’t anywhere. Climbing on the bench, he got a higher vantage
point, but he struck out there, too.

Gone, baby, gone.

“Damn it.”

Jessica stepped onto the sidewalk in front
of him and glanced up. “What are you doing?”

He dropped his hands on his hips and caught
his breath. “I have no idea.” He ran his fingers through his hair,
frustrated to no end. “I think I just saw a ghost.”

“Uh-huh.” She studied him. “The boo kind or
the ex-girlfriend variety?”

Unsure how to answer, he hopped down and
glanced one more time in the direction they’d gone. He absolutely
had to talk to his brothers. “Lock up my office, would you? I’m
going to head to the hotel early. I’ll look at the blueprints when
I return.” And then he’d definitely be making a stop at the
Galloway house.

“You sure you’re okay?”

Nothing a pint of ale and a smack upside his
head wouldn’t fix. “Yep. Be back soon.”

Brady walked the block to Meath Hotel and
strode through the expansive lobby. Rounding reception, he made his
way down the employee hall to his brother’s office.

The space was twice the size of Brady’s, but
significantly less cluttered. Business degrees and pictures of
family dotted the dark green wallpaper and crystal decorated the
shelves in the form of bowls, a clock, and shamrocks. Somehow, only
Tristan could make such a thing manly.

Riley was relaxed in a chair, wearing his
typical work attire of gray slacks and a polo, and Tristan stood
behind his desk, glancing at a file. He closed the folder and sat,
smoothing his blue tie. A black suit coat was tossed over the arm
of the brown leather sofa and he had his white dress shirt rolled
to the elbows. Both brothers made Brady feel underdressed in jeans
and a navy tee, but he’d be visiting work sites today.

Tristan picked up the desk phone. “Send in a
carafe of coffee, please.”

Brady grunted. “Got any whiskey?”

“It’s ten in the morning.”

“This is turning into an
alcohol-will-cure-everything kind of day.”

“Drink your coffee black, then.” Tristan
glanced at his desk, moved some papers. “Any idea what Mayor
Bridgeport wants?”

He ran the corporate end of Meath Hotel,
since Brady and Riley had no interest. Riley worked as the tourism
board director for the island. It wasn’t unusual for the three of
them to get together regarding business since their work tended to
trip over one another.

Brady took a seat next to Riley in front of
the desk. “World domination?”

“I was thinking a plot to use mind control
on children to bend them to her will.” Riley scratched the day old
scruff on his jaw, the same black shade as the longish hair on his
head. He kept it trimmed to his nape and it sported the hereditary
Meath wave.

“Also a logical theory.” Brady nodded,
wondering how the hell to go about starting the conversation he
wanted to have before the mayor showed.

A concierge brought in a tray with coffee
fixings and stepped out.

Tristan watched Brady, ignoring the
delivery. He’d dipped into the deep end of the gene pool in their
triplet trio with black hair and cool emerald eyes. Where as Brady
had more of a mossy eye color and Riley a grayish-green, Tristan’s
could penetrate and speak volumes without muttering a sound. And
women fell at his feet. Not that he seemed to date. Ever.

Brady squirmed, which he assumed was
Tristan’s intention with the assessing stare down. “What?”

“You tell me.” Tristan leaned back in his
chair. “You’ve got something to say.” A statement, not a
question.

“Yeah, fine.” Brady blew out a breath. “Hold
reservation on cracking jokes or outright disbelief until I’m
done.”

Riley grinned. “This should be
interesting.”

“Just don’t talk at all.” Brady glared at
him. “So, remember those dreams I’ve been having? The reoccurring
one about the blonde?”

Tristan nodded. “You said two weeks ago they
were escalating. You obviously have something to work out if they
keep—”

“I saw her today. While I was awake.”

Riley whistled through his teeth. “Full-on
hallucination. Nice. Insanity does run in our family.”

“I’m not crazy.”

“Said every loony that ever lived.”

“I told you not to talk.” Brady looked from
Riley to Tristan, the most level-headed of them all. “I was eight
when I first saw her in a dream. It’s been happening a few times a
year until twelve months ago. You know that. But the past thirty
days, it’s occurred every night.”

Tristan frowned, concern wrinkling his brow.
“Where did you see her today?”

“Outside my office window. She was talking
to Mara Galloway.”

With a sigh, Tristan’s eyes narrowed. His
jaw worked a grind. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” Brady rubbed his eyes and refocused
on his brother, debating whether to tell all. Screw it. “Last
night, in the dream, her and I got caught in the rain. When I woke
up, I was wet.”

Riley tipped his head back and laughed. “A
little old for that, aren’t you?”

“I didn’t piss the bed, you jackass. My hair
and pajamas were drenched, but the sheets were dry. And I smelled
like rain.” He rubbed his neck. “She told me her name was
Kaida.”

“Today?” Tristan grabbed a pad of paper.
“Outside the library?”

“No, I didn’t talk to the actual her. In my
dream, she said her name.”

Tristan’s gaze drifted off as if he were
thinking. “I don’t recognize it, but it’s a big island with lots of
tourists.” He looked at Riley. “Do you?”

“No. I don’t suppose your hallucination gave
you a last name?”

Brady ground his molars. “Stop calling her
that, and no, she didn’t.”

Tristan picked up his desk phone and punched
a few numbers. “Check the guest list and all reservations for the
first name Kaida.” He paused. “No, but go back two months and
forward three. Thanks.” He hung up. “Front desk is looking into
it.”

“Thank you.” Brady tipped his head back.

“Dreams are one thing, but reality is
another.” Riley cleared his throat. “All teasing aside, are you
sure it wasn’t just someone who looked like her?”

“I’m sure.” Brady had gotten too good a
look. “I know how this all sounds. But you guys need to understand
that it’s like I’ve known her my whole life.” There had been an
instant bond that seemed to stretch space and time from their very
first encounter. They knew nothing about one another, yet he would
recognize her even if deaf or blind. She was that much a part of
him. He chewed on his cheek. “I’m surprised you guys believe
me.”

“Look.” Riley held his hands out in front of
him. “You said she was talking to Mara, and I’ve been an
acquaintance with Fiona and Ceara long enough to know weird shit
happens around them.”

“And I trust you. This is obviously bugging
you and you’re not the type to make up stories. You’re the history
buff grounded in research, in fact.”

Brady sighed, a semblance of relief finally
filling him. Where he was on cordial terms with the Galloways,
Riley was friendly-ish, mostly with Ceara. Tristan avoided the
family like the second coming of the bubonic plague. Yet they
believed him based off nothing more than his word.

The three of them had a connection that went
beyond sharing a womb as triplets. Their mother had split after
giving birth and their father had died in a boating accident when
they were eight. They’d been raised by an emotionally distant uncle
who doled out money by way of advice, insults as guidance, and
indifference as affection. Growing up, they’d generally had each
other—three boys in a giant mansion, living in a town that spoke
constantly of their ancestors.

It made for some lonely nights and isolating
days.

“Knock, knock.” Mayor Bridgeport stood at
the threshold of the office wearing a bright pink skirt suit that
hurt Brady’s corneas. At four feet nothing, she shouldn’t be a
force, yet her attitude made her a powerhouse. In her mid-fifties,
she’d never been married, ran the ladies auxiliary, and hadn’t
changed her chiffon bob hairstyle since he was in diapers.

Brady rose to move to the couch, offering
his chair.

“Come on in, Mayor.” Tristan poured her a
cup of coffee and passed it to her as she claimed the seat. “What
can we do for you today?”

She made it a point to sip the coffee before
setting it down on Tristan’s desk. “Well, as you know, next month
is our big Founder’s Day celebration.”

Riley grunted. “I know. We planned the thing
down to every last detail. Ad nauseum.”

“And the hotel is pretty booked, so you can
expect a decent turnout.” Tristan tapped his fingers idly on the
desk.

“Wonderful.” She straightened. “Since this
is the three-hundredth year of our great town, I thought it was
important on the anniversary to do something extra special. After
all, you’re one of the founding families.”

Tristan closed his eyes as if seeking
patience. “Yes. Our ancestors came here and established the island.
They burned an alleged witch member of the other founding family,
she put a hex on us, and we’ve hated each other ever since. Yada.
Cut the preliminaries and get on with it. I’ve got business to
attend to, Mayor.”

Riley and Brady sat quiet, watching the
exchange like the pissing contest it was meant to be. He covered
his mouth with his hand to hide a grin.

She sniffed. “Fine. I want the three of you
to stand with the two Galloway sisters and accept the new plaque
for the museum. Shake hands, play nice, show the world bygones are
bygones. Perhaps even partake in the reenactments and wear
costumes?”

“I’d rather gnaw off my dominant arm.”

She huffed.

“I wasn’t done. I’d rather gnaw off my
dominant arm using dentures.” Tristan narrowed his eyes. “Both
sides have put up a great front, as our history is a merged one.
We’ve shown respect to their ways, and they’ve made it a point to
absolve us. Three centuries makes for a lot of growth. I have
nothing against the Galloways, but I’m not putting on a dog and
pony show for your benefit.”

“But the reenactment—”

“Ah...” Riley offered a sorry-not-sorry
smile. “The reenactment is disrespectful to the Galloways and,
frankly, gory. This is a family thing. I vetoed it early on in the
planning stages and you know it.”

The Mayor heaved a dramatic sigh. “Yes, but
we did agree to have someone get all dressed up and recite the
curse. I don’t see why you wouldn’t want to be a part of our
celebration.”

Brady leaned forward in his seat. “We will
gladly stand with the Galloways for the museum plaque ceremony and
make an appearance around festivities.” He had to anyway, being the
current historian on the preservation society. “But that’s a
no-thank-you on costumes.”

Riley nodded.

Tristan rolled his eyes.

Brady waited for the Mayor to pout. She
tended to steamroll people into submission with guilt trips and
diversionary tactics, but she usually hit a wall where Tristan was
concerned. This seemed like a happy medium.

The phone rang and Tristan snatched it up
without shifting his eyes from Mayor Bridgeport. “Yes.” He frowned,
then his face drained of color. “Are you sure? Yes, thank you.”
Gaze on the desk, he rose. “I think we’re done here.”

Mayor Bridgeport stood, her spine stiff.
“Thank you for your time. I’ll email Riley the itinerary.”

“Already have it. Tourism director,
remember?”

“Yes, okay.” She strode to the door.
“Bye-bye.”

Tristan plopped in his seat and scrubbed his
hands over his face. “That was the front desk on the phone.” He
looked at Brady. “Seems your dream woman checked in this morning.
Under the name Kaida Galloway.”

“Well, hell.” Riley crossed his arms. “Guess
we can cancel your reservation at the loony bin.”


Chapter Three
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Crammed into the passenger seat of an
ancient Volkswagen Beetle, Kaida prayed for her life as Mara drove
them east through town. Apparently, in her supposed aunt’s world,
stop signs were merely a pretty bauble, traffic lights a
suggestion, and pedestrians just part of an obstacle course. Oh,
and there was no such thing as a speed limit. Considering the car
had left the showroom sometime around Woodstock, Kaida was shocked
the thing ran at all, never mind got above crawling.

Her head smacked the roof a third time when
Mara flew over a speed bump and the front tire landed in a pothole.
“I’m, uh, not in any hurry or anything. Don’t feel the need to rush
on my account.”

“I ain’t rushin’, dear. Any slower, we’d be
going backward.” Mara laid on the horn as a dog walker nearly
missed the front bumper by an angel’s whisper. She stuck her face
out the window, white hair billowing. “Head out of yer arse first,
then cross the street.”

The man grinned, kept going, and waved over
his shoulder, not missing a stride. “Will do, Mara.”

“That’s a good boy.” Gears ground and a
plume of black smoke drifted from the rear. “We’re mighty glad
you’re here.” Mara patted Kaida’s knee. “Feels like
centuries I’ve personally been waiting.” The woman laughed,
though Kaida didn’t get the punch line.

“I didn’t know I had siblings.” She had to
yell over the rattling roar of the dying muffler. She gripped the
handle tighter, hoping it didn’t snap off in her fist. The glove
compartment’s panel was duct taped closed and her seat listed
precariously left as if the springs had been rendered toast. When
Reagan was in office. During the first term. “I have to admit, I’m
nervous to meet them.”

At most, she’d figured her relations on the
island would be distant cousins, not immediate family. This was
turning out to be a day of surprises. Stunned stupid was more like
it, joyride from hell not withstanding. Then again, her dream last
night had indicated the two women shown to her were her sisters.
She didn’t know what to make of the dream any more than she did the
eccentric Irish woman in the driver’s seat.

“Aw, don’t be nervous. You may not know us
yet, but we know all about you. Give it a bit, and you’ll feel
right at home.”

They left civilization behind and wove down
a long curvy road that hugged the ocean. Mara punched the
accelerator as if her jaunt through town had been a warm up. The
higher they climbed, the harder the car chugged, and soon the rocky
shoreline made way to cliffs. A guardrail separated them from
plummeting, so Kaida focused on the scenery.

Out her window, boulders cut through emerald
green grass, shallow hills, and wildflowers just starting their
spring bloom. Gray birch and pitch pine grew intermittent with
seemingly no rhyme, reason, or care as to where their roots were
planted. A light fog hovered over the ground, not thick enough to
blanket, but it created a mysterious tranquility compared to the
cobalt sky.

Mara veered right onto what appeared to be a
narrow private lane. An eight-foot lannon stone wall teeming with
Virginia creeper blocked the driver’s side view. The five-part
purplish leaves of the woody vines, thick and pretty, had obviously
been growing a long time.

After a short trek, Mara stopped the car at
a two-winged gate. Wrought iron bars were separated by a stone
pillar that continued on the other side in a clear split of
property lines. The gate on the left held a trinity knot and the
one to the right donned a shield claiming the Meath Clan, both in
the same black iron. Beyond the bars was a steep hill, obscuring
the view, and another narrow path like the one they’d just driven,
which traveled in either direction. A twist in Kaida’s seat proved
the wall continued along the road as far as her eye could see. No
doubt, coast to coast to keep tourists from wandering onto the
properties.

Privacy, indeed. It appeared the Galloways
and Meaths didn’t like stragglers. Or each other, judging by the
this-is-my-side, that-one’s-yours definition.

Mara mumbled something under her breath and
held out her hand, palm up toward the windshield as if she could
use The Force to open the lock. Odd. Just as Kaida was about to say
something, the woman leaned partially out the window and punched a
code into a panel on the wall. With a creak, the gate swung
inward.

They traveled the road, barely wide enough
for the car, cocooned by a stone wall on Mara’s side and a steep
hill on Kaida’s. A short distance, and they turned right onto
another path that bisected the land. Good thing she wasn’t
claustrophobic. The incline was gradual, but the longer they drove,
the more pressure built in her ears.

Being off the coast of Massachusetts, the
island got its share of weather, just like the mainland. This road
must be a bitch to clear in winter.

“Aye, snow’s a problem. Ice storms are
worse, but we make do. Nature’s just nature, after all. No sense in
challenging it. We natives are used to its wrath.”

Kaida whipped her gaze to Mara’s, not
realizing she’d spoken aloud. In fact, she was certain she
hadn’t.

The woman offered an all-knowing grin and
tapped her temple. “Your thoughts are noisy, dear.”

Uh-huh. For the first time since agreeing to
get in the vehicle, tendrils of unease twirled through Kaida. Crash
test dummy aside, of course. Mara had seemed harmless and
eccentric, but maybe she was missing a few faculties.

A rich laugh filled the car as Mara tilted
her head back. “Rest assured. I’m not crazy.”

Unsure what to say—or think—Kaida focused up
front. Her expressions must’ve given away her thoughts. Or
something.

Finally, a clearing emerged and a house came
into view. The breath seeped from her lungs and she unconsciously
leaned forward, straining against the seatbelt.

Wow. Just...wow.

Cozied up to the cliffs, the three-story
yellow Victorian towered like a homey, beaconing fortress. White
trim and shutters, wrap-around porch, a rounded tower on the south
face, and a romantic widow’s walk on the north. Decorative gables,
dramatic cupolas, and timbering gave it an almost gingerbread-type
feel. It screamed a combination of sordid narration and advent
welcoming.

Behind it, the gray-blue Atlantic swept like
a framed backdrop, and to the right, past a meadow of gardens, were
dense woods. Galloway Forest, to be exact. According to the map
Kaida had studied, it spanned roughly two-thousand acres. And on
the other side lay the Meath Mansion, not visible through the
thicket.

Something slammed into her, through her.
With force. Energy? A wave of emotion or...she didn’t know. An
over-boding sense of safety and acceptance melded with grief and
joy. They pinched her chest all at once, tightened her throat, and
had her eyes burning. And one word kept shoving to mind, perched at
the tip of her tongue, chanting like a mantra.

Home, home, home...

Mara parked in a circular drive lined with
red columbine and ferns, and shut off the car. The engine sputtered
and whined a full three seconds before going silent. “They were
excited to see you. Forgive the frontal barrage.” She jerked her
chin at the house, where a brunette and redhead rose from rocking
chairs on the porch.

Following Mara, Kaida climbed from the
vehicle and waited as the women approached her. They were
definitely the two from her dream, and since she didn’t have a clue
what to make of that, she remained still.

One was slim, dressed in skinny jeans frayed
at the knee and a navy sweater that hit her mid-thigh. Coils of
auburn hair trailed almost to her waist. Her eyes were a smoky-blue
shade of storm cloud and assessing in their perusal. She walked
with the elegance and grace of a ballet dancer, but carried the
determination of a predator. Alabaster skin held a faint tinge of
peach in her cheeks. She wore no cosmetics, and didn’t need
any.

The other was curvy, more sultry than
flat-out seductive. A woman clearly comfortable in her body and
attuned to how it moved. Mahogany waves just shy of cocoa in color
stopped several inches below the swell of her generous breasts.
Which were straining against a fitted red top painted the same
shade as her full lips. She, too, wore jeans, but the denim was
darker. Her eyes were an interesting shade of crystalline that
deepened to turquoise around the edges.

Both women matched her in height, and
considering Kaida was five-eight, that was saying something. As
they stopped in front of her, she got the oddest sense of déjà vu
again. Except, unlike on the ferry, this carried with it vague
fractures of...memory.

A laugh—the brunette’s—low and sexy. A
voice—the redhead’s—calm and assured.

Which was insane. Kaida had never met them
before.

The brunette grinned, and Kaida figured the
woman could halt time if she did it often enough. Mischievous and
hypnotic. “Welcome, sister. I’m Fiona and this is Ceara. We’ve
waited such a long time for this day.”

She closed the distance, wrapping her arms
around Kaida. An electric punch zapped between them, stealing her
breath, liquefying her muscles for the briefest of moments. Heat
blasted, but not a lick of pain followed even though she
instinctively tensed for it. She quickly severed contact,
and...

Wait. What was that? A blue light shimmered
between them, then died. There and gone.

Kaida blinked, utterly shaken, and figured
hallucinations meant she needed more sleep. A lot more. She laughed
nervously. “I’m so sorry. I must’ve picked up static from the car.
I didn’t mean to shock you.”

A frustrated frown wrinkled Fiona’s brows.
She sent a questioning glance at Mara, who slowly shook her head.
They seemed to communicate via unspoken dialogue. Finally, Fiona
nodded. Sighed. Appeared resigned.

Ceara stepped closer, but didn’t touch
Kaida, as if her sister understood she was already unnerved and
gave her space. “We have our work cut out for us, I guess.” She
studied Kaida with the precision of a scientist, yet soothing
maternal understanding warmed her eyes. “You have nothing to fear
from us. How about we go inside, have some tea? We can talk.”

Kaida followed the women around the side of
the house and through the garden. A walking path with crushed
shells and stepping stones led the way. Benches were strategically
placed on trails, interwoven like a maze, inviting visitors to
stay. Relax. Explore.

Crystals in varying shades and tones dripped
from twine hanging from trellises. Purple amethyst. Rose quartz.
Yellow citrine. Blue apatite. Black agate. Aquamarine fuchsite. Red
jasper. And those were the ones she recognized. Through a lattice
arch above, lavender blooms from beach pea vines crept through the
openings.

“This is beautiful.” Amazing. It was like
walking into a fairy patch.

Ceara hummed. “It’s early in the season yet,
but we’ll see more blooms soon. Do you have a garden?”

“No. Well, I did a bit growing up. My father
was a landscaper. He taught me a lot. I live in a condo, though. No
yard.” Soil, grass, and flora blended with the faint scent of
saltwater, making Kaida wish she had the space or room at home to
put her green thumb to work. Perhaps she’d find a way to take up
the hobby when she returned to Iowa.

Tickseed provided a nice groundcover. Kaida
had always loved the light pink buds because they resembled stars.
Lily of the valley lined natural stones along the border, the
fragrance pleasing. Red lobelia, pink and white phlox, and purple
irises were open. Coneflowers, black-eyed Susans, turtleheads, and
snapdragons were still in the green stage, recognizable by their
leaves and stems. Toward the center of the area, rose bushes were
arranged in a cluster and had several statuettes at their base. A
mermaid. Dragon. Trolls. Frogs and snails. How cute, and they added
playfulness. Whimsy.

They stepped through a screen door into what
Kaida assumed would be a mudroom, but she found herself in a
greenhouse instead. Two floor-to-ceiling glass walls had a
wrap-around ledge holding small pots teeming with herbs. What had
to be more than a hundred kinds. So many scents filled her at once.
Rosemary and thyme. Eucalyptus and sage. Too many to name or take
in.

The ceiling, too, was glass and had thick
beams running the length. Dried plants and flowers were hanging
upside down in bound clusters. A long, scarred pine workstation
table centered the room, waist-high and with various tools on them.
One of the walls hugging the house had tall shelving units. Labeled
apothecary jars were neatly lined in rows. Again, more than a
hundred of them.

“Wow. You guys are really into the holistic
approach and...” She blinked. On the last wall was a stone hearth.
Smack in the center of the wide mouth was a giant iron cauldron.
Caught off guard, Kaida cleared her throat. “That’s
interesting.”

Kitchen witches? Was that what she was
dealing with? She’d heard the reference many times in her studies
referencing everyday people who made their own potions or
medicines. Some weirdos actually considered themselves the real
deal. Wiccans often did the same for rituals and holidays.
Considering the legend surrounding Six Fates Island, she had to
wonder how far her family had taken the myth about curses and
witchcraft.

“We own a shop in town.” Fiona smiled.
“Remedies, lotions, teas. That sort of thing.” She exchanged a look
with Ceara as if seeking help. “We’d be happy to show it to you
tomorrow.”

Okay, that made much more sense. She
relaxed. “I’d like that.”

“On that note, I have to get back to the
shop.” Mara patted Kaida’s arm. “We don’t like to have it
unattended for long. We have one of the part-timers there now. I’ll
leave you three to get acquainted.”

“Thanks for bringing me.” Kaida might’ve
taken a few days to gather her nerve if Mara hadn’t approached her
first.

“Anytime, dear.”

When the elder woman left, Fiona laughed.
“Did she shave ten years off your life? She drives like a drunk
Nascar racer.”

“Maybe not ten years. Five, perhaps.” Kaida
laughed and exchanged a smile with Ceara. “I think the car itself
was more frightening.”

Ceara nodded. “She refuses to part with her
Bug.” She tilted her head. “Come inside.”

The kitchen was light and airy. And big.
Wainscoting held prints of herbs. Distressed white cabinets covered
two walls. The appliances were stainless steel. A large blue tile
island matched the countertops and had a bowl of red apples in the
center. The bay window over the sink showed a view of the garden. A
stained-glass round table sat in a corner and seated six. Bottles
in multiple colors and sizes lined the tops of the cabinets.

“Have a seat. I’ll brew a pot.” Ceara moved
to the stove and started a kettle, then set out mugs. She fished
through jars on a counter rack, selected something, and put leaves
in metal steepers. “How was the ferry ride? Did you just get in
today?”

“Yes, and the trip was nice. It was
fascinating to watch the island approaching.” Kaida took a chair
next to Fiona. “The hotel’s very lovely also.”

Ceara’s head whipped around, red coiled
strands flying. “You checked into the Meath Hotel?” Her affronted
tone set Kaida back. “I’m sorry. Of course, you did. You’re welcome
to stay with us. We were assuming you would.” Her gaze flicked to
Fiona’s and away. She walked three mugs of tea to the table and sat
across from Kaida. “We’re family.”

Since she didn’t know how to respond, Kaida
sipped the tea. Rosemary and hints of jasmine left a pleasant
aftertaste once she swallowed. “I’ve known all my life that I was
adopted by distant cousins on my mother’s side, but they never told
me about you guys. Or about the island. It wasn’t until my parents
died six months ago that I received a letter from my birth mother.”
She jerked her gaze at the two women. “Our mother, I
suppose.”

She was suddenly struck by the similarities
between her and her sisters the closer she examined them. Their
hair color and skin tones were different, as were their facial
shapes. But they all shared the same button nose, full mouth, and
blue eyes. Though the shades were diverse. Not that hair length was
a genetic quality, but she found it interesting all three wore
theirs nearly to their waists.

“You’re wondering why Fiona and I were
raised on the island, but you weren’t.” Not a question. A
statement. Ceara studied her mug, contemplative. “The easy answer
is it was to keep you safe until it was time for things to be put
in motion.”

The fine hairs stood on the back of Kaida’s
neck. “What do you mean, keep me safe?”

Ceara met her gaze. “What do you know about
Six Fates Island’s history? Are you aware of the Galloway
curse?”

“Yes, I’ve read about it many times.
Supposedly, Celeste Galloway cast a spell before she was
burned.”

Ceara nodded. “So, you’re aware of the
verbiage used. Three by three. Since the curse was cast, the Meaths
and Galloways have not been blessed with true love. Not once.
Nothing lasts and relationships end badly. We have walked the Earth
for three centuries, never feeling at peace and constantly
searching for it.”

She paused. “A few months after I was born,
the Meath family delivered a set of male triplets. The first in
three-hundred years to have three born. Fiona came a year later.
And when Mom learned she was expecting you, she and Aunt Mara began
to plan. The pregnancy was kept secret. You arrived with blue eyes
just like us, and that confirmed everything. They sent you
away.”

Fiona set her cup aside. “Your birth
activated the first thread to breaking the curse. Three Meath males
with green eyes. Three Galloway females with blue eyes. If word of
that had spread, there’s no telling what might have happened. Aunt
Mara feels dark forces are at work trying to stop us from undoing
the cycle. We’ve felt the same way.”

Anger was the first to rise to the surface.
Kaida had been raised in a loving home, but she’d never had a sense
of belonging. Here they were, the family she’d searched for,
dreamed about, calmly telling her she’d been tossed aside. At
birth. And for what? Being a blue-eyed girl?

Concern swiftly followed. These two
seemingly logical, normal women actually appeared to believe that a
supposed curse, spoken by a desperate single mother three-hundred
years ago, who knew she was about to die horribly, was fact instead
of fiction.

Had she made a mistake coming here? Had she
been so determined to find a connection that she’d leapt before
she’d looked?

Her “sisters” were obviously seeking a
reaction from her, so Kaida drew a careful breath. “That’s putting
a lot of stock in lore, don’t you think?” Hello, overreaction.

Ceara didn’t bat an eyelash. “You weren’t
raised with us, weren’t shown our ways. I understand this is crazy
talk to you, but it’s not. There are a few of our kind left in the
world. True witches with power. We keep our craft a secret, and
with good reason. You, sister, are one of us. You’re part of a long
bloodline that holds magick.”

“Uh-huh.” If Kaida distracted them somehow,
she might have enough time to get out the door. It would take eons
to run back to the hotel and collect her things, but what was the
alternative? Stay here and risk them possibly hurting her? They
didn’t seem violent, but whack was whack. And this was the very
definition of insane. “Do I just wrinkle my nose and poof? Magic?
Do we fly around on broomsticks?”

Guilt immediately consumed her. She was a
well-educated woman. She’d spent a great deal of time teaching
others who joked about the Wiccan practices to respect the ways.
Yet here she was, the worst offender.

“I never had to wrinkle my nose.”

Ceara sent Fiona a baleful glance and
refocused on Kaida. “You have a PhD in Religion, your primary focus
being Paganism and Witchcraft. Don’t you think that’s interesting?
Out of all the fields of educational study, those were the ones
that called to you.”

And there went the hairs on her nape again.
“How did you know that?”

“We’ve kept track of you, watched over you
from a distance.”

“Right. I see. You’re not just crazy. You’re
stalkers, too.” Kaida placed her hands on the table to rise, but
Fiona held out her palm in a plea for her to stay. Reluctantly,
Kaida sat back in her chair.

Strangest part? Concern and anger were one
thing, fear was another. Not once since she’d arrived had she been
afraid. Even now, with the current discussion on the burner, she
wasn’t scared. Should be, but wasn’t.

“Have you felt different all your life? It
didn’t matter how many family or friends surrounded you, did it?
There was still an emptiness inside you. A hole, of sorts. One that
never fills.” Fiona sighed. “We understand. And I’m willing to bet
you have a kind of sixth sense, yes? An ability read people or
their moods, not understanding how. Let’s go with instinct and call
it that.”

Unable to move, Kaida stared at them.

Fiona opened her mouth to continue, but the
jingle of a cell ringer broke the silence. She pulled a phone from
her pocket, glanced at the screen, then looked at Ceara. “It’s
Riley.” Her gaze met Kaida’s. “Did you check in at the hotel under
Galloway?”

“Yes. That’s my name.” What was she supposed
to do? Assume a fake identity? And who was Riley?

“Take the call.” Ceara’s expression shut
down. “Hold them off as long as you can.”

A trace of apprehension lit Fiona’s eyes as
she shared a look with Ceara. “I’ll be right back.” Swiping the
screen, she stepped out of the room.

Ceara offered Kaida a faint smile. “This is
a lot for you to take in.”

“You have no idea.” Did they not realize how
insane this sounded? Hey, sister. I know we just met, but
welcome home. Sorry our family kicked you off the island and
abandoned you while you were a baby. It’s because we’re witches and
you’re part of a curse...

“Around puberty, probably age sixteen, did
unusual things begin to happen to you?” Calm as a summer lake,
Ceara looked Kaida in the eye, held her gaze. “It would’ve started
small. A candle lighting by itself. Flowers blooming when they
otherwise seemed dead. A stiff wind inside a closed car.”

The air seeped from Kaida’s lungs, and she
grew light-headed. Prickles of awareness poked her skin. Her chest
tightened and her heart pounded so loud, she was shocked her new
sister couldn’t hear it.

“That’s when it starts, when our power
activates.” Ceara’s gentle, soothing voice did little to pacify
Kaida’s panic. “For some, it happens earlier, but most witches
begin the change at sixteen. In my case, I accidentally started my
homework on fire because I was stuck on an algebra equation. Math
is evil. I was frustrated. The amp of emotion set it off. Luckily,
I was in my bedroom at the time and not in school.”

She shrugged. “And I was expecting it any
day, the surge. I knew all along what I was, what I’d become. It
still scared me to death. I can only imagine how frightened you
must’ve been.”

Kaida shook her head even as hot tears
splashed onto her cheeks. She had been different all her
life. She had felt empty. These strange anomalies had
started when she’d turned sixteen. Part of her had come here to
seek answers, to find out what was wrong with her. To search for
her family, yes, but not only that. She needed to know who—or
what—she was.

Fiona stepped into the room, pocketing her
cell. “The Meath boys want to talk. They know something’s up. I
pushed them off until tomorrow night. Seven o’clock in the woods,
by the clearing.”

Rubbing her eyes, Ceara released a quiet
breath. “All right. We can’t avoid them forever.”

Fiona looked between the two of them before
settling on Ceara. “We need to show her. There’s no way we can send
her into a meeting with them unless she has an idea of what to
expect.”

“I agree.” Ceara shifted her eyes to Kaida.
“Before you knew you were a witch, you studied our kind and our
history. Your instincts led to you to that, to this, to us. If you
look within yourself, your nature should be of no surprise. The
four elements are where we get our power, gifted to us. Up until
now, that was theory or speculation on your part. Something you
read in books. Trust me, trust us when we say it’s not fiction.”
She closed her eyes a brief beat and reopened them. “Aunt Mara is
earth. I am fire.”

She held out her hand, palm up, where
a...flame hovered. A perfectly cylindrical ball of fire. Out of
thin air. It wasn’t possible, yet Kaida could feel the minor heat
from across the table.

Rapidly shoving from her seat, she stood on
shaky legs while a vise squeezed her lungs.

“And I am air.” Fiona lifted her finger,
swirled it.

Wind teased the hair on Kaida’s neck, raised
the strands off her back until they were standing straight out from
her head.

“Oh God.” Shaking, she tried to dial back
her shock, keep her emotions in check, but the telltale crackle in
her chest told her it was a losing battle. Her control was
slipping.

Ceara and Fiona glanced from Kaida to the
table in unison, where all three mugs were sitting. Except the tea
was now floating above the rims. Small waves drifted toward her,
like she were playing a flute and the liquid was music. Once it
crossed the space to her, the fluid stopped midair, and then
splashed onto the floor.

Silence hung. Time ticked by.

Finally, Fiona crossed her arms. “I take
that to mean your element is water.”


Chapter Four
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Brady’s knee bounced incessantly from
his perch in Tristan’s office while he waited for Riley’s call with
Fiona to connect.

All week, he’d had this niggling sensation
something was coming. Between the frequent dreams of Kaida and the
restlessness in his gut, he was ready to bust his seams. And to
learn she was not only real, but here on the island was an oh-shit
of epic proportions.

“Hey, Fi. It’s Riley.”

Brady exchanged a worried glance with
Tristan across the desk.

“Great, you?” Riley nodded. “Listen, I’m
with my brothers. Can I put you on speaker? Thanks.” He pulled the
phone from his ear and tapped the screen. “Okay, Fi. You’ve got all
three of us.”

“Hey, boys. How goes it?” Fiona Galloway’s
sultry voice slithered into the enclosed room like a fog. For as
long as Brady could recall, she had a way of getting a man to stand
at attention just by moving her lips.

Tristan leaned forward, elbows on the desk.
“We had a guest check in today. She has an interesting last name.
Anything you want to tell us?”

“Not particularly.”

Brady got up and paced, unable to sit still
any longer. Leave it to Fiona to play a cat and mouse game. He
would’ve sworn the woman was a reincarnation of Holly Golightly,
but this wasn’t a Capote novel, no matter her resemblance to
Hepburn. He so didn’t have the patience for her right now.

“Cut the crap, Fiona.” Tristan’s hard jaw
ticked. “Who is Kaida Galloway?”

“So testy.” She clicked her tongue. “Maybe
it’s time to switch to decaf. Perhaps a rose quartz crystal in your
work space to relieve tension? We sell them at the shop.”

Tristan hissed through his teeth, eyes
seething, but Riley made a slashing motion with his hand to shut
him up.

“Hey, Fi. We’re just wondering, that’s all.
The Galloways don’t typically check into the hotel if you get
family on the island to visit. Is she a cousin or something?”

“Or something.” Glib, Fiona’s middle
name.

Brady wore tread patterns on Tristan’s
carpet while his oldest brother shoved a hand through his hair as
if wanting to yank it out.

“I’m sending Aunt Mara over sometime today
to pick up Kaida’s things. She’s checking out. Charge the room to
our store if it’s a problem.”

There went Brady’s back-up plan to knock on
Kaida’s hotel room door tonight. Not that he had any clue what he’d
planned to do once she answered.

“What’s going on, Fi? Come on, talk to me.”
Riley scratched his jaw. “What’s with all the cloak and
dagger?”

Ever the peacemaker. For the first time in
memory, Brady was glad of Riley’s remote friendliness with the
sisters.

A resigned, long-winded sigh emitted through
the speaker. “We do need to chat, the six of us. Soon.” She paused,
and Brady’s ulcers grew ulcers. “Let’s just say it’s of grave
importance that we do. Tomorrow night. Seven o’clock. The clearing
in the woods. That way we’re out of eyesight from islanders. Oh,
and Tristan? Leave your attitude at home.”

Riley frowned at his phone, then shoved it
in his pocket. “Well, that was informative.”

“Attitude, my ass. I’m not the one who can’t
answer a basic damn question.” Tristan shoved both hands in his
hair this time and fisted the strands. “I absolutely will not meet
them there, either. No way in hell.”

“Afraid she’s gonna turn you into a
frog?”

“Enough.” Brady dragged a deep breath into
his lungs, unsure how he was going to make it thirty hours before
he got answers. He didn’t need his brothers fighting on top of it.
“If she’s not their cousin, who is she?”

They stared at one another, three mute
idiots with no direction.

“You’ve seen her. We haven’t.” Riley’s
throat bobbed in a swallow. “Any resemblance to Fiona or
Ceara?”

Brady conjured Kaida to mind, all the times
he’d encountered her in dreams and the brief blip he’d caught of
her outside the library. She had caramel blonde hair, unlike
Fiona’s dark brown waves or Ceara’s auburn ringlets. Her eyes
weren’t quite the same shade, but they were blue. The nose
and...

“Crap.” Brady closed his lids, fought a wave
of dizziness. “Blue eyes, same nose, and the same mouth.” He looked
at his brothers. “Those unmistakable Galloway lips. Aside from her
hair and a different facial shape, she could be...” He left the
ridiculous statement hanging.

“On my sword collection, if you were
thinking sister, I might kill you.” Riley waited, staring,
staring. But Brady couldn’t deny the accusation. “Oh Jesus.”

“Praying’s not going to help.” Tristan set
his fists on the desk and leaned into them. “They don’t have a
sister. We’d know if they did.”

“Would we?” Riley stood and paced to the
window. “Because they’re so forthcoming with info, right? Our
families are thick as thieves, open as a book with one
another.”

Tristan’s face registered a four out of five
on the touché scale. “Where’s she been all this time, then? For all
we know, she’s an uncle’s friend’s cousin’s former maid.”

Riley rolled his eyes. “Who just so happens
to look like Fiona and Ceara?”

“We’ll find out tomorrow.” Brady rubbed the
dull ache in his chest. “The clearing is neutral territory, and
we’re all going.” He shook his head when Tristan opened his mouth
to argue. “All three of us, we’re going. Something is wrong. You
know it. I know it. If you want to deny it, fine. Do so after the
meeting.”

His cell pinged a text. He glanced at the
message from his assistant Jessica and frowned.

You’re needed at the courthouse renovation.
Something about cornice pieces.

“I have to go.” Brady glanced at Riley, then
Tristan. “If for no other reason, do it for me. I need you there
and I need answers.” His brother’s eyes softened in reserved
understanding. “I was a kid when I first saw her. Think about that,
about how crazy this seems. Man, Tristan. She wasn’t a dream, after
all.”

Shoulders slumped, Tristan moved around the
desk and pulled Brady to him for a quick hug. “I’m sorry. You’re
right. I’ll be there for you. Of course, I will.” He grabbed
Brady’s shoulders. “If either one of them turns me into a frog,
though, you’re stuck running the hotel. Remember that.”

Brady laughed. And just like that, his world
righted. All their lives, it had been them three against the world.
All he ever had to do was turn, and one of his brothers was there.
They razzed each other and had very different personalities, yet
they clicked. There wasn’t anyone he loved or trusted more.

“Thank you.” Brady hugged Riley, too, for
the hell of it, then walked to the door. “I’ll see you at home
later.”

For now, he had work to do, and he was
eternally grateful for it. Anything to keep his mind off a certain
blonde. Or curses. Or dreams turned reality.

*~*~*

Under the pretense of “getting some
air,” Kaida followed her sisters outside through a different
kitchen door than they’d entered and to an eight-foot border hedge
that had a gate. Once through to the other side, she stopped dead,
her lungs backing up.

It was the meadow clearing. The one she’d
dreamed about all her life. After everything she’d encountered
today, she shouldn’t be surprised, but shock faltered her steps. To
the right was the cliff ledge, towering thirty stories above the
Atlantic. Just like in her dreams, long grass was teeming with
buttercups and bluebells. To the left, a large hill rose, blocking
part of the view to town from the elevation highpoint.

Unlike in her dreams, though, ahead was a
cemetery that hugged the other cliff ledge. She couldn’t make out
much from this distance, but it had a wrought-iron fence and a
massive angel statue in the center. Flush against the hedge border
was a small stone cottage with a thatched roof. The very one shown
to her for the first time in sleep last night.

“Is everything all right?”

Kaida glanced at Ceara, then the clearing
again. “I’ve dreamed about this place since I was a girl.”

Fiona nodded as if she’d known that tidbit.
“Aunt Mara casted a spell when you were taken off the island so you
would be called back here one day.”

More manipulation. “A spell,” Kaida said
through a laugh. “Of course. What was I thinking?” She pressed a
hand to her forehead. If this place, this spot from her dreams was
real, what else was, too? Could...Brady be a living, breathing
person, as well?

While sunlight filtered through a thin cloud
cover, they walked to the cliffs and silently gazed at the water.
The three of them stood shoulder-to-shoulder like a beacon calling
the white-capped waves to shore. An elemental sense of rightness
filled her, tightened her throat.

“We have premonitions also. You’re not the
only one.” Ceara smiled serenely as if trying to calm Kaida. “We
have other gifts, but they vary from one to another. Your visions
seem to be of the present and appear to you in dreams. Fiona’s are
of the past and she gets them by meditating. Mine are of the future
and come whenever they like, most often from touching an
object.”

Kaida thought that over, dissected the
words. It was hard to argue the statement when she was standing
smack in the middle of proof. She had dreamed about this
place and it was real. In the kitchen, both her sisters had
shown her their...powers. Thus, Kaida’s anomalies of moving things
with her mind, especially water, didn’t seem so crazy now. Or,
well, less crazy.

Witches. Actual witches. And she came from a
long line of them.

She’d been pulled toward religion and Wiccan
practices in her studies, had based her PhD on it, had taught
college courses and gave lectures on the matter. Ceara had been
correct in what she’d said in the kitchen. By all appearances,
every thought and action and dream had been leading Kaida here. To
family. To her history.

“What are your dreams like? What do you
see?”

Kaida thought over Ceara’s question and
debated her phrasing. She’d never discussed her dreams with anyone
before. “They started when I was young. Eight or so. They’re always
the same and look just like this, except the cottage and cemetery
are absent. I used to get them infrequently, but as I got older,
they increased.”

Seemingly interested, Ceara nodded for Kaida
to continue.

“That’s about it, really. Sometimes I look
out at sea, sometimes I just wander around. I know I’m dreaming
when it happens, and there’s an overwhelming sense of...security
while I’m here.”

“Ever see anyone?”

“No.” The lie tasted bitter on her tongue,
and judging by the lift in Ceara’s brows, her sister suspected
Kaida wasn’t being truthful. Curses and powers aside, she wasn’t
ready or willing to discuss Brady. Not yet. “I’m not sure I
understood where I was or the significance, just that I liked it
here. Last night was the first time I saw her, though. A woman. She
had an Irish accent, long red hair, and wore peasant clothes. She
told me it was time for me to return and, in a blink, you two were
present, kneeling beside the cottage. I didn’t see your faces, but
it was definitely you two.”

“Celeste.” Fiona’s eyes widened and she
exchanged a look with Ceara. “She’s never appeared to us
before.”

“Maybe she thought Kaida needed
guidance.”

Wait. Were they trying to tell her, have her
believe, that the Celeste Galloway, the very one who’d
supposedly cursed two prominent families and had been dead for
centuries, was the woman in Kaida’s dream?

“Our distant cousins Aunt Mara sent you to
were supposed to teach you about our lineage before you came into
your powers.” Fiona sighed, part weary, all frustration.
“Obviously, they didn’t. They don’t have the gift, but I can’t
believe they left you hanging in the wind that way.”

Kaida didn’t know how she felt about that,
either. A heads up would’ve been nice. “I had no knowledge of any
of this or you until my parents died six months ago. Their attorney
gave me a letter from our mother, which said nothing about
magick.”

Then again, how would one phrase such a
thing? Dear Daughter I Abandoned, By the way, you’re a
witch...

“Were they good to you, at least?” Ceara’s
concerned gaze trained on the ocean. “You were treated well, I
hope. Loved?”

“Yes.” Kaida cleared her throat. There had
been an errant disconnect between her and her parents and, most of
the time, she’d been left to her own devices, but they’d cared
about her. “Yes, they were good to me.”

“I’m glad.” Ceara faced Kaida. “We’ll teach
you. If you’re willing to learn, we’ll help you hone your
craft.”

What other choice was there? Kaida had been
struggling since she was a teenager to control the anomalies, to
seek answers to her many questions. Regardless of how insane this
all seemed, these women were family. Her sisters. In honesty,
that’s what she’d craved all her life. Connection. To be a part of
something. Belonging.

If she’d known it would land her in a Harry
Potter book, she might not have longed so hard. Reserved as she
tried to be, though, excitement bubbled inside her and crackled
under her skin.

And her instincts, once she’d learned to
follow them, had never led her astray. Every cell in her body was
telling her she could trust her new sisters, trust that this was
the right path.

“Where do we start?”

Fiona’s grin split her face. “At the
beginning. Come on.”

They walked across the meadow and to the
cemetery gate. Some of the headstones appeared to date back almost
two hundred years, but as they wove through the grave markers, they
stopped in front of a recent one.

Meagan Rose Galloway

May the air carry your spirit gently. May
the fire release your soul. May the water cleanse you clean of pain
and sorrow and suffering. May the earth receive you. May the wheel
turn again and bring you to rebirth.

Kaida stared at the stone, awash in
unexpected emotion. She’d never known her birth mother, but the
loss was staggering even still. The woman who’d given Kaida life
was dead, and she’d never get the opportunity to sit down with her
mom and chat over tea, to catch up on their pasts, or have that
awkward first meeting after being separated so long.

The date of death was particularly gutting.
“She died a year to the day after I was born.”

“Yes.” Ceara drew a deep breath. “She
developed a blood clot in her lungs, but we think it was a broken
heart. Sending you away tore her apart.”

Ceara was two years older than Kaida and
Fiona only one. How could they remember? And it had been her
mother’s choice to put Kaida up for adoption, regardless of the
reasons. At any time, her mom could’ve changed her mind. But she
hadn’t, and here they were.

“Galloway women don’t tend to live long,
fruitful lives.” Fiona glanced at the sky, her face sullen.
“Cursed, we are.” She shook her head. “Come, we’ll show you the
true beginning and explain.”

Kaida knew about the spell Celeste had cast
three centuries before but, up until now, it had been mere myth.
Folklore. Best she could recall, it had been about searching and
never finding true love. Had it truly been a curse, and one strong
enough to carry over three-hundred years? She glanced at graves as
they strode by. Most of them were women bearing the Galloway name,
and all had died before they’d turned forty.

As they paused in front of the giant statue
she’d spotted from the hedge, she realized it wasn’t an angel, but
a goddess. Easily ten feet tall, it was solid white marble. The
woman’s eyes were closed as if in prayer, her face a mask of
serenity. Wild long strands of hair swirled around her head, frozen
for all time in an unseen wind. A loose robe fell to her ankles,
and in one outstretched palm was a sphere. The base held a carved
trinity knot.

“This is where the pyre was erected, isn’t
it? Where they...”

“Burned Celeste for being a witch.” Fiona,
body angry and stiff, nodded. “Sometimes, I don’t know what to be
pissed off about more—what they did to her or what she did in
retaliation.”

Kaida stared at the statue again, trying to
imagine how scared her ancestor must’ve been. “A curse only gains
credence if it’s given power, if it’s believed.”

A dry laugh, and Fiona sighed. “Spoken like
a woman not raised within the craft. Denial will get you nowhere,
sister.”

“Fiona,” Ceara warned.

“No, she needs to hear it.” Fiona eyed
Kaida, arms defiantly crossed. “Look around you. Not one Galloway
woman has lived to see her fiftieth birthday, and not a one has
found lasting love. Three centuries with no sons. Flip that over to
the Meaths, and you have the same pattern. Celeste was one of the
most powerful witches the world has known. She was of the original
line granted powers. Through the generations, her kin has inherited
pieces of her gift, but never all.”

She strode forward, getting in Kaida’s face.
“We are the first to be born of the three she spoke of. The Meaths
have their three. And it’s been three hundred years since the spell
was cast. Notice the pattern? Three is of importance in our world.
We are it, sister. We are the ones chosen to end it or the cycle
will remain for all eternity.”

No pressure or anything. Kaida wanted to
laugh, to claim reality with both hands, but Fiona had a point.
“Mara is older than fifty.”

“Mara is the exception. She is our
protector. If we don’t see this through, she is damned to remain
here, as well. She’ll never have peace.”

Kaida blinked, wondering what that meant. “I
don’t understand.”

Ceara set a hand on Fiona’s arm. “Not now.
She just arrived. Don’t overwhelm her.” She focused on Kaida.
“What’s she’s trying to say is, we are part of a greater purpose.
This is our destiny, your destiny, to come together. Let’s show you
the cottage. Perhaps we can better explain there.”

She guided Kaida out of the cemetery and
toward the small structure, Fiona at their heels. Once there, Ceara
turned an ancient knob to a thick wooden door and stepped
aside.

Hesitant, Kaida walked over the threshold.
The small space, but one room, smelled of hay from a straw pallet
in the corner. Her shoes thunked the aged floorboards and dust
motes plumed, catching the muted light. To her right was a simple
table, straight ahead a stone hearth. Other than that, there was
nothing.

Then, her gaze landed on a painting over the
thick mantel, and her breath caught. The woman who’d come into her
dreams last night was in the likeness. Long red coils, similar to
Ceara’s, trailed over her ample breasts, and she bore the peasant
gown Kaida had seen her wearing. In her arms was a swaddled baby
with a trinity knot branded on its inner wrist. Next to the pair
was a woman of the same age and coloring, but her hair was much
shorter, her face fuller.

Kaida stepped closer, goosebumps skating up
her arms. The second woman was Mara. A much younger version, but
Mara just the same. There was no mistaking those eyes and smile.
And the painting was old. Very old. She was no expert, but she’d
taken some art history classes as part of her degree, and the oils
used, along with the dated style of brush strokes, pegged the piece
at roughly two hundred years old. Even the frame was aged.

“Aunt Mara painted that shortly after she
turned her sixty years. She wanted a rendition for future
generations while the faces were fresh in her mind.” Ceara moved
beside Kaida. “The cottage is exactly as it was the night Celeste
was killed. A protection spell guards it from falling to the
elements or changing with time.”

“That’s Mara in the painting, which is
impossible because it’s at least two centuries old.”

“Nothing is impossible.” Ceara studied the
painting. “Celeste cursed Aunt Mara, too. In the pretense of the
three needing a guide, Mara was to stop maturing once she hit
sixty, and would forever watch over the Galloway women until the
spell was broken.”

“Impossible,” Kaida said again. Even if the
tale were to be believed, certainly people would notice Mara from
pictures and illustrations, wondering why she’d been around so long
without aging. Dying.

“Aunt Mara used glamour spells to change her
appearance.” Fiona shrugged. “I figured you were wondering about
details. Family can see her true features, but not others. When you
were born, she stopped casting glamours and looks now as she did
then.”

Hold it. Just...hold it. Powers, curses,
spells, and premonition dreams? She was taking all that rather
well, if Kaida did say so herself. But...immortality? Come on! No
to the no.

Ceara must’ve sensed Kaida needed a topic
change because she pointed to the straw pallet. “Mara and Celeste
settled here as young women, but they were born in Ireland. Right
over there, the first Galloway in the States was birthed. Hope,
aptly named. That would be the baby Celeste is holding in the
painting.”

“And less than a month later, Celeste was
murdered.” Fiona sighed, gaze on the table. “She prepared the
infamous spell there by candlelight. According to our aunt, Celeste
hid items in another plane for when the three completed the tasks
she set forth. They’ll appear once we finish, which is why
Galloways have protected the cottage all this time.”

Kaida blinked, unmoving. Forget Harry
Potter. She’d stepped into a jacked up version of The Twilight
Zone. She picked one item amid all the crazy, and zeroed in on
that. “What tasks?”

“No one knows for certain, dear.”

She whirled to face Mara, standing in the
doorway. White waves fell to her shoulders and sad blue eyes met
Kaida’s.

“My sister was very mysterious about what
the three were supposed to do, exactly. But I am positive the
solution to generations of heartbreak begins with you.” Mara’s
Irish brogue thickened. “It started here, and it shall end here.
One way or another.”

An inhale, and she smiled, the gesture
forced. “I know what you’re thinking, I do. Your thoughts are loud
again.” She winked. “I look pretty good for being three-hundred,
don’t I?”


Chapter Five
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Beside his brothers, Brady headed
across Meath Mansion’s grounds and toward Galloway Forest. A new
moon made visibility near nonexistent and a heavy, but brief storm
this afternoon left the grass sodden. Stars winked overhead and
saltwater clung to the cool breeze as they stepped into the woods.
A canopy of birch, oak, and maple swallowed them while creatures
scurried. Leaves rustled. An owl hooted.

His stomach a riot of nerves and
anticipation, he strode in silence, his brain firing on all
cylinders. A quick glance proved the tension from his brothers was
just as palpable as his own.

Tristan had often played in the woods as a
boy but, to Brady’s knowledge, he hadn’t entered since they were
teenagers. He was unsure what scenario had set his eldest sibling
off, Tristan had never mentioned it, but it had been jarring enough
to bar him from venturing this way since. Riley hadn’t much
interest in the area, far as Brady could tell, but he hadn’t known
the guy’s opinion one way or the other on the lore surrounding the
forest between the Meath land and the Galloway’s.

It had been said Celeste and Finn first met
in the clearing three-hundred years ago, and thus had begun their
affair. A love and passion that was destined to end in tragedy.
Forbidden, and naive on their part, to even try. Things were
different back then and, how funny that all these centuries later,
the two founding families were still butting heads.

Wary censure tightened both his brothers’
expressions as they made their way deeper into the thicket. Peat
moss and soil mixed with the scent of brine the closer they got to
their destination.

Tristan stopped and cursed. “I can’t see for
crap.” He pulled his cell from a pocket and activated the
flashlight.

An eerie beam of light led their path, and
they continued, shoes shushing damp earth.

“Anyone else feel like they’re in a bad
remake of Blair Witch?” Riley rubbed his neck, glancing around
unblinking.

Despite his nerves, Brady laughed. “If you
see a strange pile of rocks, warn us.”

“I don’t know how you talked me into this.”
Tristan stepped over a fallen tree. “They couldn’t meet at a cafe
or a pub like normal people?”

The Galloways weren’t exactly normal and
neither were the current circumstances, so Brady kept mum.

After a few minutes, they came to the empty
clearing and stopped. There was a break in the canopy and trees, a
circle of grass perhaps thirty feet in circumference, and his blood
hummed. The girls were absent, but he and his brothers had left
early for this mysterious meeting. Alone, they stood unmoving, and
waited.

For years, Brady had been seeing Kaida in
dreams. As much an enigma as the fact she kept surfacing. Truth be
told, he cared about her like she was a flesh and blood person he
came across daily. She was a dominant part of his life, both awake
and asleep. Now, she not only had a face, but a name. He’d be lying
if he hadn’t hoped this day would come. To learn she was real, to
give him something tangible to hold onto that wouldn’t dissolve in
the morning light.

He tapped his fingers against his thigh,
impatient for answers. Would she recognize him? Did she remember
him like he did her? Could the connection they seemed to share
carry over into reality? Above all, how was it possible they knew
each other and had never actually met?

A rustling stirred in the distance and his
pulse hammered. The women emerged through the foliage, all three
wearing jeans and loose-flowing blouses in varying colors. He
skimmed right past Ceara’s auburn curls, Fiona’s cocoa waves, and
locked onto Kaida’s caramel strands.

His heart squeezed inside his chest in a
vise determined to stop the beat altogether. She walked with her
head down, her hair a partial curtain. Yet he knew, without getting
a decent glimpse of her face, that it was her. Her gait was as
graceful as a dancer, light-footed and sure, and as recognizable to
him as his own hand.

He’d had those sultry curves under his
palms, had held her against him, but he couldn’t seem to dredge up
memory of what it had felt like. They’d never made love in his
dreams, and every caress had been like having his senses dulled.
Touching, but not truly. Contact, yet with an invisible
barrier.

As if by their own volition, his arms lifted
automatically to pull her to him. He caught himself before anyone
noticed, dropping them to his sides and making fists. Swallowing
hard, he forced himself to look away and eyed his brothers. Both
had tense and unforgiving postures, their arms crossed and jaws
locked.

Riley’s brows rose. “There’s a joke in here
somewhere. A blonde, a brunette, and a redhead walk into the
woods...”

Fiona tilted her head, a tease of a smile
curving her full lips. “Shouldn’t we be naked for an effective
punch line?”

Tristan slammed his eyes shut and Riley
choked. Judging by the strangled sound, the images he’d conjured
weren’t unpleasant.

The women stopped several feet away from
them in a row, facing the guys in some hocus pocus version of a
wild west showdown. Then, only then, did Kaida look up.

Cerulean eyes locked onto Brady with abject
surprise and a margin of fear. The meager amount of starlight cast
her skin in ethereal tones and only served to amp her mysterious
aura. The tiniest of wrinkles formed between the perfect arch of
her brows, and she emitted a gasp while taking a tentative step in
retreat. Trembling, she swept her gaze over him and resettled on
his face.

Awareness and something he couldn’t name
vibrated the air between them. Crackled. It slithered up his spine,
wound around his heart, and crept into his head to root around in
his skull. Cold fingers of curiosity doused the heat of attraction
in the errant path, leaving him winded.

Her respirations increased the longer she
studied him, and he had to fight to keep his feet planted. Every
atom in his body screamed at him to erase the distance, to move.
Take her. Protect her. She seemed to be battling instincts of her
own because she leaned forward and then snapped herself
upright.

And damn. She knew him, too. Her recognition
was obvious. He hadn’t been alone in slumber after all or at the
whim of the Sandman’s amusement. He didn’t know whether to sigh in
relief or don a straightjacket.

A sheen of tears built in her eyes, and she
jerked her gaze to the others. He realized they were bickering
amongst themselves and shook his head to clear it.

“Whatever, Fi.” Riley glanced around. “We’re
here, now tell us what’s up.”

“Boys, meet our sister. Kaida, this is
Tristan, Riley, and—”

“Brady,” Kaida whispered brokenly, the
fragileness of her voice slicing him deep. “You’re...real.”

“Wait.” Ceara held up a hand. “You two have
met before? Where? How?”

Riley offered a strained laugh. “Once upon a
dream.” At Ceara’s look of confusion, he elaborated. “He’s been
dreaming about her since he was a kid.”

Ceara blinked in surprise and faced Kaida.
“I assume this is true for you also? Why didn’t you say
something?”

“I...” Kaida shook her head, her trembling
increasing.

“Never mind that.” Tristan shoved his hands
in his pockets. “What do you mean by sister?”

Fiona flicked him a pitying glance. “Do I
need to explain the dynamics of family?”

“Cut the crap.” He eyed the “sisters” as if
considering the pros and cons of manslaughter. “Where has she been
all this time? Why haven’t we known about her?”

“We’re telling you now. Welcome to your
destiny, Tristan. It begins today.”

He flinched, looked at his brothers as if
seeking help, and back to Fiona. “What the hell does that
mean?”

“Three,” she waved her hand at both sides of
the proverbial chalk line, “by three. Three sets of green eyes.
Three sets of blue.”

If possible, Tristan paled more. “The curse?
Are you kidding me? If you think for one second I’m falling for
that bull, you’re crazier than all your ancestors combined.”

“Tact, man. How about you use it?” Riley
shifted his irritated focus from Tristan to Ceara, the calmest of
the group. “Give us the Cliffnotes version.”

Ignoring Tristan, she acknowledged Riley
with a nod. “When our mother learned she was expecting Kaida, she
knew the fates were in alignment. She sent Kaida to live off island
until it was time for her to return. That time has come.”

“For the love of all that’s holy.” Tristan
stalked away, one hand shoved in his hair, and paced the
clearing.

Ceara’s brows rose. “Believe what you want,
but if we don’t figure out what’s expected of us, the spell will
never be lifted.” When Tristan bitched harder, she pinned him with
a glare that stopped him in his tracks. “How old was your father
when he died? Your grandfather? What about every male in your line?
How many girls have been born to a Meath? How many wives have stuck
through the generations?”

Tristan snarled. “Don’t lay your bippity
boppity boo crap on us.”

“And don’t hide your fear behind a wall of
denial.”

Riley and Fiona joined in the bickering, and
Brady wearily sighed. This was getting them nowhere. He glanced at
Kaida to see how she was doing, wondering when he could get her
alone for thirty damn seconds, and stumbled back a step. The breath
punched from his lungs.

The tears that clung to her thick, pale
lashes lifted from her face. Lifted, not fell. As in, they hovered
mid-air before her gorgeous eyes.

“Kaida?” He tried to draw breath and
couldn’t manage.

She took a couple steps away, violently
shaking, and raised her hands in surrender. The moment she did,
shit got weirder.

Dew and residual rain rose. Off the grass,
the surrounding ferns, and the foliage, small water droplets
elevated in perfect circles. A Salvador Dali version of a reverse
storm shower. Higher, they rose until they hovered around the two
of them in some kind of...protection bubble. When he dared to tear
his eyes away from her, the entire clearing had the same thing
happening. Like she’d pressed a rewind button on the elements.

Every hair on his body stood erect.
Goosebumps skated across his arms. They stared at each other,
wide-eyed and unmoving.

Kaida quaked, frozen but for her trembling
limbs, and whimpered.

“Guys?” Brady cleared his throat so he could
be heard over the arguing. “Guys!”

A collective silence ensued and he jerked
his chin at Kaida. They seemed to finally notice the dilemma and
went eerily still. Staring, staring.

After the longest pause, Riley reacted
first. “Someone tell me what the actual hell is happening.”

“She’s having a surge.” Ceara stepped closer
to Kaida, whose eyes had gone dissonantly vacant. “Take a deep
breath.”

“A surge?”

“Power surge. She doesn’t have control over
hers yet and stress or fear or anger can trigger a response.” Ceara
skimmed her hand down Kaida’s strands. “Rein it in, sister. Take a
breath and draw it back into you.”

Tristan, pale as snow, grabbed his chest.
His gaze ping-ponged from the events to the group. “Power?
Power!”

She turned, impatience in her eyes. “Yes,
powers. Fire.” She held out her palm, where a ball of...flame
flashed, then disappeared.

“Holy shit.” Riley stumbled into
Tristan.

Brady’s heart lodged in his throat.

“Somewhere in the back of your puny minds,
you knew we had them. Kaida’s element is water. Obviously.”

They looked to Fiona as if beseeching her
demonstration, too shocked to do anything more, but Kaida’s eyes
rolled back in her head and her face tilted toward the sky. A
strangled noise filled the quiet as her body jerked taut. The
hovering droplets swirled, creating cyclones of water, and Brady
couldn’t deal.

He pushed aside powers and curses and insane
weather glitches to zero in on her. Concern and alarm shifted
inside him to block out everything else. His Kaida. Something was
wrong, and he needed to fix it. Before his brain had caught up with
his body, he took two faltering steps toward her.

Fiona threw up a hand, and Brady hit a wall
of...solid air. “Stay away from her.”

He flew backward onto his ass with a jarring
thud and blinked. Tried to process. Failed miserably. “How’d you do
that?”

“Air is my element.”

As if that was any explanation. His
brothers, being no help whatsoever, stood like mute morons with
their jaws agape.

Brady lumbered to his feet. “In the not too
distant future, we’re going talk about this in a way that doesn’t
include a trip to Hogwarts. For now, Kaida...”

Collapsed. One moment she was quaking on her
feet, and the next she was in a heap on the ground. The suspended
rain fell in a rush, drenching everyone in the clearing.

Concern clenched his gut as he took in her
limp form, hair spread around her fair face, and lashes creating
shadows on her cheeks. Her plush lips were parted like she was
having trouble getting oxygen, but the rest of her features were
relaxed. Deathly so.

“No. Kaida?” Panicked, he rushed
forward, only to be met with the invisible wall again. Anger merged
with anxiety. “Let me through, Fiona.”

“Not happening.” Palm extended, she looked
at her sister. “We should get her home.”

Ceara knelt beside Kaida, smoothed a hand
down her arm. “She needs to recuperate. Drawing that much power
drained her.”

“Agreed. Meeting over, boys.”

The hell it was. Brady pounded against the
barrier. No sound emitted for his efforts, but the air shimmered
and pain licked his knuckles. “Let me through, Fiona. Now, or so
help me...”

“What? Exactly what will you do?”

Kaida didn’t stir, not even a flutter of her
lashes, and terror clamped his windpipe. A rush of emotion, so
fierce it almost broke him in two, seized his body. Defend.
Protect. Hold. He pounded like a madman until his fists bled and
tears burned his eyes.

Arms banded around him from behind, pinning
his to his sides, and he realized his throat was raw
from...screaming. He shook, fought off the restraint, and beat at
the solid mass of air anew. He had to get to her.

“Brady, man. Calm down.”

Riley’s voice barely registered through the
fuzz in Brady’s ears. He glared daggers at Fiona, huffing. Eyes
rounded, she stared at him like he’d gone mental, but her hand
remained up, maintaining the shield keeping him from...

A roar, and he went toward the wall,
determined to get to Kaida.

“Brady Meath.”

He halted at Ceara’s calm, lilting tone and
found her intense gaze on him. She picked him apart in a study
bordering on dissection while keeping one hand on Kaida’s arm.
Lungs straining, he willed her to hear his plea, understand this
need to be beside Kaida even though he didn’t comprehend it
himself.

And then sudden intuition told him what
Ceara sought from him. Heartbroken, jarred to the bone, he wondered
if he should hit his knees to vow.

“I would never hurt her.” He’d die first. He
was not his ancestors, nor did he harbor the hate his family seemed
to brandish through the centuries. One look at Kaida would’ve
cindered that to ash if he did. He slapped a hand over his heart,
tears blurring his vision. “I would never hurt her.”

Gaze on him, she eventually nodded. “Fiona,
pull it back.”

Fiona dropped her arm and the air before him
rippled.

He tentatively put his palm out and met no
interference. Rushing to Kaida’s side, he squatted by her hip and
reached for her with a shaking hand, only to fist his fingers and
draw short.

She was so still, so pale. He had no clue
where the blinding need to protect her had come from, but he’d
acted out of character and didn’t trust himself. Tristan held the
bitter, angry card in their family, and Riley was the impulsive
one. Not Brady. He’d always been about logic and good judgment.
Control. How long had he hoped to touch her, truly touch her? Here
she was, not a dream, and he was scared out of his ever-loving
mind. Just being in her presence had turned him into a raving
lunatic. What would contact do?

Riley stepped beside him and cleared his
throat. “Are you all right?”

Honestly? “I don’t know.”

Tristan dug his fingers into his eye
sockets. “Did you do something to him?” He glared at Fiona, then
softened a bit at Ceara. “Are you responsible for this? The dreams?
His rabid animal meltdown?”

Ceara rose to her feet from Kaida’s side.
“Harm none,” she said through clenched teeth. “That is our way, our
oath. We harm none.”

“Well, pardon the hell outta me. We just
found out you had a sister who can make it rain backwards, and
you...” He let out a gusty sigh. “Jesus. You conjured fire from
your palm. That’s not accounting for the air shield. This is all a
bit new for us.”

Fiona closed her eyes a beat, her shoulders
deflating. “You’re right. We’re sorry.” She glanced at each of
them. “We had no knowledge of the dreams, and we don’t know what
they mean. Aunt Mara might. You have to understand, our families
have been at odds for generations. We had no way of guessing what
you’d do tonight or how you’d respond.”

Riley shook his head. “I’ll admit, I was
ready to piss myself. Still might. I’m not saying we’re onboard for
whatever whacked out plan you have, or that I’m okay with any of
this, but we’re not Minister Gregory Meath and this isn’t the
seventeenth century.”

“There are still those out there who kill
our kind.” Ceara crossed her arms. “Most people don’t have an
inkling magick is real, but some do. We call them hunters, and a
good portion of them stem from your family tree.”

Tristan and Riley exchanged worried,
confused glances before Tristan dropped his hands on his hips. “I
don’t believe you.”

“Shocker.” Fiona rolled her eyes.

“If your surprise at our powers is sincere,
and I believe it is, then you’ve been purposely left in the dark by
your relatives.” Ceara bowed her head, then looked helplessly at
Fiona. “Where are we supposed to go from here?”

Fiona shrugged.

It was apparent the girls hadn’t expected
the meeting to go down as it had, and Brady was trying to wrap his
head around everything, but there was a more pressing issue at the
moment. He swallowed, looking at Kaida. “Is she...okay?”

“Yes.” Ceara knelt again and took his hand
across Kaida’s body. “Think of it like she ran a marathon without
eating this morning or sleeping the night before.”

“Or a tequila bender,” Fiona mumbled.

“She just needs to rest.” Ceara squeezed his
hand and let go. “You really care about her, don’t you?”

“I don’t know how to explain what I’m
feeling, but yeah. She matters to me.” Since Ceara was studying him
again in that unnerving way, he focused on Kaida. He might breathe
with less effort if she’d just open her eyes. Something. Anything.
“Kaida?”

Her lids flew open, revealing a frightening
shade of white where her cerulean irises used to be. She sucked in
a harsh breath, blinked, and her normal eyes returned, leaving him
wondering if he’d imagined the change.

Pulse hammering, he leaned over her. “Hey
there. Welcome back.”

“Brady?” She pressed a hand to her brow. “I
didn’t realize I’d fallen asleep.”

“We’re awake this time.” He smiled, forcing
a serenity in the act despite the chaos inside him. “It’s really
great to meet you. Officially.”

Confusion wrinkling her forehead, shock in
her eyes, she glanced at the faces over her. “What happened?”

Tristan eased closer. “Not sure, but you put
on a good show.”

Realization crept into her expression and
she swallowed. “I scared you. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s all right.” In a surprising move,
Tristan squatted beside Ceara at Kaida’s hip. “You’ve made quite
the impression on my brother here, which makes you solid in my
book. Not a big fan of your sisters, though.”

She laughed nervously and tried to sit up,
but didn’t manage.

“Lay still for a few more minutes.” Brady,
unable to fight the urge anymore, tucked a strand of hair behind
her ear. The barest of touches, a trace of her soft strands,
and...

Light blasted from where he’d made contact.
There and gone in a flash, yet bright enough to fry his retinas.
Heat shot from his fingers, up his arm. She gasped, eyes wide. He
lost balance and landed beside her on his ass.

The others backed up, mumbling under their
breaths.

Before he could so much as check if she was
hurt, pain seared the inside of his left wrist. He cursed and
watched in horror as black lines formed on his skin, burning as
they merged into a...trinity knot. A symbol he recognized only
because of his Irish heritage and the countless Galloway Wiccan
documents he’d examined through the years. Slightly larger than a
quarter, it branded him like a tattoo.

Kaida cried out, grabbing her arm as the
same pattern emerged in the same spot on her inner wrist. Breaths
soughing, she sat up and glanced from the mark, to him, and back
again. “Oh God. Did I...do that?”

“No,” Ceara breathed. “I have a feeling
Celeste Galloway just sent you a sign.”


Chapter Six
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Inside the great room of her sisters’
home, Kaida slumped in her chair, exhausted. As in, her bones were
melting and her muscles cried uncle.

What a night. Her clothes were still damp
from the meeting in the clearing because she’d conjured rain
and the man she’d met in dreams sat on the plush brown
leather sofa to her left, rubbing the mark on his wrist with a
tissue for all he was worth.

Utter insanity.

Lord. She’d fainted. Actually fainted like a
southern belle. If she weren’t on the brink of a coma, she’d be
embarrassed for the night’s events.

Tristan paced the far side of the room in
front of the stained-glass window, his shoes silent on the hardwood
floor. Riley stood beside the ginormous fireplace big enough for
three men his size to fit inside, his hand braced on the carved
mantle teeming with lit candles. Her sisters sat side-by-side on
the matching sofa across from Brady, a black walnut table between
him and them. An ornate decorative rug matching the burgundy walls
lay underneath, well-worn but cared for. Colored glass bottles and
spheres held by black iron stands littered the end tables, shelves,
and book cases.

Despite the warmth of the room and comfy
decor, tension crackled in the terse silence, thick enough to choke
a giraffe. They’d made the trek back to the Victorian as a group,
and hadn’t spoken since. The Meaths, reluctant to come, looked one
parlor trick away from bolting, and her sisters seemed torn between
letting them or considering restraints.

After being in the meadow by the cliffs
she’d often dreamed about and everything her sisters had told her,
Kaida shouldn’t be surprised Brady was an actual person. But having
him in front of her, seeing him the first time while awake, had
been like a lightning bolt to the chest. Throw in the fact he was a
Meath, and she was tempted to do a little red wine therapy. A good
Chateau Pontet-Canet Bordeaux sounded perfect.

They were a great-looking group of men,
though. She’d learned yesterday from her sisters they were
triplets. All three had black hair in varying shades with similar
cuts. Green eyes, too, but as was the case with her and her
sisters, the tones were unique to each one. They shared similar
body types as well. Tall and lean, wide shoulders and narrow
waists. Yet their facial shapes, aside from square jaws, were
nothing alike. Family resemblance, but obviously fraternal.

She couldn’t stop staring at Brady’s
profile. Surreal. She knew his features intimately, yet being here
was like encountering him for the first time. A quiver in her belly
and a thrum of excitement warred with a strange sense of calm
inside her body.

Riley glanced at Brady and frowned. “Would
you quit that?”

A heavy sigh, and Brady tossed the tissue
he’d been using onto the table. “Easy for you to say. You don’t
have a mysterious tattoo. I wasn’t drunk and sowing wild oats. I
was in the woods, sans a dirty parlor and an inked dude in a
wife-beater holding me down.” He glared at the mark on his wrist,
now reddened from his vigorous ministrations. “It won’t come
off.”

One just like it had formed on her inner
wrist, too. Burned was more like it. A trinity knot, of all things,
and originating out of nowhere. At least it didn’t hurt
anymore.

Riley crossed the room and took a seat by
his brother. “All your research books and studying didn’t say
anything about this?”

“No.” Brady swiped at a smudge of dried
blood on his knuckles. He frowned as if surprised it was there.

That was the other thing adding to the
night’s craziness. Details were a little hazy, but she clearly
remembered Fiona putting up a block and Brady going batshit trying
to get through to Kaida. She’d never seen him act that way before.
Anyone for that matter, especially when it came to her. No one had
ever shown that kind of fierce protection on her behalf.

Riley shoulder-bumped him. “Some historian
you are.”

Kaida whipped her gaze to Brady’s. “You’re a
historian?” At his nod, she offered up a bit of herself since he
seemed unnerved. “Me, too. Well, I teach the origins and practices
of certain religions at a college in Iowa.”

“Huh, a professor.” Riley’s brows rose.
“Peas in a pod, aren’t you? God save us, there’s two geeks on the
island. He bores the crap out of us with random facts all the time.
And if he makes me watch a documentary on the History Channel
again, just shoot me. You should see him with his nerd
glasses.”

A hum in her throat, she drew her knees up
and wrapped her arms around her calves. “I’ve seen him in glasses.
He looks very intellectual wearing them.” It took her a beat to
realize four sets of questioning glances and Brady’s smiling pair
were aimed at her. She fidgeted. “He fell asleep reading once and
still had them on.”

Riley barked a laugh. “Is that how the
dreaming thing works? He ever fall asleep naked?”

Grinning, she glanced at Brady. “No, but
there was a case of an unusual pair of boxers.”

Affection in his gaze, Brady shook his head.
“I can’t believe you’re here.”

“So,” Riley leaned back, “what went down in
these dreams? Sordid things? Do tell. He never shares.”

“Nothing sordid.” Though there had been
quite a bit of kissing, caressing. Strange how she couldn’t
remember much about that part. Almost like it was hidden behind a
fog. “We talked a lot.”

“Talked,” Riley said, deadpan. “You got no
game, brother.”

Ceara leaned forward. “If you’ve encountered
one another in dreams this long, and all you did was talk, you
don’t seem to know much about each other.”

“We weren’t allowed.” Brady scratched the
dark stubble on his jaw. “From the start, if we said any defining
facts like names or locations, we were immediately yanked from the
dream.” His mossy green eyes held Kaida’s, lost and found in the
same beat. “I know she likes blueberries in her oatmeal and hates
the sound of car horns, but I had no clue where she lived, worked,
or came from.”

“That was probably to keep her from finding
you before it was time.” Mara strolled into the room carrying a tea
tray with fixings and a small red bag. She set the items on the
coffee table and handed a steaming cup to Fiona and Ceara. “Black
tea with a little hazel for communication.” Passing one to Kaida,
Mara winked. “Green tea with ginseng root for energy. Wore yourself
out, you did.” She strolled across the room to Tristan, who eyed
the mug she held without accepting it.

“What is it?”

“Green tea with jasper for stress relief.”
When he merely stared, she insisted. “Go on. You’re wound tighter
than a German clock.”

Riley snorted. “Tea’s not going to cure
that.”

Tristan frowned, but took the mug, sniffing
it. “Is this a...potion or something?”

Mara tilted her head back and laughed, her
white strands flowing. “No, dear boy. It’s just tea. If you drink
it, I’ll getcha something stronger afterward.” She moved onto Riley
next. “Chamomile so you can sleep better tonight.” Before he could
retort or ask how she knew whether he’d slept, she offered the last
cup to Brady. “Black tea with basil for healing.”

Brady accepted the mug and took a sip, no
questions asked. “Thanks.”

Once he took another, his brothers did the
same.

Tristan’s brows lifted. “It’s not bad. Not
much of a tea fan, but it’s tolerable.”

Mara, seemingly unoffended, perched on the
edge of the table in front of Brady. “Let me get a look at those
cuts, then we’ll see what’s what about the rest. Ceara, start a
fire, would you? All of you will catch your death sitting around in
damp clothes.”

Ceara flicked her wrist, and flames roared
in the hearth behind her.

Riley leapt off the cushion. “Son of a
bitch.”

“Oh, relax.” Fiona rolled her eyes.

“Relax? Hilarious, Fi.” Tentatively, he sat
down, eyes trained to the fireplace. “It’s one thing to suspect
witchcraft, but another to witness proof.”

Kaida was still getting used to all of this,
too, and understood the guys’ hesitation. Though Riley and Brady
appeared more shocked than anything else, Tristan seemed scared and
was covering it with irritation. Stiff, he glared at her
sisters.

Weary and wanting bed, she took a sip of her
tea. The bitterness of the ginseng hit her tongue, followed by an
earthy-sweetness similar to carrots. It wasn’t coffee, but she
could deal. “Tristan, why don’t you take a load off? Just watching
you is draining my last reserve.” The poor man.

“I’m good here, thanks.”

“Please?” Ceara glanced at him, composed and
illustrating none of the tension he emanated. “We have matters to
discuss.”

His hard gaze softened the longer he stared
at her, and Kaida had to wonder what it was about her sister that
deflated the unforgiving nature in him. Twice now she’d seen it
happen. Nothing obvious unless one was really looking, but there
nonetheless.

Finally, he let out a quiet breath and made
his way over, claiming the spot next to Riley. Downing the tea,
Tristan set his cup on the tray, saying nothing.

Meanwhile, Mara cleaned Brady’s scraped
knuckles with items from her red bag like World War III wasn’t
brewing in her house.

“What is that?” Brady eyed the salve she
applied.

“Cayenne, an herbal blend. It’ll help your
cuts heal quickly.” Mara patted his forearm with a smile. “Fiona’s
good at tonics and potions.”

“Well, good thing.” He whipped Fiona a
steely glare. “Since it’s her fault I got scraped up in the first
place.”

Mara narrowed her eyes on the woman in
question.

“What?” Fiona shrugged in bored nonchalance.
“He was charging at Kaida like a rabid bull. I was only protecting
her.”

“She didn’t need protection from me!”

“Now, now.” Mara patted his arm again. “Do I
need to add jasper to your tea, too, or are you going to settle
down?”

“Yeah. See, this is not helping us want to
climb aboard your crazy train.” Riley set his cup aside. “My
brother acting all growly bear? This isn’t Brady. What is going
on?”

With her hand trembling, Kaida put her tea
down on the table beside her. Brady’s mood wasn’t only unsettling
to his brothers, but her, as well. Tonight may have been their
first actual face-to-face encounter, yet she’d known him a very
long time. He was quick to smile, very intelligent, and great at
conversation. She’d witnessed his frustration at their
circumstances, sometimes desperation, but never aggression. And,
again, she seemed to be the underlying culprit.

“Let’s see if we can’t figure it out.” Mara
turned Brady’s hand over, skimming her fingers over the mark on his
inner wrist. “How did this happen?”

“Hell if I know.” Brady’s jaw ticked.
“That’s why we’re here. For you to tell us.”

“I mean, what were you doing when the
branding appeared?”

“Oh.” He looked at Kaida, and all the
rigidness in his frame dissolved. Emotion filled his eyes and the
sentiment nailed her in the breastbone. “I touched her. Fiona
dropped the shield and let me through. Kaida had just opened her
eyes after the...episode, and I reached for her.”

Tristan grunted. “They set off some kind of
light, too. Brighter than the sun and white hot.”

“Interesting.” Mara pursed her lips.
“Celeste put the same inscription on her daughter Hope before the
villagers dragged her away. In the same place on her wrist, as
well. I’d say this is her doing.”

“How is that possible?” Brady retracted his
arm from her hold. “She’s dead.”

“Her magick lives on, both in the
generations of witches after her and in the spells she cast.” She
sighed. “Including the curse.” She went thoughtful a beat. “In your
dreams, did you and Kaida have any physical contact?”

“Yes.” He cleared his throat. “Nothing, you
know, that physical, but...” He looked at Kaida again, one
corner of his lips curving.

Memories of kissing him, being held against
him, flooded Kaida’s mind, and her cheeks heated. They’d had
moments of undeniable passion, muted by a desensitization that made
no sense. In the clearing, that had dissolved and his brief touch
had been a jolt unlike anything she’d experienced.

“But tonight was the first time you saw her
on this plane and the first point of actual contact.” Since Mara’s
statement was obviously rhetorical, no one answered. Her gaze
drifted, then she rose and wandered the room as if in a trance, the
others silently watching. “Kaida’s mother and I cast a spell when
she was an infant. Just a small one to give her hints about the
island to call her back here one day. Her premonition gift is
rooted in the present, thus it makes sense she dreamed about this
place in this particular time.”

She paused, her eyes narrowing. “But your
connection began before she came into her powers, and it goes
against all the experience I have to guess how she pulled you in
with her. I’d say this was Celeste at work, too, but that would
mean she’d had to have known all along who you two were and what
part you’d play.”

Ceara tilted her head. “Celeste did have the
premonition gift, saw future events.”

“Yes, plus the past and present. She was
incredibly powerful.” Mara shook her head. “This isn’t as simple as
casting a spell. Regardless of whether she foresaw what was to
come, free will and factors are accountable. One slip up in the
timeline can change everything. I don’t think even she could
manipulate to this degree.”

Brady leaned forward. “So you’re telling me
you have no clue what’s going on either?”

“The branding? Yes. That I clearly
understand.” She faced the group. “The trinity knot could’ve easily
been set in motion with the original spell. A sign from her for
future generations.”

Tristan paled. “A sign for what?”

“Their role in breaking the curse.” Ceara’s
quiet voice echoed like a knell as dawning lit her eyes. “In her
spell, she said three tasks await to set us free. It’s begun, and
it starts with Brady and Kaida.”

“What tasks? And why me?” Brady scrubbed a
hand over his face. “I’ve read the words Celeste said that night,
can recite them by heart. They were shouted by a scared woman being
dragged off to her death. It’s been three-hundred years, and I’m
supposed to believe all this is...what? Some kind of destiny?”

“Yes.” Mara turned and faced the
floor-to-ceiling stained-glass window, her loose black skirt
flowing to resettle at her ankles. “I’ve had countless lifetimes to
think about what happened. I suspect everything she did leading up
to the night she died was part of her plan. The voyage from
Ireland, settling on the island, falling in love with Finn, and
even conceiving her daughter Hope.”

When she faced the group again, her blue
eyes held the weight of the world in them and her accent thickened
to a stronger, sadder brogue. “Meaths and Galloways, forever at
odds. It’s a sorry state, don’t you think? After all these years,
we’d rather feud than forgive. And for what? Pride? Habit?”

She huffed a laugh devoid of humor and
closed her eyes a moment, only to search each one of the present
members when she reopened them. “She fashioned three boxes, Celeste
did. One for each task the fated had to endure. When complete, the
boxes will reemerge, and inside is the key to breaking the
curse.”

“Again, what tasks?” Brady asked.

“I don’t know. I’ve offered everything
within my power.”

Riley sighed. “Okay, then what’s to stop us
from walking out that door and pretending tonight never
happened?”

“And why me?” Brady rubbed his forehead.
“Why Kaida?”

Mara opened her mouth to speak, but Kaida
was finally beginning to grasp the severity of the situation. Maybe
she’d just needed time to acclimate or perhaps it took shoving a
lifetime of what-ifs in her face before she’d caught on, but the
truth rang loud and clear.

“No love will last or ever be found. That’s
what Celeste said.” Kaida rested her head on the back of the chair,
her eyes drooping as she fought the heavy dregs of exhaustion.
“That’s what this all boils down to. Love. Her and Finn’s love was
stolen and she was murdered in an act of hate. Both our families
are to blame, so both need to rectify the mistakes of our
past.”

She focused on Brady, a man she knew yet not
at all, and wondered how she’d gone from teaching self-righteous
college freshman the basics of Paganism to being a witch at the
whim of a scorned woman. “You were drawn to the history of our
families and know the background better than your brothers. Of the
three, you’re the most open-minded. I wasn’t raised in the craft or
among the fray, which makes me as close to a neutral party as we’re
going to get. That’s why we were chosen first.”

What she wouldn’t give to have him hold her
right now. Erase the distance and years and circumstances to just
be her safety net again. The man in her dreams who made no sense,
but offered solace. “If we fail in whatever is being asked of us,
any chance of happiness for either of our families will never be
possible.” She glanced at Riley, at Tristan. “There’s your reason
for staying, for putting aside fear and doubt. An opportunity for
love and joy that was not afforded to those before you.” She looked
at Mara. “And to finally give a certain someone peace.”

Mara nodded slowly and swallowed. “Well
said, lass.”

Kaida’s sisters stared at her, acceptance
and respect in their eyes Kaida hadn’t earned, while Brady and his
brothers did the same with tentative expressions of consideration.
Silence hung and the pressure from the past few days nearly dragged
her under.

A puff of his cheeks, and Brady expelled a
breath. “All right. So we somehow, some way figure out what Celeste
wants and do it. I’m assuming there’s a time limit to this thing?
How long do we have?”

Useless tears burned her eyes. He was
putting his trust and faith in her based off nothing more than a
tentative connection born in dreamland. It said so much about his
character that he’d set aside logic and suspicion to back her up,
and therefore nudge his brothers along, knowing he was the key in
this crazy lock they’d been handed. Most men, after what they’d
seen and heard tonight, would’ve had the mental ward on speed
dial.

It wasn’t simply him ignoring what he’d
accepted as reality and making the first step that had her throat
tight. His family hated hers, had since the island had been
inhabited centuries ago. That he’d not only taken a stand, but had
chosen to do so beside her, had the lonely band around her chest
loosening. Truthfully, she’d been alone most of her life. Her
ambivalent parents aside, she’d never had someone in her
corner.

“Well,” Ceara offered, fingering her
pentagram charm necklace. “For witches, the trinity knot is
symbolic of the threefold nature of the Goddess. Mother Goddess
represents creation, the Maiden for innocence, and the Crone for
wisdom. It also reflects on the forces of nature—earth, fire, and
water. The three interlocking circles are emblematic of our sacred
casting circles.”

Fiona nodded. “The Celtic Christian church
also used it to represent the Holy Trinity. The origins not only
date back to both our Irish heritages, but our faiths. It makes
sense it’s the symbol Celeste used to bind us.” She shared a
speculative look with Ceara. “Three is powerful to Wiccans and
Christians. I think it’s safe to assume that’s not the timeline,
though. Too long. My guess is one.”

“One what?” Brady’s brows furrowed. “Day,
month, year?”

Mara folded her hands in front of her, her
steady gaze on him. “One lunar cycle of the moon. That’s how long
you have.”


Chapter Seven
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Brady followed his brothers to the
door, having had his fill of magick and witch talk for the evening.
Or a lifetime. But at the threshold, he couldn’t make himself
leave. That invisible magnet kept pulling him back to Kaida, and
some inner fear he hadn’t known existed made him worry he might not
see her again.

Turning, he flicked a glance at Ceara and
Fiona, still perched on the sofa, then settled on Kaida. “Would you
mind walking me out?”

She offered a wan smile and rose. Grabbing a
quilt off the back of her chair, she wrapped it around her
shoulders and preceded him onto the porch.

The humidity from earlier had weaned and a
brisk spring breeze scented with brine slapped his face. A dense
fog covered the dark grounds, as ominous as his mood. The roar of
the ocean hitting the cliffs on the other side of the Galloways’
house blended with the crackle of leaves. Otherwise, all was
quiet.

He shut the door behind them and faced his
brothers. “Give us a minute.”

When they headed down the steps and halted
in the driveway out of earshot, he stared at Kaida. Just stared
like he had nothing better to do than watch her. Damn, she was
beautiful. The real life version of her was breathtaking in a
stop-traffic kind of way. Her hair alone invoked fantasies he could
spend a decade exploring. All that caramel in thick waves.

“I know I’ve said this upwards of eighty
times, but I can’t believe you’re here.”

Her smile widened, and he bit back a groan
at how badly he wanted to kiss those plush lips. “My sentiments,
too.” Cerulean eyes swept over him, then reclaimed his. “You must
be in system overload. How are you dealing?”

His dream woman wasn’t an illusion, she and
her sisters were witches, he’d witnessed powers he never imagined
were possible, and he’d just been told he was part of some
threefold destiny centuries in the making. How was he dealing? Not
at all.

Another breeze blew between them, taking a
few of her strands along for the ride. The scent of rain from her
shampoo blended with rosemary from her skin, and memory slammed
into his head. Her, him, together in the meadow by the cliffs. The
sound of her laugh and the tone of her sultry voice. Countless
times he’d been with her, but none of it held a candle to this
moment.

Nothing else mattered.

“Never mind me. Are you all right? You look
wiped.” He thought he’d never get his heart beating again after
she’d collapsed in the clearing. Though she seemed no worse for
wear, her lids were heavy and her mannerisms sluggish.

“Just tired. I’ll sleep it off.”

He nodded, figuring she was having an
adrenaline crash or something. “Will it sound pervy if I admit how
badly I want to hug you?”

There. Mercy, her laugh.

“No. Considering our history, I’d say it was
a normal response.” She chewed her lip. “Might be a good idea to
hold off, though. We still don’t know exactly what happened the
first time we touched.”

Light blasting. Unimaginable heat. Their new
tattoos.

“Yeah, I’m with you there.” He almost didn’t
care what consequences Celeste Galloway or the universe thrust at
him. Kaida’s pull was that fierce. “What are you up to tomorrow?
Can we get together for lunch or a drink?” He needed to see her
again. Soon. Have a conversation without their siblings and figure
out what the hell was going on.

“I’d like that.” The sleepy smile lit her
eyes. “Fiona and Ceara planned to show me around town and take me
to their shop. I can sneak away for a bit.”

Her sisters’ store, Bedknobs &
Broomsticks, was on the island’s main strip, smack in the center of
the tourist hotspots. A public scene would probably be wise.
“There’s a cafe right next door. Noon?”

“Definitely.” She paused, tilting her head.
“Goodnight, Brady. Sweet dreams.”

He laughed. “Sure. You, too.” He forced
himself to descend the stairs, then watched her slip inside the
house. While he stared at the door, he fought the urge to break it
down in order to get back to her.

“Ready?”

A sigh, and he acknowledged Riley with a
nod.

They strode through the woods and back home
in silence. Once there, Brady stood on the front lawn and eyed the
white clapboard fortress with black shutters, caught up in the past
while it collided with the present. Such things always fascinated
him. How places and people changed, and yet progress was rarely
made where it counted.

Ten years after Six Fates Island was
inhabited, his ancestors had built Meath Mansion. Back then, it was
Federal-style and roughly three-thousand square feet. Traces of the
original design like the elliptical fanlight window above the front
door and vertical sidelights flanking the entrance were still
present, plus the tripartite Venetian glass on
the second story above the doorframe. But through time and as
wealth accumulated, additions had been erected. It now had more
touches of Greek-revival, boasting temple-like porticos on either
side of the original structure, supported by grandiose
columns.

In other words, a
twelve-thousand square-foot mish-mash of privilege.

Brady and his brothers had
issued a lot of updates to the interior when they’d come of age,
trying to weed out the cold functionality of the decor and making
it theirs. Personal touches and warm colors. Feng shui-ing to erase
their childhood birthed in lonely times and desperate boredom. But
standing here staring at the place, he realized how it could still
leave him feeling utterly...frigid.

“Brady?” Riley paused by
the front steps, concern wrinkling his brow. “You coming,
man?”

Tristan faced him as well,
a mirror expression to Riley’s.

When Brady didn’t respond,
or couldn’t, they crossed the distance and stood in front of
him.

Frowning, he glanced to
the east side of the property at the eight-car garage and
glassed-in swimming pool connected to the house, then to the west,
where an in-ground seating area, stone fire pit, and gazebo sat
waiting for guests. Except they never had company. Privacy, a Meath
DNA trait.

“Do you ever wonder what
they were thinking?” He looked at his brothers. “Our family, I
mean. They built this, all of this,” he swept his hand to indicate
the estate, “and what do we have to show for it?” There was no
laughter inside. No holiday gatherings or pitter-patter of little
feet or...life. “What purpose does this serve?”

Riley turned and took in
the property as if looking at it for the first time. “Legacy, I
suppose.”

“Some legacy,” Tristan
muttered.

And that was exactly
Brady’s point. “The Galloways extended an olive branch tonight.” He
kept circling back to the evening’s events, tried to fit a logical
peg into a mystical hole. “Call it fate or whatever, but what
legacy are we leaving behind, or adding to, if history is just
going to repeat itself?”

If he understood anything,
could rally to a cause, history was it. Knowing and studying the
past shed light on the errors of ways, on both the atrocities and
humanistic end of behavior. It was supposed to teach future
generations what to or not to do if given the choice. Wasn’t it up
to him and his brothers to learn from their ancestors’
mistakes?

“What are you saying?”
Riley crossed his arms and widened his stance. “Do you believe the
sisters? That we’re cursed and part of some twisted
destiny?”

“Don’t you?” Brady raised
his brows for emphasis. “After what you saw with your own eyes and
taking into account the Galloway/Meath woes, don’t
you believe
them?”

Riley’s gaze drifted over
Brady’s shoulder, lost in thought. “Strike me now, but yes. I
actually do.”

They looked at Tristan,
who closed his eyes and dropped his chin. Hands on his hips, he
stood unmoving.

Of the three of them,
Tristan had the biggest heart. He hid it from most of the world,
but he felt things deeply. Riley was a go-with-the-flow person,
preferring humor over conflict, and Brady dug his toes in logic.
History, in all areas of the globe, was steeped in tragedy and
ugliness. He took that nature for what it typically was—ignorant or
scared people using religion, insecurities, and power to justify
means. Selfishness to the core.

Yet, Tristan amped that to
another level and inserted empathy, viewing actions from every
side. He hated that about himself, had mentioned it to Brady on
quite a few occasions. Emotions were considered a weakness by their
uncle. A notion the bastard had tried to drill into them as
children, Tristan receiving the worst brunt.

Which was why he despised
any talk of the Galloways. Knowing what their ancestors had done to
Celeste sickened him, thus he copped an attitude and shut down
whenever the topic arose, hiding his sympathy. Brady had seen it
endless times.

He couldn’t tell which way
the scales would tip for Tristan. On one hand, agreeing to help
would offer a way to make amends for an enactment by his family he
viewed as shameful. But it also meant opening himself up to three
women he didn’t trust, emotions he’d boxed, and injecting himself
into a world he wanted no part in.

“Tristan?”

At Riley’s not-so-gentle
cue, Tristan’s lids lifted and he glared at the sky, shaking his
head. “Damn it.” He jabbed his fingers through his hair. “Yeah, I
believe them.” He looked at Brady and sighed. “How could I not
after your dreams? If nothing else, I believe you.”

A hefty silence fell
between them, and Brady looked at the manicured lawn like it might
provide the solution to world hunger. Or break a curse.

“So, that just happened.”
Riley lifted his hand, expression dialed to a sarcastic
why-the-hell-not. “We just agreed to help three witches in
completing unknown, possibly perilous tasks for the fate of our
families’ happiness. Right on.” He spun on his heel and marched
toward the house. “I need a stiff drink and dry clothes. I’ll meet
you in the library, where we can discuss unicorns and
leprechauns.”

“Well, when he puts it
that way...” Brady scowled.

A grated laugh from
Tristan, and they went inside, too.

Brady made his way through
the grand foyer and up the polished, winding marble staircase.
Taking a hard right to the east wing, he headed for his suite at
the end of the long, dark paneled hallway. Portraits of deceased
family members stared at him on his trek, and he resisted the urge
to shudder.

Kicking the suite door
shut, he strode straight past his four-poster sovereign bed to the
matching honey walnut dresser and fished in a drawer for sleepwear.
He stripped, tossing his damp clothes near the vicinity of the
hamper in the adjoining bathroom, then stepped into a pair of
blue-striped cotton pants. Barefoot, he padded back down the
hallway, shoving his arms into a white tee. A runner took some of
the chill out of the mahogany floorboards, but he longed for a
fire.

Knowing the few household
staff they had on retainer would be asleep in their quarters, he
took a shortcut through the kitchen to get to the west end of the
mansion. Polished white cabinets and stainless steel appliances.
Wine pantry with the best selection money could buy. A breakfast
nook and a large island. Dark blue marble countertops and state of
the art gadgets. Pristine black and white checkered tile
flooring.

Nothing he hadn’t seen
before, but he shook his head, suddenly disgusted by everything. He
had no idea what had gotten into him, yet distressed impatience
grated under his skin like sandpaper. Maybe some of Tristan was
rubbing off on him, or perhaps it was all the talk of their family
that had him restless. He didn’t know, but he’d kill to shake the
sensation. It had begun the moment they’d returned from the woods
and only kept building.

He paused outside the
library to place his thumb on the keypad for entry, a security
measure his uncle had installed before Brady was born. As a child,
he hadn’t understood the need, but as a beep granted him access to
the room and he stepped inside, he recalled the gist.

From the hardwood planks
decorated with a massive area rug to the thirty-foot vaulted
ceiling, shelves held volumes and volumes of books. First edition
Tolstoy to Poe, Austen to Bronte, and every second or third edition
in between. Encyclopedias and manuals. The very top shelves
harbored journals dating all the way back to Minister Gregory
Meath, reachable only by a ladder, and in protection casing for
preservation. The original Bible he’d brought over from Ireland was
in a decorative glass box in the corner next to a colossal oak
desk.

Riley stood in front of
the ornate ivory fireplace, staring absently at the flames. He’d
changed into a pair of dark green silk pajamas, his feet also
bare.

“Thanks for getting a fire
going.” Brady took a seat on one of the stiff, scroll-armed
Chesterfields that faced one another. “I can’t get the chill out of
my bones.”

His brother made a sound
of agreement, but didn’t turn around. “Not quite as easily done
like Ceara, but I made do the old-fashioned way.”

Brady huffed a laugh.
“That was something. Imagine the damage she could inflict if she
wanted.”

“Fiona’s wind trick was no
joke, either.” Riley turned. “You beat your fists against a solid
wall of air. And bled.”

“Yeah, I...” Brady glanced
at his knuckles and quit breathing. They were fine. Completely
fine. No bruising or cuts. And they no longer hurt. His hands
should’ve taken a couple weeks to heal. Hell, he was lucky he
hadn’t broken any bones. “Check it out. I’m cured.”

Riley’s mouth flatlined.
“That was some ointment Mara applied.”

Tristan strode in wearing
red flannel pajama pants, no shirt, and went straight to the mini
bar in the corner. He poured several fingers of Jameson into three
glasses and handed one to Riley and Brady before downing his
own.

After pouring another,
Tristan leaned against the desk facing them. “Think we’re dreaming,
too? Perhaps you and Kaida pulled us into your messed up
dreamland.”

Brady stared into his
whiskey. “I wish.” He slammed the contents of his glass and set it
on the coffee table. A slow burn traveled down his throat and
heated his belly. His gaze traveled to the bar and the wall-mounted
case above it. They could feed a small third-world country with the
cost of one of the five single malts on display. “When this is all
over, if we succeed in our whacked assignment, I say we crack the
seal on the Dalmore 64 Trinitas.”

Riley’s brows rose.
“That’s a hundred-sixty thousand dollar bottle, my man.”

Only three were ever put
into circulation. Valuable, indeed. Circa 1868, the red decanter
and black wooden mold held some of the rarest vintage on earth.
Beside it was a bottle of 1937 Glenfiddich, a 1926 Macallan, a 1919
Springbank, and an empty diamond decanter of Isabella’s Islay.
Meath men loved their whiskey almost as much as having something
others coveted.

“Yep.” Brady leaned back
and tilted his face toward the ceiling. A hand-painted mural of
angels in heavenly glory stared back at him. “I say we do it,
anyway. What better occasion than saving the world?” Or their piece
of it.

“Sure.” Riley crossed the
room and took a seat on the Chesterfield opposite Brady. “Why not?
The only thing scarier than teaming up with witches who’ve hated us
for three-hundred years will be the look on Uncle Greg’s face when
he discovers we’ve opened the bottle.”

“Fuck him.” At Tristan’s
sharp glare, Brady shrugged. “Seriously, fuck him. If the sisters
were right tonight, he knew about this supposed destiny and kept us
in the dark. Besides, he’s an asshole.”

The bastard had spent
their childhood making them miserable, and then took off for
destinations unknown when they’d come into their inheritance at
nineteen. Tristan, with little help from Riley and Brady, ran Meath
Hotel on the island. They had another location in Ireland and one
in Britain that Uncle Greg oversaw. They hadn’t seen him in
eight-ish years.

Good riddance.

“Can’t argue with that,”
Tristan mumbled, swirling the amber liquid in his
tumbler.

“Moot point if you don’t
fulfill your task.” Riley finished his drink, resting the empty
glass on his thigh. “I’m not a hundred percent certain the sisters
told us everything. Considering our meeting was the first instance
where the Galloways were even remotely cordial with us, you’ve got
your work cut out for you.”

“Us,” Brady corrected.
“Not just me, but us. Following the pattern, if Kaida and I
complete our part, one of you is next and will be paired up with
another sister.”

Riley froze. “I was
happily putting all the drama on your shoulders and liked my
delusions, thank you very much.”

“I got the impression they
were holding back intel, as well.” Tristan sipped his whiskey,
ignoring Riley’s half-joke. “Now that the dust has settled and
shock’s wearing off, my mind keeps circling the drain on something
Ceara said.”

“I’m still tripping over
the fireballs, reverse rain, and air wall. But you go right
ahead.”

Tristan gave Riley a
baleful glance and stared at his whiskey again. “She said her kind
were hunted.”

Brady squinted, trying to
remember. At the time, he’d been more focused on Kaida than her
sisters. “Not just hunted, but by our family. Do you think she
meant our blood relatives are killing witches?”

In this day and age? And
assuming, of course, there were others with powers out
there.

“This isn’t sixteenth
century Salem.” Riley rubbed his eyes. “I chalk it up to the girls
playing games. Ignore it.”

“Ceara isn’t coy or
manipulative. That’s Fiona’s bag of tricks.” Brady leaned forward.
“What are you thinking, Tristan?”

“She looked scared.” He
closed his eyes, offering a subtle shake of his head. When he
glanced at Brady after a beat, anger tightened his mouth. “She
acted like she was genuinely afraid we’d...harm them.”

Riley’s brows furrowed. “I
repeat, this isn’t Salem and—”

“When have you ever known
them to be frightened?” Tristan barked. “In all our run-ins and
business dealings, when has fear ever played a part?”

Deflating, Riley’s gaze
drifted in thought. “They’re seductive and mysterious, yes.
Arrogant and superior, sure.” He looked at Tristan. “Okay, come to
think of it, Fiona did seem...off.”

“And Ceara was shocked at
Brady’s adamancy he’d never hurt Kaida.” Tristan finished his drink
and walked to the bar, quietly setting down the glass. “It’s been
running on a loop in my mind since we met up with them.” His back
to the room, he lowered his head. “What kind of monsters do they
believe we are if...”

Brady’s gut clenched amid
the choking silence. He got lost in the flames crackling in the
hearth before glancing at the trinity knot branded on his
wrist.

“Think it’ll disappear if
you complete your end of the deal?” Riley jerked his chin at the
tattoo.

“I don’t know.” Brady
didn’t care anymore. All he could think about was getting back to
Kaida and ceasing the needles of anticipation under his skin. If
Tristan was right and the sisters feared them, what did she truly
believe about him? Of their connection and time with one another?
Did she view their years together as a lie? “She’s amazingly
beautiful, isn’t she?”

“They’re all gorgeous.”
Tristan turned and headed for the door. “The real question is, are
they dangerous?”


Chapter Eight
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Kaida spent most of the morning in her sisters’ shop, watching
them in reverent awe. Well, when Brady wasn’t on her mind every
three seconds, anyway. She’d always been relatively comfortable
with people, could stand at a podium and lecture with ease, but her
sisters had skills. Serious skills. They had divide and conquer
down to an art form and could sell fleas to a dog.

Like the other stores
along the cobblestone strip on Puritan Street, the exterior was
gray clapboard with burgundy shutters framing a large display
window. One-story, there was a small awning over the front door. It
was nestled between a cafe and a bookstore, to which got a lot of
cross-traffic.

Tourism season on the
island had just begun, but even without it, Bedknobs &
Broomsticks had its share of local customers. Townsfolk adored her
sisters and seemed to pop in for everything from medicinal remedies
to advice on love or life. People stayed to chat, drop off goodies,
or dole gossip. It was...charming.

The shop itself wasn’t big
at about two-hundred square feet, but it was organized to the nines
and made great use of space. Floor-to-ceiling chipped birch shelves
held lotions, soaps, and ointments on one side, all made by Fiona.
Each scented bottle had it’s own purpose. Relaxation.
Stress-relief. Romance. Energy. Fertility. Rejuvenation. Healing.
Luck. On the other side were shelves of the same material with
potions made by Ceara, candles, and homemade tea bags. Again, all
with a purpose and decoratively labeled. They apparently did online
orders, too.

A tiny seating area donned
the center of the room with celestial-patterned fabric. Flanking
the curved settees were shallow bookshelves showcasing
knickknacks—small handmade straw brooms with witch slogans, crystal
balls, and gemstones. The front desk displayed postcards of Wiccan
rituals. The walls were painted a calming seafoam green and the
ceiling was navy blue with yellow stars. They even had dried black
walnut branches affixed to make it look like a canopy.

Skills. Everything from
the atmosphere to their merchandise played into the Galloway island
lore and trapped clientele into not only buying, but coming back
for more. Homey, inviting, and delightful. Mad skills.

Fiona and Ceara had two
employees—a manager named Violet who watched over things when her
sisters weren’t around, and a young girl they called Sugar, but
whose real name Kaida hadn’t a clue. She handled all things
relating to website orders and shipping. Violet was an old friend
of Mara’s. Wild gray hair, a ring on every finger, and a voice like
a three pack a day smoker. She also went heavy on the patchouli.
Sugar was twenty if a day, lined her eyes with enough coal to make
Marilyn Manson jealous, and had modern goth nailed as if it were
her due. She spoke not one word when introduced to Kaida, and
positioned herself in the back room with a computer, never to
return.

Fascinating. Kaida could
write an entire thesis on the shop’s intricacies alone.

“So, there I was, walking
down the hallway in my nightie holding a baseball bat. The knocking
gets louder, but no one was there!” Diane, an islander who owned
the pizzeria, shoved her brown strands from her face impatiently.
“I’m telling you, this stuff only happens when my dear Wayne is on
a business trip.”

“Sounds like you need to
cleanse the house.” Fiona, wearing a tight royal blue dress,
sauntered over to a shelf, her hips swaying seductively. Everything
she did was sensual. Blinking could be considered foreplay. She
passed Diane an item. “Sage. Burn that and walk through each room.
It’ll get rid of spirits.” Her gaze scanned another shelf. “And
here, take this tea to help you relax before bed. Soak in a nice
hot bath with these salts, and you’ll be right as rain in no
time.”

Diane gushing, Fiona rang
her up and sent her on the way with a “Blessed be,” while Kaida
just shook her head.

“And...and he said it just
wasn’t working out.” Sally, a waitress at the pub, blew her nose
loudly into a tissue Ceara passed her and slumped on the settee.
“Things were going so well. I thought maybe he was the one, you
know?”

Ceara squeezed the woman’s
shoulder, cooing in her calming juju voice. “He’s not worth the
effort to cry over.” Rising, she gathered items from various
shelves and arranged them in a basket, her gauzy white dress
flowing like air with her graceful movement. “This is my personal
heartbreak kit. Lock yourself up good and tight tonight and use
these. Tomorrow, get back on the horse.”

“Oh, thank you, thank
you.” Sally walked to the counter. “I don’t know how I’d get
through a breakup without you.”

“Good thing you’ll never
have to find out.” Ceara smiled, and even Kaida got hypnotized by
her soothing assurance. “We’re here anytime you need us. And
remember, that other fish in the sea adage is true. Blessed
be.”

Once the door closed
behind the morning rush, Kaida laughed. “Wow. I bow
down.”

A smirk, and Fiona sat on
a stool behind the register, buffing her nails. “All in a day’s
work. When are you meeting Brady?”

Kaida glanced at her
watch. “Shoot. Three minutes ago.” She’d been so caught up in the
antics, she’d lost track of time. Snatching her purse from a hook,
she rushed up front. “Be back in an hour.”

“Don’t do anything I
wouldn’t do,” Fiona called.

Since Kaida didn’t think
there was anything Fiona hadn’t tried or done, she kept mum, strode
the few feet next door, and shoved through the cafe’s
entrance.

She scanned the space and
found Brady leaning against the far wall by a condiment rack, arms
crossed, watching the exit. He wore faded jeans, worn in all the
right areas, and a gray tee that emphasized his lean muscular build
and defined biceps. Strangely, he also had on his thin,
black-framed glasses.

He met her halfway in the
middle of the shop with a wide grin. “Hey.”

“Hi. Sorry I’m late.” She
tucked a strand of wayward hair behind her ear, taking in his
slightly disheveled bedhead look and dark five o’clock shadow. Uhn.
Attractive as hell. “I was watching the floor show at my sisters’
shop.”

He offered a rough laugh.
“They are something of an enigma. Though, knowing what I do now,
they probably have the town under a spell.”

“Hmm, maybe, but that
would go against the no-person-gain rule. That’s why they don’t
play the lottery.” One of the many guidelines her sisters had been
teaching her about the craft. Any magick used for such purposes
always came back twofold. And not pleasantly. She glanced around at
the small iron tables, artistic pictures of steaming cups on the
mocha-painted walls, and the display case filled with sweets. The
scent of roasted coffee beans and chocolate surrounded her. “It
smells orgasmic in here.”

“Ha.” He rubbed the back
of his neck as if nervous. “They, uh, have great cappuccinos. And
brownies. Salads and sandwiches, too. Shall we?” He gestured toward
the counter.

“Sure. You’re wearing
glasses today.” Geeky hot.

He eased in line five
people deep and nodded. “Yeah, didn’t sleep last night. My eyes
couldn’t take contacts this morning.”

That would explain why he
hadn’t shown up in her dreams. Or perhaps it was because they’d met
in person and the appearances would stop? “You had a lot of info to
absorb. That’s understandable.”

“True story.” He
hesitated, then sighed. “Actually, my insomnia had more to do with
you. I was worried. And the second we were separated, I had this
barbaric urgency to get back to you. I don’t know what’s going on
or what to believe, but I spent the rest of the night on my balcony
staring at the ocean, counting down the hours until sunrise. To say
I had an unproductive morning would be an understatement. Are you
feeling it, too, or do I need a padded cell?”

She studied the frustrated
lines bracketing his mouth and his bloodshot mossy eyes. The oddest
sensation crept up her spine and tugged her heart. A blinding
insight, of sorts. She was right where she was supposed to be. For
the first time in her life, she wasn’t outside looking in,
searching for a place to belong, or trying to fill a void with
anything she could find. On an island off the eastern coast, beside
a man who shouldn’t exist, and with unknown variables at play, she
breathed. Just...breathed.

“You’re not alone.” For
once, neither was she. “I crashed hardcore last night. When I woke
up, the pull to find you was intense.” She’d gone through countless
wardrobe changes in anticipation for their lunch. Eventually, she’d
settled on beige knit pants and a white blouse, but not before
she’d emptied her closet onto the bed. “The shop kept me
distracted, but I thought about you every other minute.”

Affectionate understanding
warmed his eyes, and he ducked his head.

They ordered and claimed a
corner booth by the window, her with a chicken Caesar salad and him
with a turkey club. A few bites in, he cleared his
throat.

“Ceara said something
about you not having control of your powers. Weren’t you taught
that sort of thing when you got them? Not that I have a clue about
the...lifestyle or anything, but I’m curious.”

“By the way Mara relays
the details, when I was sent to live with distant family, they were
given instructions. I was supposed to learn but, for whatever
reason, my parents didn’t bother.” She wiped her mouth with a
napkin. “In fact, I didn’t know anything about any of this,
including my sisters.”

He paused with the
sandwich halfway to his mouth. “So you’re just as shocked as me and
my brothers. That must’ve been a blow, huh?”

“To say the least.” She
stared at her partially eaten salad. “I thought I was crazy. The
moment I turned sixteen, weird stuff started happening and...” She
breathed a laugh. “Add the dreams into account, and let’s just say
I spent a lot of time alone. There was always a feeling, though. A
sixth sense that something bigger was in motion, yet I couldn’t put
my finger on it.” She dropped her chin in her hand. “I suppose
that’s what drew me to ancient religions and, ultimately,
Wicca.”

“You’re a professor?
That’s what you said, right?”

“Yes, at a college in
Iowa. I’m on sabbatical. I teach two courses in the normal
curriculum at the moment.”

He nodded. “Always
wondered where you were from. Wondered a lot of things, actually.
Did you know you were adopted? Have any other brothers or
sisters?”

“No siblings, and yes, I
knew. They didn’t hide the adoption.” Everything else had been kept
a secret but, apparently, not making a point to cover up the fact
she wasn’t theirs was okay. Bitterness coated her tongue. “They
died about a year ago, and their attorney gave me a letter from my
birth mother. Thus, here I am.”

“Here you are,” he
repeated solemnly. “I can’t even fathom what it must’ve been like
for you. My mother split when we were born and Dad died in a
boating accident when we were eight, but I’ve always had my
brothers. And it’s not as if we had...powers to learn. With no one
there to guide the way, you had to be scared out of your
mind.”

Tightness banded her chest
and her eyes welled. Dreams aside, he’d known her all of two days,
yet he understood. Like he’d rooted around inside her head or
heart, he got her on a level no one ever had before.

She sucked an uneven
breath, blinked back tears, and glanced away from the sympathy in
his eyes. “It was terrifying. I dealt.” She shrugged like it didn’t
matter. “I have the answers now.”

“Doesn’t erase all those
years, though.” His low, familiar tone held a fragile kindness she
couldn’t begin to translate. “If it were me, I’d be pissed off that
my birth family tossed me away. Greater good or noble intentions
aside, that leaves a person with an abandonment complex in the
wake. Then, to have supernatural abilities thrust on you, followed
by a contrived destiny dropped on your shoulders to boot? Hell,
Kaida. You must be a saint to take it all in stride.”

Her breath hitched, and
she closed her eyes. Tears escaped anyway despite her efforts
otherwise. Unable to breathe past the ball of emotion in her
throat, she made a sound of duress. God, it was as if he’d read the
pages of her soul and highlighted the passages of inner
turmoil.

Two warm palms cupped her
cheeks, and she opened her eyes to find his steady gaze on hers. A
mesmerizing mossy green with yellow flecks. He brushed the tears
from her cheeks with callused thumbs and leaned across the table to
get closer. The scent of rain she always associated with him
swirled around her and calmed the chaos.

The gentle caress of his
gaze swept her face, and he sighed. “I shouldn’t have said
anything.”

“Nothing I wasn’t already
thinking.”

“Still, I overstepped.” He
curled one finger under her chin and tentatively smoothed the
strands at her temple with the other hand. His eyes followed the
movement and then slid back to hers. “Never seen you cry before.
Kinda feels like you put my gut in a meat grinder.”

She breathed a watery
laugh and sniffed. “Sorry. I’ll stop.” His touch on her skin,
however minute, had every nerve in her body hyperaware. It wasn’t
like when they’d come together in dreams. The potency was almost
too much. Warmth flooded her as molecules awakened. Demanded more.
Exploded. “Nothing happened.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Today,” she clarified.
“You’re touching me and nothing happened like the first
time.”

“I disagree.” His lids
lowered to half-mast with a seductive flutter of his thick, dark
lashes. “Something most definitely is happening.”

Well, dang. How did his
glasses not fog at that statement?

“I wasn’t expecting the
connection to carry over. You’re as easy to talk to and be around
as you were while asleep.” And the magnetism was fiercer. As in,
she might crawl across the table and do something that would get
them both arrested. She’d never been attracted to a man like she
was to Brady. Almost as if by no control of her own.

“Ditto.” He offered a
tight, reluctant smile and eased back into his seat. “Any theories
on curse-breaking, professor? By the way, that’s sexy
as hell. I’m imagining you with a short little skirt and
ruler.”

Slapping a hand over her
face, she laughed. “I have a few ideas. A better plan might be to
get all the parties together to hash out our thoughts.”

He strummed his fingers on
the formica. “Your sisters don’t trust my brothers and vice versa.
Kidnapping might have to be involved.”

“I suspect we won’t
succeed if we don’t tear down some barriers.” She hummed in her
throat. “Baby steps.” Something he’d said before flittered to mind.
“Who raised you after your father died?”

“Our uncle, who’s a total
creep. He left when we were nineteen. The ink was barely dry on
claiming our inheritance. He’s in the UK somewhere being the CEO of
our other hotels. Tristan runs the one here.”

She tilted her head. “What
does Riley do?”

“When he’s not charming
everything with breasts into bed, he heads the island’s tourism
board.”

Laughing at his dry tone,
she took a sip of her cappuccino. “And Six Fates Island’s
historian? What’s his job entail? By the way,” she joked, repeating
his sentiment, “that’s sexy as
hell.”

He grinned, all adorable
amusement. “History is sexy. I mostly oversee remodeling projects
to ensure preservation of original design elements, make sure the
past isn’t totally lost. I also authenticate documents, help the
school with social studies’ curriculums, keep tabs on the museum,
that kind of thing.”

“That is the coolest job
ever.” She leaned forward. “To walk amid the past and know who
stepped there first. It’s one thing to read about history, but you
get to have your hands in the details.”

“Riley was right. We are
too similar.” He chuckled. “It is a cool job, but you and I might
be the only ones who think so. You know, I’ve got a meeting
tomorrow with contractors to begin repairs on Galloway Lighthouse.
Once plans are drawn up, I need to chat with your sisters for
approval. You should come. I have access to the non-public areas.”
He wiggled his brows.

“Be still my heart. You’re
on. What time?”

“Meet me at the library at
ten. My office is there. Do you know how to find it?”

She set her empty cup off
to the side and nodded. “I passed the library a couple days ago
when the ferry docked.”

“I know.” His voice dipped
to a low rumble. “I saw you through the window and about fell out
of my chair. Well, I was standing, but you get the gist. I thought
I was hallucinating and actually chased you outside, except you
were gone.”

“Really?” That explained
why he’d seemed less shocked to see her than the other way around
in the clearing. “I might’ve died if I’d spotted you on the
street.”

“Nearly did.” He glanced
at his watch. “I have to go. Tomorrow, then?”

“Tomorrow. In the mean
time, I’ll try to talk Ceara and Fiona into having another meeting
with your brothers. Perhaps we can thaw some of the ice between our
families.” She stood and smoothed her slacks.

Rising, too, he shoved his
hands in his pockets. “That would require an ice pick the size of
Delaware, but I’ll do the same with Tristan and Riley.”

He led the way outside and
held the door for her. Once they were on the sidewalk out of foot
traffic, he offered a forced smile. “Dream of me?”

“Not so sure about that.
Now that we’ve met, we might not anymore.”

“Pity.” He turned to go,
but whirled back around. He stared at her a few beats, his jaw
ticking. “There it is again, that feeling like I can’t walk away
from you.”

At least she wasn’t the
only one with a sliver of panic weaving through her bloodstream.
“We should exchange numbers.”

“Good plan.” He extracted
a cell from his pocket, passing it to her.

She dug in her purse and
did the same. Entering her number and email into his contacts, she
hit Save and returned his phone.

They stood there, staring
at one another, and she swore the air crackled between them. Wind
chimes tinkled from a nearby storefront and the lull of
conversations from passersby receded to white noise.

Chewing her lip, she
waved. “Bye.”

“Yeah, okay.” He pivoted
on his heel and took two steps away, only to abruptly stop and face
her once more. “Screw this. Come here.”

He wrapped an arm around
her waist and dragged her halfway up his body in an embrace so
tight her lungs collapsed. Resting his cheek to hers, he held the
back of her head like he was frightened she’d disappear into the
ether.

Heaven. Arms around his
neck, she fisted his tee, bunching the material at his shoulders.
Being pressed against his solid, corded muscles awakened the desire
she’d forever had for him and sent it careening into the
stratosphere. Amped, she trembled, breathing in his scent of warm
male and rain. Her world tilted and righted and crashed anew in the
course of a blink.

“Been dying to do that for
three days,” he grated, his hot breath shifting her hair. The rasp
of his whiskers was deliciously rough against her skin. “Hell, I’ve
been wanting to hold you more than half my life.”

She slammed her eyes shut,
her heart on the brink of breaking. “Me, too.”

His arms clenched. “I
really have to get back to work or the construction crew on the
courthouse is going replace the porticos with columns and give me
an aneurism. Here’s the plan. In three seconds, I’m going to
release you, and you’re going to hightail it to your sisters’ shop
so I have no choice but to leave. Understand?”

Rolling her lips over her
teeth, she nodded. “Got it.”

“Good. Three, two, one...”
He set her on her feet and smoothed her hair from her face. “Go,
Kaida. Now.”

A laugh, and she turned.
Walking the short distance, she giddily opened the door to Bedknobs
& Broomsticks. Once inside, she leaned against the frame,
grinning so hard her cheeks hurt.

“Ruh roh.” Fiona, perched
on the settee like a queen, popped a gummy bear in her mouth.
“Looks like someone’s under a spell.”

Ceara set her elbows on
the counter, chin in her hands. “I didn’t cast one.”

No, Kaida figured Brady
had some magick of his own. She opened her mouth to say something,
but her phone dinged an incoming text. Digging in her purse, she
found the cell and did a double-take at the screen.

Instead of programming his
name into her contacts, Brady had typed “Man of My Dreams.” And his
message?

Is it tomorrow
yet?

Cradling her forehead in
her hand, she swooned. “I’m in so much trouble.”


Chapter Nine
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Forehead resting on a stack of papers on his desk and phone to
his ear, Brady listened to the foreman on the courthouse project
prattle on. And on.

When the guy finally
paused—probably for air—Brady didn’t bother lifting his head to
speak into the receiver. “White. The crown molding is supposed to
be white. Not ecru, not eggshell, not beige. White. That’s what the
plans say. All right?” He needed ten aspirin and another gallon of
coffee. Stat. Though he’d gotten sporadic sleep last night, it
wasn’t the restful kind, and he was beginning to wonder if this
wasn’t National Piss Brady Off Day. It wasn’t even ten o’clock yet.
“I’ll stop by after lunch if I can.”

“Sure thing, Mr. Meath.
I’ll have...”

Brady sensed rather than
heard another presence in his office and lost track of the
conversation. The fine hairs on his neck stood erect and a slow
burn churned in his gut.

Kaida. She was
here.

He jerked his head up, and
there she was, standing in front of his desk. Wearing tan leggings
that molded to her toned legs and a long blue sweater that matched
her eyes, she idly ran her fingers through the caramel strands of
her high ponytail. She had her hand wrapped around something on her
shoulder, but part of her was blocked by a yellow object, so he
couldn’t tell what it was.

With a smile of her full
red lips, she reached forward and...removed a post-it note stuck to
his left eyebrow. “Rough morning?”

“Mike, I’ll talk to you
later.” Eyes trained to her, he set the phone in its cradle and
tried to recall the basics of oxygen exchange. Damn, but she was
beautiful. Perhaps one day he’d not feel like he’d been
sucker-punched in the solar plexus every time he saw her.
“Hey.”

He winced. He was so
articulate he could scream.

“Hi.” She hiked her purse
higher up her shoulder. “Bad time?”

“No.” Any second with her
was a good moment. He stood and glanced down the length of her. And
choked on his tongue. Knee-high black boots. God save him, that was
the ultimate turn-on. “Uh, would you like something to drink?
Coffee?”

“No, thank you. I’ve had
enough caffeine to power the island.” She glanced around at his
small office—the desk littered with paperwork, the shelves housing
history books and island zoning codes, and his dead plant on the
windowsill—then refocused on him. “You murdered that poor
ivy.”

He chuckled. “I have a
black thumb.” Grabbing his coat off his chair, he shoved his arms
into the sleeves as his assistant strode into the room, her nose
buried in a file.

“Mayor Bridgeport wants a
call back on whether you want to do a speech at the Founders Day
museum thingy, and the...” Jessica came to an abrupt halt, blinking
at Kaida. “Hello. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were with
someone. There’s nothing on your calendar.”

“Kaida, meet Jessica, my
assistant. Jessica, this is Kaida Galloway.”

Jessica shoved the file
under her arm and held out her hand. “Nice to meet you.” She
straightened. “Hold the phone. Galloway? Any relation to Fiona and
Ceara?”

“I’m their sister.” Kaida
shook his assistant’s hand with a warm smile. “I just arrived a few
days ago.”

“Noooo.” Jaw agape, Jessica gasped,
then looked at Brady. “Three sisters and three brothers? Methinks
an apocalypse is brewing.”

He ran his tongue over his
teeth. “Someone’s been dipping in the church wine.”

“This from the man who
knows the legendary curse backward, forward, and upside down.”
Jessica stared at Kaida, tilting her head. “He’s only been obsessed
with it since birth.”

Kaida slid him a smirk,
her eyebrows pinged in a silent, oh,
really.

“Anyway,” Jessica waved
her hand, “all joking aside, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Welcome
to Six Fates.”

“Thank you. I love it so
far. Brady’s been kind enough to show me around.”

“Has he? Interesting,
because he prefers chewing glass to hanging out with a Galloway.
We’ll have to go for drinks sometime. I can give you all the dirt
on this one here.” Jessica shot a thumb at Brady. “We went to
school together.”

He cleared his throat,
unamused. “Is there a particular reason you stormed my office or
are you simply wanting to add to my migraine?”

She grinned, fluffing her
short brown strands. “Annoying, my middle name. The contractors
called. They’re running twenty minutes behind, but they’ll meet you
at the lighthouse.”

“Thanks. And tell
Bridgeport no to the speech.” He’d rather gnaw off his arm than
talk to the mayor today. Lord knew she’d have enough to say on her
own at the museum plaque spiel. A few words from him wouldn’t be
necessary. He glanced at Kaida as he zipped his coat. “Ready to
go?”

Since the contractors were
running behind and the gray clouds on the horizon were a ways out,
they opted to walk the couple blocks to the lighthouse. Ever aware
of her presence, he kept glancing at her profile as she took in her
surroundings. A boyish instinct to hold her hand made his fingers
itch, but he ignored it, breathing damp brine-scented air
instead.

They followed a back path
past posted signs and stopped at the red carriage door. The
lighthouse was closed today for his meeting, but usually it was
open to the public from ten to four. He waited until she read the
plaque on the sign stating the year of erection and brief history
before pulling out his keys.

“I saw it from the ferry
coming in. The place is remarkably preserved for being two-hundred
years old. Is the fieldstone original?”

Pride filled his chest.
“Mostly. There’s been a few repairs here and there.”

He unlocked the door and
strode to the circuit box. A flip of a switch, and wall sconces lit
the interior.

The main floor was no more
than two-hundred square feet, so when he’d taken over the society,
they’d utilized wall space to hang pictures and factual points on
his request. Something for tourists to look at besides an empty,
dank interior. Most of the cool artifacts were in Six Fates Museum,
but a few benches lined the circular room and in the center was the
original lighthouse oil lantern that had once drawn sailors
home.

“There’s a gift shop
through here.” He unlocked the adjoining door, which had once been
a caretaker’s cabin. The buzz and whir of florescent overheads
hummed, revealing shelves of coffee table books, t-shirt racks, and
poster bins. Postcards and plastic models of the lighthouse were
beside the register. “Someone from town mans this Monday through
Saturday.”

She nodded, her gaze
everywhere at once. “Very neat. I’ve never been in a lighthouse
before.”

Car doors closed outside,
followed by muted voices.

“I think the contractors
are here.” He strode toward the entrance. “Will you be okay for
about thirty minutes? After that, I’m yours.”

Her grin depleted his
brain cells. “Of course. I’ll look around. Pretend I’m not
here.”

Not likely, but he tried
hard as he could to listen during his meeting and the tour. Good
thing the contractors had drawn up a proposal ahead of time or else
he would’ve been scrambling to remember what they’d discussed. His
focus kept drifting back to Kaida as she stopped from plaque to
plaque, reading, brushing her fingers over the signs and
illustrations.

While he walked the two
men out, he rolled the proposal packet, anxious to be alone with
her. “I’ll take a look at this and discuss it with the Galloways.
You should hear from me by Monday.”

He locked the door and
faced her, but she seemed unaware of his presence while she gazed
at the long list of previous caretakers and their dates of service.
Stopping beside her, the smell of damp wood, age, and saltwater
disappeared, only to be replaced by her rosemary scent.

“What a wonderful thing to
do,” she said quietly, her voice like a ghost brushing his skin. “A
nice homage to those who once lived here.”

It had taken a lot of
research to hunt up the names, but he was glad he’d extended the
effort when he’d taken over the historical society. “I agree. Ready
for a private tour?”

He unlatched the gate to
the iron circular staircase leading above and held out his hand.
“Watch your step. The railing needs replacing.”

Setting her warm palm
against his, she followed his lead, her gaze on her feet. “Good
thing I don’t have a fear of heights.”

He laughed, but her touch
had his heart rate racing and his skin charged. It was all he could
do to focus on the tight climb without falling. At the top, he
reluctantly slipped his hand from hers and waited while she took in
her surroundings.

In the middle of the room,
a single stationary lamp framed by lenses sat on a steel skeleton
tower. Solar-powered, it would illuminate at dusk. A three-hundred
sixty degree panoramic view lay before them from four stories high.
To the west was the mainland, shrouded in fog and hugged by the
Atlantic. To the east was the island, resembling a replica model
due to the elevation.

Kaida was the better view.
Tenfold.

“Wow.” She strode to the
northern glass wall and set her purse by her feet. As if he weren’t
there, she crossed her arms and kept her back to him, her sole
focus the endless expanse of ocean. “Amazing.”

Yes, she was. Removing his
coat, he took a seat on a bench a few feet behind her and looked
his fill.

She had a regal, noble
slope to her neck and posture that echoed a dancer. Though slender,
hourglass curves detracted from making her fragile in appearance.
He was six feet tall, and the top of her head nearly came to his
mouth, putting her close to five-nine.

Every characteristic, from
her long, wavy strands to her oval face to her cerulean eyes, was
familiar. However, it was her presence he’d recognize in pitch
blackness. An innate awareness or aura that surrounded her. Color
him crazy, but she always felt like a remote extension of
himself.

Not bothering to fight the
déjà vu sensation, he smiled. “Watching you standing there, it
reminds me of all the times I crested the hill to our meadow and
found you in the same position by the cliffs.”

She hummed, an adorable
sound she made when in agreement, but was too deep in thought to
respond.

After a beat, she turned
and walked toward him, sitting sideways on the bench to face him.
“Water is a lullaby for me. Unless I was dreaming, the closest I’ve
been to an ocean is Lake Michigan, which looks remarkably like the
Atlantic. I always intended to travel, but never got around to it.
Well, until I arrived here, anyway. In dreams, the roaring sound
and the waves drew me, a balm to my nerves. Restless and wild, it
should’ve had the opposite effect. Instead, I was captivated. I
suppose that makes sense, though, considering my element is
water.”

“In total honesty, I’ve
Googled the whole witchcraft thing for two nights straight, but I
still don’t have much of a grasp, nor do I know what’s folklore
versus fact.” Mercy, he wanted to touch her again. Having her
within inches of him was wreaking havoc on his control. “If I
understand correctly, each witch gets power from an
element?”

“My sisters believe we get
a lot of our powers from the moon or can draw energy from it.” She
rested her elbow on the back of the bench, setting her chin in her
palm. “Any person born with magick is tied to an element, however.
A bond, of sorts. We also have some kind of premonition gift.
Mine’s steeped in the present.”

He grinned. “So, if I ask
you what my brothers are doing right now, you could tell
me?”

Her musical laugh echoed
off the glass and penetrated his chest. “It doesn’t work that way.
For starters, I can’t call upon it at will, and I tend to get
visions while asleep.”

“More dream potency.” He
sobered, wondering if he was but a chess piece in Fate’s game. How
else was he to explain how he’d appeared in her dreams? Not even
Mara could seem to offer a guess. Studying Kaida’s face, he almost
didn’t care if he was a pawn. It had brought her to him. “How is it
going with your sisters?”

“Good.” She huffed a
laugh. “Fiona has a talent for potions. The other night, she
dropped a six-hundred page hardcover manual on botany off in my
room. Told me to study it. I gleaned more from watching her blend
herbs than the book, though. Luckily, she didn’t mind the audience.
I’m learning.” She shrugged. “Ceara’s a master spell-caster. She’s
great with words and can whip up a spell off the top of her head
while doing three other things at once.”

That’s not exactly what
he’d meant. Her birth family had sent her away in an open adoption
to distant relatives who were supposed to teach her about her
gifts, yet hadn’t. She’d had no clue she had sisters, never mind
powers. In under a week, she’d been forced to adapt to siblings,
destinies, and answers about her past, which had to have hurt her
to hear. The way he saw it, they’d treated her like she was
dispensable.

Fiona and Ceara had been
mere toddlers back then and had no say in the decision thrust at
Kaida, but she had to resent them on some level. Any option to form
a bond with them had been stolen from her. Hell, if it were him,
he’d be pissed off to no end. He couldn’t fathom a life without his
brothers. They were each others’ rock and safe landing pad. Who was
Kaida’s? Who did she have to turn to in times of need?

Melancholy coagulated with
anger in his gut. Gently, he took her forearm and turned it over,
cradling her hand in his. Brushing his thumb over her trinity knot,
he stared at the mark, trying to conjure a diplomatic response.
“Are they good to you?”

“Yes,” she offered
quietly. The catch in her breath told him she wasn’t unaffected by
the contact. “Fiona’s not as patient as Ceara, but they’re teaching
me a lot.”

“No, sweetheart.” He
lifted his gaze to hers, held it as emotions he couldn’t handle
churned inside him. “I want to know if they’re good to you. Are
they nice? Do they include you?” Would they have her back no matter
what like his brothers did for him?

“Yes.” She cleared her
throat. “They ask about my life all the time, are trying to know
me. In turn, they’ve told me stories about our ancestors.” She
paused. “Trust doesn’t happen overnight. We were all but strangers
a week ago. They’re trying. We spend a lot of time
together...”

He sensed a
but coming and squeezed
her hand to encourage more.

Closing her eyes, she drew
a breath before opening them. “I sense they’re using magick to form
a connection between us. Not a spell or anything nefarious, but my
lessons and us being at the shop are the only instances where we’re
together. I think they feel the timeline for this curse is forcing
them to rush, putting everything I should’ve known about the craft
into my head at once.”

Her gaze dropped to his
throat, distant and sad. “It’s having the opposite effect. Figuring
out our tasks and breaking the spell is important. I get that. So
is me learning all I can to catch up.” A sheen formed in her eyes.
“But is it wrong of me to want to be a part of the family and not
just a placeholder in destiny? Is that selfish?”

“Not selfish at all.” He
scooted closer until they were nearly on top of one another. He
cupped the side of her head, wishing he could replace her longing
with fulfillment. But bonding with her sisters wasn’t a demon he
could slay for her. “You should talk to them about it. Tell them
how you’re feeling.”

In a display of complete
surrender, she rested her forehead against his. “I know. It’s
just...different with them. I can talk to you. In a twisted way,
we’ve known each other since we were kids. Them, not so
much.”

“Someone has to take the
first step.” Idly, he skimmed his fingers up and down her inner
forearm, their faces still close as they shared air. Except it
didn’t matter how close they were. He was beginning to wonder if it
would ever be enough. “You’re the bravest person I know. It took
courage to get on that plane based off a letter from a birth mother
you’d never met, and even more courage to board that ferry. Talk to
them. You’ll feel better.”

A smile, and she nodded.
“I will. Thank you.”

She went to ease away, but
he slid his hand behind her neck to hold her to him. Her cerulean
eyes widened a fraction, interest swirling in their depths. She
drew the slightest inhale, unnoticeable had she not been in his
orbit, forcing him to dip his gaze to her pouty, sexy-as-hell
mouth. Rosemary swirled around him, invaded his lungs, and he had
to know if she tasted like the herb. Had to know if his world would
begin or end when he gave in to the urge.

“You don’t ever have to
thank me, Kaida.” Holding his breath, he brushed his nose against
hers. Anticipation tightened his windpipe. “This might be taking
advantage of the situation, or moving too fast, but I want to kiss
you.”

Her lids lowered
seductively and a swallow worked her throat. “Are you asking
permission?”

“Are you giving
it?”

In answer, she erased the
meager distance and pressed her lips to his. A feather-light
meeting, and she trembled in response. Oxygen backed up in his
lungs, his heart thundering toward detonation, while she offered
tentative brushes and cautious nips. Body humming, he perched on
the edge of restraint, dying to plunge. With his eyes open, he
watched hers fall closed, and he tested the waters of sanity by
tilting his head for a tighter fit.

And he’d been wrong
moments ago. On every cosmic level possible, he’d been wrong. His
world didn’t begin or end with a kiss. It wasn’t as basic or
mundane. Fragments of their shared timeline reformed into one, no
longer divided, and seeped into his consciousness like an outer
bank fog.

There was no her. No him.
Never had been. They’d always been a them.

Pinching his lids shut on
a groan, he sucked air through his nostrils and increased the
pressure. Parting her lips with his, he wove his tongue against
hers, velvet soft and hotter than the surface of the
sun.

A mewl purred from her
throat, jacking his pulse higher. She shoved her fingers in his
hair, threaded the strands, and rose onto her knees, thrusting his
head back. He wrapped an arm around her waist, crushing her to him,
and gripped her ponytail with the other.

Memory slithered around in
his skull. They’d done this before. Kissed. Held one another.
Collided. Yet their dream world hadn’t been in the same realm as
this one. No muted sense of touch or a celestial force to yank them
away. No barriers or limits.

And the potency plowed
over him, through him, until he was clay in her hands for her alone
to mold. Synapses misfired. Interest merged with desire, went from
a feral need to he’d die without. He deepened the connection, went
at her with more urgency, to which she matched him beat for
beat.

Her clever mind had
forever been a fascination to him, but he hadn’t expected her kiss
to mirror her thoughts or words. Like a book, he read her. The way
she explored as if curious, charted a path and left her mark
behind. The breadcrumbs were revealing, and yet nothing he hadn’t
known about her to date.

Seductive. Inquisitive.
Compassionate. Sweet with a side of sass, if she felt the urge. But
desperation and loneliness lay quietly underneath, hovering for
someone to yank the chord and relieve her of the burden.

He gave in. To whatever
the hell this was between them, he just gave in. Waved a white flag
and surrendered. Caved to whatever spell the universe had woven. He
was delusional to think otherwise, that he had any say in the
matter.

Honestly, though. From the
moment he’d encountered the little blonde sprite in his dreams as a
boy, he’d been hers. One bat of those lashes, a curve of her smile,
or light in her bluer than blue eyes, and she’d had him. By the
short-hairs. The jugular.

And she showed no signs of
letting go.

Holding his face in her
hands, she eased away a fraction. An uneven exhale caressed his
lips. Her sleepy lids lifted, and she shook her head slowly as if
in disbelief. “Reality isn’t supposed to be better than dreams or
fantasy.”

Yeah, well...nothing thus
far had made sense. Why start now?


Chapter Ten
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“Doing great. Now, rein it
in.”

In the kitchen, Kaida let
Ceara’s voice settle in her mind and held out her palm, suspending
the free-floating globe of water over the butcher block
island.

Energy and heat radiated
inside her, buzzed under her skin. The better she got at this
magick thing, the more she wanted to test boundaries. Knowledge had
always been her kryptonite and she was an incredibly competitive
person. Even her sisters were shocked at how quickly she’d learned
to master her skill. For Kaida, all she’d needed was someone to
teach her, and the switch had flipped.

The trick had been letting
go, something she’d never dared to attempt. Doing so would’ve meant
losing control. If only she’d known all along the key was to
embrace the power instead of binding it, she might’ve had a much
easier adolescence.

They’d been going at it
all day. For the first time since starting lessons, her sisters
were having her summon water from her surroundings and wielding it
versus using liquid already in a bowl or glass. It had been much
more difficult tuning her senses to moisture in the air and drawing
it out, but she’d gotten the hang of it by lunch. Mostly. This
afternoon had been focused on making said water disappear back into
the atmosphere.

Needless to say, Ceara’s
auburn curls and loose cotton dress were soaked. So were the floor,
walls, and ceiling. She never got impatient with Kaida, though.
Fiona had shown traces of frustration, but she’d kept mum from her
perch on the counter, her stark red dress drenched.

“You can do it, sister.”
Ceara stood on the other side of the island, hands flat on the
surface, voice calm. “Sense the air, feel its need for your
element. Breathe it in and infuse it within your cells. Then,
thrust your energy.”

Gaze on the suspended
liquid, Kaida dragged in a lungful of oxygen. She opened her mind
wider as she exhaled...and there. The dry quality of the air
tickled her throat, left her skin itchy. She closed her eyes,
imagined the globe she wielded breaking apart into miniscule
particles, and drew energy from her core to send the water back
where it belonged.

A jerk of her body, and
her eyes flew wide. An electric jolt shot through her bloodstream
as the water...went poof. Not onto the floor or dousing her
sisters, but actually disappeared.

Kaida froze. Glanced
around. “Oh my God. I did it.”

“Heck yeah, you did.”
Fiona grinned. “Nicely done.”

Ceara nodded, her smile
warm. “I knew you could.”

Blowing out a breath,
Kaida relaxed. Exhaustion weighed her down, but she wanted to go
again. “Let me try something.”

She focused on Fiona and
held out her left hand, pulling the dampness from her hair and
dress. Once the water was in the air and off her sister, Kaida
brought it to her and kept it suspended. Then, with her right hand,
she did the same with Ceara. Merging the two liquid globes into
one, Kaida sent the puddles from the floor and island into the
hovering mix. Lastly, she summoned what dripped from the ceiling
and walls.

The moisture combined
after her many trials could fill a bathtub and resembled something
out of a Spielberg flick as it wavered in the center of the
kitchen. Attempting to replicate her success, she closed her eyes
and repeated the process. Strain shook her muscles, but she zeroed
in on the result, what she wanted, and punched out her
energy.

Lungs straining, she
watched as every single drop went back into the air as if had never
been dislodged in the first place. Just...gone, baby. Silence hung
instead.

Shocked immobile, she
emitted a frantic laugh. “Holy cow.”

“Well, well. Look at you.”
Fiona did a slow clap. “Impressive.”

Slumping over the island,
Kaida rested her cheek on the cool surface. “I might fall asleep
right here, if you don’t mind.” Every molecule in her body cried
uncle. “I’m exhausted.” Thrilled, but exhausted.

“That’s because you’re
still concentrating too hard.” Ceara patted Kaida’s back. “Enough
practice, and you won’t feel so tired using the gift. You’ll get
there. Soon, it’ll feel natural.”

“Yeah,” she said through a
sigh and slowly straightened. Regardless of needing eight solid
hours of shut-eye, she grinned like an idiot. Satisfaction filled
her chest, made her giddy. “That was amazing.”

“Agreed.” Fiona flicked a
lock of cocoa hair over her shoulder. “You should
celebrate.”

You, not we.

The smile fell from
Kaida’s face as dejection shoved out the happy. “Right. Maybe I
will.”

Suddenly, she didn’t feel
much like celebrating. An emptiness she’d harbored for what seemed
like her entire life threatened to consume her whole. Nauseous, she
tried to swallow and couldn’t manage. She’d done something truly
outstanding today, and what was there to show for it? A cup of tea
and a book in bed? Longing to be included as a blanket to keep her
warm?

“What’s wrong?” Ceara
tilted her head and reached for Kaida’s hand. “Are you feeling
sick?”

“No, I...” Kaida closed
her eyes, recalling the conversation she’d had with Brady at the
lighthouse. He was right. She should talk to her sisters or they’d
never know how left out their behavior made her feel. “Could we
maybe celebrate together? It doesn’t have to be extravagant. Watch
a movie or something? You know, without magick.”

Her sisters exchanged a
look she couldn’t decipher before Fiona met Kaida’s gaze. “Does
this mean you’re ready to let us in?”

“I don’t
understand.”

“Trust goes both ways.”
Fiona’s brows rose. “You may be open to the craft, even your part
in the curse, yet you’ve held back in regards to us. You tell us
stuff, but not everything. We stood in the meadow last week and
discussed your dreams, except you conveniently left out the fact
you’ve already met one of the Meaths.”

“I didn’t know who he was
or even if he was real, never mind his significance.”

“And afterward? You go off
on these little excursions with him, only to come back with doe
eyes and your lips sealed. We have no clue what you’ve done or
where you’ve been. We are all in this together, but we’re in the
dark as to what progress you’ve made.”

Since getting defensive
would do no good and Fiona wasn’t wrong, Kaida chewed her lip. She
had been suppressing parts of herself. But her time with Brady was
personal, and she’d never had to share him before. “I’m sorry.
You’re right.”

Ceara squeezed Kaida’s
hand. “We understand how new this is for you. From your birth, we
were aware of your existence, but you weren’t given that knowledge.
No one expects you to accept all these changes overnight.” She
offered a sympathetic smile. “You’re with us now, and we want to be
a part of your life. When you’re ready, we’re here.”

Not once had it occurred
to Kaida she’d been freezing out her sisters as much as they’d done
to her. She could, however, do something about it and move forward.
“I’m ready.” She glanced at both of them. “We could start with
drinks? Perhaps chat for a while?”

Fiona hopped off the
counter, snatched a coconut from a bowl, and set it on the island
with a grin. “Should we put a lime in it?”

Ceara laughed. “Midnight
margaritas like in Practical Magic? Nice thought, but it’s not even
dusk yet.”

A shrug, and Fiona moved
to the doorway. “We’ll improvise. Let me change and I’ll whip us up
some cosmos. Meet you outside in thirty minutes.”

Three hours later, sitting
around a fire pit near the garden, dressed in pajamas and wrapped
in blankets, they’d successfully drained the pitcher of pink
cosmopolitans Fiona had made. Slouched in an Adirondack chair,
Kaida was properly tipsy and still giggling at Fiona’s first kiss
story.

“Totes serious. It was
like a carp had swallowed my face.”

“Oh man.” Kaida wiped the
tears of laughter from her cheeks. “You beat my bloody lip tale,
for sure. I thought being so nervous I injured my first date was
awful. What about you, Ceara? Who was yours?”

“Yeah, dish.” Fiona leaned
forward. “You never told me.”

“You never asked.” A weary
smile, and Ceara tilted her face toward the night sky, littered
with stars. She rested her head on the back of the seat and sighed,
gaze faraway and growing more lost by the second. “I had my first
kiss on an evening just like this. It was much cooler, though. We
could see our breaths, but I barely felt the cold. It was a great
kiss.”

“And I’m jealous.” Fiona
slumped in her seat. “Who was the boy?”

“Doesn’t matter. Turned
out, he didn’t really like me. Getting close to me was a joke or
dare. Or something,” she finished quietly, pain in her eyes. “Still
a great kiss, anyhow.”

Fiona sniffed. “Be
grateful you didn’t tell me who he was or else I’d maim
him.”

They sat in compatible
silence for a bit, only the roar of the ocean and crackle of leaves
stirring in the breeze to offset the quiet. Brine clung to the wind
and tampered the scent of burning peat moss from their dying
fire.

Relaxed, Kaida took in the
lattice arch just outside their circle, which led to the
extravagant gardens beginning to bloom. Vines were turning green
and buds forming on the groundcover. The gems hanging in various
spots caught the moonlight.

Ceara tapped Kaida’s arm
from the chair beside her. “How has it been going with Brady? What
do you guys do when you get together?”

She hummed, thinking.
“Talk, mostly. It’s strange being around him. I mean, for years he
was just some reoccurring dream. Perhaps that’s why I can open up
to him like no one else. He was a safe bet. It wasn’t as if he was
going to jump out of my head and spill my secrets. But then, there
he was, not a figment. He’s still so easy to be with, you
know?”

Ceara and Fiona shook
their heads like they had no clue. Did they find it difficult to
trust others, as well?

Kaida tucked a strand of
hair behind her ear. “I was a shy kid and had trouble making
friends. Part of me thought that’s what he was—an imaginary friend
I’d conjured. My parents were nice people and very supportive, but
they were...distant. We’d often spend hours in the same room and
not say anything. They gave me a lot of space, more than most
parents would give a child.” She huffed a sarcastic laugh. “I
could’ve snuck out of the house to have an affair with Ozzy
Ozbourne and snort eighty grams of coke up my nose, and they
wouldn’t have been the wiser.”

She glanced at the cliffs
in the distance and the moonlight glittering across the inky water.
“I had no inkling of what to do when my powers kicked in as a
teenager. The few friends I did have began to distance themselves
when I stopped wanting to hang out. I was already considered a
freak. The last thing I needed was to prove to my peers they were
right. Worse, I was afraid I’d hurt someone.”

Refocusing on the flames,
she tugged the blanket more snugly across her lap. “I lost myself
in books and my studies. The best part of my day was bedtime, when
I might get to see him. Brady didn’t ask for anything I couldn’t
give or judge me. He was just...there. A safe harbor and kind word
and a lent ear.”

“I’m so sorry.” Tears
shimmered in Ceara’s eyes. “If we had known, Aunt Mara would’ve
done something to help.”

Kaida must’ve thrown a
hint of the bitter disbelief she felt in her expression because
Fiona snapped her fingers, drawing Kaida’s gaze to her narrowed
one.

“You have every right to
be pissed off. We don’t fault you for that. But you only have a
glimmer of how serious our situation is, Kaida. You may know the
curse and the details, but there’s so much more at play, at stake,
than you realize.”

“Not tonight, Fiona.”
Ceara rubbed her forehead.

“No, she should hear this.
Aunt Mara and Mama did what they thought was best, what would keep
you safe. Regardless of whether they were right or wrong, Ceara and
I had no say in their choice. We were just babies, too.”

Part of Kaida knew that,
understood even, but her sisters weren’t the ones dropped off on a
proverbial doorstep and left to fend for themselves. Still, it was
time she stopped blaming them for a situation they had no control
over.

She nodded. “What was done
to me wasn’t your fault, and I believe you when you claim Mara
would’ve helped. But it is what it is, and we can’t change the
past. We can only go forward and hope to make things
better.”

“We loved you, no matter
how far away you were.” Ceara’s breath hitched as tears spilled
onto her pale cheeks. “It was like a piece of us was missing. In a
way, it still feels that way. I know you’re hurt, but we were
hurting, too.” She paused, holding Kaida’s gaze. “You’re not alone
anymore. We’re not alone anymore.”

Kaida stared at the
sympathy and sincerity in Ceara’s eyes, and an acrid chunk of
resentment she’d nurtured chipped off inside her. Not only did she
believe her sisters, but she realized how difficult it must’ve been
for them. Yes, she’d been drifting aimlessly, but they’d had to
live, day by day, knowing the task ahead of them. The pressure they
must’ve felt, the fear, had to have been consuming.

She cleared her throat and
nodded, unable to speak.

“You two are buzzkills.”
Fiona grinned, contradicting the remark. “Since we have the
all-for-one rhetoric covered, any idea what the first mission is?
Anyone?”

“I have a theory.” Kaida
shrugged when her sisters looked expectantly at her. “It’s possible
Brady and I are tasked in bringing our two families together.
Amends or something. Logically, Celeste cast the spell for a number
of reasons, numero uno being what Minister Gregory Meath did to
her. A united front could be step one to righting the
wrong.”

Ceara nodded slowly.
“That’s actually quite brilliant. Makes a lot of sense,
too.”

“There’s a flaw in that
hypothesis.” Fiona shook her head. “The Meaths have agreed to help
us. Brady and Kaida are already joined in a way. Technically, they
have brought us together, but there’s no sign they’ve completed
their task. The box Celeste hid hasn’t emerged.”

“I don’t believe that’s
accurate.” At her sisters’ confused expressions, Kaida elaborated.
“Look, we aren’t working together. Not really. Yes, we’ve had a
meeting and laid it out for the Meaths, and yes, they’ve agreed to
assist, but neither side trusts the other. Words don’t equate to
actions. We’re still divided.”

Ceara blew out a breath.
“She’s right.”

“What do you suggest?”
Fiona frowned. “We form a circle, hold hands, and sing
Hey, Jude?”

“If we’re going for a
Beatles song, Imagine is a better choice for this situation.”

Ceara rolled her eyes at
Kaida. “Fiona’s sarcasm must be contagious. You’re starting to
sound like her.”

Fiona buffed her nails,
grin smug. “It’s a superpower. Don’t be jealous.”

A laugh, and Kaida pulled
her knees to her chest, resting her chin on them. “Spring Equinox
is tomorrow.” For Wiccans, Eostara was a holiday to commemorate
conception, regeneration, and... “New beginnings.” Tomorrow night
would be the first time she’d be casting a circle with her sisters,
traditional celebrations to follow.

“Uh-huh,” Fiona drolled.
“We’re aware. We’ve been preparing you for it while teaching you to
control your powers. What’s your point?”

“I think we should invite
the guys to join us.”

“Hell to the no.” Fiona
waved her hand in dismissal. “Eostara is private. So are our ways.
It’s for those in the craft, not a freak show. Besides, we’re not
supposed to do magick in front of others.”

“You’ve already done
magick in front of them. Remember the clearing?” Kaida sighed.
“They’re still in the shock and awe phase, especially Riley and
Tristan. What better way to demonstrate they don’t need to be
afraid of us? Besides, the more they see, the more desensitized
they’ll be to witnessing us using our powers.”

Fiona shook her head and
glared at Ceara. “Tell her the idea is whack.”

“I agree with
Kaida.”

A growl, and Fiona shot to
her feet. Paced.

“She’s right, Fiona.
Something needs to be done to breach the gap. Fear is holding them
back, same as it’s doing for us.” Ceara dropped her chin, stared at
her linked fingers in her lap. “They were clueless when we
mentioned hunters the other night. They’re not a part of that
world.”

“And they could be faking
their surprise. Expert liars, the lot of them.” Fiona whirled on
her. “For all we know, they’re setting a trap.”

“I don’t understand.”
Kaida eyed the two of them. “What do you mean by
hunters?”

“Witch hunters,” Fiona
barked. “Exactly as it sounds. It’s an organization started
centuries ago by, who else? The Meaths. Their only purpose is to
kill our kind, those with pure magick. They have countless others
in the fold now.”

Ice shot up Kaida’s spine.
“You can’t be serious.”

“Do I look like I’m
playing Candyland?”

“Enough.” Ceara wearily
lifted her gaze to Fiona. “Brady went madder than a hatter when he
thought Kaida was hurt in the clearing. One doesn’t fake that kind
of reaction. His affection is genuine. I felt it.” She rubbed her
forehead. “Tristan and Riley thought we were lying when we brought up
hunters. Did you see their faces? Stunned stupid, that’s what they
were. I don’t believe they had any knowledge before we said
something.”

Fiona’s shoulders deflated
and she dropped in her chair, head in her hands. “Okay. If you’re
sure—”

“I am.” Ceara nodded. “I’m
not positive about much else, but I am on this.”

“Someone needs to
explain...hunters. I’m freaking out.” Kaida’s pulse was skittering
to dangerously high levels. “Should I be frightened? Because I am.”
She was finally grasping curses, magick, and premonitions. Now they
were off-handedly telling her she was being hunted?

Lord. Grab the pitchforks
and torches. This was insane.

Ceara reached out and took
Kaida’s hand. “Tomorrow, we’ll have a sit down about it. The family
grimoire has information you can read, and then we’ll fill in the
gaps for you. For now, you don’t need to be afraid. Not tonight.
Protection spells are in place.”

Grimoire. “We have a
grimoire?”

“Never mind that.” Fiona
lifted her head from her hands and looked at Ceara. “Is that a yes
or no on inviting the Meaths to Eostara?” She shifted focus to
Kaida. “Do you really think it’ll help with your task?”

“I believe it will,
yes.”

Ceara rose and set her
blanket aside. “Extend an invitation to Brady and his brothers,
then. Let’s hope they accept.”


Chapter Eleven
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The second Brady opened his eyes, he knew he was in one of his
mystery woman dreams. He stood atop a crested hill, overlooking the
meadow, and Kaida’s form was a mirage in the distance by the
cliffs.

Except something was very,
very off this time. For starters, everything was in black and
white, including him. He had on the blue flannel pants and white
tee he’d fallen asleep in, but there wasn’t a trace of color. Like
a cheesy fifties sitcom. Second, it was cold. As in, arctic. It
wasn’t sleeting, there was no hint of snow on the ground, yet his
breaths expelled frost before his face and his limbs were blocks of
ice.

Forcing his feet to move,
he walked, then jogged closer to Kaida’s position, and the harder
he tried, the farther she got. It was like the meadow grew in size,
expanding to keep him away from her. Panicked, he yelled her name,
running.

One moment she was light
years out of reach, the next she appeared in front of him. Hair up
in a messy knot, she wore a pink two-piece silk pajamas set not
appropriate for the weather, and looked at him. No, not at him.
Through him. And she was in color. Confusion clouded her pretty
cerulean eyes as she glanced around, seemingly unseeing. By the
time his heartbeat caught up, fear had settled in her
expression.

“Kaida?” He reached for
her, grabbing hold of her upper arms.

She sucked a rapid breath
and finally met his gaze. “Brady? Thank God. What’s going
on?”

“I don’t...”

A topsy-turvy sensation
blasted through him, and suddenly they weren’t in the meadow
anymore. With a firm grip on her arms, he righted them through an
unstable landing and gaped at their new location.

The woods. Smack in the
center of the clearing.

“How did we get
here?”

Goosebumps skated over
every square inch of his body. “No clue. Are you...”

Again, he was thrown
through a dizzying spiral, and he stumbled when it rapidly halted,
nearly taking them both down. Fingers digging into her arms, he
sucked oxygen and bent slightly at the waist to avoid passing out.
Nausea churned violently in his gut.

The pier. That’s where
they’d been dropped this time, on the west end of the island.
Fishing charter boats bobbed in the choppy water, secured to the
docks for the night, the island ferry being the last in a long row.
Saltwater clung to the stiff wind, stinging his eyes.

“I’m scared.” Her eyes
misted and she shook in his hold, panting as adamantly as him for
air in short supply. His lungs felt like slime coated the walls
and, judging by her effort, so did hers. “Brady...”

Her form blinked before
him. Flickered as if she were a TV station and the satellite signal
was getting lost.

“No! Stay with me,
sweetheart.” He had the sickening sensation if she disappeared, it
would be for good. She wouldn’t come back.

Christ. What the hell was
happening?

“I...can’t,” she
whimpered. “It’s pulling me.”

“What, Kaida? What’s
pulling you?”

The world went black. Some
kind of suction flung him through a vacuum, and he held onto her
for all he was worth. He was probably leaving bruises, but he
didn’t dare let go. Something was trying damn hard to rip her away
despite his efforts. He roared through wind slapping his face,
plastering his clothes to his body.

A jolt careened him to a
stop. Abrupt. Jarring.

Heaving oxygen, he widened
his stance to maintain his balance and pried his eyes open to make
sure she was still with him. Relief punched him square in the gut
at finding her there. He was about to haul her against him when she
did that frightening static blink again. There and then gone, only
to return several feet from him.

“Kaida?”

Wait. Where the hell were
they? A king-sized bed with a nondescript patterned quilt faced one
wall. A cabinet holding a flat screen hugged the other. Desk in the
corner. Dresser beside it. Window with heavy drapes.

A...hotel room?

“This was where I stayed
the night before I boarded the ferry.” Hand at her throat, she
jerked her round eyes from one furniture piece to the next. “I
recognize it. It’s the same room.” Then she gasped, closing his
airway in the process. Her watery gaze locked across the small
space to the opposite side of the bed.

He pivoted in that
direction. The bathroom door was ajar, light on, and...steam
billowed from the cracked opening. The sound of a shower running
could barely be heard over the rattling whir of an exhaust
fan.

Crap. They weren’t
alone.

That had never, not once,
happened before. Hell, they’d never left the meadow in their merged
dreams.

Chilled to the bone, he
moved to her side, but she disappeared into thin air. Before he had
the chance to royally flip out, she reappeared in front of the
bathroom door, her back to him.

Damn it.
No.

He called her name, went
to skirt around the bed, but she threw up her palm and...a wall of
water erected between them. Floor-to-ceiling, free-forming
water.

He froze, gawking at the
thin ripples. Tentatively, he put his fingers out and drew them
back. Wet. He did it again, but found he couldn’t put his hand
completely through the shield, just graze its surface. It was like
Fiona’s barrier in the clearing, except not air this
time.

What in the hell was Kaida
doing? Trying to protect him?

Irritated, frightened, and
more than a lot confused, he glared at her through the wall. Her
form was but a haze, yet he could make out just enough detail to
have his pulse jack-hammering. “Kaida, let me pass.”

She ignored him. Or
couldn’t hear him. Spine stiff, palm out, she stared at the
bathroom, her figure haloed by the strip of light. She didn’t even
seem to be breathing. Moments passed until she finally turned her
head to glance at him over her shoulder.

“Brady, you have to wake
up now.” Her voice was barely a whisper, and the quiver in her tone
indicated he wasn’t the only one about to snap. “We’re in trouble.
Wake up and find me before it’s too late.”

He had point three seconds
to absorb her warning and the bathroom door flew open. A shadow of
a man’s shape half-emerged on the other side of the
frame.

Shit. No, no, no. Out of his mind, Brady
roared her name over and over, pounding on the wall of water, but
all his effort managed to do was get his shirt drenched.

The man’s arm snaked
around her waist, and she screamed. Long, loud, and tearing a hole
right through Brady’s chest with the piercing wail. While he
perished, watching in horror, the shadowed figure dragged her into
a fog of steam with him.

Brady woke with a jarring
crash, her scream fading in his ears. His eyes flung wide and
landed on the ceiling, throat raw from yelling Kaida’s name. Lungs
soughing, he took in his dark bedroom while his heart relocated
ribs.

Seconds ticked by, him
lying prone, gripping his sheets with such force he had no
circulation. Unfurling his fingers, he swiped a trembling hand down
his face and...

Wet. His hand was wet. He
shot to a sitting position and frantically checked his shirt.
Drenched. And the trinity knot on his inner wrist was...hot. Like
the night it had first been branded, to a lesser degree.

Oh damn.
Kaida.

Footsteps thumped in the
hallway while he wrestled the blankets aside. He’d just managed to
untangle himself as Riley and Tristan opened his door, rushing in
with the finesse of a freight train.

“Are you all right?” Riley
glanced from Brady to his sopping shirt to the balcony doors and
back again. “What’s up? We heard you yelling all the way in our
rooms.”

Brady didn’t have time to
chat. He snatched his glasses off the nightstand and shoved between
his brothers to get to his dresser. “Kaida’s in danger.” He removed
a dry tee from a drawer, tossed the wet one on the floor with
a thwap, and
pushed his arms through the sleeves of a clean one while running
into the hallway. “Come on!”

Tristan sighed, but his
and Riley’s footsteps followed Brady down the hallway and grand
staircase. “Where are we going?”

“I told you, Kaida’s in
danger.” Frenetic fear threatened to consume him. He opened the
front door, setting off the alarm, and vaulted down the porch
steps.

Tristan cursed a wicked
streak, and the beeping of the keypad to disarm the system was a
distant memory while Brady dashed across the estate’s front
lawn.

“Slow down,
man.”

He ignored Riley and kept
going, damp grass making traction difficult in bare feet. Tree line
in sight, Brady hauled ass for the woods. Blocking his face with
his arms, he broke through foliage and shot into Galloway Forest,
his only thought to get to Kaida.

The fragile sound of her
voice, the fear in her teary eyes, that
scream.

Let her be okay. He’d give
anything. Please, God, let her be okay.

Chest tight, lungs
burning, muscles straining, he darted around trees. Small animals
scurried in the dark. Twigs snapped under his feet and he had a
vague sense of pain in his soles, but he didn’t dare stop. His
brothers muttered behind him, their respirations heavy. He was just
grateful they weren’t giving him crap and had come with
him.

It took what seemed like
forever to get through to the other side. Exiting the canopy of
woods, he made a hard left around the Galloways intricate gardens
toward the front of the house. The mark on his wrist seared hotter.
Heart-pounding, pulse-tripping fear lodged a ball in his throat as
he bounded up the porch steps.

He tried the knob. Locked.
Ringing the bell repeatedly, he banged on the door with his other
fist. “Kaida!”

No answer.

Elbowing his confused
brothers aside, he jumped onto the lawn and glanced up at the
second story. All the lights were off, the old Victorian dark.
Silent.

“Fiona! Ceara!” Huffing,
he fought the terror crashing in his skull and raced back up to the
porch. Pounded. Rang the bell. Yelled Kaida’s name until his voice
was hoarse.

Just as he was about to
epically lose his shit and bust in, the door swung wide. Fiona
stood in a barely there yellow nightie, her full lips pursed and
cocoa hair wild around her shoulders.

“Is this a bootie call?”
She tilted her head to glance around him. “And you brought back up.
How thoughtful.”

“I don’t have time for
this.” He barreled past her and into the foyer. Pausing just over
the threshold, he whipped his gaze around the living room, trying
to get his bearings. The only time he’d been in the house was the
night of their meeting, and he’d only seen this room. He had no
clue of the layout. “Where’s Kaida?”

Fiona closed the door
behind his brothers, giving them the hairy eyeball. “Upstairs
sleeping as most people do at two in the morning.”

Dodging furniture, he
strode into an adjoining room that looked like a circular solarium.
Glass walls and padded bench seating had it set up like a reading
nook. Bypassing it, he rushed into another and found a dark
polished winding staircase with a burgundy runner.

“What are you doing here,
Meath?” Fiona flicked her glance at his brothers, who trailed after
him like lost puppies. “And Meath accessories? It’s the middle of
the night.”

“Something’s wrong with
Kaida.” Brady stomped up the steps, hysterical anxiety clawing his
gut. The burn in his mark grew hotter, nearly intolerable. “Very
wrong.”

Ceara met him at the top,
auburn ringlets in a high ponytail and wearing a green nightgown
that molded to her slender frame. “What’s going on?”

“Which bedroom is
Kaida’s?”

She moved aside and
pointed. “First door on the right. Why?”

“Kaida!” He tried the
knob. Locked. “Kaida!” He pounded, but she didn’t respond. Whipping
around, he eyed his brothers and her sisters while they gawked at
him from varying positions on the staircase. “Unlock the
door. Unlock the door
now!”

Ceara flinched. After a
second, she mumbled some kind of chant he couldn’t fully hear
through the blood rushing in his eardrums, then flicked her
fingers.

A snitch of the latch
clicked in the silence.

Turning the knob, he
shouldered the door open. He plowed into her bedroom and came to a
dead stop. The breath seeped from his lungs with a wheeze and he
barked a sound of distress, clutching his abdomen.

Kaida lay in a suspended
state above a queen-sized white poster bed along the right wall. As
in, she hovered several feet over the mattress. Spine arched, her
legs and arms were limp at her sides. Head thrown back, her caramel
hair remained in a messy knot, but wisps had freed to drift around
her pillow. Yellow sheets and a lilac-patterned comforter that
matched the striped wallpaper were twisted under her as if she’d
wrestled with them and lost. The same pink silk pajamas she’d had
on in his dream ghosted her curves, gravity pooling them under her
while she floated.

Unable to breathe, he
stepped closer, needing to...do something. Wake her. Hug her.
Anything. “Kaida?” He’d almost made it to the side of the bed
before Ceara braced her arm across his chest.

“No, don’t.” Concern
tightened her brow. “You might do damage if you disrupt
her.”

“We can’t leave her like
this, damn it.”

Eyes on her sister, she
nodded. “I know. Just give me a minute to figure out what’s
happening. She’s okay for the moment.”

Her soothing tone did
little to quiet the riot in his head, the shitstorm in his chest,
but he stayed put. She had way more experience with this magick
crap than he did. Needles pricked under his skin and he glanced
around for reprieve.

His brothers had backed
themselves against the far left wall near a tall dresser that
matched the etched design of Kaida’s headboard, their expressions
frozen in shock. A large bay window with a seat under the pane let
in moonlight and faced the ocean. She didn’t have any pictures, but
several books were piled on the nightstands flanking the
bed.

“Oh boy.” Fiona moved to
the other side of Kaida, dipping her face to look at him and Ceara
from under her sister’s hovering form. “Houston, we have a
problem.”

Brady couldn’t take much
more of this standing around doing nothing nonsense. His head was
ten milliseconds from exploding and the mark on his wrist utter
agony. Absently, he rubbed it and hissed.

“That hurts?” Ceara gently
took his arm and turned it over. Outlining the black tattoo were
reddened spots as if it was infected. She bent and, without
touching Kaida, looked at her wrist. “Hers is irritated,
too.”

Tristan set his hands on
his hips. “What does that mean?”

“It might be some sort of
bat signal.” Fiona straightened. “A way to let the other know
they’re in trouble.”

Brady gnashed his molars,
his sinuses stinging with the threat of tears. “If you don’t do
something, so help me, I will.” Kaida’s scream from earlier still
had an iron fist around his heart. Every moment they stood here
could put her in more danger.

“All right.” Ceara faced
him. “Quickly, tell me everything that led up to now.”

“We were in a dream
together.” He lifted his hand and dropped it helplessly, slapping
his thigh. In a rush, he spilled what went down. The black and
white colorization, the cold, her freakish blinking in and out, and
the shadowed man in the hotel. Once finished, he jabbed his thumb
and forefinger into his hot eyes and reset his glasses. “I couldn’t
get to her.”

Riley swiped a hand down
his face and Tristan shoved his fists in his hair, both brothers
tense as they were obviously getting a glimmer of Brady’s
torment.

Ceara crossed her arms.
“And that was the only instance in all these years you left the
meadow? She’s never transported before and no one else ever
appeared?”

“First time anything like
that happened.”

She rubbed her forehead,
her gaze drifting. “In your initial encounter with her, the first
dream, did something significant occur that day? Anything out of
the ordinary?”

“I was nine years old.”
Brady sighed, trying to recall. A flicker of memory ignited.
“Actually, yes. In school, our teacher paired the kids into groups
of two for a science project.” He looked at Fiona. “We were put
together. Remember? I was supposed to go to your house after school
to work on it.”

“Sure.” Fiona nodded
slowly. “Except you never showed and, the next day, they switched
us.”

“Because my Uncle Greg
heard about the assignment and went postal. He ripped the principal
a new one and all but got our teacher fired.” He glanced at his
brothers, debating how much to reveal. Their childhood wasn’t just
his secret. Yet Kaida was on the line and it was high time he
started working with her sisters. If she was correct, no progress
would be made if the Great Wall of Meath-Galloway wasn’t
demolished.

He cleared his throat.
“After dinner, he reamed me for not challenging the teacher in
working with you. Bruises were involved.”

Fiona bared her teeth. “He
struck you?”

Ceara’s mouth trembled as
she stared between him and his brothers, seeking an
answer.

Riley glared at the wall.
“He didn’t get physical often, if that’s what you want to know. He
preferred belittling.”

Except in Tristan’s case.
Brady studied his oldest brother, distraught gaze on the
floorboards, and Brady hoped like hell Tristan wasn’t angry at him
for talking.

Several tense beats
passed, and he finally met Brady’s eyes. “It’s all right. Go
on.”

Ceara choked on a sob and
turned to Brady. “All because of a class project?”

“Because it involved
getting near one of you. Now do you understand our hesitancy in
accepting the tasks? This destiny? We’ve been trained to hate you,
your whole bloodline.” And that stopped here, tonight. He and his
brothers were better than their forefathers, stronger than the
ridiculous indifference that spanned three centuries. “You have my
vow, my word, I will never hurt you or your sisters. I’m in, Ceara.
All in. Whatever it takes until this thing is over and done. I’ll
stand by you.”

Riley let out a shaky
exhale. “Me, too. I’m all in.”

“You were always the
smartest of us three.” His gaze on Brady, Tristan’s throat worked a
swallow. Respect and affection infused his green depths until
Brady’s legs almost collapsed with the weight of emotion. “All in,”
Tristan whispered with a faint smile. “You have me until the
end.”

One band around Brady’s
windpipe loosened, and he studied Kaida while another tightened.
“That night, when I went to sleep, I dreamed of her. And I kept
dreaming until the day she stepped out of my mind and into the
woods with you two.” He looked at Fiona, then Ceara. “Please, help
her. I couldn’t get to her and she needs...” Unable to finish, he
pressed his lips in a firm line.

Fiona glanced from him to
Ceara. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Yes. I know how to bring
her back.” Ceara stepped to the side of the bed and closed her
eyes, arms extended toward Kaida. “Through time and space, find our
sister in her restless place. Search far and wide to return her to
thee. As I will, so mote it be.”

A brief airstream stirred
in the room and expired just as quickly, then Kaida dropped onto
the mattress with her limbs spread. Brady’s stomach followed suit
and plummeted near his knees. Her lids flung wide to reveal stark
white for the barest blip before her irises returned to their
normal cerulean hue.

He released the breath
he’d been holding. Until she...screamed.

And he died where he
stood. Just...died in a heap of misery from which he’d never
resuscitate.

The ear-piercing shriek
startled Riley into knocking over Tristan, made Fiona and Ceara
gasp, and ripped the beat right out of Brady’s heart. Gaze trained
on the ceiling, rigid as a board, Kaida continued the long-winded
screeching gale, and Brady somehow snapped to.

Nudging Ceara aside, he
climbed on the bed and straddled Kaida’s waist. Cupping her cheeks
in his shaking hands, he leaned over her. “Kaida, I’m here. Look at
me.” She stopped screaming, but her untrained gaze stared fixed as
tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. “Please, sweetheart.
You’re safe. Come back to me. Wake up.” He gave her a little shake,
and she blinked. “That’s it. All the way now, sweetheart. Please,
please, please. Come back.”

Another blink, and she
sucked a ragged breath. “Brady?”

“Yes. Right here.” Her
breathy whisper, cracked from yelling, was the sweetest thing he’d
ever heard. He damn near wept like a baby. “Can you look at
me?”

Her gaze wandered, then
finally, blessedly met his. She let out a cry and launched at him,
knocking him backward onto his ass. Climbing him, she wrapped her
arms around his shoulders and legs around his waist, clinging until
oxygen was a distant memory.

Thank Christ and all the
patron saints.

Since she’d dislodged his
glasses, he set them beside his hip. She trembled violently in his
lap, and he cinched her tighter, closing his eyes. Burying his face
in her hair, he breathed in her rosemary scent and willed his pulse
to take a much needed time-out.

“You scared me half into
the grave, sweetheart.” He kissed her wet lids, her damp cheeks.
“Could we promise to not ever do that again? Seriously, like in the
realm of never.” And a side of never with never on top.

“I...” She released her
stronghold on him and glanced around, confusion wrinkling her
forehead. “What are you all doing here? What happened?”

“Well, for starters,”
Riley drawled, “you pulled a Sigourney Weaver from Ghostbusters and
slept four feet above the covers.”

She opened her mouth, only
to quickly shut it again.

“Hey.” Brady carefully
pulled the band from her hair, letting the waves tumble down her
back. He smoothed the strands from her face. “You’re okay now. Take
a few moments to relax.”

“The dream,” she said. Her
lashes fluttered as awareness sprang into her eyes. “Our
dream.”

“About that.” Fiona moved
around the bed to stand beside Ceara. “We don’t think you were, in
fact, asleep.”

“No. You don’t
understand.” Kaida moved off his lap and climbed from the mattress
in a restless, irritated state. “The man, the one I saw. He’s
coming. He’s coming for us all.”


Chapter Twelve
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They’d decided to take the conversation downstairs to the
living room, and while they waited for Fiona to return from
gathering supplies for a cut on Brady’s foot, Kaida sat sideways on
the couch, nestled between his thighs.

He hadn’t let go of her
for more than three seconds since she’d woken up, and she had to
admit she was grateful. Terror still had its claws in deep, and
being held at least gave her a semblance of safety. Her back to his
front, she burrowed into his warmth while the strong arms banding
her torso clenched.

Something epic had gone
down while she’d been asleep. And not just her dream. The Meath
brothers no longer appeared put-out to be around her sisters. The
tension in their frames seemed more out of concern and shock than
fear or abhorrence. A switch had been flipped or a lock released
because she got the impression they’d finally accepted the truth.
Or their part in destiny.

From a chair, Ceara
followed Tristan with her gaze over the rim of a teacup as he rose
from the other couch and moved to sit on the table in front of
Kaida and Brady. “What are you doing?”

“She’s got bruises.”
Tristan’s worried gaze ran over Kaida as he gently lifted her arm.
His fingers skimmed across her bare upper arms, where reddened
marks were beginning to discolor. “How did you get
these?”

“They’re from me,” Brady
said through clenched teeth and pressed a kiss to her temple. “I’m
so sorry.”

“It’s all right.” She
looked at Tristan. “He was trying to hold onto me in the
dream.”

His gaze softened in
understanding. “And these?” He brushed his knuckles over her
throat, then quickly set his hands on his knees like he assumed
touching her might be upsetting or he had overstepped.

She wondered if he
realized how much he’d revealed in that one simple act.

Before she could respond,
Brady quickly shifted and glared over her shoulder at her neck.
Finger under her chin, he tilted her head to get a better look. The
longer he stared, the heavier his respirations grew until his
nostrils flared and he growled.

“He hurt you?” Vengeance
infused his mossy eyes. “The man in the dream, the one in the
bathroom. He was real? I’ll kill him.”

Fiona strode in, saving
Kaida from trying to formulate a proper response. She had no more
insight to what the heck was going on than him. Plus, she hadn’t a
clue what to do with the fierce warrior side of him. Just like in
the clearing the other night, his quiet intellectual self took a
backseat to his protection mode.

Tristan returned to his
seat beside an unusually silent Riley while Fiona lifted Brady’s
leg, sat down, and set his foot in her lap. He had a scrape roughly
the size of a quarter on his sole he’d apparently gotten running
through the woods after he’d awoken. Or so Kaida had been
told.

“I don’t even remember
injuring it.”

“It doesn’t look too bad.”
Fiona used tweezers to remove small bits of debris. “Got some pine
needles in here. I’ll getcha fixed up in no time.”

Brady sighed. “If it’s
anything like that stuff Mara put on my knuckles, you won’t need to
bandage my foot.”

“Healing’s my specialty.”
Eyes on her task, Fiona smiled.

“Speaking of, where’s
Mara?” Riley rubbed the back of his neck. “Shouldn’t she be
here?”

Ceara set her tea aside.
“Eostara is tomorrow, a holiday for us. She wanted to give us time
to bond with Kaida, so she’s with her coven on the
mainland.”

“Coven,” Riley muttered
through a laugh. “I’m trying to figure out when my life flipped
upside down to include words like coven in casual
conversation.”

“What do you mean by
specialty?” Tristan frowned at Fiona as if his brother hadn’t
spoken. “You said healing was your specialty.”

“Yes.” Fiona nodded while
disinfecting Brady’s foot. “Besides wielding their element, all
true witches have premonitions and some have extra gifts. Mine is
healing. Typically, it’s through potions, but if I focus hard
enough, I can do it with my hands.” She applied ointment to Brady’s
sole. “Ceara can sense and manipulate feelings.”

All three men whipped
their attention to the woman in question.

“I don’t abuse the gift,”
Ceara said defensively. “If I do use it at all, it’s to sooth pain
or help guide someone in the right direction. Only if they seem
emotionally open to it and only in times of great need. And no,
I’ve never gotten inside any of your heads or tricked you in any
way. I would never invade your privacy like that.”

“Exactly.” Fiona bandaged
Brady’s foot and gave it a pat, then she moved to claim a vacant
chair. “And Kaida’s gift is astral-projection.”

Heart puttering, Kaida
jerked her focus to her sisters.

“Say what?” Brady smoothed
her hair as if sensing her turbulent mood. “Is that an actual
thing?”

Ceara nodded. “Yes, it is.
Essentially, the physical body remains in a stasis while the
spiritual self travels. They can’t go into the past or future, only
the present, but they can pretty much drift wherever. Have you ever
seen the meadow by the cliffs in person? Been there outside of
dreams?”

“No,” he said absently,
scratching his jaw. “I’ve got aerial shots in my office taken years
ago for zoning purposes and I know the general layout, but I’ve not
seen it in the flesh.”

“And in your dream world,
was the cemetery or cottage present?”

Kaida stilled. “Huh. No,
not in our shared dreams. The night before I boarded the ferry,
both were there when Celeste appeared to me. If that was her,
anyway. But when it’s just me and Brady, there’s nothing but the
meadow.”

Fiona and Ceara exchanged
an ah-ha look before Ceara leaned forward. “These merged dreams you
both experienced didn’t make sense until now. You were, in fact,
astral-projecting. Brady had no awareness of the cemetery or
cottage, thus he went off what he assumed the area looked like. It
started the day something significant happened to him, and he
probably had us in mind as he fell asleep, which put him in the
meadow.”

“Yep.” Fiona snatched a
blanket from the arm of her chair and set it across her lap. “Aunt
Mara and Mama’s spell on Kaida was intended to figuratively draw
her to the island one day. Like, on an instinctual level. In this
case, it happened literally. Because she already had the gift, she
was able to project into your dreams.”

“Mind blown.” Riley
dropped his head to the back of the couch, gaze on the ceiling.
“This is like a Syfy Channel movie of the week. Thanks for not
picking Sharknado, by the way.”

Normally, Kaida
appreciated Riley’s use of humor in place of fear, but she was
having a difficult time grasping all the crazy. “I didn’t come into
my powers until I was a teenager. There’s no way I could’ve done
that. Even if I had any control over...projecting, I don’t know
how.”

“The ability has been
inside you since birth,” Ceara said calmly like she was trying to
diffuse Kaida. “The spell must’ve opened your capacity to activate
the gift. The right place at the right time. Once that connection
was made with Brady, you were able to keep doing it, completely
unaware.”

“This also explains why
you felt a numbing sensation when you touched in dreams. Because
you weren’t physically there.” Fiona flipped a lock of hair over
her shoulder. “Astral-projection takes years and innate skill to
learn. It’s a very rare gift, one you taught yourself over the
course of time. Somehow, you even mastered how to take corporeal
form. I’ve never heard of anyone doing that before. Honestly, I’m
in awe.”

“And that’s why you woke
up with bruises. Brady was holding onto you and along for the ride.
The blinking in and out he claimed to see was, no doubt, your
energy depleting.” Ceara let out a quivering breath. “This is
incredibly dangerous. The farther away your spirit is from your
body, the harder it is to get back. Plus, you can take material
shape. Meaning, if something happens to you while projecting, it’s
permanent. If Brady hadn’t been there and come to us, you might’ve
been lost forever.”

“Damn it.” He banded his
arms tighter, burying his face in Kaida’s hair. “I knew it. I just
knew something wasn’t right. All my instincts were shouting at me
to not let go.”

Chest restricting, sinuses
stinging, Kaida reached back and clutched his straining biceps,
unable to speak. He’d saved her. Without knowing it, he’d saved
her. Had cared and was worried enough that he’d come here, to her
sisters, for help. To an unfamiliar place and to people he didn’t
necessarily trust, all because he’d followed intuition.

“They were good
instincts.” Fiona offered a reassuring smile. “You’d do wise to
listen to them. For her and for yourself.”

“We have to stop her from
projecting.” Brady cleared his throat, and when he spoke again, the
roughness was gone from his voice. “Is there anything you can do to
block her from doing it again? What if I’m not with her? She
could—”

“Yes. I can help.” Ceara
held his gaze a beat, her features composed like she was trying to
instill the same peace on him. “I’ll work on it first thing
tomorrow.”

“That being said,” Tristan
ran a hand through his hair, eyes on Kaida, “what happened in your
dream after Brady left? I assume by the marks on your neck the man
was real. Did you recognize him?”

“No, I’ve never seen him
before, but he seemed to know me.” She shivered at the memory. “He
pushed me up against the wall and held me by the throat. I tried to
get away and couldn’t.”

Fury lit his eyes. “Did he
say anything?”

“Yes, his exact words
were, I’ve been waiting a long time for
this day of reckoning. I’m going to end you three witches and the
heathens who aid you.” She sighed. “Then
he quoted Exodus 22:18. You shall not
permit a sorceress to live.”

“Interesting.” Fiona
frowned. “That’s some pretty outdated verbiage he used. And he knew
you guys were onboard helping us. Anything else?”

“He spoke a word in
another language I didn’t understand. Something about the brethren
of whatever raining fire to smite sinners.”

“Venatores,” Ceara
whispered, clearly shaken. “Latin for hunters. Our family grimoire
makes mention of them, but they’ve always left the Galloways alone.
Mara doesn’t know much about them, either. Just stories passed down
and rumors.”

Tristan straightened. “I
need a cell phone or laptop. We left the house in a rush and I
don’t have mine with me. Can I use one of yours?”

“Sure, if you promise not
to call Tokyo.” Fiona rose and left the room, returning moments
later and passing Tristan her cell.

His thumbs flew over the
keypad. Rising, he walked over to Kaida and showed her the screen.
“Is this the guy you saw tonight?”

A handsome gentleman with
light brown hair interspersed with gray stared back at her. Fan
lines spread from the corners of his green eyes and unsmiling mouth
while deep grooves marred his forehead. “No, the man I encountered
was ten or fifteen years older. In his sixties, perhaps. He was
heavier and his hair was white. It fell to his
shoulders.”

Brady and Tristan
exchanged a cryptic look Kaida couldn’t decipher, then Tristan
handed the phone back to Fiona, reclaiming his seat. “That was a
shot of our uncle from our corporation’s website. The picture is
five years old, but he couldn’t have changed that much.”

“What made you think it
was him?” Riley asked.

“Remember all that
training he made us do? Karate, hand-to-hand combat, defensive
moves?” Tristan looked at Kaida, then each of her sisters. “You
said in the clearing that the Meaths were the original hunters.
From the age of ten until we turned seventeen, our uncle had us do
these exercises. Like he was preparing us for something. An hour
every day, at least. Sometimes two or all day. I didn’t think
anything of it at the time, just followed orders, but it seems
weird looking back on it.”

Brady set his chin on the
top of Kaida’s head. “They stopped suddenly, too, as if he thought
we were a...lost cause.”

Tristan’s gaze met hers.
“Was there anything else you can recall about the man
tonight?”

She went to shake her
head, but then something flickered to mind. “He had a tattoo on his
left pec, over his heart. It was about three inches long.” She
straightened, making Brady shift his hand to her hip. “I need
something to draw on.”

Ceara stood and went to a
shelf, bringing back a pad of paper and pen.

Kaida spoke as she
sketched. “The upper half resembled a cross, the old Orthodox or
Celtic kind. It had the tell-tale intricate design over the top
part and the two crossbars. The bottom node was more like a blade,
though. Or a dagger. It was too short to be a sword. The sides were
straight, had clean edges, but the point had a slight jaggedness at
the tip.” She turned the pad around for the others to
see.

Ceara paled. “That’s the
Venatores symbol in our grimoire.”

“Color me stupid, but
what’s a grimoire?” Riley asked. “Twice you’ve mentioned
it.”

“A book of spells,” Kaida
and Brady said at the same time.

“We don’t have much intel
on the Brethren of Venatores,” Fiona added. “About fifty years
after Celeste was burned, that symbol and the name began spouting
in covens and circles. There are nine original bloodlines of the
craft. They’re pretty diluted now, but a lot of the family members
with genuine magick have been murdered by the organization. They
leave a calling card by engraving that mark on the arm of those
they kill. Rumor has it they are very selective in who they let
join.”

She sighed. “If there’s
any truth to it, legend says there’s a blade that looks just like
that, and if a witch is slain with it, it takes her powers.
Forever. In other words, no descendents can inherit her
gift.”

“Magick genocide.” Lord,
Kaida’s stomach rolled. “Which Meath formed the group?
Finn?”

“Doubtful.” Brady shifted
on the couch and faced forward. Taking her hand, he linked his
fingers with hers. “According to accounts, Finn didn’t back
Minister Meath in his fanatical quest. Though he never got over
Celeste, Finn did marry and bore two children. Boys, of course. My
guess is a cousin or close family member continued where the
Minister left off.”

Riley shook his head. “If
the Venatores are an actual faction, why would they leave the
Galloways alone? They hated you most of all.”

“Because of the curse.”
Ceara stared at the table, her voice hollow. “Our families have
been forever tied since that day. Eliminate the Galloway line, and
it all but eliminates the Meaths, too.”

“That’s putting a lot of
faith in one woman and one spell,” Riley argued. “You’re assuming
they believed her.”

Slowly, she looked at
Riley, and even Kaida felt the chill from the icy glare across the
room. “They believed in her power enough to drag her from her home
in the middle of the night, away from her newborn baby, strap her
to a post, and set her on fire. They believed enough to start an
entire organization for the sole purpose of eradicating others of
her kind. One that, three centuries later, is still in
existence.”

They stared at one another
as silence hung until, finally, Riley sighed. Shoulders sagging, he
dipped his chin in supplication. “Touché. I apologize.”

A swallow, and Tristan
glanced at his brothers, then focused on Ceara. “What they did to
her, my family, it was wrong. Let me go on record to say we’re not
them. Riley, Brady, and I had no knowledge of this organization,
and even if we had, we’d want no part in it.”

Ceara studied him. “I
believe you.”

“Which is why you’re here
in our home, having this conversation.” Fiona nodded. “Curse or no
curse, we let you in. Both sides took the initial step. Now it’s up
to us, all of us, to blow three-hundred years of hate into
oblivion.”

Eyes burning with unshed
tears, Kaida turned her head toward Brady, only to find his
affectionate gaze already watching her. Dark stubble covered his
jaw as his lips curved in a secretive smile. The mossy green eyes
behind his glasses held tenderness and radiated trust.

Warmth filled the cold
corners inside her the longer they locked gazes. In all her life,
no one had ever looked at her the way he did. Like he not only knew
her, every hidden part and guarded emotion, but as if
she...mattered.

“Look what you did,” he
whispered, his face close to hers. “And all because you found me in
a meadow by the cliffs.”

“No, not me.” Forgetting
everything else, she pressed a quick kiss to his lips and eased
away. “A world of our making.”

When he drew a breath, she
faced the group again. Four sets of eyes were trained on her and
Brady. His brothers looked at him with respect and a severe degree
of awe, while her sisters stared in wonder with a slight jealousy
chaser.

If Kaida didn’t know any
better, she would’ve sworn not a one of them knew what having a
connection or being in a trusting relationship felt like. Then
again, sadly, maybe they didn’t, judging by the stunned silence.
Fiona and Ceara were very close, as the Meath brothers seemed to be
with each other. But what about friends? Lovers?

Kaida had, of course,
dated other men. A few even had the potential to be serious until
she’d broken it off and had walked away for whatever reason. She
didn’t know what category to lump her and Brady in just yet, and
their circumstances were very different than anything she’d
experienced, but if she were being honest, she hadn’t had a good
support system. Her family had been emotionally distant and friends
were a commodity never afforded.

Still, as she met the
gazes of those in the room, it appeared they had no concept of
romantic trust. Not even a flicker of recognition. Perhaps she
wasn’t such an outsider, after all. If not for Brady, she wouldn’t
begin to know how to detect it, either.

Tristan cleared his throat
and straightened as if just realizing something. “Do any of you
girls have self-defense training?”

They shook their heads,
but Fiona was the one to respond.

“We’re not exactly
helpless damsels in need of a knight in shining armor.” To prove
it, she wiggled her fingers and a brisk wind whirled through the
room, disrupting papers and making chaos of Riley and Tristan’s
hair.

“Hilarious, Fi.” Scowling,
Riley reshuffled his strands. “I might get used to your powers by
the time I’m ninety.”

“I know you’re not
helpless,” Tristan said as if nothing had happened. “Nor did I
imply you were. But Kaida was pinned against a wall with a hand
around her throat. The man who attacked her tonight essentially
announced he was coming after all of us. You can bet he has
fighting expertise if he’s part of this brethren organization, and
magick won’t save you in all instances of attack. We don’t even
know how many of them there are.”

“What are you suggesting?”
A wrinkle formed between Ceara’s brows. “We start preparing for
battle or something?”

“Yeah, actually. I say we
train.” Tristan dug his fingers into his eye sockets before
refocusing on her. “I can teach the three of you some moves. It
won’t hurt for me and my brothers to brush up, too. It’s been
awhile since we’ve utilized the skills we learned.”

“It’s not a bad idea.”
Fiona tapped her lips as if mulling theories. “Protection and
counter magick on our end. Physical readiness on theirs. Combine
our resources. We should be prepared for anything.”

“Sure, why not?” Riley
rolled his head to stretch his neck. “Fellowship of the ring and
all that. I refuse to be the dwarf in this scenario, though. When
do we start?”


Chapter Thirteen
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Brady leaned against the wall in the upstairs hallway outside
Kaida’s bedroom and waited for her to finish up in the bathroom.
His brothers had gone home to try and sleep off what remained of
the night, but he couldn’t make himself leave her. The moment he’d
tried, an all-consuming panic took hold and, sensing it, Ceara had
invited him to stay.

For as long as he could
remember, he’d cared about Kaida. Whether a figment contrived in
dreams or a fantasy born from loneliness, it didn’t matter. She was
a part of him. But meeting her in person had turned that tether of
connection into an unyielding knot. One he both hoped and feared
would never unravel.

So, learning what he had
tonight gave terror a new name. To think, their dreams together had
been the highlight of his existence and, all this time, she
could’ve been hurt. Could’ve died
visiting him in that projection state. Throw in
the fact his twisted family had started an organization to murder
those like her, and his sanity was this close to taking a permanent
dirt nap.

And the Venatores were
coming for them. All of them.

He wasn’t a fighter by
nature. He hated violence of any kind. But come tomorrow, he was
going to be…training. As in, relearning battle moves taught to him
as a child in order to go into some mythical war over the happiness
of two families. Beside witches, no less. One of which he suspected
he was falling for so completely, he may never get back
up.

A bedroom door close to
the attic staircase opened, and he blew out a breath as Ceara
emerged. “Hey. Thanks again for letting me crash. I’d go nuts at
home wondering if she was all right.”

She studied him a careful
beat before nodding. “I understand.”

Striding closer in the dim
hallway, she seemed to float rather than walk. Kaida moved like a
dancer and Fiona like a temptress, but Ceara ghosted as if not
truly there. Throw in the old house’s ambiance, and it was a little
creepy.

From what he’d seen thus
far, the whole Victorian’s interior was original dark wood. Crown
molding, doorways, chair rails, the staircase. The floor plan had
wings and bays veering off in many directions. An intricate maze of
various-sized rooms. One could disappear in a home like theirs for
hours. The historian in him appreciated the detailed accent
carvings and wallpaper chosen for the period style, plus the light
fixtures that seemed to jump out of the eighteenth century. As a
man, however, the gothic quality of the architecture wasn’t helping
the witch stigmata he’d imagined in his head. Despite the large
stained-glass windows, unimposing decor, and naturist art, the
place felt as if it had a ghost or two. The past coexisting with
the present.

She stopped next to him,
fingering the pentagram pendant on her necklace. “You are welcome
here any time, Brady.”

Keeping silent, he
dissected her words. Their families may be linked and they may have
grown up on the same chunk of rock, but friendly had never been
part of their gig. He and his brothers had dropped their guard
tonight, or at least had lowered their shield, yet it would take
more than a few pow-wow sessions until he completely trusted a
Galloway. Besides Kaida.

“You two are bonded in a
way the rest of us aren’t,” she said in that ever-calm, all-knowing
tone. “I would never want to bar you from that. She needs it, needs
you.” She glanced at the bathroom door, then him, and the gratitude
filling her eyes nearly knocked him down a peg. “Tonight, you went
against everything you were taught in order to help her. You
could’ve ignored my warning or advice and tried to wake her
yourself, yet you didn’t. Instead, you offered the truth, a painful
one, so we could solve the problem. Fiona and I are indebted to
you.”

He shook his head. “I care
about her. Regardless of what you think of me and my family, I’m
not a monster. Neither are my brothers. We all want the same
thing.”

“I know.” She smiled,
faint and a little sad. “I can feel it, your emotions. Though
they’re not as open as you, I felt it from Tristan and Riley, too.”
She tilted her head. “You are welcome here any time, Brady,” she
repeated.

Clearing his throat, he
nodded. “Thank you.”

“I would like to extend an
invitation to you and your brothers to join us in Eostara tomorrow.
Or, later today, as the case may be. There are rituals we perform
and a celebration for Spring Equinox.”

Something told him her
offer wasn’t merely an olive branch, but a bird’s eye view of their
practices. She was letting him into their world, trusting him with
something private and sacred. Damn if his throat didn’t
constrict.

“We’ll accept on one
condition. That you and your sisters join us at our place for
Easter on Sunday.”

He didn’t know what the
hell had prompted him to say such a thing, other than he needed to
offer up something in exchange. They didn’t celebrate holidays.
Christ, they hadn’t even put up a Christmas tree in more than ten
years. There were no plans in place for Easter, but he’d figure
something out. He could only pray his brothers wouldn’t kill him
dead, not only for agreeing to Ceara’s proposal, but tossing out
one of his own. A Galloway had never set foot in the Meath Mansion,
not in three centuries.

“We have a deal.” She
ducked her head, smile widening. “Goodnight.”

He watched her drift back
into her room, his gut clenching as her door quietly
closed.

Point three seconds
passed, and Kaida emerged from the bathroom. Her fair skin was
flushed from her bath and she’d reset the knot of caramel hair into
something less messy, but her eyes were still wary.
Haunted.

“You could’ve waited for
me in my room.”

Like that was going to
happen. It had taken all his restraint to give her privacy and not
barge into the bathroom.

“Do you feel better?”
Visions of her snapping out of the dream, her clinging to him and
trembling, shoved to mind again.

“A little, thanks.” She
took his hand and led him into her bedroom, closing the door. “I’m
glad you’re here, though.”

“Me, too.” He cradled her
face in his hands, not liking the restlessness still present in her
eyes. “Daylight’s a couple hours off, but you should try to sleep.
I can wake you if something strange happens.”

Her teeth went to work on
her plush lower lip. “Thank you for what you did for me
earlier.”

“Kaida, you
don’t—”

“Yes, I do.” She met his
gaze, her cerulean eyes earnest. “That took courage, Brady. The
more I learn about our families’ history, the more I realize just
what we’re up against. You came right to me, to my sisters. I’m
here because of you. Thank you.”

Clenching his jaw against
the rabid fear of all that could’ve gone wrong, he pressed a kiss
to her forehead. “Come lie down with me.”

A nod, and she moved
across the moonlit room to slip under the covers.

He followed, setting his
glasses on the nightstand. Lying on his side facing her, he took in
her pretty features. The sweep of her pale lashes. Her high
cheekbones. The delicate curve of her eyebrows. Those full
lips.

It was but a dream within
a dream to actually have her in front of him. To be in the same
bed, breathing in her rosemary scent and having her gentle
exhalations fanning his jaw.

“Surreal, isn’t it?” She
smiled as if reading his mind. “Being here together.”

“Yes, not that I’m
complaining.” His gaze lowered to her throat, to the black and blue
marks forming. Bruises she might not have if she hadn’t blocked him
from getting to her. Irritation pounded his temples at the helpless
sensation she’d thrust at him. “What you did in the hotel room?
Don’t ever do that again. Promise me. I couldn’t get to you because
of the water you erected. I was out of my damn mind.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t even
realize I was doing it.” She sighed. “It was instinct, I think, to
protect you. That was more power and control than I’ve been able to
wield before, and I conjured it without trying.”

“We both have instincts. I
get that. But using energy to defend me is counterproductive. We’re
in this together, sweetheart. I’m not completely
useless.”

“You’re right. I’ll try to
be more aware of my actions.” She pouted. “Are you mad?”

Mercy, she slayed him.
“No. I’m a lot of things, but angry is not one of them.”

Her gaze swept his face in
a careful exploration. “What happened while I was asleep? It was
like night and day the way your brothers were with my
sisters.”

“A truce, you could say.”
He gave her a run-down on what had been said to help Ceara figure
out what was wrong with Kaida. “Tristan and Riley saw me opening a
vein for Fiona and Ceara, and blindly followed suit because they
trust me. My concern and subsequent freak out scared them, too.” He
shifted slightly on the pillow to get closer to her. “I think
everyone involved is beginning to realize we’re not one another’s
enemy, despite what we’ve been ingrained to believe.”

“Whatever you told them,
it must’ve been profound.”

He’d been vague with her
sisters, giving them an abstract version of events. But he wanted
to be honest with Kaida, no matter how hard the past might be to
dredge up.

“My uncle was not a
forgiving man. After our father died, the tension inside the house
became its own entity.” He tried to swallow and couldn’t manage.
He’d never had to talk about his childhood, not even with his
brothers. Through the years, it had been something they’d swept
under the rug, never to reexamine.

“He demanded perfect
grades, perfect performance in sports, and the perfect image in
public. Perfection is nothing but smoke and mirrors, though. Behind
closed doors, he did everything within his power to make us feel
small. Insignificant.” He looked at her, at the sympathy in her
eyes, and he wanted to weep for the first time in ages. “When
yelling and name-calling and taking away privileges weren’t enough,
he’d use blunt force.”

She gasped and reached for
his hand.

“I didn’t consider it
abuse. In fact, I still don’t think that’s the appropriate term.”
He laced his fingers with hers, squeezing. “Strange as it sounds, I
think he was trying to…harden us. Make us tough. I have no clue if
he’s part of the brethren, but his behavior and actions lean that
way. What Tristan said tonight got me thinking. He might be right,
that our uncle was attempting to train us to be
hunters.”

“But you said he stopped,
right? When you were teenagers?”

“Yeah,” he said absently.
“Been thinking about that also. No matter what, he couldn’t break
us. My brothers and I stuck together. I’m wondering if he
eventually came to the conclusion we just didn’t have it in us
to…kill.”

“God.” She let out a shaky
exhale. “I don’t know what to say, other than I’m sorry. Sorry you
had to go through that and sorry someone who was supposed to love
you treated you like nothing.” She rose up on her elbow to look
down at him. “But how you turned out is a testament to your
strength, not your uncle’s weakness. I don’t know your brothers
very well, yet from what I’ve witnessed, they have good hearts like
you. You’re better men than he could ever hope to
emulate.”

He cupped the back of her
head, threading his fingers in her hair as his heart turned over in
his chest. She’d offered no pity or pithy words, just understanding
and support. Telling her what he had was akin to cracking his
ribcage open and exposing what he’d always deemed as shame.
Emasculating. And what had she done? Empathized. In a few
sentences, she’d attempted to build him back up again in her
image.

“You’re amazing, you know
that?” He siphoned air, shaking with need and desire and… He didn’t
know what. “Amazing.”

She inched her face closer
and paused as if calculating his wishes, his mood. Her gaze roamed
over his hair, his cheeks, then dropped to his mouth. Heat infused
all that blue in her irises until his insides were liquid from the
inferno. The air vibrated in the miniscule space between them,
anticipation a living thing.

“You start something right
now, sweetheart, and I’m not so sure I can stop.”

A smile tugged at her lips
before she erased the remaining distance and sealed her mouth to
his. Tenderness was met with simmering passion as she gently kissed
his top lip, then the lower. The feather-light brush erected
goosebumps across his skin. He opened for her, craving more, and
she dipped inside to stroke her tongue against his. Slow.
Teasing.

Back at the lighthouse,
when they’d had what he’d loosely called their first kiss, it was
like the universe had been trying to tell him something. That this
was the right path. He hadn’t built up the bond to her only in his
head. That the dreams were merely a precursor for what was to come.
Informative, and yet with an expressive sliver to erase lingering
doubt.

But this? Right now? It
was a physical quake that infused every atom in his body and sent
tremors swimming through his bloodstream. Adding to the holy crap
were emotional aftershocks the likes of which he’d never known.
Couldn’t put a name to if he had a dictionary or thesaurus
narrating this chunk of time.

Groaning, he rolled her
under him and tilted his head for a tighter fit. Going deeper.
Sinking into her. Damn, she was so soft, so pliant. The skin of her
cheek under his fingertips, the strands of her hair clenched in his
fist, her breasts against his pecs as he lowered himself.
Everywhere, soft.

Her distinctive scent wove
around him and she tasted just as decadent. Earthy and elemental.
He’d half expected fire and brimstone, but got refreshing springs
and a savage undercurrent instead. A floating, drifting euphoria
that left him dizzy.

Unrushed, she met his
exploration with breathy moans and a hum of acceptance. She
stretched under him, aligning their bodies and rubbing against
every inch of him. His nerves sizzled as a result, hot and alive.
Her nails raked his scalp and he involuntarily thrust against her
pelvis, seeking relief to the glorious ache in his shaft. But that
only made his heart jack harder.

They had to slow down.
Regardless of the years between them, they were moving too fast.
The last thing he wanted was to add more conflict in her life. As
he was about to ease away, offer a breather, she...

Shoved her hands under his
shirt. Deft, warm fingers slid up his back, around to his abs, and
brushed his nipples. And he lost his grip on sanity altogether.
Common sense was overrated anyway.

Brow tight, eyes pinched
shut, he panted into her mouth. “Kaida, where are you going with
this? What do you want?”

They’d both been plowed
flat with the equivalent of a battering ram this evening, and she
might be going after him for the sole purpose of trying to forget.
Not that he minded. He was totally, irrevocably onboard. Hell, he’d
willingly be her brain’s eraser. But not at the risk of losing what
they had or if she’d regret it in a couple hours.

In answer, she jerked his
tee over his head.

Uhn. “Okay, sweetheart. If you’re sure.” He dove right back into
a kiss that had reason taking a backseat to utter need. Pressing
her into the mattress, he gripped her restlessly undulating hips
and groaned.

No matter what, he wasn’t
making love to her tonight. Someone had to keep them reined. But he
could and would take the edge off.

He dipped his head and ran
his tongue up her neck, over her erratic pulse. Apparently, that
was her hot button because she shivered, then her hands were
everywhere. His shoulders, his waist, his ass. Breathy whispers
skated past her lips as she threw her head back. He moved to the
other side of her neck and repeated the process while cupping her
breast. The pink silk material of her pajamas was petal soft
against his palm and her nipple beaded in response.

Straddling her, he closed
his mouth over the pebbled peak, sucking it through her shirt, and
grazed his knuckles over the taut skin of her exposed belly. She
drove her hands in his hair and arched against him, sending his
pulse to a hyperactive state. Moving to her other breast, he worked
his hand under the waistband of her shorts and cupped her
heat.

Holy Jesus. She was so
damn wet for him. Coating his fingers with her slickness, he spread
her folds and flicked his thumb over her nub.

“Brady.” She clenched her
thighs, trapping his hand right where she obviously wanted him.
“Yes.”

He peeked at her from over
her chest, and nearly came unglued. Cheeks crimson and lips parted,
her expression twisted into a heavenly pleasure/pain combo he could
spend an eternity replicating. Watching her, he eased two fingers
inside her, thumb circling her clit, and her walls gripped him in a
vise.

But then she turned the
tables on him. While he was utterly lost in her response, she
shoved her hand in his pants and...wrapped her fingers around his
throbbing shaft. Her firm grip stole the air from his lungs. One
stroke. Two. Base to tip. His tendons locked around bone, and he
set his free hand by her head to bear his weight or he would’ve
collapsed on her.

Her lashes fluttered and
she met his gaze through heavy lids. “Don’t stop.”

Not if his life depended
on it.

Kissing her, he swallowed
her moans and tormenting sexy little sounds while she brought him
closer and closer to meltdown. Faster, harder she stroked him as he
thrust his fingers inside her giving, supple flesh. Over and over.
Until his back tingled in warning.

Reaching over, he snatched
his tee she’d tossed by her pillow and covered himself so he
wouldn’t make a mess of her. He swelled in her grasp, skin on fire,
and she trembled under him. He rocked into her hand. She ground
against his. His muscles shook with restraint as desperation
claimed them both. After a few beats, her quiet, shocked cry sent
him spiraling.

And they came undone
together with his forehead pressed to hers.


Chapter Fourteen
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Kaida shivered in the chilly early morning air and glanced
around the meadow speckled with sunlight. Dew clung to buttercups
and violets. Fog gravitated toward the edges of the cliffs and a
brisk breeze blew in off the Atlantic. The scent of damp soil
mingled with saltwater as she took a deep breath.

“I look frumpy.” Fiona set
her hands on her hips. “If training requires me to wear this getup,
then I’m out.”

Sighing, Kaida eyed the
outfit in question. Both her and her sisters were in yoga pants and
a sweatshirt. The guys wore loose sweats and tees. She wasn’t a
gym-junkie, but it seemed like appropriate gear to her. They were
bound to get sweaty and needed to be able to move
freely.

Then again, aside from her
first day on the island, she had yet to see Fiona in anything other
than a come-hither dress and heels.

Ceara patted Fiona’s back,
placating. “We’ll buy something more suited to you first thing on
Monday. Feel better?”

“Not really. I’m
embarrassed to be in the same zip code as this monstrosity. What if
someone sees me?”

Huffing, Tristan pinched
the bridge of his nose. “No one’s going to see you but us. Can we
continue now or are we painting each other’s nails next? The point
of being out here is to help you learn to defend
yourself.”

Fiona tilted her head.
“You’d let me polish your nails? What color?”

“God save me. Riley, grab
her by the throat.”

“Gladly,” Riley growled,
baring teeth. Erasing the short distance, he loosely set his hands
on Fiona’s neck. “Can I strangle her for real? I’m over the
demonstration part.”

A bored expression, and
Fiona lifted her palm between them. A blast of wind whipped Riley’s
hair from his face, and he flew backward several feet, landing
prone with a grunt.

“She’s not supposed to use
magick.” Sprawled on the grass with his limbs spread, he lifted his
head, glaring at her. “You’re not supposed
to use magick!”

“My bad.”

“I think they need a
time-out,” Brady offered.

“Fine. Kaida, Brady,
assume position.” Once they were in place, his fingers gently on
her throat, Tristan moved behind her. Brady winked playfully at her
and she grinned. “Now bring your arms up between his. Good. Knock
his away while dropping to a crouch. Bam, bam. Fast.”

Kaida did as instructed,
and when she was out of Brady’s hold, she swiftly crawled away
behind him.

“Excellent. You think fast
on your feet.” Tristan waved Ceara over. “You’re next. Do what I
taught you and get away from me.”

In a blink, Ceara brought
her arms up, elbowed his, and was standing several paces from him
before Kaida could wipe sweat from her brow.

“Awesome. You’re
light-footed and quick to boot.” Tristan nodded his approval and
turned to Fiona as Riley brushed dirt from his rearend. “You two.
Try again.”

Looking like he’d rather
be anywhere else, Riley assumed position.

Instead of following
instructions, Fiona stepped closer to Riley, skimming a red
fingernail down his abs. “I think maybe I’ll go nude for our next
session.”

Choking, his eyes bugged
from his skull.

She elbowed him, causing
him to wheeze, and moved to stand beside him as if she doubted he
was a viable threat. “Done.”

He clenched his fists.
“Again with the cheating.”

Tristan’s rough laugh
coasted on the breeze. “Use whatever you’ve got to maneuver out of
a dangerous situation. Nice distraction.” He glanced at Kaida and
her sisters. “I can work with this. You all have viable skills to
build upon.”

Smug, Fiona side-glanced
Riley. “Neener, neener.”

Nostrils flared, he
besought Ceara. “Pray to all that’s holy we’re the ones paired
next. If it’s up to me and her, we’re royally screwed.”

Ceara smiled and offered a
slight bow. “It would be my privilege. Unfortunately, I don’t think
we have a choice.”

Jaw tense, Tristan watched
her a beat as if not caring for her response in the slightest, then
tilted his face toward the sky. “The weather’s not always going to
work in our favor and we need a strict training regimen if we’re to
stay on the ball. There’s a home gym at the mansion. Mats, weights,
equipment. I suggest we do this there from now on.”

“And you’re okay with
that?” Fiona’s brows rose. “Galloways in your
territory?”

“You’re coming over
tomorrow for Easter. Why not?” He shrugged. “It’s no different than
us being here at your place.”

Kaida lost track of the
conversation as a sudden humming buzzed in her ears. Dots spotted
her peripheral and her vision grayed. Closing her eyes, she grabbed
her stomach while nausea swirled, and she teetered.

Partial images blinked
behind her closed lids. Too fast to gain a decent view of what they
were and the flashes had her equilibrium off-kilter. Her knees
smacked grass.

The others called her
name, touched her arms, but she couldn’t respond. Moisture pooled
in her mouth while she fought against losing her stomach contents.
The buzzing amplified, a thousand bees in her ears, and she slapped
her hands over them to drown out the noise.

Feet standing on wooden
planks. That was the image which finally formed. Men’s feet inside
a pair of designer loafers. She could only catch him from the knees
down, but his pants appeared to be neatly pressed gray
wool.

“Something’s happening,”
she whispered.

Brady frantically called
her name, but Ceara’s calming voice rang louder in Kaida’s head.
“What’s happening?”

“I...see someone.” A sharp
pang seared through her skull, and she screamed.

Ceara’s hand settled on
Kaida’s shoulder. “I think she’s having a premonition. Don’t fight
it, sister. That’s why it hurts. You’re fighting it. Breathe deep.
Let it come.”

Another lash inside her
head. Like a flaming whip snapping at her brain. She wailed,
hunching over, unable to take the pain.

Suddenly, arms were around
her and she was pulled onto someone’s lap. Held against a chest.
Rocking, rocking. A warm embrace with a familiar scent.
Safety.

Brady.

“Come on, sweetheart. Do
what she says. Snap out of it.” The rocking intensified, and she
realized she wasn’t the only one shaking.

Forcing air into her
lungs, she attempted to focus on the one image flickering behind
her lids. The picture zoomed out, panning wider. Feet became legs
and legs became a torso. A white button-down shirt, sleeves rolled
to the elbows. A railing beside him, painted white. The image
bobbed as if...

“A man,” she grated. “A
man on the deck of a boat.” She tried, but she couldn’t get to his
face. The scent of seawater filled her nose and the cry of gulls
muted the nagging buzzing. “He’s moving.”

“Who,
sweetheart?”

“I don’t know.” Pinching
her lids tighter, she struggled to control the picture, keep him in
sight. He strode over a ramp and onto a dock. Clunk-clunking of his shoes echoed.
As if in slow motion, he made his way toward... What? “Land. He’s
standing on a...walkway. There’s pebbles and crushed
shells.”

Familiarity bumped against
her mind. White-capped waves lapped at the shore. Roaring.
Retreating. Behind him, piers and fishing boats were a blurry mass.
An overwhelming sense of dread pummeled her, seized her airway. The
skin on her arms prickled as ice crystallized in her
veins.

“He’s got...bad
intentions.” Rage and hate poured from him in a sickly red
aura.

Methodically, like he knew
he was being watched, he turned to the side, revealing a ship.
White with orange trim. Lifesavers mounted to the starboard dipped
and rose with the tide. Distorted blue letters were printed on the
rear stern, but she couldn’t read them through the haze.

Channeling her energy, she
centered her attention on the boat alone, ignoring the slithers of
warning telling her she had to get away from the man. She had no
clue how she knew, but he was very, very dangerous. The letters
swirled, shifted, then came into focus.

Six Fates Island
Ferry.

Her eyes flew open and she
heaved air, bowing. Sunlight blinded her, scorched her retinas, and
she tried to block it with her hand, but the arms banding her
clenched. She fought their hold and got nowhere.

“Shh, I’ve got you.” Lips
pressed against her temple. “I’ve got you, sweetheart. Calm
down.”

“Brady,” she panted. Thank
God.

She gave herself a moment,
then carefully re-opened her eyes. Fiona and Ceara knelt beside
her, a distraught Tristan and Riley standing behind them. Brady
cupped her cheek and turned her face toward his. Tension tightened
his forehead and mouth. Taking stock, she realized he sat in the
damp grass with her wedged between his thighs.

“What was that?” Burying
her face in his neck, Kaida trembled. “That sucked. It was
awful.”

“I concur.” Tristan moved
in front of her and squatted, his concerned gaze skimming her from
head to toe. “Are you all right?”

“I think so.”

“You had a premonition.”
Ceara looked into Kaida’s eyes, and calm washed over her so
quickly, she slumped in Brady’s arms. “What do you
remember?”

Pausing, she gathered her
thoughts, then told them everything.

Tristan frowned. “Was it
the same man from the hotel room?”

“No.” She brushed the hair
from her face and eased out of Brady’s hold to sit beside him. “I
couldn’t see his face, but it wasn’t him. This guy wasn’t as husky
or solid. His frame was slimmer. Except...” She was unsure how to
explain it to them and have it make sense. “He gave off the same
vibe, though. Vengeance. Purpose.”

“Her premonitions are
rooted in the present.” Fiona rose to her feet and sighed. “Which
means this person is on the island right this second.” She looked
at Kaida. “Did you get the impression he was after us?”

“Not necessarily. He’s
definitely dangerous and I sensed he was arriving for a reason, but
it didn’t seem specific to us or anything.”

Ceara’s gaze drifted as if
she were thinking. “We can assume if you got a vision of him it has
to pertain to us in some way. How is the question. You projected
into that hotel room and got the premonition just now for a reason.
Yet if it’s not the same man, I’m not connecting the
dots.”

“Is he a hunter?” Brady’s
mossy eyes met Kaida’s, then looked at her sisters. “Is that the
relevance? You said there was more than one Venatores. Perhaps
they’re working together.”

“I have no idea,” Kaida
said, frustrated. Leave it to her to get an omen no one could
figure out. “He didn’t have any distinguishing marks or tattoos
that I could see. And he was alone, so if he is a hunter and
working with someone, they weren’t together.”

“But we don’t know for
sure.” Brady’s jaw ticked. “Should we get her somewhere
safe?”

Ceara shook her head. “We
can’t hide. This is our path. We must follow it.” She let out a
quiet breath and straightened to stand beside Fiona. “We have wards
up around the grounds and protection spells in place. It’ll take a
lot of counter-magick to get through them.”

“Let’s leave it be for the
moment,” Fiona said. “We have Eostara to prepare. We can talk more
later.”

“Well, I’ll give you
this.” Riley held his hand out for Kaida and tugged her to her
feet. “You have clever ways of getting out of training. I’m going
to head back and clean up. You want us here in a couple hours,
right?”

Ceara nodded and slung an
arm around Kaida’s shoulders. “Come on. You can rest a bit before
celebrations.”

Brady studied Kaida, his
expression still wrought with apprehension. “Are you okay if I run
home and shower?”

“Yes, thanks.” She rose on
her toes and gave him a quick kiss. “See you soon.”

Once she’d had a good soak
in the tub and popped a few aspirin for a lingering headache, Kaida
felt better. Her knotted muscles had loosened and the frigid grip
of anxiety was a distant memory. She supposed Fiona’s tea had a big
effect on her mood, too.

Kaida followed the sound
of voices into the kitchen. The Meaths had returned and were
gathered around the small table with Fiona. The scent of roasted
lamb hung in the air. Ceara was fiddling with something that looked
like dough at the island.

“Whatcha making?” Kaida
went into the fridge and grabbed a bottle of water.

Ceara smiled, kneading.
“Hot crossed buns.”

“Not gonna joke, not gonna
joke,” Riley muttered. “Okay, I am. Your buns are quite hot.
Crossed or not.”

Tilting her head back,
Ceara laughed. A smooth, sultry sound and completely unbidden.
“Thank you for the compliment. I think.”

Riley glanced at Tristan
and did a double-take at his scowl. “What? Stating the obvious, is
all.”

Kaida sighed dreamily as a
peace settled over her. This was what she’d been hoping for by
inviting the Meaths. Their two families may never be the best of
friends, per se, and she figured they probably wouldn’t get along
all the time, yet they were trying. Making an effort. Even more
than that, acceptance was gaining ground.

Wistfully happy, she
turned to Brady, who’d been watching her, if his expression was any
indication. Affection and sincerity looked back at her. Heat
sizzled in the space between them.

“Googly-eyes.” Riley
wagged a finger at the two of them. “You’re doing the googly-eyes
thing again.”

A chuckle, and she took a
sip of water. “Want any help, Ceara?”

“No, thank you. I just
need to wait for this dough to rise.” She moved to the sink and
washed her hands. “I think we can head to the attic and
begin.”

The guys exchanged a
skeptical look, but they trailed after her in silence. Kaida hadn’t
actually been in the attic, either, so she was curious. They
climbed the steps to the second floor and past the bedrooms to the
third floor staircase.

She didn’t know what she’d
been expecting, but surprise filled her just the same. Large and
open, the circular space had wooden planks and exposed brick walls.
Along the eastern side, floor-to-rafters windows let in light and
were flanked by two stained-glass panels. A small altar was set up
under it, about three feet from the floor. The center of the attic
had a pentagram painted on the floor with unlit candles around it.
A table along the north face had herbs and supplies. Off to the
right, the room split off into another, rectangular one.

Ceara headed that way, and
they followed.

Though windowless, this
area had a skylight that bathed the space in sun’s rays. Crystals
in varying colors hung from exposed beams by twine and created
rainbows everywhere. Shelves held books and candles. A red sofa
with a coffee table was kitty-corner to a wide pedestal
stand.

“This is our family
grimoire.” Ceara moved to the pedestal. “You are the first
outsiders to know it exists, never mind be in its presence.” She
studied the guys thoughtfully. “I hope you understand the level of
trust we’re bestowing.”

They were silent a beat
before Brady cleared his throat. “May I?” He gestured to the
book.

She glanced at Fiona for
approval, then nodded.

Kaida met him at the
stand. The book was leather-bound and had a trinity knot etched on
the cover. It was at least six inches thick and the uneven papers
were aged to a cream color. Carefully, she opened it and found a
pentagram on the first page, along with the name “Galloway” written
in quill ink.

“How old is it?” Brady
asked.

“Celeste penned the first
entry the day before she made the journey from Ireland. She
accounted the spells her mother taught her from memory and wrote
them down so they wouldn’t be lost.”

He jerked his attention to
Ceara, then back to the grimoire. “This is in remarkable shape for
being more than three-hundred years old. We shouldn’t even be
touching it without gloves.” He glanced overhead. “The skylights
could damage the pages, too.”

“Celeste put a
preservation spell on it the night she died. It won’t age or grow
brittle.” Ceara’s lips pursed. “Aunt Mara also casted wards. A few
of our ancestors were angry about the curse. One of them, at her
wit’s end, tried to burn it. Another attempted to throw it in
boiling water. Alas, it survived.”

Tristan and Riley moved
closer, both with enthralled expressions.

“It can’t be removed from
the house unless by a Galloway blood relative.” Fiona stepped
between the two men, taking their wrists. “It also won’t allow
anyone with nefarious intentions to touch it.” Lifting their hands,
she set them on the book.

Neither Riley or Tristan
objected to her manipulation and splayed their fingers on the page.
Brady, after a moment, did the same.

“And there we have it.”
Fiona looked at Ceara, relief sagging her shoulders. “Proof they
really do mean us no harm.”

“I’m glad you found a way
to believe us.” Brady’s throat worked a swallow as he met Kaida’s
eyes. “Honestly, I think it might kill me if something happened to
you.”

God, this man. Her eyes
misted and she rolled her lips over her teeth to stave off tears.
The longer they spent together, the stronger the bond cemented
between them. Unbreakable. Lasting. So many times, she’d told
herself the connection was crazy, that things like this didn’t
actually happen outside of fairy tales.

She was growing entirely
too dependent on him. One day soon, she was going to have to return
to her life away from Six Fates, away from him, and it was getting
harder and harder to fathom leaving. Guilt had been building since
their first kiss. It felt unfair to him to get romantically
involved, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself.

As if unable to handle the
emotion, he drew a ragged breath and refocused on the book while
his brothers withdrew their hands. “This is extraordinary. Does it
have an index or something? How on earth do you find the passage
you need?”

“That’s easy.” Fiona held
her palms over the grimoire. “Show me Venatores.”

Pages flipped on their
own, fluttering like unseen hands were scrolling through them. With
a snap, they stopped a quarter of the way through and
settled.

“Damn,” Riley muttered.
“Where was this during my high school English Literature
class?”

Laughing, Kaida glanced at
the page, but her grin immediately fell. Scrawled in quill ink was
the image of the dagger she’d seen tattooed on the man in the hotel
room. Below it was a few sentences about the Brethren of Venatores.
She quickly read, but none of it was intel they didn’t already have
via Ceara or Fiona.

Brady turned the page, but
a spell was on the next one. Nothing more. “Are you able to add to
the book?”

Ceara nodded. “When I have
new spells, I write them in for future witches. Fiona often puts
her potions in there, too.” She smiled. “Shall we get started on
the ritual?”

In silence, they followed
her to the other room and halted in front of the altar. A goddess
statue was in the center atop a yellow cloth.

Ceara moved to a nearby
table and brought a small basket of eggs to Tristan. “Eostara is a
time of growth and life. These represent that. Go ahead and place
them on the dais.”

Hesitantly, he took the
basket from her and eyed the altar. “Anywhere?”

“Yes.” Once he set down
the eggs, she went to the table and passed Riley a jar of what
looked like syrup. “Honey is a symbol of abundance.” He followed
Tristan’s suit without question and placed it on the altar. Next,
she gave Brady a glass of milk. “This represents giving birth.” A
quick wink at Kaida, and he put the glass by his brothers’
items.

Fiona knelt in front of
the statue and directed the others to do the same. Explaining as
she went along, she gave everyone a small pot filled halfway with
soil. “For new growth and life.” From a bowl, she cupped a handful
of seeds and poured some into their hands. “We plant.”

After watching her, the
guys laid their seeds on the soil, pressed them with their
fingertips, and deposited the pots on the altar.

Ceara lit a black candle,
then a white one. “Eostara is also a time of balance between light
and dark.” She placed them in front of the goddess and rose to her
feet. “And there we have it. You survived your first Spring
Equinox. Tonight, we’ll cast a circle under the moon but, for now,
we eat and celebrate.”

Riley seemed unconvinced.
“That’s it? No blood sacrifice or chanting at the sun or consuming
a live chicken or anything?”

“Well, there are my hot
crossed buns.” Ceara smiled. “I also make a darn good sprout salad,
lamb, and lemon cake.” She paused. “No blood required.”

“Huh.” He scratched his
head. “I don’t know what I was so worried about.”

Fiona strode to the door,
flicking a finger at him. “There’s your live chicken.”


Chapter Fifteen
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“All I’m saying is, you’re acting out
of character in regards to her.” Riley stepped over a log on their
trek through the dark forest on the way to the clearing. “What
happened to my bookworm brother who calculates every angle before
making a decision?”

Brady sighed and glanced
several yards ahead at the women, but they didn’t seem aware of the
quiet conversation between him and his brothers. “I’m right here.
The same guy.”

“You look like Brady, walk
like Brady, sound like Brady, but you don’t behave like him. Has
she cast a spell on you? Because the brother I know would never
tear through the woods in the middle of the night based off a bad
dream. Or nearly break in a door to get to a woman. Or crash into a
house on a rampage to rescue said woman. Or roar like a lunatic and
beat at a wall until his knuckles bled—”

“Fine. I get it.” He ran
his fingers through his hair, frustrated to no end. “Turned out, I
was right, though. She was in danger.”

“True, but that’s not my
point. I’m not judging or anything, man. I’m worried,
okay?”

Brady would’ve been lying
if he claimed he wasn’t worried also. He had been acting unusual
and Kaida was the culprit. Yet, he could no more control his
response to her than he could change history or undo the mistakes
of their ancestors.

Again, he stared ahead.
The sisters were all in long, flowing white robes and nothing else.
Despite the chilly air, they were barefoot. Their hair was loose,
cascading down their backs and catching the moonlight.

His gaze locked onto
Kaida. Her slender frame and subtle curves. The graceful sway of
her movements. How her caramel strands appeared more wheat-colored
under the ethereal night sky. Longing punched him square in the
chest.

“Maybe it is a spell. If
that’s the case, I don’t want it broken.” He lifted a hand to stop
Riley’s argument. Not for one second did Brady actually believe his
feelings for her weren’t real. “All this talk of destinies and
fate. Thing is, I’ve been cursed since the day I laid eyes on her.
And it has nothing to do with magick.”

“See? That right there.
When did you turn into a romantic?” Riley shook his head. “Next
thing I know, you’ll spout pining sonnets like Hemingway and become
a recluse.”

Brady chuckled. “Said the
man who knows a poet well enough to drop the name and discern his
muse was a long-lost love.”

Throwing his hands up in
surrender, Riley huffed. “Whatever. You barely know
her.”

Wrong. On all accounts,
wrong. Brady knew every nuance of her expressions, each gesture and
their meaning. Could all but trace the thoughts in her head and
spot her in a crowd full of a million strangers. Would recognize
her scent and touch and voice, even if he were deaf, dumb, and
blind.

“She’s what I’ve wanted
all my life.” He glanced around Riley to Tristan. “What say
you?”

“Yeah, man. Back me up.
You’re cryptically mute.”

Tristan’s contemplative
gaze remained forward. “I don’t think you can measure a man’s
character until he’s faced with true indecision. We could’ve
followed in our forefathers’ footsteps and continued the same path
of hatred. The groundwork was already laid. Yet, here we are, in
the damn woods, in the dark, trailing after witches our family
wants eradicated. Why? Because Brady had the courage to stand his
ground and go with his gut.” He looked at Riley. “He hasn’t
changed. He’s showing his true colors since he has something to
fight for.”

Silence hung, nothing but
the chirp of crickets and the rustle of foliage under their shoes
to fill the quiet.

Finally, Riley grunted.
“Perfect. I’ve got Hemingway on my right and Yeats on my
left.”

“Who’s Yeats?”

Stopping abruptly, Riley
faced Brady. It took everything he had to continue the feigned
innocence act while Riley glared at him like he’d clocked time in
the land of stupid.

“Who’s Yeats?” Riley stalked a few
steps and came back. “Famous Irish poet? Only one of the best
wordsmiths to ever be born? I can’t believe...” He straightened
suddenly at Brady’s grin and Tristan’s low laugh. “Walked into that
one.” Riley resumed their trek. “Assholes.”

From several paces ahead,
Fiona pivoted and sauntered backward. “Personally, I’ve always been
a Robert Browning fan.”

Kaida glanced over her
shoulder and pointed to herself. “Edgar Allan Poe.”

“Shakespeare.” Ceara
lifted her hand.

“Yay,” Riley replied
deadpan. “We’re all well-versed and passed English 101. Just how
much of that conversation did you overhear?”

“Only all of it.” Fiona
turned around once more and continued forward. “If you didn’t want
eavesdroppers, you should’ve talked quieter.”

“I can never tell if she’s
screwing with my head or hitting on me,” Riley said under his
breath.

Fiona shrugged. “One and
the same, aren’t they?”

Before Riley could
retort—or kill her—they arrived at the clearing.

Brady looked around, but
all was as it should be. Part of him was concerned they’d encounter
a band of Venatores or something with all the weird juju as of
late. Regardless, he uneasily glanced at the stars overhead while
the sisters set up the makings for their circle. Peat moss blended
with the scent of wet soil and brine. The roar of the tide crashed
against rock from just on the other side of the tree line,
reminding him of the elevation.

A white candle was put on
the ground at each of the corresponding directional points, about
eight feet apart. The ladies set a feather by the eastern one, a
quartz rock by the northern, a seashell by the western, and a match
by the southern. Once finished, they each stepped inside the center
of the makeshift circle, white robes flowing in the
breeze.

“Uh,” Riley scratched his
head, “do you want us to, you know, do anything? Bark at the moon
or whatever?”

Fiona shot him a baleful
glance. “Just stand there and look pretty. And don’t enter the
sacred circle.”

Barely resisting a laugh,
Brady cleared his throat while Riley crossed his arms and seethed.
Tristan merely watched the sisters, his stance wide and expression
pensive.

Ceara lifted her arms,
palms up. “Spirits of fire, I call on you. Guardians of the South,
I summon thee.” The southern candle’s wick flickered to life with a
low flame.

Fiona mimicked her
sister’s pose. “Spirits of air, I call on you. Guardians of the
East, I summon thee.” Another candle lit, this time the
eastern.

Kaida was next. “Spirits
of water, I call on you. Guardians of the West, I summon thee.” The
western candle flamed.

All three sisters chanted
together. “Spirits of earth, we call on you. Guardians of the
North, we summon thee.” The last candle flickered to
life.

In awe, Brady watched
while they tilted their faces toward the sky. As they clasped
hands, the air shimmered between them. Wavered. A bluish light
emitted from their forms, seemingly from within.

“Mother Earth, we call on
you. Father Sky, we call on you.”

Wind whipped in the
clearing, a cyclone that stirred pine needles and leaves around the
sisters’ formed circle. Their blue glow burned brighter, pulsed,
then changed to a yellowish-white and remained as if for
protection. Power blasted from them, an energy that had Brady’s
blood humming. Their hair caught in the motion, strands lifting to
swirl about their gorgeous faces.

Tristan shook his head.
“Look at them. Amazing.”

“I’m totally turned on
right now,” Riley added in the same reverent tone.

Magnificent was the term
that came to Brady’s mind. Utterly magnificent. In all his short
years, he’d never witnessed anything more awe-inspiring or
wondrous. Not just the sisters’ beauty or the power they wielded,
but the accord and peace they emanated. He could read a thousand
tomes on witchcraft and none of the pages would be half as
informative as being here in this moment.

Finally, he began to
understand their magick, their ways, and humble didn’t begin to
give the feeling it left him any justice. Part of him had always
been frightened of their gifts, but he’d been wrong. This wasn’t
something to fear. It was something to cherish. A miracle, of
sorts, that there was genuine good in their craft.

Their voices rose into the
night. “Fertile fruit of ancient life, bring joy and laughter, ease
all strife. With your vast fertility, grant all creatures perfect
love and harmony.” They unclasped hands and bowed their heads. “As
you dwell in us, make a vessel fit of thus. Give us strength and
wisdom to do all these things we’ve promised to you.”

The wind died and the
light around them faded. Leaves resettled on the ground. Their hair
floated back into place against their backs. Eyes closed, they each
replied, “Thank you,” in turn, then said, “Blessed be,” in
unison.

After a beat, Fiona lifted
her arm and wove it in a circle. One by one, the candles went
out.

A hush fell. The complete
kind where not even an owl hooted or the trees rustled. And it was
deafening. Profound.

Unable to breathe, to
blink, to move, Brady attempted his damn best to get a hold of
himself. Useless, since his lungs had collapsed and his heart was
waving a white flag in surrender. Because, hell.

He’d gone and fallen in
love with Kaida.

Hard to say when it had
actually happened. Perhaps as a boy when she’d first come to him in
dreams, surrounded by buttercups and under the sun’s golden rays.
Maybe it was the second he’d spotted the real her from his office
window, standing on the sidewalk while leveling his foundation. Or
it could’ve been the moment he’d kissed her in the lighthouse,
knotting years of memories and opening his eyes he hadn’t realized
were closed.

Regardless of when, the
truth smacked him upside the head now. He’d been on the brink
before with other women, had waded in that particular pool a time
or two, yet hadn’t fully engaged his heart. But he’d been fooling
himself. All along, and without even realizing it, he’d been
waiting for her.

For Kaida. A restless soul
just searching for a place to belong. Intelligent, adaptable,
determined, and intuitive Kaida Galloway.

Unimaginable heat filled
him, shoving drafts out of the corners and cold from the cracks.
Throat tight and pulse tripping, he succumbed. What sense was there
in denying the fact or erring on the side of caution? There was no
one else like her and never would be. Only a stupid man would
reject the woman who held his soul in the palm of her
hand.

Her sisters hugged her,
offering praise and support. Once they stepped out of the circle,
Kaida turned to him. A grin split her face and she made her way
toward him like he was pulling her strings for a change. She
launched at him, wrapping her arms around his neck, and forcing him
to stumble back a step or they’d both go down.

Banding her snug against
his chest, he smiled at her while her feet dangled inches off the
ground. “You were fantastic.”

“I’m not going to sleep
for a week. I’m so hyped. The energy was amazing. It’s like
electricity in my bloodstream.”

Mercy, the light in those
cerulean eyes and megawatt grin were their own power source. “Stay
at the mansion with me tonight. Please?” His gaze swept over her
features and his sinuses prickled. “Spend the night with
me.”

Her expression indicated
she knew just what he was truly asking, and her excitement didn’t
dim in the slightest. “Yes.” She gave him a brief kiss and glanced
at his brothers. “If that’s okay with you guys. Would it upset you
to have me there?”

They both shook their
heads, but it was Tristan who answered. “Door’s always open for
you.”

Her smile shifted to
aw-shucks. “Thank you. I—”

A slow, obnoxious clap
came from the other side of the clearing. Slap, slap, slap.

The fine hairs on Brady’s
arms rose, and he turned in the direction of the intrusive noise. A
man stood at the edge of the woods, his form masked by the dark and
offering nothing but a sinister shadow.

Another slow series of
claps, and the figure stepped into view, moonlight distinguishing
his characteristics. Brown, neatly trimmed hair was threaded with
gray and deep-grooved frown lines etched his forehead. Tall and
lean, his mannerisms and stride were familiar, even if the hardened
jaw and unmistakable green Meath eyes weren’t a dead giveaway to
his identity.

Disdain dripped from him
like acid. “Well, well. Isn’t this bloody cozy?” The mix of slight
Irish and English accents slammed Brady back into childhood like a
bang.

Ice filled his chest
cavity, and he carefully set Kaida back on her feet. “Uncle Greg?
What are you doing here?”

Tristan grabbed Ceara’s
wrist and pulled her behind him, securing her there with an arm.
The move was almost more jarring than their uncle’s
return.

“Still protecting the
little witch, I see.” Uncle Greg’s lip curled.
“Pathetic.”

What the hell did that
mean? Brady looked at his brother, wondering what was going on. Up
until Kaida had arrived on the island, none of them had any contact
with the sisters. Not unless it involved something work-related or
was a community event forced upon them.

Stark terror shone in
Tristan’s eyes despite the determined set of his jaw. “You leave
her alone. Leave all of them alone.”

Brady exchanged a confused
as shit look with Riley.

Fiona, hands on her hips,
inched forward. Until Tristan pulled the same move he had with
Ceara and shoved her behind him. Riley blocked her from easing
around Tristan by stepping between her and their uncle. Blessedly,
she remained there and didn’t protest.

Following suit, Brady
reached for Kaida’s hand and dragged her the few remaining feet
separating him from his brothers to stand shoulder-to-shoulder. He
had no clue why their uncle had shown up, and in the clearing
tonight of all nights to boot, but every instinct inside him was
wailing for caution. To take heed.

“It’s him,” Kaida
whispered brokenly. She trembled, her grip on his fingers clenching
painfully. “He’s the man from my vision this morning.”

All attention turned to
her.

Heart thundering, he
soughed for air. “Are you sure?”

She nodded, but froze on a
dime when Uncle Greg’s menacing gaze sized her up from head to
toe.

“The youngest Galloway,
back on the island.”

“You know who I am?” Her
pretty eyes bugged from her skull.

“I know a lot of things.”
Uncle Greg sniffed as if she were of no consequence and refocused
on Brady, his brothers. “You’re the same feeble cowards as the day
I left.” Teeth bared, he strode closer and stopped mere yards from
them. “The years I spent forming you, and for what? Wasted on you
useless weaklings. You put the great Meath name to shame. And now
you’re consorting with these devil offspring. This is the thanks I
get? Where would you be without me?”

“Well-adjusted and happy
come to mind,” Riley drawled.

“Silence!” The bastard’s
roar sent creatures scurrying, and Kaida’s flinch was the last
straw.

Brady tensed to the point
of pain. “I repeat, what are you doing here?”

Seething, Uncle Greg
glared at him. “I have things to collect from the property.” He
shoved a hand in his pocket and tossed a key at Brady’s feet. “That
doesn’t work, so you will come back to the mansion with me this
instant and let me in.”

“The hell I will.” Nine
years had passed since the bastard had taken off for parts unknown.
An occasional email, the only means of communication. They’d waited
a whole day to change the locks and reset the security alarm code.
“The hotel here on Six Fates is in our name and severed from Meath
Corporation. The estate is legally ours, too. We’re not kids
anymore and don’t have to follow your orders.”

But, Jesus. One glance at
their uncle had knocked Brady back two decades to a time when he
couldn’t draw breath without wondering if a blow would
follow.

“You bloody shite.” Uncle
Greg had Brady pinned against a tree, arm at his throat, and face
shoved in his before Brady ever knew what hit him. “You will mind
me, boy. The things I left here for safe-keeping are my birthright
and you will not keep them from me. They don’t belong to you.
You’re undeserving.”

Brady grabbed for the
bastard’s arm, but Kaida screamed and...

No, not screamed. More
like let out a feral warrior cry that pierced his eardrums and had
his head splitting open. “Get your hands off him!”

Water from...who the hell
knew where whooshed between him and his uncle, a giant wave,
sending Uncle Greg flying backward, only to land on his ass thirty
feet away. Slumping against the tree trunk, Brady soughed for
air.

Frozen, everyone stared.
Moments passed. Several long, shocking moments.

Huffing, Kaida fisted her
hands. “Don’t you ever touch him again.”

Drenched to the bone,
Uncle Greg growled and shot to his feet. A murderous glare, and he
charged at her.

Brady’s heart stopped for
point five seconds.

Chaos ensued. Fiona and
Ceara wrestled their way out from behind his brothers, palms
outstretched like they were readying for a magical counter. Tristan
and Riley ran toward Kaida, lifting her clean off the ground and
carrying her out of Uncle Greg’s war path.

With a rage Brady had
never known beating at his temples, he drew his arm back. Thrusting
his fist forward, he nailed the bastard on the jaw mid-stride.
Uncle Greg’s head snapped back, blood spurting from his mouth, and
he landed on his back with a grunt.

Brady stepped beside him
and shook out the twinge in his hand. “I remembered that much from
your stupid lessons, didn’t I?”

Wiping blood from his lip,
Uncle Greg sat up. “You are going to regret—”

“Enough.” Tristan slapped
a palm to Brady’s chest and eased him back, then focused on their
uncle. “I suggest you leave. You’re not welcome here. If you’d like
to remain on the island, you can stay at the hotel. I’ll tell the
staff to prepare a suite. At full price, mind you. Make a list of
these supposed items you want from the estate and email it to me.
I’ll see to it you get them, assuming me and my brothers agree to
hand them over.” He paused, drawing a sharp inhale. “And if you
ever, ever come
after one of the girls again, you won’t get back up.”

He offered his hand to
assist the bastard off his feet, but Uncle Greg slapped it away and
rose on his own. “We’re not done.”

“Oh, we are.” Tristan eyed
him until Uncle Greg had disappeared in the foliage, and whirled to
face the group. His worried gaze scanned Ceara, then Fiona and
Kaida. “Are you all right? Anyone hurt?”

“I’m butt-hurt you didn’t
let me get a punch in.” Riley drew Kaida closer to his side, where
she was tucked under his arm. “I’m a little frightened of you,
Wonder Woman. Remind me not to get on your bad side.”

She breathed a laugh and
closed her eyes.

Brady hauled her away from
his brother and tugged her to his chest, arms banding as she
pressed her face into his shirt. Eventually, his heart rate would
decelerate but, for now, he was just happy to have her against him.
Her rosemary scent infused his nose and he breathed deep, relief
washing over him.

“Is anyone else thinking
what I am?” Riley rubbed the back of his neck. “If Uncle Greg is a
hunter like we assumed, then he just conceded pretty fast. I mean,
he all but slunked away with his tail between his legs.”

“He wasn’t prepared to
find you here with us. He left to regroup, not because he was
giving up.” Visibly shaken, Ceara knelt by the circle and, hands
trembling, began packing the supplies into a knit bag with an air
of frantic desperation. “He...he’s a vile, vile man. I’ve never
felt such wrath before. I...I...”

“Hey, it’s okay.” Fiona
crouched by her side and reached for her arm. “We dealt with it and
he’s gone.”

“No, don’t touch me!”
Ceara backed away, tears streaking her pale cheeks. “I still have
his presence on my skin, in my mind’s eye. Filthy. It’s awful. I
have to cleanse my aura. I need to...” She pressed the back of her
hand to her mouth and hitched a sob. “Excuse me.” Hastily, she rose
and walked out of the clearing in the direction of the Galloway
house.

Once she was gone, Fiona
sighed and ducked her head. “Her gift isn’t always a gift. Her body
sucks in the emotions from others and...it can be overwhelming.
Sometimes, it’s hard for her to shake them. She’ll be all right
tomorrow. I’ll go check on her. Blessed be.” Picking up the bag,
she trailed after Ceara.

Without a word, Tristan
rigidly turned in the opposite direction and strode out of sight.
After a moment, Riley followed.
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With Brady holding her hand, Kaida stepped into Meath Mansion
and through an elegant foyer. The breath backed up in her lungs as
she glanced around.

The whole place screamed
something courtesy of Daddy Warbucks. From the winding marble
staircase to the vaulted ceiling to the crystal chandelier, it
oozed money. Boatloads. Old and new fortune. It was like standing
in a museum with the art pieces and fancy vases. And just as cold.
Everywhere she turned, there were hallways and rooms off the
entryway.

“Wow, Brady. When you said
mansion, you weren’t exaggerating.”

He grunted, but any reply
he might’ve given was cut off by his brothers exiting a room to the
left of the staircase.

Tristan pocketed a cell
and handed a piece of paper to Brady. “That’s the new alarm code.
Memorize it. I just got off the phone with the security company. We
now have to give that code when changing anything in our plan. I
also informed them no one but us three are allowed to make any
alterations.” He strode for the front door.

Brady let go of Kaida’s
hand and faced his brother. “Where are you going?”

“To recode the gate.”
Tristan’s jaw clenched. “That’s how he got onto the property and
into the woods. We changed the house locks and security alarm years
ago, but not the access gate.”

“I’ll go with him.” Riley
offered Kaida a weak smile. “You two can head upstairs. We’ll
handle it.”

“Hold up.” Brady waited
for his brothers to turn around and looked pointedly at Tristan.
“What did Uncle Greg mean back there? He said you were still
protecting Ceara. Far as I know, we’ve had limited contact with the
sisters.”

When Tristan merely
crossed his arms by way of answer, posture rigid, Brady called his
name in warning. Riley and Kaida’s heads ping-ponged back in forth
to follow the conversation.

A sigh, and Tristan eyed
the floor. “He caught wind Ceara and I were talking, being
friendly. It was a long time ago, back in high school. Later that
night, he came into my room and threatened to hurt her. Violently,
was the implication. I did what he wanted so he’d leave her
alone.”

Chills skated up Kaida’s
arms.

“What did he want you to
do?” Again, Tristan didn’t respond, and Brady nodded slowly as if
understanding. “She doesn’t know, does she? That her life was
threatened or that you did whatever it was he asked in order to
protect her.”

“No, and she doesn’t need
to, so drop it.” Tristan ate the distance to the door, slamming it
behind him.

“I’ll go after him.” Riley
lifted his hands in a not-it pose. “And no, I had no clue,
either.”

Brady shook his head in
clear frustration and tucked Kaida to his side. Pressing a kiss to
her temple, he spoke into her hair. “What a night.” He skimmed his
gaze down the length of her white robe to her bare feet. “You must
be cold. Come on, let’s head upstairs.”

They climbed the
staircase, her mind a riot. She couldn’t help but wonder if things
would’ve turned out differently had Ceara known Tristan was
protecting her all along. The hostility between their families had
been present for centuries, and it had taken a lot of coaxing on
Kaida’s part to breech the gap for the sake of their destiny. It
would’ve proved he’d meant her sisters no harm. In fact, he’d gone
beyond ambivalence to sacrifice. That much was obvious by Tristan’s
demeanor. Ceara had come out unscathed, best Kaida could tell.
Whatever horrible thing his uncle had forced upon him, Tristan had
done it, anyway. In silence.

At the top of the steps,
Brady pointed to their left. “That’s the west wing. It used to be
our uncle’s, but it’s gutted now.” He guided them to the right
where a hallway branched off in three directions. “Tristan’s suite
is on the left, Riley’s on the right. I’m up here.”

They took the center path
down a dark, wood-paneled hallway. Portraits stared back at her
while her bare feet padded on a runner, but she looked ahead at
Brady’s tense posture. He’d asked her to spend the night before his
uncle had shown in the clearing. Maybe she should head home and
give him some breathing room instead.

Deciding to gauge his mood
first, she followed him into his room. And...wow. She wondered if
he’d been a king in a past life. He closed the door behind them and
walked straight ahead to a set of French doors, stepping out onto a
balcony.

His bed, which was a
four-poster sovereign design, matched a honey walnut dresser and
was along the far right wall. An intricate dark green oriental rug
took the chill out of the mahogany floors and had a similar pattern
to his fabric wallpaper. Pictures of old maps were evenly spaced
and encased in thick, detailed frames. He had a stack of books on
the nightstand beside a low-lit baccarat lamp.

To the left was another
doorway she assumed was a bathroom where he could hold the
population of a small world country and another next to it that was
probably a closet. She could fit her whole condo inside his
bedroom. Though there were traces of the man she’d come to know
like a photo of him and his brothers on another nightstand, the
decor was too polished to suit his personality. Him, but not
really.

A cool breeze blew in from
the balcony, tinged with the scent of saltwater, and she wished she
had her phone with her to snap a shot of him. All she’d brought was
the ceremonial robe on her back.

Brady, facing the vast
inky ocean, had his hands on a white stone railing and was leaning
into them. Moonlight darkened his hair to nearly navy and wind had
the strands in chaos. Back tense, he stood unmoving. The muscles in
his shoulders bunched and the ones in his forearms coiled like he
was gripping the banister with force.

Joining him, she moved to
his side and took in the view. Stars winked overhead and reflected
off the Atlantic. She couldn’t tell where the sky ended and the
water began. “It’s beautiful.”

He nodded. “I come out
here to think.”

Seeing his uncle again
after all these years had to have been a blow, especially if one
threw in the way he’d acted and the things he’d spouted. Knowing
what that man had done to Brady and his brothers made her heart
hurt. She wanted to comfort him, but wasn’t sure if he’d go for
it.

Holding her hair from her
face, she searched his profile. Stubble darkened his jaw. He had
such masculine features, a wide chin and sharp nose, but his thick
lashes and lips offset the balance. So handsome.

“If you prefer, I can head
home.” She smiled when he snapped his gaze to hers. “I won’t be
offended if you need some time alone. It’s been a rough night
and—”

In a flash, he cupped her
cheeks and backed her against the doorframe. “What I need is you.”
He sealed his mouth to hers, rough and demanding. “Only
you.”

He pinned her in place
with his body while his hands roamed and his kiss devoured. Harsh,
desperate strokes of his tongue met hers in an age-old mating dance
that had every one of her senses coming alive.

Grabbing her hips, he
bunched the fabric of her robe and inched it higher. Higher.
Panting, he broke away and glared at the material as if offended.
“Does this thing have an end?”

Laughing, she removed it
and dropped it on the floor. “There. Better?”

Apparently, he hadn’t
expected her to be naked under the robe because his breaths soughed
and his mossy eyes went molten the longer he looked. “Out there in
the clearing, you stole my breath.” His gaze flicked to hers. Held.
“Mercy, you glowed. I’ll never forget it as long as I live.
Beautiful.” His throat worked a swallow. “But now, with nothing but
moonlight on your skin? Ah, sweetheart.”

The low, rough rasp of his
voice was riddled with need and his reverent tone of infliction
sent her into a liquid puddle of heat. Desire for him had always
been consuming. Its own entity, really. Yet, this went beyond a
past marked by dreams and careened her into a
can’t-live-without-him mantra that engaged more than her body. It
encased her heart. Invaded her mind.

She dipped her hands under
his tee and splayed her fingers over his ribbed abs. At his sharp
intake, she smiled and tugged the shirt up and over his
head.

Mary Mother, he was
magnificent. Hard pecs and a light dusting of dark hair leaving a
goody trail to disappear in the waist of his jeans. Wide shoulders.
Defined biceps. Gah, and the veins. They protruded like his tendons
and strained against his olive skin.

He watched her with barely
masked control while she flicked the snap of his pants. Released
the zipper. The only thing louder than the teeth catching or the
roar of the ocean were his ragged exhalations. His eyes dilated,
and she eased the denim and briefs down his solid thighs to his
ankles. Without heed, he kicked them aside.

Raking her nails over his
hips, she bit her lip. His thick erection jutted from a thatch of
hair just shades darker than the strands on his head and twitched
at her attention. The head brushed his navel, moisture seeping from
the tip, and she wrapped her fingers around him.

He groaned and threaded
his fingers in her hair, palming her backside with the other hand.
Bringing his mouth to hers, he spoke against her lips. “I’ve wanted
you like this for so long.”

“Me, too.” She trembled,
aching. Everywhere, she ached.

Pushing off the frame, he
turned them and walked her backward toward the bed. He kissed her
along the way with the determination of a man at the end of his
rope and the tenderness of a lost lover. Her erect nipples grazed
against the solid wall of his torso, teased into stiffer peaks by
the softness of his chest hair. His scent of rain and aroused male
wove around her and she moaned.

He broke away to toss the
bedding by the footboard and lowered her to the mattress. He
followed, and the cool sheets at her back contradicted the hot,
hard male covering her. Reaching into the nightstand, he pulled out
protection and sheathed himself.

But instead of taking her,
he claimed her with open-mouthed kisses on her neck, her
collarbone, while his hands sought every inch of skin he could
reach. Her waist, her hips, her thighs, her breasts. She arched
into his touch, her nerves sizzling and blazing a path through her
whole system.

He moved lower, taking a
nipple and suctioned it to the roof of his mouth. She cried out at
the pain/pleasure combination and immediately snapped her lips
shut.

“Don’t be quiet,” he
grated, shifting to the other breast. “No one can hear us in
here.”

At his repeat
ministration, she whimpered and clenched his strands. Holding him
to her, she wrapped a leg around his, desperate to cease the
throbbing at the apex of her thighs. A groan, and he circled her
navel with his tongue, then kept going. Lower, lower.

Parting her thighs, he
settled between them. Unable to breathe, to think, she ground her
hips and silently begged. As if knowing just what she needed, he
closed his mouth around her, and she bowed.

“Brady,” she breathed. “Oh
God.”

She chanted his name over
and over until her lungs burned from the effort. Never letting up,
he groaned like he loved the sound of her calling for him. The
vibrations rumbled through her core and sent her on a one-way
ticket to the edge of bliss. Gripping the pillow, she came,
convulsing with her head thrown back.

While she was still
experiencing aftershocks, he rose over her and nipped her chin.
Passion clouded his eyes and his lids fell to half-mast. In his
gaze was sentiment she’d never witnessed from another. “We’re not
dreaming this time, sweetheart.”

Unsure whether he’d said
that to remind himself or prepare her, she held his jaw. Whiskers
scratched her palms and his lashes fluttered. “I think maybe we
are.”

He smiled, gaze roaming
her face. “Dream come true, then.” Brushing his nose against hers,
he lifted onto his forearm and grabbed her behind the knee.
“Whatever you do, don’t wake up.”

Gaze trained on hers, he
entered her slowly as if needing to savor or desperate to take his
time. The delicious stretch of them finally coming together made
her throat tight. Filling her, he paused, brows furrowed and
nostrils flared. They shared air, warm breaths mingling.

His jaw ticked the longer
he stared. Emotions shimmered in his eyes, too many to name or
trace, but she was certain they mirrored her own. Completion. Awe.
Cadence. Affection. His muscles shook like he was restraining
himself, and she wondered if he was waiting on him or
her.

She ran her hands across
his shoulders, down his back over the sharp blades, and stopped on
the dips just above his taut rearend. He had such a wonderful body.
Lean frame enhanced by hard muscle that gracefully shifted when he
moved. Every inch of him seemed to respond to her, whether it was a
catch of his breath or lowering of his lids or just the errant way
he always seemed to burrow into her embrace.

Leaning in, she ran her
tongue along the tendon in his neck to his ear and traced the
shell. His hips jerked at her exploration, and he offered a shallow
thrust. Heat blasted through her and she wrapped her legs around
his, tangling them. Not one centimeter of her wasn’t connected to
him, and he surrounded her completely, filled her absolutely.
Again, he thrust, and that seemed to stir something inside him to
act.

He brought his arms up
over their heads, caging her face between two solid biceps, and
dropped his forehead to hers. This time, when he thrust, he rolled
his hips and his pelvis ground against her. Her needy noise filled
the mere space between them and he repeated the motion like her
reactions fueled his own.

Pace deliberate, he rocked
deeper, took her as if he had all night to build her up and break
her down in increments. Agonizing. His body fluxed under her hands,
skin gliding against skin, and a tingle shot up her spine. She rose
to meet him, but he had his full weight on her and she only managed
to drive herself crazy by denying submission.

And something about giving
in, surrendering to him and everything that had led them here, was
utterly freeing. A vise of restraint snapped within her mind, and
time imploded. Years melded into minutes and morphed into decades.
A rubberband retracting and expanding, wielded by Fate’s
manipulative hand. Her blood hummed and her molecules splintered.
Hope infused the crevices of doubt. They were no longer apart, a
fissure of distance, but one unit locking into place. Not an atom
inside her didn’t note the change, feel its power, and she couldn’t
drag oxygen into her lungs through the onslaught.

He rained kisses across
her forehead, her cheeks, and pumped harder, faster, as if sensing
the eruption within her and rising to meet her halfway. He didn’t
claim her body, but absorbed her. Took her inside him the way she’d
done to him. His frame tightened, his motions growing more frantic,
and he buried his face in her hair.

“Kaida,” he groaned, then
cursed as if pleading with her to save him.

She came on a soundless
scream, the orgasm ripping through her. Gripping his shoulders from
behind, she held on for all she was worth and rode out the tremors.
He pulsed inside her, hips undulating, and barked a shocked cry
behind her ear.

Even as her breath
returned and she went lax, electricity still zinged through her
like the current couldn’t be grounded. She held him to her, scared
to let go. His heart thumped hard against her breast, seemingly
wanting to reach through him to get to her. The way he siphoned air
ruffled her hair and teased another tremble from her. He quaked on
top of her, burrowing deep.

No, not a quake.
Vibrations on an epic scale.

Forcing her eyes open, she
glanced down the length of him and realized it wasn’t her
imagination. A slight glow emitted from her skin, from his,
creating a white halo around their joined forms. The air
shimmered.

Oh God.
“Brady?”

“Give me a moment,
sweetheart,” he mumbled against her neck, not bothering to lift his
head. “Planets just collided.”

“Um, I think something
magical happened.”

“No kidding.” He moved the
slightest bit to brush a kiss over the skin behind her
ear.

“Brady.” She nudged his
shoulder. “I mean literally. Look.”

He shifted onto his
forearms and froze. Blinked. Shook his head. His wide gaze took her
in, then his chin dipped while he looked at himself. “Holy crap.”
He held up his hand, flipping it back and forth, but the
illumination continued. “That brings new meaning to the term
afterglow. What’s going on?”

“I don’t know.” As she
answered, the halo faded, dimmed, and disappeared. “Do you feel all
right?”

He grinned. “You tell
me.”

“I’m serious. Is anything
different? Mentally, physically?”

“Well, yes. We did just
have the best sex of my life.” But he tilted his head as if taking
stock. “I’m a little tired, I suppose. Nothing seems off or hurts.”
He gazed at her. “During, though, it was...cosmic. I’m not feeding
you a line, either. There was this blast of energy and it heated me
from the inside out. I actually sensed a connection between us that
went beyond our bodies. Does that make sense?”

She nodded because he’d
just described her experience, too. “That’s what it’s like for me
when I practice magick. Only, it was like we both were creating
it.” Worry niggled at the base of her neck. She hoped she hadn’t
inadvertently cast a spell on him. He appeared fine. “You’re really
okay? You don’t seem freaked out at all.”

“I’m beyond okay.” He gave
her a quick kiss. “This doesn’t feel wrong, Kaida. During or
after.” He brushed a strand of hair from her face, his fingers
toying with the ends. “You and me? We’re so very right together.
Besides, you’d never do anything to hurt me.”

Before she could respond,
he brought his mouth to hers and gave her a slow, languid kiss that
had her toes curling and her pulse kicking up rhythm
again.


Chapter Seventeen
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Brady groaned and rolled over in bed to avoid the stream of
sunlight smacking him in the face through the balcony doors.
Smiling like an idiot at the rosemary scent clinging to his pillow
and recalling the previous evening’s events, he reached for Kaida.
Except the sheets were cool. Frowning, he pried his eyes open and
found a folded piece of paper on her side of the
mattress.

Stole one of your
t-shirts. I’m downstairs.

She’d put a smiley face at
the end of her note, which was entirely too adorable. And it didn’t
make him grin. Much. He rose and relieved himself in the adjoining
bathroom, then threw on a pair of sweats and his glasses to go in
search of her.

Best damn night of his
life. Would’ve been the best morning of his life if she were still
in his bed.

The sound of muttering
voices and the scent of coffee led him to the kitchen. He propped a
shoulder against the frame, mostly out of sight, and grinned wider
at finding Kaida on a stool by the island next to Riley, bare feet
on the rungs. She had her hair up in a messy knot and, along with
one of his tees, she also wore a pair of his boxers. Both were so
big, they swam on her.

She paused with the mug
halfway to her mouth. “He did not. Really?”

“Totally serious. He not
only corrected the teacher on when the Revolutionary War ended, but
Massachusetts’ succession, too. For thirty minutes.”

“And,” Tristan added from
his spot by the sink, hip against the counter, “he didn’t even get
in trouble for it. If Uncle Greg hates one thing more than you
Galloways, it’s people who don’t get their facts straight. Brady
was expecting to be grounded for life and got a pat on the head
instead.”

Rubbing his jaw, Brady
fought a laugh. Leave it to his brothers to relay his
transgressions the first chance they’d gotten her alone. He
wondered what else they’d told her while he’d slept in. But, damn.
Her in his kitchen? Yakking it up with the two people he loved
most? All adorably sleep-mussed and her voice husky? It did the
most unimaginable things to his chest. Emotion filled him to
capacity, to the point his throat restricted and his sinuses
prickled.

He’d lived in this frigid
fortress all his life, and this was the lone instance it had ever
felt like a...home.

“Wow.” She chuckled. “Good
for him. Le sigh. Brains are hot.”

Tristan laughed.
Laughed. A rough, low
sound Brady hadn’t heard in too long.

Which sealed the deal for
him. If he hadn’t realized he’d fallen for her last night, this
morning proved he’d smacked pavement with the impact of just how
hard. Not only was she gorgeous and smart and kind, but anyone who
could get Tristan to let go, even for a moment, would forever have
Brady by the shorthairs.

“Hot, huh?” Riley wiggled
his brows. “I’ll have to remember that.”

“Flirt.” An impish smile,
and she playfully smacked his arm. “Well, boys. Thanks for the
caffeine blast. I’m going to take off if I’m to get back here in
presentable form for Easter. Do you want me to help with anything
before I leave?”

Tristan shook his head.
“We have a caterer delivering food. Nothing to do but set it
out.”

“You should’ve said
something. I could’ve cooked.”

“Negates the point of
inviting you to lunch if you have to make it.” Riley winked at her.
“With better planning, we could’ve had the staff whip up something,
but we gave them off for the weekend.” He shared a somber look with
Tristan. “It’s a rare day we do anything special for a
holiday.”

“I’m glad you chose to
start.” Her sad smile sliced through Brady’s ribcage. “Doesn’t
matter what your upbringing is or how large the family. Being
together is important.” She hopped off the stool and rinsed her cup
at the sink.

Riley strode to the nook
and snatched a sweatshirt off the bench seat. “Here, put this on.
You’ll freeze wearing that.”

“Thanks.” She slid her
arms in the sleeves and zipped it to her chin. “I’ll return it
later. Let Brady know where I am, would you? Just so he doesn’t
worry.”

Brady shoved off the frame
to walk her home, but Tristan spoke up before he could make his
presence known.

“Hold up. I don’t like the
idea of you going by yourself.”

He could’ve kissed his
brother for that alone.

“It’s just across the
woods.” Her brows wrinkled in concern. “You don’t think your uncle
would come back so soon, do you?”

“I don’t know what he’s
capable of or what his plans are.” Tristan ran his fingers through
his hair. “I’d feel better if one of us went along.”

“I’ll take the walk of
shame with you.” Riley shoulder-bumped her and glanced at Tristan.
“You can intercept the caterer and I’ll return when the sisters are
ready. That work for you?”

Tristan nodded. “Be
careful.” Once they were gone, he pointedly looked at Brady. “Is
there a reason you didn’t offer her an escort or join the
conversation?”

Busted. “Nope. Just
enjoying the new dynamic.” He stepped into the room and leaned his
forearms on the island. “It makes me happy you both get along with
her so well.” And were willing to offer protection in Brady’s
absence. It meant more to him than they’d ever know.

Shrugging, Tristan took a
sip of coffee. “She’s an easy person to like.”

“I’m hopelessly in love
with her.”

Tristan studied him a
considerate beat, expression dialed to say-that-again, then turned
to pour another coffee from the carafe. “You need Bailey’s in this
or something stronger? Whiskey?” He set the cup in front of Brady.
“I can bust out the bourbon.”

“No alcohol required.
Loving her doesn’t frighten me.” He downed half the mug and rubbed
his eyes, dislodging his glasses. He adjusted the frames before
continuing. “It probably should have me freaked out, considering
our history and the way we met. But, no. Not scared in the
slightest.”

Up went Tristan’s brows as
he eyed Brady over the rim of his cup. In a lazy move, he crossed
one foot over the other. “What’s with the disturbed expression
then? Not that I’d know from experience, but isn’t love supposed to
make you joyful and crap?”

Brady sighed and traced
his finger over a pattern on the granite countertop. “I don’t think
she’s sticking around. She took a sabbatical from her teaching
position to come here, meet her blood relatives, but she’s made no
mention of staying.”

“Conversation doesn’t
appear to be an issue between you two. Talk to her about
it.”

“I don’t know how, or even
if it’s my place.” He finished the last few swallows of coffee.
“She has a life back in Iowa. Her condo, a steady job at the
college. I knew from the beginning she planned to return. She said
as much. Who the hell am I to add conflict?”

“You’re the guy who loves
her, that’s who.” Tristan’s lips flatlined. “Things have...evolved
since she arrived. Does she know how you feel?”

Brady shook his head.
“Haven’t dropped the L-bomb. It doesn’t seem fair to put more on
her full plate. She still has so much to learn about her gifts and
how to control them. Throw in curses and hunters, and it’s enough
to make anyone’s head spin.”

“We’ve all had to adapt,”
Tristan argued. “Her most of all. But she doesn’t strike me as a
woman incapable of handling herself. From what I’ve seen, she’s
taken every blow with her chin up and a side of grace. I don’t
think you’re giving her or yourself enough credit.”

True. Hard to argue with
that logic. Still, Brady had entered new territory here, and the
circumstances were so far out of normal, he and Kaida may as well
have landed on Neptune.

“What I find most
interesting is what you haven’t said.” Tristan put his cup aside.
“A condo and a job were your words. That’s what she’d be going back
to. Nowhere did you mention friends or family. She has both right
here, and I suspect it may be the first time in her life that’s the
case. Perhaps, little brother, she’s looking for a reason to take
the leap.”

Brady dropped his head in
his hands. “First, I’m exactly seven minutes younger than you.
Second, when did you turn into an all-wise version of Confucius?
And third, shut up.”

“Sucks to be wrong,
doesn’t it?” Tristan rinsed his mug and switched off the coffee
maker. “It was bound to happen eventually. At least it occurred in
my lifetime.” He patted Brady’s shoulder as he walked by on the way
out. “Caterer’s coming in an hour and the sisters will be here in
two. I suggest maybe getting dressed.”

“Hardy,
har-har.”

But Tristan had already
vacated the room, leaving Brady to stew. And think. And freak out a
little bit. Or a lot.

No, the concept of loving
her didn’t have him flipping his gourd or inflicting the urge to
run in the opposite direction. He was beginning to realize he’d
loved her all along and only now had caught on to the fact. But
yes, the circumstances were enough to have one foot planted firmly
in oh-shit-ville. Because, damn...

If they didn’t solve
destiny’s riddle, that was it. The End. Three centuries of love
lost and never found would become the permanent fate for both their
families. Any hope for soul mates and ever-afters would cease to
exist, leaving “the curse” the reigning champion. History proved
one or both of them would die at an early age. Tragically, no
doubt. Or, if they were lucky, live long enough to wallow in misery
and self-loathing, pining for one another after something had
wedged them apart.

And assuming they did pull
off this little miracle to complete the appointed task, the
Venatores were after them. Plus, Riley and Tristan still had their
parts to play. Alongside Fiona and Ceara.

Doomed, meet thy
minion.

Kaida leaving Six Fates
hardly qualified as a sub-heading in the We’re Screwed column, yet
it bothered him to no end and grated his already raw nerves. Love
had never bestowed a high-five to the face for him before. The
thought of losing her, in any capacity, was debilitating.
Unbearable. Nothing mattered without her.

A harsh exhale, and he
pushed off the counter to head upstairs.

Once he finished a shower,
he threw on a pair of gray slacks and a white button-down, then
stared at the bed. Kept staring. The sheets were rumpled from their
love-making, her scent lingered in the room, and recollection of
their passion flooded him until suffocation loomed.

All he wanted was more.
More memories, more time together, more...everything. Interesting,
because he’d never thought himself a sadist.

The sisters had arrived by
the time he’d made it back downstairs and were helping his brothers
set out the food in the formal dining room. They hadn’t dined in or
used this space since their uncle had left the island nine years
ago. Brady had almost forgotten what it looked like.

Walnut wainscot paneling
would’ve made the interior dim or moody if not for the elaborate
chandelier over the massive ten-seater Palais Royale and the bay
window facing the eastern side of the grounds.

The space was still as
ostentatious as he remembered. Monet on the walls, a Copenhagen
china set too dainty for a princess’s tea party placed precisely at
each seat, and Baroque silverware on cloth napkins. Even the French
Rocco-style table with its exuberant floral embellishments, carved
cabriole legs, and leaf swirl motif were pretentious.

How he used to dread
coming in here as a boy. Meals were fraught with strain and he
always felt like he was walking on eggshells just by picking up a
fork. Uncle Greg had expected silence while eating. Afterward, he’d
stretch out his time drinking cognac in order to berate Brady and
his brothers for whatever they’d done to screw up. Getting a B in
some subject. Talking without being spoken to first.
Breathing.

But while he observed the
ladies arranging platters with his brothers and discussing a topic
he hadn’t followed through all the static in his skull, he realized
the current atmosphere was entirely different. Smiles. Chatter.
Hell, cordial happiness even.

Just like what had
happened in the kitchen this morning with Kaida, light petered the
darkness from the room. A veil parting. A weight lifting. In its
wake was a sense of fondness he’d not once associated with the
mansion. Warmth fisted the cold ball of dread in his gut and spread
heat through his system.

“Hey.” Kaida stepped in
front of him and smiled. “You’re just in time.”

No. She’d arrived just in time. On the
island. In his life.

“Are you okay?” She tilted
her head. “You seem distracted.”

“Yes, I’m fine.” Come what
may, he had this moment. This inconsequential flicker of a second
where he loved a woman capable of erasing the repulsion of his
childhood and transforming a house into a home. “I’m
perfect.”

He gave her a quick kiss,
wishing he could linger longer, and held a chair out for her.
Sitting beside her, he placed a napkin in his lap.

The others joined them and
dishes were passed. Honey-glazed ham, mashed potatoes, steamed
carrots, and rolls filled their plates. Damn if food didn’t taste
better with her around also.

“All right,” Riley said,
setting his silverware aside once finished. “We saw your spring
equinox thingy. You gotta spill the dirt on what you do for
Halloween.”

Fiona took a sip of wine.
“We dig up old ancestors and ride broomsticks, of course.” At
Riley’s blank stare, she rolled her eyes. “And here I thought
sarcasm was your primary language.”

“My second, actually.
Smart-assery is my first.”

Her laugh was more sultry
than the cabernet. “Samhain is a time for honoring the dead. It’s
also for cleansing and releasing. It’ll be Kaida’s first
celebration, too. You’ll survive.”

“Definitely.” Kaida wiped
her mouth with a napkin. “I’m looking forward to coming back and
doing all the rituals I missed out on.”

Tension crackled in the
stagnant air.

Tristan and Brady
exchanged a look of dismal understanding before Fiona jumped down
Kaida’s throat.

“Coming back? As in, you planned to
leave?” She smacked her hand on the table, and Kaida trembled,
startled shock in her eyes. “When, exactly? What if the tasks
aren’t fulfilled? You’ll, what? Shrug and wash your hands of
everything? Say, oh well, it was a good effort—”

“Fiona.” Brady slowly
shook his head and reached for Kaida’s hand under the table. “Talk
to her about it later.”

Fiona eyed her sister,
then waved a dismissal. “Whatever. Let’s talk strategy. Any word
from your uncle since last night?”

“Not that I’m aware.”
Brady squeezed Kaida’s cool fingers in a silent show of support
despite the way his stomach clenched at the confirmation she didn’t
plan on staying. He’d have to figure something out. Find a way to
compromise or change her mind. “We did update the alarm codes,
however, as a precaution.”

“He checked into the hotel
just after midnight.” Tristan set his napkin on his empty plate.
“He has the Do Not Disturb
sign on the door. No one’s seen him come or go,
but I have an extra security guard on lookout in the
lobby.”

“That’s a good start.”
Ceara dropped her chin in her hand. “I can put a ward around your
house like we did at ours. I don’t have enough power to cover the
forest, though. Our meadow is exposed, as well.”

“What would that do?”
Tristan asked.

“It would prevent him from
entering the mansion or immediate grounds. Think of it like an
invisible force field or bubble.”

“Go for it.” Riley leaned
back in his seat. “And thanks for the offer.”

“I wish there was more we
could do,” she mumbled, then abruptly straightened. “I almost
forgot. Hold on.” She rushed from the room and returned moments
later, kneeling by Brady’s chair. “Fiona, Kaida, and I have our
pentagram necklaces, which I’ve spelled for additional protection.
I made these for you guys.”

She fastened a thin
braided leather bracelet around each of their wrists with a gold
clasp, explaining along the way. “I tried to make them as manly as
possible. Hopefully, they’re okay. They have to be worn to be
effective and won’t make you Superman or anything, but they will
keep you out of immediate danger. Enough tenacity or persistence
from an opponent, though, and the ward will sever. Think of it like
an early warning signal.”

Once she returned to her
seat, she took a sip of wine and hesitantly glanced at the others.
Tristan and Riley were staring at their wrists like they’d been
sucker-punched and Brady couldn’t drudge up the right string of
syllables to relate his gratitude. Not only had she offered to
protect their home, but she’d taken the time to craft something
personal.

What a difference a couple
weeks made.

“You hate them. I’m sorry.
If you have a watch or ring you like to wear, you can pass it along
and I could use that instead—”

“This was very
thoughtful.” Tristan cleared his throat. “Thank you. We’ll wear
them.”

“Are you sure? I don’t
mind—”

“Positive.” He offered a
slight shake of his head, clearly moved by her offer, and focused
on Kaida. “Where are you on the task? Any progress?”

“Honestly, I’m at a loss.”
Kaida wrinkled her nose. “I figured our role was to bring everyone
together. We just collectively ate a meal and you guys attended one
of our circle rituals, but no box has shown up.”

“More than that, we’ve
united.” Brady ran his fingers through her hair because it calmed
him and he needed to touch her. “Fiona and Ceara were prepping to
use magick against Uncle Greg in the clearing. Tristan and Riley
stepped in front of them as a defense. And both actions were done
without thought like an ingrained instinct.” He swept his gaze over
Kaida’s profile, his pulse throbbing at the reminder of what she’d
done. “You actually did use your power to shove him off
me.”

She smiled, nodding at his
praise.

“Maybe your mission is
something more personal,” Tristan offered. “Target specific to one
or both of you?”

“Decent theory.” Fiona
twisted her lips in thought. “All Aunt Mara knows is what Celeste
said in her original spell. Three tasks
await to set the cursed free. No hint of
what they are, though.”

“Love has been stolen because of hate.” Brady sighed. “That was her reasoning. Logically, the best
educated guess is what Kaida suggested. Bring the families together
to mend fences. Which we’ve done.”

Ceara brushed a strand of
auburn hair from her face. “I can delve into the grimoire. I doubt
anything’s there, but it won’t hurt to try.”

“Are you ladies in any
hurry to head home?” Riley asked.

“Why?” Fiona narrowed her
eyes. “Want help with the dishes?”

“If you insist.” He
grinned. “But in seriousness, I think we should introduce you to
our library.”

Brady nodded, realization
dawning. “The journals.” Except they were written in Latin and
Brady had been the only one to ever glance at them. Years
ago.

“Exactly. Six heads are
better than three, and the books might be able to connect the dots,
help us figure out what we’re missing. There’s bound to be clues in
them.”

“What journals?” Fiona
asked.

“Minister Gregory Meath
started one after Celeste died.” Brady strummed his fingers on the
table, thinking. “Many of our ancestors have kept up with the
habit. There’s at least fifty volumes.”

Ceara’s brows rose. “And
you have all of them? The originals?”

“Yes.” He looked across
the table to check Tristan’s reaction, and was relieved at his
brother’s subtle nod of approval.

“Stop. Rewind.” Kaida held
out her hand in a gesture of pause. “I’m still hung up on the part
where you have a library. That is so sexy. I may never
leave.”

Riley tilted his face
toward the ceiling and belted a laugh. “Christ, if you’re not Brady
with breasts, I’ll cook next time.”


Chapter Eighteen
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Kaida, mouth agape, stared at the leather-bound journals Brady
had placed on the table in the library. Wearing white gloves, he’d
retrieved them from a high glass-encased shelf and had lined them
in order. Fifty-two in all. Some bindings were cracked, the pages
yellow with age. Others looked new and barely touched.

Amazing. So was the room.
While Brady had been busy, she’d strolled around, fighting a
bookgasm. They had first editions of most of her favorite classics
and newer titles. Volumes and volumes of fiction, non-fiction,
encyclopedias... Heaven. And those were just the books. Vaulted
ceiling with a mural of angels. A fireplace she and her sisters
could walk inside. Intricate accent carvings and a bar in the
corner.

Heck, all she’d need was a
bathroom and she could move in, never to see daylight
again.

“Okay, we have two
problems.” Brady held up his gloved hands. “First, these are
delicate. We’re not going to be able to touch most of them without
protection and the pages are brittle. I’m not even sure opening the
first ten is a good idea. The cases that housed them were light and
moisture controlled. Exposure could destroy them.”

Ceara stepped closer to
the table, bending to get a better peek. “I think I can help with
that issue. Aunt Mara has a spell for longevity and preservation in
our grimoire. If I cast it on these, we should be able to do
whatever with them. They’d remain in the state they are
now.”

Brady reared. “Really?
Well, problem one solved. Second, they’re all written in
Latin.”

“I assume you don’t speak
the language,” Kaida said.

“A word here and there.
Not enough to translate. What about you guys?”

They shook their
heads.

Ceara straightened. “I
have a solution there, too. It might be tricky, though. I can
create a spell allowing us the ability to read any written language
and understand it. However, it would be temporary and I’d have to
be careful in the phrasing to avoid the no-personal-gain
rule.”

“Or what?” Tristan widened
his stance, crossing his arms. “What would happen?”

“It can come back times
three.” She ran a finger across her lip, gaze trained on the
journals. “For instance, if we were to cast one to win the lottery,
it would eventually bite us in the butt. Karma would balance the
scales. We’d get robbed, or lose the money in bad investments, or a
disaster of some kind could force us to pay out damages. Fire,
flood, wrath of God. Only, we’d wind up with less than what we
started with before the spell.”

“Uh.” Riley raised his
hand. “I vote no on the second spell.”

Fiona sent him a withering
glare. “There’s no personal gain that I can determine. No
monotonous value and we’d get nothing out of it but information. I
say yes.”

“What about everyone
else?” Brady eyed each of them. “In my opinion, all decisions
should be unanimous.”

Kaida’s heart swelled, and
she bowed her head as a smile bloomed. This was what she’d been
hoping for all along. Teamwork, respect, and a sense of harmony.
Stupid as it sounded, it was gratifying to be a part of something,
no matter the danger involved. Her parents had loved her in their
own way. Of that, she had no doubt. But she’d never gotten the
impression they understood her or invested in her goals. Friends
had been hard to come by, and the majority of those she had back
home were colleagues.

Tristan faced Ceara. “What
do you think? Is Fiona right?”

She tilted her head, gaze
still lost in thought. “Yes, best I can tell. I can make sure I’m
uber careful when I cast the spell.”

He nodded as if her word
was all he’d needed. “I’m in.”

“Me, too,” Kaida agreed.
She trusted her sisters and they’d never do anything to cause harm.
The journals might be a wash, but they’d never know if they didn’t
get a chance to read them.

Brady wrapped an arm
around her shoulders. “I vote yes.”

Riley sighed. “Fine. Count
me in.”

Ceara wrung her hands and
glanced around. “I’ll work on the phrasing for both spells tonight.
In the mean time, I should put the ward up on the mansion before we
go.”

After agreeing to training
tomorrow in the late afternoon, followed by pizza and
spell-casting, they all headed outside for Ceara to do her thing.
Kaida rubbed her arms while a chilly breeze blew off the
coast.

Brady stepped behind her
and wrapped her in his embrace. “Cold?”

“A little.” She craned her
neck and grinned at him. “Better now.”

He kissed her cheek. “Are
you staying over tonight?”

“I really should ask my
sisters about what happened with us before we have sex again.” She
was still a tad rattled and hadn’t been able to approach the topic
since Riley had been around all morning.

“I understand.” Brady
stared ahead at the mansion, his expression tight. “We need to talk
soon. About...things.”

“Yeah.” And she knew
precisely what he wanted to discuss. Her leaving Six Fates. It
wasn’t as if she’d promised him or her sisters anything more than a
few months, and she hadn’t lied. Yet Fiona’s reaction at lunch sat
heavy in her stomach. Perhaps she should’ve had a reminder chat
with Brady before they’d gotten intimate. “I’m sorry if I mislead
you or—”

“You didn’t, sweetheart.”
He sighed and pressed his forehead to her temple. “But we need to
have a conversation.”

“Okay.” She closed her
eyes a moment and checked on Ceara. Her sister was still studying
the front of the property, unmoving. “Are you all right,
Ceara?”

“Yes, but I don’t think I
can conjure enough magick for an estate this size. It’s much bigger
than our house. I think I can only do the mansion itself.” She
looked at Fiona. “Can I pull some from you? Both of
you?”

Fiona nodded and Kaida
moved out of Brady’s arms to follow suit, standing beside
Ceara.

“You might feel tired, but
don’t be scared,” she said, most likely for Kaida’s benefit. “Try
not to fight the pull.” Ceara took Fiona and Kaida’s hands and
closed her eyes.

Immediately, Kaida’s
fingers vibrated and heat shot up her arm, followed by a cold,
numbing sensation. She forced herself to relax despite the odd
awareness of her energy draining and fatigue dragging her under. In
less than ten seconds, it felt like she’d gone eight rounds with
vodka and lost.

Ceara shook beside her,
head thrown back and brows wrinkled in concentration. The air
wavered around her and turned a shimmering red. Sparks snapped.
Crackled. She let out an awful wheeze, dropped Kaida and Fiona’s
hands, and collapsed to her knees.

“Done,” she panted, her
palm pressed to her chest. “The property’s secure.”

Tristan looked two shades
past pissed off as he strode over and stopped in front of her. “You
didn’t tell us it would be that hard, that it would...hurt you.”
Taking her hands in his, he helped her to her feet. “I never
would’ve agreed to it.”

“You don’t look so good
either, Fi.” Riley clenched and released his fists like he was
resisting the urge to reach for her.

Now that Kaida was paying
attention, the guys were right. Both her sisters were pale and a
sheen of sweat glistened their skin. She was a smidgen nauseated,
perhaps weak, but she didn’t feel half as bad as Ceara or Fiona
looked.

Brady ran a hand down
Kaida’s strands. “Are you okay?”

“She’s fine. I didn’t pull
as much from her as I did Fiona.” Ceara let go of Tristan and took
a few deep breaths. “Nothing a cup of healing tea and rest won’t
cure.” She did a double-take at Tristan’s irritated jaw tick. “The
process didn’t hurt us. It’s just a...draining
procedure.”

Kaida didn’t know whether
to be furious or insulted. If Ceara had used more of Kaida’s
magick, neither sister would be in this exhausted state. Had Ceara
thought Kaida couldn’t handle it? Did she not trust her to aid
wherever, however she could?

Once again, they’d
rendered her the odd man out. Perhaps not intentionally, but
nonetheless isolating.

Tristan glared at them,
each in turn, then shook his head. “Wait here. I’ll drive you home.
And you won’t argue. No way in hell am I letting you walk when you
can barely stand.”

It was a testament to the
situation when no one uttered a word on the way back. Upon entering
the house, Ceara trudged up the stairs to take a nap and Fiona
scuffled into the kitchen muttering something about tea.

Kaida encouraged her to
sit at the table and started the kettle. Though everything was
labeled, it took her a bit to find the replenishing energy mix
Ceara had talked about. Once made, she set a cup in front of Fiona
and joined her.

Silence lapsed until Kaida
couldn’t take it anymore. “Are you still mad at me about
leaving?”

And...lovely. What was
she, five years old?

“No.” Fiona rubbed her
forehead, gaze on her cup. “Disappointed, but not angry.” Weariness
rippled off her in waves as she rested her elbows on the
table.

“We can talk about it
later.” Kaida had yet to see Fiona in any state other than badass
or temptress, so the wilted flower routine was
disturbing.

“We can talk about it
now.” Fiona lifted her turquoise eyes to Kaida’s and lazily
blinked. “I apologize for my claws earlier. It’s just...” She shook
her head. “My whole existence has been leading up to this fragment
of time. For you to return and the circle to be complete. To step
up and end this blasted curse once and for all. I guess I built
stuff in my mind and never considered that you’d have a life off
the island, one of your own away from us.”

A laugh blew from her
lips, winded and dry. “Selfish and ignorant of me, really, to
assume you’ve been on pause as if in stasis awaiting commands. Of
course, you’re not staying. We’re the detour, not the destination,
aren’t we?”

Kaida opened her mouth,
but quickly shut it. If she were to dissect her choices, her
experiences up to this point, she’d have to face the unsettling
fact that she’d been directionless. Forget detours or destinations.
All she’d been doing was putting one foot in front of the other. A
blind work of autopilot and managing nothing more consequential
than existing.

“I have been in stasis,”
she numbly said, her voice hollow. Admitting such and realizing her
life had been worth squat seemed a trivial insight, considering. It
changed nothing and only shined a spotlight on the hulled-out
person occupying space. “I don’t belong anywhere. I’ve never had
a...connection or bond to anyone or anything or
anyplace.”

Actually, the few
exceptions were encountering Brady in dreams, the instinct to study
and teach Paganism, and boarding the ferry to Six Fates. Maybe
she’d been looking at her destiny all wrong. It was entirely
possible her life hadn’t begun until two weeks ago.

“You always have a place
here with us. You know that, right?”

“I don’t, actually.” She
took a healthy gulp of tea since her hands were shaking. A
tribulation to the coldness taking up residence in her soul, no
doubt. “Knowing what I do now and having an explanation for my
gifts doesn’t equate to acceptance. If there was no curse, would
you even want me here?”

Fiona went eerily still.
Fury turned her frigid glare to blue ice even as tears swam in her
eyes. “Yes,” she said through her teeth. “If there wasn’t a curse,
you would’ve been here, where you
belong, anyway. And since Celeste created
the damn curse, thus making her responsible for all this, let’s
place blame where it rightfully should be. On her shoulders. That
emptiness you’ve been trying to fill? We have, too. You were a void
that grew every second of every day.”

Slowly, she rose,
flattening her palms on the table and leaning into them. “So, yes,
Kaida. We would want you here, curse or no curse, magick or no
magick, destiny or no destiny. You are my sister, my blood, and I
love you.” Straightening, she sniffed. “However, at the moment, I
don’t like you very much.”

She strode into the
adjoining solarium and slammed the door behind her.

Dropping her head in her
hands, Kaida sighed as guilt coagulated in her belly. She didn’t
know why she was keeping her sisters at an arm’s length. They’d
done everything in their power to make her feel welcome and a part
of the family. Teaching her about her gifts and her history.
Including her in their plans. Spending time with her.

Yet, something—she had no
clue what—was keeping her from fully engaging. Perhaps it was fear
of rejection or a deep-seeded abandonment complex. Regardless, she
had to fix the damage she’d just inflicted.

She went into the
glassed-in solarium teeming with plants and apothecary jars. She
set her hands on the large working table in the center of the room
where Fiona was crushing a dried herb of some kind in a mortar bowl
with a pestle. Kaida watched her for a few minutes, movements sharp
and rigid, and attempted to find the right words.

“I’m sorry.” Seemed the
best way to begin. “I was upset because I don’t understand why
Ceara wouldn’t pull as much magick from me as she did you. It made
me...feel left out.”

Fiona didn’t bother
looking up. “She did that because it was the first time she had to
drain and she didn’t want to scare you.”

Oh. Well, when put that
way... “What I said to you was careless and I didn’t mean
it.”

Fiona ground the pestle
harder. “I think you did, truthfully. I think you still blame us
for Mom and Aunt Mara’s choice. It’s not us wanting you to leave.
We’re not sending you away. You’re clinging to your backup plan for
all you’re worth because it’s easier than believing someone gives a
damn.”

Irritation pounded Kaida’s
temples. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Really?” Fiona slammed
the pestle down and glared at her. “They say not knowing is worse
than learning the truth, however painful the outcome. I sympathize
with your situation. I sincerely do. To go your whole life with no
clue where you come from and no understanding of your abilities had
to have been horribly difficult. But you know what sucks harder?
Having that information and being able to do zero about
it.”

She stormed to the hearth,
dumped the contents of the mortar bowl into a steaming cauldron
over a simmering fire, and came back. “For just one second,
consider what we’ve been through, Kaida.”

Diverting her eyes, she
stared at the table’s grain pattern and fought tears. “I know it
wasn’t easy on you, either. And I don’t blame you for what
happened.”

Fiona’s heavy gaze rested
on Kaida so long, it bored holes. Finally, she narrowed her eyes.
“You mean that, don’t you? What, precisely, is the problem, then?”
When Kaida didn’t respond, Fiona plowed on. “Do you blame
yourself?”

Kaida whipped her gaze to
Fiona’s, shock making her grip the table edge harder. The
accusation was absurd. Kaida was a pawn in this game, not the
playmaker. Right? She had no control over how the pieces were moved
or any say in the tactics. Except, needles of doubt burrowed under
her skin because...

Well, her first thought
wasn’t to deny the allegation.

“Oh, Kaida.” Fiona shook
her head, misery in her eyes, and when she spoke again, her voice
was soft enough to cushion the blow of her questions. “Did they not
love you at all? Hold you when you cried or sooth you when scared
or assure you when in doubt?”

It was obvious she’d meant
Kaida’s parents, and her sister had nailed the situation on the
head, but old habits rose to defend. “They weren’t
monsters.”

“No. That dickhead who
raised the Meath boys was a monster.” Fiona’s eyes darted back and
forth between Kaida’s, probing and seeking with an air of
eviscerating sympathy. “But they weren’t kind to you, were they?
They may have said the three words, perhaps not often and just
enough to appease you, but they never made you believe they
actually loved you.”

Kaida tried to swallow and
couldn’t manage. “I wanted for nothing. They never hit or neglected
me. I had a roof over my head and food in my stomach
and—”

“Loneliness that wouldn’t
go away. A desire to belong and be accepted. They died never once
giving it to you.” Fiona’s gaze shot to the ceiling as she rapidly
blinked. “No wonder,” she whispered.

After a broken, uneven
exhale, she looked at Kaida again. “It’s going to take more than me
saying so for you to believe me, and it’ll take even more time
before you believe in yourself, but listen close. Their faults are
not your own, nor are you responsible. What you’ve been seeking is
in front of you. I really, really hope you find the courage to
reach for it. Bravery got you here. Use that same bravery to
stay.”

On a sob, Kaida wrapped
her arms around her middle and hung her head. How many times over
how many years had she wished and prayed for a moment such as this?
To have people who gave a damn instead of pretending to. A place
not to call home, but feel like one.

It seemed almost cruel to
finally have the fates listen now when she was beyond needing those
things anymore. To give in meant reopening herself to a hope she’d
quashed in order to survive. Move on. And there was no guarantee
all this couldn’t be ripped away from her.

Which would be far worse
than never having them in the first place.

Fiona moved around the
table and hugged Kaida from behind. “I speak for Aunt Mara, Ceara,
and myself when I say, I love you.” She set her chin on Kaida’s
shoulder, and her breath hitched in another sob. “Come with me for
a second. I’d like to show you something.”

Taking Kaida’s hand, Fiona
led her out of the solarium, through the kitchen to a small
circular space off the living room. Stained glass panels mirrored
one another on two curved walls and between them were shelves of
books. Fiona reached for a high ledge and brought down an
album.

She asked Kaida to sit in
the lone patterned chair and passed her the book. “I’ll give you
some time to look that over.”

Sniffing, Kaida wiped her
cheeks and ran her hand over the green cover. “What is
it?”

“Answers to some of the
questions you haven’t asked.” Fiona studied her a beat. “Your
family aren’t the only people you need to factor into your
decision. Brady looks at you like you single-handedly hung the moon
and blinked the stars into existence. Think how badly it’ll hurt
him if you walk away after all this is over.”

Kaida glanced at her,
chest tight and her belly a riot. “Trust me, it’s been on my mind
nonstop.” Her brain flickered memories of their time together to
add more remorse to the growing pile. “Something happened between
us last night.”

Fiona cocked a hip in the
doorway. “I would assume so since you came home this morning
wearing his clothes.”

“No,” Kaida said, waving
her hand. “I mean, yes. We made love, but something weird happened
afterward.” She did her best to relay what had gone down and
described the event. “I’m really worried I may have cast a spell on
him by accident or...” She frowned at Fiona’s dropped jaw and
raised brows. “What?”

“You shared your magick
with him,” she breathed. Huffing a laugh, she toyed with the ends
of her cocoa hair. “Holy crap. I’ve never done it myself. Don’t
know about Ceara.”

“What does that mean,
sharing magick? Will it hurt him?”

“No. The opposite.” Fiona
stared at the window, gaze pensive. “When there’s a deep, strong
bond between lovers, a witch can share her magick with her partner.
There has to be an immeasurable amount of trust on both sides, and
he has to be as open as her to receive it. Think of it like your
essence merging with his. An almost literal colliding of souls.”
Her gaze slid to Kaida’s. “I hear it’s an intense
experience.”

She nodded, not sure how
to take the news. “It was very intense.” To put it mildly. Just
recalling the surging emotions had her clenching her thighs and her
throat restricting.

Fiona sighed. “Well, that
puts an exclamation point to what I said. Be careful with his
feelings, sister.” She jerked her chin at Kaida’s lap. “I’ll be
around if you need me.”

Kaida watched her sister’s
retreat, then focused on the album.

Flipping the cover, she
found a photo of a pregnant woman on the first page, hands on her
engorged belly. She beamed a megawatt grin at the photographer, her
cheeks red as if she were barely able to control her
excitement.

Her mother, Kaida assumed.
The resemblance was uncanny. Meagan had blonde hair the exact shade
as Kaida’s that fell in choppy waves just past her shoulders. Same
blue eyes. The picture had been taken in the garden under the arch
with sunlight streaming behind her.

It was Kaida’s first
glimpse at her birth mother, but she didn’t experience a tug of
emotion like she’d expected. The woman was nothing but a stranger.
Instead, curiosity had her turning another page.

Two tiny hand and
footprints in black ink were stamped on a piece of yellowed paper
with Kaida’s full name and birth date written underneath.
They’d...taken the time to issue something personal about her
birth? That went against the assumption she’d had in her head about
them swaddling her up and handing her off. Her sisters had claimed
the decision to send Kaida away had been difficult but, until this
moment, she hadn’t really believed them.

Over the next hour, she
went through the album, and the more pages she flipped, the harder
her heart lurched and swelled. A few precious pictures of her as a
newborn, propped on the floor next to a two-year-old Ceara and
one-year-old Fiona, were inside. Plus a bunch of Mara and Meagan
holding her. Every class photo from Kaida’s first day of
kindergarten through senior year of high school were there, too.
Christmas programs and yearbook clippings. Shots of important
events such as prom and her in a cap and gown from both ceremonies.
The last photo was her professional headshot at the college where
she worked.

Her adoptive parents
must’ve sent them to Mara, but the considerate way they’d been
cared for once received proved her sisters were telling the truth
all along. Her family hadn’t discarded or casted her aside until
her place in destiny was ready for her return. She wasn’t a means
to an end and she hadn’t been forgotten.

No, not at all. They’d
followed her growing up and all her accomplishments. From a
distance, they’d categorized and lovingly placed her inside a book
like she’d...mattered to them. They’d been a part of her life in
the only way they could.

Shaking, she closed the
album and blew out a breath, trying to wrap her mind around what
she’d learned. Common sense and denial and truth battled inside her
skull, her heart, and she wondered who’d be the victor.

“Aunt Mara took that out
every night and showed it to us when she tucked us in as little
girls.” Fiona, expression solemn, leaned against the
frame.

Kaida hadn’t realized her
sister had returned and cleared her throat.

“That was our bedtime
story, a continuous one that we devoured before we fell asleep. You
see, Kaida, for us, you were never truly gone.”


Chapter Nineteen
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“Any news about Captain Asshole?”
Fiona tossed pizza crust on her plate and leaned back in her seat
at the dining room table.

Tristan grunted. “He left
the hotel room late last night, but no one’s seen him come back.
It’s possible he slipped past my watchdog. I might have his room
searched despite the Do Not Disturb
sign. We’ll see.”

Brady rolled his head to
stretch his neck, exhausted from the workout routine. He jogged two
miles three times a week, but he wasn’t accustomed to vigorous
exercise. Not on this level, anyhow. They’d gone at it hard in
their home gym with weights, equipment, and defensive techniques.
Usually, Riley preferred swimming laps and Tristan did martial arts
to keep in shape, yet they appeared just as sluggish as Brady.
Stress, no doubt.

“He could be anywhere on
the island.” He frowned, concern and uncertainty making concrete of
his muscles all over again. “What if he catches one of you off
guard?”

“We can handle ourselves,”
Fiona assured. “Even taking magick and our wards out of the
equation, the tormentor over here has taught us self-defense
skills.”

Tristan quirked a brow.
“The tormentor?”

“I dub it your new
nickname. I do Tae-Bo regularly, and my limbs feel like Jell-O
after one day with you.”

Ceara raised her hand.
“Yoga, and I agree with her. It hurts to blink.”

“Pilates.” Kaida sighed.
“I’d complain, but that would exert too much effort. Plus, I’m in a
food coma.”

Brady glanced across the
table at Riley, who was studying the three empty pizza boxes as if
his life depended on it. “You’re unusually quiet.”

“Shh,” Fiona admonished.
“You’ll ruin a good thing.”

Ignoring her jab, Riley
rubbed his eyes. “I hate this not knowing crap. We have no clue
what his motives are or his next move. He could show up at Bedknobs
& Broomsticks, or while you’re walking in town, or even in the
forest. Hell, me and my brothers work at different locations.
What’s to stop him from going after one of us while we’re alone? We
should get a jump on those journals.”

Ceara nodded. “You’re
right, but I’m afraid I’m useless tonight. Between erecting the
ward last night, the two journal spells today, and training, I’m
beat. Can we do it tomorrow?”

“All of you have lives to
lead,” Kaida mumbled, her glassy gaze on the table. “Jobs,
commitments. I don’t have that problem at the moment.”

Brady stared at her
profile, her expression lost and distracted. He reached over and
clasped her hand with his, squeezing. Without asking, he knew she
was feeling adrift, wondering about her position and where she
belonged. He couldn’t blame her, but it still ripped a fissure
through his chest that she seemed displaced. He and her sisters
could say or do everything in their means to show her they cared,
but until she let go of her past and sought a future, they were at
a stalemate.

She blinked and sucked a
deep inhalation. “My time might best be served going over the
journals while you guys are busy.” She chewed her lip. “They
shouldn’t leave the mansion, though.”

“Then we’ll give you
access to the house and library when we’re not here.” He glanced at
his brothers for confirmation, receiving a nod of approval from
both. “I’ll feel better knowing you’re locked up tight here and not
alone, anyway. How’s that sound?”

“Okay.” She met his
brothers’ eyes, one then the other, and offered a wan smile. “Maybe
I can get a premonition off one of the books, too. I’ll start
reading first thing tomorrow.”

Brady stroked his thumb
across the back of her hand. “Are you spending the
night?”

She cleared her throat,
still refusing to look at him—a trick she’d mastered all damn day
that was driving him to the brink. “Sure, if that’s what you
want.”

“I want.” All the time,
and he didn’t see that ever changing.

Riley rose to drive Fiona
and Ceara home while Tristan cleaned up the dinner mess. Once Brady
had reset the library thumbprint system to grant Kaida access
anytime she wanted, he gave her an extra key to the mansion and the
alarm code.

At the base of the stairs,
she studied the key. “Are you certain it’s all right
that—”

“Positive.” He skimmed his
hand down the length of her ponytail, despising her melancholy
mood. He had the distinct impression she was pulling away from him.
At this point, he’d kill to have her blue gaze meet his. Just as he
was about to request it, Tristan strode in and eyed
them.

“Everything okay?” Neither
answered, and he walked closer, attention dipping to the key in her
palm. Understanding dawned over his features. “We trust you,
Kaida.”

She jerked her focus to
him, lips parting in surprise. “You hardly know me.”

“I know enough. Besides,
if Brady trusts you, I do.” Tristan’s expression never changed, but
something seemed to pass between him and Kaida that Brady couldn’t
grasp. “You’re smart, beautiful, intuitive, and sincere. I think
it’s time you started trusting yourself.”

A nod at Brady, and
Tristan climbed the stairs, disappearing into his suite.

Kaida stared at his
retreating form, then back at the key. “He’s right.”

“Look at me.” Brady cupped
her cheeks, ready to beg. “Look at me, sweetheart.” When she
finally did, he almost wept at the gutted hollowness in her eyes.
“It’s going to be fine. I promise you.”

“We only have ten days
before the next new moon. I don’t know what else to do. We’ve tried
everything and...” She closed her eyes. Shook her head.

“Not everything.” He was
beginning to suspect their task had more to do with the two of them
than the group as a whole. Or perhaps one element was connected to
the other. Regardless, he was bound and determined to figure it
out. Her, him, the curse—all of it. The alternative was too
horrible to contemplate. “I have faith in you.” In them.

He pressed his lips to her
forehead and lingered a brief beat. “Come upstairs with me. Be with
me tonight.”

A pause, and she
nodded.

Leading her to his suite,
he locked the door and went into the adjoining bathroom. He turned
the knob to fill the square tub, checked the water temperature, and
stripped out of his clothes. She was securing her ponytail up off
her neck with a hair band when he turned around to face
her.

He lit a couple candles on
the vanity and switched off the overheads, illuminating the room in
moonlight through the galley window.

“Can I?” He fingered the
hem of her sweatshirt. At her murmur of consent, he slowly
undressed her and encouraged her into the bath, following to sit
behind. Water lapped around them while he cradled her between his
thighs, cocooned her in his arms. “Better?”

“Yes, much.” She expelled
a sigh that shook the heavens and rested the back of her head on
his shoulder. “This feels good.”

He whole-heartedly agreed.
There wasn’t a sensation on earth that could compare to holding
her, having her soft skin in direct contact with his, or breathing
in her familiar rosemary scent.

They relaxed in silence,
hot water easing sore muscles and the dark room quieting their
minds while she stroked his forearms idly with her fingertips. If
they did this every evening for the rest of his life, it wouldn’t
be enough.

“I talked to my sisters
about what happened between us. Apparently, that glow we
experienced was me sharing my magick with you.” She turned her head
to look at him. “The way Fiona explained it, we had some kind of
bonding episode.”

As she went into detail
about trust and openness and what it all meant, he fell so in love
with her, he couldn’t breathe. He thought he’d understood the
concept before, had teetered on the verge with other women, had
known he’d sunk waist-deep in it with her, but he’d been fooling
himself.

What they had transgressed
time, spanned distance, and eradicated the very definition of the
word love. Gave it an entirely new meaning. If he allowed himself
to look hard enough, dig deep enough, he’d known as a boy she was
the other half of him. She’d somehow, some way, found him among the
fray. And stayed. Kept coming back. In his dreams, his thoughts,
and now, his every waking moment.

Her family’s history, his
own, had forever been a weight on them both. He and his brothers
had shied away from any form of true intimacy because the past
proved the future wasn’t destined to be a happy one. The odds had
been stacked against him and Kaida since before they’d even been
conceived. Three-hundred years of misery had laid their path to one
another.

And still, it didn’t
matter. He loved her despite their chances.

“I didn’t know I was doing
it, of course.” She swallowed. “I’m sorry if you think I violated
your privacy. That wasn’t my intention. We should’ve talked about
our circumstances before we—”

“Kaida, it would’ve
changed nothing.” He brushed a wayward strand from her cheek. “I
would’ve said yes either way. I knew you were planning on leaving
and I’m not sorry for what we did together. I plan to keep making
love to you until you board the ferry and return to your life. I
went into this with my eyes wide open.”

He sighed, studying her.
Somehow, he had to get his point across without making her feel
like she was being cornered. The decision to stay or go was up to
her. “The thing is, we can talk this into the ground, but I can’t
stay away from you, even if that’s the wiser move. And you should
have my opinion on the subject if you’re contemplating
choices.”

Rubbing his thumb over her
lush lower lip, he went for broke. “I want nothing more than for
you to stick, to make a life here. Not just because you have a
family who cares about you, or the friendship you’ve developed with
my brothers, or even what’s building between us. I want you to do
it for yourself. Be happy, not simply content. There are colleges
on the mainland you can apply at or our high school on the island.
I can figure out a position for you on the historical society if
you like. Hell, work at your sister’s shop. I don’t care. The point
is, you have options.”

Her gaze skimmed his face,
and the longer she probed, the harder his heart pumped. It was
difficult to tell her reaction since her features were blank and
she seemed lost in thought, but he suspected he’d gotten through to
her. Perhaps he’d just scratched the surface, yet it was a start.
He’d done what he could for now. The rest would come over time. It
was up to him to show her what he wanted, how good they could be
together, and for her to decide what to do with the
knowledge.

Finally, she looked away
and resettled. “Fiona showed me a photo album earlier today. They
kept tabs on me growing up. School pictures and stuff. There were
some shots of me and my sisters when I was an infant before the
adoption. Mara and my mother, too. I look like her,” she added
quietly.

He cinched his arms
tighter, unsure how to respond. Like her, he’d been pissed off at
what they’d done to her and how easily they’d cast her aside. But
the more intel he gained on the circumstances, the harder it was to
dispute their intentions. The Venatores had been hunting her kind
for centuries, and had they been aware of her existence, she might
not be here today. She was the final link in this fated chain.
Erase her, and it wiped out any chance for breaking it.

Still, he couldn’t imagine
what it had been like for her growing up. Thinking she was
unwanted. Unloved. A freak, as she’d claimed. He hadn’t had the
best upbringing, but he’d always had his brothers. No matter what,
he could and would survive anything so long as they were beside
him.

“At the risk of sounding
like a psychiatrist, how did that make you feel?” If it were him,
it would give him a measure of comfort to know they’d at least been
thinking about him in his absence.

“Shocked at first.” She
cupped a handful of bathwater and dripped it over his arms.
“Confused, I suppose. I had this version of them in my head for so
long, and everything I’m being told contradicts those impressions.”
She paused, and when she spoke again, her voice quivered. “I hated
them. It was easier than dealing with the truth or facing reality.
I channeled all my frustration into hate. And I’m ashamed that
while I resented them, they’d loved me. Missed me. Were trying to
keep me close no matter how far the distance.”

And there was the crux of
the issue. “You’re human, sweetheart. Granted, you have
superpowers, but you’re still human. You have a right to every one
of those emotions. But maybe it’s time to let go of that hate you
erected to protect yourself and let in something else.”

“I’m trying,” she
whispered, and he dropped the topic for now.

Kissing her temple, he
spoke into her hair. “We’re going to turn into prunes if we stay in
here much longer. Don’t want to move, though.”

She made that adorable
humming noise in her throat. “I used to take long baths as a kid.
When I was seventeen, my first-ever boyfriend broke up with me. In
typical teenage angst, I bawled my eyes out in the tub.”

“His loss, my
gain.”

Her smile was wistfully
sad. “The experience left my emotions exposed. By the time I
stopped crying, the entire contents of the bath were floating near
the ceiling. I’d lost control. Scared out of my mind, I climbed
out, but it was too late. Sixty gallons of water whooshed down and
flooded the room.”

She shook her head. “It
took every towel in the linen closet to clean up the deluge.
Frantically I worked, sobbing, hoping like hell my parents didn’t
hear me. And when I was done,” she breathed, “I stood in front of
the mirror, naked, holding a bottle of sleeping pills the shrink
had given me. The shrink they’d sent me to because I was having
nightmares. But how was I supposed to tell him the reason was due
to me coming into my powers when I didn’t even understand that
myself?”

Sensing where this was
going, he turned her sideways in his lap and held the side of her
head, burying his hand in her hair. “You didn’t. Tell me you
didn’t, Kaida.” The most unimaginable panic clawed his gut, and
even looking into her amazing cerulean eyes, knowing she was right
there with him, did nothing to stop the unfettered
terror.

“I wasn’t depressed, but I
contemplated swallowing every pill. I just wanted the anomalies to
stop. Looking back on it, I still can’t label it as a suicide
attempt.” She swallowed, biting her lip. Her cheeks were flushed
pink from the heat of the water, yet her fingers were cold as she
traced his jaw. “I didn’t want to die. I just wanted to quit being
afraid all the time. In the end, I took one, hoping I’d get to see
you when I fell asleep.”

Her voice cracked, and so
did his ribcage. Wide. Damn. Open.

“Jesus, Kaida.” Shaking,
he dropped his forehead to hers and slammed his lids shut. Grief
blazed a white-hot path up his esophagus and fisted his airway.
Lungs straining, eyes burning, he all but died as visions of a
younger version of her swam to mind. How alone she’d been. How
utterly frightened she must’ve felt. “I...damn it.”

She wrapped her hand
around the back of his neck and slid her fingers into his hair,
causing him to shudder in an attempt not to lose it. “I didn’t tell
you to make you upset. I need you to understand. Trusting you is
easy. It’s second nature. But everyone else takes effort. There’s a
lot for me to battle through before I get there.”

He said her name upwards
of twenty times as they shared air, their lips brushing. Being
filleted alive would hurt less than knowing she’d been in any kind
of pain like the one she’d just described. The very thought of what
could’ve happened if she’d gone through with it was an acid chaser
to the serrated edge.

Screw curses or destiny.
Forget fate and tasks. He never would’ve had her. Not on the island, in his home,
wrapped in his arms, or more than a figment in his dreams. There
never would’ve been a them.

“Every time I use my
magick, each day I spend here with all of you, brings me a little
closer to accepting my future and letting go of the past.” She
kissed his cheeks, his brow, his mouth. “Open your
eyes.”

It took effort, but he
complied. And what he found stalled his lungs, accelerated his
heartbeat, and blew his mind.

Ribbons of water swirled
around their joined bodies. From the lip of the tub to just above
his head, it moved in fluent motion in one long, unbroken stream.
Between the ethereal blue of the darkened room to the way the
rivulets caught flecks of candlelight, it was as if she’d parted an
ocean and swaddled them in stars.

“I did dream of you that
night,” she said, forcing his gaze from the wonder around him and
back to her. “You settled the turmoil I’d been harboring without
even knowing it. I may be able to do all this, but you have the
true magick, Brady. You gave me a reason to keep going, keep
dreaming, and after all these years, I can replace that terrible
memory with this one. Erase fear and insert hope.”

Mercy. Nostrils flared and
jaw clenched, he soughed for oxygen. Fruitless. She stole his
breath even when she wasn’t trying. Again, his eyes stung, and her
form wavered through a sheen of tears.

“I love you.” Tilting his
head, he kissed her, deep and with everything he had left in him.
And it didn’t seem like enough. “Ready to hear it or not, I love
you.”

The water anomaly rained
back into the tub.

He didn’t give her a
chance to respond. Pulling the drain, he lifted her from the tub
and, dripping wet, carried her into the bedroom. He laid her out on
the sheets and followed her down, blanketing her body with
his.

Keeping their mouths fused
in a tug-of-war between sweet and desperate, he skimmed his hands
down her sides and back up, loving her soft, damp skin and the way
she arched into his touch. She was always so endearingly
responsive. Her eyes. Her smile. Her voice. True to nature, she
sought for purchase, fingers everywhere and eliciting a groan from
him.

She rolled him to his back
and straddled him, kissing her way across his jaw. His stubble
against her lips rasped a decibel below the sound of her breathing
in her path to his throat. He shoved his hands in her hair,
releasing the knot, and her caramel strands drifted around them
like a curtain. Drowned him in her scent. Shut out the rest of the
world.

Needing more contact, he
palmed her breasts, experimented with the heavy weight of them, and
her rosy nipples beaded in response. He groaned again and his hands
descended south, past her taut belly to her mound, only to find her
slick with arousal. He was more than ready for her and his shaft
throbbed in anticipation.

They’d had the safety talk
since their first time and she was on the pill, but he asked
anyway. “Do you want me to—”

“No.” Rising over him, she
took him in hand, then achingly slowly guided him into her
body.

Hot, wet heat enveloped
him, and he bowed. Nerves misfired and his heart jack-hammered and
there wasn’t a solitary centimeter of him that didn’t feel the
connection. Need encased his muscles in a vise. Grabbing her hips,
he met her eyes and waited to be sure she was all right.

Nothing but passion looked
back at him and he sat up, hugging her to his chest, crushing her
breasts between them. Watching her, he thrust. Molten desire coiled
in his bloodstream at her breathy whimper and the way she moved
with him. Her hips jerked in time with his as if ingrained instinct
had laid a map for the destination.

“Brady.” Her lids fell to
half-mast and her warm exhalation teased his mouth. “I love you,
too.”

He didn’t know which would
kill him first—her words or her body. Either way, he’d go out
happy.


Chapter Twenty
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In the Meath library, Kaida closed the last journal and stared
at it on the table. All week she’d been reading through the
passages, and it had been harder than she’d anticipated. She’d
attempted to look at them with a professional, objective eye, tried
to distance herself from the human element and view them as
research, but that was impossible.

Her family’s past and the
Meaths were intertwined in ways that read like a darker, more
horrid version of Grimm’s Fairy Tales. From the first entry a week
after Celeste Galloway’s death to pivotal moments spanning
three-hundred years, it was heart-breaking and gutting to receive
first-hand accounts, especially considering the
point-of-view.

Righteous indignation.
Bloodbaths. Hatred at its very core.

If not for Brady erecting
a pillar of strength, she probably wouldn’t have been able to
continue. He’d held her every night, soothed her tears, and never
once showed the anger he had to have built inside over learning
details about the entries.

Though she’d felt every
death as if her own, had reeled at each vile word, she had gained
insight and was able to verify certain facts. The most important
being what the Venatores called the “witching blade.”

A month after he’d killed
Celeste, Minister Gregory Meath had gathered wood leftover from her
pyre and the iron manacles they’d used to bind her, then voyaged to
an area now known as the outskirts of New Orleans. From there, he’d
sought a blacksmith to forge a dagger out of the materials. Once
complete, he’d taken it to a voodoo priest who’d enchanted the
thing with dark magick.

Hypocritical much? Taking
the weapon to have it spelled in order to slaughter those who
possessed such powers only served to prove his
ends-justify-the-means mentality. A mindset that had never boded
well in history. Oh, and Minister Meath had murdered the voodoo
priest with the dagger to ensure it worked.

The “witching blade”
couldn’t be destroyed unless the original maker was killed by it,
severing the spell. Which was out of the question since Minister
Meath was obviously dead. It would, in fact, entrap the powers of
whatever witch it slain for all eternity. And had since its
creation. There were nine original magical bloodlines, two of whom
had been eradicated by the dagger. One wielded by Minister Meath
himself and the other by his predecessor.

Thus began the Venatores
Brotherhood—a group hand-picked by the Minister. According to
dictation, there were always five members sworn in and actively
hunting, and the only way to leave the organization was by death.
One man had attempted to quit in all that time. His body was found
in pieces near the Black Forest in Germany in 1901.

Since then, the seven
remaining families had scattered and thinned out, making it
difficult for the Venetores to hunt them. Not for a lack of trying.
Many had been discovered and murdered, though the bloodlines
remain. The dagger has been passed down from generation to
generation and has never left Meath possession.

The Galloways were the
sole original family to not uproot or hide. Yes, there were distant
members all over the globe, but the immediate descendants were
still on the island. Hope, Celeste’s daughter, was the lone
Galloway to have been killed by the witching blade, and her death
occurred a mere night after delivering her twin daughters.
Something not even Mara had known because it had been made to look
like a suicide.

“I’m never going to sleep
again,” she muttered to herself. A habit she’d had since childhood
and had cultivated this week being alone so much.

The telltale beep of the
keypad sounded and the library door swung open. Riley stepped
inside and glanced around.

“Hey, blondie. Brought you
a caffeine boost.”

“Bless you.” She accepted
the to-go cup and took a sip of coffee. “I needed that. My eyes are
starting to permanently cross.”

He laughed. “But what
pretty eyes they are.”

“Flirt.” She grinned. A
check of the clock showed it was three in the afternoon. “You’re
home early.” Five days, and she’d gotten used to the guys’
schedules, their routines a part of hers.

“I barely escaped Mayor
Bridgeport’s clutches as we finalized the Founder’s Day celebration
for tomorrow.” He shrugged. “Decided to call it and check on
you.”

“Aw.” Both of Brady’s
brothers had been unerringly kind and had done lots of little
things to make her feel comfortable in their big ole house. They’d
had the maid buy her favorite brand of yogurt, brought in an iPod
station so she could listen to music while reading, and had even
called periodically through the day to see if she’d needed
anything. “The mayor’s quite a character. She cornered me yesterday
at the bakery and gave me the riot act. Nonstop questions. I
could’ve used Fiona’s distraction skills, for sure.”

Riley did a double-take.
“You left the mansion alone?”

“Yeah, yeah. I only went
to get a muffin. Don’t flip out. I needed a break.”

“I could’ve brought you
whatever you needed or taken you somewhere.” He scowled. “Brady’s
going to—”

“Freak out, which is why
you won’t mention it to him.” She gave him a pointed look. “I’m
fine, and what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

“He cares about you. We
all do.” He sighed. “But, okay. I’ll keep my trap shut if you
promise to use the buddy system from now on.”

“Yes, master.” She rolled
her eyes even though her chest swelled at his admission.
Truthfully, she’d grown to care about them, too. More than was
probably wise. Despite never really being shown love by the man
who’d raised them, all three boys had proven they were more than
capable of the emotion themselves.

“I like this nickname.” He
wiggled his brows. “Say it again, but with a come-hither
voice.”

“God.” She tilted her head
back and laughed.

“That’s good, too, but I
like ‘master’ better.”

Shaking her head, she
swatted his arm. “I needed a laugh. Thank you.”

“Well, at least one of you
sisters appreciates humor.” He brought the cup to his lips.
“Ceara’s not so bad, but Fiona’s death glares are enough to have a
guy piss himself.”

She hummed in her throat.
“All the bickering between you two makes for interesting
foreplay.”

He choked on his coffee
and violently coughed. “Christ. Are you kidding me?” Reaching for a
tissue, he wiped his mouth and coughed again. “Foreplay? You and I
have very different versions of that word. Half the time I think
she’s fantasizing about castration and the other half she’s
plotting manslaughter. We rub each other the wrong way and always
have.”

“So start rubbing in the
right way.” She shrugged. “Foreplay. I predict something will come
of it.”

Eyes bugged in a clear
kill-me-now, he stared at her. “Please tell me you’re joking. You
haven’t really, you know, seen us...” He swiped a hand down his
face and cursed. “I can’t even say it.”

“Did I get a premonition
about you two having sex?” This earned a wheeze, and she chuckled.
“No. I have visions of the present, remember? Call it a
hunch.”

“Lord help me,” he groaned
and sucked in a breath. “Can we talk about something else? Anything
else? I’m going to have nightmares.”

“Nightmares, wet dreams.
Tomato, tomauto.” At his new strand of wicked curses, she took pity
on him. “Okay, calm down. I’m only teasing.” Mostly. Riley and
Fiona could create an inferno with all their sparks. She just hoped
she was clear of the vicinity when the smoke plumed.

Her grin fell as she
glanced at the journals again. “I finished all the entries
today.”

“Hmm. Speaking of
nightmares.” He set his coffee aside, all traces of humor gone. “I
don’t think I even want to know what they say.”

Before their early evening
training routine, Ceara had been casting a spell every night for
the passages Kaida had read to jump ship and embed in the others’
memory. It had saved time so not everyone had to go through the
journals and, that way, no one missed anything. What might seem
unimportant to one could be pertinent to another.

“Cliffnotes version?” She
chewed her lip. “The last two books are from your uncle. He was, in
fact, training you to become hunters. The last log was the day he
quit trying. According to him, Brady was too logical about history
and saw both sides of the story. You didn’t take anything
seriously. Tristan kept his emotions close to the vest, thus making
him a good candidate, but he was too sympathetic. Actually, the
word he used repeatedly was weak.”

She sighed. “And thank God
for that. It was one thing listening to Brady recant some of what
your uncle had done and another to hear it from the abuser’s mouth.
I spent most of the day in tears.” If she had to read another
account of belt whippings, or starvation and isolation techniques,
she might die.

“I’m sorry this fell on
you.” He rubbed circles over her back. “He is a prick of the
highest order, but take comfort in knowing he didn’t break
us.”

“I do.” She massaged her
aching forehead. “He was aware of my existence all along. I’m not
clear on why he didn’t come after me sooner. I get the impression
he needed the three-by-three to fulfill their destiny, but he’s
very vague on the reason why in what he wrote. They’re mostly
rantings.”

He nodded slowly, watching
her. “Rough day, huh?”

“You could say that.”
Something else had been screwing with her head, too. The niggling
sensation had crept up her spine earlier in the week and was now
throbbing in the back of her skull since she’d finished all the
journals. Every time she’d tried to rationalize the inkling, she
kept circling back to doubt. “Take a peek at something, would you?”
She arranged the books in order on the table and flipped to random
pages, leaving them open. “Do you notice anything odd about
them?”

He stood and leaned over
the table. “You mean other than the fact they’re written in Latin
and I can understand them?”

Breathing a laugh, she
rose, too. “Yes, besides that.” She didn’t want to give him any
hints. Sometimes just implying a theory could make the collective
whole less objective. Better to wait and see if someone else
spotted a pattern.

He ran his gaze over each
book, then took a step back and did it again. The longer he studied
them, the deeper his furrow of concentration became. “Color me
crazy, but the handwriting is really similar.”

“I thought so, as well.”
Her pulse kicked rhythm. “The first four journals are from Minister
Meath and were penned in quill ink. The succession goes on down
your family tree. When a different member takes over the dagger,
about every fifty years, the name gets entered at the beginning of
the passage. There’s dates to confirm, and I matched them to your
line. Now, the newer ones use both sides of the paper and change to
ballpoint, acclimating to modernization. The verbiage adapts for
the times, too, as do descriptions. Yet there are a lot of
similarities.”

He straightened and
crossed his arms. “What are you getting at?”

“For starters, there’s two
Bible verses that are repeated throughout all the books.
Coincidence? Probably. However, certain words like “heathen” and
“sorcery” are frequented. Pretty outdated terms. So are specific
insults. Could also be a coincidence.”

“But when you compare them
with the handwriting, it adds up to more.” He nodded, his gaze
distant. “What’s the connection?”

“I don’t know. Obviously,
they weren’t written by the same person.” She sighed. “The T’s and
I’s have an identical curvature at the top in all entries, though.
A pattern throughout. So do the lower-case G’s and Y’s. Even the
slant of the sentences are alike. I mean, yes, they change faintly
between time periods, yet not nearly enough. Weird,
right?”

“Definitely.” He scratched
his jaw. “Bring it up with Brady and see what he says. He’s the
brainiac. Maybe he can shed light on it.” A glance around, and he
resettled on her. “Are you hungry?”

“No.” Her appetite had
vacated the premises after reading the first passage five days ago.
It had yet to return. “Thanks, though.”

“Have you eaten anything
today? Have you left this room at all, for that matter?”

“Does going to the
bathroom count?” At his frown, she rose on her toes and kissed his
cheek. “Don’t worry about me. I think I’ll head home. Could you let
Tristan know I’m skipping training tonight? He can kick my ass
twice as hard tomorrow to make up for it.”

“Sure.” His concerned gaze
trailed over her. “I’ll drive you. Come on.”

Mara was stirring a pot on
the stove when Kaida returned. The kitchen smelled like roasting
meat and spices, making her stomach rumble with hunger
pains.

“Can I help with
anything?” She set her keys on the counter and grabbed a bottle of
water from the fridge.

“No thanks, dear. Just
whipped up a batch of good Irish stew. It’s a damp one out there
today. Thought it would warm our bones.” Mara turned with a smile,
wiping her hands on a towel. “You look mighty worn around the
edges, lass.”

Grinning at her aunt’s
thick brogue, Kaida took a healthy gulp from her bottle. “Who knew
reading could be so exhausting?”

Mara’s stoic expression
indicated she was interpreting Kaida’s mind or mood, and not caring
for what she found. “I suspect the content of the reading material
was the draining part. Put that water down. We’ll getcha something
stronger and have us some fresh air.”

She poured two glasses of
white wine and handed one to Kaida. “Come. We’ll sit in the garden.
It’ll do us good.”

Following Mara outside,
Kaida breathed in humid, chilly air scented with brine and took
stock of the blooms budding as they strolled through the intricate
maze of plants. Gemstones dangling overhead reflected off the
dwindling late day sunlight while latticed arches created shadows
on the crushed shell path. Wind chimes tinkered in the distance,
and she loved the melodic sound.

Mara claimed a spot on a
stone bench in a circular seating area next to a shallow fountain
and patted the place beside her. “Sit with me, dear.”

Kaida complied and took a
sip of wine, letting it cool her throat. “It’s beautiful out
here.”

She hadn’t had much time
to truly explore the gardens, but it had obviously been a labor of
love. It covered nearly the whole expanse of the eastern grounds
and gave a semblance of privacy. Between the statues, flowers,
vines, and trails, it made her think of a fairy garden hidden in a
pocket among the real world. A wonderful escape.

“Aye, a work-in-progress
for quite some time.” Mara sighed, the sound world-weary and more
than a little sad. “I always seem to be adding to it, what with my
earth element. I’m at my happiest with my hands in the soil. I
wonder who’ll care for it when I’m gone,” she added as if to
herself.

Her shoulder-length white
hair caught the breeze, gaze trained on a thatch of pink phlox, and
Kaida was suddenly struck by the enormity of what her aunt must’ve
endured.

She was but a girl of
twenty when she’d been put in charge of the enormous task ahead of
her, and forty years later, her immortality had kicked in. To guide
future witches until destiny unfolded. All the changes over time
and loved ones she’d had to bury. To live three-hundred years,
never being able to fall in love or age or truly rest would leave
any sane person bitter. Instead, Mara seemed to be a cross between
utterly lonely and hopefully optimistic.

Maybe they weren’t so
different after all.

Kaida thought about her
own sisters, the growing bond she’d developed with them, and
couldn’t fathom what she’d do if she had to watch one or both of
them be killed like Mara had with Celeste. She didn’t think she’d
survive it. And on top of that, Mara had to raise Celeste’s
daughter while in the throws of grief in an era when fear ran
rampant. Tack on three centuries of rinse and repeat, and Kaida’s
heart broke right in two.

“We’ll take care of your
gardens, Aunt Mara. Ceara, Fiona, and me. I promise.”

A fond smile curved her
lips and she patted Kaida’s arm. “That’s the first time you’ve
called me that.” Her twinkling blue eyes landed on Kaida. “Put
‘aunt’ in front of my name. Dare I say you’re accepting us as
family?” She looked away. “Perhaps forgiveness isn’t far off. I
wish for nothing else.”

Tears burned Kaida’s eyes,
and she struggled to formulate a response. Since arriving on the
island, she’d been in a push/pull battle between her heart and her
head. Between long-ago desires and reality. In the end, her aunt
did all the talking and saved her from the agony of
indecision.

“The day you were born, it
rained a maelstrom.” Mara chuckled. “I thought it would never
cease, the pouring. The ocean was restless that afternoon. Nothing
but white-capped waves and turbulent tossing. And then your ma
pushed you into the world. The storm halted, just like that. All
was quiet, even you, lass. You hardly cried, simply cooed noises
nonstop.”

Her sudden grin was
wicked. “Ceara’s birth took forever, but she arrived in her own
sweet time when she was ready. Hours of straining and pain. She
didn’t make a sound. Not one little peep. Now, Fiona? Oh, that girl
came fast and loud. The lungs on her. Pissed off from the start,
that one. I guess some things never change.”

Finishing her wine, Mara
set the glass by her feet. “You opened your eyes almost
immediately, studying this new place and questioning everything.
We’d talk and you’d hang on every word, absorbing. Learning. So
inquisitive, even as a newborn babe.”

She paused for several
heartbeats, and when she spoke again, her tone held a remote
quality that was chilling. “I had an inkling after Ceara came that
something was different. Couldn’t put my finger on it until we
learned that the Meath boys had arrived. They were supposed to be
twins, the doctor said. That was the rumor around the island,
anyway. Brady was a surprise, and I knew, just knew, the time had
come. Your ma was weeks away from delivering Fiona, you weren’t
even a glimmer in her eye yet, but I knew.”

Kaida held her breath,
anticipation humming under her skin. In her bones. She’d learned
the logistics, had heard the rationale, yet to sit here and have
the reasons for sending her away laid out for her from someone
who’d actually been there caused panic to build. Because this was
it. The moment she’d been waiting for since as far back as she
could remember.

“You were born on a new
moon, all six of you.” Mara sighed. “That spoke volumes, it did.
New moon children have a lot of emotional power, a strong sense of
self, and are a force to be reckoned with since they often are the
ones who initiate things where others back down. They rise up when
others fall.” She nodded. “Aye, the fates were aligned. Finally,
after three hundred years, I would have my chance at
peace.”

She met Kaida’s wet eyes,
eviscerating heartbreak etched in their depths. “I was the first to
hold you, and you are the last Galloway I’ll deliver in my
lifetime. But as I gazed at your cherubic face and blonde curls and
in those brilliant eyes, I recognized right then and there it
wasn’t about any curse. It was about keeping you safe so you could
fulfill your own destiny. For you to have the opportunity to live
and learn and love, unlike myself and all who came after me. I had
faith in you the moment I saw you.”

Her voice hitched on a sob
and Kaida reached for Mara’s hands, lacing their fingers. “We had
one blessed, beautiful week with you, and then we let you go. It
tore out a piece of me I’ll never get back, but it had to be done.
I knew you’d return, stronger than I’ve ever been, wiser than I
could ever hope to be. And you are all those things, Kaida. I
couldn’t be more proud. I hated giving you up, but I did what I had
to, even if it killed me, even knowing you’d probably hate
me.”

“I don’t.” Pulling her in
for a hug, Kaida held Mara against her chest and cried for the time
they couldn’t get back, the misery her family suffered, which she’d
been too selfish to see before. She hadn’t been the only one scared
and alone, desperately seeking purchase. But they were together now
for whatever time they had left. “I don’t hate you, Aunt Mara. I
forgive you.”


Chapter Twenty-One
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Alongside Fiona and Ceara, Brady strode through the darkened
forest on the way to the sisters’ house, his mind constantly
banging the chaos button. According to Riley, Kaida had finished
the journals and hadn’t acted like herself when he’d taken her
home. Which was freaking Brady out to the point of no
return.

An hour ago, Ceara had
done her spell juju and put the passages Kaida had read directly
into their brains. The sisters now knew more than the gist of what
he and his brothers had gone through. Reliving some of those
memories through his uncle’s eyes had clicked a lot of pieces in
place. The man had never loved them. He’d viewed them as nothing
more than another part of the grand puzzle, and he’d done
everything in his power to manipulate the picture.

Again, Brady couldn’t slap
the label of abuse on the situation. Yes, he’d been whipped a time
or two, had been sent to his quarters without a meal as punishment,
and had been belittled to prove a fanatical point. But in Uncle
Greg’s eyes, they were warriors in training. Not family. Not
people. There wasn’t an emotional element.

Of all the entries, and
some of them were the things monsters were made of, the ones from
Uncle Greg were the worst. Especially for Kaida since she had a
vested interest in the characters. Brady and his brothers weren’t
names in a book, but flesh and blood men she’d met. Cared about.
Knowing her as well as he did, there was no doubt she’d been dealt
a blow with those recent passages.

Yet, it was the memories
not recorded that Brady carried with him. Playing with his
brothers, knowing they always had his back, defending one
another... Those were the components that made him who he was, not
the infrequent blips of ugliness. And he planned on making Kaida
understand his view to erase whatever image she had in her
head.

“Only a couple days left.”
Ceara glanced at him, her features shadowed by the dark. “You’re
running out of time to complete the task. Can we do anything to
help?”

He shook his head. “Kaida
has some theories. I have a few of my own. We’ve worked through
hers and mine, all but one. The whole curse boils down to two
things: love and hate. I suspect the key is getting her to release
the latter and embrace the former.”

“No offense, but I’m
confident she loves you.” Fiona flipped a lock of cocoa hair over
her shoulder. “A blind idiot could see that much.”

“Loving me comes naturally
to her. In a way, she’s known me all her life. We had a trust in
place long before she came here.” He sighed, glancing at the stars
winking through the canopy overhead. “It’s you two, her family, I
think she needs to accept.”

They broke through the
foliage and approached the gardens, the air scented with blooms and
twilight.

Fiona stopped and set her
hands on her hips. “We’ve told her we love her. If you’re right and
that is the task, why hasn’t the box appeared?”

“Because it’s up to her to
embrace that love, and she hasn’t yet. Not completely.” He
continued the trek toward the house, needing to get to her. His
skin itched and that unnerving instinct to be near her was tugging
him by the short hairs. “She knows you care about her. Honestly,
she does. But, in her eyes, she’s never belonged anywhere. Once she
trusts herself to let go, I have a feeling our part will be
done.”

Or so he hoped. They’d
tried everything else.

They walked the rest of
the way in silence, and it wasn’t until he slipped inside Kaida’s
bedroom and was within touching distance that calm settled inside
him.

She was zonked out in bed,
her caramel hair spread over the pillow and her features relaxed.
Dark lashes fanned her fair cheeks and moonlight made a mystical
ploy at turning her complexion ethereal. Her plush lips parted as
she drew breath like she knew he was in the room and needed more
air.

Looking at her was always
a sucker punch. Whether it was the magick inside her, the beauty
she emanated, or the familiar yet new fluency of being in her
vicinity, she invoked an array of emotions he’d never be able to
wrangle. Not even if he had a thousand years with her would he want
to try.

He crouched by her side
and just stared at her a beat, wondering how it was possible to
love someone so much it hurt. Actually, physically hurt. Pressure
in his chest. Burning in his gut. Rawness in his throat. A sizzle
in his nerves and carbonation in his blood.

“He’s coming for me,
Brady,” she whispered, her drone inflection telling him she was
still asleep.

A shiver tore down his
spine. He had little doubt who the “he” was she’d referenced. Uncle
Greg had made it quite clear in both his journals and that night in
the clearing how he felt about the sisters.

She’d said the phrase
repeatedly this week while dreaming, and Brady had simply held her,
not sure what else to do. There had been no urgency or desperation
to the words, but he feared they may be a premonition. He’d thought
about asking her several times, and would have if she’d brought up
the subject. Since she hadn’t, he’d chalked them up to stress
dreams. She was always honest with him. If she’d remembered
anything once she’d woken, he was certain she’d have told
him.

Rising to full height, he
stripped to his briefs and climbed in bed. Lying on his side to
face her, he gently called her name. Like she’d done every night,
she rolled over and snuggled against him, burying her face in his
neck. And didn’t wake up. One thing he’d learned in his short time
with her? She slept like the dead.

Smiling, he breathed in
her rosemary scent and threaded his fingers in her silky strands to
hold her in place. The heat from their bodies melded and he closed
his eyes as the drugging pull of exhaustion claimed him.

“He’s coming for
me.”

“Shh.” He pressed a kiss
to her forehead and lingered over the petal-softness of her skin.
“He won’t get to you. I swear it, sweetheart. He won’t hurt
you.”

Brady would ensure that
promise if he had to die in the process to keep it. That bastard
wouldn’t have a chance to harm one hair on her perfect head. He’d
bet every red cent in his bank account her sisters would do the
same, right beside his brothers. The six of them may be a haphazard
band of quarreling misfits, but they were united.

And the following
afternoon, while he stood on the museum steps to accept the
dedication plaque to kickoff the Founder’s Day celebration, he’d
never been more certain of anything in his life.

Kaida had hesitated at
first by the bottom stair, asking, “Are you sure you guys want me
up there with you?” To which they’d unanimously replied,
“Yes.”

That had been
that.

For the first time in
recorded Six Fates history, the Galloways stood next to the Meaths.
No bloodshed. No pyres. No bolt of lightning to strike them down.
There was a strange sense of fulfillment, of rightness in publicly
coming together. Training and pow-wow sessions not withstanding,
Brady finally felt their circle linking and locking into place
during, of all things, Mayor Bridgeport’s speech.

He hoped like hell his
uncle was watching. Seething. Brady got a morbid satisfaction out
of thinking about it while the blah, blah, blahing came to a
close.

Islanders and tourists
dispersed, mingling on the cobblestone walkway under an overcast
sky. Several of the shops had their doors open and offered freebies
to those passing by. The scent of popcorn and sugary sweet cotton
candy hung on the crisp, humid breeze.

They hadn’t made plans
past the dedication, but Brady wondered if he could talk Kaida into
walking along the shore for a bit before diving into
festivities.

Smile affectionate, she
wrapped her arms around his waist and smacked a kiss on his mouth
just as the lighthouse project foreman strode up to them. “I’m
going to hunt up a bottle of water. Want anything?”

“I’m good, thanks.” Brady
eyed the waiting foreman, then ducked his head closer to her.
“Don’t go too far please.”

“Okay.” A grin, and she
disappeared into the crowd.

Facing Mike, Brady crossed
his arms and pretended to be interested in the spiel. Something
about railings or backorders, but he wasn’t listening. He just
wanted to get back to Kaida. A niggling anxiety grazed his skull
and he grew impatient.

Ten minutes in, his
brothers and her sisters meandered away, and he scratched his inner
wrist. Five minutes later, he realized he was still scratching. Not
because it itched, but burned.

The breath backed up in
his lungs. He glared at the trinity knot, the reddened edges and
slight glow around the black markings, and his heartbeat skidded to
a halt.

No, no, no.

“Mike, I have to go. Call
my office on Monday and we’ll talk.”

Not waiting for a reply,
he shot in the direction he’d last seen the group, dodging
pedestrian traffic. Panic clutched his windpipe as he frantically
searched, not finding anyone. He pulled his cell from his back
pocket and texted Tristan while he made his way to Bedknobs &
Broomsticks, hoping like hell that’s where they’d
headed.

Violet, the crotchety old
manager of the sisters’ shop, was behind the register when Brady
plowed through the doors. Customers mingled. Incense burned.
Candles flickered.

No Kaida.

“Are they here?” He hissed
as the tattoo seared, sending agony up his arm.

A return text from Tristan
pinged Brady’s phone. At the store with
the girls.

Violet lifted her
extravagantly penciled eyebrows and pointed to the back room.
Bracelets jingled and clattered from her wrist. “Three Meaths in
one afternoon. There’s a bad omen.” Her voice rasped like a
three-pack-a-day habit. “Go on. They’re expecting you.”

Weaving around the
counter, he pushed a beaded curtain aside and found Fiona, Ceara,
Riley, and Tristan seated at a small card table drinking coffee.
“Where’s Kaida?”

Riley frowned. “With you,
we assumed.”

Fiona jumped to her feet
before he’d finished talking. “What’s wrong?”

“This thing has been on
fire for at least fifteen minutes.” Brady held up his arm, wrist
out. “She was supposed to be getting water and coming right back.
She never did.”

Ceara swiftly pulled a
scroll off a cube shelf and unrolled it on the table to reveal a
map of the island. She placed four white crystals on the corners
and then dangled another blue crystal by a chain over the
map.

Kaida was missing, his
mark was issuing a warning knell, and Ceara wanted to play with
toys?

“We have to go find her!”
Impatience pounded his temples like a snare drum and he ground his
teeth. Worry ate at his stomach lining. “She’s in
trouble.”

“That’s what I’m doing.
Give me a sec to do a locator spell.” Ceara closed her eyes and
chanted while Brady paced the checkered pattern off the linoleum.
The crystal swung in a circle several times and stopped abruptly on
the paper. “There. She’s at our house. Somewhere on the western
side of the property.”

Done. He pivoted for the
doorway. Rigidity locked him in place.

Kaida stood by the
curtain, iridescent as a hologram. Rope banded her wrists. A gag
was shoved in her mouth and tied around her head. Tears left trails
on her dirt-smeared cheeks. Her left eye was suspiciously swollen
and a needle puncture in her neck had blood trickling onto her
yellow blouse. The knees of her skinny jeans were ripped. Hair a
knotted mess, she trembled before him, gaze wide and
beseeching.

Ah, no. No, no. His uncle
had gotten to her. Panic morphed into terror.

She obviously wasn’t
really here in the shop, but his hands itched to hold her, whether
she was an astral-projection or not. God-awful scenarios of the
last Galloway to be bound like that filtered to mind. Boom, boom,
boom in succession. Nausea churned his stomach
because...

Shit. That witch had been
Celeste and his ancestor had been the one to haul her away. To her
death. By fire.

He drove his fingers in
his hair and roared.

Fiona pushed in front of
him, focus solely on her sister. “Are you at the house?” The sharp
bark of her question made him flinch out of his shocked immobile
state.

Kaida shook her
head.

“The meadow?”

Another shake, followed by
a pained whimper that nearly brought him to his knees.

“The cottage?”

At her desperate nod, her
form flickered. In and out. In and out.

Whatever oxygen remained
in his lungs vaporized.

“We’re on our way. Hang in
there.” Fiona grabbed Brady’s sleeve and dragged him through
Kaida’s ghostly image, into the shop, and out the door.

The others followed, but
it was Tristan who leapt into action. “My jeep’s one block down.
Let’s go.”

The mark on Brady’s wrist
became unbearable. Searing. Filleting. Hunching over, he cried out,
causing the group to collectively turn around.

Riley’s eyes bugged in
horror and darted over Brady’s head to something behind
him.

Winded, he glanced over
his shoulder. And died.

Kaida’s image hovered in
the doorway to the store, weaker than moments ago. Rope burns
abraded her wrists, raw and angry. A cut that hadn’t been there
before was sliced above her eyebrow, dripping blood onto her cheek.
As he pivoted to rush to her, another gash appeared on her
jaw.

A scream raked his throat.
“No! Kaida!”

Passersby halted to stare
and gawk, muttering amongst themselves.

Arms banded around him,
towing him farther from her. He fought, but Riley won, wrestling
Brady into the passenger side of Tristan’s jeep.

“We’re going to her right
now. Settle down.”

The car pulled slowly from
the curb, and Brady twisted in his seat to keep tabs on Kaida. She
wasn’t there. Helpless desperation choked him. He pounded on the
window, yelling her name.

From the backseat, Ceara
clasped her hand on his shoulder, warm and firm. “She’s going to be
all right. Look at me, Brady.”

Huffing, he did what she
asked. Calm assurance stared back at him through blue-gray eyes. He
sucked a shuddering breath and nodded, letting her know he’d heard
her.

“There you go. Just
breathe.” She glanced around Riley to Fiona, who shoved her phone
between her breasts inside her dress.

“Got a hold of Aunt Mara.
She’ll probably beat us there. She’s going to leave the gate open
so we don’t have to waste more time.”

Tristan cursed a wicked
streak and laid on the horn. “Damn worst day for this to happen.
The asshole planned well.” People meandered around, unhurried or
concerned with the giant black SUV attempting to weave through the
melee. The driver’s window slid down and he tilted his head out of
the opening. “Move!”

“I got this.” Ceara closed
her eyes and held up her palms. “Part the path and lead the way.
Allow us passage on this day. Get us quickly where we need to be.
As I will, so mote it be.”

Like the Red Sea,
pedestrians slowly moved off the street and onto the curb, allowing
a narrow path for the jeep to get through. Tristan painstakingly
eased forward, his grip on the wheel turning his knuckles
white.

Every inch gained knocked
Brady’s pulse closer and closer to stroke level, and he imagined
his head might explode. Would be better than this limbo. He was all
but crawling out of his skin.

“I never should’ve left
her alone.” Guilt coagulated with rabid fear in his gut. “Mercy,
did you see her?” His voice cracked, and he dropped his head
between his knees, fists clenched on the dash.

Nothing would scrub the
image of her bound and gagged. Bleeding. He swore to all that was
holy, he wouldn’t survive if she didn’t come out of this alive. He
was barely keeping it together, but he’d epically lose his shit if
she wasn’t okay.

“Oh, I saw.” Fiona’s voice
snapped like a whip. “I’m going to rip that bastard limb from limb,
sew him back together, and do it all over again.”

“She’s strong,” Ceara said
in a hushed tone. “If she had enough juice to project and find us,
she can handle herself until we arrive.”

“Finally,” Tristan
muttered and turned onto the winding coastal road that led up the
hill to their estates. “Hold on.” He punched the accelerator and
the SUV surged forward. Tires screeched.

Shaking, struggling to
breathe, Brady closed his eyes and did something he hadn’t in
years. He prayed. To the sisters’ goddess, to Buddha, to Jesus
Christ and any higher power who’d listen. Maybe because religion
had been hammered into him growing up, or perhaps he was just too
logical to believe, but he’d never had much faith.

Damned if he didn’t need
divine intervention now, though.

He’d never lived anywhere
other than the island. He’d had his brothers at every crossroad and
major event. And he’d found purpose in his career, work he adored.
But, in truth, until Kaida had stepped out of his dream world and
into his arms, he’d been just as lost as her. Going through the
day-to-day motions the best he could with the lot he’d been given.
Not truly living. Existing, not thriving. Constantly searching
through history books and the past for answers to what he, deep
down, knew had been missing all along. It had taken three beautiful
witches and a centuries-old curse to open his eyes.

Home. That’s what he’d
been lacking. A sense of home.

There had been family,
friends, education, wealth, a giant mansion over his head, trust
funds, and food in his belly. But not love. The romantic, soul mate
kind that, no matter what, picked him up when he stumbled, wormed
under his skin until she was a part of his DNA, knew him backward
and forward and inside out, and understood him on a level that
required no words.

If Kaida couldn’t
rationalize a reason to stay, if after all this, she still needed
to go, then he’d follow. She was his true north, his home. Wherever
they went, however much time they had left, she was home for
him.

The mark on his wrist
throbbed to the erratic beat of his heart. He straightened in his
seat and looked at it through a misty haze. Knot by knot, the
pattern unraveled, faded, and disappeared.

Gone. Just...gone. As if
it had never been there.

A strangled noise filled
the car, and he realized it had come from him. Huffing, wheezing,
he frantically ran his thumb over his inner wrist. His and Kaida’s
tattoos had manifested at the same time a month ago in the
clearing. It had been his connection to her and a warning sign for
if she was in trouble.

What the hell did it mean
that it had vanished?

Cold claws of dread sank
into his chest, crushed his ribs. Slowly, he turned around and eyed
the sisters as his world spun off its axis into oblivion. Hot tears
splashed onto his cheeks and his peripheral went gray.

“It’s gone,” he croaked.
“The mark disappeared.”

Gasping, Fiona wedged
herself between the two front seats. She grabbed his arm, flipped
it over, and stared at the spot where the trinity knot used to be.
The color drained from her face and she shared a horrified glance
with Ceara.

Riley’s gaze ping-ponged
between the ladies, his chest unmoving. Tristan diverted his
disconcerted attention between the road and Brady, jaw ticking and
nostrils flared.

Brady’s stomach bottomed
out.

Pressing her fingers to
her quivering lips, Ceara looked into the rearview mirror. “Hurry.
You have to hurry.”

Tristan jerked the wheel
and sped past the busted Galloway security gate.
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Slumped against the cottage near the meadow, legs sprawled in
the grass in front of her, Kaida pried her eyes open for the second
time. The stone exterior dug into her spine and a smarting jab in
her ribs made breathing a chore, but she was alive.
Somehow.

One moment she was heading
toward a vendor to fetch a bottle of water, the next she was being
dragged between storefronts into an alley. A pinching prick in her
neck had followed, and her world had gone black. She’d awoken in
her current predicament.

Whatever Greg Meath had
injected into her was dulling her power. A sedative, no doubt.
After taking stock, and confused out of her gourd, she’d slipped
back into unconsciousness in order to project to Brady. Which had
zapped what little strength remained. It had also required her to
remove her pentagram necklace, leaving her unprotected from
attack.

And that was the other
thing. Not that she was complaining, but why wasn’t she dead? Greg
had ample opportunity to kill her, including when he’d taken her
off the street. Yet here she sat, injured, but with a
heartbeat.

She wiggled her hands, but
the rope securing them was too tight to escape and the movement
only served to make her wrists more raw. The skin around the rope
burned like acid. Her left eye throbbed and her jaw ached. Blood
stains smeared her shirt. Greg had hit her. Hard. Judging by the
pain, he’d done it a few more times after she’d blacked out
again.

Dew-speckled grass
dampened her jeans and overcast skies threatened rain. Humidity
clung to the brine-scented air, and she took a calming breath to
think. Her hands were bound, rendering fighting difficult, but her
legs were free, so she could run if the need arose.

She focused on the green
blades teeming with bluebells and buttercups, but she couldn’t
conjure magick to get her water element to work. The harder she
tried, the dimmer the spark inside her fizzled. Sweat broke out on
her brow with the effort and she wound up exhausting herself
instead of aiding.

Struggling through the
drugging pull of medication and injury, she took comfort in knowing
she’d reached Brady and her sisters. She’d managed that much. They
were coming. Hopefully, in time.

Fear niggled at the edges
of her mind, caused her pulse to trip. Falter.

Damn, but she didn’t want
to die. There was so much she needed to learn, things she had yet
to do. She wanted more time with Brady, with her family. Her
sisters. They were finally getting to know and accept one another.
Besides her own selfish reasons and above all else, they needed her
to break the curse.

Helpless desperation and
worry threatened to swallow her whole. Tears clogged her throat.
What would become of those she loved if she failed? Worse, would
they be harmed, too?

How ironic she’d go out
here, of all places. Where it had begun centuries ago and mere
yards from where her life had truly started. In a dream. With him.
Her sweet, smart, sexy, and brave Brady.

The hinges on the cottage
door rattled, and she turned her head. Greg, dagger in hand,
gripped the knob with enough force the door should’ve caved,
especially given its age. Alas, nada.

His gray slacks were wet
at the hem and his white button-down had her blood on the front. A
thickly engraved gold ring donned the index finger of his right
hand and glinted in the light. She’d seen it in various portraits
inside the Meath mansion. Square in design, it held the family
crest with an emerald in the center. It had obviously been passed
down from generation to generation because all of the men in the
framed pictures along the upstairs hallway had been wearing
it.

He pounded his fist on the
door and glared at the wood, then ran his fingers through his short
brown strands mixed with gray. Whipping his lethal green gaze to
hers like he’d known she was watching, he bared his teeth. “Why
won’t this bloody open, witch?”

“I...” Swallowing, she
cleared the rasp from her throat. “I don’t know.”

She had a good theory,
however, not that she’d share it with him. Considering the
longevity spell cast on the place and the fact the boxes were
hidden in a different plane inside, it made total sense not just
anyone could get over the threshold.

“You’re lying.” He bent
and yanked her hair, causing her to cry out in shock. Her neck
cramped at the odd angle he maneuvered her head as he ducked his
face close to hers. “Get me inside the cottage. Now.” His breath
smelled faintly of cigars and mint, but he had an underlying odor
to him that she couldn’t place and made her stomach recoil.
Liniment or some kind of oil? “I’ve been waiting centuries for
this. You did your part. Open this door so I can destroy that
witch’s box. Cooperate and I’ll make your death quick.”

Hold on.
He’d been waiting
centuries? And how did he know what Celeste had left behind for the
fated? It had never been mentioned in the journals. Furthermore,
she hadn’t completed her task yet.

Gritting her teeth against
the pain, she closed her eyes. And it dawned on her, suddenly and
almost blindingly, what was happening. He’d never had any intention
of hurting her in the clearing that night. At least, not fatally.
He’d just wanted to make his presence known, strike fear into them,
and gather intel.

For whatever reason, he’d
wanted her and Brady to fulfill their end. The Venatores had been
around since shortly after Celeste was murdered. And they’d left
the Galloways alone. Well, all but Hope. Why? To one day lift the
curse? To remove the black shroud cloaking the Meaths?

That plan made a twisted
kind of sense. Allow the Galloways to complete their tasks, break
the curse, kill them, and live happily-ever-after steeped in
sanctimonious honor knowing they’d fixed an error from
three-hundred years before. Finish what they’d started, in other
words.

The stupidest thing the
Minister had done on that fateful night was give Celeste her famous
last rite. And they’d all been paying for it ever since.

“I wouldn’t help you even
if I did know how.” She hissed through her teeth at the anguish
talking created. Her ribs were broken, for sure. The entire lower
left side felt like trolls were mining for diamonds against her
bones. Drawing air was getting harder, too. Her lung might be
punctured. “You're a monster.”

His laugh lacked any trace
of amusement. “I’m not the one who’ll roast in the bowels of hell
for—” He straightened suddenly, cocking
his head.

Car doors slammed in the
distance, and relief sagged her shoulders.

Thank God. Help had
arrived. Between her sisters’ powers and the guys’ strength, Greg
Meath was going down. She’d dance around his grave. Merrily. Once
she could move, anyhow.

Apparently, the jackass
would go out fighting, though. By her hair, he hauled her
unsteadily to her feet and shoved her in front of him, securing her
against his chest with an arm around her middle and the dagger at
her jugular.

Agony drilled her from
every possible angle, ripping a scream from a place so deep within
her, she shook. Blood dripped into her eye and coated her tongue.
Her ribs went from painful to she-might-pass-out-cold. The scary
wet rasp of her oxygen exchange filled the meadow. Wheezing, she
fought nausea and the black dots spotting her vision.

“Kaida!” Brady’s frantic
voice drifted to her seconds before he rounded the hedge wall and
skidded to a stop a few yards away. “Ah, God.” His mossy eyes
widened in hysteria, gaze running over her from head to toe. Abject
terror replaced concern and he balled his hand over his stomach.
“Are you all right, sweetheart?”

“Yes.” No, she wasn’t, but
she didn’t want to frighten him more. She was beginning to suspect
her injuries, namely the ribs, were of the life and death variety.
“I love you,” she mouthed.

His nostrils flared with a
rapid inhale and his eyes reddened like he was fighting tears. He
nodded repeatedly, seemingly unable to speak.

The others ran up behind
him, each one taking in the scene. They lined up on either side of
Brady, stances wide and in battle mode. Kaida nearly wept in
relief.

“How bloody nice of you to
come,” Greg yelled, his hot breath scraping her ear. “Not exactly a
part of my plan, but it seems fitting you should watch your
precious youngest witch die. Then you’ll know what’s in store for
you. Make no mistake, I will slaughter her just as I’ll cast down
all of you heathens.”

Huffing, Brady clenched
his fists and grew so rigid, she was shocked his spine didn’t snap.
“Let her go or there won’t be anything left of you to bury.” He
motioned as if to charge.

“Ah-ah. Back up this
instant or this’ll end messier than it needs to.”

Brady paused, but Fiona
raised her arm, palm extended.

Panic tore through Kaida.
“No!” She closed her eyes a moment to catch her breath and reset
her equilibrium. “That’s the witching blade at my throat. If he
kills me with it, all my powers will be lost and I won’t complete
my task.”

Brady choked and pressed
his lips into a thin line. “Kaida.” That was it, her name, but a
thousand emotions riddled through his voice.

Hesitantly, Fiona lowered
her arm and glared at Greg. “You heard him. Let her go or I will
paint this field with your blood.”

Riley’s brows shot to his
hairline. He stared at her, part respect, part alarm.

“I think not.” Greg
glanced to their left. “Come out, Mara. I know you’re
there.”

Seconds passed, and she
emerged from behind the cottage to stand beside the group. Her
apologetic blue gaze met Kaida’s as if Mara had somehow
failed.

“It’s okay, Aunt Mara. Not
your fault.”

The elder woman shook her
head in disagreement and focused on Greg. “What do you
want?”

“The same thing I’ve
wanted from the start. To rid the world of you abominations and do
God’s work.” Kaida’s back rumbled when he spoke and she winced as
the tip of the blade nicked under her jaw. “You’re still the same
pathetic nothing you were back then. Helpless to do your sister’s
bidding. I should’ve put you on a pyre right along with
her.”

The group froze as a
whole, glancing at one another with confused
expressions.

Possibilities wormed
through Kaida’s mind. There and gone in a blink. The way he was
talking, he’d deluded himself into believing he’d been the one to condemn
Celeste. That he’d been there that night.

Lord. And here she thought
they’d been dealing with a zealot. Instead, insanity had been
dropped at their feet like a gauntlet. And every sane person knew
they couldn’t argue or rationalize with crazy.

Mara snapped to faster
than the rest. “Explain yourself.”

“I’d rather show you.”
Keeping the blade on Kaida, he moved to her side and stuck his
finger in his mouth, scraping the crest ring off with his teeth.
Gone was the short, neatly trimmed hair and slender body. In its
place was a solidly built man with longish white strands that
brushed his shoulders. He shoved the ring in his pocket. “What’s it
been, witch? Three-hundred years? Give or take.”

Breath whooshed from
Kaida’s lips. “It’s you.” The guy from the hotel room when she and
Brady had astral-projected together. She’d assumed it had been a
nightmare or the man had been another hunter after them. What the
heck was going on? “You tried to strangle me.”

Satisfaction lit his
bitter gaze. “Should’ve finished the job.”

“This isn’t possible,”
Mara gasped, eyes bugging. “It’s simply not possible.”

A quick scan of the other
dazed expressions proved her sisters and the brothers were just as
blown away as Kaida by Greg’s transformation. Who the hell was this
guy and how did he possess the power to shift? Far as she knew, the
Meaths had no magick.

“Ah...” Hands up in
surrender, Riley cleared his throat. “Someone explain this to me.
In English. As if I was still in preschool.”

Mara pressed a trembling
hand to her breast and shook her head in disbelief. “Saint’s
preserve us. That’s...the Minister.”

Tristan reared. “As in,
Minister Gregory Meath? The one who’s been dead going on thirty
decades?” He whirled on Mara. “Wait. How would you know what he
looks like? His painted portrait never left the mansion and we
burned it to ash on our twenty-first birthday.”

Her watery gaze met his.
“Because I was there. That was Celeste’s plan. I wasn’t to grow
older than sixty years, doomed to watch over our line until the
fated were born.” She looked at Greg again. “But how are you here?
I don’t understand.”

“That bitch plagued me,”
he growled. “Like you, I didn’t age past sixty. I buried my son, my
Finn, looking younger than him, and I kept the secret all this
time, waiting for the day I could get my revenge. I was forced to
enlist a dark sorcerer for glamour spells to stay hidden, forced to
rely on sin wearing that enchanted ring, and forced to become
someone else over and over. For three
centuries!”

Silence fell, his shout
echoing across the meadow.

Kaida swayed on her feet.
She wasn’t going to hold out much longer. It was taking all her
willpower not to face-plant. She was drowning where she stood, her
lungs filling. Combine her physical state with Greg’s revelation,
and she was toast. It zapped her miniscule energy to
dust.

“Huh. That is some serious
anti-aging cream.” Riley sighed. “Care to share?”

“Silence, you blasted
fool!” The dagger pressed deeper into her skin, drawing hot blood
that trickled down her cold skin. “The world is not your punch
line. You were worthless from the start.”

Her head lolled, and she
listed to the side. Before she could go down, Greg pinned her in
front of him once again and bore her weight.

“Say goodbye,
witch.”

“No!” Brady took a step
forward and drew up short, arms extended. “Take me. Do whatever you
want, Uncle Greg. Just leave her alone.”

She met Brady’s fretful
red-rimmed gaze and offered him the only thing she could. Her love.
“I...regret nothing,” she grated. “Love...you.” She choked,
coughing violently.

Greg extended his arm,
dagger aimed at her throat, and spewed a mish-mash of Bible verses
about the shadow of death and not allowing a sorceress to live. His
words faded into white noise as she desperately clung to shallow
breath. Piercing needles stabbed her chest from the inside out. The
coppery tang of blood rose up her esophagus.

Listen, my children. We
must hurry.

Mara’s Irish brogue
penetrated Kaida’s mind, and she looked at her aunt through heavy
lids and a gray fog. The others whipped their attention toward her
like they’d heard, too, and time dragged to a slow motion
reel.

Sole focus over Kaida’s
shoulder on Greg, Mara pushed again. Aye,
I can read your thoughts and press mine into your heads. Worry not,
he can’t hear me. We must act quickly. I will make the earth quake,
throwing him off-balance. Fiona, you blast him with wind to create
distance from Kaida. Brady, get to her fast and carry her to
safety. Ceara, trap him with a ring of fire. Riley and Tristan can
then restrain him and remove the blade from his
possession. She tore her gaze from Greg to
the others. Are we in agreement? Nod if
you understand.

In unison, they nodded
consent.

A woman emerged from a
white light next to Mara, muting everyone and everything from
Kaida’s vision but her. She hovered as if suspended, bathed in a
glow that was blinding and beautiful. Ringlets of red curls trailed
over her shoulders and she fisted an opal pendant around her neck.
Her peasant garments flowed with a breeze that didn’t reach
Kaida.

Celeste Galloway. It was
her. The same woman who’d appeared on the cliffs what seemed so
long ago in Kaida’s dream. Mara’s painted portrait of Celeste was
hauntingly accurate. There was no doubt it was her. The very witch
who’d set them on this course and screwed up two families in her
wake.

“You are stronger than him
and, together, you six can defeat him.” She turned her head, gaze
upon the others, but they didn’t appear to notice her presence. Her
bluer than blue eyes reclaimed Kaida’s. “Come home, youngest
Galloway.”

What did that mean? She’d
said the same thing in her dream. Kaida was right in front of her,
wheezing and bleeding and, most likely, dying for her role. She’d
ventured to the island on a wing and very little hope, and with no
knowledge of all that lay ahead of her. She’d done what was asked
of her and embraced her gifts. She’d brought the circle of six
together and united them. Just what the hell else was she supposed
to do?

Potent frustration rose,
meting her pain and injuries for a blessed beat. But then a wave of
vertigo hit her, jarring and brutal, and Celeste was gone as if
she’d never been there.

Kaida huffed, grasping her
chest while white-hot pokers stole what little oxygen remained.
Bile churned in her stomach as the agony became too
much.

And then, everything went
to hell.

The ground quaked,
rumbling and groaning, tossing her to her knees.

Fiona raised her palm, and
Greg flew backward into the side of the cottage with a thud. He
grunted and shook his head, then righted himself and
lunged.

Ceara whirled, her auburn
hair soaring around her head while she flicked her fingers. Fire
shot from her hand, but it missed its mark. Instead of creating a
ring, it nailed Greg square in the chest and spread, engulfing him
in flames.

Riley and Tristan were a
blur of movement, running toward Greg and his...

God-awful
scream.

It rent the air and
pierced Kaida’s ears over the crackling and popping of the blaze
catching. Growing. The putrid scent of burnt flesh drifted to her
on a cloud of smoke, and she gagged. Cried. She tried to cover her
ears and couldn’t with her hands restrained.

Brady crouched in front of
her, eyes damp and tormented. He reached for her, gaze darting
between her and Greg as if unsure what to act upon first. “I’ve got
you, sweetheart.”

Tristan and Riley halted
in their tracks, horrified gazes on their uncle, who writhed and
flung himself onto the grass.

The witching blade still
grasped tightly in his hand, he rolled, flailed like mad, and
eventually went motionless face-down, arms and legs spread wide.
His charred, blackened skin and clothes steamed, but he remained
unmoving after several moments.

“Christ,” Riley uttered in
the pending lull. “Is he...is he dead?”

No one answered, but
Brady’s fingers dug deeper into Kaida’s arms.

Unconsciousness loomed,
threatening to swallow her into nothing. The narrow straw passage
she’d been receiving air through shrank to almost nonexistent. Her
pain eked, ebbed, millimeter by millimeter, until her entire system
froze and ice locked her muscles.

Ceara wailed and clapped a
hand over her mouth, pale cheeks drenched and her eyes round in
anguish. “Oh Goddess, oh Goddess. I aimed for his feet. I swear, I
did. He moved too fast. I didn’t mean to...” Covering her face, she
wailed again.

Tristan ate the distance
and pulled her against him. “Self-defense, mo chroí. You were protecting Kaida.
It’s not your fault, hear me?”

Panting, Fiona shifted to
their side and murmured a sound of agreement.

Mara seemed uncertain, her
gaze wary, and crept closer to Greg’s prone form. She stood over
the body, watching it closely, and bent to reach for the witching
blade.

A bellow roared from Greg,
startling a collective gasp of shock from everyone and freezing
them immobile.

He vaulted to his feet
like he didn’t resemble a barbeque pit and his flesh wasn’t singed
beyond reason. A horror movie come to life. Tattered shreds of
clothes stirred with his frenzied motion. He shoved Mara. Hard
enough, she went flying into Riley, toppling them both to the
ground.

Brady rose unsteadily,
blocking Kaida with his arms spread, but he, too, was knocked aside
like he weighed nothing.

Terror slithered through
Kaida’s bloodstream, wove around ligaments, and banded tendons. Her
heart seized mid-beat. Rendered unable to respond, she trembled.
Cowered.

Then, all she saw were the
whites of Greg’s eyes and the unadulterated abhorrence in their
depths. Ash caked her tongue, her nostrils, while he shoved his
marred, sickly burned face in hers. His lips peeled from his teeth
in a sneer.

“May God have mercy on
your soul.” He swung his arm back, and the dagger glinted in the
light a fraction of a second before it plunged into her
belly.
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As the blade sank into Kaida’s stomach, her face froze in a
terrifying expression of shock and pain that yanked the heart right
out of Brady’s chest. But when his uncle withdrew the dagger, the
oxygen punched from Brady’s lungs with such force, he couldn’t so
much as cry out. A crimson ribbon flung through the air and
splattered onto the grass.

And Brady’s whole world,
his existence, shattered into a thousand fragmented
pieces.

“Nooooo!”
He frantically crawled over to her, roaring her
name until his throat was as ravaged as his soul.

He had the briefest
concept of his uncle lunging to his feet and sprinting toward the
hedge wall before Kaida collapsed in Brady’s arms.

Carefully as he could
manage, he laid her on the grass and quickly untied the rope from
her wrists. Angry red burns marred her perfect skin. A swift
assessment showed a deep, open gash on her jaw and another above
her eyebrow, both actively bleeding. But it was the hole in her
stomach gushing uncontrollably that had him reeling.

“Help me!” His shout echoed off the
cottage exterior and reverberated back to him like a shot. Pressing
his hand to the bleeding, he looked around in desperation. His eyes
burned and his gut bottomed out as he added pressure to the
wound.

Tristan’s form disappeared
behind the hedge wall at a dead run, assumingly to chase their
uncle. Fiona straddled Kaida’s thighs, her motions in full combat
mode as she ripped Kaida’s shirt open down the front. Ceara knelt
by Kaida’s other side and Mara by her head while Riley paced with
his hand shoved in his hair, cell phone to his ear.

He disconnected. “I can’t
get a signal up here to call 911.”

“They wouldn’t make it in
time,” Fiona said, her tone distracted as she seemed to take stock
of her sister’s injuries.

Warm, sticky blood flowed
between Brady’s fingers. His Kaida’s
blood. He jerked his attention to her, and
her sickly pale complexion was almost translucent. Her entire left
side was black and blue.

This wasn’t
happening. Wasn’t, wasn’t,
wasn’t. Not after all they’d been through
to finally be together. Fate couldn’t be this cruel.

Her glassy cerulean gaze
met his, her breaths growing more and more shallow.
“Love...you.”

“No,” he growled and
cupped her jaw, leaning over her. “Don’t you dare say goodbye to
me.” His voice cracked, and he sucked a harsh breath to stave off
tears in order to talk. Scared to death of losing her, he said what
he should’ve weeks ago. “Twenty years, sweetheart. We’ve been
together in one form or another for twenty years. I know your
strengths and your weaknesses, same as you do mine. I know what
your happiness looks like and I know what grief does to
you.”

Holding her gorgeous face,
he fought to keep it together. “We grew up beside each other in
dreams, fell in love. And then we truly met and my life started. I
didn’t know real love until I touched you, kissed you. You are my
other half. I’m yours. We may be destined, but I’d choose you
regardless.” He lost the battle and his tears splashed onto her
cheeks. “Don’t leave me. Not like this, not now.”

Her lids lowered to
half-mast like she was struggling to stay conscious, but her eyes
stayed locked to his. “I...choose you. Will never...leave you.” A
wheeze rattled her chest, and she slid her gaze to Fiona, who
shoved his hand away, cursed under her breath, and added pressure
to the bleeding.

Without
success.

“Don’t you dare
leave any of us.”
Fiona’s fierce eyes blazed. “I will never forgive you. And trust
me, you don’t want my wrath. Much easier to just listen to me and
stick around.”

Kaida offered a weak laugh
and wound up in a coughing fit, sending Brady into cardiac arrest.
“Bury me...with our...ancestors.” Wheeze, wheeze. “Belong...here
with family. I’m home...now.”

Riley paced faster,
tension twisting his mouth.

Fiona and Brady yelled
over one another in a desperate plea to stop Kaida’s nonsense until
Ceara squeaked, drawing their attention to her.

“Guys, look.” Ceara turned
her sister’s arm over.

Just like it had with
Brady, the mark on Kaida’s wrist unknotted and dissolved.
Disappeared altogether. Seconds later, the cottage door swung open
by its own volition, emitting a yellow glow from inside. Dust motes
danced in the light.

“Did I do...it?” Kaida’s
rasp was a barely audible whisper. “My...task?”

Ceara smiled down at her,
lip quivering. “I believe you did. Never doubted you, sister.” She
smoothed Kaida’s strands fanning the grass. “Not for a
moment.”

Tristan rounded the hedge
wall and hunched beside Brady, hands on his knees. “I couldn’t
catch up to him. Lost him in the woods.” Panting, he eyed Kaida,
and all the color drained from his face. “Status?”

Fiona shook her head.
“Besides the stab wound, she’s probably got internal bleeding. I
think she punctured a lung.”

Kaida let out a
frightening gurgle, and blood bubbled from her lips. Tears leaked
from the corners of her eyes into her hair.
Then—Christ, mercy—she went utterly still, gaze fixed and unseeing on the
heavens.

Gasp.

Gasp.

Sigh...

“Kaida,” Brady whispered
on a broken exhale, his airway collapsing. “Kaida?
Kaida!” He gave her a
shake, but her head lolled and she didn’t respond.

“Crap. No, no, no,” Fiona
chanted. “Everybody back up. Now! Give me room.”

“No, I’m not leaving her.”
He’d plunge a dagger into his own gut before...

“Tristan, a little help.”
Fiona was a flutter of movement, focus only on her
sister.

Arms wrapped around Brady
and dragged him several feet away from Kaida. He screamed and
shoved, but Tristan held firm, planting Brady on his ass and caging
him between his legs. Banding Brady against his body, Tristan
pinned his arms while Brady cracked in two.

He yelled her name, over
and over, until his voice was so hoarse, no sound
emerged.

“Aunt Mara, Ceara, I need
to pull your magick.” Fiona rose on her knees, still straddling
Kaida’s thighs.

On each side of Kaida,
Ceara and Mara held Kaida’s hands, then clasped Fiona’s shoulders
with their other. Riley quit his incessant pacing and stood with
his hands on his hips, expression tortured.

“Come on, Kaida. Fight.
Work with me.” Palm over her sister’s abdomen, the other to Kaida’s
forehead, Fiona splayed her fingers on both sites and bowed her
head.

A sob tore from Brady’s
chest, and he clutched the arms restraining him. “She’s not moving.
Ah, God, she’s not moving.”

“Fiona’s trying her best.”
Tristan dropped his forehead to Brady’s temple and sighed. “It’ll
be okay. It has to be. Just hang on.”

Riley plopped beside them,
grabbed Brady’s forearm, and said nothing.

Fiona trembled, and the
hand on Kaida’s forehead began to glow. Bluish-silver light hovered
around her fingers, then swirled like a mini-tornado. A moment
passed. Two.

The cut above Kaida’s
eyebrow sealed shut, followed by the gash on her jaw, leaving dried
blood as the only indicator they’d been there at all.

“Son of a bitch,” Riley
breathed.

“That’s it,” Mara
encouraged. “Build up to it. Sense the worst of it and pull. You
can do it, Fiona.”

Shaking viciously, Fiona
panted. Hard. Sweat broke out on her brow and she lifted her head.
Tears pooled in her eyes. Strain tightened her lips. She quickly
moved her hand to Kaida’s ribs. Again, a silver-blue glow emitted
from her fingers, swirled, and...

The bruising on Kaida’s
side lightened, retracted, and disappeared. But then the cracking
of bone snapped over Fiona’s respirations. Loud.
Resounding.

Brady roared. Fought
Tristan’s hold. Got nowhere.

Riley squeezed his arm,
awed gaze on the sisters. “Her ribs were broken, Fi said. I think
she reset them.”

Sagging, huffing, Brady
watched, hoping like hell his brother was right. His gut was
shredded, his sinuses stung, the hollow void kept expanding in his
chest, and he couldn’t take one more minute of not having Kaida in
his arms.

She remained deathly pale.
Unmoving. Killing him with each tick of the clock.

Fiona quaked from head to
toe, tears streaming, muscles contracting. On a violent gasp that
lasted an eternity, her irises vanished and her eyes were nothing
but white orbs. She set both hands over the stab wound on Kaida’s
stomach, elbows locked.

Finally, after what seemed
like days—years—of strain on Fiona’s part, the bluish-silver light appeared
once again. Spread. Consumed. Both her and Kaida were swallowed by
the glow. It pulsed and hummed, vibrating the earth below
them.

Fiona screeched, threw her
head back, and bellowed at the sky. Her cocoa strands cascaded down
her back, brushed Kaida’s legs, and the screech became a
never-ending wail.

On a sharp inhale, Kaida’s
eyes flew wide, and she bowed. Pain wrinkled her forehead. Mouth
hanging open, a silent scream formed on her lips. Her body
contorted, spine arched, and...

Brady couldn’t take it. He
shoved at Tristan, yelled for her, but his brother wouldn’t release
him. “Let me go, damn it. Let me go!”

“Hang on,” the grated
demand shushed against his ear. “Let her finish.”

“No, I—”

A wave of energy blasted
from Fiona, sending him and his brothers backward and sprawled in
the grass. Winded, he wiped a hand down his face. Blinding blue
light seared his retinas and every molecule in his body
electrified. A sizzle zinged through his system, and he would’ve
sworn he’d ridden a lightning bolt if Riley wasn’t lying half on
top of him.

Brady frantically lifted
his head, searched for Kaida.

Like dominoes, Mara,
Ceara, and Fiona slumped, tumbled, and hit the ground, fanned
around Kaida.

Rising on his elbow,
earning an oomph from Tristan under him, and pushing Riley over with a grunt,
Brady lunged to his feet. Stumbling in his haste, he crawled the
rest of the way and cupped her face. Her eyes were closed, lashes
shadowing her cheeks. She was so still, so quiet, another sob
ripped from his chest.

“Kaida?” Nothing. “Kaida,
sweetheart. Please, God.”

A deep inhale expanded her
chest, and her lids lifted. Her eyes darted everywhere at once
before blessedly landing on him. “What happened?”

He barked a laugh/moan
combination, not believing what he was seeing.

And for the thousandth
time today, his lungs stalled. Relief flooded him in a harried
whoosh. With shaking arms, he hauled her sideways onto his lap.
Pressing her face into his shoulder, he held her so tight a spell
couldn’t wedge between them.

He kissed the top of her
head, rocking, rocking. “Don’t you ever do that to me again.” As it
stood, he may not allow her to leave his sight until she was
eighty. Or never. “Scared twenty years off my life.” More like
thirty.

Even as he spoke, though,
his heartbeat gradually returned to a normal rhythm. He breathed in
her rosemary scent and closed his eyes, savoring the in-out of her
respirations, the heat of her body. His muscles unlocked their
tense stronghold and cried mercy.

Tristan crouched beside
them, easing her ripped shirt farther apart. “The wound is closed
and the bruising is gone.” He slowly shook his head, tender gaze on
her. “How are you feeling?”

“Oh God. That’s right. He
stabbed me.” She glanced down at herself, blinking rapidly. “Or did
I dream that part?”

“Not a dream,” Tristan and
Brady said deadpan in unison.

“But, how?” She wiped at
the blood on her belly. “It’s gone. Criminy, and I’m flashing
everyone.”

Riley chuckled. “No
complaints here.” He closed the edges of her torn shirt anyway,
covering the white lace bra now stained red. “Fiona healed you. I
don’t know how, but damn if it wasn’t a miracle.”

“Really?” Her brows
wrinkled in concern. “Wait. Where’s Greg?”

“Gone.” Tristan frowned.
“We’ll find him, though. You have my word.”

Brady sighed and smoothed
the hair from her face, staring into her cerulean eyes. He’d never
been so stupidly happy in all his existence. “I love you.” His
voice sounded like sandpaper scraped over gravel from all his
yelling, so he cleared his throat and repeated the endearment. Five
times.

Her smile could’ve melted
the polar icecaps. “I love you, too.”

“That was a whopper now,
wasn’t it?” Mara rose to her knees and rubbed her forehead. “Doozy
of a headache coming.”

Damn, but Brady had
forgotten all about the others.

“I second that.” Ceara
shifted over to Fiona, who lay motionless. “You okay?”

When she didn’t respond,
Riley rushed to their side.

Mara did the same. “Just
tuckered out, is all. Healing on that level requires a great deal
of magick.” She tapped Fiona’s cheek, expression unconcerned. “Come
on, lass. Up and at ‘em. Don’t be so dramatic.”

“Dramatic, my ass,” Fiona
slurred and lazily opened her eyes. “Is Kaida all
right?”

“She’s good, thanks to
you.” Riley grabbed her shoulders and eased her to a sitting
position. She teetered, but he caught her. “Better question. Are
you okay? You kinda went all fury-ish and set off enough blue light
to power the northern hemisphere.”

“All a part of my
awesomeness.”

“Here.” Brady passed Kaida
off to Tristan. “Take her for a second.” Squatting in front of
Fiona, he held her head and dipped his face close to hers. “Thank
you. I don’t know how many ways I can say that and have it
encompass the full meaning. Thank you, thank you, thank you.” He
rained kisses over her brow, her eyes, her cheeks.

She offered a sultry laugh
and lethargically swatted at him. “Enough. I’m not into
threesomes.” Nevertheless, she grinned. “You’re
welcome.”

“Anything you want, it’s
yours. The moon? Sun? Stars? Hell, I’ll buy you Canada.”

Another laugh. “Naw. Just
snag me the new Prada handbag and we’ll call it even.” She paused,
and her eyes misted. “We almost lost her.”

“But we didn’t.” He kissed
the back of her hand this time. “Thank you.”

Tristan helped Kaida to
her feet and, once Brady slipped an arm around her waist, his
brother assisted Ceara and Mara.

“Hey, the cottage door’s
open.” Kaida stared at each of them, then her wrist. Her jaw
dropped. “That wasn’t a dream, either, was it? I completed my
task.”

Ceara hugged her. “Yes,
you did. Should we go have a look?”

Fiona rose unsteadily and
swayed. “I think I need a pot of coffee and a Red Bull
chaser.”

When she nearly went down
a second time, Riley grabbed her under the arms. “How about a cup
of Mara’s tea and a nap?”

“Spoilsport.” Her eyes
rolled back in her head and she went limp.

Riley swept an arm under
her legs and hoisted her higher up his torso. “Yep, she’s done for.
I’m taking her to the house. Meet you guys there.”

“Hey,” Tristan said,
stopping Riley. “Be careful. We don’t know where Uncle Greg
went.”

“He was in pretty bad
shape, but I’ll keep my eyes peeled.”

“You’re lucky I’m too
exhausted to argue,” she slurred.

Riley ran his tongue over
his teeth. “Uh-huh. Behave or I’ll post pictures of this all over
Instagram.”

After they’d rounded the
hedge wall, Mara clapped. “I’m so proud of you, dear.” She reached
for Kaida’s hands and squeezed them. “Most important, you’re
staying with us. I couldn’t be more pleased.”

Brady did a double-take.
“Are you staying? I know you called this place home while...” He
couldn’t go there again. “Have you decided?”

She kissed his jaw. “Where
else would I go?”

“Nowhere without me.” He
smiled, agreeing down to his marrow. “Ready?” He jerked his chin in
the direction of the cottage.

A nod, and they strode the
short distance together as a group.

He glanced around, trying
to imagine what it must’ve been like for Mara and Celeste to live
here. The cottage was but one room. A table lined the right wall
and a sleeping pallet on the left, which still had straw on it. A
large stone hearth with a painting of Mara, Celeste, and baby Hope
centered the space.

Uh, yeah. Mara being three
centuries old? He’d almost forgotten that tidbit with everything
that had happened. Plus, his uncle was the actual Minister Meath?
Mind blown.

He couldn’t make this crap
up if he tried. He had more questions than he could spit out in a
decade, but they would have to wait. Because sitting on the planked
floor in front of the fireplace was...a box.

The box.

Kaida cleared her throat
and knelt before the thing. It was the size of a hand, looked like
pine, and had a trinity knot branded on the lid. To think, it had
survived three centuries, and the last person to touch it or its
contents had been Celeste Galloway.

The others hung back a
respectable distance, but he stood directly next to Kaida, ready to
pounce at the first sign of trouble. After all they’d endured, his
pulse went spastic the second she reached for the box. Lord only
knew what surprises lay inside and he was already dangerously close
to dressing her in bubble wrap and locking her in a windowless room
to keep her safe.

Forever.

She set the thing on her
thighs and skimmed her fingers over the top, her gaze pensive. Yet
she made no move to open it. The longer she stared—and that was
eons—the harder his temples throbbed.

He shifted balance to his
other foot. Back again. “Are you going to see what’s
inside?”

She hummed. “I think we
should do it together.” She tilted her head to meet his eyes. “The
six of us, I mean.”

Ceara smiled. “A wonderful
idea.”

Tristan nodded his
agreement and gestured for the door. “We’ve waited all this time.
What’s a little longer?”

Outside, Brady cast his
gaze over the meadow teeming with yellow and violet flowers, and
memory swamped him. Meeting her in that spot in their dreams. The
years accumulated between then and now. And the nightmare that had
just befallen them.

He turned toward Kaida and
drew a cleansing breath as dusk threatened its ascent. “Can we talk
for a second? Alone?”

“Sure.” She passed the box
to Ceara. “I’ll be back shortly. Can you keep it safe?”

“We will.” Mara closed the
cottage door. “Take your time, lass, but stay together.”

He watched them wander
around the hedge wall and then cupped Kaida’s jaw. Dried blood
crusted her gorgeous face, stained her clothes and skin, and he was
reminded all over again how badly today could’ve gone. How terribly
it had almost ended. He wasn’t wasting another moment with
her.

Leaning in, he brushed his
lips against hers, feather-light and with all the reverence she
dragged from him on an hourly basis. Just the fact that he could
kiss her, had a second chance to have her warm breath mingle with
his and her moan play a tune in his ears, caused his sinuses to
sting again.

“You almost died,” he
whispered against her mouth. He closed his eyes. “I wouldn’t have
survived it. I’m not certain I lived through the scare, to be
honest.”

“I’m here.” Her lips
parted, and her tongue tangled with his. Slow. Drugging. Satiating.
She arched into him, grabbing his biceps, and his pulse started a
drumbeat against his neck. Gingerly, she eased away and brushed
noses. “I’m right here, where I’ll stay.”

A sigh, and he rested his
forehead to hers, losing himself in the blue of her irises. “What
changed your mind? About not leaving, I mean.”

Her swallow clicked in the
meager space between them. “When I was lying there, surrounded by
everyone I care about, I realized I wasn’t afraid to die. Didn’t
mean I wanted to or was ready, but I wasn’t afraid.” She stroked
his jaw. “My whole life, I’ve been...displaced. I never felt like I
belonged anywhere. But coming here and meeting my sisters was an
awakening. It took me awhile to accept their truth, and after
experiencing firsthand what their fears could translate to, it
showed me my truth.”

Searching his expression,
she chewed her lip. “I haven’t necessarily found a place here. That
would imply it had been lost. Rather, I came back to what was
always...my home. It was just waiting for me. My family, new
friends, and you. That’s what Celeste had been trying to tell me.
Her way of guiding me, I suppose.” She inhaled, eyes misting. “And
if I had died, if you guys hadn’t been able to save me, I would’ve
left this world with a beautiful, wonderful understanding that I
have all I’ve ever wished for.”

He released a shuddering
breath. How many more ways was she going to slay him today? “Would
you consider moving in with me?” Same island or not, a forest
between where she rested her head and he did his was too far apart.
“Please?”

She blinked as if
confused. “Are you sure it’s not too soon?”

“Yesterday wouldn’t be
soon enough.” Threading his fingers in her hair, he tilted her head
so she had nothing and no one to look at but him. And he planned to
keep it that way. “I don’t want to be separated anymore. I meant
what I said to you back there when you were bleeding out and trying
to say goodbye. You’re it for me.”

An endearing smile curved
the corners of her mouth. “And your brothers will be okay with me
underfoot?”

“That you even thought to
ask proves what kind of person you are. Considerate, kind, smart.
Very, very brave. And mine. They adore you. I adore you. Say
yes.”

“Yes.” She kissed his chin
and grinned. “I’ll talk to my sisters. We’ll figure it all out
soon.”

“How soon?”

She laughed, and nothing
had ever sounded better. Slipping her arms around his waist, she
heaved a sigh. “I can’t believe it’s over. Ceara and Fiona have
their tasks with your brothers, but I can’t believe our part is
done.”

He shook his head, running
his thumb over her plush lower lip. “We’ve just begun.”


Epilogue
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One month
later...

Sandwiched between Brady and Riley on the couch in her
sisters’ living room, Kaida stared at the family grimoire on the
coffee table, Celeste’s box next to it. Sitting across from them on
the other sofa was Tristan, Ceara, and Fiona, also quietly
contemplating. Mara had claimed a chair, her mood
uncharacteristically solemn.

They’d had a lovely dinner
and had decided to finish their wine by the fire to pow-wow. Yet no
one had said much, if anything.

This had been a big day
for Kaida. She’d installed her first entry into the grimoire. Well,
technically, it was Celeste’s passage, but it was Kaida who’d added
the parchment. Turned out, after all the trials, the box had
contained only two things. A sapphire ring and a scroll containing
part of a spell.

“Do you think I should say
it aloud?” She looked to her sisters for guidance.

Ceara shook her head. “I
believe Fiona and I need to do our part first. Something tells me
this is a power of three spell. It’ll only work if all the pieces
are together and we say them as one.”

Kaida took a sip of wine.
“Power of three?”

“Extremely rare and
unheard of in our family.” Ceara pursed her lips. “We’re the first
Galloway trinity to be born, which is why there are no incantations
like it in the book. Long story short, power of three spells are
tremendously potent. They carry a lot of weight, give a boost to an
otherwise normal casting. They also allow witches to practice
outside their magical scope.”

“For instance,” Fiona
added, “that spell Ceara cast on us allowing us to understand
Latin? A power of three could’ve allowed us to read any written
language, and on a permanent basis, not just temporary.”

“I repeat,” Riley lifted
his brows, “where was this gift in high school when I could’ve used
it most?”

Ceara set her empty glass
aside with a smile. “We still have to practice within boundaries.
No personal gain and so forth.”

“Rules schmules.” Riley
sighed. “I get it, though. So, which pair of us is next, do you
think?”

Mara shrugged. “Hard to
say. Or when, for that matter. A moon cycle has passed since Brady
and Kaida finished. It’s interesting none of you have been branded
yet.” She looked at Brady. “All these years, I’ve been under the
impression this was a joined effort, but your mark disappeared
before hers. What were you thinking about right before it vanished?
Or did you say something of relevance?”

Brows pinched, he stared
at his inner wrist where the knot had once been. “From the moment
the tattoo appeared, it had been a form of communication between
us. If she was in trouble, I’d know. When it was gone, I thought
she died.” He closed his eyes and took a breath before reopening
them. “But she was obviously alive, as we later learned. All I
remember thinking was that I’d do anything if she was okay. I’d
follow her anywhere if that’s what she needed because she was
my...”

He jerked his gaze to
Kaida’s, eyes wide in understanding. “Home. She was my true home.”
Leaning closer, he lifted her hand and kissed her fingers. “You
said something similar to Fiona when you thought you wouldn’t make
it. Told her to bury you with the other Galloways because this was
your family, your home.”

Kaida’s throat tightened
with the onset of tears, her chest swelling. She didn’t think it
was possible to love anyone more than she did him right now. She
took in his handsome features, the way the firelight turned his
black hair to a chestnut hue, and she couldn’t wait until they were
alone. Attraction curled in her belly and spread.

“So you each had the same
task, but reached the goal at different times.” Tristan grunted.
“Good to know for when it’s our turn.”

She hummed in thought.
“Yes and no. I believe that aspect was the last piece. If you
encompass the full meaning of ‘home’, it implies a place
and people. A state of
mind. The six of us were able to come together, despite our
differences and history stating it would never happen. Friendship
can be just as important as family, and we have both.”

“Good point.” Brady kissed
her forehead and sat back, focusing on Ceara. “That power of three
thing. Can you do one for a ward on the meadow and
forest?”

“Maybe,” Ceara said,
running her finger over her lips. “I don’t think it’ll take,
though. Protection spells need something to bind them. Like the
walls of the mansion and our house. They’re physical. Material. The
forest and meadow aren’t, so it probably won’t work.”

Riley shrugged. “You could
take a stab at
it.”

“Eh, cut her some slack.” Kaida
grinned.

They laughed until
discovering the others weren’t joining in. Five irritated, pissed
off expressions glared back at her and Riley.

She leaned closer to him
and whispered, “I don’t think they’re ready to joke about my mortal
wound incident yet.”

“I think you might be
right,” he replied in the same dramatic, hushed tone. Sighing, he
wrapped an arm around her neck and drew her to his side. “In all
seriousness, I’m so very glad you’re all right. That’s an
experience I don’t care to repeat.”

Warmth flooded her, and
her eyes misted again. “Ditto.” She’d not only found family and the
love of her life by coming to Six Fates, she’d found an everlasting
friendship with Brady’s brothers, too. She could only imagine what
they must’ve gone through, discovering her in that state. “Ditto,”
she repeated.

“Quit touching my woman.”
Brady grabbed her arm, tugged her away from his brother, and hugged
her against him. “Mine. Get your own.”

“Aww.” She snuggled in his
embrace, loving his solid muscles and earthy rain scent. The safety
he invoked just holding her had her releasing a girly sigh. “My
caveman.”

“Moving on.” Tristan
narrowed his eyes. “We need a better defensive strategy. Uncle Greg
caught us completely unaware and we weren’t prepared. Not to
outright agree with Riley, but I’d rather not have to live through
that again.”

“Minister Meath, you
mean?” Riley shook his head. “I’ll never get over it, him being one
and the same guy.”

“Aye, didn’t see that
comin’.” Mara drained her wineglass. “And you can bet he’s hiding
out somewhere. He’s down, but not for long. If he was plagued by
the same curse as me, then he can’t die. Not until the tasks are
done. He’ll heal and come back at you, angrier than
ever.”

“According to the Meath
journals, the witching blade can kill him and destroy the dagger.”
Kaida chewed her lip. “That might be the only way to take him out.
Two birds, one stone.” She thought about the things he’d spewed at
her by the cottage before the others had come to her rescue. “He
knew about the boxes. I think he’s under the assumption that if he
destroys them, the curse will be lifted. That’s why he waited until
he thought I’d completed my task and why he didn’t go after anyone
else.”

“What he doesn’t know can
only help us.” Brady smoothed her hair. “So, we go at him. Get the
dagger and use it on him.”

“I can’t.” Ceara’s eyes
filled. “We harm none. That’s our way. I still have nightmares
about what I did to him. I lack a killer instinct.”

“I don’t,” Fiona growled.
“I’ve dreamed up countless ways to make him pay. Pain is involved.
Oodles and oodles of pain.”

Riley gazed at her in fear
and admiration. “Go on with your bad self. Me? I’m with Ceara. I
don’t think I can do it.” He rubbed his eyes. “I don’t have a soul
mate to protect like Brady and I can’t shut off emotions like
Tristan and I’m not bravely ferocious like Fi.” His hand slapped
his thigh. “If it came to defending one of you, then maybe.
Probably. In theory? I don’t know.”

“Ceara, look at me,” Brady
pleaded and waited for her to comply. “Tristan was correct in what
he said back in the meadow. It was self-defense. You aimed the fire
at his feet, tried to create a ring, but he moved too fast. Think
about what he did to your sister, how he beat her and stuck a blade
into her. Forgive yourself. And if that doesn’t work, remember that
he put Celeste on a pyre. He did this, set it in motion, all of it.
If not for him, she wouldn’t have cast the curse in the first
place. To top it off, he created an entire brotherhood to eradicate
others of your kind.” He inhaled, nostrils flared. “He deserves
whatever he gets.”

Tears splashed her cheeks.
“My head knows all that. It does. But my heart never
will.”

“I’ll do it.” Tristan
looked at her, then swiftly away, expression pained. His throat
worked a swallow. “I’ll accept the burden when the time comes. If
we get the chance to steal the blade from him, give it to me. I’ll
end him.”

Silence fell, and Kaida
got the distinct impression he’d been forced to do worse. Riley had
been wrong. Tristan didn’t shut off his emotions. He felt them with
every fiber of his being, but pushed forward anyway. Something told
her the guilt he lived with had been consuming him each second
since the day he was born.

Through the years, she’d
learned to hone her instincts. She’d gotten to know him pretty well
the past couple months, and what he said in his body language,
actions, and expressions relayed way more than actual
words.

Riley had also been wrong
about something else. He may crack jokes and display a
devil-may-care attitude, but he was a warrior underneath. When he
had something worth fighting for, he would. He’d rise to the
challenge, of that she had zero doubt. In a way, he’d been doing it
all along for his brothers, and for her since she’d
arrived.

“We’re going to be all
right,” she said. “I can feel it. We’re going to do this destiny
thing and come out stronger. Together.”

“Know what, blondie?”
Riley winked. “I believe you. And if you make French toast again
like you did this morning, I’ll do anything you ask of
me.”

She laughed.
“Deal.”

“So, it’s going okay?”
Fiona raised her brows. “You living,” she shot a glare at Riley,
“with these guys? If not, you’ll tell me?”

He scowled at her. “We’re
not keeping her chained in the basement and forcing her to perform
sexual acts, if that’s what you’re implying.”

Brady grunted, nuzzling
Kaida’s neck. “Speak for yourself.”

“You’re insatiable.” She
laughed again. “Everything’s kosher.”

She’d moved into the Meath
mansion a couple weeks ago with her sisters’ blessing, and she
couldn’t be happier. Falling asleep in Brady’s arms and waking up
next to him made all their trials seem worth it. At the end of the
day, she couldn’t wish for anything more.

“The board called back
this morning. Starting in the fall, I’ll be teaching at Six Fates
High School three days a week.” She loved the idea of being in a
classroom with teenagers. It was satisfying to know she’d be
educating a younger generation on the history of Paganism and
Witchcraft. The college level was fine, but there was something to
be said for catching the kids before life made them hard, before
influences and biases hindered their free minds. “And Brady will be
including me for consults regarding special projects on the
historical society.”

“Special projects, indeed.
Congratulations, though.” Fiona rolled her eyes and looked at
Ceara. “Is it just me or are you starting to get used to all this
adoring affection? Watching them has desensitized my gag
reflex.”

“Hush. It’s a lovely
sight, the two of them.” Ceara smiled, gaze on Brady and Kaida.
“One could do worse than harbor hope.”

“Amen,” Tristan
said.

In the lull of
conversation, Kaida’s gaze landed on the box again. The parchment
paper with the partial spell had been obvious, but she didn’t know
how the ring tied into the equation. Unsure, she’d kept it safely
inside, never putting it on.

Easing out of Brady’s
arms, she leaned forward and flipped open the box’s lid. She
extracted the ring and examined it. The band was gold with thinly
etched designs around the slightly raised center stone. Not quite a
princess cut, but close. There was a pentagram under the sapphire
that could be viewed through the gem. It was quite beautiful and
very unique.

“This was Celeste’s, I
assume?” she asked Aunt Mara.

“Aye, and mine. It’s been
in the Galloway line since before I was born. We brought it with us
on the voyage from our homeland, along with two others. Ceara and
Fiona have one in their boxes.”

She nodded. “I wonder if
I’m supposed to do something with it.”

“A mere gift. It’s not
enchanted and no harm will come to you if it’s worn. Knowing her, I
believe she just wanted you to have a piece of her.”

“I like that idea.” She
smiled. “Maybe I will put it on, after all.”

“Or you could allow me.”
Brady cleared his throat. “Maybe it’s not for you to do something
with, but for me instead.”

He took the ring and
dropped to one knee in front of her.

Heart pounding, she
gasped. She pressed a palm to her chest, but it did nothing to stop
the boom, boom, boom thundering. He couldn’t possibly be...

No. He wasn’t going to
propose. Oh criminy, he was, judging by the lopsided aw-shucks
grin. He used to give her the same one in their dreams before
kissing her.

“The past month, I’ve been
looking everywhere for the right ring, but none of them fit. They
weren’t you. This?” He held up Celeste’s gift between his thumb and
forefinger. “This is perfect. It’s a piece of your heritage and has a symbol of
your craft. You have the same flecks of blue in your eyes as the
sapphire.”

He took her hand in his,
lacing their fingers. “I may be a smart guy, but the only knowledge
I’ll ever need is that this world is lonely and miserable without
you in it. I almost lost you once, and it won’t happen again. Where
you go, I go. Always.”

Mossy green eyes gazed
into hers, an eternity of devotion and acceptance in their depths.
“I love you more than my heart can hold.” He exhaled an uneven
breath. “Marry me?”

She frantically nodded,
her lips pressed in a thin line to keep her sob in. She wouldn’t
cry, absolutely would not in this beautiful moment.

Heck, who was she kidding?
“Where you go, I go,” she repeated, her eyes hot and her cheeks
wet. “Yes.” She cupped his jaw, rough with dark stubble, and drew
him in for a kiss. “Always, yes,” she said against his mouth. “I
love you.”

Wasting no time, he tilted
his head and deepened the kiss while the others,
their family, cheered
and hooted and clapped.

On a chuckle, he eased
away and dropped his attention to their joined hands. He slid the
ring on her fourth finger and brushed his thumb across her
knuckles. “Now that’s magick, sweetheart.”

He went to kiss her again,
but a loud snap cracked behind him and he froze. She glanced over
his shoulder as he craned around to check the noise.

The box she’d left open
was now closed. No one had moved from their seats except Brady, and
he was a good two feet from the table. Her pulse tripped, and he
squeezed her fingers as if to acknowledge her surprise with his
own.

Before anyone could say a
word, the box vanished in a puff of white smoke.

“Well,” Aunt Mara said
after a long pause. “I guess that means Celeste
approves.”


 


Look for the rest of the Fated series coming soon…
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