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CIARA SMASHED HER FIST into the keyboard, some letters—keycaps and switches—flying off in the process.

Theo was gone.

No matter what she did, where she looked, he just wasn't there. Elliott kept him hidden from her, while the rest of his witch hunters wreaked havoc. They had grown bolder. A lot bolder.

Elliott had a plan. Ciara was sure of it.

She was also convinced Theo was still alive. He had to be. Elliott wouldn't have wasted a leverage on her. If he was planning to hurt Theo, he would do it with an audience.

Before that happened, Ciara needed a plan to free Theo—or rather, to get to Theo. She already knew how she could save him from Elliott. But first, she had to find him.

The problem was that finding him had turned out harder than she had hoped. Theo was gone. Elliott was keeping him away—somewhere Ciara couldn’t find him.

Ciara sighed and leaned back in her chair. With a snap of her fingers—magic sparkling at the tips of her fingers—she fixed the broken keyboard—the one she had smashed in her anger.

The keyboard wasn’t to blame; the witch hunters were.

She was to blame. She had failed, and they had taken Theo.

It had been only a week—or eight days, to be exact—since that wretched day at the Rosslers’ house. The house had burnt down. The witch hunters had taken off with Theo. Ciara had killed Jesse.

A lot had changed in a week.

Ciara had a new safe house where she was staying with Liam. He wasn’t home. Despite everything going on, he had gone back to work.

The witch hunters had started killing witches, wizards, families, and even non-magics again. They wanted attention and they were getting it. Other teams from Ciara’s work were handling most of the attacks. Ciara’s team was the one that was called to handle any attacks when possible—when they weren’t handling another attack elsewhere or when they weren’t off work.

Except for Ciara and Bill.

Ciara’s ribs were still healing from being broken. Bill was also recovering, even though he had been released from the hospital on Friday—only a few days ago.

Ciara’s team—even with Kellan tagging along—was smaller than ever. Since Theresa’s betrayal, they had been one hit witch short. With Ciara and Bill unable to join them on missions, they were three people short. It wasn’t great, but soon Ciara and Bill would get to go back to work. And soon, they were getting a new recruit as well. The team would be whole again.

Although, maybe it hadn’t been whole ever since Doherty’s death.

Even if Ciara wasn’t officially working, she sort of was working remotely. She was trying to find Theo. Everyone knew she was doing that, and no one had even tried to stop her.

But Kellan had made her swear that if she found something, she would tell the others before rushing off.

The last time she had rushed off—a week ago—a lot had gone wrong. She didn’t want a rerun of that day.

She shuddered, memories of the day coming back to her mind. The hollow look in Jesse’s eyes after her knife had slashed his throat open. All the blood, pooling under him and around him—all over him.

Jesse had once meant so much to her. Even if they had been young back then, he was a part of her past. He always would be.

Now more than ever.

Ciara jumped up and rushed to the bathroom as the image of his corpse reappeared in her head. She retched over the toilet, emptying her stomach. Luckily, she hadn’t had much of an appetite recently.

Not since that day.

Theo was gone. Jesse was dead. Liam was at work, breaking curses. The witch hunters’ curses. Liam was one of the curse breakers that was working together with the Hit Department. He was practically working as a hit wizard, joining whichever team needed him the most.

Ciara hated that. More than anything. She felt useless and—even more so—worried. Liam was in danger every day, and she couldn’t be out there with him, protecting him.

Someone had his back. She knew that.

But it wasn’t the same. She didn’t want to trust Liam’s life in anyone else’s hands.

Ciara washed her mouth and brushed her teeth once she was done vomiting. She returned to her desk and stared at the screen. The surveillance cameras near the witch hunter attacks hadn’t helped her find Theo. He hadn’t joined any of the attacks. Not even when Theresa had.

Elliott was keeping Theo hidden on purpose. Like many times before, Elliott Hardy—the founder of the witch hunters—had the upper hand. He was one step ahead. Always.

Ciara wanted to smash her fist into the keyboard again, but she didn’t. It wasn’t going to help her find Theo.

I’m losing my mind.

And she was. The safe house was an enormous flat. It was too big for just one person, and Ciara was alone most of the time.

Liam worked—usually overtime. Henry and Jenna had gone back to work, so they couldn’t come and hang out. The younger Rosslers had gone back to school. Mary was taking care of Ray who was still recovering after his coma.

Ciara’s mother and Enzo were staying at their penthouse—another safe house. They had extra time, and Ciara sometimes stopped by. But every time she was there, she had to force a smile and it was tiring. She wasn’t happy—far from it. Her mother and Enzo didn’t understand what she was going through, no matter how hard they tried to.

Ciara was alone.

She could have gone to Bill, but she didn’t want to bother him. Paul was staying with him, and Ciara didn’t want to steal from their time together.

Although Bill had told her to stop by.

Perhaps she should have visited him after all.

It would have been good for them both. It was going to be good for them both.

Her search—trying to find Theo—wasn’t going well, anyway. It was going absolutely nowhere.

––––––––
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CIARA HAD TRIED TO make herself more presentable before she had teleported to Bill’s house. The house was small but both inside and outside it was first and foremost cosy. The street was filled with small houses. Cosy houses that looked like homes—not just buildings people slept in every night.

But none of the other houses looked quite as brilliant as Bill’s. His house was mostly blue, but the front door had been painted bright yellow.

Ciara loved it.

She stepped onto the porch, admiring the bright yellow shade. Once she was done admiring, she knocked three times.

Perhaps Bill wouldn’t even be at home. He could be on a date with Paul. They could be getting groceries. They could even be on a walk.

The door was yanked open oddly fast. Bill stood at the door, pulling his coat on as if he was in a hurry.

His eyes widened at the sight of Ciara. “You got the message, too? Good thinking, we should teleport together, so we won’t be separated there. They are—”

“What message?”
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BILL CURSED UNDER HIS breath. At first he didn’t meet Ciara’s gaze. “Kellan didn’t send you a message?” Only after those words, he finally looked up at her.

Ciara grabbed her phone to check, but there were no new notifications. Nothing.

“About what?” she asked.

Bill exhaled shakily as if he knew he shouldn’t say a thing to her—but it was too late already. “The school is under attack. They attacked Vallenta.”

Gabe, Polly, and Poppy went to Vallenta. It was their school and had once been Ciara’s school. Henry’s school. Liam’s school.

“Let’s go.” Ciara grabbed Bill’s hand, but he quickly pulled his hand free, so she wouldn’t teleport.

He looked at her with a bewildered expression. “Wait! You’re still recovering. You’ve got broken ribs and—”

“I don’t care,” she said and tried to grab his hand again, but he didn’t let her.

“I do care! Besides, Kellan will have my head if—”

“I don’t care, Bill! Gabe, Polly, and Poppy are there.” Theo could be there, too, but she didn’t voice that thought.

“Ciara—”

“You can’t stop me. We’re going together or separately, but I will be there.” There was no way she would stay standing there at Bill’s doorstep or return to her safe house when people she cared about were in danger.

“Fuck, why did I open my big mouth?” Bill mumbled.

“Because you’re my friend.” Ciara offered her hand to Bill.

“Do you even have your wand?” Bill asked.

“The core, yes.”

“The core?” Bill frowned, taking Ciara’s hand.

“I broke the wand on the last mission,” Ciara said and teleported them to the school grounds—far enough for it to be safe but as close to the building as possible.

“You can’t come to a battle with a broken wand!” Bill yelled at Ciara, eyes wide and voice stern.

Ciara didn’t get to answer as a boom echoed through the school grounds. A part of the school had lit up with an explosion. Ciara could see the flames dancing in the windows, yearning to spread further and wider. Someone could still be inside, but all she saw was flames.

“Fuck,” Bill cursed.

They didn’t argue anymore. After all, Bill wasn’t Kellan. Bill knew when to let it be.

They ran closer to the school grounds. The school was like an enormous mansion surrounded by grass fields and flower gardens. Once, Ciara had believed it to be a secure place, but now it was all in chaos.

Ciara could see teachers leading pupils to safety. Some pupils were running on their own, trying to get away in panic. She saw hit witches and hit wizards fighting witch hunters. Spells and curses were thrown from both sides of the fight—or rather, the battle. It was a battle.

It was chaos.

And it was only getting worse as the pupils scrambled out of the school—some wailing, some blinded by their panic.

Ciara couldn’t believe the witch hunters were targeting children. She had misread Elliott. She had made another mistake.

The witch hunters had killed children before, but even then, they had targeted families—not specifically children. This time was different. This time was worse.

So much worse.

Ciara’s heart ached—like a fist was gripping it, crushing it. Her gaze fell on a creature that reminded her of a brown vegetable. A once cute, small creature that tended to the school gardens. A garden gnome. It lay dead on the ground, eyes shut tightly, mouth in a thin line. Even watching the creature, Ciara could see the pain it had gone through right before the end.

Even the sight of its murky, syrup-like blood could have revealed the pain, though.

Ciara launched herself into a run in anger. She wouldn’t rest until everyone was safe from the witch hunters. Witches, wizards, and creatures all included. The witch hunters were throwing curses at teachers who were protecting the school.

She would make those monsters pay. Ten times over.

“Ciara!” Bill yelled, trying to catch up.

But she boosted her speed with a spell, and at the same time summoned her knife from her boot to her hand. She stopped right in front of a witch hunter who was about to send a curse at a teacher, and she slashed his throat open. She turned her head as the blood splattered all over. She didn’t want it on her face if she could avoid it.

She hoped most of the pupils looked elsewhere. That they were focused on running away and not watching the fight unfold.

“Thank you,” the teacher said with tears streaming down her face. She looked both horrified and relieved at the same time.

“Get to safety,” Ciara said with an acknowledging nod.

She rushed to her next victim. But more importantly, to find the people she was fighting for.

It wasn’t easy, but she was determined. She hadn’t spotted any of the Rosslers—not Gabe, not Polly, not Poppy. She wouldn’t stop until she knew they were safe.

The first familiar face she spotted was Kellan’s. He spotted Ciara, too, and he had never looked as defeated. He had tried to keep her away and had failed.

But he had had no right.

She didn’t care what his reasons were. She was a hit witch. It was her job to destroy the witch hunters.

Ciara made her way through the wreckage that had once been an enormous archway. It was now in ruins. She stopped beside Kellan, and they fought side by side.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

“Agree to disagree. Have you seen Polly, Poppy, or Gabe?”

Kellan sighed and shook his head before hurriedly casting a shield. A curse plummeted at his or Ciara’s direction, but he was just in time. The shield blocked it and held it back until the energy of the curse faded and the curse was gone. Ciara looked at him in appreciation, and he sighed again—this time in relief.

Then his face became stern. “No, I haven’t seen them.”

Spells flashed through the air like fireworks. Pupils were being led out of the school in the middle of the chaos. The ground shook, parts of the building collapsed under the force of spells and curses. People scattered, screaming and crying.

“We need to get the witch hunters off the grounds now!” Kellan yelled.

“On it!” Ciara yelled, knocking the air out of a witch hunter with a spell. What followed was her knife. It flew through the air, powered by a spell, and sliced across the man’s chest—or rather, the monster’s chest.

Only a monster would even try to hurt a child. Only a monster would even think to do something so heartless and cruel.

Witch hunters were monsters—terrorists who were out to take everything from Ciara, from everyone. They were out for blood.

But so was she.

It hadn’t been chaos until then. More people appeared—some on the right side, some on the wrong side. They all mixed in together, and it was close to impossible to recognise who was good and who was bad. Who was witch hunter and who wasn’t.

Spells and curses flew left and right. Some aimed, some just thrown around like nothing. Ciara tried to look around her, but she didn’t see anyone. She didn’t have time to make out the features of the people panicking around her.

It was impossible to cast a spell and make sure it didn’t hit one of the good people—the staff, the pupils, and her colleagues.

“Ciara!”

It was Gabe—Gabriel, Liam’s younger brother. He was running towards her, not looking around. He didn’t see the flash of light that emerged from the witch hunter’s wand.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


3


[image: ]




“GABE!” CIARA SCREAMED and ran for him. She flung her arms around him, shielding him from the spell, and a searing pain rushed through her. It was like multiple knives cutting down her back. Like claws attached to an enormous paw. More claws than a bear would have.

But she was alive.

And Gabe was fine.

She spun around and knocked the witch hunter out with a spell. They would need some alive for questioning. It didn’t matter how much she wanted to kill the bastard for even thinking about hurting Gabe.

And lately, her bloodthirst had been quenched. It was the nightmares of Jesse that still haunted her.

“You’re bleeding!” Gabe yelled, gripping his wand and staring at Ciara’s back.

“I’m fine. We need to get you to safety.” Ciara would teleport him.

“No, wait!” Gabe panicked. “I have to find Tim!”

Ciara had heard that name before. Only a month prior. Tim was Gabe’s boyfriend—or something along those lines.

“I can find him better once you’re safe. We—”

“You don’t even know what he looks like! You won’t recognise him!” Gabe yelled over the chaos. He was pale and his eyes were wide with worry.

Fuck, Ciara thought. She wanted Gabe out of the school grounds, but she wasn’t sure how she could. Even in Gabe’s age, she would have stayed one way or another. Gabe wasn’t that different. Stubborn to no end. Too stubborn for his own safety.

“Stay with me. As close to me as possible. Preferably hold onto my shirt or something. Because if something happens to—”

“I’ll be fine,” Gabe promised naively. He couldn’t know what would happen. He couldn’t promise he would be fine.

But Ciara was going to make sure he was fine. And that Tim was fine as well.

Ciara and Gabe ran. They had to stay moving, so no one would target them. Ciara couldn’t take any risks when Gabe was with her. She cast spells at the witch hunters as they passed through the chaos and past her colleagues too.

She spotted River fighting a witch hunter, but he was doing fine. Better than fine.

On the other side of the chaos, she spotted another familiar face.

A face that made her halt. Dark brown hair. Olive skin. It was Theo. He was fighting her colleagues, and she wasn’t sure who to root for.

It wasn’t Theo. Not who Theo truly was. He wasn’t evil. Not willingly. It was all because of Elliott and the mark. It was all because Theo had saved Ciara.

She shuddered. Without Theo, Elliott could have used her outbursts. The chaos would have been so much worse.

Ciara didn’t want to think about it, but she couldn’t help it. Theo had saved so many lives and not just hers with his sacrifice.

And still, she hated his sacrifice. He had been through enough. Too much, really.

“Ciara?”

She was dying to run to Theo. It was as if gravity was pulling her towards him but at the same time pushing her away.

She had to stay with Gabe, and she couldn’t take him anywhere near Theo—a witch hunter, even if Theo was one unwillingly.

“We have to keep moving.” Her chest exploded with sharp pain at her own words. She was breaking her own heart.

It was Theo. She had sworn to save Theo. She had to save Theo.

But Gabe came first. She had to save him first.

She tore her gaze away from Theo and grabbed Gabe’s arm. They ran through the chaos until she spotted a witch hunter setting the school on fire. And not just the building, but also the gardens.

And the garden gnomes—small, brown creatures that looked like living vegetables. They howled, and Ciara wanted to scream with them.

“Enough!” She stopped again, fingers clutching her wand—or the core that was left of it. Magic pulsed through her and out through the wand core.

It was a blast. Like from an explosive, there was a sudden wind that blew the fire out. And it also blew the arsonist—the witch hunter—to the ground with a nasty crack.

The crack had to be his spine because he couldn’t move after it. He clearly tried. Ciara could see his eyes widen, but he couldn’t move his limbs.

“Whoa,” Gabe whispered, not meaning for Ciara to hear that.

Ciara stared at the sight. She wasn’t sure where the power had come from because she didn’t feel exhausted enough to drop onto her knees. But she was sure it had to be another outburst. There had been so much energy in the spell.

And she hadn’t done it intentionally.

She had lost control again and she hadn’t even recognised the sensation from the previous times.

The garden gnomes still howled, injured but at least most remained alive. The fire was out.

“Gabe!”

The voice came from above. From a window, to be exact. A boy—or a young man—was waving down at them. A boy with dark hair with the ends dyed red.

“Tim!” Gabe yelled.

“We’re trapped! There was an explosion in the staircase!”

Ciara had to act fast. “How many of you are up there?”

“Six!”

“Come to the window one by one, and I will float all of you down! Do you understand? One by one!” Ciara yelled up. When she got a nod from Tim, she did a quick look-around to make sure the witch hunters were otherwise occupied.

Luckily, they were.

She helped the six students down one by one from the third floor. Tim was the last to come down. When his feet were on the ground, Gabe rushed to hug him.

“Are you okay?” they asked each other simultaneously and then smiled in relief at each other.

They were fine, and so were the five other students.

For the time being, at least.

“If you can, grab a garden gnome. We’ll need to treat them and get you all to safety,” Ciara said, picking up and cradling an injured garden gnome in her arms.

It was still alive. But it had burn marks all over. It was whimpering like a puppy, clearly in pain.

It was so wrong.

Ciara and Henry had originally become friends when they had both gone out to the gardens to feed the gnomes. They had shown up at the same time with fresh, stolen carrots from the kitchens. It was a miracle they hadn’t spotted each other while stealing the carrots.

Life had been easier back then. Ciara almost missed her childhood when she had known nothing of the horrors of the world.

The students grabbed more gnomes. Ciara told each of them to grab her hand or arm. Once they all had done so, she teleported them to the evacuation spot.

There were students and teachers—and a lot of panicking. But Ciara couldn’t stay. There were still people closer to the school.

“Try to find your sisters!” Ciara ordered Gabe, handing the injured gnome to him.

Gabe nodded, and after that confirmation Ciara teleported back to the school.

She rushed to the fight. Her eyes flew from face to face, trying to spot Theo.

But he was nowhere to be seen.

She was too late. She had lost him.

But it didn’t mean the fight was over.

Ciara rushed to where River was fighting two witch hunters. They fought side by side. Flashes from spells came from left and right. But Ciara had River’s back, and vice versa.

They fought the witch hunters alongside other colleagues—hit witches and wizards. The fight was beginning to wear on all of them.

Then, out of nowhere, a boom halted the fight.

A boom followed by thunderous crackling and bounding. A part of the school building crumbled.

And above it all floated Elliott Hardy. Ciara tried to rush closer to the building, so she would get to Elliott. She only got to take two steps before River’s grip stopped her.

“Don’t. It’s not the time. You’ll get yourself killed if you go alone. Perhaps even worse. Perhaps he’ll give you the mark again.”

River was right. But Ciara hated it. Hated that he held her back. But she owed him and the least she could do was listen.

Last time she hadn’t heard him out, and that had been a mistake. It had almost cost lives—hers and others’. It had nearly cost their friendship, too. Things were still awkward, even if she had apologised. Of course, she deserved it, but she also regretted tying River up and leaving him at the safe house when she had foolishly rushed off to fight the witch hunters on her own.

She had learned her lesson that day.

Lucky for her, Elliott didn’t remain up there floating for long. He and his followers left the grounds. They left behind the chaos they had created.

Ciara hated the witch hunters more than she ever had. Out of all the places, they had attacked a school! Her hand tightened into a fist in blazing anger.

As soon as she realised, she took a deep breath and tried to calm herself.

It helped that Kellan and Bill showed up.

Kellan looked at the wrecked building. It was the first time Ciara saw such a sorrowful look on his face. “We need to check the wreckage for any signs of life or...” Kellan swallowed, not intending to finish his sentence.

Casualties.

No one wanted to say it out loud.

After all, there could have been children inside. Most had been evacuated, but there was no way to be sure if everyone was safe and well.

It was going to be a long day, and Ciara wasn’t sure she wanted to know what was still to come of the day.

She didn’t have high hopes.
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LIAM STEPPED OUT OF the warded room at work. He had spent hours trying to open a stupid chest with a ridiculous curse on it. The curse had been made to seem worse than it had been. If he had realised that right away, he could have broken the curse in a matter of minutes.

But no, his thoughts had been elsewhere. They had been on Ciara. On how she was doing. On his family. On the witch hunters.

And to make matters worse, the chest had been empty. It had been there just to waste his time. The witch hunters had likely planted it on purpose. It had been a distraction.

When Liam made it to his desk, he found his phone with dozens of unanswered calls. They were from both of his parents, both his brothers, and both his sisters. Even Jenna had called him a few times.

But Ciara hadn’t.

Not even once.

His heart stopped for a second. Everyone but her had tried to reach him, and that brought worst-case scenarios to his mind. Had something happened to her?

No. No. Please, no.

In an instant, he was dialling Henry’s number. It was the fastest to dial as he had been the last to call Liam.

Henry, please, pick up.

Now.

Please.

And Henry did. “Liam, finally, have you—”

“Is everyone okay? Is Ciara okay? What—”

“As far as I know, yes. She’s still at the school.”

Liam froze. “School?”

“The witch hunters attacked the school. I and Jenna came here to treat the creatures,” Henry explained. There was commotion in the background, and Liam could only imagine the chaos that had unfolded there.

“Is Gabe fine? And Polly? Poppy?”

“Yes, they’re all fine.”

“Good. I’m on my way there.”

“O...” Henry didn’t get to finish because Liam hung up.

He grabbed his things and gripped his wand, teleporting to the school grounds.

There were dozens of families there. Parents and their children. Liam spotted a few familiar teachers as well. It looked like the aftermath of a mass of chaos. People were crying. Some had been crying and now had puffy eyes and red noses to show for it. Some were pale as ghosts, their expressions still haunted from what had happened.

And then Liam saw the wreckage that was left of the school building. Some of it was still standing, but some of it was bad.

He should have broken that curse in minutes. He could have helped at the school.

“Liam!”

He spun around and spotted his mother and the rest of his family. In relief, he hugged his sisters first, holding them in his arms like they would otherwise vanish.

“Oh, please. We were about the first ones out of the building,” Poppy said but hugged Liam back. “Gabe was the one playing a hero.”

“Yeah, apparently he tried to take Ciara’s job or something,” Polly said.

Pulling away from the trio hug, Liam turned to look at Gabe. “Playing a hero? What did you do?”

Gabe shrugged and hugged Liam. “It’s nothing.”

It didn’t sound like nothing.

“It was not nothing, Gabe.” Ciara.

Liam pulled away from his brother too fast when he heard her voice. He wanted to wrap his arms around her, but her eyes were focused on Gabe. She walked past Liam, not even acknowledging him. Her eyes were on Gabe, and she didn’t look happy in the slightest.

“If there’s ever a next time, you can’t go off running on your own like that!” Ciara rarely raised her voice at Gabe, but this time it was fuelled by worry and exhaustion. Liam could see how close to the edge she was. She looked like she was ready to crumble onto her knees.

Even though Ciara kept talking, Liam moved to stand beside her and rested his hand on her arm. Not to stop her but to show he was there to support her if she needed that.

“You could have...” Ciara didn’t finish the sentence, but everyone knew what she meant by it. “The spell could have been worse. A lot worse, Gabe! If it had hit you...”

“I know, I—”

“You can’t let emotions put you in danger! Even if you’re looking for your...” Ciara’s words halted with her eyes widening. As if she had almost let something slip.

“I know.” Gabe looked down as if something about the situation made him shy. “I shouldn’t risk my life to go look for my boyfriend.”

“About time!” Poppy yelled, high fiving her twin sister.

Liam looked at Gabe. Mostly worried because Gabe reminded him so much of Ciara. One Ciara was more than enough. Ciara always protected those she cared about before herself. Always. Even if admirable, it was one of the qualities in her that Liam wished he could have taken away. Although, without her selflessness, there was no Ciara.

And maybe without Gabe’s selflessness, there was no Gabe.

“Why haven’t I heard about this before? Have I met him?” Mary asked Gabe, eyes widening in excitement.

A smile crept onto Gabriel’s face. A happy but shy smile.

“It’s Tim!” Polly squealed before Gabriel could answer. “So yes, you just did!”

“How didn’t I know about this, but Polly and Poppy did?” Henry asked, acting hurt. “So unfair, Gabe!” He bumped his fist gently on Gabe’s shoulder.

Liam smiled, and as his family teased Gabe more about his new boyfriend, he turned to look at Ciara. She was smiling, and the smile was enough to tell Liam that she had known.

“When did you find out?” he asked her.

She finally looked at him, still smiling warmly. “Gabe told me about a month ago.”

Liam’s brows rose. It had been near Gabriel’s birthday. Liam and Ciara hadn’t even been talking back then. It had been right before the unplanned Canada trip.

“Even Ciara knew?” Liam asked, turning to look at Gabe.

“If anyone can keep secrets, then it’s her,” Gabe said in his defence.

“Careful,” Ciara teased Gabe but smiled. She was done with scolding him.

Gabe smiled, relieved to see that Ciara wasn’t angry with him. Then his smile dropped. “I’m sorry about earlier. I didn’t mean for you to get hurt because of me.”

Liam’s eyes flew back to Ciara. At first, he couldn’t spot the injuries Gabe had to be talking about. But then he saw the back of her shirt. The shirt was soaked in blood, but it had since dried.

“It’s not that, Gabe,” Ciara said. “I’m fine. But it could have been you and it could have been worse. Just next time, think before you act, please.”

“I promise.” It was a promise Gabriel would definitely keep. Liam knew his brother well enough to be sure of it.

The family continued to talk about Tim. In fact, they hadn’t stopped at any point. Polly and Poppy had kept on telling the other Rosslers about him while Gabriel had apologised to Ciara.

“Are you okay?” Liam asked, carefully tracing Ciara’s side with his fingers. He was too afraid to touch her back.

“It’s just wounds. They already stitched them up. I almost forgot about it until Kellan reminded me that my shirt was soaked in blood.”

Those words didn’t comfort Liam. He thought about the last few times he had seen so much blood on her.

Last time it had been mostly Jesse’s blood, and she had been utterly broken. That had only happened a week ago. And before that, she had had Josh’s blood all over. And the time before that, she had been wheeled off to surgery with blood all over her. Blood from when Jesse had stabbed her.

Liam hugged Ciara, pulling her close to his chest. He pressed his face against her neck and inhaled her scent. Her usual scent mixed with the smell of blood, dust, and sweat. But she was fine, and that was all that mattered.

But she wasn’t even supposed to be at work. Yet, there she was, bloody and exhausted.

“Are you okay?”

“I will be.”

At least she didn’t lie, and he appreciated that more than she likely realised. She didn’t need to keep things from him. He wanted the truth and only the truth, even if it was painful sometimes.

The Rosslers got to meet Tim. A shy but apparently quite brave young man. At least Ciara said Tim had acted bravely during the attack, and in Liam’s books that counted as a huge compliment.

Besides, if Liam was to trust anyone in reading someone’s character, it was Ciara. As long as Ciara spoke highly of Tim, Liam had no doubts that Tim was good enough to be dating Gabriel.

Although Liam could hardly believe both his little brothers were dating. He definitely wasn’t looking forward to possibly seeing his sisters start dating. He didn’t want them to grow old just yet.

He wasn’t ready.

Especially, considering that recently the older his siblings had become, the more there had been to worry about.

Henry was already tangled in the fight against the witch hunters. Liam didn’t want to see any more of his family members throw themselves at danger.
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“ARE THE GNOMES FINE?” Ciara asked Henry and Jenna as more and more families were leaving with their children.

A flash of anger crossed Henry’s face, and Jenna’s expression matched his. “They’ll heal, but they were in a lot of pain. Well, some of them, but still,” Henry said.

“They’re at the sanctuary?” Ciara asked.

Jenna nodded. “We can treat them there, and they won’t have to feel all the pain. Once they’re healed, we’ll bring them back. Until then they’ll be in good hands.”

Ciara smiled. “I know they’ll be in good hands. In fact, the best.”

Henry and Jenna smiled but only briefly.

“Are you okay?” Jenna stepped closer to Ciara, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Did you find anyone in the...”

Ciara shook her head. “That part of the building was likely empty. No found casualties yet, except for a few witch hunters.”

“Well, they got what they deserved,” Henry said.

Ciara nodded in agreement. “They did.”

She had gone through the dead witch hunters herself in fear of finding Theo. He hadn’t been among the dead. Luckily.

“Oh, by the way, you should go and see your mum today,” Henry said sheepishly.

Ciara’s eyes widened, at first worried, but then she frowned. “My mum? Why?”

“I told her that you were working today, and she heard about the attack and—”

“You did not.” Ciara dragged her hand down her face. “She must be panicking.”

“Oh, she is!” Henry said and nodded. “So maybe change your shirt or—”

“Apparently I will!” Ciara groaned. She was so done with the day. Going over to calm her mother down hadn’t been what she had planned on doing that evening. She wanted to talk with Liam. She wanted to talk about things she couldn’t with her mum. Her mother was already too worried now that she knew more about everything that was going on.

And all the worrying wasn’t helping Ciara. Almost the opposite.

“Sorry,” Henry said sheepishly. “But honestly, she deserved to know.”

Ciara wanted to argue but in the end she just sighed. “I know. I’m just tired.”

“Sorry.”

“It’s fine.”

––––––––
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CIARA WENT HOME BEFORE Liam. She told him to stick around and keep his family company while she would be at her mum’s place.

Ciara didn’t stay home for long. She only changed clothes. She didn’t even shower because her phone was about to explode with all the messages from her mother.

Ciara was barely inside their flat when her mother tackled her into a crushing hug. “Mum, I’m fine.” She tried not to hiss at the pain from the stitched wounds on her back.

“I doubt that. Even Bill said—”

“Bill?” Ciara’s brows rose. “You talk to Bill? My colleague Bill?”

Ciara’s mother shrugged. “I talk to a lot of your friends. They answer messages more often than you do.”

“I’ve been very busy.”

Ciara’s mother’s expression darkened. “Looking for Theo.”

“Yes.” Ciara didn’t want to tell her mother that she had just seen Theo. That he had been at the school.

It was enough that Kellan, Bill, and River knew. They had all volunteered to go through the dead witch hunters for her, but she had insisted on doing it herself.

“Hello, Ciara.” Luckily, Enzo walked into the room with a small smile. “It’s good to see you’re fine after...” He gestured at the television. The news was on, but the television was on silent mode.

“Can you turn up the volume?” Ciara asked.

Enzo did that.

“The attackers, the notorious witch hunters, have delivered a message. They want you to know that this is how well your government takes care of your children.” The footage showed the school after the explosion. “They want you to look at all these children our government failed to protect.” The footage moved to the families. Parents hugging their children, mostly. The panic and fear were clear in the shots. It was like being back at the scene. “Their message is clear. You’ll be safer with them than you are now.” The reporter cleared his voice. “I don’t know about joining a terrorist organisation.” He wasn’t condemning their actions, though. Not the way he should have. “But how come we can’t even keep the children safe? Don’t you think that’s something worth thinking about? It’s definitely a discussion that should be had, don’t you think?”

Ciara’s mother turned off the television. “You don’t need to listen to that.”

“They just attacked children and now they have people on their side?” Ciara was shaking with anger, throwing hands at the television as if it was to blame.

“I doubt most people will take their side on this. What they did was sick,” Enzo said.

“But they’re getting their message across.”

Enzo sighed and nodded, seemingly agreeing.

Ciara didn’t like that people were beginning to sympathise with terrorists. She didn’t want to think about what would happen if people began to take the witch hunters’ side. They didn’t see the whole truth. Most people hadn’t seen the terrors the witch hunters had inflicted on witches, wizards, and non-magics—and sometimes even children.

Ciara could only be glad that there had been no casualties at the school. It was the only good news thus far.
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CIARA’S MOTHER WAS more worried than Ciara had hoped she would be. She almost broke down crying before Ciara left. Enzo promised to keep her sane, even with all the worrying, and Ciara was glad her mother had him by her side.

They were going to stay in England until the fight was over. No one knew how long that would take.

It could be years.

But if the fight ever ended, Enzo and Ciara’s mother were planning to return to Italy. It was their safe place. Ciara was happy that they had such a place in a world full of terrors.

Once Ciara made it to her new home building, she already wanted to crash onto the floor. But she dragged herself to her and Liam’s flat.

She barely made it inside when Liam’s arms were around her. She clung onto him, unsure if she could stay on her feet without his support.

It had been a horrible day. She just wanted it to be over already.

She wanted it all to just be over.

“I was so worried,” Liam murmured into her hair. Despair and panic echoed in his voice, but the warmth of his breath tingled pleasantly.

His tone gave Ciara the chills. “Worried? About me?”

“You were the only one who hadn’t tried to call me.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.” He breathed in and out, gathering himself. Ciara could understand why, just imagining herself in his place “I thought something had happened to you,” he whispered, as if afraid to speak those words out loud.

“I’m fine,” she whispered, face buried in his chest.

“No, you’re not.”

“I’m alive.”

“I know.”

“I’m just tired.”

“Just tired?”

Ciara wasn’t sure what to say to that.

“Bill said Theo was there.” The sadness and worry in his voice grew as he spoke the words gently, quietly.

She grimaced. Talking about Theo with Liam was always going to be awkward. It didn’t have to be, but it just was. “I had to get Gabe to safety. I couldn’t find him again after that.”

“Did you tell Gabe that or—”

“No, of course not. It’s not his fault.”

“But you feel awful.”

Ciara couldn’t deny that. “It was my first chance...and it could have been the last too.”

“It wasn’t,” Liam insisted. “We will find him. We’ll take the mark off him, and he’ll be free.”

“Free of the mark, but not free of jailtime.”

“We’ll see.” He sounded more certain than she did. Much more.

“You don’t have to stand up for him. Not for me,” Ciara said and meant it. She was aware of all the horrible things Theo had done—especially the things he had done to Liam and Liam’s family. Liam didn’t owe Theo anything.

“I’m not Theo’s biggest fan all the time, but he’s not the monster I thought he was. Now that I know more, I can see his reasoning. Some of it, that is. To be honest, I would do some of those things for you too.”

Ciara shook her head. “You would never kill someone I cared about.”

“No but—”

“You’re better than Theo.” It was a fact—the truth.

Liam shrugged as if he didn’t see it that way. “I don’t know about that, but he deserves a chance at a normal life after this is all over.”

“We all do.”

“You especially.” Liam kissed her forehead, his lips warm against her dust-covered skin. “But for now, you should shower. Or maybe a bath?”

Ciara bit her cheek, so her smile wouldn’t give away just how infatuated she was. But it didn’t help. Her smile was too strong to be kept at bay. “You’re spoiling me.”

“I’m just taking care of you.” Liam chuckled. He dropped his arms but took Ciara’s hand. “In fact, I think we should bathe together.”

And they did.

They just bathed together. Nothing else. And it was exactly what Ciara needed. Just soft brushes, skin against skin, quiet talking.

It didn’t make Ciara’s worries vanish, but it was the most relaxed she had been in a long while.

But once Ciara was dressed, she found herself on her laptop again. Perhaps she could finally find Theo. At least she knew he was alive.

Liam grabbed a stool and set it down next to Ciara. He sat down to keep her company, and she could feel his eyes on her. She didn’t have to look to know how worried he was. She could see his worried gaze in her mind as she scrolled through new facial recognition searches.

“We’ll find him,” he said, trying to reassure her.

She didn’t feel convinced. “Maybe.”

“He was fine today, wasn’t he?” Liam said, brushing Ciara’s hair behind her ear.

“He seemed fine.” Ciara shrugged. “I should have told someone to grab him or—”

“In the middle of all the chaos? You did your best, Ciara.”

Ciara turned to look at Liam. “It wasn’t enough.”

“You saved my little brother’s life. I think that’s a lot for one day,” Liam said.

“It was just—”

“You saved Gabe’s life.” Liam cupped Ciara’s face in his hands. “I’m more grateful than I can express, especially knowing what you gave up just to get my brother to safety.”

“You should call him later,” Ciara said. “I’m surprised if he’s not shaken. It might all come crashing down hours or even days after today’s attack.”

Liam smiled, eyes twinkling with a feeling. A strong feeling that Ciara couldn’t quite put her finger on. His smile was the soft kind, the most genuine kind. “You’re incredible,” he breathed out, his words as soft as melting butter.

Her cheeks heated as if she was a teenager, and they were flirting for the first time all over again. “That’s stretching it.”

“No.” His tone didn’t change, nor did the look in his eyes. “You just can’t see what I see.”

He was right. If she looked into a mirror, she saw a monster. Bloody hands—even if figuratively.

It wasn’t just Theo’s blood she saw flashbacks of. It was Jesse’s, too. Even if Jesse had been insane, he had still been Ciara’s first serious boyfriend and a friend. Ciara still couldn’t believe what she had done.

“I know that look.” Liam’s smile vanished, and his expression twisted into a worried frown again.

“It’s nothing.” Ciara tried to brush it off.

“It’s not.” Liam didn’t let it slide. “You’re thinking about what happened at the house.”

The Rosslers’ house that was now gone. Ciara felt as if the fire had burnt all the happy memories of that place as well. Only ashes were left.

Elliott and his witch hunters had burnt everything down.

“I’ll just need some time to...to process everything.”

“You need someone to talk to,” Liam said. “And it doesn’t have to be me, but I’m here if you want to talk.”

Ciara didn’t know how to express how much that meant to her. She grabbed Liam’s hand and intertwined their fingers. She squeezed his hand gently, enjoying the warmth that radiated off his skin.

They had gone through a lot, but Ciara was grateful he was still by her side. Or rather, again by her side. This time she was going to hold onto him.

“For now, I just need to gather my thoughts.”

Liam nodded. “Okay.”

He was willing to give her time, but he insisted on running the face recognitions instead of her. Ciara let him. It was a new step forward.

She was slowly coming to terms with the fact that she wouldn’t get through the fight alone. She needed others.

She especially needed Liam by her side.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


7


[image: ]




CIARA DIDN’T GO TO work the following day. None of her team did. Even Liam got a day off after what his siblings had been put through at the school.

He and Ciara visited his family. Ciara wanted to check on Gabe. He was a little shaken, but he also had people present—people supporting him. He would heal eventually, or at the very least he would learn to live with what he had gone through.

The day after that was Wednesday. Kellan tried to tell Ciara that the team had time off, but Ciara saw through the lie. She went to work that day.

And she was glad she did. The team, along with Kellan, gathered in the meeting room. Ciara was the first one there after she had demanded Kellan to tell her what the plan for the day was. He had only told her about the meeting.

She was eager to hear more about the agenda of the day. She was sitting on a chair, tapping the table with her fingertips when River and Bill walked in.

It was Bill’s second day back. The attack at the school had been an emergency and he had been called back to work because of that. Now he was going to be back for good, but he would have to take it easy for a while. He wasn’t in perfect shape, even though he was making fast progress.

“You shouldn’t be working,” River said to Ciara, his lips a thin line.

“I’m not going to tie you up again or—”

“That’s not what I meant.” River looked at Ciara with something like pity. “The last two weeks...hell, the last year has been a nightmare for you. You’re still fuelled by your emotions. As we all have witnessed, it doesn’t work.”

“I’m working on it,” Ciara swore.

River’s eyes widened a little. He had expected a different answer. An answer from the Ciara who tried to be tough on her own.

She knew she was tough, but she no longer wanted to be alone.

“No more rash decisions,” Ciara said sincerely. “Unless it’s a life and death situation and requires immediate action.”

“Ciara without rash decisions?” Bill smiled. “I’d like to see that.” He walked past Ciara, messing with her hair as he did. He dropped down on the chair beside hers.

River hummed and the frown on his face eased. “Teamwork then?” he asked Ciara.

“Teamwork,” Ciara agreed. “And no more going against each other. Never again, I swear.”

“I believe you. You’ve apologised plenty of times.” River sighed and sat down on the chair on her other side. “I’ll pay you back when the time comes.” There was a mischievous twinkle in his eyes as he smirked at Ciara.

She smiled, genuinely happy that he was no longer angry with her. “I’m waiting for that eagerly.”

River laughed, and Bill chuckled a little too.

The others showed up. Declan, Niles, and Owen were surprised to see Ciara, but they didn’t say anything out loud.

Kellan went straight to the business. “I’ve been looking into Elliott Hardy. Now that we know who he is...it was easy to find the information we’ve been looking for.”

“We’ve been looking for information about the witch hunters and especially their plans. You did a background check on the leader and already know all their plans?” Owen frowned.

“Not exactly.” Kellan’s eyes settled on Ciara for a while. “But I know what started all of this. The witch hunters. The killing. All of it.”

“And what is it?” Ciara asked, eyes wide. She couldn’t believe her own ears. Kellan had to be joking. There had to be something odd at play.

For so long, she had tried to figure out who the leader even was. She had killed so many witch hunters, assuming they were the leader. Without Jesse’s big mouth, Theo’s work inside the witch hunters, or Elliott’s willingness to make himself known, she still wouldn’t know anything about Elliott—the one behind the witch hunters.

“Elliott Hardy worked as a secret keeper previously,” Kellan said. The secret keepers were the ones who made sure that the non-magics didn’t find out about magic. “His supervisor was...sketchy, at best. There were a lot of non-magics disappearing wherever his team worked. Many of the non-magics showed up dead eventually. The deaths were often blamed on serial killers and such.”

“So, Elliott Hardy has always been a killer?” Declan asked and leaned back in his chair. He crossed his arms and shook his head. “It’s not that hard to believe. The witch hunters are ruthless.”

“It’s not just the fact that he’s been killing people for years before the witch hunters were even founded.” Kellan looked grim. “Right before the witch hunters, he had his final case as a secret keeper. According to some paperwork—paperwork that was well-hidden—that case is what made him the founder of witch hunters. And no, don’t ask me who I got the paperwork from. I won’t and can’t tell. The point is that Elliott was forced to kill a child on that case. A girl, seven years old. He quit right after, and soon after the witch hunters began wreaking havoc.”

“He just attacked a school full of children. That makes no sense,” River argued.

“I thought so, too. Originally, that is.” Kellan leaned against the table, still standing at the other end of it. “But he was the one who made the building explode. Guess what happened right before that.” Kellan shook his head as if he was about to say something unbelievable.

Ciara could hardly process everything she had already heard.

“There were still students inside the building when Elliott showed up. I was asking around to find out what the students had seen. A group of them told that one of the witch hunters saved them before he blew up the building. Their description fits Elliott perfectly.”

“That makes no sense,” Ciara insisted. “Why blow up the building if no one is inside?”

“He wanted to get media’s attention. That’s why he hit the school. That’s why they reached out to the media. That’s why no one was killed at the school. It was all for attention,” Kellan explained. “Apparently, he won’t hurt children when there’s no one to protect them.”

“But they’ve killed children before,” Ciara said. “Families, children included. The witch hunters may be against the government that sometimes lets people down, but they’re not on the children’s side.”

“I can’t explain that,” Kellan admitted. “That’s the part that I don’t understand.”

“Well, we could assume that the first witch hunters who joined Elliott’s cause did so willingly,” Owen began. “No one in their right mind would want to join them. So, those people must be awful people to begin with, you know, to do what they have done.”

With those words Owen got everyone’s undivided attention.

“Witch hunters may have been founded by Elliott, sure, and he may have control over most of them, yes. But there must have been people who have joined without the mind-controlling tattoos affecting them. Those people may not be under Elliott’s control even now, and I find it unlikely that they all would be under his control at all times either way. So, perhaps they’ve gone against his orders. I mean, even Jesse did. He went against Elliott’s orders when he attacked Ciara.” Owen gestured at Ciara but sent her an apologetic look. “It’s just a theory, though.”

“A very possible theory,” Niles said.

“So, Elliott Hardy is a better person than some of his followers?” Ciara shook her head. “I don’t see why he would care about children.”

“But he must care about his parents.” Kellan smirked. “And I happen to know their current address. Even checked that they still live there.”

The conversation paused for a brief moment. It was like everyone’s breath would’ve hitched for the moment.

“Are they witch hunters?” Ciara asked, gripping the edges of her seat. The conversation was tipping over to a dangerous direction.

Kellan shrugged. “Their son is.”

Ciara didn’t like the indifference written all over Kellan’s face. “So, what are you planning to do with the parents?”

“Use them as leverage. If our theories are true, Elliott doesn’t trust the government. He won’t trust that the Hit Department would work ethically. We’ll tell him his parents will die if he doesn’t give himself in.”

“What if he doesn’t care about his parents?” Ciara asked. She already hated the idea. “Do they even know what he’s doing? And do you honestly think his parents would cooperate?”

“We don’t need them to cooperate. And it’s worth a shot.”

“We have no evidence that they’re bad people, do we?” Ciara asked, shaking her head. “People aren’t just leverage, Kellan.”

“Do you want to end the witch hunters?”

“By threatening innocents?” Ciara asked. “That’s exactly what the witch hunters do!”

“Who says we have to be better than them?”

“I do,” Ciara and River said in unison. They shared a look, nodding to each other, before they both turned their gazes back onto Kellan.
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