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      As darkness fell I pulled the door of my cottage closed and stepped out into the crisp air. The glow of the porch light reached as far as the front gate. Beyond was pitch black.

      The sky cloaked the earth, plush as a velvet blanket sprinkled with silver glitter. Upon the colourless backdrop the stars glistened prominent, but not so much to cast light over the path I planned to walk.

      Dark Moon was my favorite phase for ritual even if the moonless night meant finding my way to the cliff’s edge would take longer. That was the least of my problems. For days a hunter had been lurking in the shadows, waiting for the last of the waning moon to slip away, knowing my thirst for the dark energy would be too great to deny and I’d step beyond the protective circle he could not cross.

      I lingered on the threshold, allowing my eyes time to adjust before crossing into unprotected territory. My senses heightened, making up for loss of sight as the darkness engulfed me.

      Stealth-like, I moved, masking the sound of my step by keeping close to the paths edge where sodden autumn leaves had fallen and formed a soft bed.

      The screech of a barn owl startled me as it swept across the path meters in front. Even in the dark the white extensive wingspan was visible—the squeal of what sounded like a rodent was proof it’d claimed his prize.

      Seclusion and silence were only two of the reasons I chose to live on the outskirts of town and tonight I was more grateful for my decision than ever. A reminder that living close to the unsuspecting could create more of a scene than was worth dealing with.

      If something happened to me out there, no one would come looking. Truth was, no one would notice my absence, or care for that matter.

      I’d lived there before, decades ago, only recently returning. With the hunter lurking, who knew how long I would stay.

      Twigs snapping beneath boots confirmed his presence. I knew he was male—the scent of his skin, the weight of his step. My heightened senses didn’t allow such traits to go unnoticed.

      I stopped, even though my destination was my safest option since leaving the front gate. As soon as I reached the ritual circle set upon the cliff edge I’d ensure he wouldn’t be able to get within a hundred yards of me.

      Watch he would, looking for weaknesses and observing my strengths. He wasn’t so intuitive as me, younger and more naïve—death he had not tasted.

      Crouched low, I pulled my hood low over my face and waited. How in tune he was I would soon find out. My athame, clipped in a leather hilt upon my right hip, may be reserved for magical purposes, but I wouldn’t hesitate to plunge the dagger through his heart and take his life as I had other hunters before him.

      Moments passed despite seeming much longer. No matter how many times I’d been hunted only to emerge the hunter, the experience never got easy. It wasn’t that I was afraid of death, but an existence in limbo didn’t appeal in the slightest.

      Pushing all negative thoughts from my mind, I focused on connecting to the hunter. He was a lone traveller—didn’t even trust other hunters—and he was close. The likelihood of outrunning him was slim, but I had little other choice. It wouldn’t take him long to pinpoint my location. He was new to the game, but his instinct would be quick to catch up. Programmed to kill, even he was powerless to deny the pull. This was his destiny.

      The soft bed of leaves may have masked my step, but it slowed my pace. I pushed off from a crouch into a sprint. Robes and cape billowed out behind. Too much fabric restricted my speed and provided the perfect handle for him to grasp and anchor me in my tracks. There was no doubt of my whereabouts, feet pounding upon dirt surface, I was as visible in the night as a deer in a vehicle’s headlights. From the hilt upon my hip, I drew my dagger, ready for the hunter’s pounce, but didn’t flinch when I heard him gaining on me.

      With arms pumping, I focused on the clearing ahead, too close to give up, to turn and fight. He was fast, I’d give him that. The power in his heavy step and speed at which he approached was daunting, there was no denying.

      Duck and weave was a tactic I’d learned from witches I travelled with in the past, but with the night so black I didn’t dare trust my knowledge of the layout of the land. Too much time had passed for saplings to have grown into something capable of concussing me.

      Within meters of my safe point, I reached up to the clasp at my throat and unlatched at the same time as he lunged, catching a handful of cape and, obviously not expecting the sag, stumbled as he jerked it free from my shoulders.

      He hit the barrier of the circle moments after I crossed. White light burst from beneath the earth’s surface scorching the fabric of my cape and the hand in which he held it. Flesh smoked and blistered a nasty mix of red raw and off-white puss globules. He snatched his hand back, but the wound continued to sizzle. Down to his bone, no doubt.

      I met his gaze, tilted my head and watched, waiting for his next move. Nothing more than my own magic did I trust, nothing more than that had protected me for all these years, perhaps it would do him good to realise that speed and brute strength were powerless when battling the ancient craft of magic.

      Fear flashed in his eyes, flecks of amber tainted emerald green, or else enhanced their beauty, I was undecided. He was new to this alright and, with the pain he was undoubtedly feeling, it was safe to bet he wished he’d never been chosen for this life.

      Little of my mortal life I remembered, but the burn of a cut circle was excruciating. When amplified by the witch who cast it, the agony was life threatening. Where the wound would heal in time, the aftereffects would be experienced for decades.

      This beautiful hunter wasn’t going to forget this lesson in a hurry, and nor would I.

      Pity he was so lovely. To take the life of someone I would like to warm my bed seemed such a waste. Honey brown hair and warm gold skin, he was the human form of everything I longed for in a mate, although knew I could never have, just as I couldn’t have him. Not even for one kiss without it ending with a knife to the heart.

      I toyed with the idea of ending his life in that moment. It’d be so easy to snap my dagger through the barrier, cut out his heart, and burn his body in the balefire I had built days ago. But I sensed whilst he was around he would keep away  the other hunters. I would be his prize, his first kill. With an ego so big, there was no way he would let another take that from him.

      He was the safest kind of hunter to have around. One no longer lurking in the shadows, as every inch of his beautiful face was etched into my memory, and I could revisit the image any time I desired.

      The longer I held his gaze, the more grotesque the wound became. In part an illusion, but he was not seasoned enough to tell the difference. Up his arm the skin began to blister and peel. Steam billowed from the wound as if doused with acid. Flesh being eaten from his bones with every second that passed and there was nothing he could do to stop it. There was nothing like being locked in a witch’s trace.

      His thoughts surrender to me like still shots displayed in a photo album. I almost felt sorry for him, being so ill-informed as to what he was up against, but his thirst to kill me made me stop. The more lives he took, the more wisdom would be presented to him. It was difficult to gauge how he would obtain this knowledge, but from what I could piece together, dreams revealed most of his answers.  For now he had few explanations, only instinct to surrender to.

      For a moment more I held his gaze, letting the flesh singe. “I bind you, hunter, from doing me harm. Should you dare, may the flesh rot from your bones, but not before it sizzles and burns to char. By the power of the Crone moon, I bind you, hunter, from doing me harm.” I repeated the incantation three times, as much for his benefit as my own. Reinforcing my intention, should there have been any doubt the first time.

      He squinted his eyes, evident he was coming to the end of his tolerance for pain. Beads of sweat formed on his brow and slid down his temple to his cheek.

      “You bear the mark of an immortal witch upon your flesh. We are bound by more than just your will to destroy me, and I will linger in your system until your last breath.” As soon as I broke eye contact the white light was swallowed up by darkness.

      The familiar sound of heavy boots upon hard dirt surface announced his retreat.

      If he was wise he would stay close to observe, but the nagging feeling inside me told me he needed distance, at least for the time being.

      Determination was his nature. He would be back to try again, only next time with a plan. Despite his efforts, I would be ready. And if my banishing took hold, as I expected it to, he would struggle to find a way to break the curse I set upon him. Tonight’s workings would reinforce the progress I hadn’t expected to have made so soon.

      Brute strength and enhanced speed he possessed, but I had centuries on him. Knowledge was by far more lethal weapon than the power behind his punch.

      No better time could he have attacked and no better outcome could I have hoped for. There were ways to lift the curse, my death being one of them, so I knew that the next time the hunter came for me it would be his intention. I bound him to prevent him from doing harm, not to stop him from succeeding, because we both knew he would suffer the consequences, rot if he must, so long as my death was his final victory.

      Too much of my night had been wasted dealing with him, so I turned my back on where he left his mark, where he weakened the barrier I had built. To rebuild it to its full strength would take the power of the mother moon, and tonight—tonight was all about the crone. Old, wise and as dark as dark could be.

      To the north was my altar, but in order to see what I was doing, I needed light. The glow of the balefire would suffice.

      Not content to resort to modern methods of ignition, I stood in the south, the quarter that is of fire and focused. Legs spaced shoulder length apart, I silenced my mind and found my centre. Arms by my side, and palms facing down I sunk low, low, lower into the ground, to the deep depths of the core, to draw the fire from the belly of the earth. Up through the layers of dirt, rock and water, I ignited a flame so hot it turn the streams to steam whipping it like a hurricane beneath the surface, picking up speed to provide oxygen to fuel the flame. The process may have seemed slow considering the ease of resorting to modern technology, but the energy in which I was able to raise from so deep within was more powerful than anything I’d ever experienced. My strength had grown since I was last blessed with the opportunity to conjure so freely. Exposed to the elements—nothing beat ritual performed outdoors, and too often, so as not to expose my true identity, I had to resort to a tiny bedroom, forbidden for others to enter for fear they’d get a whiff of the incense that lingered long after it had been extinguished.

      Flames burst through the center as if the pile of wood had been diced in fuel and I’d thrown a match. Energy continued to pour from the earth, swirling around at such a rate the balefire was raging in no time. Almost too hot to get close, I warmed my cold limbs, exposed to the night air from having my cape torn from my shoulders.

      In a way I was glad the hunter hadn’t stuck around to witness my workings. The solitude meant I was free to unleash all of my power, not having to worry that my abilities would somehow be used against me. Tonight, freedom was mine and I intended to relish in every second.

      I turned to the west. It had been too long since I’d worked magic there, and although another could not cross into my sacred space without the cut of my dagger making way for them, I felt the need to banish.

      Negative energy licked the barrier I’d set in place. Who was to know how many had tried to enter during the time I was away. The cliff was mostly deserted, but no doubt others had come sniffing around in my absence. Traces of their energy not what I wanted to linger now that I was home.
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      I turned in later than I’d planned after drinking in the energy of the dark moon for as long as I could hold onto it. It felt good to focus on something ahead of me instead of clinging to memories of the past, too afraid to let go for fear of losing them completely. The ache was almost too much to bear, but it came with a reminder. Knowing what it meant to have a life stolen too soon made isolation easier to endure.

      I’d been powerless to save him, even with all my precautions. It wasn’t enough—his life was always more fragile than mine. For more than a decade guilt consumed me. No matter where I went, the memories followed, just as crippling as before. Twelve years of running was what it took for me to realise there was no escape. The memories always stood at the centre of my mind, stronger than all the rest.

      Of my two hundred and twenty-six years, he held just one. One more precious and unforgettable than any other. Whoever said time heals all wounds had never known a love like ours. Intoxicating. Fierce. Beyond any fairytale, because it was more real than anything I’d ever known—or would ever allow again.

      For years I searched for a hunter, hoping one would end me. Better that than risk falling for another mortal, though no one could ever compare to Rafe. Although, life changed for me when I met Charity and Tyrel.

      The twin girls, just thirteen, needed someone to guide them in a world so cruel. They revived me. Gave me a reason to care again. Mortal witches learning their craft were often more danger to themselves than anyone else. Still so young, their gifts only beginning to awaken, yet they already drew the hatred of a hunter.

      Not a day passed without thoughts of my three loves consuming me—the man who was never coming back, and the two girls I adored enough to let go for their own safety. Last night had been about severing ties. Today marked the beginning of my search for the end.

      With a furious hunter on my trail, I had to move quickly. Even with my desire to find a way out, I wasn’t offering my life up for auction. Rumour had it immortality wasn’t unbreakable, and I was determined to discover a way to live out my years like anyone else. An endless existence wasn’t the gift it sounded like.

      Once Charity and Tyrel were initiated into a coven of mortal witches, I left them in trusted care. They were grown now, and it wouldn’t have taken them long to discover I was different—and worse, a weapon to be used against my will if they ever gained access to advanced witchcraft.

      So few witches would resist trying to claim immortality for their coven sisters. Staying too long in the girls’ lives would have put them in danger—or forced them into choices to save themselves. Immortality seems a blessing only to those who hadn’t suffered its curse.

      Dwelling on the past and drowning in self-pity wasn’t going to help me. I almost laughed at how absurd it sounded—a cure for immortality. In truth it was a death sentence. Not quite suicide, but lifting the curse and becoming mortal again wasn’t far from it.

      On the edge of Avalon I had access to ancient texts, many now available to the public, but it was the forgotten scraps hidden in the stacks I wanted most. Loose parchments with spells and incantations scrawled in Latin might hold the answers I was chasing.

      Most dismissed them as useless since so few spoke the old tongue, but I felt certain even if they didn’t offer the solution outright, they could lead me to one.

      On a school day the library would be quiet, the librarian free to help me search—but for what? She’d demand an explanation, maybe even insist on watching. I looked too young to be a historian, even with forged papers to prove my supposed age of twenty-two.

      I racked my brain for a believable reason to need such specific documents. Keeping my story close to the truth limited the risk of slipping up. Gone were the days when people were easy to fool. Suspicion was the rule now.

      Research for a paper on the burning times was the best excuse I had. After so many years I should have become a skilled liar, but guilt always clung to me, and my face gave too much away.

      Before settling here, I refreshed my wardrobe. Nothing flashy, just modern staples that could place me anywhere from a teenager to twenty-five, though a heavy hand with makeup would be needed to push beyond teens.

      I tied my hair into a high ponytail, pulled on jeans and a plain black sweater, then added enough makeup to blur the truth of my age. Numbers gave me a sense of control, and twenty-two felt right. Thirty-three and eleven weren’t options, so twenty-two it was. My stay here would be short—three or four years at most—so being at the older end of my range didn’t matter like it did when I hoped to drag ten or twelve years from one place.

      Even with my cottage protected by a barrier too strong for any witch to breach, I never broke the habit of locking the door. Anything could happen while I was gone, and trusting the world had never kept me safe. Caution had.

      I could come and go freely, no matter how much time passed, but unless I cut a doorway and granted permission for someone else to enter, my cottage was as good as invisible. For extra reinforcement I’d woven a charm to repel unwanted visitors rather than draw them in.

      Public transport was a hassle when I lived so far out of town, so I drove. Twenty minutes at most and I’d be nestled amongst dusty parchment. With nothing pressing, I could lose myself there for hours. And hours was exactly what it would take without a locator spell—though that only worked if I knew precisely what I was searching for. Besides, the librarian might get suspicious if I started lighting candles and setting up an altar in the corner.

      Surely there couldn’t be too many relevant documents, and sifting through the riffraff should have been relatively quick. Still, I had a sinking feeling it wouldn’t be as simple as one neat step-by-step outline. More likely a puzzle waiting to be pieced together. Why anyone felt the need to make reversing the curse so damn difficult was beyond me. It wasn’t like the world would stop spinning if there were a few less immortal witches walking the streets.

      Without meaning to, I answered my own question. The problem with being a witch was always having to cover tracks or face the consequences. These days people dismissed the claim, slotting in crazy wherever witch was mentioned. Even if I didn’t believe the title would still be punishable by death, anyone bold enough to announce their abilities was usually a fraud. Those with true power learned to stay hidden, which was why I wasn’t naïve enough to think I’d stumble across a perfectly bound instruction manual on how to free myself of this dreaded curse once and for all.

      One thing was certain, I was relieved I didn’t have the scent of the hunter clinging to me, reminding me he was watching every move. If nothing else, last night’s effort should have been enough to keep him at bay for a few days. The memory of him was haunting enough on its own, and not for the reasons I expected. Since locking eyes with the magnificent creature who wanted so badly to kill me—choosing to hunt me even on the darkest night of the month—I hadn’t been able to shake his image. Too good-looking and too mysterious for his own good. If he hadn’t been who he was, I doubted fleeing town would have been my first priority once I located a cure.

      A pang of guilt struck as I slowed at a red light. A decade may have passed, but Rafe was still the love of my life. Even in death, that truth remained, and since his memory was all I had left, I couldn’t allow it to fade. Letting go would mean losing the last piece of him, and I wasn’t ready for that. Maybe I never would be. A part of me died the day he was buried. Thousands came to his funeral, and I became just another face in the crowd who adored him. Too good. Too beautiful to explain the tragedy of leaving this world before he’d had the chance to really live.

      Overnight, his parents, once full of warmth and light, became hollow shells.

      The light flicked green, and I shoved the thought of Rafe from my mind. Why did this hunter have to appear now, dragging memories I thought I’d buried to the surface?

      He stirred something I hadn’t felt in years. A longing for connection. A dangerous curiosity. A pull that felt too close to lust. It was the same thrill I’d felt when I first crossed paths with Rafe. The danger sharpened the mystery, made him all the more compelling. And I couldn’t deny, not even to myself, that the attraction was instant—even if the thought disturbed me. No matter how good he looked, or how deep the connection seemed, he was still the enemy. I couldn’t allow attraction to blind me to fact.

      Traffic was lighter than usual, and I slid into a spot near the library in record time. The clock on the dash read fifteen minutes to opening. Perfect—enough time for coffee and a cinnamon scroll from the café across the street. Food and drinks were likely banned in the library, especially in the restricted section I was heading to. Even water might be pushing it, but I could always tuck a bottle deep in my purse.

      The café’s dated interior looked unchanged since I’d last been there decades ago—though I knew it must have been renovated at some point, only to wear down again until it matched my memories. I sighed as I reached the front of the line. Nothing seemed to change when you lived so long, and yet everything was unrecognizable all the same.

      Like a shroud of darkness, loss had blanketed me, burying me in a pit I had no desire to climb out of. Loneliness was the surest path to bitterness, and I was already well on my way. I shook my head, wishing for something better but unsure how to find it. Seeking a cure for immortality was the closest thing to purpose I had left, and for now, that would have to be enough.

      If the thought of limbo didn’t terrify me more than the idea of falling for a mortal, I might’ve hunted him down. But no—he’d be hiding somewhere, licking his wounds, healing before coming back to rip my heart from my chest.

      Even for an immortal, there were ways to make us suffer a fate worst than death. Excruciating. Irreparable. Or so the old stories went. Limbo wasn’t some gentle drifting sleep—it was agony, endless and raw. Worse than any hell a human could conjure in their nightmares.

      The barista cleared his throat, tugging me out of the spiral. I plastered on a smile, gave my order, and stepped aside. He joked that I looked half-asleep. I rewarded him with another smile but nothing more.

      Was he flirting? Trying to be cute? Didn’t matter. I wasn’t interested. Not in him. Not in anyone here. Which was why, next time, I’d grab my coffee somewhere else before heading to the library.

      I liked efficiency. In and out. Little to no connection. So when my order was ready, I left. The library wouldn’t open for five more minutes, but I didn’t mind waiting. I perched on a low stone wall, tore into my scroll, and savored a sip of coffee, hot enough to sting my tongue.

      At ten on the dot, the library doors opened. I didn’t move. Immortality gifts you patience—sometimes whether you want it or not.

      By the time I’d finished, only a handful of people had gone in and out, returning books in a rush like they couldn’t stand to linger. I watched them, the way I always did. People-watching taught me more than any book ever could—how to blend, how to evolve, how to wear this century like a second skin. But some human inventions I refused to touch. Phones, for instance. Who would I call? And besides, there were lines I wouldn’t cross.

      I balled up the empty paper bag, aimed at the trash bin, and sank the shot cleanly. No power. Just me. It should’ve felt good, but it didn’t. I drained the last of my coffee and dumped the cup as I walked past, refusing to tempt fate with another throw.

      Inside, the library was a tomb. No librarian at the desk. No sound. I didn’t bother looking for a bell. Silence belonged here. I waited.

      A few minutes later, a woman appeared, a book tucked under her arm like she wanted to keep its secrets. “Oh, I’m sorry. Can I help you?”

      “I was wondering if I could search the stacks for Latin scribed loose-leafs from the burning period.” No need to explain. Everyone knew what was burned back then.

      She glanced around as if someone might overhear. “Technically, you need an appointment. We’re usually too busy.”

      I swept my gaze over the empty space. Busy wasn’t the word I’d use.

      Her lips curved in a small, guilty smile. “I guess I can bend the rules for you.” She looked like she rarely broke them, and the thrill almost lit her up.

      “Thank you.” Politeness was easy enough when I was getting my way.

      She led me into the maze—shelves towering, dust clinging to every surface, sunlight cutting through the gloom in fractured beams. We stopped at the far corner.

      “Take your pick.” She gestured at the rows.

      “All of these?” Four endless rows, stacked to the ceiling.

      “They don’t call them the stacks for nothing.” She shrugged. “I don’t read Latin, unfortunately, or I’d help you.” Another shrug, awkward this time.

      I dismissed her with a smile, sparing us both the discomfort. The dust and silence were company enough.
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      I’d spent hours searching, and all I’d managed was to trigger hay fever from hell. Itchy eyes, nose, ears—sneezing until I thought my skull might crack. I could sneeze for a week straight and still not purge the dust clogging my lungs.

      The librarian hadn’t been exaggerating when she called it the stacks. Endless shelves, endless dust. A whole day wasted, and I hadn’t even carved into the surface. Maybe if I’d started back when I was seventeen, I’d be finished by now. At this rate, it would take a century just to clear a single row. Good thing time was the one thing I had in excess—though it never felt like a gift.

      I drifted back to the desk. This time she was there, nose buried in a book, the place still a tomb around us.

      A sneeze ripped through me before I could hold it in. She jumped, flinging her book skyward. My reflexes snapped into place—I caught it one-handed before it smacked her or shattered the computer screen.

      “Sorry to startle you,” I said, passing it back. “It’s really dusty back there.”

      Her face shifted from panic to a tentative smile. “I was wondering if I’d have to dig you out by the end of the day. People rarely go back there. Unless I stay late and dust, it never gets done. The cleaners aren’t cleared for restricted areas.” Another shrug. She wore awkwardness like armor, as though small talk hurt.

      “That’s fine.” I let my gaze sweep the room. “Is it always this quiet?”

      She shrugged again. “It varies. Once school’s out, it picks up.” For a second, something flickered in her eyes—relief maybe, or boredom curdling into hope. I could read people like open books; hers screamed monotony.

      “Can I book another session?” I asked. “I barely covered a square meter.” I rolled my eyes. “At this pace, I’ll be a skeleton before I’m done.”

      Her eyes lit with curiosity. “Where did you learn Latin? Not exactly a modern skill.”

      I felt the prickle of irritation. Curiosity was dangerous. “My grandfather,” I lied smoothly. The first thing that came to mind, not even a good cover. I shrugged, echoing her awkward tic. “He was a history professor. Thought it’d be a shame to let the old language die.” The words slid out easily—too easily. “I can’t say I begrudge it, considering my research. Though I’m not half as fluent as he was.”
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