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      For Jackson,

      
        
        
        Fifteen years of friendship means you’ve seen me at my absolute worst—sobbing on the couch in the same shirt for three days straight, smelling like something even the trash collector left behind. And still, you said, This one. I pick this chaos lady as my best friend.

        You stood beside me as my man of honor when Peter and I got married. You’re the first person I want to spill tea with, the one who knows all my secrets and somehow loves me not in spite of them, but because of them.

        Thank you for believing in Scarlet’s story—and more than that, for believing it needed to be told. I’m so lucky to have you in my corner, always.

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For You, the Reader,

      Telling your truth can feel like standing barefoot at the edge of a cliff while the world unravels behind you. Like everything you thought was solid might’ve only ever been smoke. It’s terrifying. And yet—here you are. Still breathing. Still reading. Because you’ve survived every single one of your worst days so far. You’ll survive this one, too.

      I didn’t realize how much of my story was tangled in Scarlet’s until it was too late to untangle them. This book was born of love, yes—but also of survival. I wrote it while climbing my way through years of therapy, healing from long-buried trauma and abuse. Writing became a lifeline, and this story became a map back to myself.

      Scarlet reclaims her voice in these pages. She refuses to be silenced. And maybe, in some small way, so did I.

      The Fountain of Youth series is for anyone who’s ever been made to feel small, invisible, or powerless. It’s for the survivors, the soft-hearted warriors, the ones still trying to believe in magic.

      Because it still matters.

      You still matter.
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        Some say the world will end in fire,

        Some say in ice.

        From what I’ve tasted of desire

        I hold with those who favor fire.

        But if it had to perish twice,

        I think I know enough of hate

        To say that for destruction ice

        Is also great

        And would suffice.

      

      

      

      
        
        —Robert Frost
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Part One


          

          
            THE WEIGHT OF MEMORY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Time moves in one direction, memory in another.”

      

        

      
        William Gibson

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Agnes

          

        

      

    

    
      With a crack, the world shatters—not the literal stones underfoot, but something deeper. A split through the heart of my reality. I feel it first in my chest, a fissure of soul.

      The night is ink-thick and heavy with silence. Around me, cloaked figures gather. Their faces are hidden, but their horns gleam like bone. The torches in their hands flicker against the mist, casting phantoms that dance and leer. Smoke curls in a language of its own.

      They believe this is an end.

      But I know better.

      This is only the beginning.

      The stars above are witnesses—no, accomplices—scattered across the sky like shards from some great celestial mirror.

      I kneel, palms pressed to the damp earth, and whisper my final devotion. “Dagon,” I breathe, and the name carries power. It trembles against the stones.

      He steps from the dark like he’s always belonged there—an outline first, then flesh and shadow twined. Dagon, my tether and undoing. A god cloaked in wrath and sorrow.

      His voice is a storm swallowed in gravel. “Say the word, and I will take you from this place.”

      I rise to my feet. We’re so close our breath becomes shared air. His presence curls around me, ancient and hungry, but softened at the edges when he speaks.

      “Do not save me,” I say, my fingers brushing his. “Not this time.”

      “You ask too much,” he growls. “They will chase us beyond the veil, Agnes. You know what they fear—what we are. They fear Shugi.”

      “Let them chase,” I say. “Let them burn their feet on the path we carved. But it is not for me to be spared.”

      Dagon’s expression twists into something pained, and for once, mortal. “You would make me live without you again?”

      “I would make you find me,” I say. “In another life. Another time.”

      He trembles like a fault line about to break. “I will burn this world to ash before I forget you.”

      Our kiss is not sweet. It’s carved from centuries, stitched from salt and shadow. It tastes like sorrow and fury, but also something achingly tender. The world pauses for that kiss.

      Then the circle closes.

      And then, I wake.

      

      I gasp like I’ve surfaced from the bottom of the ocean.

      The bed beneath me is too soft. The air is too still. The silence is wrong. I jolt upright, heart thrashing, as if the fire’s still burning beneath my skin.

      The dream—vision—memory—whatever it is, it clings like salt on my tongue. The kiss, the flames, the promise.

      I blink up at the ceiling—smooth plaster, unfamiliar, high and sloped like the bones of an old cathedral. A faded mural of stars arcs across it. Not the cracked ceiling of my room at Mundi.

      But I remember now.

      Dagon didn’t say where exactly we are, only that it’s safe. I’m ninety percent sure we’re at Pemberly.

      But nothing feels safe when your past lives haunt you like a ghost pressing warm lips to yours.

      The sheets are twisted around my legs. I press a hand to my chest, but it doesn’t steady anything. The ache is still there. The memory of Agnes’s final breath still wraps around my lungs.

      He’s already watching.

      Of course he is.

      Dagon sits in the armchair by the fire, shirtless, shadows curling around his spine like they belong there. His eyes—ancient, knowing, mine—glow faintly in the low light.

      He doesn’t ask what I saw.

      He already knows.

      I wrap the blanket tighter around my body, like I’m suddenly cold. “It was her again.”

      He hums softly. “It’s always her.”

      “She burned for you,” I say. “She chose to burn.”

      His jaw clenches, a flicker of guilt crossing his face. “She thought it would break the cycle.”

      “And did it?” I ask.

      He doesn’t answer. He doesn’t have to.

      I rub my hands over my arms, trying to ground myself in this version of reality. “How long was I under?”

      “A few hours. You said my name before you went still.”

      “Dagon?”

      He nods once.

      Not Zig. Not the boy I used to know.

      He’s real now. Made of flesh and storm and the pieces I remember too well.

      I glance toward the window. The curtains are drawn, but faint light bleeds through them. Not sunlight. Moonlight. Blue and silver.

      Cold.

      “I felt everything,” I say. “Like I was there. Like I was her.”

      “You were her.” His voice is too calm. “You still are.”

      “Then why do I feel like I’m betraying myself?”

      He rises slowly, graceful as the tide, and crosses the room. When he kneels in front of me, I swear I feel the ocean in his skin—salt, sorrow, power coiled and waiting.

      “You’re not betraying anyone,” he says. “You’re remembering. That’s different.”

      My hands tremble. He takes them gently, fingers rough and reverent.

      “Every lifetime,” he murmurs, “you come back to me.”

      “Every lifetime,” I say, “I die for you.”

      He doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t apologize. Doesn’t lie.

      “That’s what terrifies me the most,” I say. “That I’ll do it again.”

      Dagon lifts one of my hands to his lips. The kiss is soft. Not possessive. Not demanding. Just a promise: I’m still here.

      “And if this time,” he says carefully, “we rewrite the ending?”

      I look at him. The man. The god. The monster.

      The only constant in every version of me.

      “I don’t know if we’re capable of endings that don’t burn.”

      Dagon’s smile is slow, sad, and strangely beautiful. “Then let’s learn to rise from the ash together.”

      I want to believe him.

      But I’m still tasting smoke.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Dagon

          

        

      

    

    
      Scarlet murmurs my name in her sleep. Not Zig’s.

      Mine.

      And it wrecks me.

      I should be used to it by now. Watching her remember. Watching her break.

      But I never get used to this part.

      The moment when she opens her eyes and forgets, just for a second, who she is. Who I am.

      What we’ve done.

      What we’ve lost.

      I sit in the dark, watching the fire fight to stay lit in the hearth. It reminds me of her—fragile in appearance, but every flicker laced with fury.

      Scarlet’s trembling beneath the blanket, murmuring the words of another lifetime. Agnes, Ishara, Scarlet—no name can hold all the versions of her.

      And still, she keeps finding her way back to me.

      Even when it kills her.

      Especially when it kills her.

      I grip the arm of the chair until the wood groans under my hand. I could snap it in half. I could snap this whole house in half—brick by brick, stone by stone—just to keep her from slipping into the fire again.

      But she always chooses the flame.

      Her breathing stutters, and I move before I even think.

      By the time I’m kneeling beside the bed, she’s already awake.

      Eyes wide. Haunted.

      Beautiful.

      She looks at me like I’m both sanctuary and curse. She’s not wrong.

      I know she sees it now—the full truth. That the dream wasn’t fiction. That she didn’t just imagine a life where she kissed me goodbye and walked willingly into death.

      That it was real.

      And that I let it happen.

      She says my name like it’s a question. Like she still doesn’t know if I’m the monster or the man.

      Truth is… I’m both.

      But not to her. Never to her.

      To her, I’ve only ever wanted to be a home.

      She says she saw Agnes again. She doesn’t realize what it costs me, hearing her say it like she’s someone else. As if I didn’t kneel at that pyre and scream her name into the void. As if her death didn’t carve a hole in my existence that even eternity couldn’t fill.

      Scarlet2 doesn’t remember that part yet.

      She doesn’t remember how I begged her not to leave me.

      I want to touch her—drag my hand along the curve of her neck, hold her until the tremors fade—but I don’t.

      Not yet.

      Not until she asks.

      Because this version of her deserves consent in every form.

      “Every lifetime,” she says, “I die for you.”

      And I want to deny it. Gods, I want to scream and rage and beg her not to say it like it’s a prophecy.

      But it is.

      She’s always the one who chooses the fire. And I’m always the one who arrives too late to stop it.

      Not this time.

      I have my body back. My strength. My mind. My name.

      I will not let this be another lifetime where I lose her.

      So I say the only thing I can:

      “Then let’s learn to rise from the ash together.”

      She doesn’t believe me yet.

      But she will.

      Even if it takes breaking the sky to prove it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Zig

          

        

      

    

    
      The echoes of my footsteps down the sterile, white corridor sound like a funeral march. Each one taps out a rhythm of dread I can’t silence.

      The terror crawling through my mind carries a single question—Am I still his?

      The walls press in with a kind of cold that feels too deliberate—like they know what I’ve been, what I might still be. A single whitewashed door waits at the end, quiet and unassuming. But it hums with unspoken secrets.

      I’m not sure I want to remember.

      Thoughts fracture like shattered glass, sharp slivers of memory catching the light and slicing as they turn. Every step forward drags chains of darkness through my mind. I can still feel him. Dagon.

      Even now.

      His touch lingers in the corners of my thoughts, like fingerprints I can’t scrub clean.

      Scarlet’s face flashes behind my eyes—those eyes that saw me, even when I couldn’t. Eyes that still haunt me. Did she know it wasn’t always me?

      Sometimes I hear my voice, speaking things I never meant.

      A dark passenger, guiding my hands. Steering my will.

      I raise my hand—shaking—and knock.

      The door opens before my knuckles connect again.

      Joe.

      His face stops me cold. Lines I don’t remember etch his skin, years carved into him like someone took a blade to his life and kept slicing. The silver in his hair shines like truth in the harsh hallway light.

      He looks ten years older.

      Gods. How long was I gone?

      “Joe,” I manage. My voice is a ghost in my own throat.

      His eyes move over me—dark, deep, and wary. Not with suspicion, not yet. With grief. With hope he doesn’t trust.

      And then I feel it. His magic.

      Subtle. Controlled. A veil in the air around me, like he’s testing for fractures in my soul.

      “It’s me,” I say quickly, the words trembling with a fear I don’t let reach my face. “It’s really me.”

      He doesn’t move.

      “I want to believe you,” Joe says. His voice is quiet steel. “But I can’t afford to be wrong.”

      He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small square of chocolate.

      Witch’s chocolate.

      It looks harmless—just a bite. Dark. Bitter. Deadly.

      Laced with enough poison to burn a spirit from its shell.

      I stare at it, motionless. That tiny square weighs more than a mountain.

      If he’s wrong, it’ll kill me.

      If he’s right, it’ll prove I’m finally free.

      I don’t know which I’m hoping for.

      My fingers close around the chocolate. It’s cold in my palm.

      And suddenly, I’m not sure.

      Not sure if some trace of him—of Dagon—still claws at my mind. If he left pieces behind, waiting for their chance to bloom again.

      A voice slithers up from the depths of my thoughts. Not loud. Not cruel. Just... present.

      Witches always think their poison makes them safe.

      It’s my voice. But not mine.

      I meet Joe’s gaze, force my expression steady.

      And I eat it.

      The bitterness explodes on my tongue. It tastes like metal and regret.

      Like magic trying to decide if I’m still something that needs killing.

      “Satisfied?” I ask, my words thick with defiance—and chocolate.

      Joe watches me for a beat that stretches too long.

      Then he exhales and steps forward, arms open. His hug hits me like a punch to the chest.

      Gods.

      Joe hugs me like I’m not a danger. Like I’m someone worth saving.

      Like I’m still his Zig.

      When he learns everything—when he knows what I’ve done, what’s still inside me—he might never want to touch me again.

      So I hold him back. Tight.

      For just a second longer.

      He pulls away slowly and opens the door wider. “Come in, Zig,” he says, voice thick with something that sounds like hope.

      I step over the threshold like it might burn me.

      Because maybe it should.

      Inside is quiet. Dim. Familiar in the way old nightmares are.

      I don’t know what waits beyond this room. What I’ll learn. Who I’ll trust.

      But I know one thing:

      I didn’t die.

      And sometimes, I wish I had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Marcus

          

        

      

    

    
      Something shifts.

      It’s not magic exactly—not the kind you cast. It’s older. Heavier. It settles behind my ribcage like a skipped heartbeat, like the breath before a scream.

      I drop the old book in my hands.

      The pages thump against the table, scattering half-burned candles and the chalk I’ve been using for binding runes.

      Something’s wrong.

      Or maybe… something’s changed.

      Mundi is quiet this time of night. Too quiet. I should be meditating, studying, researching anything that might help me find her.

      Scarlet.

      Gods, it’s been months. And still, I wake up from dreams where she’s just around the corner, waiting. I reach for her—always just a second too late.

      And Zig.

      My brother. My stupid, impulsive, reckless brother. The one who left me with silence and guilt and more questions than I can name.

      I haven’t heard from him. Not really. A few leads that led nowhere. Azeltha says he’s gone, but that doesn’t mean what she thinks it does. Zig’s too stubborn to die.

      And Scarlet… she wouldn’t just disappear. Not unless she thought she had to.

      Not unless someone made her.

      Footsteps echo down the hall. Slow. Purposeful. Familiar.

      I don’t need to turn around to know it’s Azeltha.

      I say nothing until she’s standing in the doorway.

      She doesn’t speak either. Just leans on her cane, watching me with that unreadable expression she’s perfected over a century of dealing with idiots like me.

      Finally, I break. “You’re here late.”

      “I never left,” she replies. “Time just stopped meaning anything to you.”

      “Don’t start with the riddles.”

      Azeltha steps into the room, slow and deliberate. The shadows bend around her, respectful. “I’ve come to tell you what you’ve been begging to know.”

      I freeze.

      “Scarlet?”

      She nods once.

      I push back from the table so fast my chair skitters. “Where is she? Is she alive?”

      “She’s alive.”

      The relief hits me like a punch.

      But it doesn’t last.

      Azeltha’s eyes soften, and that’s worse than anything she could say.

      “She’s with Dagon,” she says.

      The silence between us grows teeth.

      “No,” I say automatically. “No. That’s not possible. He—he was in Zig. You said he was in Zig’s body. She wouldn’t⁠—”

      “She chose him.” Azeltha’s voice is soft. Not unkind. “Willingly.”

      My knees go weak. I brace myself against the edge of the table, trying to find air. “No. You don’t understand. He’s—he’s not himself. He’s a god. A monster. He manipulated her—he used her.”

      “I watched her walk into the desert and take his hand,” Azeltha says gently. “I watched her stay.”

      The words gut me.

      Scarlet. My Scarlet.

      She left with him.

      And Zig—Zig didn’t fight her.

      “Where was he?” I ask, my voice cracking. “Where the hell was Zig while this was happening?”

      Azeltha doesn’t answer right away.

      And then she says, “Zig’s back.”

      I look up so fast it hurts my neck. “What?”

      “He’s passed the test.”

      My head spins. “So he’s alive. Dagon’s gone from him?”

      She nods. “It appears so.”

      I sink back into the chair. My mind won’t stop spinning.

      Zig is back.

      Scarlet is gone.

      She chose Dagon.

      And I didn’t even get the chance to say goodbye.

      Azeltha reaches into her satchel and slides a piece of parchment across the table. “This is where they were last seen. The warding is strong. You won’t be able to find her unless she wants to be found.”

      I stare at the paper.

      Then I shove it aside. “I don’t care what she wants.”

      Azeltha raises an eyebrow.

      “I’m going after her,” I say. “Even if I have to burn half the realm to do it.”

      Azeltha sighs. “You sound like him.”

      I don’t ask who she means.

      I already know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 5


          

          
            Scarlet

          

        

      

    

    
      I tell myself I’m not a prisoner.

      Not out loud. Just in my head. In the quiet places where truth starts to rot.

      There are no locks on the doors. No chains on my wrists.

      Just silk sheets, endless halls, and the sea whispering my name from every window.

      It should feel like freedom.

      But some days, it feels like a spell I haven’t figured out how to break.

      I wander the corridors barefoot, wrapped in a robe that was never mine, listening for footsteps I pretend I don’t want to hear.

      Dagon leaves me alone when I need space. He’s always listening—but never hovering. Not like Zig did.

      Not like Marcus would.

      I press my hand to the cool glass of the nearest window. The ocean glows faintly, moonlight carving silver veins into the waves.

      I should be at Mundi. I should be beside Marcus, fighting whatever’s coming.

      Instead, I’m here. With the man I once feared. The god I still don’t understand.

      And the worst part?

      Some days, I feel safe with him.

      And I don’t know if that’s magic… or something worse.

      I close my eyes and lean my forehead against the glass. “What have I done?” I ask.

      The silence answers.

      But I know I’m not alone.

      I feel him before I hear him. His presence is like gravity—deep and ancient and inescapable.

      Dagon steps beside me, barefoot too, like we’re pretending to be human.

      His voice is low, careful. “You always ask the wrong question.”

      I turn to him slowly. “Then what’s the right one?”

      He watches me like I’m a map he can almost read. “You should be asking what you’ve become.”

      That word curls inside me like a curse. “What if I don’t want to be anything more than I was?”

      “Then you never would’ve followed me into the desert.”

      I flinch. I hate that he’s right.

      Dagon doesn’t touch me. He never does unless I ask. But there’s a weight in the air around us, thick with things unspoken.

      “I’m dreaming of them,” I say.

      His eyes flicker. “Marcus.”

      I nod. “Zig too.”

      “You miss them.”

      I don’t answer.

      Because missing isn’t strong enough.

      Because part of me still hears Marcus’s voice when I can’t sleep. Still aches to run into his arms and believe this was all some fever dream.

      But it’s not.

      It’s real.

      And so is Dagon.

      “I think I broke something in them,” I say. “In all of us.”

      Dagon tilts his head, studying me. “You were never meant to stay in their world.”

      “I don’t know if I belong in yours either.”

      Something flickers behind his eyes. Not anger. Not sorrow. Something… older.

      He steps back. The space between us grows, but it doesn’t feel like distance.

      “Then maybe it’s time you stopped waiting for someone to tell you where you belong.”

      He leaves me there.

      Alone with the ocean. With the stars. With the truth.

      I chose this.

      And now I have to live with it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 6


          

          
            Azeltha

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s a rot in the walls.

      Not mold. Not magic. Something older. Something that pretends to be sacred but stinks of secrets.

      I feel it the moment I cross the threshold.

      The coven has changed.

      It’s too clean. Too bright. The kind of clean that covers blood with bleach and ceremony.

      I walk the corridors slowly. Let them see me. Let them remember.

      I may be old, but I am not forgotten.

      “Azeltha.”

      The voice cuts through the stillness like a polished blade.

      Kara stands at the top of the stairs, her robe sharp as her smile. Her eyes flick to my walking stick, then to my feet. Calculating. Always calculating.

      “Querida,” I say with a slight incline of my head. “You still keep this place like a mausoleum. Makes a woman wonder what’s been buried.”

      Kara’s lips tighten. Just a flicker. Enough for me to know I’ve hit a nerve.

      “You’ve been gone too long,” she says. “Things have evolved.”

      “Evolution isn’t always progress,” I mutter in Spanish, just low enough she has to pretend she didn’t hear.

      I start down the corridor. Kara doesn’t move to stop me. She never does. She knows better.

      The younger witches avert their eyes. They feel the weight of my years like a curse. They should.

      I am the last of the older generation.

      The last who remembers the real reason we bind ourselves to the Circle.

      Not for power. Not for legacy.

      For protection.

      And I failed her.

      Kelby.

      Her name rides every heartbeat.

      The girl who trusted me. The girl whose blood still warms my bones.

      I should’ve died with her.

      Instead, I lived. And now I watch this coven poison itself with ambition dressed up in robes.

      I pass the hall of mirrors and stop.

      One of them is cracked.

      That crack wasn’t there before.

      I step closer. My reflection stares back—lined and hollow, but still unbroken.

      I trace the crack with one gnarled finger and whisper, “You see it, don’t you?”

      Behind me, a younger witch lingers.

      “Speak, niña,” I say without turning.

      The girl jumps. “Sorry, Mother. I wasn’t⁠—”

      “You’re always watching. Don’t apologize for instincts that kept our kind alive.” I turn to face her. “Do you know what cracked that glass?”

      She hesitates. Then shakes her head. “No one will say.”

      “No one ever does.” I sigh. “They think silence is safety.”

      She frowns. “Isn’t it?”

      I meet her eyes. “Not when it hides the wrong kind of ghosts.”

      “We are not in danger,” she says before I even ask. “The Circle is stable. We’re protecting what’s left.”

      “Of what?” I ask. “The truth?”

      There’s a pause. A flicker of something in her jaw.

      “I’ll be watching, mija.”

      Kara leans in close, voice low. “Don’t start something you can’t control, Azeltha.”

      I smile, slow and tired and dangerous. “And you still think I ever needed control to burn a thing down?”

      She draws back, and I see it—that flicker in her eyes. Not fear. Not yet. But recognition.

      I may not be her Abuela in the way she needed. But I am still the reason she’s in this world.

      And I know how to take things apart when they’re rotten from the inside.

      

      I walk on.

      My cane taps out a rhythm down the marble corridor—sharp, steady.

      It sounds an awful lot like a warning.

      They may have forgotten what it is to fear their elders.

      But I remember everything.

      And I’m tired of watching from the shadows.
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      Joe pours the tea like it’s just another night.

      Steam curls between us, ghostly and warm. The smell—mint and clove—grounds me more than it should. It reminds me of when things were simpler. Before everything.

      He slides the mug across the table without speaking. He hasn’t said much since I passed the test. Since he let me inside.

      But I know he’s waiting. Watching.

      He wants to ask the question that’s been burning behind his eyes since the moment I said his name.

      So I answer before he can.

      “There are pieces I don’t remember.” I keep my voice steady. “But I know things now. Things I shouldn’t.”

      Joe doesn’t move. Doesn’t blink.

      “I didn’t just watch from the inside,” I say. “Sometimes I was pushed aside. Sometimes… I wasn’t even there.”

      He flinches. Barely.

      “I know who was there instead,” I continue. “I know how he looked at Scarlet. How he felt things. Did things. In my body.”

      My hand tightens around the mug. I don’t drink. I don’t deserve comfort.

      “He didn’t hide everything from me. Not when we started overlapping. That’s when I saw the cracks.” I look up, meet Joe’s eyes. “Something’s wrong in the coven.”

      He leans forward slightly.

      “Not just wrong like bad decisions or messy magic. Compromised. There are witches who knew. Who helped him. Who gave him access.”

      Joe exhales through his nose, sharp and quiet. “Who?”

      “I don’t know all the names.” I shake my head. “Some of them wore glamour. Others spoke in riddles. But there were symbols I’ve never seen. Circles within circles. Twisted scripts. Contracts sealed with blood, Joe. Not metaphorical. Not ceremonial. Literal blood.”

      Joe mutters a word under his breath—wards tightening invisibly around us. I feel the magic prickle against my skin. He’s locking the room down.

      “I think someone in the High Circle opened a door,” I say. “And they didn’t close it behind them.”

      He leans back slowly. Still silent.

      I go on. “There were experiments. Magic pulled from Void realms. Not the kind we use—not guided by source. Wild, primal stuff. Dagon didn’t teach them, but he didn’t stop them either. He was... curious.”

      Joe finally speaks. “You said you weren’t in control. So how do I know any of this is real?”

      “Because I’m terrified,” I say. “And you know me, Joe. You know when I’m full of shit. Look at me.”

      He does. His expression cracks just a little.

      “I remember a voice telling me to kill Marcus. Not even Dagon’s. Something else.” I swallow hard. “Something lower.”

      Joe stiffens. “Lower?”

      “I don’t know what it was. But it didn’t belong in me. And it didn’t come from Dagon.”

      The silence that follows is thick. Charged.

      Finally, Joe speaks. “Then we’re dealing with more than possession. More than a hijacked god.”

      I nod slowly. “We’re dealing with infiltration.”

      His eyes darken. “And betrayal.”

      I sit back, staring into my untouched tea. “I don’t know who I can trust anymore.”

      Joe’s hand reaches across the table. He grips mine. Firm. Steady.

      “You trust me,” he says. “We start there.”

      I nod. I don’t say thank you. I can’t. Not yet.

      But for the first time in months, I feel like I’m not completely alone.
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      The circle doesn’t respond.

      I sit in the middle of it anyway, candles burning low, runes humming faintly, the air thick with salt and smoke.

      My hands shake. I tell myself it’s the adrenaline. I’m lying.

      “Show me,” I say, pressing both palms to the cold stone floor. “Just show me where she is.”

      The crystal in front of me flickers—once. Then nothing.

      No Scarlet. No trace.

      Like she never existed.

      I clench my fists. I can feel the magic burning under my skin, begging to be used. But the circle remains still. Blocked.

      Someone’s hiding her.

      Someone doesn’t want me to find her.

      I rise too quickly, knocking over the incense dish. Ash spills across the floor, staining the edge of the circle. I don’t care.

      The rules don’t matter. Not when she’s gone.

      She’s not gone. She can’t be.

      I storm across the room, books sliding off the desk as I rifle through them—tracking sigils, blood-binding runes, anything that might cut through whatever spell she’s under.

      “Marcus?”

      I freeze.

      It’s Lola—one of the witches my age that comes and goes from Mundi for training. Her voice is soft, unsure.

      “You’re not supposed to be in here alone,” she says gently. “These wards are⁠—”

      “I know what they are,” I snap. “I’m not a child.”

      She flinches. “I didn’t say⁠—”

      “You didn’t have to.” I wave her off. “Just leave. Please.”

      She hesitates. “Scarlet wouldn’t want you to⁠—”

      That name. Her name.

      It hits like a punch to the chest.

      “I don’t know what she wants,” I whisper, almost too quiet to hear. “Because she didn’t say goodbye.”

      Lola slips out without another word.

      I wait until the door clicks shut before collapsing onto the floor.

      I press my forehead to the stone and bite back the scream building in my throat.

      What if she’s dead?

      What if she chose him?

      What if she forgot me?

      I reach for a book I’m not supposed to have. One Azeltha told me never to open alone.

      It’s older than the coven. Bound in black thread. Sealed with blood.

      The kind of magic you use when you’re not trying to find someone.

      The kind you use to bring them back.

      No matter the cost.
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      Pemberly is exactly how I remember it.

      And somehow, completely different.

      The halls are quiet. Dustless. Reverent. Like the whole place is holding its breath.

      I walk slowly, barefoot on warm tile. My robe trails behind me like mist. The sea air drifts in through half-opened windows, salt-sweet and heavy.

      It’s been a lifetime since I was here.

      And I’ve lived more than one.

      The last time I stood in this house, Zig was Dagon. Or Dagon was Zig. I’m not sure which. My body aches remembering that confusion, that pull.

      Now Dagon is… Dagon. Flesh and blood and power stretched thin. He leaves me alone most days. He says I need space to remember.

      I don’t tell him I’m not sure I want to.

      Maybe my body does.

      My steps take me toward the long hallway off the east wing. I don’t remember choosing the direction.

      I walk through the halls in silence, the warmth of the marble beneath my feet grounding me in the now. And yet, nothing feels now. The tapestries, the furniture, the smell of old wood polish and salt air—it all feels like stepping into a pocket of time sewn just for me.

      But which me?

      It’s quiet here. Sacred, somehow.

      Paintings line the walls. I notice the first one only because the frame is cracked ever so slightly—weathered with time, but cared for.

      The plaque beneath reads—Luci.

      She stands at the bow of a ship, wind twisting her golden curls like kelp in a storm. Her arms are stretched wide. The sea behind her churns violently, but her face is serene. Exalted. As if the storm is singing to her.

      My knees almost give.

      I know that moment.

      The song. The ship. The storm.

      Her journal comes rushing back to me. My journal.

      “I pick up the edges of my gown and walk to the furthest boundaries of the boat.”

      “Fins and freedom call to me.”

      “Then, the sea withdrew.”

      It’s not fiction. It’s memory.

      I touch the canvas. Her eyes look just like mine.

      I step back.

      There’s another painting.

      And another.

      Slowly, I walk to the next. It’s Ishara. Dressed in royal blue, her hands cradling a glowing orb of oceanic light. Her face is soft, full of love. Dagon’s shadow is painted behind her—not menacing, just watching, like a lighthouse made flesh.

      I remember her too.

      She was the one who spoke of three weeks. A love that defied gods and doom. A curse whispered through tears.

      “You will die by his hands until the end of time.”

      But Dagon never lifted a hand against her.

      Not her.

      Not me.

      I walk the gallery in stunned silence, my fingers brushing each frame as if they’ll unlock something.

      Kelby. Ishara. Luci.

      Dozens more I don’t even have names for yet.

      But I know them.

      I know me.

      Each life painted in loving detail. Each frame signed at the bottom corner with a mark I now recognize: a sigil. Dagon’s.

      He didn’t just remember me.

      He documented me.

      He immortalized every version of me in oil and memory.

      These paintings aren’t just love letters.

      They’re an apology.

      They’re grief.

      They’re proof that he kept me alive, however he could.

      A part of me wants to run.

      A louder part wants to fall to my knees and weep.

      But I do neither.

      I walk to the end of the hall, where one last painting hangs. Unfinished. The background is sketched out. The figure is there—but only in shadow. No face. No color.

      Just a silhouette.

      Waiting.

      I trace the edge of the canvas and say, “Which one of me will this be?”

      The painting doesn’t answer.

      But in the stillness, I swear I hear the sea stirring.
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      The memory comes in pieces.

      Out of order. Out of time.

      Like watching someone else’s nightmare through a fogged-up mirror.

      There’s chanting. Soft at first, almost like a lullaby. Words that twist and drip like candle wax. I don’t recognize the language, but I feel the weight of it.

      Old. Rotten. Hungry.

      I try to open my eyes—but they’re already open. Just not mine.

      I’m looking out through Dagon’s gaze.

      He’s calm. Curious. Amused.

      I’m screaming somewhere inside him, but no one can hear me.

      A witch steps forward, face blurred and wrong. Her voice is familiar. So is her scent—clove and cedar.

      You’ve always trusted her.

      She draws a blade—not ceremonial, not decorative. It’s used. It’s wet.

      She cuts a circle into the air, and the space ripples like pond water.

      Beyond it, something blinks.

      A thousand eyes.

      I try to pull away, but my body doesn’t belong to me.

      Not right now.

      “Does it know you’re here?” the witch asks. Not to Dagon.

      To me.

      Dagon doesn’t answer. He only smiles.

      A second witch enters. Male. Masked. His hands glow with sigils carved into flesh. Not ink. Not paint.

      Carved.

      The first witch continues the ritual. She speaks a name I’ve never heard before.

      But the moment it’s said, my entire body goes cold.

      That name doesn’t belong here.

      Doesn’t belong anywhere.

      The circle pulses. Blood trickles upward. Defying gravity. Whispering things only Dagon understands.

      I feel him feeding on it. Not with hunger. With reverence.

      You should not be seeing this, someone says inside my head. Not Dagon.

      Not me.

      A third voice.

      I try to scream, and the world cracks.

      For one split second—one impossible heartbeat—I’m back in control.

      I see the witch clearly.

      And it’s someone I know.

      I trusted her.

      She sees me. Her smile drops.

      “You weren’t supposed to wake up,” she says.

      And then everything turns to fire.
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      It’s harder to hide the ache today.

      The garden feels heavier, like the earth knows I’m running out of excuses. My body is mine now—wholly, finally. Not borrowed. Not patched together with magic and host flesh.

      I should feel complete.

      Instead, I feel the slow crawl of something I haven’t felt in millennia—time.

      The kind that doesn’t pause for gods.

      The kind that ends.

      I’ve lived thousands of years without decay. Without breath catching in my throat. Without bones that stiffen in the cold.

      But now, even a sigh costs me.

      This is the price I chose.

      I will not leave this body. Not for another. Not again.

      If I die, I die as myself.

      This flesh will be the last.

      Scarlet doesn’t know that. Not fully.

      She thinks I’m still untouchable. Eternal.

      She isn’t wrong.

      But I’ve stopped running from the weight of permanence.

      And today, I give her something that remembers what it is to live between fire and magic.

      I place the egg in the sunlit corner of the courtyard just after dawn. It hatches before the hour turns.

      The creature that emerges is small, soft-scaled, and wickedly ancient. Its eyes burn gold. Its wings shimmer, folded tight beneath feathers the color of dying embers.

      To most, it would look like a chicken.

      But not to her.

      When Scarlet finds it, it chirps once. Then shifts.

      She stops mid-step, her eyes widening as fire curls around its tiny claws.

      “It’s a dragon,” I say quietly.

      She crouches, watching as the creature stretches, blinks, and looks directly at her.

      Its real form shimmers just beneath its disguise—a brief overlay of long wings, curling smoke, iridescent eyes.

      Not a vision. Not a glamour.

      Truth.

      She sees it. And for once, she doesn’t run from it.

      “Why?” she asks, still staring. “Why give this to me?”

      I sit back against the pillar and study the flicker of recognition in her eyes.

      “You’ve had enough lives taken from you,” I say. “This one… it’s to keep.”

      She lifts the dragon into her arms. It settles immediately, tail wrapping around her wrist like a silken ribbon.

      She doesn’t speak again.

      But I know what she’s thinking.

      Why now? Why this gift? Why reveal something real, when I’ve hidden so much?

      Because I am still powerful. Still the god of tide and time and ruin.

      But I have chosen not to live forever.

      Not like that.

      Not anymore.

      Let her see the dragon.

      Let her wonder.
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      They built this room to hide things.

      Not from outsiders. From each other.

      The entrance is buried beneath the Elder Hall—beneath the heart of the Circle. Warded with glamour, cloaked with bending light, blank space, false stone.

      None of it touches me.

      I walk straight through the illusion, like mist.

      Being a Void means I don’t see what others see. I see what’s actually there. The magic doesn’t bend around me—it refuses to stick.

      This place wasn’t made for someone like me.

      Which is why I’m the one who had to come.

      Zig and I are the same in that way. Holes in a spellbound world.

      The room is small, windowless. A stone altar sits at its center, ringed with old etchings—powerful, if you don’t know what you’re looking at.

      I do.

      I see the lies baked into the circle. The layers of misdirection. The way a signature was twisted into someone else’s spellwork, like a bad forgery over something ancient and sacred.

      Only… it’s not a forgery.

      It’s real.

      An elder’s hand, their magic written into a binding circle meant to reroute power. From where, I don’t know. But to something.

      Something dark.

      I walk around the altar slowly. Press my palm to the center.

      Nothing happens. No flash. No pushback.

      Because magic doesn’t see me.

      And in that quiet? I see everything.

      There are sigils meant to store energy—siphon it from protective spells, healing rites, coven blessings. Whoever’s been drawing from this has been feeding off the Circle’s strength for years.

      And no one noticed.

      Except me.

      Because I’m the hole in their spell. The crack in their illusion.

      I don’t just see the truth. I am what happens when magic forgets how to lie.

      I lean down and mark the spellwork with my finger. It doesn’t resist. It unravels.

      Piece by piece.

      When I leave, I don’t shut the door behind me. I let it hang open just a little.

      Let them wonder how it got found.

      Let them worry that someone’s watching.

      Because I am.

      And I’m not watching for them.

      I’m watching for Zig.

      Because whatever this is…

      He needs to know.
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      I find him at the edge of the courtyard, pacing. Like he has the right to be here. Like he didn’t disappear without a word.

      Zig.

      Alive. Breathing. Standing like nothing happened.

      But something did.

      I move before I think. My boots echo across the stone path like thunder.

      He turns. Sees me. Stops.

      “Marcus.”

      His voice is careful. Like he already knows I’m one breath from snapping.

      “Where the hell have you been?” I spit. “You vanished. We thought you were dead. And now you’re just here—like you didn’t leave her behind.”

      Zig’s jaw tightens. “It’s not that simple.”

      “No? Then make it simple. Explain how you came back and Scarlet didn’t. Tell me how she ended up with him.”

      Dagon.

      I can barely say his name without choking on it.

      Zig steps forward. “You think I didn’t try to stop it? I wasn’t in control, Marcus. He—Dagon—he had my body. My thoughts. My voice.”

      I shove him. Hard.

      He stumbles but doesn’t fall.

      He doesn’t fight back.

      That makes it worse.

      “I trusted you,” I shout. “She trusted you. And you handed her over to a goddamn monster.”

      Zig’s eyes flash. “I didn’t hand her anything. She made her choice.”

      “No, she didn’t,” I snap. “You don’t get to rewrite it like that. You don’t get to pretend you didn’t leave her.”

      He takes a slow breath, but I see the flicker of something else—grief. Shame.

      “She chose him, Marcus.”

      I freeze.

      Zig’s voice is low now. “I saw it. She walked into the desert. She didn’t look back. She wanted to go with him.”

      My hands curl into fists. I want to hit him. I want to hit something.

      “She’s not thinking clearly,” I hiss. “She wouldn’t—she loved⁠—”

      “Maybe she did,” he says softly. “But that doesn’t mean she still does.”

      And that’s when I lose it.

      I lunge, rage boiling up like wildfire⁠—

      —Only to be stopped mid-motion.

      A force yanks me back.

      Abuela.

      She steps between us like a wall of ice and fury, her hand raised. “Enough.”

      Her eyes flick to Zig, then back to me.

      “Both of you are liabilities right now.”

      “I’m not⁠—”

      “You are,” she cuts in, tone sharp as glass. “You’re acting on emotion, not judgment. And you—” she turns to Zig, “—should’ve come to the Council the moment you returned.”

      Zig doesn’t flinch. “I came to Joe. That was enough.”

      Kara’s jaw clenches. “Apparently not.”

      The silence stretches.

      I break it, voice raw. “She’s out there. With him. And we’re doing nothing.”

      Zig finally looks at me—really looks. “I’m doing everything I can to fix this. But she’s not a problem to be fixed. She’s a person. You have to stop treating her like a prize you lost.”

      I breathe like I’ve been hit.

      Because I did.

      Kara lowers her hand and turns to go. “You two better figure out how to work together. Or none of us are getting her back.”

      Zig walks away before I can decide whether to scream or follow.

      I stay frozen, shaking with all the things I can’t say.

      She chose him.

      And I don’t know if I can forgive that.

      Or if I can forgive myself.
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