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​​Introduction
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THE EARTH IS NOT INERT beneath our feet. It listens. It feels the press of our steps, the heat of our cities, and the careless wounds that we carve into its flesh. And it responds in ways that are too slow or too subtle for most of us to notice. Stone remembers pressure, soil remembers blood and water, and roots remember where bones have been laid. When we rage, the ground tightens. When we grieve, it softens and takes our tears without judgment. Mountains are not merely raised - they are braced, as if bearing the weight for something that is still unfolding. Rivers adjust their paths like nerves seeking relief. The earth is alive in the way that a body is alive. It is resilient, scarred, patient, and sensitive to every touch, whether given in reverence or in harm.

The lattice of the earth is the unseen framework that holds the world in balance. It is a vast and living network that is woven through stone, soil, water, and root. It is not a single structure, but an interlocking web of forces like ley currents, memory, pressure, and intention that are threaded together like veins beneath the skin of the planet. Through it, the earth distributes strain and healing alike, while pushing violence away from fault lines, carrying nourishment to exhausted ground, and remembering every act that has shaped it. The lattice hums where life is dense, tightens where wounds have been inflicted, and frays where neglect or abuse has gone on too long. Those who can sense it feel not power in the raw sense, but relationship - like the quiet consent of land that allows magic, growth, and stability to exist at all.

A zone guard for the land is a boundary made of agreement rather than walls. It is a protective pattern that is laid into the earth’s own awareness. It is woven from intent, memory, and natural currents. And it is anchored to stones, roots, watercourses, and places where the lattice already runs strong. Unlike a barrier that merely blocks, a zone guard listens and decides while recognizing what belongs and what does not, or  what may pass and what must be turned aside or broken. It responds to emotion as much as action. It tightens when malice presses against it and relaxes when it is approached with respect or need. Over time, a true zone guard becomes part of the place itself. It is indistinguishable from the soil that it protects. It’s like a quiet sentinel that stands watch - not through force alone, but through harmony with the living earth.

For a witch, having dominion over the earth is a measure of both power and responsibility. It means understanding the hidden currents that run beneath the surface and the lattice that carries energy, memory, and strain. It’s about being able to influence them. But dominion is not about mere control. It is the ability to act in harmony with the land while still shaping it and to redirect chaos, mend fault lines, and protect life without causing harm. A witch who wields dominion can stabilize storms in the soil, guide the growth of roots and rivers, and sense disturbances before they become disasters. It also grants authority. The land responds to her intent, recognizes her presence, and amplifies her magic while creating a feedback loop of understanding and influence. Without dominion, a witch’s power is untethered, prone to backlash, and is limited. With it, she becomes a conduit between the human world and the living, sentient earth and is capable of shaping not just spells, but balance itself.
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Chapter 1
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IDA GENS LEARNED EARLY that silence was safer than questions.

The coven’s hall smelled of beeswax and old stone and the air was heavy with incense that was meant to calm the mind and focus intent. Candles ringed the ritual circle with their flames unwavering, and disciplined. It was everything that Ida was expected to be and never quite managed. She stood, barefoot, on the etched sigils with her palms damp and her heart beating too fast for a working this simple.

“Again,” Elder Morwen said. Her voice was as rough as snapped twine.

Ida swallowed and nodded. She closed her eyes while reaching in inward the way that she had been taught. If taught was the right word.

The lessons had always been vague where she was concerned. Feel the flow. Don’t push. Control comes before power. The others were shown diagrams, grounding techniques, and the careful scaffolding of spell craft. Ida was given warnings instead. It was as if knowledge itself might set her ablaze.

She reached for the spell.

It was meant to be a warming charm. Nothing more. Just a little heat coaxed from the air that was enough to take the chill from winter skin. Ida pictured a hearth that was steady and contained, just as she’d been told. She carefully and gently shaped the intent. 

The magic surged.

It roared through her like a sudden wind through an open door.  It was bright, wild, and far too eager. The candles flared white-hot and the sigils beneath her feet glowed with lines burning into blinding clarity.

Someone shouted something that her ears couldn’t understand.

Ida gasped and tried to pull back, but she had never been taught how to unmake a spell once it began. Panic fractured her focus. The warmth exploded outward in a concussive wave while hurling heat and force across the hall.

Candles shattered and wax splattered onto the stone. A tapestry smoldered where it hung. Its embroidered regions curled into blackened ruin.

Thick, stunned, and furious silence followed.

Ida stood trembling in the circle with smoke winding around her like an accusation. Her chest burned as if she’d swallowed fire. She opened her eyes and immediately wished that she hadn’t.

The elders glowered at her with a mixture of fear and vindication. The apprentices stared with wide-eyed awe and horror. At the edge of the room, her long time friend, Jacob, met her gaze.  His expression was tight with worry, rather than judgment.

“This,” Elder Morwen said at last while gesturing to the scorched hall, “is exactly what we warned of.”

Ida’s mouth opened but no sound came out.

“I -I didn’t mean...,” she tried again with her voice breaking. “I followed the steps. I did.”

“You cannot follow steps that you are incapable of respecting,” Morwen snapped. “Your magic does not listen. It does not temper. It erupts!”

Ida’s hands clenched into fists. 

“Because no one ever taught me how to temper it,” she burst out before she could stop herself.

A murmur rippled through the hall and Morwen’s eyes hardened.

“You have been given all the instruction that you require,” she insisted.

“That’s not true,” Ida complained. Her voice gained strength even as her knees shook. “You teach them structure. You teach them why spells work. You tell me to be careful and hope that I figure the rest out.”

“Enough,” another elder snapped.

But the words were already loose inside her. Years of confusion and quiet resentment were finally breaking free.

“I’m not dangerous because I don’t listen,” Ida insisted. “I’m dangerous because you won’t show me how not to be.”

The silence that followed was colder than any winter wind. Elder Morwen straightened as her decision settled over the room like a closing door. 

“You are a risk to this coven,” she announced. “To our secrecy. To yourself.”

Ida gasped, “You can’t mean...”

“You will leave before nightfall,” Morwen firmly continued. “Take only what is yours. You are no longer welcome within these zones.”

The words struck harder than any spell backlash.

Jacob stepped forward. 

“Elder, please,” he pleaded. “She just needs proper guidance. I can help her...”

“You will not,” Morwen cut in. “And you will remember your place.”

Jacob froze.  Every muscle in his body tightened, but he said nothing more.

Ida looked around the hall that she had grown up in. She looked at the stone walls that were etched with generations of magic, the candles that she had lit since childhood, and the people who had watched her grow and decided that she was too much... Too loud. Too bright. Too wrong.

Because pride would only make this worse, she bowed her head and turned away from the circle.

By dusk, she stood at the edge of the forest with a single satchel slung over her shoulder. The zone guards faintly hummed behind her as they sealed her out as thoroughly as they once had held her in. Jacob lingered nearby with  his hands shoved into his pockets. Helpless frustration was written across his face.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “They’re afraid. That’s all this is.”

Ida managed a small, tired smile as she said, “Fear doesn’t make it hurt less.”

He hesitated. 

“If you need anything...” he offered.

“I know,” she said with a tone that made her words mean thank you and goodbye all at once.

When she turned toward the distant glow of human lights beyond the trees, her heart twisted with equal parts of dread and fragile hope. She had been cast out for wielding the wrong kind of fire.

But the fire was still hers.

And for the first time, no one would be telling her to put it out.

***
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THE ROAD OUT OF THE forest was narrower than Ida expected. It looked like a ribbon of cracked asphalt that was swallowed by creeping weeds. She paused at its edge while glancing once over her shoulder. The trees stood silent and indifferent, with their branches no longer whispering spells into her bones. The coven’s zone guards were gone from her senses, leaving behind an emptiness that felt like a missing limb.

She stepped onto the road anyway.

With each footfall, the world changed. The air lost its hum. The ever-present pressure of magic – which normally felt like standing knee-deep in a river - thinned to a faint and distant ache. Ida’s power curled inward. It was restless and confused while searching for familiar channels that no longer existed. Panic fluttered in her chest.

Breathe, she told herself. Although no one had ever taught her how breathing was supposed to help.

The human world slowly announced itself. First with the distant hiss of tires. Then the low, steady glow of streetlights that were cresting a hill like fallen stars. The scent of pine gave way to oil and rain-damp concrete. Ida had been warned about this place all her life. It was  loud, careless, and blind. It was a place where magic was forbidden. Not by law, but by disbelief.

She hugged her satchel closer and walked on.

A bus stop appeared at the bend in the road. Its metal bench looked cold and was speckled with rust. Ida sat as exhaustion finally caught up with her. Now that she’d stopped moving, her legs trembled as adrenaline drained away, leaving behind a deep, bone-heavy fatigue. She pressed her palms together while half-expecting heat to flare again.

Nothing happened.

She frowned and then slowly separated her hands. The power was still there. She could feel it coiled tight beneath her ribs. But it felt muted, as though it was wrapped in thick cloth. The realization unsettled her and soothed her in equal measure.

‘So this is what it’s like,’ she thought. ‘To be quieter.’

Headlights cut through the dusk. The bus groaned to a stop and doors folded open with a hydraulic sigh. Ida climbed aboard while fumbling with a few of the bills that Jacob had pressed into her hand when the elders weren’t looking. The driver barely glanced at her.

She took a seat near the back and watched the forest recede through grimy glass. Her reflection faintly stared back. Wisps of her dark hair had escaped from its braid, her green eyes were too bright, and her face was smudged with ash and wax. She looked like someone who had survived a fire. And, in a way, she had.

***
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THE CITY SWALLOWED her whole.

Buildings rose where trees should have been. Neon signs buzzed and flickered. People crowded the sidewalks while laughing or arguing. They were existing without the faintest awareness of ley lines or magic zones. No one felt the pulse beneath the pavement. No one listened.

The bus dropped her near a cluster of low apartments and corner stores. Night had fully settled now. The sky was bruised purple and black. Ida wandered until she found a cheap motel with a buzzing vacancy sign and a clerk who didn’t ask questions. The room smelled faintly of bleach and old cigarettes. The mattress was hard and the bedspread was thin, but at least it was a bed.

She sat on the edge of it with her satchel at her feet and let herself shake.

Everything that she had known was gone. There was no coven bell to mark the hours. No circle. No rules, be they flawed or otherwise. Just her, her power, and a world that neither wanted nor feared her.

Hot and silent tears came. Ida  angrily wiped them away. She was  ashamed of the weakness, even though no one was there to see it.

“I didn’t mean to break anything,” she whispered to the empty room. “I just wanted to learn.”

The words dully echoed and disappeared as she lay back and stared at the ceiling. Its water stains formed shapes that she didn’t bother interpreting. 

Sleep came in uneasy fragments that were threaded with dreams of fire that did not burn and hands reaching for her without instruction.

Sometime near dawn, she woke with a start.

The room was still. The hum of the city seeped in through the thin walls. Ida sat up with her heart racing and her senses prickling. Something was wrong. Or, rather, something was different.

She lifted her hand and focused, cautiously this time. Not reaching outward, but inward. She imagined the magic like breath instead of flame as it rose and fell with her chest.

A faint glow bloomed around her fingers. It was soft and steady.

Ida gasped and immediately lost it. The light winked out.

She laughed then. It was a small, broken sound that startled her with its own existence. Her magic hadn’t exploded. It hadn’t lashed out. It had simply... been.

For the first time in her life, her magic hadn’t fought her.

As the sun crept through the curtains and painted the walls in pale gold, Ida Gens realized something that the coven never had.

Chaos wasn’t her nature.

It was her inheritance. And it could be learned.
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​Chapter 2
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IDA STAYED IN THE MOTEL room for an entire day before it struck her that she was hiding.

The room became familiar in the way that a bruise did - unpleasant, but known. There was the flickering bathroom light, the rattle of the ice machine down the hall, and the way that the city never truly slept even in the thin hours before dawn. She spent most of that time sitting on the edge of the bed with her satchel unopened. It was as if its contents might accuse her if she looked too closely.

On the second morning, she ventured outside.

The city in daylight was less threatening than it had been at night, though no less overwhelming. Cars streamed past in orderly chaos while obeying rules that no one had explained to her. People walked with purpose while keeping their eyes forward and their shoulders squared. Their lives were stitched together by schedules and obligations that Ida could not see, but could somehow feel.

Magic, for once, was not the loudest thing in the world.

She found this both comforting and a bit unsettling.

Ida walked without direction while letting her feet decide. She passed a laundromat where machines thudded and churned like patient beasts. A bakery breathed warm air that was scented with yeast and sugar into the street and caused her stomach to painfully twist in response. She had not eaten since the night before she left the coven.

When she stepped inside, the bell above the door chimed loudly. Too loudly. Her pulse jumped, and her magic instinctively stirred by pressing outward in a reflexive flare. Ida froze and forced herself to breathe while she imagined folding the power inward like a cloak.

Nothing exploded, no glass shattered and the bell did not melt.

She slowly exhaled.

Unaware of how close the world had come to a catastrophe, the woman behind the counter smiled at her as she asked, “What can I get you?”

Ida stared at the rows of pastries. She was suddenly unsure of how to exist in a place where magic wasn’t the answer to hunger. 

“Whatever’s... cheap,” she said while remembering her meager funds.

The word tasted strange in her mouth.

She ate outside while perched on a low brick wall as she savored the sweetness and the fact that it stayed sweet. It didn’t burn, didn’t transmute, and didn’t recoil from her touch. The human world, she was learning, did not react to her the way that the witchy world always had.

It did not expect her to fail.

That realization followed her through the rest of the day while remaining nagging and persistent.

By evening, reality intruded. Her money was limited. The motel clerk’s eyes lingered longer when Ida passed the desk. She needed something stable like food, a decent shelter, and a reason to stay.

She needed a job.

The idea was both terrifying and absurd. In the coven, her worth had been measured by her magic alone. Here, magic was useless, or worse... dangerous. She would have to offer something else.

She found a small café two blocks from the motel with a handwritten sign taped to the window that read: HELP WANTED – EVENINGS.

Ida stood outside for a long moment with her fingers curled into her sleeves before pushing the door open. The owner was a tired-looking man with kind eyes. He asked her questions that she had never practiced answering. He wanted to know her name, whether she could work weekends, and if she had experience.

“I learn quickly,” Ida eagerly said, and meant it in a way he could not understand.

Either he was desperate or luck was on her side, because he hired her on the spot.

The work was exhausting in a way that magic never had been. Her feet ached and her hands smelled like coffee and soap. She spilled a drink on her first night and flushed with shame as she rushed to clean it up while bracing for anger that never came.

“Don’t worry about it,” someone easily said. “It happens all the time.”

No one accused her of being dangerous. No one watched her hands as if they might erupt.

Each night, she returned to the motel drained of energy and oddly fulfilled. She practiced small acts of control before sleep - like lifting a thread of light, or warming the air just enough to notice and then letting it fade. The human world resisted her magic, but it also steadied it. It was forcing restraint where the coven had only warned.

On the fourth night after a late shift, she took a longer route back than usual. The streets were quieter. They were lit by pools of amber streetlights and the occasional neon sign that hummed itself awake. She liked these moments best. The city had softened and was less demanding.

That was when she noticed him.

He was walking ahead of her with his hands in his pockets and his posture relaxed in a way that spoke of someone who felt at home in his own skin. When he slowed to check his phone, Ida nearly collided with him.

“Oh... sorry,” she quickly exclaimed.

Startled, he turned, and then smiled as he said, “That one’s on me.”

His smile was easy, unpracticed, and disarming.

“Is that café on Ninth still open this late?” he asked while vaguely gesturing behind them.

“Yes,” Ida said. “I work there.”

His eyebrows lifted as he said, “No kidding? I thought your face looked familiar. I’ve seen you there.”

Her chest tightened with an instinctive flutter of panic. Being seen still felt dangerous. But his expression held nothing but casual interest.

“I’m Arnold,” he said while offering his hand.

She hesitated only a fraction of a second before taking it. His flesh was warm, solid, and unmistakably human.

“Ida,” she replied.

“Well, Ida,” Arnold said while stepping aside to let her pass, “I’ll see you around. Try not to run into me again. I’m running out of apologies.”

She laughed before she could stop herself and the sound startled her more than the meeting itself had.

As she walked away, she felt it then. It was a subtle tug in her chest. It was not magic and not quite emotion, but something adjacent to both. It was a sense of possibility that was quiet and persistent.

Ida did not look back.

She did not need to.

For the first time since her exile, the future felt less like a wall and more like a door. One that she had not been taught to open, but might finally learn how to push.
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​Chapter 3
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IDA BEGAN TO NOTICE Arnold in the quiet spaces of her day.

He came into the café most evenings just before sunset, when the light slanted through the front windows and turned the dust in the air to drifting gold. At first, he ordered coffee and nothing else while lingering near the counter with his phone in hand. It was as though he was waiting for something that he hadn’t quite named. Later, he started staying longer. He’d nurse his drink while he read or watched the slow rhythm of the room.

Ida told herself that it meant nothing.

She learned his habits without meaning to. Like the fact that he took his coffee black with no sugar. Or that he always thanked her, even when she hadn’t been the one to take his order. She made note that he tipped a little too much and then would flush just a bit if she noticed. He asked her how her shifts were going, whether she liked the city, and questions of a nature that hovered at the edge of personal without crossing it.

She would carefully answer.

There was a constant hum beneath her skin now. Not the roaring chaos of the coven, but a contained wakefulness. The human world dampened her magic, and Arnold, unknowingly, grounded her even further. When he smiled at her, the power settled and coiled quietly and obediently as if listening.

Their routes overlapped just enough to feel accidental when they began walking home together after her shifts. The city at night unfolded differently when she wasn’t alone. Arnold pointed out small things that she would never have noticed, like a mural that was half-hidden by ivy, a bakery that gave away day-old bread, and a stray cat that appeared at the same corner every evening as if summoned.

Ida listened while absorbing the sound of his voice and the easy way that he filled gaps of silence. She was afraid that too much honesty would crack something fragile before it had a chance to take shape. So, she spoke less.

He noticed, of course.

“You don’t talk about yourself much,” he said one night as they paused at a crosswalk with the red light washing his face in borrowed color.

Ida’s pulse quickened as she replied with, “There isn’t much to tell.”

Skeptical but not pressing, he glanced at her as he said, “Everyone’s got something.”

She looked away while watching the traffic blur past. 

“Too much,” she thought. “I’ve got too much.”

The nights grew colder, so Ida learned to wear a coat and to carry gloves. She learned how long it took for coffee grounds to stain her hands and how quickly she could scrub the evidence away. She learned the cadence of human time – like weeks being measured by paychecks and not moon cycles, and fatigue that came from standing too long instead of  channeling power.

And she learned how it felt to want something that she couldn’t safely keep.

The first time that Arnold asked her to dinner, she nearly said no. It was a simple invitation that was offered with a casualness that belied the care beneath it. 

“There’s a place down on Maple,” he said. “It’s nothing fancy. I thought you might like it.” Ida hesitated long enough for him to quickly add, “No pressure. I just thought I’d ask.”

“Yes,” she said, with the word slipping out before fear could catch it. “I’d like that.”

The date was ordinary in every way that mattered. They ate pasta and shared a basket of bread. They kept conversation that drifted from work to childhood and then to things that neither of them were ready to name. Ida laughed more than she had in years. She felt present in her body, in the world, and in a way that magic had never quite allowed.

And all the while, the lie grew heavier. She did not cast spells in front of him. She avoided strong emotions and was wary of how easily her power answered them. She told herself that she was protecting him and that secrecy was a kindness.

But late at night, alone in her motel room, she wondered if she was only protecting herself.

Arnold sensed the distance even as he grew closer. He watched her more carefully now, with his questions edging nearer to the truth that she kept folded away.

“Do you ever think about going back?” he asked once, as they sat on a bench overlooking the river.

Although she knew what he meant, Ida asked, “Back where?”

“Wherever you came from,” he replied.

She briefly closed her eyes as she admitted, “I can’t.”

He nodded while accepting the answer without understanding it. 

The tension came to a head on a night that began like any other. They left the café together, laughing about something trivial that Ida would not remember later. The streets were quiet and the air was sharp with the approach of winter. When footsteps sounded behind them, neither of them thought much of it.

Not until the footsteps quickened and three figures emerged from the shadows ahead and blocked the sidewalk. A laugh echoed behind them. Ida’s stomach dropped as recognition sparked too late.

“Evening,” one of the men said with a voice that was oily with false friendliness. “Why don’t you hand over the jewelry and we’ll all get home safe?”

Arnold stiffened beside her. 

“Keep walking,” he muttered under his breath.

Ida’s magic surged in response to her fear. She could feel it pressing hard against her ribs and instinctively fought it down as terror warred with habit. 

‘Not here. Not now,’ she worried.

“We don’t want trouble,” Arnold evenly said. “Just let us pass.”

The first punch came without warning.

Arnold went down hard. The sound of his body hitting the pavement knocked the breath from Ida’s lungs. The men moved fast after that with kicks, curses, and the dull, sickening thud of impact. Ida screamed his name while dropping to her knees beside him.

“Stop!” she cried. “Please!”

A hand shoved her aside with acute force. Pain flared along her arm as she hit the ground. The world narrowed to the sight of Arnold protectively curled around himself with a thick coating of blood darkening his lip.

The power inside her howled.

She saw it then with terrible clarity...  the path that she had been walking with the careful restraint and the half-life of secrecy. She could let it continue by clinging to the lie and watch him die for it. Or, she could burn the truth into the night.

Ida shook as she rose. Her breath was coming fast and shallow. Her magic instantly answered in a way that was hungry and obedient all at once.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered to him, to herself, and to the girl who had been exiled for being too much.

As she lifted her hands, the air screamed as energy tore free. A shockwave of brilliant force slammed into the men and hurled them backward like broken dolls. They hit the ground hard and did not move.

Thick and stunned silence fell.

Ida staggered with the aftermath crashing over her. She dropped beside Arnold with her hands hovering uselessly over his battered body. She was afraid to touch him and afraid to cast another spell.

“Arnold,” she sobbed. “Stay with me. Please.”

Sirens wailed in the distance as she fumbled for her phone. Her fingers were slick with blood and tears. When she looked up again, his eyes were open and unfocused while searching the dark.

“What happened?” he murmured.

Ida swallowed hard.

“I’ll tell you,” she said, though she had no idea how. “I promise.”
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THE HOSPITAL SMELLED like antiseptic and condensed bodies. Ida sat in a rigid plastic chair beside Arnold’s bed with her hands folded so tightly in her lap that her fingers ached. Machines softly  hummed around him with their blinking lights keeping time with his breathing and heartbeat. The steady rhythm was the only thing keeping her upright. Every time the monitor dipped or changed pitch, her chest seized with panic and adrenaline flowed freely.

She had replayed what had happened in the alley a hundred times already... The way that his body had hit the pavement, the sound of bone against concrete, and the final and irrevocable moment that she had chosen to stop hiding. The blast of magic had come so easily and so cleanly. 
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