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This book is dedicated to you. 

			​You are the culmination of countless love stories.

			​You are vibrant galaxies and oceans filled with magic.

			​Even when all seems lost, you persevere.

			​And your magic lights the way. 
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CHAPTER ONE

			


			The Cedar Creek Inn had always been a place of refuge for me. From childhood visits with my parents to weekend escapes during college to the first time my fiancé kissed me, the inn held countless memories and offered a tranquility I’d rarely found in other places. A feeling of peace enveloped me as it came into view. 

			As my fiancé, Fitz, and I pulled into the driveway, the house buzzed with countless witches lost in preparation to cross over to the foreign planet of Opimae. After agreeing to a mission to stop Lorenzo Belmonte, a powerful witch preparing an uprising, we were meeting with our team and the top governing officials in our witchkind government—the Cardinal Court—to discuss details. 

			I put the car in park and turned to Fitz. His chestnut hair was tousled, his telltale sign of being stressed, but an encouraging smile graced his lips as his emerald eyes flickered to mine. 

			“Ready to do this thing?” I asked. 

			He rested his hand on my collarbone and ran a thumb down the length of my jaw. 

			“Oh, aye,” he said, his Gaelic accent thicker than usual. “I feel your nerves. It’ll be all right, Hadley.” 

			“There’s no going back now, anyway,” I said, turning off the car. 

			His nerves fluttered through our connection, spilling into me like butterflies in a jar. I leaned forward and kissed him quickly. When I’d discovered only three months ago that I was a witch, Fitz had helped me match to my magic. As it turned out, we were also mates, and after I’d come into my power, our magical connection to each other had formed. 

			I exited the car and walked to the nearby fence, eager to stretch my legs after the long journey from Edinburgh and distract myself from my guilt. I’d seen my mother’s cabin from the highway. It was more difficult than I’d imagined, seeing the cabin and knowing I was so close to her. But I was under strict orders—I couldn’t stop and visit her. Part of me wondered if I’d survive the mission that lay ahead of us. Would I ever see my mom again? 

			The Pacific Northwest’s signature mist clung to our hair and dampened our bare hands as we unloaded the car. As we crossed the parking lot, I couldn’t help but pause momentarily. Even with the complications, there was a certain peace that came with returning home. The last time I’d been here, I hadn’t yet matched to my power, and my heart swelled at the thought of how far I’d come, how much I’d learned about myself, how I’d found myself as a witch. 

			I scanned the white three-story farmhouse. Holiday lights were strung across the roofline, along the fence, and through the trees, and a Christmas tree twinkled from the sizable picture window at the front of the house. Across the old wooden fence was a large field thick with the mist’s haze and low-hanging clouds. A faded, grayed barn with a bright blue roof sat in the field, and beyond it were towering trees blanketing the low mountains to the south. Fog rolled lazily through the treetops, adding to the magic in the air. 

			The skies were shifting from mist to rain, and we picked up our pace and stepped inside the house. The silver, green, and gold holiday decor was beautiful against the soft white walls. Several unfamiliar witches were congregated in the front room, spread across two wooden tables and lost in maps and calculations. In the second room, a roaring fireplace lent a cozy feel to the space. Another group of witches was discussing the Opimaean government, but still, we found no one we recognized. As we neared the kitchen, Fitz’s best friend, Henry, emerged holding a steaming cup of tea. 

			With his champagne-colored hair, he was as handsome as he was aristocratic, hailing from a wealthy Scottish family. He was every bit Scottish nobility right down to the Stuart tartan pocket square. 

			“Finally,” I whispered. 

			Henry had left Edinburgh before us to see his parents in Greece, and our other good friend, Isaac, had accompanied him. Henry’s father was a decorated war hero, and he’d sought his father’s council on military strategy before we headed to Opimae. 

			Henry hugged us both. He wore a warm smile as he ran a hand through his hair, smoothing it into place, but his hazel eyes betrayed him. The usual mischievous twinkle was dormant. He, too, was nervous. 

			“Glad you arrived safely. I’m due for a meeting on the portal crossing, but Ben and Sarah are in the kitchen—they’re keen to see you.” 

			Ben and Sarah were the owners of the inn, and they had become like second parents to me over the years. Though I hated to trouble them with our Cardinal Court meetings, their inn was the perfect solution to our needs. The house wasn’t far from the trailhead that led to the portal—which would transport us to Opimae—and it had plenty of space for the core team. 

			The kitchen was bustling with food preparations, but when Sarah turned around, her blue eyes lit with joy. She wiped her hands on her sage apron and walked over to me. Her snow-colored hair was pulled into a barrette at the nape of her neck. 

			“Welcome home!” 

			It was something she’d said each time I returned to the inn, ever since I was a young girl, and there was a great comfort in that—especially now. She embraced me warmly. As we drew back, Sarah reached for my hand, pulling my engagement ring into sight. She beamed as she studied the two platinum bands that formed an “X” on my finger. The diamonds sparkled even in the soft light. 

			“Congratulations to you both. I’m so happy for you.” 

			She hugged Fitz as Ben rounded the corner, flashing a bright grin at the sight of me. 

			“Boy, are we glad to see you,” Ben said, his voice full of genuine warmth. Like Sarah’s, his apron was stitched with the Cedar Creek Inn logo, though his was gray, and a crimson Washington State University cap covered his head. 

			We embraced before he moved to shake Fitz’s hand and then rested his hands on his hips. 

			“I’ve never seen the inn quite like this.” I pointed in the general direction of the groups scattered through the common areas. Ben and Sarah were human, and they had no idea they were hosting a house full of magical beings. I had to wonder if they felt the oddity of our situation. 

			“We were a little uncomfortable with it right at first. We weren’t sure we could accommodate what you needed,” Ben admitted. 

			“I know this must seem strange, but we appreciate you making room for us,” I said. 

			“Anything for our girl,” Sarah said. 

			“Well, let’s get you two settled. James mentioned your meetings start this afternoon,” Ben said. “We’ve got you in Country Clover. You know the way.” 

			Ben and Sarah had, of course, reserved my favorite room for me. Sarah had brightened the room with a fresh coat of paint, but the large, king-sized bed remained the same, with its signature white picket fence headboard and comfortable bedding. The far window held a lovely view of the field and mountains while the side windows gazed over the yard and into town. Fitz’s eyes rested on the large, jetted tub in the corner of the room, his eyebrow arched.

			“Of course, that’s where your mind immediately wanders,” I said. 

			“You can’t fault me when my roommate is so bonnie,” he replied, sliding his hands down my back. A rap at the door halted the moment, and Fitz raised his voice, inviting our intruders inside. 

			“I’m in love with this place,” Isaac declared. Though his features reflected his Iranian roots, Isaac’s accent was classically Italian. His deep brown eyes were set in a handsome face of dark olive complexion, and his chiseled body spoke to the time he spent training. 

			Henry leaned against the doorframe. “What a braw room,” he said, surveying our space. “I see why it’s your favorite, lass.” 

			

			Henry and Isaac had quickly become family to me. When Fitz and I had defied government orders, his two best friends had dedicated themselves to keeping us safe, gathering information on the council, and helping us formulate plans. We were lucky to have them by our side on this crusade. 

			A text from James pulled my attention from the guys. 

			“I hate to break up our little party, but James is ready for us.”

			


			James was waiting at the bottom of the stairwell, and his big blue eyes were alight with excitement. James was my boss at Edinburgh Castle, where I worked as the PR manager. But James also sat on Scotland’s National Coven Council and was the very witch who had recruited Fitz and me for this mission. 

			Though I wasn’t sure of James’s age, he must have been at least a hundred years old based on his lengthy service with Earth’s witchkind councils. Due to the slow-aging and prolonged life of witches, he appeared roughly mid-sixties with eyes that sparkled like Lake Crescent’s waters on a sunny day and a fluffy gray beard. 

			James’s greeting was warm, though brief, as he excitedly ushered us toward the front room. He explained that Fitz and I would meet with the Cardinal Court while the others met with a few members from the Washington Coven Council. They would join us later in the afternoon. The doorway sent energy tingling through my body as we passed through it: the work of a privacy shield. As I stepped into the front room, my skin felt the full assault of careful observation as the eyes of the court danced wildly upon us. I hastily took stock, my eyes darting across two witches—along with many new faces on a large screen. 

			“I ken you’ve met Chloe and Mia, but I’m so pleased to introduce you to the other members of the Cardinal Court,” James exclaimed, slightly overzealous. “Comprised of the top twelve governing officials from all over the world, this court has been elected by witchkind and sworn in after approval by the United Covens Affairs. They’re called to intervene for the most pressing matters—issues where the lower levels of government are unable to reach a decision or in situations that are crucial to our worldwide community. Allow me to make introductions.” 

			From the Americas to Africa to Asia, each populated continent had elected officials to represent their interests in the highest court in the witch world. 

			One of the U.S. representatives needed no introduction. Mia Davies. 

			Mia carried herself with her usual authoritative air, and from her plaid blazer to her cropped raven hair, she was the definition of chic. Her familiar icy glare fell upon me. 

			“Mia,” I acknowledged. 

			“Hadley.” She nodded. 

			“I’m surprised we’re here if you had any say in it.” 

			“Majority rules. Now you have the chance to prove to me that you actually deserve to be here,” she said as she strutted past us. 

			I looked at Fitz. “Did that just happen?” 

			“Well, this should be fun,” Fitz whispered under his breath. 

			The afternoon passed quickly. Spending time with Mia wasn’t an exciting prospect, but I was keen to learn more about our new colleagues and the government hierarchy. Mia walked us through the finer points of government structure. Even though Fitz seemed knowledgeable about government details, he was able to garner some new information, and I was glad the meeting wasn’t a total waste for him. When another court member, Solomon, began speaking about the portal, Fitz’s energy shifted, buzzing hungrily for details.

			“You’ve crossed the portal?” Fitz asked. 

			“Earlier this year to meet with the leaders in Opimae.” 

			Solomon was dressed in a traditional Ethiopian gabi, which was a simple off-white, but bright green, orange, and pink decorated the end of the sleeves and the bottom of the garment. The stark contrast between the white robe and his dark umber skin was stunning, and his smile immediately put me at ease. His eyes were ever-changing, alive like the Northern Lights. 

			“What was the journey like?” I asked Solomon.

			“Are you nervous about the crossing?” Solomon leaned forward in his seat and rested his elbows on his knees, clasping his hands together. 

			“A little,” I admitted. “I just don’t know what to expect.” 

			Solomon nodded. “The portal is filled with magical energy. It beckons you—pulls at you. But the journey through it was brief. It was over before I knew it.” 

			The front door swung open, bringing with it a gust of wind and a figure I recognized instantly. Fitz’s dad, Ian.

			Unlike his children’s bright green eyes, Ian’s were storm cloud blue, but his chestnut hair was indisputably the same as his son’s, as was his structured jawline. 

			“Hey, kiddos.” 

			A large group filtered in behind Ian. My eyes scanned across them. Henry and Isaac. Fitz’s mom, Ann, and sister, Izzy. My old friend Tanner Chen, a witch I didn’t recognize, and one very special human. 

			“Jordan.” I gasped. 

			I wasted no time in embracing my best friend since childhood. 

			“What on earth are you doing here?” I asked skeptically. 

			Her coy smile confused me. 

			Though I’d found a way to maintain our friendship without her knowing I was a witch, it had been a delicate balance to strike. Jordan and I had been texting only yesterday, and she hadn’t said a word about this. Clearly, I wasn’t the only one in our friendship holding on to secrets. 

			My life had been turned upside down when the council had thought I might remain human and not match to my magic. So, how could it be that Jordan was standing before me? 

			“I’m here to help you and Fitz.” 

			“Jordan, do you . . . I mean, are you aware we’re . . .”

			“That you’re a witch?”

			“Oh.” 

			“At least I understand now why you were dodging my calls for a while.” 

			“Jordan, I am so sorry.” 

			She waved off my apology. “Don’t worry about it. As long as you never do that again.” 

			She eyed me pointedly. I realized her dusk eyes had changed ever so slightly; the flecks of amber had intensified, almost the color of Henry’s favorite whisky, and the irises were framed in black.

			I laughed. “I don’t think I have any more giant secrets.” 

			“Ian brought me up to speed. Honestly, when he first told me about all this, it was one of the weirdest conversations I’d ever had, and I work for the FBI!”

			

			Ian grinned. 

			“But then I thought about it, and we’ve always known you’re gifted, right? And we knew something was up with the MacGregors when we met them.” Jordan looked at the family in question as she referenced the summer that we’d first met them. “No offense.” 

			They laughed. 

			“None taken,” Fitz said, amusement clear in his tone. 

			Jordan took my hands in hers. “Then I thought about that conversation you and I had, and it clicked. This makes a lot of sense. And Hads . . . I’m so happy you’ve found yourself.”

			“I think I’m in shock, but . . .thank you.” 

			Now that Jordan knew, I would no longer have to hide this side of me from her. I could finally breathe again. 

			Jordan had always understood me on some level—she knew I was odd by human standards but had never once made me feel different from her. Jordan’s skin was deep brown, and her hair was dark like a starless midnight, pulled away from her face in knotless braids. She’d paired an olive bandeau top with dark high-waisted jeans and a black leather jacket. She might have been human, but there was nothing ordinary about Jordan. From her height to her ability to command a room, she was a force to be reckoned with. 

			“And this guy, too!” she exclaimed and pointed to Tanner. “I mean, what the hell?” 

			“Sorry, J.” Tanner shrugged. Tanner was tall and chiseled, which was owed to his love for physical fitness. He’d worked as a personal trainer prior to joining the crusade. His eyes always changed colors, and today, they were an inky black, almost the same shade as his cropped hair. He wore a dark plaid hoodie and jeans. I’d rarely seen him in anything other than workout attire or clothing that was quintessentially Pacific Northwest. 

			The three of us referred to ourselves as the three musketeers, and I had been just as surprised as Jordan when I had discovered Tanner was a witch. 

			“And these two.” She pointed toward the MacGregor siblings. “I was literally the only human that summer. I guess I should feel honored you even let me in your club.” 

			Izzy grinned and walked over to Jordan.

			“We’re the ones who are honored, ma’am,” Izzy countered. Her green eyes were the same emerald as her brother’s, but instead of chestnut hair like Fitz and Ian, she’d inherited her mother’s shade of auburn and the freckles that splayed across the bridge of her nose. She was easily the most ethereal witch I’d ever known. 

			As conversation continued, Fitz leaned into me. “You know what this means, right? Why Jordan’s here.” 

			Oh, no. 

			I had been too caught up in the excitement of seeing her to think it through.

			“This isn’t happening,” I barked louder than I intended. 

			The room fell quiet. 

			“Everyone close to me has joined our fight,” Fitz said. 

			“Yeah, and they’re all witches. I don’t understand how she’s here, but the court can’t force anything on Jordan.”

			“You and I know too well that the councils don’t expose our kind to humans. If she’s here, there’s a reason,” Fitz said. 

			“Don’t be reckless, Fitz.” Not awaiting his response, I turned to Jordan. 

			“Tell me this isn’t true,” I said. “You’re not coming with us, right?” 

			“I am. I’ve been recruited, same as you.” 

			

			“No, this doesn’t make sense.” 

			“Ian said you’d need my intelligence skill set. I’ve already agreed, Hads. From what it sounds like, there’s no turning back.” 

			I shook my head. “I need you to consider what a human body is capable of withstanding. There’s more magic in this world than you can even begin to comprehend, and you’ll have no defense.”

			“That’s not exactly true,” Mia interjected. “When you arrive in Opimae, she’ll develop some kind of power.”

			I looked for James in the crowd surrounding us. “Is this true?” 

			James seemed to know more about Opimae than anyone, and he’d be the least biased. 

			“Aye, it’s true. There’s no telling what type of power she’ll develop, but a few humans have passed into Opimae on council business, and each has developed powers.” 

			“Why have humans crossed into Opimae?” I asked. “Why do they know about us?” 

			The room fell quiet before Solomon answered. “It’s a delicate matter . . . it’s rare, and it has only ever happened for very specific reasons.” 

			Fitz and I exchanged a glance. We’d discuss this later. But for now, I returned my focus to Jordan. 

			“What type of skills might Jordan develop?” I asked. 

			“Well, I wouldnae expect her to develop a witch’s gamut of powers, but she might, for instance, develop superhuman strength and speed,” James said. 

			“How is that possible?” I asked.

			“We believe it’s due to human body chemistry interacting with the elements of a foreign planet. Their bodies are adapted to Earth, but if you remove them from their home planet and place them on to a world charged with magic, their bodies will acclimate to that new environment. It’s rapid adaptation, so to speak. Your powers will intensify as well. Something to look forward to,” he said dreamily. 

			“Jordan has a sense of otherworldliness already,” Ian said. “It’s one of the reasons I asked the court to consider her for the role.”

			“I appreciate what you’re saying about Jordan, but she’s still human,” I said, eyeing my best friend. Jordan leaned against the wall, arms crossed. 

			“Yeah, but she’s smart, intuitive . . . I mean, she’s always fit in well with the two of us. She gets it,” Tanner said as he ran his hand through his dark hair. 

			“And with her background in the FBI, I dinnae think there’s a better fit for this role than Jordan,” Ian said. “She’s one of the rare council exceptions.” 

			“How can you even get away from your job?” I asked. Jordan had been with the FBI for a couple of years and had advanced quickly in her career. Taking time off had been difficult from the very beginning. 

			Jordan turned to Ian, who turned to Mia. 

			“We’ve handled her leave from work just as we did for you.” Mia’s tone betrayed her annoyance. 

			I turned to Jordan. “You don’t need to do this.”

			“I would do this if it gave you a better chance of success alone, but it’s more than that. This is about my future, too. It’s about all our futures. Witches aren’t the only ones who will be affected if this disagreement ends in war. I won’t sit on the sidelines.”

			“You’re on the sidelines right now because you’re human! Don’t you understand that? You have no self-defense against a witch.”

			“I’m not a liability, Hadley. I’ll develop a skill that will help, and that’s in addition to what I already bring to the table. I have a role to play on this mission. I need to do this.” 

			“Hadley, we don’t know what the court will do if Jordan refuses this mission. Our secret has already been shared with her,” Fitz sounded in my mind. “I know you don’t want them meddling with her memories.” 

			I simply nodded in response. The thought was sobering, but perhaps we could still sort things out later on. 

			“Lorenzo possesses great power, and he might learn to access the power of the ring at any moment,” Solomon said. “Identifying a group of powerful witches was first and foremost, but we needed specific abilities that complemented each other. This group holds those powers.

			“Ian made a great case for Jordan. She’s always known about your abilities and accepted you without question. Jordan exercises an understanding and discretion that is almost beyond human. She is analytical and calculated but can accept information that can’t be technically understood, at least not by humans. She will assist in calculating and assessing plans. And Opimae intelligence hopes to utilize her skill set. Jordan brings a fresh perspective.”

			“Hadley, Fitz . . .” Solomon continued. “We believe you are the warriors from the Opimaean prophecy who will lead a strong team from Earth to defeat Lorenzo.”

			Mia shifted in her seat, but her face remained carefully impassible. 

			I reached instinctively for Fitz’s hand. James had told us of the prophecy the day we’d agreed to the crusade, but the thought of being part of a prophecy still boggled my mind. 

			I looked across the team. From energy readers to warriors to time-walkers and many skills in between, we made a powerful unit. Ian would bring invaluable experience from his years working with the councils, and Fitz and I had already looked to him many times for guidance. 

			There was only one witch among us that I couldn’t identify, though familiarity tugged at the back of my mind. Mia followed my gaze to the doorway. 

			“I’m sure you’re wondering about Molly,” said Mia, her hand raised in the general direction of the new witch. The final addition to our party was propped lazily against the doorframe. “Molly, come meet everyone.” 

			Molly’s tall figure was dressed in black jeans and a graphic tee that read “Hex the Patriarchy,” and colorful tattoos decorated her arms. Molly dragged her black combat boots across the space. She sported shoulder-length hair, dusky in color, except for the few blonde streaks jolting through it. With milky skin and wide, umber eyes, she was striking. 

			“Hi, everyone,” she muttered. Rude wasn’t the proper descriptor for Molly, but a casual, almost disinterested atmosphere hung about her, which piqued my interest. It seemed odd that she could stand next to Cardinal Court members, who were introducing her to a host of new witches with whom she would soon travel to a new universe and remain so relaxed. She almost seemed bored. 

			And then it clicked. I’d bumped into her the day I’d left my rocky meeting with Mia at the Scottish National Coven’s council headquarters in Edinburgh. She caught my gaze, and recognition flitted through her eyes. She nodded. 

			“Molly comes from a long line of prestigious witches in North America,” Mia said. “Her ancestors have been nomadic since they escaped the Salem Witch Trials. Molly harbors the power of transport, among many other skills. She’s a chameleon and a quick thinker, and she’ll work alongside Jordan to help with planning. We’ve selected her as your final travel companion. Well, aside from the council members: Solomon, Chloe, and James.” 

			Chloe represented Australia on the Cardinal Court, and she had been the court member selected to oversee my training in Edinburgh after I’d matched to my magic.

			A mix of welcoming voices followed Mia’s explanation. Molly nodded once, the slightest smile spreading briefly to her lips.

			“Welcome, Molly. We’re excited to have you with us,” I said. And then Mia’s last words sank in. My head snapped over to James. “You’re coming?”

			“Aye! The court told me just today. I’m thrilled.”

			“So are we,” Fitz said. “You’re a great addition to the group.”

			“Thank you, Fitz. I’m honored to be a part of this.” Henry shook his hand as James added, “And Molly is going to be fantastic.”

			“James has headed research and data collection from the inception of this mission. With his knowledge of the situation, his gifts, and his commitment to this project, we feel he is the best lower council representative to accompany you. He will also be a good fit for group morale,” Mia explained.

			I agreed with her assessment of James, though I wasn’t quite sure what Mia knew about group morale. 

			“There, of course, will be others to help you in Opimae, but we are pleased to have such a strong team coming from this side,” Solomon said. 

			“We’ve waited a long time for this group,” James said. 

			“You were each born for this. It seems Fate found a way to bring you all together.” Solomon nodded. 

			“Fate,” I echoed.  

		


		
			​


CHAPTER TWO

			


			The next day, we used our time to sort out any last-minute details and have a final meeting before crossing over. The court wanted us fresh for our journey, as the travel through space and time would be draining. We were congregated in the front room of the inn, reviewing new records that had been sent over by Opimae’s intelligence teams. 

			“This is the exact point where we’ll exit Earth into Opimae City at the other side of the portal. It was confirmed today—Charles is our liaison on the other side.” James paused, savoring a mouthful of spring roll from the takeout we’d ordered before our meeting convened in the common area. Our maps and documents had cluttered the floor even before we’d littered it with plates, boxes, several witches, and one human. 

			“Is that a positive development?” I asked, my curiosity piqued. 

			“Charles is one of the most powerful witches I’ve ever met from either side of the portal. He might even give you and Fitz a run for your money. He’s the director of the Opimaean response to the Lorenzo crisis. He came to Earth to meet with the councils about a year ago to discuss this initiative to prevent war—he seemed honest. I think we’re fortunate he was the one voted into this role.” 

			Footsteps sounded from the dining room, occasioning a brief pause from the team as Ben emerged through the doorway, water pitcher in hand. 

			“Anybody need a refill?” he asked cheerfully. Ben made his way around the room, refilling as he progressed, before the maps attracted his attention. “Those are pretty neat. Is that an old map of Scotland?” 

			As he and Ian fell deep into conversation about antique maps and a college trip to Edinburgh, Isaac tucked himself into a corner with his government-issued laptop. He’d been scouring the council records for as much information about Opimae as he could possibly find, and he was perhaps the most anxious of all of us to see the world we were studying so closely. I shifted my gaze to Fitz, who was seemingly lost in reverie, a stern look obscuring his face. 

			I looped my arm through his. “What are you thinking about?” I whispered. 

			He planted a kiss on my cheek. “Take a walk with me?”

			Walking with Fitz in the last few moments of daylight was more than enough to tempt me outside. Though the short December day was already fading, the rain had paused, allowing us a window to enjoy our time alone. 

			We meandered the old lane near the inn in companionable silence. The evening was still, peaceful, and the chill of dusk crept into the air. A sense of calm wanted to wiggle in, but Fitz’s agitated mood radiated through my body. Excitement and anxiety both swirled around us, our impending trip through the portal never far from our minds, but I hoped to forget about the mission for a few delicious minutes. 

			Fitz and I had overcome a great deal in the past few months. Fate had woven our paths together, but that hadn’t come without difficulty. Our beginning had been confusing for me, especially after the witchkind government had forced us apart. Everything shifted when we’d finally challenged the councils. Fitz and I had fought for our love, and we’d found our way through the tough seasons together. 

			“It’s been over two years since I first brought you here,” I mused. I had still been human at that time, and I had struggled to understand what was happening between the two of us. 

			Fitz halted, scanning the field. Finally, his chiseled jaw relaxed, and his gaze turned tender as his eyes swept to me. 

			“Aye. I was nervous about what our future held.” 

			“I didn’t understand that at the time. But now I can understand the weight you carried,” I said. When we’d defied the order to remain apart, we’d taken a dangerous risk. And ultimately, our actions had set our involvement in this crusade against Lorenzo into motion. I didn’t realize the burden our situation had placed on Fitz until we were through the worst of it. 

			We continued down the lane, just as we had on our first visit to the inn together. Fitz suddenly pulled me to him and kissed me deeply. My breath came short, and I wrapped my arms around him. When he pulled back, he rested his forehead against mine. 

			“Do you remember when we stopped here last time . . .” He trailed off and shifted to meet my gaze, his eyes questioning. 

			I grinned. “You kissed me for the first time. I’ll never forget that day.” 

			I recalled the uncertainty of that time. I’d instinctively understood Fitz in many ways from the moment I’d met him, though I couldn’t make sense of our connection. Our first kiss had been charged with an intimacy, a vulnerability I had never known before. But that human version of myself couldn’t have grasped the love that awaited her—how much deeper our connection would grow. 

			I studied the man I loved so dearly. I’d come to know his thoughts, his intentions, and his energy as intimately as I knew the precise shade of green that colored his eyes—how they grew brighter when he was happy, how they dulled when he was displeased. 

			“Fate favored me the day she crossed our paths,” Fitz said. 

			I smiled, but with all our recent discussions around Fate and the path she’d laid for us, I couldn’t help but wonder if Fitz and I had been fated to fall in love, or if we had chosen this path for ourselves.

			Did we even have a choice in the matter? 

			“She favored us both,” I said, hoping Fitz didn’t hear the distance in my voice. 

			“Fate has been kind to us, but I find myself wondering if she’ll favor us on this crusade,” Fitz admitted. 

			“It would be hard not to. I hope she wants peace.” 

			“Aye. I can’t imagine how Lorenzo could be right in what he’s done.” 

			“I know our mission is to stop Lorenzo, but you and I need to take every opportunity to get closer to the ring,” I said. 

			I looked down at the gold band on my finger. It was lightly hammered and held a moonstone in a round bezel, an exact replica of the magical MacGregor ring.

			Fitz’s ancestors had channeled their power into a ring in the hopes that it would save Esther, his many-times great grandmother, from the witch trials in Forfar, Scotland. The ring had vanished after her death. Before I’d accidentally spirit-travelled into Lorenzo’s fortress one evening, no one had seen the ring for hundreds of years. 

			“I hope we’ll gain more information around the ring. I don’t know how much we’ll learn in Opimae until we find ourselves near Lorenzo,” Fitz said. 

			James had told us the intelligence teams pulled all information on Lorenzo after we’d shared that he had the ring. I didn’t expect they’d find anything useful in the council archives, but I would be glad to be wrong. 

			“I’d feel better if I knew Lorenzo hasn’t found a way to access its power,” Fitz continued. 

			“He hadn’t figured it out the last time I transported to his fortress.” Besides, Esther’s aunt Annabel—who had been the one to protect the ring and pass it to Esther—had made it incredibly difficult to access the ring for anyone outside of the MacGregor bloodline. 

			Fitz nodded absentmindedly. 

			“Have you heard back about your position at the university?” I asked. Fitz was a lecturer at the University of Edinburgh, and he was the last of our team awaiting confirmation that his position was being held for him upon his return from Opimae. 

			“Aye, while we were in the last meeting,” he confirmed. “Looks like the council came through.” 

			I could only hope we all returned safely from Opimae to fill the roles that we’d secured before our lives turned upside down. After finally finding myself as a witch, I had just started to build a home in Edinburgh with Fitz, and we both loved our careers. I’d found my place only to be uprooted again. 

			“We should probably turn back,” I said, checking my watch. “We have our last briefing at 5 p.m. about the portal crossing details.” 

			Fitz turned. “Just think, by this time tomorrow, we’ll be on an entirely different planet.” 

			A jolt ran through me at the very thought. 

			 

		


		
			​


CHAPTER THREE

			


			The journey from the inn to the trailhead for the High Divide was familiar, and memories from my childhood flooded my mind. My dad and I had hiked the High Divide countless times over the years. It had been almost a year since we’d lost him, and I couldn’t help but to think of him as we neared the turnoff, allowing myself to feel just how much I missed him. Lost in reverie, I was disoriented when the car came to a stop. I buzzed with excitement, though my nerves tingled through me in equal measure. Fitz and I had both tossed and turned most of the night, and my acute desire for sleep only muddled my feelings further. 

			I looked around the vehicle, realizing I wasn’t the only one in somewhat of a trance. Everyone was a bit dazed. I closed my eyes momentarily, taking in the pops of electricity radiating through the car, nervous energy clashing through the air. Fitz squeezed my hand, for his own reassurance as much as mine, and we jumped from the van, our feet crunching against the gravel road. The gate that allowed access to the parking lot was closed, meaning snow had accumulated on the road and hadn’t been cleared. 

			Two large vans parked behind us, carrying the additional time-walkers. Like Fitz and Molly, they harbored the power of transport and would help us reach the portal since we couldn’t hike the trail this time of year. The December weather wouldn’t go easy on us either. The road was pooled with water, and the rain thumped heavily through the thick tree canopy on either side of us. I pulled my rain jacket tighter, shivering against the frigid air as Fitz opened an umbrella and held it above my head. 

			Chloe jumped from one of the vans, and her smile brightened as she met our gaze. 

			“Great to see you again, Hadley,” she said in her identifiably Australian accent. Blonde curls tumbled loosely down her back, and her cunning blue eyes were bright, even in the dreary morning. 

			“We’re happy to finally have you with us,” I said. 

			“I had a bit more business to tidy up before I crossed over, but we’ve got some great council members stepping in to help Solomon and me while we’re away,” she said while zipping her navy puffer coat all the way to her chin. 

			Right on cue, Solomon stepped from the van, ending a phone call and reaching for a long overcoat. 

			“You ready for this?” Chloe asked, nodding toward the forest. 

			Solomon shrugged. “Who could ever be ready for a journey like this? But I am ready to see more of this world.” 

			

			Fitz and Molly grouped with the rest of the time-walkers as they reviewed a few final details. I wandered to the edge of the road until I felt the buzz of the privacy shield and turned around. Countless witches were scattered down the roadway chatting through our plans and making last minute phone calls. Molly was at the far end of the shield, standing with her eyes closed while being briefed. She had been distant ever since her arrival, and I wondered if she felt left out, having no prior connection to anyone on the team. I made a pact with myself that I’d try to help her integrate into the group as quickly as possible. 

			Isaac’s voice pierced through the chatter. He was talking excitedly with one of the lower council members about elves. I smiled. The information he’d been so captivated by was about to come alive for him. 

			Mia caught my attention standing across the roadway from me. I’d learned that Mia had spent most of her formative years in Seattle. Had it been anyone else, I would’ve thought we could connect over growing up in the Pacific Northwest, but Mia and I still hadn’t found our footing with each other. 

			Mia was focusing her energy on the falling rain. Every few seconds, she pointed her finger and froze random droplets. They hovered in the air until she flicked her finger, tossing the ice aside. I struggled against a wry smile, thinking of how fitting her cryokinesis power truly was, when Fitz called my name. 

			It was time to say our goodbyes. 

			Ann embraced Fitz and then me. “Take care of each other,” she whispered as tears rolled down her face. 

			“We will—and Ian, too.”

			Fitz hugged his sister for the last time for only God knew how long. Izzy smiled, tears welling in her eyes, before she turned to me. 

			“Thank you,” I paused. “Thank you for everything the past couple years. I wouldn’t be where I am without you.”

			“It’s been the greatest honor of my life watching you grow into the witch you are.” 

			“I’ll miss you, Iz.” 

			“No more than I’ll miss you.” She hugged me tightly. “Now, go do what you were born to do. Show him a real fight, love.” 

			James called everyone to order, and we paired off for transport. Fitz wrapped his arms around me. I did the same to him. 

			“Remember: don’t let go of me, and don’t lose focus,” Fitz reminded me. 

			I nodded, recalling that if I did either of those things, it could result in me being trapped in the in-between, a possible death sentence. 

			I looked around one last time at the towering trees, damp ferns, and thick moss. There was something poetic, I thought, about crossing into a new world with Fitz in the very place where our journey had begun—where my magical awakening had started. Chloe caught my gaze as she passed Tanner. The two smiled at each other, and something prickled at my witch’s eye. Tanner’s gaze flickered to mine, but he looked away quickly. 

			Everyone stepped into position, and Solomon sounded the countdown. The world around me spun away, and it was replaced by a midnight sky and the swirling stars of the in-between. The seemingly endless void held the threads of space and time, allowing time-walkers to navigate through the past and present—to anywhere in our world, and sometimes beyond. 

			I hadn’t traveled through its depths since my last mental transport to Lorenzo’s fortress. This journey was much calmer—and brief. In less than a minute, we stepped from the in-between into a startling scene. Snow swirled viciously, assaulting my face with large flakes. I looked around, but I could discern nothing. The snowfall was so thick it obscured my vision. 

			“Fitz!” I yelled. “Can you see anything?” 

			The wind tore at our exposed faces, and we huddled together for warmth. 

			“Nae!” he shouted back, his accent thickening. “I cannae see a thing!” 

			“Where should the portal be located from here?” 

			Fitz closed his eyes, and his face scrunched as he tried to focus on the answer. 

			“I cannae tell with the weather like this, but I feel an odd energy in that direction.” He pointed behind me. 

			I turned around and focused on locating the energy he’d found through the chaos. Something nudged softly against my face, and I had a feeling Fitz was right. 

			“Support me for a second?” I asked. 

			He nodded, understanding. 

			I focused on the faint energy until my spirit separated from my body, and I followed the path carefully. When I met a privacy shield, I knew I’d met my mark. We were close—maybe twenty yards away. I quickly returned to my body and was greeted by several familiar faces when I opened my eyes. 

			Jordan’s eyes were inky pools in the dim light, but it was clear that they were troubled. I reached for her, pulling her close, realizing she hadn’t yet seen me in this state. 

			“You okay, Hads?” she asked. 

			“More than okay. I know the way to the portal.” 

			

			Fitz pulled me back to my feet as more of our companions materialized through the whiteout conditions. 

			We began pressing forward along what seemed to be a ridge line, and Tanner warned everyone to be mindful of where they stepped. My heart fluttered with anxiety. The team was quiet—focused—and their mix of nerves permeated the air. Our progress was slow and timid, but we made some headway as we labored through the blizzard. 

			Then Isaac’s foot pushed through a large snowbank, and he began to slide toward the cliff’s edge. Without thinking, I turned and asked the elements to cradle his body, but Fitz was one second ahead of me, so connected to the elements as he was, and he floated Isaac next to us. 

			“Are you okay?” I shouted above the wind. 

			Isaac nodded, his breath short. I embraced him and pushed a bit of calming energy into his system. His heart rate eased, and we prepared to move forward. 

			“We should walk single file,” Tanner said. 

			“Aye, and we need to lead carefully,” Fitz added. 

			“I’ll lead,” I said. I had spent countless time on the trails, but beyond that, I had a decided advantage over the others. 

			“Hads, no.” Fitz shook his head. 

			I held his gaze as I called forward my fire magic, and within seconds, my fingertips were covered in flames. 

			A soft smile rose to Fitz’s lips, and he motioned for me to walk ahead of him. I focused on the ground before me and cast bursts of flames into the snow until the rocky terrain was visible. The fresh, falling snow sizzled against the baking rocks, but that wouldn’t last. I moved as quickly as possible, clearing a path until I met the privacy shield. 

			

			“Do we just walk through this?” I shouted back to James. 

			“Aye!” 

			I kept my fire burning, unsure of what I’d find on the other side of the shield, and stepped through. 

			Chills crawled the length of my spine, my second sight awakening to the presence of the portal’s power, even as I was met by the warmth of flames that I could not claim as my own. I gazed at the snowless scene before me. Three witches sat around a campfire. The scent of coffee, smoke, and damp earth permeated the air, along with the sound of laughter, though it abruptly ceased as they settled their gaze on me. The light within the shield was dim, almost like we had stepped from day into night. Tents were scattered near what appeared to be a rocky cave, and countless books, maps, board games, and laptops were strewn around the fireside. 

			“Looks like it’s time for the big group,” a woman at the far side of the fire said. 

			“Come on in, guys. I know it’s bad out there,” the man next to her said. 

			I imagined being a portal guard wasn’t all that exciting, especially during the winter months, but it looked like they’d made the best of it. 

			“How is this happening?” Jordan asked, her eyes wide. 

			Henry chuckled. “It’s magic, lass.” 

			“But . . . how?” 

			“Looks like the government set up a permanent shield,” I observed. 

			“Aye,” Fitz agreed. “The privacy shield would be permanent, but this protection shield is certainly set up for inclement weather.” 

			Jordan nodded slowly. “Okay. Whatever y’all say.” 

			I couldn’t help but laugh. 

			James, Chloe, and Solomon met with the crossing guard and secured the last details of our journey. They lined us up to cross—groups of two would step into the portal at a time. 

			“We’re all rooting for you guys,” one of the guards said warmly. 

			Nervous smiles and nods echoed through our warm cocoon. 

			“If you’re ready, so are we. Let’s get started,” the woman said. 

			We slowly made our final steps to the entrance of the next world. The naked eye would perceive nothing of importance, only boulders fallen from the mountainside, but the reverberations of energy hummed through the air. The energy grew louder and stronger as we progressed until it was almost unbearable. One more step would send us into the oblivion of the unknown. My mind’s eye scoured the area, granting me as much intelligence as it could possibly gather, and I found where our world opened to the next. 

			I turned to Fitz. “See you in the next world,” I whispered. 

			“I love you.” 

			I gripped his hand tightly, and together we stepped through the unknown, and into the curious world of Opimae. 

			 

		


		
			​


CHAPTER FOUR

			


			The air was too thin. 

			My lungs craved more oxygen than they could garner from the atmosphere of the in-between. I breathed deeply, pushing back against the rising panic at the edges of my mind. The portal crossover was supposed to be brief—mere seconds, in fact—but time was ticking slowly. The path was so dim I couldn’t distinguish Fitz or any of our companions, but I gripped his hand tightly, finding reassurance in the fact that he was still with me. 

			As more time passed, I grew concerned. 

			“God,” I whispered. “Fate . . . if you can hear me, please . . . favor us.” 

			A light flashed weakly ahead, and everything within me agreed it was the exit into Opimae. I pulled at Fitz, my arms and legs flailing about in the weightlessness of the portal. But my efforts amounted to nothing—I was no closer to the exit than I was to understanding what was happening to us. I squeezed my eyes shut and gasped for air, oxygen seemingly growing even more scarce. 

			Think, Hadley. 

			Anchoring deeply to my magic, I summoned my witch’s eye to connect to the in-between and discover the truths hidden within it. 

			An entire universe existed within the portal. Brilliant stars shone vibrantly across a night sky until it grew pale against the glowing rays of a distant sun. The energy of my companions radiated from their bodies, buzzing wildly, filling the void with nerves, tension, and uncertainty. 

			A glowing cloud beneath us held the threads that connected planet to planet, but as I scanned the mass, the pit of my stomach twisted. As the cloud reached Opimae its glow waned, almost as though it was plagued by a sickness. A heavy energy buzzed ominously from the exit. 

			For the second time, I made a feeble attempt to move toward the exit of the portal. And again—nothing happened. 

			Not like that. 

			A distant memory echoed through my mind, and with it came a sudden realization. The portal wasn’t pulling us toward the exit as it should. We would each have to propel ourselves forward. Whether it was my magic or Fate, I didn’t know, but I trusted in this new enlightenment and focused my mind and my power on one common goal. 

			All at once, everything blurred. 

			I squinted at the sudden illumination as my feet found something solid, and between the lack of oxygen and the tricks of gravity, I fell unceremoniously to the cold, damp ground, my hands meeting something loosely resembling grass. After the warmth of the guards’ campfire, I was unprepared for the chill of the afternoon air. 

			A hand materialized in front of me. 

			“Fitz?” I asked weakly. 

			“Hadley?” an unfamiliar voice questioned. “I’m Keoni. I’m here to help you.”

			“Where’s Fitz?” I couldn’t hide the panic in my voice. When had I let go of his hand? 

			“I’m right here, Hads.” His Scottish accent was thicker than normal, a tell that he was tired, frustrated—or both. 

			His cool fingers grazed my own as he took a seat next to me and wrapped his arms around me. I could breathe again. 

			“Are you having trouble with your sight?” I asked.

			“Aye, but it’s improving. Are you all right?” 

			“Yeah, I’m acclimating.” 

			Though shapes were still fuzzy, I discerned Fitz’s chestnut hair and his striking green eyes. I looked behind us to further test my eyesight. I made out several figures seemingly helping our teammates before Tanner came into focus. He was sitting with Chloe, and though they both looked a bit shellshocked, they were talking. Jordan was next to them, and my heart dropped until she offered a thumbs up to let me know she was okay. 

			I glanced back to Keoni, realizing I hadn’t yet responded to him. 

			“Keoni, you said?”

			“Yes, ma’am. How are you?”

			“I’m okay. I’m sorry; I’ve been rude. I’m just a bit groggy.”

			“Passage isn’t usually this difficult,” he returned, his voice soft. “You’re the second group to cross today, and the first was in the same state.” 

			“What does this mean?” James asked. He moved slowly to take a seat on the ground next to Fitz. 

			“Lorenzo seems to have further affected the portal. Crossing has been odd in recent months. However, this . . . this is new.”

			“We must get word back to Earth, as well.” 

			“Of course, James. We’ve already dispatched a messenger across the portal.” 

			“Fitz! Hadley! Are you all right?” 

			“Isaac!” I reached my hand toward him. “We’re okay. How are you feeling?” 

			“Carissima, you’re freezing.” 

			Isaac pulled a blanket from Keoni’s grasp and placed it over my shoulders. I pulled him into an embrace, unable to fully voice both my relief and my gratitude, and his strong arms cradled me reassuringly. 

			“It looks like everyone is recovering. Let’s get you into the warm vehicle waiting for you,” Keoni said. 

			I cast my gaze upward, and Keoni extended a hand to help me stand. With my eyesight nearly restored, I came face to face with the first witch to greet us in Opimae. His dark eyes were set against golden brown skin under a strong brow. His jaw was chiseled, and a wide smile spread across his lips. Jet-black hair fell loosely on to his shoulders, which were draped in an overshirt of thick, dark wool. The sleeves revealed gray chainmail, and as my eyes scanned his clothing, I found him reminiscent of a medieval warrior. 

			Soft laughter escaped Keoni’s lips. “We stick closely to the dress of our ancestors around here. You’ll grow accustomed to it.” 

			“Shoot, I’m sorry. I just–”

			Keoni waved his hand, dismissing my apology. “Please don’t apologize. This is the first of many differences you’ll see on our planet. You wouldn’t be very observant if you didn’t notice.” 

			“Speaking of which,” Jordan began as we all meandered toward the vehicle, “is it winter here—or fall, maybe?” 

			My best friend ran her hands rapidly across her arms, and I quickly draped my blanket around her. Jordan’s hair had always fallen to her waist in tight curls or braids, but she’d shortened it just before our departure. It was quite the adjustment for me after seventeen years, but her natural hair was pulled into space buns, and I was certain no one had ever looked more casually cool in the style. 

			“It is indeed fall here in Opimae. Although, you’ll never find it to be very warm here. Our suns are too distant.” 

			Jordan and I exchanged glances. “Suns?” she whispered. That bit of information had been omitted in the intelligence reports. Jordan tilted her head toward the sky, the pale light illuminating the flecks of amber in her eyes.

			Conversation was cut short as Keoni ushered us into a sleek SUV. A hand slipped on to my shoulder. 

			“You kiddos all good? Breathing all right?” 

			“We’re good, Ian.” I managed a smile. 

			“Are you all right, Dad?” Fitz questioned, his brows knitting tightly. 

			“Oh, I’m fine, son.” 

			A stern look from Fitz pulled more of an explanation from him. 

			“I might ask for a bit of oxygen. I’m all right, but that journey did take it out of me.” 

			Ian had entered the portal just behind us, and as my foggy mind ticked through recent memory, I realized Ian had sat nearest the portal when we exited into Opimae.

			

			“How long were you in there, Ian? Did something happen?” I questioned, concern for my future father-in-law flooding through me. 

			“Ian entered just after you,” James said. “But he exited last—ensuring no one was left behind, I suspect.” 

			My gaze shifted back to Ian. 

			“Dad,” Fitz whispered. 

			“No need to discuss it. We’re all here now. I’ll get a bit of oxygen, and we’ll be all good.”

			“We’ll have a few healers awaiting our arrival at headquarters to assess everyone. They’ll take good care of you all.” Keoni looked pointedly to the young witch in the passenger seat, who nodded and sent word of our needs, along with our ETA. 

			The driver accelerated, and a tall stone wall blurred in my periphery until we reached a thick, wooden gate attended by several guards. Like Keoni, they wore vaguely medieval attire, though they boasted charcoal armor atop their woolen clothes. 

			A guard approached our vehicle before confirming our passenger list and then waving his hand near our driver’s face. A bright glow materialized in the air. The guard nodded, and with the wave of another guard’s hands, the gate opened, allowing our departure. Several blacked-out SUVs were parked near the gate, and they fell into line, flanking our car as we sped down the blacktop street. 

			Tanner whistled, settling more comfortably into his seat. His eyes had turned russet after our portal crossing, a sign that his electrokinesis had awakened. 

			“Now, that was state of the art security,” he said. 

			“Life in the age of Lorenzo, I’m afraid,” Keoni responded. “We utilize both magic and technology in an effort to be as ironclad in our security measures as possible.” 

			

			“Much has changed, I’m guessing?” James prompted. 

			“Much more than I wish.” A humorless smile spread to his lips, and I didn’t miss the glance he exchanged with the driver in the rearview mirror. 

			On our journey through the city, Keoni shared he was assigned to our team as an Opimae intelligence resource. He was second in command to Charles, the highest ranking Opimae official actively working on the Lorenzo case. Keoni was to be our liaison, and perhaps more importantly, he was in charge of delivering us safely to headquarters to meet with Charles. 

			“I thought Charles was meant to be our liaison?” I asked. 

			“Think of me as an extension of Charles,” he said. “We’ll both be working closely with you, but I’m more accessible than Charles currently. He and I work as a team, so no need to worry.” 

			“An interesting start,” Fitz voiced to my mind. 

			As we progressed through the city, Keoni shared more information. 

			“You’re in Opimae City now. This is the largest city in Opimae and where your beginning efforts will focus. Headquarters is located here, and you’ll soon have the pleasure of meeting governing officials from each of our continent’s nations.”

			They must have been meeting over the Lorenzo situation. Something in Keoni’s tone didn’t invite discussion over it. 

			“We understand your planet has been a peaceful one, historically speaking?” James asked.

			“Very much so. We’re not accustomed to unrest.”

			“If only we could say the same of Earth,” Isaac lamented. 

			As we meandered deeper into the center of Opimae City, the streets turned to cobblestone, and Keoni pointed out the more interesting sights of our trek: statues, landmarks, and the river that wound through the heart of the city. 

			It was beautiful—I found the architecture reminiscent of Bruges, Europe’s most well-preserved medieval city. Ancient buildings lined the river, primarily comprised of stone, brick, and a variety of rich woods, which culminated into a scene that beckoned me back in time. The structures nearest the river seemed to jut directly from the water, and the subsequent rows of buildings swelled upward toward the foothills of the nearby mountains. 

			But unlike many of the medieval cities of Europe, Opimae City held a considerable amount of space for the natural world, even at its core. Trees, shrubs, and grass were visible between buildings, on rooftops and balconies, and spread throughout the neighborhoods that were scattered through the foothills. I was struck by how naturally the sprawling city intertwined within the deep foliage of the mountainsides. 

			If the city was reminiscent of Bruges, then the nature was vaguely Portland, and the two intermingled in the most ethereal way. 

			And yet, there was something even greater fighting for the attention of my senses: magic. A rush of energy radiated through me, and it was clear that the inhabitants of this city were purely magical beings. This, I realized, would take time for my body to settle into. 

			As we approached a particularly ornate bridge, I studied figures carved into the stone: dragons, pegasus, sea-like creatures, and figures of prominent witches. I found myself wondering how many magical creatures might exist on this foreign planet. 

			“We’re here,” Keoni announced. 

			My eyes scanned an impressive stone structure sprawling the length of the block and rising several stories in height. 

			

			“I know this is going to be difficult, but try not to stare.” 

			“Stare?” Fitz questioned. 

			“Yeah, at the species who aren’t witches.” Keoni smiled before leaving the car to greet a tall, graceful woman approaching us. Her cascading, honey-colored hair and intense green eyes complemented a pale triangular face. She clearly wasn’t human, but it wasn’t until she stood near the vehicle that we noticed her ears. 

			“Ah, an elf, then,” James said.

			“Let’s get out of the car and get a better look,” Isaac said impatiently. 

			“Remember, no gawking,” Henry returned, flashing a warning look at Isaac. 

			“You are so bloody annoying sometimes.” It seemed British vernacular had seeped into Isaac’s vocabulary, and that subtle reminder of my new home made me smile. 

			As we exited the car, I realized distance hadn’t done the elf justice. Everything from her lean muscle to her lightness of foot suggested a lithe warrior, a soldier who could quickly answer her purpose. Her nimble fingers were perfect for wielding the bow slung across her back, and I imagined thousands of years of evolution had likely crafted hands stronger and steadier than my own. Human legends hadn’t gotten much wrong in this department. 

			“Everyone, please meet Lana. She is head of your team’s security. I’d ask you to introduce yourselves,” Keoni began with a smile, “but there is no need. She is already well-acquainted with each of you.” 

			“What do you mean by that?” Ian asked. 

			“Your profiles were sent ahead of you. Photos. Strengths, weaknesses. We’ve been studying the team to prepare for your arrival,” Keoni answered. 

			

			This explained why Keoni had recognized each of us at the portal. 

			“We’re pleased to have you with us,” Lana said. “I look forward to spending time with each of you. But for now, if you’ll follow me, I’ll escort you to Charles.” 

			She turned quickly, and as we followed her lead, I took the opportunity to further observe her. Her attire was much like Keoni’s. A dark woolen tunic was cinched at the waist by a burgundy leather belt that dipped crookedly from the weight of a holster at her hip, and her bow and arrow sat neatly in a back quiver of matching leather. 

			Lana led us down a coved walkway, lined with large lanterns, and upon further inspection, the flames seemed to float, suspended at the center of each lantern. I’d seen this type of lighting once before—in Lorenzo’s fortress. Keoni noticed our divided attention.

			“The flames are a manipulation of the elements—they are simply light,” he explained. He opened the glass door of the nearest lantern. “Feel,” he invited. 

			I timidly reached for the lantern, and when my fingers met the flame, they passed through the light without any discomfort. 

			“Brilliant,” Fitz mumbled behind me before testing the theory himself. Our eyes met in wonder. 

			“Once the elements are pulled into place, the light holds steady for about a week before requiring a tune up.” 

			“Is this to save energy?” I asked. 

			“We did experiment with artificial light, but many of the staff didn’t take well to the change, so we kept magical lighting through many areas of the building.” 

			We paused again at the end of the walkway, where a group of guards flanked two large wooden doors with iron hinges. The guards were dressed the same as the first group at the portal exit: wool to keep them warm, armor to protect their weakest points. 

			“You were briefed about being added into our government database?” Lana confirmed. 

			“Aye, we’ve all agreed to the terms,” James answered. 

			Lana moved us into place in front of several guards, who set to work. They waved their hands in front of our faces before asking our names, inputting data into small handheld devices, and signaling us forward. 

			“How does this work?” Ian asked. 

			“The guards pulled a miniscule amount of your energy so the device could read the frequency and makeup of your magic. The device then recognizes the energy of those who have access,” Lana said. “You’re now in the system.” 

			“My god,” Molly whispered under her breath. She met my gaze, and her mouth twisted into an unsure expression. I nodded in agreement, and she quickly returned her focus to Lana.

			Lana led us down a lengthy hallway with cream-colored walls and intricate ceiling murals, depicting witches and elves, all cast in the glow of magically lit torches that were mounted to the walls. 

			My pace slowed as I studied the murals, though I wasn’t well enough acquainted with Opimae’s history and legends to make sense of them. When a hand within the mural moved, I stopped, mouth agape. 

			“Hadley?” Fitz nudged. 

			“I’m sorry. It’s just—is that . . .” 

			“Oh,” Jordan said. “The murals are moving.” 

			“Bellissimo,” Isaac whispered. “How is this possible?” 

			“Magic,” Lana said. “For some witches, weaving magic into their work is a part of their artistry.”

			

			“It certainly brings them to life,” James added, gazing distractedly toward the ceiling. 

			We eventually turned the corner into a large room with rows of wooden tables and thickly trimmed windows, which allowed the soft afternoon glow to grace the worn wooden floors. The space felt scholarly, resembling a library with its rows of books along the walls and the lamps spread across tabletops. And though the table lamps were fueled by magical fire, the overhead lighting was bright—and I thought perhaps they weren’t magically constructed. 

			Keoni ushered us in and signaled for healers to attend us, ensuring we were each recovering from our journey. I was only half cognizant of the healers, my mind swirling with information, when a tall figure walked purposefully through the doorway. 

			He was unmistakably witch. A palpable energy pulsed through the air all around him, one of the strongest auras I’d ever sensed. His eyes were dark, and his skin a deep brown. He carried himself with the intention and self-assuredness of someone who’d known leadership long enough to no longer be frightened of it. Though his tunic was of a similar medieval style to that of Keoni and Lana’s dress, the dark fabric was inlaid with intricate designs and trimmed in silver. 

			He extended his hand, introducing himself to each of us. 

			“What an immense pleasure to finally have you with us,” he said. “I’m Charles.”

			“We’re delighted to be here,” James replied. 

			“I know you must be tired from your journey and longing to settle into your new space, so I’ll keep this brief.” He smiled. “Keoni and Lana will escort you to your accommodations. I know it’s not home, but we trust you’ll find it comfortable for the duration of your stay with us.” 

			

			“Thank you, Charles. We appreciate the hospitality,” I said. 

			“You’re most welcome, Hadley. We are appreciative of our alliance with Earth.” 

			Nods and faint smiles went around the room—though the group’s energy still felt skeptical at best. 

			“The next few days will be busy, but for now—please rest and prepare yourselves for the grueling weeks to come.” 

		


		
			​


CHAPTER FIVE

			


			Fitz and I joined our companions upstairs in the great room of our new home for breakfast. As we entered the lofty space with its high columns and cliffside views, I shook my head, wondering how long it would take to grow accustomed to our beautiful new home. The arched, black pane windows allowed for ample natural light and held a lovely view of the valley below us. The walls were a mix of soft cream plaster and beige stonework, and they were adorned with oil paintings and thick, decorative curtains. The wooden floors were full of character, and area rugs were scattered about. 

			Jordan was tucked in the nearest corner at a small table. She extended her hand absentmindedly in front of her as she searched for her drink, and her eyes were transfixed on a book that lay open on the table. 

			“You always find time for a book,” I said. 

			“There’s a library in here. A library,” she said, her eyebrows raised. “I think I’ll just stay here today and learn about Opimae’s literary scene.” 

			“Dinnae you want to go explore Opimae? Isn’t that all you could focus on yesterday afternoon?” Henry quipped. 

			“Henry, respectfully . . . shut your mouth.” 

			Henry chuckled before returning his focus to the headlines spread across his computer screen. 

			“Keeping up with business, I see,” Fitz said, peering over Henry’s shoulder. 

			“Aye. Best I can,” Henry said. “I’ll have to send communications through a messenger across the portal, but at least there’s a news stream here dedicated to information coming from Earth. It is semi-helpful.” 

			Fitz met my gaze with a smile. “Henry will be Henry.” 

			“This place has everything we could want except for peace,” Ian said, gazing through the floor to ceiling windows. He glanced toward Tanner, before giving me a pointed look. 

			Tanner had been quiet since crossing the portal, and I was worried he regretted his decision to join the crusade. 

			Jordan suddenly floated out of her seat and I gasped. 

			“She’s perfectly safe, lass,” Henry muttered, his focus remaining on Jordan. 

			“Good morning, team!” Keoni said warmly as he entered the great room. When he caught sight of Jordan, he laughed. “I see you’re having a bit of fun this morning.” 

			“So much fun!” Jordan said enthusiastically, her eyes wide with delight. Henry floated her gently to the ground, and she padded over to the refrigerator. 

			Keoni turned to face most of the group. He looked the part of a warrior, draped in a dark waist-length tunic held tightly into place by a leather belt atop matching black trousers and tall leather boots. A black armored vest trimmed in bronze completed his ensemble. 

			“I hope you are well rested, because we have a lot of Opimae to see today.” 

			“Oh, how marvelous!” James exclaimed, rubbing his palms together excitedly. 

			“When is our first briefing with the Opimae intelligence teams?” I asked. 

			“Your first meeting hasn’t been set, but we’ll work that out soon enough.” 

			“I don’t understand. We’ve come all this way to work with you on the Lorenzo crisis, and we’re spending our time sightseeing?” 

			“Will we mostly be sightseeing these first few days?” Isaac asked. 

			“Charles—and all of us really—thought it important to teach you about Opimae before diving into meetings so you may understand us better. The idea is to acclimate you to Opimae—give you a real feel for this new environment. There is much to see in Opimae and the surrounding area. It is one thing to read facts about this land and its cultures. It is quite another to experience it, to see it firsthand.” 

			“Of course,” I replied. 

			Fitz and I met each other’s gaze pointedly. 

			“We’re meant to be preventing war, not playing tourist,” Fitz said telepathically. 

			“I don’t care what their reasoning is—this doesn’t make sense.”

			“Aye. Let’s play along today, but if this continues, we should speak to Charles.” 

			I sighed softly before asking the air to deposit my jacket into my waiting grasp and headed for the door.

			


			“Where are we?” Isaac asked. 

			We stood in a large courtyard at what seemed to be the heart of the city. Large statues rose above our heads, carved from something akin to gray marbled stone, depicting figures dressed in robes and bearing pointed ears. The elves were grouped together as though they were in conversation, and their feet met rectangular stones of the same material. A moat of crystal-clear water encircled the monument, which was then bordered by a patch of grass. The grass met the cobblestones that were common through the inner corridor of the city. Benches were scattered about the courtyard where witches and elves basked in the pale rays of the suns. 

			“Iter. It is a popular courtyard that pays homage to the elves,” Lana explained. 

			“Many places in Opimae are named in Latin,” Isaac shared with the rest of us.

			“Yes, very good,” Lana returned. “Iter essentially means ‘the journey.’ The statues were built by my folk to honor the leaders who brought our ancestors across the portal during The Great Passage.” 

			“I’m anxious to learn more about The Great Passage,” Isaac said. Without legal cases to consume his mind, it seemed Isaac’s zest for research would be satiated by continuing to learn as much as possible about Opimae. 

			

			“And so you will—soon.” 

			“This is a famous spot in the city,” Keoni added, returning our focus to the courtyard. “Street performances are common here—especially traditional elven music. And on sunny days you’ll always find witches painting. It’s quite enjoyable to watch them work,” he said, pointing toward a witch who was seated on a bench doing just that. 

			Through a mix of sweeping motions, the woman commanded paint on to the canvas. A buzz of energy radiated aggressively from her body, perceptible even at our distance. I thought of the motion-filled paintings at headquarters, though this painting seemed to be headed in a different direction. The scene unfolding was a countryside, and though the grass swayed to the rhythm of the wind, the sun caught my attention most, as a soft glow radiated from the canvas. 

			I leaned my head against Fitz’s shoulder and scanned the waterway below us. I wondered at Fate and this path she’d led us down as my eyes followed the small boats that skimmed the river. As the vessels transported a mix of magical beings to their destinations, I considered the passengers’ lives and where they were headed. I couldn’t help but wonder if any of them believed in Lorenzo’s mission—were any of these beings his followers? 
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