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			Though this story is fictional, 

			it was born from events that were not.

			
This book is dedicated to the real women who lost their lives in the witch trials of Forfar, Scotland.

			
You are not forgotten.
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			“They didn’t burn witches. They burned women.”

			- Unknown
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

			When the original idea for Summoned came to me, I began researching the history of witchcraft in Scotland and first came across the North Berwick Trials, which were fueled by King James I of England. I was appalled to discover that while I had been taught that he united the kingdoms of Scotland and England and had the Bible translated, there was a darker history I had never known. As I traced the larger notes of his foul legacy, I found Daemonology, a vile book he wrote to “educate” his kingdom on the subject matter of torturing women believed to be witches. As I studied the prejudice he infused across his kingdom, I followed the trail to other trials throughout Great Britain and stumbled across the Forfar Witch Trials, which ranged from 1661–1663.

			I can’t pinpoint what made the Forfar trials stand out more than the rest to me. Perhaps it was the simple fact that I had never heard of them, and I sought to understand why some witch trials were internationally known—household names even—while others seemed to simply be forgotten. As I learned what had happened, I mourned for those women… and I wanted the world to remember the names of those who were persecuted with such senseless fear and hatred. 

			The character of Esther came to me quickly after, and I knew instantly that Hadley’s story was meant to cross Esther’s—that these two witches were bound to one another in some way across time and space. 

			This is how Forged was born. 

			Though these pages contain a fictional story, I hope to shed light on the real events of the past, to consider how life must have felt to the women of this time. This has been many years in the making: countless hours of research, many tearful writing sessions, a connection that was forged across centuries. Though these women lived hundreds of years ago, their stories feel so close to me. I have done my very best to honor our ancestors in my work, and now I can only hope I have done these women justice. 

			Before you dive into the story on these pages, I invite you to take a moment of silence to remember those persecuted: 

			
(As listed in Confessions of the Forfar Witches and/or in town records) 

			
Joanet Howit 

			John Tailzeour 

			Isobell Shyrie 

			Elspet Alexander

			Joanet Stout

			Ketheren Portour

			Agnes Sparke

			Agnesl Smith

			Helen Cothill

			Marjorie Ritchie

			Elspet Bruice 

			Margaret Guthrie

			Elizabeth Guthrie 

			Girzell Simpson

			Marjorie Bruce

			Helen Guthrie

			
This list is woefully short and incomplete, but records of all persecuted during these trials have proven to be elusive. 
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			The Forfar Witch Trials ranged from 1661–1663, though for the purposes of this story, I have moved all events to the year 1662. For anyone seeking an accurate timeline of events, I recommend the following resources: 

			Visit Angus: Angus Archives 

			Angus Alive

			The National Archives: Angus Archives 
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Content Considerations

			
This novel contains content that may be disturbing to some readers. Content includes explicit sexism and misogyny, persecution by religious leaders, mental health themes (particularly surrounding anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder), grief and loss, physical injury and violence, graphic depictions of captivity and death. 

			
Reader discretion is advised. 
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PROLOGUE

			



			November 2, 1662

			Esther

			
I leaned through the open window, taking one long breath of air, and found that it had soured like wine long turned to vinegar, ripe with fear and despair. The dreary day meant to earn its place in November, saturated with gray clouds, strong winds, and the echoes of falling rain. The birds were far quieter than usual, and only the occasional chirp broke the somber air. Even the crows were silent—ne’er a caw was heard all morning, and the woodland creatures clung to the forests, forsaking even the breakfast I had left in the garden. Something was amiss, of that I was certain, but my visions had eluded me for days. I pulled the window closed, shivering from the cold, damp air, and returned to the fireside. 

			Intuitive as ever, Millie had seemed to sense my troubles before they even appeared, and she had placed a bit of mugwort tea on the fireside table just after breakfast. Millie had returned to us only a few weeks prior after falling ill in September. My aunt, Annabel, had sent help to us in Millie’s absence. Though my husband, Hamish, and I were grateful for the assistance, I had been elated when Millie returned. The tea’s warmth trickled through me as I took a sip, providing a bit of relief, though my nerves bolted through me like lightning crackling across the sky. They wouldnae be easily quelled today.

			I closed my eyes and searched the elements—the air filling my lungs, the fire warming my skin, the earth and water soothing my throat—and I asked Fate once more: what news eluded me? What was amiss in Forfar?

			Nae vision surfaced.

			Again, I breathed deeply, and upon its release, I attempted the vision once more. A scene nipped at the edge of my mind, but I couldnae pull it forward. My heart thumped strangely; the vision wouldnae bring braw news. I couldnae stall my efforts now. I looked to the fire, pulled at the air, and asked my mind’s eye to remove the protections that blocked my vision.

			Sparks jumped furiously from the swirling fire, and in the flames, a scene took shape. A woman was dragged from her home by three men. She thrashed about violently, kicking and clawing as she attempted to free herself. The men tightened their grip, forcing a blood-curdling scream from her lips. The woman’s desperation was pungent, but even so, defiance rested in her dark eyes. I focused with all my might, and her features cleared. 

			My teacup clattered to the ground, its earthy warmth soaking through the green fibers of the rug.

			Millie threw the door open, rushing to my side.

			“What is the matter? Are ye well?”

			I shook my head. “’Tis Agnes,” I choked out, barely able to form the words.

			“What of her?” Millie prompted. 

			“The witch hunters will take her from her home. I must warn her,” I said, turning my gaze to Millie. The fear on her face was surely echoed by my own, but we had nae time to give way to our fears… no if we were to warn Agnes in time.

			“Have ye forgotten our orders?” Millie asked.

			We were meant to keep ourselves from intervening in human affairs.

			“The Forfar Council be damned,” I said.

			Millie arched an eyebrow. 

			“Aye, and the coven too.”

			Millie exhaled deeply, but she nodded in turn. “What will ye say to her?” she asked. “She’ll ken the truth if ye warn her of things to come.”

			“Ye dinnae think she already kens?” I asked. “She’s kenned me all our lives. We spent little time apart as bairns. ’Tis far too late for caution with Agnes.”

			Millie bit at her lip, her face torn, but she nodded once. We gathered our cloaks and rushed from the safety of our home toward the village center.
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			Though the rain persisted and the cold cut through my bones like a frozen blade, town was as active as a spring’s hive of bees. Even with the bustling energy of the villagers, the ominous air clung to me as Millie and I wove around the meandering townsfolk, a sign that my vision hadnae been quick to reveal itself on this occasion. We had neared the edge of the market when the jeers of villagers reached my ears. A woman’s shriek pierced my soul, and my eyes met Millie’s. 

			We were too late.

			Agnes stepped into our line of sight, dragged by three men whose stoic faces mocked us with their cruelty. In contrast, the shouts of the villagers only grew louder.

			“Witch!”

			“Burn the witch!”

			“The devil’s mistress—make her pay for her sins!”

			My heart sank with my spirits, even as it beat wildly in my chest, as though opposing forces were at work in my body. I wanted to run as far away from the burgh as my feet could carry me, and I longed to rush at the guards and free Agnes. But my vision swam, deciding my course for me. I clung to Millie’s arm for support.

			A man broke from the growing crowd bearing a knife, his arm poised to bring his own justice against Agnes. Before I could cry out, one of her captors pushed his weight against him. They fell to the ground, wrestling in the muck, and my nerves grew loud at the thought of the man fighting his way free. How could he be so cruel? Agnes was innocent of all charges—she was certainly nae witch—though the villagers would ne’er be convinced otherwise. Tears welled in my eyes as I considered her likely fate.

			The crowd began parting, allowing Father Evans, the new minister of our burgh, to pass through. He had arrived only at the close of August, but already, he had sewn seeds of discord that would be impossible for us to weed out. For years, many of our kingdom’s monarchs had planted suspicion of witchcraft through our country, and I had long witnessed our local townspeople’s belief in their lore. But this minister’s arrival had sparked the old sentiments afresh, which now fanned into blazing flames.

			The minister was followed closely by Malcolm Campbell, the head of the Forfar Witches’ Council. Little surprise, I thought. If the minister was causing trouble, Malcolm was certain to be found at his side. Though Malcolm worked with Father Evans as a means to protect us, I couldnae stomach the thought of our safety coming at the cost of innocent human women.

			Father Evans’s dark eyes were set under a strong brow, and his features were cloaked in their usual persuasive position. He threw back his shoulders, making the most of his tall figure, and when his deep voice sounded, the crowd quieted, fearful they’d miss even a crumb of the minister’s instruction.

			“Violence is not the answer!” His London accent was still strange. “Judgment is yet to be determined. Do not bring harm against this woman.”

			The crowd erupted in murmurs—some in agreement, others in doubt.

			“There’s only one thing Agnes is guilty of,” Millie muttered to me, “and that is being a woman in this godforsaken burgh of bloodthirsty men.”

			I couldnae disagree. The minister and the magistrate were hellbent on ridding the burgh of witches, and the townspeople were either too frightened to fight back, too enamored with the teachings of Father Evans, or simply content to allow it so long as it kept trouble from their own doorsteps. Several coven members thought it wrong we didnae intervene or influence the humans to think better of their course, but the council gave nae heed to our concerns.

			“Assist us in taking this man to the tolbooth,” the minister commanded. Father Evans would certainly have him held in the tolbooth’s jail, though unlike Agnes, this man would again walk free. 

			

			A few of the village men made their way closer, but nae one yet entered their tussle.

			“If this… woman is guilty, justice will be served in due time,” the minister reassured.

			This woman. Aye, Agnes was meant for the gallows, to be sure.

			With this reassurance, the crowd reluctantly obeyed his wishes, and the attacker was secured and quickly removed toward the tolbooth. Another villager took the missing guard’s place, and Agnes was once again in motion. The crowd observed the proceedings more peacefully than before, seeking the minister’s favor.

			“Justice will be served, my children!” Father Evans called, nodding to those he passed. “Walk not in darkness during this time but trust in the Lord and his instruction!”

			“What does he know of the Lord?” I muttered.

			The minister continued at a slow pace, calling the villagers by name and giving further instruction. As Agnes grew close, she looked pointedly at me before turning away. The act didnae escape the minister’s notice, and his glare burned through me as he passed by, his eyes searching into the very depths of mine as though he kenned my every secret.

			The men dragged Agnes around the corner of the tolbooth. Agnes and I had been dear friends as girls, two wild bairns running through the nearby forest and vexing our mothers. Agnes’s parents were more determined than mine to raise a proper lady, and when our girlhood gave way to young womanhood, her mother had forbidden her to pass time in my company. Though we had drifted apart, I maintained a fondness for Agnes that hadnae faded. Perhaps the same was true for Agnes, but I couldnae lie and say that I wasnae worried that they would pull confessions from her that would compromise me.

			

			Perhaps I should remove those early memories of myself from her mind. The closer in proximity to her, the better for completing such a task, and I kenned a guard who exchanged favors for a bit of coin, so I—

			I squeezed my eyes shut, horrified. I was frightened, to be sure, but that was nae reason to betray my childhood companion. She had kenned my ways when we were younger, and she had ne’er betrayed our confidence. My stomach churned at what we’d each been reduced to by these trials. I’d nearly allowed men’s prejudice to fracture the bonds of sisterhood. 

			I turned to Millie, steadying myself. “We should return hame.”

			“Aye,” Millie agreed, taking my arm. “Let’s get ye warm by the fireside.”

		


		
			​


CHAPTER ONE

			



			Present Day

			Hadley

			


			The gravel crunched under the weight of our car traveling down the familiar, winding road. My mate, Fitz, and I hadn’t spent time together at Lake Crescent since we’d said our tearful goodbyes near its tumultuous waters before our forced separation over two years ago. So much had changed since then. Fitz had helped me find myself as a witch, and I had helped him begin to solve a family mystery rooted in Scotland’s seventeenth-century witch trials… a journey that had set us on a mission to stop Lorenzo Belmonte from fracturing the peace between our folk and humans. 

			Though I’d faced earth-shattering moments at the lake, I had always found a curious comfort at its shores. But this time, I feared even the sparkling lake I had once called home couldn’t ease the burden that I carried, the grief that had taken hold of my chest. Our distress over the loss of Fitz’s father, Ian, was stifling, as was the weight of everything else that had happened in Opimae—the battles, the betrayal, the chamber removing us from our mission. And there was still everything that was yet to come with our mission into the past. Opimae hadn’t been kind to us, and I imagined seventeenth-century Scotland would also hold little tenderness.

			The proprietors of the Cedar Creek Inn, Ben and Sarah, who were like second parents to me, had been kind enough to lend us their car for the drive. Though I had anticipated the light of Earth’s sun to be jarring after months under the strange Opimaean suns, I wasn’t prepared for just how difficult it would be to act… normal. I also hadn’t anticipated Ben being part of the welcome party at the portal. Knowing about us put Ben and Sarah at risk with our witchkind government. Just another decision the councils had made for Fitz and me, just another reason for us to be angry with them. 

			Fitz’s sister, Izzy, and mother, Ann, had traveled out to the MacGregor lakeside cabin the day prior. Soon enough, we’d be standing on my mother’s doorstep, and the delicate balance we kept with my human loved ones would continue. For now, I was grateful for the car ride alone with Fitz, no matter how brief it was. The strain between us was impossible to ignore, but at least worried eyes weren’t studying my every move, as though I might crumble at any moment. 

			Green blurred in my periphery with flashes of blue peeking through the forest as we wound through the countless evergreen trees along the back side of the lake. Though our circumstances weren’t peaceful, when I closed my eyes, the tranquility of the lake washed over the edges of my anxiety. Something was mysterious about these waters, but despite that, a calming energy radiated from its depths. 

			

			An old wooden dock flashed through a brief opening in the trees, sweeping my mind back to happy memories with my best friends, Jordan and Tanner, and the many days we spent lazily on these very lakeshores. Now, they both remained in Opimae, carrying forward the mission that Fitz and I had been removed from. I pushed thoughts of them aside before my guilt and concern could pull me under. 

			“Not that I’m not grateful for some quiet, but we have to talk,” I finally said.

			Fitz’s eyes remained glued to the road, though his energy stirred restlessly. 

			“Fitz,” I said softly. 

			His gaze shifted briefly to mine, a smile gracing his lips that did not quite reach his eyes, before returning his focus to the road. 

			“I’m sorry, my love,” he said, his voice low and gruff. 

			“You’re distracted,” I said. 

			“I know, Hadley. My mind… it’s a bloody mess,” Fitz began. 

			“We could talk about it.” 

			“Are you ready to see your mum?” he asked, changing the subject. 

			My brows furrowed. I supposed I wanted to talk about how I was feeling about as much as he did. 

			“We do have decisions to make about our mission,” I said. 

			Fitz sighed. “That has me entirely stuck. I’m not sure if we’ll ever agree.” 

			I couldn’t deny that. Chloe and Solomon had traveled back from Opimae with us as Cardinal Court representatives, and though I was glad they had been selected, they sure hadn’t helped us reach an accord any faster when we’d tried to talk over a plan.

			There were so many threads to sort. There was Fate. Then there was Fitz’s family, the townspeople, Esther’s foretold death… it was a lot to wade through. And while the councils had their thoughts, they didn’t have the right to call the shots this time. 

			The choppy waves of the lake still sparkled beyond the tree line, the water as alive as my own thoughts. 

			“I know what you’re going to tell me,” I said, “but I don’t really care what the councils have to say about this.” 

			He cut his eyes in my direction. 

			“Be as tart as you’d like about it, but it’s the truth. The councils won’t be in the past with us—they can’t be. So, we’ll be navigating this with our best judgment.” 

			“Aye—best judgment. Sometimes you confuse that with your own will,” he said. 

			“Nice, Fitz.” 

			He gave no response. 

			“No, I’m serious,” I continued. “Our councils won’t be there. The Opimaean councils don’t even know we’re doing this. I mean, realistically, we need to ask ourselves what Fate wants and what the consequences are for going against her will if that’s what it takes to make this right.” 

			“I hope our interests are aligned with hers,” Fitz said. He could hope all he wanted, but we both knew that wasn’t likely. “But if they’re not, she might prevent us from reaching Forfar in the first place. Or she might take something dear from us. Then, there’s the chance that we might do something that alters the natural course of history in a way that results in… death.” 

			I swallowed hard. 

			“And despite whatever we decide on, we only have one chance at this,” Fitz said. 

			

			“You mean if we mess up in the past, we can’t come back to the present and try to time-walk to the same place again?” 

			“Aye, the same travelers can’t replace history twice. Fate won’t allow it,” he said. “She won’t reveal the threads to me twice. We have one chance.” 

			“So, we figure out a solid plan, and we don’t screw this up,” I said. 

			“That will be difficult since we don’t know exactly when or where we’ll land,” Fitz said. “We don’t want to have more time than we need—that leaves more room for errors.” 

			“You have doubts about how closely you’ll meet our mark?” I asked. 

			“Aye. Time-walking isn’t an exact science, and we’re traveling hundreds of years. I believe I will bring us close, but we’ll be lucky to land within a week of when we wish to arrive.” 

			“So, we might be gone for longer than we anticipated,” I said. 

			“Aye, and every day spent in the past is a day traded from our present.” 

			I hadn’t considered it that deeply before, and the very thought worried me after our return from Opimae. We should have crossed the portal into February on Earth, and yet October was nearly gone. The last thing I wanted was to lose more time. “We can’t just return from the past to our starting point?” 

			“No,” Fitz said. “Our lives don’t extend simply because we’re skipping through time. Fate requires a trade for every day she allows us to be elsewhere. That time will be lost to us.” 

			I nodded. “So, we trade the days we’d have in our present for our passage into the past. It’s basically paying a toll.” 

			“That’s one way to look at it,” Fitz said. 

			“So, you try to land us as closely as possible,” I said. “Then we seek refuge with Esther or…?”

			“Or we camp, I’d reckon. I am uncertain of the reception we’ll receive from my ancestors. Solomon said they’d send us with a bit of money, but if we stay in a lodging house, we’ll raise suspicion.”

			I sighed. Scotland in November wasn’t exactly prime camping season. “I’ll just pray that Esther takes pity on us, then.” 

			Fitz nodded. It was all I could expect in response. 

			“So, Esther’s ring… any new thoughts on how we find it?” I asked. 

			“We cannae risk exposing our plans too quickly,” Fitz said, his accent thickening. He was still angry then. We had quarreled when we had discussed everything with Chloe and Solomon.

			“I’m not suggesting we do anything that’ll blow our cover.” 

			Fitz’s eyes cut to me.

			“I think we use the spell to find the ring,” I said. “We can’t do anything without at least knowing where it is. Once we figure that out and gauge the relatives, we can work from there.” 

			“It might already rest on Esther’s finger.” 

			“But if it doesn’t, then we need to find it quickly.” 

			Fitz rubbed his temple with his free hand, his other still holding a death grip on the steering wheel. 

			“What?” I asked. 

			“This is my family,” Fitz said. “Of course, the plan is to find the ring, but I dinnae wish to dishonor them to accomplish our goal unless it’s absolutely necessary.” 

			“I haven’t suggested dishonoring them!” 

			“Aye, but if you lose yer temper… I already see that impatience creeping into yer eyes, and I hear it in yer tone, Hadley.” 

			I huffed. He could give me a little more credit than that. 

			The car jostled as we hit a particularly nasty pothole, and I gripped the door handle. I winced as pain shot through my shoulder and cursed the state of the road. If this was the beginning of the winter season, I hated to think what the road would look like by spring. Fitz sighed and decreased his speed. 

			“Are you all right?” 

			I ground my jaw but nodded. This injury from Opimae just didn’t want to heal. 

			We remained silent, but after a beat Fitz stole a glance at me. 

			“Deny your impatience if you wish, but that doesn’t make it any less true.” 

			I sat back in my seat, arms crossed, breathing slowly as I brought my heart rate back to an even thump. 

			“I’m concerned about countless factors,” he continued, “but I worry for your safety most of all.” 

			He was always worrying about my safety.

			“We can be discreet until we figure out how receptive Esther and Hamish might be,” I said, refocusing the conversation. “But Annabel….” 

			“You think she’ll be difficult to convince,” Fitz said. “That, we agree on.”

			“I suppose we can’t say for sure, but if she was willing to break the rules to protect Esther….”

			“Aye, she’ll be less reasonable than Esther herself. Hamish will be difficult too, I’d reckon.” 

			“I don’t think we can reasonably decide on our strategy with them until we actually meet them and see who we’re truly dealing with.” 

			“We cannae step in the middle of their lives, cause issues, and not face consequences from it. I dinnae wish to alter their course in such a way,” Fitz said.

			A crow swooped across the road, its wings spread wide in flight, and landed in front of us. Fitz slammed on the brakes. His hand shot out in front of me, and I gripped the door handle as the car’s tires skidded to a halt. The bird did not falter—it faced us as it tilted its head curiously. It stood in a patch of sunlight that filtered through the trees, and its black feathers gleamed as brightly as the glowing waters of the lake. It cawed, refusing to move, and Fitz and I exchanged a wary glance. 

			“Death,” I said. 

			“That’s only one possible omen of a crow,” Fitz countered. 

			“I’ve always just heard that it means death.” 

			“Most of your life was spent with humans.”

			Finally, the crow took flight, though Fitz and I sat in silence for a few seconds before he stepped on the gas pedal again. 

			“Fine. What else does it mean?” I asked.

			“The crow is a symbol of intelligence. It might tell of transformation or destiny.” 

			“I can see where that might be fitting,” I admitted. 

			“Witches who are gifted in communing with spirits have often claimed crows serve as an intermediary between the living and the dead.” 

			Goosebumps rippled across my skin, as if to signal the truth of Fitz’s words. 

			“What do you think our visitor signaled today?” 

			“I don’t know,” Fitz said. “We’ll speak to Iz about it.” 

			I nodded. Talk of Fitz’s sister inevitably reminded me of Esther. I knew from my spirit-travels how much they looked alike. Perhaps they might share more than just physical similarities. 

			“I wonder if we’ll be able to speak honestly with Esther,” I said. 

			“After studying her story for so long, something tells me she just might be reasonable.” 

			“I hope she is,” I said, mulling over my next words. “But if she isn’t… all I’m trying to suggest with the ring is that we have a backup plan—something we set in motion if we need to go around her to get to it.” 

			“And all I’m suggesting is that we don’t do anything reckless that we’ll then be forced to sort.” 

			Silence. 

			“You recall where she and Hamish live?” he finally asked, breaking the quiet tension.

			“Yes.” I had followed Annabel to Esther’s home through my spirit-travels when we were first searching for the ring. Forfar was small enough during that time period. “I can find it again.” 

			“We need to sort whether we lead in with my connection to her or not,” Fitz said. 

			Chloe had posed the question yesterday, and we owed her and Solomon an answer by tonight. 

			“I dinnae think I’ll lead in with that—that I’m her descendant.” 

			“You could,” I countered. 

			“She might think we’re both off our heads.” 

			“She’s a seer. She knows about time-walking.” 

			“Aye, but that’s a loaded initial statement.”

			I hated the edge in his voice. The distance in his eyes. How much he was struggling under the surface. 

			“So, what? We tell her our names and that we’d like to call on her?” 

			Fitz’s energy wavered. As much as he spoke of my impatience, he was the one displaying that particular trait today… an increasing pattern since we’d lost Ian. 

			“Aye, then we’ll tell her we’ve traveled from afar to visit her.” 

			“If she asks where we’ve traveled from, then we say what? The future?” I asked. 

			

			We sat in silence for a few seconds. 

			“You’ll have a read on her fairly quickly,” I said. “Maybe we feel her energy and decide.” 

			“Iz told me yesterday she believes there’s a strong chance that Esther has seen us coming. This debate might all be for naught.”

			I considered the thought. “I doubt she’s watching our futures. I mean, I don’t know how she would know about us. Unless….” 

			“Unless?” Fitz prompted. 

			“Unless she’s seen us because she’s watching her future, and we’ve turned up in her visions.” 

			Fitz nodded thoughtfully. “If she’s seen us coming, then I reckon we’ll know rather quickly if she and Hamish plan to offer us refuge.” 

			“I know a lodging house might be risky, but there’s still an argument for staying elsewhere—we’d change Esther’s fate less if we weren’t staying in the house with her,” I said. 

			“But by staying in their home, our mission will move forward quicker.” 

			“I suppose you’re right. We’d get to know them faster. And we’d get eyes on the ring easier, I’d bet.” 

			Fitz agreed, but his energy was distant. My anxiety nipped at my mind and sent my nerves tingling. I never wanted to be out of sync with Fitz, but especially not now, not when we were about to time travel over three-hundred fifty years into the past. 

			Finally, my mother’s cabin appeared, and we dropped down the hillside to greet the wooden, two-story structure. Sunlight broke through the trees, glimmering against the forest-green tin roof. I smiled, recalling how proud my dad had been the day he’d finished it. My heart still tightened at the thought of him… everything would feel better if he were still here. It was easy to imagine him alive and well from a distance, but the memories of this lake house haunted me. His absence could be felt at every turn. 

			Fitz put the car in park as my grandmother waved from the front porch. A big smile rose to her face, and I waved back, mustering my courage. 

			Fitz squeezed my hand, but something was off. He had been different since his father’s death—understandably—but nothing felt sturdy anymore. I was grieving for more than our loss of Ian. 

			“I know you aren’t ready for this,” Fitz said. “But your mother loves you, and Gram will support you through it. You’ve faced Lorenzo Belmonte. You can handle this conversation with your mum.” 

			“Yeah, well, Lorenzo Belmonte has never met Rachel Weston.” 
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			Citing business he needed to handle at his mom’s cabin, Fitz left me to talk with Gram after a quick greeting. We stood in the living room near the large windows facing the lake. The autumn sun warmed my skin, which was a comfort considering my anxiety was shooting chills all the way to my core. 

			“Take a seat,” Gram said. “I had just taken the kettle off the stove when you were pulling in—perfect timing.” 

			Of course she had. 

			Gram’s “knowing” had always been a subject of discourse in our family. Even when we were apart when I was a child, she had known just when to call or precisely what was on my mind. And she seemed to have a sixth sense when it came to things like the weather or the soil of our earth. Even Jordan had wondered at Gram’s uncanny abilities, never quite satisfied with any explanation she dreamt up during our discussions about her. 

			

			“Where’s Mom?” I asked as I sat down and Gram traipsed into the kitchen. 

			“She should be home soon,” Gram called through the doorway. “She’s on that performing arts committee, and they had a meeting this morning that she couldn’t get out of.” 

			Gram emerged with a couple cups of tea, and joined me on Dad’s favorite sofa. 

			“I’m selling the place in Mississippi,” Gram said. 

			I turned to her, a slight intake of air betraying my surprise.

			She simply nodded. 

			“But you love your house.” 

			“I do. It’s where I made a life with your grandfather. It’s where I raised your father. It holds a lot of happy memories for me. I’ll miss it, but if I’m being honest, that house is full of ghosts now. Those memories will always be with me, priss. Your mom needs me, and I reckon I need her too. Maybe this house has its fair share of ghosts, but we have enough life ahead of us to fill it with happier memories.” 

			My insides were churning, and my heart felt like it might burst from the guilt it harbored. My mother needed me, and I couldn’t be here for her. But Gram could, and I knew that counted for something. 

			“When your mother married your father, she became my child too. I couldn’t desert her.” 

			Momma had seen Gram as a mother as long as I could recall. I’d never known my mom’s parents. Her mother had died in a car accident before I was born, and her father had died when I was an infant. Truthfully, I didn’t know much about her side of my family. 

			I squeezed Gram’s hand. “Thank you,” I whispered. 

			“It’s made me feel useful again,” Gram said. 

			

			“Gram,” I whispered. 

			“A part of me died with Matt,” Gram said simply. “A mother shouldn’t have to bury her children.” 

			I nodded. A part of me had died with Daddy too. 

			Quiet fell. 

			“I imagine my move is pretty shocking, but so was hearing my granddaughter was taking off on some wild adventure we couldn’t know anything about.” 

			“Gram, I’m so sorry.” I had wanted more than anything to share everything with her. She wasn’t only my grandmother—she was one of my best friends. But I couldn’t tell her that I had been involved in a secret crusade against an evil witch raising an army on a foreign planet. 

			“Oh, pshh,” she muttered, waving her free hand. “Don’t go apologizing for doing what you had to do. I’m just saying is all.” 

			“I wish things were different.” My voice shook. Gram would never be able to understand the full weight of my statement. I wanted so badly to turn back the clock and do better by my family. 

			“Course you do. No one ever asks for the kind of burden you carry. But it was given to you for a reason, and one of these days you’ll understand why.” 

			“I’m glad, in a way,” I began, twirling the tea-stained string in my hand. “I’m glad no one else has to carry this.” 

			“You’re more fit for this role than you’ll ever give yourself credit for. I know you that well. I’ll wager you’re as gifted as anyone ever could be.” 

			I shook my head softly. 

			“Hadley,” Gram paused, smiling as she tapped her nails against her teacup. “There are some things you should know about.” 

			“What do you mean?” 

			

			“My mother was gifted.” She cleared her throat. “Gifted like you.”

			“What are you saying exactly?” I asked, bracing myself. 

			“She had an uncanny intuition, but it was more than that. There seemed to be some kind of influence that guided her in everything she did, from big decisions to her everyday life. I always knew that about her, but then one day I saw her walk over to the stove. The fire had gone out, and the black-eyed peas hadn’t boiled.” Gram smiled, closing her eyes to the memory. “She didn’t know I was nearby, and she dropped her guard. She closed her eyes, and the peas instantly boiled.” 

			I gasped. 

			“When she realized I’d seen the whole thing, she made me promise never to tell anyone. And I kept that promise to her—that is, until now.” 

			“Did you ever see her do anything else strange?” 

			“Many times. She was less guarded when I was older. What was the point in hiding it from me anymore?”

			“Did you ever really talk about it again?” 

			“My grandmother was even more gifted than my mother—and a little reckless. After we lost her, I had to know the truth. My mother didn’t want to tell me all of it, but over the years, she finally came out with a truth that I already knew.” 

			“Which was?” 

			“My grandmother was a witch. My mother was half witch. I’m only ’bout a quarter at best. I’ve never had any real power, but I have my ways. What I can’t figure out is how you have all this magic in your blood after all this time.”

			I placed my teacup on the table and pulled my shaking hands into my lap. I was entirely overwhelmed with a swirling mix of emotions. I had longed to know more of my magical ancestry, and Gram had held some of the answers all along. 

			“Why haven’t you talked to me about this before?” I asked. 

			It was Gram’s turn to set her teacup down, and she fiddled absentmindedly with her wedding band as she found her response. 

			“Don’t be angry.” 

			I nodded. 

			“I was forbidden—by your parents.” 

			“But… they didn’t know.” 

			“Well, not exactly. You see, when you started showing signs of power, your dad came to me. He’s always known my ways, but it was still tough for him to hear the truth. Your parents knew you were different—gifted—but to believe you were a witch? Well, that was an entirely different matter.” 

			“So, they never came to believe you?” 

			“Your dad did, though we owe that to Fitz. Once Fitz told him how dangerous it was for humans to know about magic, your dad didn’t want to tell your mom. She didn’t believe what I had told her anyway, and he said it was fine to let it lie. He just wanted you both to be safe.” 

			“So, he told her Fitz and I were the same kind of ‘different’ but didn’t lead her to believe it was magic necessarily,” I said, recalling an earlier conversation with Fitz.

			“Exactly.” 

			“But he still didn’t want me to know about myself?” 

			“Matt believed what Fitz told him, and he wanted to keep you safe. And anyway, your mother was against us talking about your abilities in any capacity. She said I wasn’t to put fanciful ideas in your head. If I had ever shared any of this with you and your parents found out… well, there wouldn’t have been any more summers in Mississippi to say the least.” 

			“Gram, I am so sorry. I can’t imagine what a difficult position that was.” 

			“Don’t you go worrying about me. None of that means a hill of beans now.”

			I couldn’t agree but held my tongue. My insides were coiled tightly, and my mind was churning. I could have understood myself so many years sooner, but Gram had been silenced—and by my own mother. The one person who should have been most in my corner had betrayed me. A wave of nausea slithered through my stomach. 

			“I kept my eye on you over the years. I see so much of my grandmother in you. Your energies are so similar.” She smiled sadly. “And when Fitz showed up, I knew things would turn out all right.” 

			“You knew?” 

			“The moment he and Izzy turned up on our doorstep,” she said, grinning. “Those two had magical energy spiraling all over the place.”

			She chuckled, and I couldn’t help but laugh myself. Fitz and Izzy were powerful, and I couldn’t deny that their magical footprints were sizable.

			I sipped slowly at my teacup as Gram told me more about my great-great-grandmother—about how powerful she was. And I told Gram our theory that magic resided in my mother’s lineage as well. We wondered at Fate and how my parents had rekindled lost magic from two bloodlines when they’d brought me into the world. Gram wanted to know of my mission, and though I could share very little, she was encouraging. 

			“I’d like to believe that I’ve made my ancestors proud, but I feel like all I’ve done is make a mess of things,” I admitted.

			

			Tears spilled hotly down my cheeks. Ian’s death, Keoni’s death and betrayal, Fitz’s and my dismissal from the mission, our upcoming journey… it all bubbled over. 

			For a second, the tick of the clock was all that disturbed the peaceful air of the sunlit afternoon. Gram took my hand in hers. 

			“I don’t know what you’ve experienced, but from what I gather… well, I reckon it’s pretty bad.” Her eyes traced over the scars on my arms before lingering on a large, slow-healing bruise, and I felt exposed.

			“Ian’s dead, Gram.” Of course, she already knew that, but I needed to say it out loud. 

			“I know, sweetheart. I’m terribly sorry about that.” 

			I wanted to confess how I felt, but I nodded instead, holding back the words I wanted so badly to say aloud. I wanted to tell her how I shouldn’t have pushed for us to go to Lorenzo’s fortress that day… how Ian would still be alive if I hadn’t. 

			“Your mother is pretty shaken up about it. We both are.” 

			Of course they were. He’d died on the very mission I was continuing on.

			“It’s dangerous work,” I said, my words barely a whisper. 

			“I don’t know how we’d go on without you,” she said. “After losing Matt… I know something about how that would feel.” 

			I looked at her through teary eyes, and hers weren’t any less clouded. 

			“You have to promise me that you’ll be careful.”

			I nodded, and she looked down at her tea. 

			I was suddenly aware that my leg was shaking violently, and the surface of my tea rippled as I rattled agitatedly underneath it. I took a deep breath and steadied myself. 

			

			“If anyone can do what they set out to do, it’s you, Hadley. If anyone can overcome whatever this is, it’s you.” 

			“It’s not that easy.” 

			Gram nodded. “When you break it all down, things are usually less complicated than we paint them out to be.” 

			“There are so many threads with this. So many stories, so many lives. Everything—” I stopped, looking into Gram’s storm cloud eyes. Something in them beckoned me to continue. “Everything is interconnected. It’s all jumbled, and I don’t know who I can trust.” 

			“Can you trust Fitz?” Gram asked. 

			“Of course,” I said without pause. 

			“Then, that’s something. The two of you can untangle the mess. You’ve always had a way with each other.” 

			I couldn’t argue that. We might have been in a delicate place after everything that had happened to us in Opimae, but he was still mine, and I was still his. We would sort it out, I told myself for what must have been the hundredth time. 

			“Talk each other through it. Start at the beginning. Maybe the threads are all jumbled up. So, tease ’em out. Go all the way back and sort out this mess. Where did it all start? What’s the root cause of it all?” 

			Lucio, I thought. Lorenzo’s father.

			“There’s a spark in your eyes that I thought I might not see this time,” Gram said approvingly. “Wherever your mind just went… start there. Work your way forward. You can’t go back and change the past, but you can sort things out in the present.” 

			Gram was wrong about that… I could go back in time, and that was exactly where it had all begun—in 1662 with Lucio. And a ring that was forged centuries ago that was never meant to be his. I searched Gram’s energy, and I thought that somehow, she knew more than she let on. 

			Gram squeezed my hand gently. 

			“I always knew you were born with a big purpose, priss. From the beginning, you were a child with real gumption.” 

			I smiled, taking my grandmother’s hand, and for the first time, the faint echo of magic in her blood responded to the surge of my own. My grandmother—part human, part witch, and fully divine—had carried a torch through her veins that one day ignited within my own. 
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			We were still in conversation when my mother returned home, and though my stomach flipped at the squealing hinges of the side door, an internal smile flitted through me. That door was always needing more oil, and the familiarity offered a bit of comfort that pushed back against my nerves, enveloping me like a warm blanket. Her keys clinked as she set them in the ceramic dish that had been shaped and painted as a black cat—just like my favorite childhood pet. I smiled in spite of my nerves, in spite of the fact that she was the one who had kept me from learning the truth about myself as a child. 

			When she rounded the corner, our eyes met, and my anger faded as emotion flooded into her face. 

			“Momma,” I whispered. 

			She crossed the room and wrapped me in a tight embrace. The room was quiet except for the sniffles that came from the two of us, and Gram’s footsteps as she padded back to the kitchen. I was sure she meant to retrieve some tincture of hers to soothe our nerves. When my mom released me, she sat and took a tissue from the wicker holder on the coffee table and passed it over to me. I accepted her offer as I took a seat across from her. 

			Gram returned with a cup of tea that smelled of lavender and chamomile. Something to soothe us indeed. I blew at the steam swirling from the cup before feeling my mother’s gaze on me. A familiar warmth channeled through me, tugging at my witch’s eye. It was weak, but it was there—the subtle hum of magic. Not enough to make a witch, but enough to have passed the legacy to me. 

			My mom looked at me—really looked at me—for the first time, and though she kept her expression carefully even, her hazel eyes were uncomfortably observant as they studied me. I took a deep breath at the sight; there was something in them that bordered on fear. And there was something else… something different about her, though I couldn’t quite account for it. It wasn’t a new hairstyle or new clothes. It wasn’t even in her speech or the way she carried herself, but it was there, silently plaguing me. 

			I was grateful to have my grandmother there with us. Gram prodded us along in conversation, everything from how she was enjoying her time in Washington to the garden’s first crop to Momma’s charity work. But unspoken words peppered the air around me, and I could barely function under their weight. Finally, and rather abruptly, I threw the conversation into disarray. 

			“You haven’t once asked me about myself.” 

			Something flashed through my mother’s eyes, an anger I recognized, but they fell flat again. 

			“I don’t know what I can ask.” 

			“I—” I broke off, unsure what to say. I clasped my hands together and looked down at my lap calculating my next move. 

			“You what?” my mom asked. “I’ve asked countless questions, but there are never any answers.” 

			

			“I do answer your questions.” 

			“Yes, with half information. You answer cryptically that you can’t answer my questions.” 

			I nodded, unable to argue with her. 

			“I know nothing. Where you’ve been, what you’ve been doing, who all you’ve been with… nothing. My child left on a dangerous mission months ago, and I know nothing.” 

			Her voice shook slightly, though I couldn’t decide if it was due to anger or nerves. But her next statement made it clear. 

			“Ian didn’t come home, Hadley. And I’m sure he told Ann and Izzy the same things you told me. I’m sure he said not to worry, that he’d be okay, that he’d come home. But he didn’t, did he? And he never will.” 

			Tears spilled down my cheeks, but I couldn’t seem to speak. My mother’s eyes flickered with sympathy, but I knew better than to believe she’d let me off the hook that quickly. 

			“Do you know what it’s like to be in this position?” She shook her head violently, her blonde strands swinging with the motion. “Of course not. You told me this is for my protection, but I have never once asked you for that. What I have asked you for is honesty. I’d rather be in danger than destroying myself with all this worry.” 

			“What if knowing the truth made you worry more?” 

			“I don’t think that’s possible. I mean, Hadley, I already know you’re on a dangerous government mission, and I know that Ian was killed on that mission. I know you’re somewhere you can’t talk to me. The worst is already running circles in my mind.” 

			I nodded softly. The thought of coming clean sent a wave of nausea rolling through my stomach again, bringing with it perspiration across my skin. My nerves felt like live wires. 

			

			“Hadley, are you all right?” Gram asked. 

			My mom ran her hand across my back. She’d moved from her seat and was crouched on the floor near me. 

			“I’m okay.” 

			“Anxiety?” she guessed. 

			I nodded. 

			“Take some deep breaths and talk when you’re ready. Gram and I will wait.” 

			My thoughts churned. This was dangerous… could I really tell her what I was? My dad had known, and Gram knew, too. And besides… witch DNA resided within my mother’s veins. That had to be true, or I wouldn’t be sitting in front of her rolling with magic. 

			I opened my eyes and truly took in the sight of her. And there it was—I was finally able to name what I saw. It was the culmination of her grief over my father compounded by her concern for my safety. She was hollowed out, frail, and the realization blew through me like a gust of wind that was hellbent on my punishment.

			I wavered momentarily before my decision was made. 

			“Momma, you might want to sit back down.” 

			I met Gram’s eyes warily, and her face was resolute. She nodded once, and I began. 
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			The back door groaned its announcement of Fitz’s arrival. His warmth grew stronger with each step that brought him closer to me. It was one of the most comforting parts of our magical connection. He stopped upon entering the room, and his eyes darted inquisitively across the three of us. 

			“What’s happened?” he asked. 

			Momma rose from the couch and embraced him. He froze before wrapping his arms around her, though his voice sounded through my mind. 

			“Hadley, what is going on?” 

			I flashed a nervous smile. “Just a minute.” 

			When Momma released him, she sighed, dropped her hands resolutely to her side, and crossed the room once more to reclaim her former seat on the couch. 

			“She knows,” I said aloud. “They both do.” 

			“They know,” he repeated almost absentmindedly. “They know,” he said again. “Everything?” 

			“Nothing classified, but they know what we are.” 

			Fitz’s energy bubbled through me. I’d surprised him, though he recovered quickly, and his light laughter filled the room. He took a seat on the arm of my chair and slid his hand onto my shoulder. 

			“You know…” he said before shaking his head. “Actually, never mind.” 

			“No. What is it?” I asked. 

			“You already know the consequences well. You’ve made your decision. It’s done.” 

			I nodded. “It wasn’t an easy one, I assure you.” 

			“I know, Hads.” Fitz turned to my mom. “How do you feel, Rachel?” 

			Her eyes drifted to the window as she pondered her answer. After a few seconds, she turned back to us. 

			“In a way I’m relieved, I suppose. I watched Hadley struggle to fit in all through her childhood, and even into adulthood.” She fidgeted with a loose thread on the beige linen couch. The couch was practically a relic, but because it had been Dad’s favorite, it might as well have been nailed to the floor. “I also feel guilty because…” she trailed off, looking to Gram. 

			“Gram knew,” I said. 

			Gram nodded. “Course I knew.” 

			“I didn’t believe Gram, and Hadley suffered for that.” 

			“To be fair, I know how it must have sounded,” Gram said. 

			My mom looked earnestly at Gram. “I’m sorry.” 

			Gram waved her hand dismissively. She had never been one to hold a grudge. She then nodded to me, holding my mother’s gaze. 

			My mom turned to me, her face scrunched. “You suffered because I didn’t believe. I am sorry for that, Hadley.” 

			“It’s okay. I’ve found my place. Feeling bad about the past won’t change it.” 

			Momma nodded. She wouldn’t let it go that easily, but as I considered the dangerous mission ahead of me, I was happy to not dwell on it. I didn’t want to spend precious time being angry if I could help it. 

			“More than anything, I’m scared,” Momma said.

			“Does it help to know more of the truth, or is it worse?” I asked. 

			“More information is always better. I wish you could tell me everything, but I better understand why you can’t, at least.” She looked to Fitz. “Ian’s loss does bring fear to my doorstep in a new way.” 

			“Of course,” Fitz said, his voice barely above a whisper. 

			“I’ve worried every day since y’all left. Every phone call stops my heart because I wonder if someone is going to tell me that my child will never come home again. I’ll worry every day until you come home for good… I can’t help it.” 

			My guilt grew heavier with her words. 

			

			“Hadley is one of the strongest beings I’ve ever known,” Fitz said. “And not only in her will, but with her magic… she’s a marvel.” 

			“Course she is,” Gram said, smiling. 

			“She works strong and impressive magic. Perhaps it helps a wee bit to know that,” Fitz said. “And not that she needs it, but I’m by her side every step of the way. I’ll always protect her. You have my word.” 

			I reached for Fitz’s hand and met his gaze. We smiled softly before I turned to my mother. Tension still clung to the air, but gradually, it eased with our unburdening. 

			“Thank you, Fitz,” Momma whispered, tears falling down her cheek. 

			The air rippled, shifting with the comfort of familiar energy. I turned to Fitz, who smiled. 

			“What’s going on?” Momma asked. 

			“There are other witches nearby,” I said. “We know because we feel the shift in the air.” 

			Her eyes widened. 

			“That’ll be Mum and Izzy. They were keen to see you—I hope that’s all right.” 

			“Oh, we’d be thrilled to see them,” Gram said. 

			“Please,” Momma said, smiling through her tears. “Let’s make use of that old fireplace on the deck. It’s been far too long since we all gathered out there.” 

		


		
			​


CHAPTER TWO

			


			



			My heart ached as we drove around Edinburgh from the airport. It was cruel to see our city at a distance without the opportunity to stop at our flat for even an evening. But with our time limitations, Fitz and I had been forced to choose between the lake and our home, and seeing my mother had been a priority for me. Emotionally, I was worn thin, still cloaked in the remnants of our Opimaean losses and reeling from our conversations at the lake. At least Izzy was with us for this leg of our trip. Fitz and I both found comfort in that. 

			The early morning drive to Forfar was brief, the occupants of the car quiet. I studied the jewelry hanging from a chain around my neck, the moonstone ring that was an exact replica of Esther’s magical one. This small, unassuming object had changed the course of all our lives. The slim golden band was hammered lightly and held a smooth, pearl-colored moonstone in a round bezel. The stone caught passing headlights, casting an ethereal glow across the glassy surface, reminding me of its namesake. I’d always loved this ring. Not only had it amplified my connection to Fitz because he’d channeled his magical energy into it, but it had brought me closer to Esther as well. The crystal’s properties had been beneficial in soothing my anxiety, and I suspected I would have a distinct need for that where we were headed. 

			Chloe and Solomon had been tasked with finalizing the last details with us and giving instruction from the rest of the Cardinal Court, and as the car neared the streets of Forfar, they began discussing our final business before crossing over. 

			“Have you learned anything new about the loss of time between Opimae and Earth?” I asked. 

			I didn’t miss the concerned look exchanged between Chloe and Solomon before she answered, “We still don’t know much of substance, but we’ve confirmed this isn’t normal.” 

			We had thought perhaps time moved slower in Opimae, which would account for us missing eight months of our time on Earth. Since so much information had gone missing between our worlds, we’d assumed this detail had been simply lost. But apparently not. 

			“Something to do with the portal, then?” Fitz asked. 

			“We believe Lorenzo might have discovered our plans to cross back to Earth and attempted to stop us,” Solomon answered. “In doing so, he might have further disrupted the portal, which led to this loss of time.” 

			I recalled the trouble we had originally traveling to Opimae and how Keoni believed Lorenzo was affecting portal crossings. 

			I met Chloe’s troubled eyes in the rear-view mirror, and I was reminded that it wasn’t only Fitz and me who’d lost time. I gave a tight smile in return. 

			“We’ll continue to look for answers while you’re gone,” she said.

			

			“And speaking of which,” Solomon began. “We really must reach an agreement on one last piece of this mission. What will you do if the family refuses to hand over the ring peacefully?” 

			Fitz’s energy stirred. 

			“Fitz?” I prompted. 

			His eyes dropped to his hands, which were coiled tightly in his lap. 

			“Is this truly my decision?” he asked. 

			Chloe and Solomon exchanged a troubled glance. 

			“We won’t be there to consult with you,” Chloe said. “So, yes… it’ll be your decision.” 

			“But we are entrusting you to make the right one,” Solomon said. 

			Fitz hesitated a few seconds before finding his response. “Hadley and I will await Esther’s death, and we’ll take the ring before Lucio does.” 

			Hearing the words aloud was jarring, and I imagined it was equally difficult for Fitz. 

			“What if he gets to it first?” I asked.

			“That’s always your argument,” he said. “But we won’t let that happen.” 

			“He might beat us to it. I mean, we can’t control any of the factors around Esther’s execution.” 

			“We willnae know any of that until we’re there,” Fitz said firmly. 

			I met his gaze before raising my hands in surrender. Of course, we’d know more once we made it to the past, but I didn’t see the harm in running through this scenario now. 

			“If you can reach an agreement for them to hand it over when it was meant to be collected by the family, that does sound like the best case,” Chloe said. “But be mindful of Lucio. Once he arrives in the past and realizes you’re there for the same reason, who knows what he might do?” 

			

			“Aye, that alone might alter the course of history,” Izzy said. 

			“So, we need to be very careful. Try to outsmart him,” I said. 

			“We’ll do our best, but if we must, I believe Hadley and I are strong enough to overpower him.” 

			I hoped Fitz was right.

			When we arrived at the car park, I met Izzy’s gaze. She smiled softly, though her eyes were filled with sadness. My nerves tingled down my arms, and I opened the car door before I lost my courage. I had faced a foreign planet and a great evil already, I reminded myself. I could handle some overzealous witch hunters. Solomon popped the trunk, and we grabbed the backpacks that held what we hoped to be seventeenth-century-appropriate layers for us to don just before our time jump. The first morning light was just glimmering on the horizon, and the wind blew cold across the rippling waters of the loch. It nipped against my face, seemingly reminding us of what lay ahead, and I zipped my jacket to my chin. The weather in the past wouldn’t be any kinder to us once we landed in November of 1662. 

			Chloe looped her arm through mine as we began our walk down a paved path. We meandered in silence along the trees, and to our right, a bright green field stretched up a gentle hill to meet the autumn sky, which shone with reds and oranges—a sunrise worthy of the season. Horses dotted the field, some trotting around while others grazed lazily. Soon enough, the trees enveloped us on either side of the narrow path, granting a sense of seclusion to our journey. The path grew dim, and the world was quiet, likely owing to the early hour. 

			The wind picked up slightly as we reached our destination, and I took my final few steps to the Forfar Witches’ Memorial. A rectangular stone rose from the ground, its edges rounded. The text simply read: 

			
THE 

			FORFAR 

			

			WITCHES

			
JUST

			PEOPLE

			


			Twenty-two circles had been carved between the two blocks of text: the number of women murdered during the witch trials. I dropped to my knees in front of the stone and ran my fingers across the ridges, like a sailor drawn to a siren’s song. Izzy knelt beside me and pulled flowers from her bag. Their bright purple blooms and prickly leaves gave them away in an instant. 

			“Scotch Thistle?” I asked. 

			“Aye,” she said softly as she laid them to rest at the base of the memorial. “They might be the national flower of Scotland, but they’re more than that. These flowers are hearty, able to grow in even the harshest of environments.” 

			I nodded, understanding. 

			“Where you’re going… it will be harsh, difficult. But I know you will persevere,” she said. “You’ll fight bravely alongside our sisters, and I know you will come home.” 

			Tears sprang to my eyes, and again, I simply nodded, unable to voice what I was feeling. 

			Izzy turned and touched her fingertips to the stone, closed her eyes, and whispered softly in Scots Gaelic. She then drew herself up and turned to the lake, singing boldly in her nation’s tongue—a lament, it seemed. Fitz pulled me into his arms, and we stood frozen, captivated by Izzy’s melancholic voice until she released us from the trance. 

			Chloe and Solomon walked to either side of us and faced each side of the path, closing their eyes briefly. When they turned back around, they nodded. No one was nearby. It was time to change our clothing and slip through time. Fitz called to the elements to shield us as I pulled our new garb from the backpacks. Fitz helped me through my layers: a chemise, a petticoat, a pair of stays, my outer garment and overcoat. We changed as expediently as the clothing of the time period allowed and then dropped the shield.

			Izzy took in the sight of us and giggled. 

			“I know,” I said. “I feel completely ridiculous.” 

			My black velvet dress held embroidery of colorful floral details, and thick, golden bands detailed around the neck and down the center of the dress. The overcoat was no better—the puffy sleeves were extraordinarily large, and the gold detailing was just as loud as what lay underneath. 

			“Is the petticoat meant to be that… full?” Izzy asked. 

			Chloe shrugged. “Apparently. We didn’t have much time, but we learned the style of the seventeenth century isn’t heavily documented. We were told this was generally the style of the time.” 

			I didn’t know much about seventeenth-century fashion, but the extravagance didn’t feel quite right for the Scottish countryside. But there was no turning back now. 

			Fitz’s garments were equally opulent. He wore a red tunic with a black velvet overcoat whose gold detailing was clearly meant to complement mine. His matching black velvet cap held a red feather. After truly taking it in, I couldn’t help but laugh. 

			“Aye right. Throw your punches while you still can,” he said. 

			“I’m glad this could be our parting gift to you,” I said to the group, holding out my arms in full display. 

			Izzy pulled her attention back to the memorial, and it only took a beat to understand why. A small black cat with large green eyes sat to the left of the stone. 

			

			“Well, hello, you wee cutie!” Izzy said. 

			The cat studied us, but it gave no inclination of any emotion. 

			“I wonder if it’s friendly.” I took a step forward. 

			The cat stood, flicking its tail while making a great show of stretching its limbs. It walked around the stone and seemingly… disappeared. We rushed over to look, but the cat was simply gone. 

			“Well, that’s odd,” Chloe said. 

			“An omen, perhaps,” Izzy said. 

			“We encountered a crow at the lake, too,” Fitz said. “I meant to speak with you about it, Iz.” 

			“Two appearances by animals who walk between the living and the dead,” Izzy said. “That does seem strange.” 

			“They’re both said to be messengers of Fate,” Chloe said. 

			“I wouldnae be feart,” Izzy said. “I don’t believe them to be bad omens. But watch for other messengers. Be vigilant.” 

			With that, we began our goodbyes. Chloe was the last to embrace me as Fitz hugged Izzy, sadness radiating between the two of them. He then grasped my hand tightly with a brave smile, our discord forgotten in this moment. I glanced over my shoulder, and Izzy nodded, her brows knitting together as she fought back tears. I twirled to face Fitz, wrapping my arms around him like I’d done a thousand times before.

			“I love you,” Fitz said softly. “On purpose.” 

			An echo of our promises made on Opimaean soil… and it meant as much to me in this moment as it had then. This was his promise. Together, we’d find our way through it all. 

			“I choose you,” I said.

			Fitz smiled. “Hold on tight, love.”

			“Don’t lose me,” I whispered. 

			Fitz laughed in response, but the noise was dark and distorted like some horror from a haunted house. The air rippled as he connected to the threads of time, which echoed through my body as the in-between beckoned us forward. As my vision slipped from this reality, the sky changed overhead. It darkened with storm clouds as strong gusts of wind whipped across the loch. We braced ourselves at the onslaught, and it enveloped us in a wind tunnel, much like the one I’d witnessed Chloe work against one of our Parsian stalkers, Allette, in Opimae. 

			I tore my gaze from the scene to face Fitz. His eyes were wide, but it was wonder rather than fear I found in them. The elements had never behaved this way when we had time-walked, and gauging by his reaction, Fitz hadn’t experienced this either. I channeled my focus and thought of the past, setting my intention as I had done many times before. 

			“There will be no stopping it now,” he called over the chaos. “Fate has decided, and time is pulling me under.” 

			The darkness enveloped us, and I lost all comprehension of time—had we been in the in-between for hours? Minutes? I didn’t know, and truly, we never would. When a glimmer stretched across the horizon, I knew the end of our journey was near. 

			Patches of green and gray came swirling into view, much like the colors of the beach when I’d first time-walked with Fitz. How long ago that seemed. Our feet found solid ground, and a chill pierced the air. After a few seconds, my eyes acclimated. There was no one in sight—and not the slightest indication of humanity. 

			Though the loch was certainly beautiful in our time, this was something else entirely, and I had to wonder if we’d remained true to our course. Evergreens towered from the overgrowth of dormant grass and shrubs, while thick, verdant moss cloaked much of the smaller trees. Wind whistled through the upper limbs, and the bare branches of the smaller trees groaned from the weight. I couldn’t catch sight of the loch, but the trees were so dense, it was little wonder. However, nothing suggested we hadn’t made our mark, and I thought that might be win enough for the moment. 

			A slow smile spread across Fitz’s features. He removed his cap and ran his hand through his chestnut hair. 

			“Well, we aren’t in the town square. A braw sign. What do you reckon?”

			“Thank god for that,” I mused. 

			I craned my neck, searching through the trees, but found nothing of significance. A gentle breeze broke through the thick foliage before nipping at my skin, sharpening my senses. Though cold, the air was fresh and vibrant—clean in a way that I had rarely tasted. 

			“Only us,” I whispered. 

			Fitz pulled me close, kissing my forehead. “Aye. That’s enough for me.” 

			Fitz and I grew still, searching the elements for clues. Water echoed through my senses. 

			The loch. 

			“To the water?” Fitz asked. 

			“To the water,” I confirmed. 

			He placed his cap back on his head, prompting a snicker from me. 

			“What now?” he asked, feigning annoyance. 

			“Hold still.” 

			I adjusted his cap and nodded once. “There,” I said. “A bit more presentable.” 

			He smirked, and we headed toward the loch. “If we’ve hit our mark, town should be that way.” 

			“And what do you feel?” I asked as we trudged through the tall grass and meandered around the tree trunks. 

			Fitz paused, closing his eyes. “We’ve hit our mark.” 

			

			“Of course we did.” I smiled proudly. And apparently my smile was contagious. 

			“I can’t believe it.” 

			“I can,” I said simply. 

			I planted a kiss at the nape of his neck. The tension and grief of the last few weeks eased as we wondered at the beginning of our new adventure. 

			I glanced around, considering the feel of a strange energy that grew firm on my skin. The warmth would have been pleasant if not for the unsettling fatigue that lingered behind it. I wanted nothing more than to curl up at the nearest trunk and fall fast asleep. 

			“The energy shift?” Fitz asked. 

			“The air changed, but there’s something else….”

			“Aye, and it grows stronger near that densely wooded area just there.” 

			The energy tingled across the right side of my face.

			A soft, golden glow caught my eye. It zipped quickly into the forest and disappeared.

			“That light…” I said. “It looked like a lightning bug.” 

			Fitz’s brow furrowed. “I’ve never seen a firefly in Scotland,” he said. “A glowworm, aye. But nothing like this.” 

			I turned back to the forest, studying its depths. “Have you felt anything quite like that before?” 

			Fitz cocked his head. “I don’t think so. There was something familiar in the feel of it, but I can’t place it.” 

			“Wonder what it could be,” I said, almost to myself, as we resumed our path.

			“It could be a great many things. Countless beings are rumored to wander the Scottish forests, lochs, and moors.” 

			“Like?” I asked. 

			

			“You’ve probably heard of our mythical beings like the kelpies or the selkies, and faeries, of course. We have other folklore as well,” Fitz said as he pushed a branch aside for me. “Beings like the redcaps, the Bean Nighe, or the fuaths.” 

			“What on earth are those?” I asked. 

			Fitz chuckled. “Malevolent spirits. Some are said to be water spirits, and you know, we are close to the loch.” 

			I grabbed his arm. “Do not start that with me, Fitz MacGregor.” 

			His smile widened. “Whatever that was back there, it was strange, but it wasn’t a bad spirit. We’re fine, Hadley.” 

			How many of Scotland’s mythical beings were real? There had been a time in my life when I didn’t believe in magical or mythical beings, but that time had passed long ago. After all, I’d found out one day that I was a witch. Perhaps all of the myths were true, and the real danger lay in disbelief.

			In the distance, waves broke along the shoreline. I smiled. “Next, we’ll confirm our heading and just… casually knock on Esther’s door?” 

			“Aye, I suppose that is still the plan. Assuming we’re not greeted by angry villagers with pitchforks.”

			I winced. 

			Fitz stopped and took my hand in his. I turned to face him. “What’s the matter?” 

			I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. “Honestly? We’re here, Fitz. We’re in a time where women are hated… men are suspicious of us. I can’t use my magic—not openly. I’m….” I sighed. “I’m nervous.” 

			Fitz nodded, his eyes gently flickering across mine. “Should anyone try to harm you, they won’t live long enough to see it done.” 

			“Fitz,” I whispered. 

			He rested his forehead against mine. “Fate and Forfar be damned,” he said. “No harm will come to you, I swear it.” 

			

			I kissed him then, and his breath came short by the time his lips left mine. 

			“All right, then?” he asked. 

			I nodded. 

			A sparkling loch stretched before us, and though the banks were surrounded by considerably more trees, there was no doubt in my mind—this was Forfar Loch. The elements were untamed, uninhibited by modern life. I closed my eyes, drinking in the radiant energy of the natural world, recharging in the elements after our taxing journey through time. 

			A large gust of wind blew violently across the loch, and every bit of my exposed skin ached, protesting against the chill.

			“Let’s get going,” I said. “Even with all these layers, I’m cold.”

			Fitz chuckled. “It’s Scotland, love.” 

			The piercing wind blew again, folding over the grass. We trudged along the loch briskly, though moving in my new wardrobe was challenging. But even so, I was happy to be active, steadily growing warmer with the exercise. We wound around the loch faster than I expected and had just reached a small clearing when the nearby brush rustled. My eyes met Fitz’s, and he signaled for me to halt. 

			The tingling sensation of new energy danced through us—there was another witch close by. A shiver ran through my body, and this time it wasn’t from the cold. 

			Leaves crunched underfoot; the witch was closing in. Fitz positioned himself in front of me, but I stepped to my left, allowing myself a better view. I clutched at the moonstone ring hanging underneath my chemise with one hand and took Fitz’s hand in the other. 

			A beautiful woman stepped around a nearby tree, her green eyes lighting in recognition. Long, auburn hair was braided down her back, and her ethereal presence sent magic dusting the air all around her. She was just as I remembered from my spirit-travels. I had once met Izzy MacGregor in much the same way. 

			The woman’s smile was apprehensive, but I didn’t have to wonder long if she knew who we were. 

			“Fitz. Hadley. I am Esther… I’ve long been expecting ye.” 

		


		
			​


CHAPTER THREE

			


			



			“Esther…” I said, choking up. An urge to embrace her swelled in my chest, though I thought that might not be welcomed. “We’re so pleased to finally meet you.” 

			My blood hummed with both Fitz’s energy and my own, and the rush was almost dizzying.

			Esther’s smile widened. She studied us, shaking her head softly, seemingly in wonder. 

			Fitz’s eyes were wide, clearly surprised by this woman’s similarities to his sister. I wondered if he was surprised by her age—she couldn’t have been any older than the two of us. I eyed him meaningfully. 

			Esther looked down. “I am blest with foresight—perhaps ye are aware,” she said, her accent and dialect deeply Scots Gaelic. 

			“Aye, we’re aware,” Fitz said, his voice a bit gruff. 

			

			Esther raised her eyes to her many times great-grandson. “I told myself I wouldnae trouble ye today. I dinnae wish to make ye uneasy….” 

			“You aren’t,” I said.

			She nodded. “I have been visited by visions of ye for many months. I’m… weel, I’m quite overcome seeing ye here.” 

			“We understand the sentiment,” Fitz said, his voice softening. “Your story has been so close to our hearts… I feel as though I already know you.” 

			Fitz had spent countless hours with his father researching Esther’s story, and I imagined Ian’s loss was only amplifying the emotion he felt in meeting Esther. 

			Esther nodded, as if not trusting her voice. And it was then that I succumbed to instinct and embraced her. Our energies teemed wildly between us as she squeezed me tightly. Her magic was warm and inviting, much like the rest of the MacGregor family, and it instantly put me at ease. 

			When Esther pulled back, she held onto my elbows for a few seconds longer before releasing me to take stock of us once more. Her gloved hands rose to cradle the sides of her face. 

			“Och, the sight of ye both!” 

			I smiled, feeling much the same. I had often noticed Izzy’s similarities to her own mother, Ann, but seeing Esther again, I thought perhaps I had been wrong in that comparison. It was uncanny how much Esther and Izzy favored. 

			“I must apologize. I dinnae mean to stare. ’Tis more than the visions.” She paused briefly, and we waited silently until she was ready to go on. “Fitz… ye’re proof that my bairns live on after my death.” 

			Fitz’s energy sang warmly through me. He closed the gap between them quickly, holding his many times great-grandmother as she processed something unimaginable. She’d foreseen her fate—we knew—but to see the implications of it firsthand was another thing entirely. 

			When Esther pulled away, she was quick to apologize.

			“Whatever for?” I asked. 

			“Ye willnae find me often overcome with feeling,” she said, seemingly embarrassed.

			“I understand,” I said, nodding. “Though this seems like an appropriate time for it.” 

			“Aye. I think we’re all a bit overwhelmed,” Fitz added. 

			“Weel, let’s get ye out of the cold, shall we? Hadley is about to freeze through.” 

			I laughed, nodding gratefully, and we set off on our journey toward the village. 

			After a few moments, Esther cleared her throat. “Ye’ve journeyed to a dangerous time, ye ken.” 

			“Aye,” Fitz answered. “The witch hunts have begun?” 

			“Five arrests this last fortnight. Ye ken Helen’s tale?” 

			“She and her daughter were arrested, and she’s made most of the claims against the persons arrested?” 

			“Aye, she’s implicated many villagers. Nineteen arrests thus far. Twelve deaths. None of the recent arrests have been convicted yet, but in time….” 

			Dread slipped through my veins. Even though I’d expected danger, nothing could have prepared me for the moment this all became real. 

			“We’ve arrived a bit early,” Fitz said to my mind.

			“You’ve brought us to the right place and time,” I said, knowing he’d be hard on himself. “We’ll do our best to lay low for now.” 

			

			“The humans are restless, frightened,” Esther continued. “They need only take notice of the slightest oddity to make their claims to the new minister. Father Evans bathes in their accusations, and the villagers desire to remain in his good standing—for fear of being next in the noose.” 

			“So they’ll compromise their neighbors to ensure the accusations stray from their own doorstep,” Fitz said. 

			“Aye, and it hasnae done much in the way of neighborly felicity.” 

			“And Helen is a human?” Fitz asked. 

			“Aye,” Esther said. “Though ye’ll ne’er convince the villagers otherwise.” 

			“Do you expect we’ll be targets?” Fitz asked. 

			“Och aye.” 

			“If you don’t mind me asking… are the villagers suspicious of you already?” I asked. 

			“Aye.” 

			“But they haven’t made any formal claims yet?” 

			Fitz looked at me, his eyes filled with apprehension. 

			“I know. I’m sorry,” I said. “I just wanted to know—”

			Esther waved her hand, cutting me off. “Ye wish to ken just where ye are in time,” she said. “I understand. Accusations have been made against many villagers. The minister is working through them—for now, I am safe.” 

			“We’d like to make ourselves as inconspicuous as possible,” Fitz said. 

			Esther paused for a moment, surveying us with a critical eye. “A new wardrobe is our first task.” 

			“We were hoping the councils got this right,” I said, pulling at my clothing. 

			Esther’s mouth twisted. 

			

			I laughed. “But clearly they didn’t.” 

			“This is a bit….” She paused. “Weel, a bit ornate.” 

			“They’re too much.” Studying Esther’s clothing, it was clear. Our garments were ostentatious compared to her simple pieces: a dark brown overcoat, beige stays, simple olive skirts. 

			“Ye’ll stand out, that’s for certain.” 

			I groaned. 

			“Dinnae fash. ’Tis easily remedied,” Esther said. “But our work willnae end there.” 

			“We’ve worked on our story,” I said.

			“Let us hear it.” 

			“We’ve come from the Americas. My father moved our family to Stratford seeking religious freedom amongst the unrest here in his homeland. I was only a young girl when we moved, and I remember little of this country.”

			“It accounts for yer strange speech and manners.” Esther nodded. “We have a bit of work ahead, but it’ll do.” 

			Esther was right about my speech. Both the accent and dialect of this time and place would take time for me to truly understand. 

			“My account is similar,” Fitz said, “though I was older when my family left. I met Hadley, and we both wished to come home to Scotland.” 

			“Ye sound closer to our speech, so ye’ll find yer way a bit quicker than Hadley. Ye’re also a man, which benefits ye—they arnae quite as keen on dragging men to the gallows. Ye’ll do fine.” 

			A dangerous time for women, indeed. My magic rippled from my witch’s eye, a warning of sorts.

			“We’ll do our best to keep safe,” Esther said. 

			“Is that even possible as women?” 

			Esther took a beat. “Nae,” she finally said. “They will be suspicious of ye simply because of what ye are. If it eases yer mind, their vitriol extends to most women in the burgh. Ye’ll hardly be unique in drawing their attention.” 

			“We’ll do what we can to conform quickly and not draw more attention to you—or me.” 

			Esther nodded once. “I gather all ye have with ye is the clothes on yer backs?” 

			“Aye.” 

			“Nae bother. We purchased extra fabrics at the market over the last six months in preparation. We only wanted yer story to draw up yer clothing properly.” 

			“That’s generous of you. Is there some way we might repay you?” I asked. “We have little in the way of money right now, but I’m sure we can figure something out.”

			“Dinnae fash. Ye’ll earn yer keep soon enough.” Esther grinned, and we laughed lightly. “Come now. Let’s get ye hame.” 

			“We didn’t want to assume that we’d be welcome in your home…” Fitz said softly. 

			“Ye’re family, are ye no? Of course, ye’re welcome.” Esther spoke with confidence, but her energy wavered. 

			We continued our conversation while we navigated through the trees, laying the lightest foundation between the three of us. Once we cleared the thicket of trees, Esther paused, allowing Fitz and me to take in the sight before us. 

			“Even with the danger… Dad would have loved this,” Fitz whispered. 

			I gripped his hand tightly, smiling at the thought, and we pushed onward until the structures came more clearly into focus, their chimneys smoking in the distance—the chimneys of Forfar in the year 1662. 

		


		
			​


CHAPTER FOUR

			


			



			The burgh of Forfar was small in comparison to what modern society considered a large town, but I knew that for the time, Forfar hummed with activity. As we neared the edge of town, villagers moved about the streets. But even with the bustle of the afternoon, the energy that nudged at my witch’s eye was uncomfortable. It was too strong, and the undercurrent worked a prickle down my spine that left me unnerved and anxious. 

			“Do you feel that?” I asked to Fitz’s mind. 

			“The strange energy? Aye.” 

			Esther stopped just short of the narrow, muddy road that led deeper into town. 

			“I ken ye must find the burgh’s energy worrisome, and it should be so. The villagers are vexed—filled with fear and suspicion. Carry yerselves with dignity and honor. Show them strength.” 

			

			Without awaiting our response, she moved on. 

			Fitz extended his arm, and I looped mine through his, allowing him to accompany me along the street as we quickened our pace to keep time with Esther. I bent my thumb to fidget with my engagement ring and found only a smooth surface. The diamonds would have drawn far too much attention, so we’d replaced the ring with a simple gold band instead. The only familiar objects that remained with me were the moonstone ring and two pieces of jewelry I’d acquired in Opimae—the amulet from Queen Marina and the black tourmaline from Jess—all of which were placed on a long gold chain and tucked under my chemise to keep them out of sight. But they lent a bit of comfort still, and I was grateful for any boost in protection. 

			The first villager to notice us was a blacksmith working in an old stone building with the wooden doors thrown open. The warmth of his fire was appreciated, but with it came his attention. He paused his work and narrowed his eyes, studying us thoroughly as we passed by. Esther’s attention remained fixed on the path in front of her.

			“Not an ally, then,” Fitz said under his breath. 

			I gathered myself, pulling my shoulders back and raising my chin. My pulse thumped in my throat, but I refused to show even the slightest sign of fear. It wasn’t until we rounded the corner that the clack of metal striking metal sounded again. But the blacksmith was only the first of many. As we meandered deeper into the burgh, the stares grew frequent.

			Storefronts were scattered in buildings at the center of town, and a market appeared to be in full swing in the center courtyard. In the shadows of a two-story stone building, stalls were nearly stacked on top of one another. Vendors chattered with other villagers, peddling fabrics, baked goods, paper, and more from crude wooden structures and covered carts. But even the fresh scent of breads and pies couldn’t overpower the filth and waste that permeated the air. We were lucky to visit while it was cold—I could only imagine the summer months—but this was the reality of the time. I longed to take in the sight—to truly process where I was—but danger was palpable, preventing me from truly reveling in the fact that I was in another time. 

			“This market is approved by the crown,” Fitz said, his eyes turned upward. 

			Despite the overwhelming sights and sounds, I had to smile. This must have been fascinating to my favorite historian. 

			“How do you know?” I asked. 

			Fitz pointed to a round stone structure. Standing roughly ten feet tall and of equal width, it resembled a monument of sorts. The market stalls encircled it. 

			“That’s a mercat cross,” he said, as though that explained everything. “It grants the townspeople the right to hold a regular market. Since it’s just in front of the tolbooth, this is where they’ll try and execute women convicted of witchcraft.” 

			A shiver ran down my spine. 

			As we moved past a stall selling fabric, a middle-aged woman approached, carrying herself with a stately air. She stood out, her blonde hair pulled into two twists that met atop her head, and her wool dress stitched with a heather pattern. Her hands were delicate and her nails clean as she swept a woolen swatch over me. When I met her blue eyes, which sat above a button nose, I found a hint of condescension in them. 

			“Perhaps a new dress for the lady,” she said, her tone suggestive as she scrutinized my dress. 

			“Thank you, but no,” I replied. 

			

			Her eyes widened at my speech, and though I should have been concerned at my first interaction already setting me apart, I was a bit smug at her surprise. 

			I turned my eyes to Fitz, and we hastened our steps. When we were out of earshot, I turned to Esther. 

			“Is my dress just too formal, or is it out of fashion as well?” I asked, concern flooding through me. 

			Esther paused, and confusion flashed across her features. I rethought my word usage.

			“Is it too elaborate? The woman back there,” I explained. 

			Esther waved her hand. “Ah, Fiona,” she said, resuming her walk. “Ne’er ye mind her.”

			I glanced around, realizing most of the women were wearing skirts that were less full than mine, and my overcoat was certainly more intricate than the ones the other women in the market wore. Where theirs were simple and practical, mine was loud and overdone. 

			“I am out of fashion,” I said, my voice betraying my horror. 

			“We shall remedy that, as I’ve said,” Esther said. “But dinnae let Fiona make ye ill at ease. She’s discovered a connection betwixt making women feel less than fashionable and selling fabric.” 

			Her sales tactic had worked on me. But I wasn’t blending with the locals, and it was all I could think of. 

			“Well, that’s unkind,” I managed to say.

			“Her husband was injured last year and cannae work the fields any longer. She does as she sees fit to care for him and their bairns.” 

			As we continued along the stalls, the crowd grew louder, and the energy ripped through me like a current. We now stood by the mercat cross, and I surmised the building in front of us must be the tolbooth. The rectangular two-story structure was made of stone and held two large wooden doors at the front. The building housed the government happenings in town, along with the town’s accused—including Helen Guthrie, her daughter, and the other poor souls accused of witchcraft. The few small windows it held had been boarded up. I looked to Fitz and Esther, my head tilted. 

			“The villagers fear the power of the witches inside,” Esther said sarcastically. “If the witches cannae see them, it decreases the effectiveness of their curses on the villagers.” 

			“Fascinating,” I said, matching her tone. “I didn’t know witches’ powers were stunted by wooden boards.” 

			I didn’t want to linger too long, didn’t want to draw attention to myself, so it was with difficulty that I pulled my eyes away. Women sat tortured just on the other side of those stone walls as village life carried on. 

			A group of villagers stormed through the market, stopping just short of the tolbooth’s front doors. 

			“Bring forth the witch!” a man yelled. “Show us Helen!” 

			“Aye, bring her forth!” another exclaimed. 

			“Hang the witch!” the group shouted repeatedly. 

			Fitz tightened his arm, pulling me closer to him, and he laid his opposite hand on top of mine. Esther nodded to us, and we walked on. 

			Many faces in the crowd turned to us, watching our progress with interest. Several whispered and a few even pointed toward Esther—and then at Fitz and me. Though I allowed my eyes to sweep over the many faces, I didn’t want to appear unnerved. Esther’s energy stirred apprehensively, but her face was set in stone as she weaved through the crowd. I followed her example, swallowing hard and pushing forward. Once we reached the other side of the courtyard, I looked back, taking in the scene. In a tumultuous sea of shouting and raised fists, one person caught my attention. A frail woman with honey-blonde hair wove through the crowd. Her gait was slow and uneven, and the look of determination on her features suggested the task wasn’t easy for her. 
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