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    Those be the witches who draw bliss and bane from the smallest slip of nature—strong old ways. 
 
      
 
    If you think you’re brave enough to venture deep into Coon Hollow Coven’s forest ravines, consider this—rumor has it the locals’ peculiar form of witchcraft is powered by souls of dead kin. Why else would the witches uphold a 1930s lifestyle from the time their founding families settled the southern Indiana hill country? Folks from the neighboring small town of Bentbone mostly don’t mind…or at least try their best to keep a safe distance from coven members. But for some townies, nothing will keep them from falling into those witches’ bliss and bane. 
 
      
 
    COON HOLLOW COVEN TALES series was inspired by the neck of the woods where Marsha A. Moore spent her favorite childhood years surrounded by the love of a big family. The tales are set in a fictitious community south of Bloomington, and the books are rich with a warm Hoosier, down-home feel.  
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    Book Description 
 
      
 
    Twenty-three-year-old Jancie Sadler was out of the room when her mother died, and her heart still longs for their lost goodbye. Aching to ease her sorrow, Aunt Starla gives Jancie a diary that changes her entire life. In entries from the 1930s, her great grandmother revealed how she coped with her own painful loss by seeking out a witch from nearby Coon Hollow Coven. The witch wore the griever’s moonstone locket, which allowed whoever could unlock its enchantment to talk with the dead.  
 
    Determined to find that locket, Jancie goes to the coven’s annual carnival held in her small southern Indiana town of Bentbone. This opposes her father’s strict rule: stay away from witches. But she’s an adult now and can make her own decisions. She meets Rowe McCoy, the kind and handsome witch who wears the moonstone. He agrees to let her try to open the locket, but they’re opposed by High Priestess Adara and her jealous desire to possess him. Desperate for closure with her mother, Jancie persists and cannot turn away from a perilous path filled with magic, romance, and danger. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter One: Great Aunt Starla’s Cornbread 
 
      
 
      
 
    Warm rain mixed with Jancie’s tears, and she rose to stand beside her mother’s grave. She bent at the waist and her fingers followed the arc of her mother’s name—Faye Sadler—in the headstone. From numerous visits, she knew the unyielding shape well. The word goodbye stuck in her throat. She’d said it aloud many times since her mother died six months ago, only to have the cemetery’s vast silence swallow her farewells. Rain beaded on the polished granite. Her hand, bearing her mother’s silver ring, slid down the stone and fell to her side. 
 
    If only she could’ve said goodbye to her mother before she died. After years of caring for her mom while she suffered with cancer, Jancie had missed the final parting moment while getting a quick bite of dinner. The pain still cut like a knife in her gut. 
 
    On foot, she retraced the too-familiar path toward her work at the Federal Bank. Although she’d landed a job as manager at the largest of the three banks in the small town of Bentbone, the position was a dead end. Within the first six months, she’d mastered all the necessary skills. Now, after a year, only the paycheck kept her there. 
 
    Jancie turned onto Maple Street. As usual, wind swept up the corridor, between old shade trees protecting houses, and met her at the top of the tall hill. September rain pelted her face and battled the Indian summer noontime temperatures. She zipped the rain parka to keep her dress dry, pulled on the strings of the hood, and corralled strands of ginger-colored hair that whipped into her eyes. She gazed farther into the valley, where the view spanned almost a mile out to the edge of town. Usually, farmers moved tractors across the road or boys raced skateboards and bikes down Maple Street’s long slope. 
 
    Today, on the deserted acreage just east of Bentbone, people moving in and out through a gate of the tall wooden fence breathed life into the rundown carnival. Surprised, Jancie crossed the street for a better view. She’d lost track of life around her since Mom passed. The coming Labor Day weekend in Bentbone meant the valley coven’s yearly carnival. She and her girlfriends always looked forward to the cute guys, fair food, and amazing magical rides and decorations, even if her father didn’t approve of witches or magic. The residents of the sleepy town awoke to welcome a host of tourists wanting to see the spectacle created by the witches of Coon Hollow Coven. 
 
    Somehow, Jancie had forgotten the big event this year. Last year, she didn’t go since Mom was so sick and couldn’t be left. Jancie sighed and turned onto the main street toward the bank. She’d lost so much since her mother passed. Really, since the diagnosis of cancer. 
 
    At that time, four years ago, Jancie withdrew as a sophomore from Hanover College, a select, private school in southern Indiana near the Kentucky border—too far away. Instead, she returned to stay with her mother and commuted to Indiana University. Balancing hours with the home health care nurse, Jancie had few choices of career paths. Not that it mattered, since her remarried father expected her to find a job in Bentbone and continue taking care of her mother. Despite the sacrifices, Jancie loved her mother, who’d always managed money for a few special things for Jancie—a new bike, birthday parties, prom dresses—even though their income was tight. Mom had paid for her tuition and listened to every new and exciting college experience. 
 
    Jancie smiled at the memory of Mom’s twinkling brown eyes, that mirrored her own, when she asked about what happened during the day’s classes: if Jancie liked the professor; if she’d made new friends. 
 
    When she rounded the last corner, she returned to her work day. At the bleak, limestone bank building, reality hit. Jancie pulled against the heavy glass door, and a gust swept her inside. She peeled off the drenched jacket and hung it on the coat rack of her small, plain office. 
 
    Through the afternoon’s doldrums, punctuated by only a handful of customers, her mind wandered to the carnival. She’d gone dozens of times before and loved it. But since Mom passed, nothing seemed fun anymore, like she couldn’t connect with herself and had forgotten how to have a good time. She organized a stack of notes, anything to put the concern out of her mind. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    After work, Jancie drove her old blue Camry the five miles to the other end of town where she lived in her mother’s white frame house, the home where she grew up, now hers. Glad to own her own place, unlike her friends who rented, she’d made a few easy changes. In the living room, a new brown leather couch with a matching chair and ottoman. She replaced the bedroom furniture with a new oak suite for herself in what used to be her mother’s room. With pay saved from the bank, Jancie could remodel or build on, but she didn’t know what she wanted yet. Her great aunt Starla had told her to just wait and hold onto her money; she’d know soon enough. 
 
    Pouring rain soaked the hem of her dress as she darted between the garage shed and back stoop of the small ranch house. 
 
    Glad she’d chosen to get her run in this morning before work, she changed into cozy sweats, pulled the long part of her tapered hair into a ponytail, and headed for the kitchen. 
 
    Her phone alerted her of a text, and she read the message from her friend Rachelle, always the social director of their group: R we going to the carnival? 
 
    Jancie typed a response. I guess. R Lizbeth and Willow going? 
 
    Yep whole gang. What day? 
 
    Don’t know yet. Get back to u. Jancie worried she’d spoil their fun. Even though they’d all been her best friends since high school and would understand her moodiness, she didn’t want to ruin one of the best times of the year for them. Since Mom passed, they’d taken her out to movies and shopping in Bloomington, but this was different. Could it ever match up to the fun of all the times before? “I don’t know if I’m up to that,” she said into open door of the old Kenmore refrigerator while rummaging for leftovers of fried chicken and corn. 
 
    The meal satisfied and made her thankful she’d learned how to cook during those years with Mom. Not enough dishes to bother with the dishwasher, one of the modern upgrades to the original kitchen, Jancie washed the dishes by hand and then called Starla. When she answered, Jancie asked, “Can I come over tonight? There’s something I’m needing your opinion on.” 
 
    “Why sure, Jancie. C’mon over,” the eighty-five-year-old replied with her usual warm drawl. “Are you wantin’ dinner? I made me some soup beans with a big hambone just butchered from Bob’s hog. My neighbor Ellie came over and had some. She said they were the best she’s eaten.” 
 
    Jancie glanced at the soggy rain parka and opted for an umbrella instead. “No, I just ate. Be right over.” Keys and purse in hand, she hung up and darted for the shed. 
 
    Five minutes later, she turned onto the drive of the eldercare apartments and parked under the steel awning where Starla gave her a whole arm wave from her picture window. Jancie made her way to number twelve on the first floor. 
 
    The door opened, and Starla engulfed Jancie in a bear hug, pulling her into the pillow of a large, sagging bosom. Starla smelled of her signature scent—rosewater and liniment. 
 
    Jancie had loved her great aunt’s hugs as long as she could remember. Stress and worry melted away, and she hugged back. Her arm grazed Starla’s white curls along the collar of her blue knit top embroidered with white stars—her great aunt’s favorite emblem. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you. Come sit a spell, while I get us some iced tea.” Starla pulled away and gestured to the microsuede couch decorated with three crocheted afghans in a rainbow of colors. “I thought we were done with this hot weather, but not quite yet. That rain today’s been a gully washer but didn’t cool things off much.” The large-boned woman scuffed her pink-house-slippered feet toward the kitchen. “Would you rather have pound cake from the IGA or homemade cornbread?” 
 
    Jancie laughed and followed her into the kitchen. She wouldn’t get through the visit without eating. “You’re just fishin’ for a compliment. You know your homemade cornbread is better.” 
 
    Starla arranged plates with thick slices of warm cornbread and big pats of butter on top, while Jancie transferred the refreshments to the aluminum dinette table. 
 
    “With your hair pulled back like that, you’re a dead ringer for your Ma. So pretty with that same sweetheart-shaped face.” Starla folded herself onto a chair beside Jancie. “You look to be getting on well…considering what all you’ve been through.” 
 
    “I’m doing okay,” Jancie said through a mouthful of the moist cornbread. She washed it down with a swallow of brisk tea that tasted fresh-brewed. “But sometimes, lots of times, I feel lost, like I can’t move on.” She ran a hand across her forehead. “I didn’t get to say goodbye. I spent time with her through all those years, and it shouldn’t matter, but it does every time I visit her grave and most every night in my dreams.” 
 
    “Oh, honey. I know it hurts.” Starla smoothed Jancie’s ponytail down the middle of her back and spoke with a voice so slow and warm, it felt like a handmade quilt wrapping around her.  “You spent all that time and gave so much. Just like when I cared for my husband some twenty years back. I know. I never got the chance to tell Harry goodbye either. Time will heal all hurts.” 
 
    Jancie looked down at the marbleized tabletop to hide her teary eyes. “I don’t think I’m ever going to heal, Aunt Starla. I don’t know if I can ever move on.” 
 
    “There is one thing you can try. I’d have done it, if I’d have known before decades softened my aching heart. Way back, I was desperate like you.” 
 
    Jancie looked into Starla’s blue-gray eyes, set deep inside wrinkled lids. 
 
    Her aunt leaned closer. “Not many know about this,” she whispered as if someone outside the apartment door might hear. “There’s an old story about how a member of the Coon Hollow Coven, one who’s recently lost a loved one, is made the teller of the moonstone tale.” 
 
    Jancie rolled her eyes. “That’s just a silly story, one of lots that Mom and Dad told to scare me when I was little, so I’d stay away from the coven. When the moonstone locket opens at the end of the tale, you’ll get your wish but also be cursed.” 
 
    “Oh no.” Starla shook her head and pushed away from the table. “Let me get Aunt Maggie’s old diary. I got this in a box of old family things when Cousin Dorothy passed.” She lumbered to her spare bedroom and returned with a worn, black-leather volume only a little larger than her wide palm. Once seated, she thumbed through the yellowed pages. “Here.” She pointed a finger and placed the book between them. “Aunt Maggie lost her husband to a heart attack at a young age, not but two years after they married. She pined for him so bad, cried for months, and eventually turned to the coven’s psychics. They tried and tried but couldn’t reconnect her with his spirit. One of them felt for the young woman with a baby not even knowing her daddy. The psychic took Maggie to the moonstone story teller. Read here about what happened.” 
 
    Jancie silently read the flowery cursive with difficulty and slowed at the part about the story teller. 
 
    When I dared to gather my courage and tell the widower warlock that I wanted my Marvin to meet our daughter Dorothy, the man’s dark eyes softened wide over me and my little one. He held out a locket set with a large moonstone. He said if the locket were to open for me, which it hadn’t ever before in his recollection, there’d be a price to pay for the gift I’d get. I didn’t care what price. I wanted Marvin to see our baby. 
 
    The widower went on and told the sad tale about how the locket came to be, all the while tears leaked from his eyes. Straight away after he finished, the moonstone sparked blue, and the locket opened a crack. In the air above the locket, I saw the face of my Marvin smiling at Dorothy, and she cooed back at him. It was a miracle! But just for an instant. His face faded, and the locket clicked shut. 
 
    The warlock smiled, but his eyes looked sadder than before. He told me I was lucky, that most see nothing, or a few see just a flash of light. He bowed his head, hung the locket around his neck, and used the table we sat at to push up straight, like the necklace weighed him down. The psychic witch patted the warlock on the shoulder and walked me to the edge of their village. I don’t know if I dare to tell anyone what happened. But it’s enough that Dorothy and me saw her daddy. 
 
    When Jancie looked up, Starla said, “So there.  She got what she wanted and didn’t have any problems. Maybe that’s worth a try. Could be since you’re related to Maggie, you’ll be able to see your Ma.” 
 
    Jancie skimmed the following diary entries for keywords—moonstone, locket, warlock, and coven—but the cursive made it difficult. “Can I take this for a while to read?” 
 
    “Sure can.” Starla bit into a wedge of cornbread. “I’ve read the whole thing, and nothing odd came from that visit, near as I can tell. This weekend at the carnival, you could find the coven member who’s the moonstone story teller. That way, you don’t have to go to their village, if you’re worried about that.” 
 
    “Well. I am, sort of. Dad always seemed strong against those witches. He wouldn’t let me go to the carnival for years after all my friends were allowed. It didn’t matter how much I begged.” 
 
    “I remember that now.” The old woman took a sip of tea. “I used to try to tell your pa how the carnival’s safe for tourists and townies. That’s one of the coven’s biggest money-makers. They don’t aim to hurt people there. That’d only hurt themselves. I never figured out what your pa had against them.” 
 
    Jancie shrugged. “How will I know who’s the story teller?” 
 
    “I reckon the witch will be wearing the moonstone locket.” 
 
    “Have you seen it?” 
 
    “Can’t say I have, but these old legs haven’t been up to walking for hours through a carnival for years.” She chuckled and displayed a calf encased in a support stocking, showing the lines of varicose veins through the elastic material. “But if I was young with my life ahead like you, I’d give it a go.” 
 
    Jancie finished her cornbread. “Thanks for the advice, Aunt Starla. I’m going to head home and read some of this tonight.” She tapped a finger on the diary’s cover. 
 
    “Let me get another piece of cornbread for you to take.” Starla moved to the counter, cut a huge wedge, and wrapped it in plastic film. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Sunshine streaming into her bedroom window awoke Jancie. She’d fallen asleep early while reading the old diary. Up at six, she took time for a long run, then showered and slipped into one of the boring polyester wrap dresses she wore to work. After applying a scant bit of make-up and enjoying Starla’s cornbread with milk and juice for breakfast, she tidied up the kitchen and bedroom. 
 
    She gently folded the crazy quilt Mom had made for her before the cancer hit. When Jancie touched the diary sitting on the oak nightstand, a passage she’d read crossed her mind—several days after Maggie’s encounter with the story teller, she wrote an entry wondering why the man seemed so burdened. Her description of the sorrow she’d seen in his eyes haunted Jancie while she drove to work. 
 
    Luckily, the mental image left her during the busy morning with a couple of farmers who wanted to reorganize loans. It made her feel good to help them get their finances in order so they could afford what they needed to stay in business. Times like these made her job seem worthwhile. 
 
    After getting lunch at the café on Main Street, Jancie stopped at the corner florist two doors down and bought a bouquet for the grave, hoping that would give her the sign from her mother she’d been wanting the past six months. She picked out a sunny arrangement of red and pink zinnias and yellow mums. Mom always planted zinnias, and when she couldn’t, Jancie had grown them to please her. But not this year. It hurt too much. 
 
    She laid the flowers at the gravesite and sat on a bench nearby, watching for anything that might be a sign. After a few minutes, mosquitoes roused by yesterday’s rain forced her to leave earlier than usual. 
 
    With time to spare before returning to work, she walked down the hill, past her usual turn onto Main Street. The breeze tossed her hair in the warm sunshine. Halfway down, she made out distinct shapes of men and women moving through the carnival’s entrance. Her pulse quickened. Why am I heading toward the carnival? I don’t know if I believe in that crazy moonstone tale. She swallowed hard, remembering her father’s strong opposition to anything to do with these people. Still, she kept walking closer. The idea of being able to say goodbye to her mother was too tempting, too important. 
 
    She stopped across the road from the entrance. Above the head-high wooden fence with peeling layers of black and barn-red paint, the rusty Ferris wheel creaked back and forth as if someone coaxed it to life. Through the planked gates which stood open, tents of every color lined the central path, some only puddles of fabric on the ground waiting to splash up. Women in shirtwaist dresses moved about draping gold cording around tent support angles. The ladies’ bias-cut skirts rippled around their hips and legs with the slightest breeze like the flags atop the tent poles. Men in wide-legged trousers unloaded crates off the back of a vintage 1930 model Ford pickup’s wood-paneled bed. With long sleeves rolled above elbows, streaks of sweat lined the backs of their white dress shirts. Foregoing style for practicality, wide-brimmed fedoras were pushed back on their heads. 
 
    From time to time, small groups of coven members visited Bentbone for groceries or other supplies in their long sedans with stretched hoods and seductive fenders that reminded Jancie of a woman’s rounded hips. But to see so many of their folk together, dressed as they always did in styles from eighty years ago, made Jancie feel like she stood out. 
 
    She’d never watched them set up the carnival. The process—an orchestration of both ordinary manual labor and magic—left her entranced. While boys and young men grunted to tote crates, adult men and women levitated tents into position. Jancie wanted to tour the grounds to witness the transformation of the abandoned and dilapidated park. Lured by the magical sights, she crossed the road. 
 
    “You lookin’ for someone?” the voice of a teenage boy by the pickup startled Jancie. 
 
    She whirled sideways as if caught doing something wrong. “Um. I’m needing the teller of the moonstone tale.” Her voice cracked proclaiming her reason to be there while still trying to convince herself. 
 
    “That’d be Rowe.” The youth spit into the gravel at the side of the road. “He’ll be here straight away. We’re delivering things he needs. Just wait by that gate, miss.” He tipped his cap and took a crate off the truck bed. 
 
    Jancie stepped closer to the gate. She peeked around the corner and walked into the wide chest of a man wearing a freshly pressed shirt with cuff links at his wrists. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she blurted and took a step back. 
 
    “No, excuse me. I should have taken more care.” The man, who appeared to be in his late twenties, touched her elbow.  “Are you all right?” From under a straw fedora angled low over one brow, brown hair grazed his broad shoulders. Unshaven whiskers shadowed his jaw. 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine.” Jancie uttered, unable to look away from his eyes—brown with glints of gold that seemed to convey sincerity. Or witchcraft? She managed to pull her gaze free. Or not? 
 
    “What can I help you with?”  His calm voice contrasted with the chaos around them. 
 
    A loud bang sounded from behind. His hand at Jancie’s elbow grabbed her forearm and pulled her closer to the gate’s frame in time to miss collision with two men carrying a crate. 
 
    Jancie stared at the wooden box, which jostled from side to side as if something inside moved on its own. 
 
    “Dangerous spot.” The man released her. 
 
    “I guess.” From where she hugged the edge of the entry, Jancie uncoiled toward him, and her gaze rested on a thick opalescent pendant hanging against his chest where his shirt hung open. She stared at it in surprise. 
 
    He saw her expression and her gaze, fixed on his necklace. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “It’s just that…Are you the moonstone story teller? I came to find you.” 
 
    “Yes, I am. My name is Rowe McCoy. Come outside the gate area where it’s quieter…or at least safer.” With a chuckle, he led her beside the old pickup and turned to face her, his gaze more serious and intent on hers. “Why are you looking for the moonstone story teller?” 
 
    “I’ve lost someone…” 
 
    “I’m very sorry for your loss. Who was that person?” 
 
    “My mother, Faye. I’m Jancie Sadler. I cared for her through a long bout with cancer but missed the moment when she passed. It hurts that I didn’t get to say goodbye. I need to do that.” 
 
    He nodded. “I know that feeling well.” He removed the moonstone locket from his neck and held it between them. Rose gold filigree secured a gem the size of a half dollar coin and milky white. “Hold out your palm.” He placed the locket into her hand and cradled hers with his own. “This locket was made in 1850 by a warlock, Jude Oatley who lost his wife, Charlotte, to tuberculosis. He set the magic of the gem, and it’s his tale I tell. Be warned, if the locket opens, you will pay a price for the gift you seek. You understand, the locket does not open on command—in fact, it has not opened in many years. But the magic dictates it may happen if—” 
 
    “Look!” Jancie exclaimed as the moonstone flashed a brilliant blue. 
 
    Rowe flinched, a look of surprise on his features, and clasped her hand tighter, steadying it with his other hand. “The story begins with the tale of their tremendous love.” His voice cracked, and he took a breath before continuing. “Jude placed the essence of that love inside this gem and—” 
 
    “Rowe, there you are,” a woman’s husky voice called. “I’m needing your help, darlin’, with manners of the carousel horses. No one else can seem to make them change gaits.” A woman slithered over to them, dressed in a fine silk flowered dress that draped around her voluptuous curves. She glanced at the locket in their joined hands and scoffed. “I’m sorry if I interrupted anything important. The moonstone locket. Are you telling this girl the tale? She’s too young to have a broken heart, other than from puppy love.” Her painted red lips drew into a smirk across her pale face. 
 
    “Jancie, this is Adara, our coven leader. Adara, this is Jancie.” Rowe collected the locket, his face now drawn and solemn as he looked at Jancie. “I apologize. We have a lot to do before the carnival opens Friday night. It is important for me to tell you the tale. Promise me you’ll come by during the carnival. I’ll make sure to have time to talk without interruptions.” 
 
    Adara’s sharp laughter trailed off in the blare of a horn from a new off-road Chevy pickup that whipped past kicking up dust and gravel. 
 
    Jancie sucked in deep breath. She’d been discovered talking with witches by her resentful ex-boyfriend, Harley Hincks. Her dad would know before sundown. 
 
    The wind that blasted them after the truck passed lifted the waterfall of Adara’s black wavy hair styled to hang over one eye. A long, jagged scar across the high cheekbone marred her otherwise beautiful face. 
 
    The woman’s odd reaction and appearance made a chill pass along Jancie’s spine. She glanced into Rowe’s eyes, wanting to promise she’d return. Instead, she scurried across the road toward the safety of the Federal Bank. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two: Blue Vervain 
 
      
 
      
 
    Adara smoothed her black shoulder-length hair forward from her side part to cover the exposed scar on her cheek. No matter the girl had seen it. The disfiguring gash proved useful when she wished to look like a wicked witch and frighten troublesome townies away. 
 
    Rowe replaced the moonstone locket around his neck, and his gaze followed Jancie ascending the long hill toward Bentbone. 
 
    Adara eyed him. “A townie? Really? That twit isn’t your type. You need a woman.” 
 
    “It’s none of your business.” He arched a thick brow at her. 
 
    Making use of his attention, she turned and added a bit of a wiggle into her walk back inside the carnival. She was certain he couldn’t resist the swish of silk around her gams. Footsteps behind her confirmed her expectation and brought a grin to her lips. Winding her way through coven folk, she doled out directions and wondered about what she’d seen between Rowe and that girl. The moonstone had given a brilliant flash. With only that much information, there was no way to know whether the locket would open for that townie, but Adara intended to prevent Rowe from finding out. 
 
    She stopped at the carousel and turned to face him. “The pink fillies only trot, while the red steeds just gallop. Everything else canters. This ride was your creation, so make it work.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” He waved to a mature male witch working on the ride. “Albert, snazzy paint job.” Rowe circled through each row of fearsome wooden animals. Some growled or whimpered through clenched teeth. Others puffed wisps of smoke from reddened nostrils. He stroked the head and neck of each, sometimes stopping long enough to whisper into the perked ear of a horse, or rub a tiger’s ears to soothe its irritable pawing, or guide the long neck of a camel closer to receive his communication. After he visited each, he bounded off the lowest level and moved closer to Albert at the control panel. “Give it a go now and work through all the gears. They should behave better now.” 
 
    Albert muscled his weight against the stiff lever and gave a groan. “First gear, Rowe.” 
 
    Adara crossed her arms under her full bosom and strolled to where Rowe observed the circling ride. 
 
    “Looks a-okay.” Rowe lifted his hat and smoothed his hair. “All are at their trot now. Power up.” 
 
    Albert braced his bum leg against the gear column and pushed his weight into the shifter. “Canter speed.” 
 
    Rowe gave a thumbs-up and stepped to the control box. He passed a palm over the stiff shift lever and pushed it to the highest notch. Horses, elephants, tigers, sharks, camels, and bears alike stretched their torsos and lengthened their legs or fins into long, elegant strides with a uniform rhythm. 
 
    Adara clapped her hands. Few witches achieved that level of animation. She’d admired his intelligence and witchcraft talents for years. Now that he was a widower, she intended to learn whether his other skills would be equally outstanding. 
 
    Rowe yanked the lever back through the slower gears to halt the carousel. “The animals are all performing proper gaits, but this shifter is needing more than magic.” He faced Albert. “See if Trenton can oil the mechanism.” 
 
    The older male witch nodded and pushed his sleeves above his skinny arms. “Will do. Should be easy for him. He’s been a real carny before. You did the hard part. Thanks, Rowe.” 
 
    “Not at all.” Rowe tipped his fedora. 
 
    Adara snaked her arm through Rowe’s crooked elbow. “You always impress me,” she remarked, beaming into his face. “No one else in the coven can animate like that. I’ve been thinking. Maybe the time is right for you to become part of my council.” 
 
    He shook his head and opened his mouth to speak. 
 
    “Don’t say no yet.” She gave a hasty reply and squeezed his firm bicep with her free hand. “I know you’ve been through rough times losing both your father and your wife. Maybe working for the greater good of the coven will give you the purpose and direction you’ve been missing. Think about it.” 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” He glanced at her with a smirk. 
 
     “Well, I’d love to have your help with coven leadership. You’d be perfect. We’d make an exceptional team.” 
 
    Albert returned with Trenton, who carried a tool kit. He tipped his ball cap to Adara and got to work. 
 
    Adara pulled on Rowe’s arm. “Come walk with me while I check progress on other attractions, and we can discuss our plans for the coven’s future.” 
 
    “I want to stay until Trenton is done, to make sure my adjustments are still in line.” Rowe walked with her around the perimeter of the carousel. 
 
    Trenton opened the panel and tightened bolts and oiled gears, while Albert served as his assistant. 
 
    As Adara and Rowe strolled, she smiled to everyone who passed, hopeful they noticed she and Rowe were a couple. 
 
    Several women smiled back at her. The jealously she read in their eyes made her pulse quicken. She needed the other females to know he belonged to her now. 
 
    As Rowe and Adara returned to the control panel, Trenton replaced the cover, and Albert pulled the lever. “Should be smooth as silk,” the carny said. 
 
    Rowe shook off Adara’s arm and braced himself against a fence support while eyeing the animals trotting past. “Up one level.” 
 
    “Shifts like butter and that’s as pretty a canter as I’ve ever seen,” Albert sang and turned on the ride’s music system. 
 
    “That is keen, Rowe!” a girlish voice called from behind. “They all look like rockin’ horses. What kid wouldn’t want to ride this carousel for hours? I would.” 
 
    “Lenore!” Rowe turned and took the lissome young woman’s hand. “In that case, why don’t you and I test the animals’ temperaments while carrying riders? I could use some help.” 
 
    “I’d love to. I’m so glad I was nearby and heard the carousel’s calliope music. I was hoping I could help you.” 
 
    Adara bristled at Lenore’s easy, likeable manner. Although in her twenties, the young woman bordered on plain with a freckled complexion and dishwater blond hair past her waist. Her hair-do, if it could be called that, was old-fashioned, hanging in pigtails tied with light blue ribbons that matched her flowered feedsack dress. What did Rowe see in Lenore when he could have herself, an exotic beauty with eyes and hair as black as jet set off by milky skin, high cheekbones, and red lips? Not only that, she filled out a dress in ways that simpleton’s flat-as-a-board figure could never do. She seethed as he placed his hands on Lenore’s waist, boosted her onto the back of a baby elephant, and took a position next to her on a growling tiger. 
 
    Rowe signaled Albert, and the ride started with the animals walking faster with each revolution until they reached a trot. 
 
    When they sped to a canter, Lenore’s fluty laughter carrying over the top of whimsical calliope notes sent Adara into hiding, taking refuge in the doorway of a nearby tent. She didn’t dare let coven members see her while Rowe entertained that girl, not after she’d been so obvious about her intentions for him. How could he take her affections so lightly? Her brow pulled together while considering his resistance to her plans. 
 
    “Adara, is there something I can help you with?” the voice of a woman asked from inside the tent. “Something’s troublin’ you, my dear. I’ll be glad to read the future for you again, if you wish.” She stepped forward and squinted the already small eyes of her ferret-like face. Her gaze followed in the direction of Adara’s stare. “Ah, knowin’ the future is not what you want. Be careful or you’ll turn green, my friend. Don’t you trust the cards I dealt you at Beltane?” The middle-aged witch maneuvered her plump body around a maze of crates toward the tent’s door, her peppered hair falling from her bun to the Peter Pan collar of her shirtwaist dress, 
 
    Adara glanced at her closest friend. “Sibeal, I know better than to doubt the word of the coven’s eldest psychic, and I know you have my best interest at heart. Your reading said that the man I chose wouldn’t fall for Lenore’s winsome charms.” Adara curled her pointed, red nails into a fist. “But that’s only because I’ll see to it that their friendship ends.” 
 
    “Adara.” Sibeal placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “You mustn’t meddle with fate. The Goddess will play hard against you.” 
 
    Adara thrust out her chin, shook off the psychic’s grip, and marched out of the tent, doling out curt orders as she toured the grounds. Some coven folk sneaked quick glances her way while their hands never left their work. Others scurried down alleyways between tents. 
 
    A flutter of a crow’s black wings down the carnival’s main thoroughfare separated a group of witches arguing about the colors to conjure for the signage of the rides. The bird gave a loud squawk and circled inches above their heads, dodging raised wands and dozens of curse words. The sleek, iridescent crow landed on the corner of a tent next to where Adara surveyed a centripetal swing ride. The chairs wound in and out braiding their chains while a circular motion lifted them into flight. 
 
    “Those lights aren’t in sync with the ride. Get it right, you there,” she barked with a husky voice at Darin, the gangly operator. 
 
    “Uppity today.” The crow flapped a few times before folding his wings. “Bee in your bonnet, Adara?” 
 
    Adara looked around them to make certain no one heard the bird’s outspoken comment. “It’s Priestess Adara, you loathsome black devil.” 
 
    “You just wish I was the devil,” he retorted. “Word is you’re a pill today. Is someone gumming up the works?” 
 
    “Dearg, you don’t know squat.” She eyed him without her usual interest in bantering with the quick-witted bird. “Why don’t you blow?” 
 
    “Hmm. Must be a troubling matter of power or love. I wonder which?” He clapped his beak with raucous laughter. “Maybe both.” 
 
    Adara focused her eyes and channeled her gift of transformation onto the metal pole where he perched. 
 
    “Yeow!” Dearg lifted one claw, then the other from the hot metal. “You got an axe to grind, or what?” He hovered above her head a moment, then circled the Ferris wheel and set to work helping its male witch operator. 
 
    Flustered, Adara shook her head and headed toward her Packard sedan. She grabbed the wheel as if trying to choke any life out of it. You need to get control. Even that damn crow knows you can’t reel in a man as extraordinary as Rowe. She tilted her head up and looked in the rearview mirror, letting the curtain of hair fall away from her scar. See that? Don’t forget what you’re fighting for—a second chance at what you lost. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    In the parlor of her rambling brick Victorian house, Adara yanked the drapes closed, their brown velvet worn thin next to the draw cord. She crossed the room to the writing desk. With her weight balanced on one foot to the left of the desk, the single pine floorboard creaked underneath the red Persian rug. With the small stipend awarded to her as the coven’s high priestess over the past five years, she’d at least managed to purchase new carpets and accent rugs. The 1915 Tabard family homestead looked much the same as it did when her mother, the former priestess, passed. Adara’s home breathed with familiar personalities through its old but fine leather wing chairs, tufted ottomans, and shabby window seats. Scents of her family’s long-gone witches permeated leather, fabric, and wallpaper. They taunted her with icy stares from black and white family photographs from where they’d always hung in every room, save the kitchen and her bedroom. Their glares were a constant reminder that she hadn’t been the one chosen to own this family home. 
 
    Still balancing on one foot, the floorboard finally dropped down a half-inch, and Adara strained to reach the key from the upper right desk drawer as it sprang open. She drew a circle in the air counterclockwise twice around the lock before inserting the key and opening the rolled top. She removed her most valuable possession—the family grimoire. The book had passed from mother to daughter for more generations than she knew. Most often, the eldest daughter was the recipient. Keeping to tradition, her mother had willed the oldest of three daughters, Evelyn, to receive the coveted book. 
 
    Father served as High Priest of the coven for decades, and Mother, even more powerful with the Sight, led the coven after his death. She must have known her eldest daughter would die, or at least that’s what Adara told herself to hide from what she believed to be the truth. 
 
    As a teenager, Adara had made a fateful mistake, all for the love of a young man, her first and only love. While joy-riding one summer evening, they’d drunk too much hooch, and he swerved his fast car into an old model T driven by her only brother Clement with Evelyn along as his passenger. Both were killed. Adara and her boyfriend suffered many cuts and broken bones. Adara healed except for the three-inch long white jagged scar marring her cheek, which served as a daily reminder of not only her siblings’ deaths, but also heartache after her boyfriend left her. Whether he was scared of repercussions of her mother’s strong witchcraft or fearful of being charged with manslaughter by the law, her boyfriend stayed clear of Adara thereafter. Twenty-four odd years later, her heart still ached for him and her family. She knew loneliness too well. 
 
    Adara’s mother publicly shunned her, giving her favor and the inheritance of her grimoire to the middle daughter, Fia, who learned about her witchcraft gift only minutes before that grievous accident. Fia inherited Mother’s talent in a strange way as Dark Sight, a negative clairvoyance that happened too close to the oncoming events to deter those in harm’s path. She saw the hot rod and model T accident unfold without time to stop it from happening. Marked by that black gift, Fia chose a life of solitude, claiming she’d be better off not knowing anyone. Perhaps it was a way to block the gruesome mental awareness. Adara could only guess, since Fia lived as a recluse farther south along the Ohio River and avoided even her family’s company. She’d heard word that the Dark Sight turned on Fia and drove her to madness. 
 
    Upon Mother’s death five years ago, her will left the family house and all possessions to Adara by default as the last in line, including the grimoire she found under her mother’s mattress. Assuming the magical book had been repossessed from Fia, Adara knew her mother hadn’t wanted to give it to her. To Mother’s last breath, she must have blamed Adara. 
 
    Adara did her best to cast aside those ill feelings of the past. She rubbed her hand across the black leather cover, worn with age. Thumbing through pages, she took in a host of fragrances worn by witches before her, who’d used the volume. Scents of green wood, sandalwood incense, chili pepper, and ashes wafted past her. She let their strength and conviction enliven her as she selected the needed spell. 
 
    With the volume clutched to her, she retreated to her favorite room in the house, the large country kitchen. There, without the condemning stares of framed faces of relations, she set to work creating a mixture of dried lavender and vervain flowers that would instill peace. She covered the mixture and placed it on the mudroom bench near the back door. From under the bench, she snatched a small gathering basket and headed outside to the property’s far edge where the wood-line met a pond. 
 
    At that junction, stood a prized patch of blue vervain she’d planted under Mother’s guidance. Their blossoms only three-quarters up the spikes, Adara found plenty for her needs. She  clipped a handful of the late summer bloomers and made a mental note to dry the rest soon. Prickles of some Joe Pye Weed grabbed the hem of her silk skirt. Cursing the plant, she bent and freed herself. 
 
    Back inside her kitchen, she used a large mortar and pestle to press the juice from the stems over a bowl. She poured the liquid into a small glass and set it alongside the dried flowers on the back bench. In the alcove off the kitchen used as a sewing room, she located some thin gold cord, cut a thirty-inch length, and dropped it next to the other items. Adara locked the grimoire back in the desk and stepped out into the late afternoon sunshine of her garden. In a large market basket from her shed, she gathered half a dozen dried corn stalks, their ears drooped and shrouded in golden husks. 
 
    She walked the mile to Lenore Whiting’s house where the young woman lived with her elderly mother, Freda. When she arrived at the crumbling frame farmhouse, Adara rapped on the door, and their Terrier mutt barked. 
 
    The door opened, and Freda gave a wide, nearly toothless smile. “High Priestess. What honor brings you visit?” 
 
    “I’m delivering blessed corn for the coven’s doors in preparation to welcome the gods to our homes during the Mabon equinox.” Adara opened a pocket knife, slashed three ears off a stalk, and held each for a few seconds. “From this life, life to come.” She passed them to the stooped woman. “As we always do, open the husks and tie them to your door.” 
 
    “Thank you kindly.” Freda accepted them into her knotted hands. “I’ll do that soon as Lenore gets herself home. Should be anytime now.” 
 
    Adara gave a polite smile. “If she does arrive soon, will you have her follow the road to my house and help me distribute these offerings to the Smiths and the O’Neills? I’d be ever so grateful. With more than two hundred homes in our coven, I’m always happy for help.” 
 
    “Be glad to. I’ll send her along straight away.” 
 
    Adara nodded with a grin as she stepped from the cracked cement stoop. The dilapidated looks of the broken down abode frustrated her more that Rowe paid Lenore such undeserved attention. Her own home sprawled across six acres landscaped with several gardens through both lawn and woods, still pastoral if a bit wild and untended. Perhaps Adara’s home was not quite on par with Rowe’s grand manor house, but the dwelling where Lenore lived marked her well beneath his standing in the coven. Adara clenched the handle of the basket into her fist and took her time retracing the road home. 
 
    As expected, before twenty minutes passed, Lenore jogged up. She joined Adara leaving the Harper’s log cabin door with her basket now empty. “Mama sent me to help you pass out blessed offerings for Mabon,” Lenore said between gasps for breath. 
 
    “Thank you for your help.” Adara smiled having snared the naïve girl. “I’ve run out of corn and need to return to my garden for more to deliver to folks farther along this road.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “You’re such a good helper, Lenore.” Adara led the way and made small talk about the carnival’s progress while they walked the quarter-mile. 
 
    At the edge of her garden, Adara set the gathering basket down and found two long knives in the shed. She returned, and they cut stalks. “While you’re here, I could use your help with another project for the Mabon ceremony.” 
 
    “Sure. What is it?” Lenore brushed a strand of dark blond hair from her pale face which was flushed in blotches from physical activity. 
 
     “During the autumn equinox ceremony, I need a young woman blessed with a female mandrake to honor the earth’s fertility stored in her seeds.” 
 
    The girl’s gray eyes grew wide. “But Priestess, I beg you. I’m not wanting children now. I have no husband.” 
 
    Adara’s lips curled. “Perhaps, this will attract one. No one else in the coven is as well suited as you for this tremendous honor.” She hoped the young woman’s ego desired honor, or her hormones desired a husband. It didn’t matter which reason prompted Lenore to accept as long as she did. Adara held her breath. 
 
    Lenore straightened. “I’m not ready for no husband, but for the coven, I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “Very good. Let me get what we’ll need from my house.” With only one step inside her back door, Adara collected the supplies she’d left on the bench. She didn’t want to waste time and let Lenore reconsider. “Come here around the side of my house and kneel with me at this planting bed.” When the girl joined her, Adara sprinkled the dried flower mixture over a section of mandrakes, their tops withered and brown at the season’s end. “This potion will bring peace to the mandrake and block the root from making screams, which can drive the one pulling it up mad. In addition, drink this juice to protect you, in case it manages any harmful noise.” 
 
    Under Adara’s watchful eye, Lenore gulped the liquid without question. “Okay. But if it yells, I’m gonna let go.” Lenore took a handful of the papery leaves and twine-like stems. After a breath, she yanked. The gnarled root resisted, only its top shoulder coming out of the soil. 
 
    “Try again,” Adara said. “There was no verbal complaint from the root. Put your weight into it.” 
 
    The girl screwed her face and pulled. With more encouragement from Adara, she leaned back and gritted her teeth. Finally, the tan root came loose, and Lenore fell backward onto the grass. The root wiggled in her hand but remained quiet. 
 
    “A female mandrake on the first try!” Adara declared. “I knew you were destined for this role in our coven. Keep a hold of it while I tie it up.” She secured the writhing root with the gold cord and hung the now compliant mandrake around Lenore’s neck. “Wear this day and night until after the ceremony.” She smiled and stood. “Let’s deliver this corn now.” 
 
    With the second part of her plan completed, Adara sprang along the half mile trek to four more log and limestone cabin homes tucked along a wooded lane. Smoke twisted from the cabin’s chimneys and reminded Adara of her devious, convoluted plan. She smiled to herself and reached home before dinner hour. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Home again and too eager to eat, Adara prepared for the evening. Even though Lenore claimed she wasn’t ready for a husband, Adara knew better. The temptation of being able to control a man’s favor and seduce his desires would prove too great. Only a naïve girl could think otherwise. 
 
    Adara showered and anointed her skin with a lotion she’d made of vanilla and patchouli. She inspected every angle in the tall, ebony-framed mirror. Over her forty-three years, her hips had widened into delicious curves. Her stomach remained flat and bosom pert since she’d not borne children. She dressed in a black silk garter belt and rolled sheer nylon stockings over her long legs. Tap panties and a matching brassiere of cool slippery silk, fine Parisian lingerie she’d purchased with Rowe in mind, made her feel like she covered herself with fresh air. Inhibitions flowed off of her skin, a feeling she’d long forgotten. She buckled black patent Mary Jane’s with high stacked heels onto her feet to complete the outfit. 
 
    From a pink Depression glass tray, she slipped on a marcasite ring she’d worn since being appointed the coven’s high priestess. Accepting the family leadership role, she chose the ring, originally owned by her great grandmother, to focus her own power. In the shape of a snake, it coiled around her left ring finger, a constant reminder that her path in life was coven leadership. Dreams of exciting new love belonged to the girl she once was, but the woman she’d become appreciated the advantages of power and control. 
 
    In her bedroom, she walked to the black cherry bureau that held a large inlaid jewel case. She opened it and selected onyx drop earrings and threaded their wires into her lobes. Last and most important, she lifted a massive onyx pendant to her throat. 
 
    Unlike Adara’s mother, whose Sight required no aid, her father had adopted that pendant as his focus amulet when he became high priest. He died while wearing it, and therefore much of his power remained in the gemstone. 
 
    While cleaning out the house she’d inherited, Adara worked for a week to find the spell that opened the locked drawer of the roll-top desk. Her reward was that pendant and the energy it contained. 
 
    Since then, Adara had taken to wearing it on special occasions, when she needed to borrow his skills. At first, she resisted using it, wishing to lead by her own merit. Over the years, she needed more and more control to validate her purpose, tempting her to wear his amulet often. She still didn’t fully submit to her lust for authority and wear it at all times. Tonight, she needed her father’s magic to satiate her desires. 
 
    Adara slipped her bare arms into a dark trench coat and tied the belt tight at her waist. If her plan failed, she couldn’t face being disgraced. 
 
    Downstairs, she peered out through windows to make sure the road was clear. A quiet, purple dusk settled over the rolling terrain. She darted through the breezeway to her garage, rounded the side, and pulled open the double barn doors behind her Packard. 
 
    She drove to the next coven road, a rough dirt lane extending the length of the hollow as it twisted along Owls Tail Creek. After a meandering mile, she parked in the meeting hall’s gravel lot in the front of the two-story box of a brick building. Since she often made use of the coven’s office at all hours, the presence of her car wouldn’t be questioned. 
 
    Adara slunk from beside the car’s wide front fender to the tree-lined walking trail that followed the creek behind the meeting hall. Her fancy shoes made the hike difficult, costing her valuable time as she picked her way over roots for a half-mile behind a cluster of three log homes until she reached the back of Rowe’s massive acreage. This better not be a trip for biscuits. This needs to work. 
 
    His manor house, the McCoy family home, loomed an impressive three floors, a pale stone Tudor that rose like a ghost haunting the navy sky. Similar to her own, it retained a shabby art nouveau charm of the early 1900’s. High arched windows and gothic towers stood intact despite numerous cracks and discolorations to the walls. 
 
    Sheers at the French doors did little to hide the yellow light bathing the interior. She’d not arrived too late. A nervous smile lifted the corners of Adara’s mouth. 
 
    Rowe and Lenore schmoozed at the corner of the grand dining room table where they shared a bottle of wine. Against the buttoned bodice of a clean but plain shirtwaist dress, the girl wore the mandrake talisman as Adara hoped. Rowe looked snazzy in a burgundy waistcoat over a French-cuffed white shirt and pleated trousers. With his dark hair sleeked back into a low ponytail, lamp light shone along the strong angle of his jaw. 
 
    Fearful of being discovered at her hiding spot behind a trellis, Adara stood stock still, even held her breath shallow. 
 
    Rowe leaned across the table and took Lenore’s hand. He kissed her fingers and stood, pulling the girl into an embrace. 
 
    Adara held her breath, watching the final stages of her spell on Lenore unfold. She moved closer, behind a yew outside the door. 
 
    While Rowe favored the girl at least a little, perhaps to ward off his loneliness, the female mandrake enchanted him and transformed his fondness into outright lust. He encircled Lenore’s waist and locked his mouth hard on hers. 
 
    Adara leaned toward the window. 
 
    Lenore pushed him off and gasped for air. “Please, you don’t understand.” She held up the curvaceous root. “This charm is to make me a suitable wife for a man who needs one, like you.” 
 
    “Of course, and also a good man’s folly.” He pulled her closer, groping her thin frame more like an animal than a man. 
 
    “No. Not like this.” She pushed against his chest, breathless. “I can’t do this.” 
 
    “Why not?” He leaned against the edge of the table. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We have to wait. Adara said I was chosen to present my fertility to the gods first before the man who wishes to be my husband.” 
 
    “Adara.” Rowe shook his head and sighed. “You don’t have to do as she says.” 
 
    “But she’s the high priestess.” As he moved for her, Lenore took a step backward. “I want to. It’s an honor to serve the coven. Mama was impressed.” She picked up her pocketbook. “I have to go now.” 
 
    Adara voiced a silent cheer. The vervain juice did the trick she intended, rendering the girl chaste. For seven years, according to a note in the grimoire made by her great aunt Mildred. 
 
    Adara crept around the outside of the house to watch Lenore leave on foot. Adara checked her watch by the flood light hanging at the garage gable and hunkered lower into the bushes to wait. Her pulse thrummed in her ears, louder with each passing minute. 
 
    Ten minutes later, she unbuttoned her coat and felt for Father’s pendant at her neck. She pressed the onyx gem into her palm, and concentrated, silently repeating the phrase, Muto schema. She’d practiced personal transformation with Sibeal’s guidance over the summer with some success. Adara’s gaze dropped to study herself. She wore a dress identical to Lenore’s. Even the run-over brown spectator shoes looked the same. Adara twirled a mousy blond strand of hair before her face. With a confident smile, she wrapped the knocker on one of the paneled double doors. 
 
    It opened, and Rowe grinned at her. “You’re back, and without that mandrake charm. Good to see that you decided not to follow Adara’s demands.” He waved her inside and rubbed the back of his neck. “I apologize for my forward behavior earlier. Without that mandrake, I assure you I’ll act differently. The charm affected me in a bad—” 
 
    Adara wasted no time claiming her hard won prize. She threw herself at him and kissed him with pent up passion. She ran her hands down his chest, unbuttoning both vest and shirt. Touching his bare skin, heat instantly bloomed deep inside her, and her body trembled. 
 
    He broke away and gaped at her, speechless. 
 
    Standing before him in her true form, her coat gaped half off of her lingerie-caressed curves. Nervous laughter crowded her chest and fluttered at the back of her throat, finally filling the silence between them. She followed his gaze down her voluptuous body, and tugged at the belt at her waist, her lips curling as the coat slipped to the floor. His eyes widened as she swayed toward him to claim her victory. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three: Not So Familiar 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rowe caught Adara by the wrist and glared into her smoldering black eyes that promised pleasure but seeped venom from their golden glints. 
 
    “You’re hurting me.” The desire in her gaze extinguished as she writhed and pulled against his grip with her free hand. 
 
    “How dare you trick me. I won’t let go until you tell me why you cast those spells.” His fingers squeezed Adara’s soft, pale flesh harder. “Tell me!” 
 
    “As high priestess, I don’t have to answer to anyone about my magic.” She jutted her chin at him. 
 
    “You have to answer to me when you hurt my friends.” 
 
    She sneered. “Friends? Really? You’d run circles around simple-minded Lenore in any conversation.” 
 
    “What chastening spell did you put on her?” He gritted his teeth, holding back his desire to make her feel pain for her actions. 
 
    Adara grinned at him but said nothing. 
 
    He twisted her arm behind her back. “What spell?” 
 
    She groaned. “What could it matter? The coven will be better off without a simple fool like her procreating.” 
 
    He pulled Adara’s arm until she winced. 
 
    “The vervain spell.” 
 
    Rowe stared down on her with disgust. “That’s seven years of chastity.” He released Adara with such force that she fell to the floor at his feet. He clenched his hands into fists, his mind raging. Anger clouded his thoughts. Undoing that spell required complex witchcraft. He wanted to slap sense into Adara, but couldn’t harm her either physically or magically. As high priestess, coven rules protected her. “What gives you the right to change someone’s life like that?” He spat the words at her. 
 
    Rubbing the delicate skin of her injured wrist, she stared up at him with hurt in her eyes. 
 
    He felt a pang of empathy but worked to cast it off. Likely another transformational trick. 
 
    “Seven years is nothing,” she said and pushed herself to standing. “She’s only twenty and will have plenty of time left to bear a houseful. Nothing as drastic as what my mother did to me. You don’t remember. You were only a toddler then.” She took a step closer. “We’re the same, you and I. I lost the love of my life. You’ve lost your wife, Edme. Neither of us have any relations left.” 
 
    The hairs on the back of Rowe’s neck bristled at her mention of Edme. “No, we’re not alike.” 
 
    “We’re meant for each other. Your right mind is still confused with grief.” She grinned and held out a hand to him. “We could be great together.” 
 
    “Take that spell off of Lenore.” 
 
    “I can’t.” When he failed to accept her hand, she dropped it to her side. “We need a female to pledge her fertility to the gods at the Mabon festival.” 
 
    “After the ceremony, undo the spell.” 
 
    “The gods will keep her fertility until Imbolc in February at the earliest. Whether the spell can be undone after that is up to them.” Her lips curled. “So you see, you and I have even more in common. With the gods claiming Lenore, you and I are the only folk in the coven who aren’t spoken for, unless widow Ester or old maid Tansy appeal to you.” She smirked. 
 
    Heat rushed into Rowe’s face. It was clear to him now, how Adara had calculated this down to the last cold detail. She’d manipulated him into a corner and believed he had no choices but her. He stepped past her and opened the door. “It’s time for you to leave.” 
 
    “Not till I’ve had my goodnight kiss.” She leaned into him and ran a hand along the open placket of his shirt. “You seemed to like the one I gave you earlier.” 
 
    His back to the door, Rowe took hold of her upper arms and pushed her away. A pewter candleholder hurtled toward them and thumped hard against Adara’s lower back. It took Rowe only a moment to comprehend. Apparently the spirit of Uncle Petrus didn’t like how she was treating his great grandnephew and took swift action with his favorite reading light. 
 
    Adara winced and spun around. She planted the toe of her dress shoe on the top rim as the candleholder rotated to get away. 
 
    Glad for the help, Rowe nodded to the wing chair, which contained the magical spirit of his deceased aunt Tilly, another accomplished animator. The only chair that could hold the butterball of a woman, the huge upholstered piece lurched with wide strides on a straight course for the coven leader. 
 
    Great Aunt Tanita’s favorite fireplace poker for building fires under her cauldron led a battle cry. 
 
    Adara froze, her black eyes widened. 
 
    Upon Tanita’s signal, a host of objects, each animated with the original owner’s skills, crawled, flew, or slid toward the trickster. A cavalcade formed: Ernie’s silver cigar cutter, Wona’s letter opener, and Maxwell’s pistol, among many others. 
 
    When Bertrand’s enormous antique hall tree loomed over Adara, she pleaded to Rowe, “Help me! Make them stop.” She glanced his way and received only a glare. 
 
    The heavy oak piece grabbed hold of her wrists with its garment hooks and pinned her in place as if facing a firing squad. Writhing, she stared down the objects coming for her. “I should have known the McCoy home would be filled with animators’ enchanted toys.” 
 
    The wing chair pressed its smothering girth against her, and she moaned. 
 
    An instant later, the poker gave a shout to release. The furniture backed away, and Adara was not there. 
 
    A chill breeze blowing through the open door signaled Rowe to run outside. 
 
    The flood lamp on the old carriage house cast dim light over the side of the property. Far to the back, the pale striped face of a badger bared its sharp teeth. The animal hissed at Aunt Edna’s white lilac bush that swept low limbs back and forth across the ground like a hockey goalie. The bush snagged the critter’s stubby tail. With a vehement growl, the badger pulled free and escaped along the path to Owls Tail Creek. Dark wings fluttered after it, followed by the caw of a single crow. 
 
    Rowe walked to the lilac and collected Adara’s trench coat. He peered at the now empty path and snickered. Yeah, it would be an ugly creature she turned into with that wicked heart. 
 
    A series of low hoots came from high in the old willow tree that overhung the creek. Rowe looked up to find his witch’s familiar, an adolescent barn owl. 
 
    “That was one mad badger,” Busby said and flew to a low branch nearer his master. 
 
    “Did she keep moving or hide in the thicket?” Rowe asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    “Made a beeline down the trail.” The owl’s white dished face captured the lamp light. “Was that the high priestess?” 
 
    “Yes.” Rowe nodded and examined the coat. 
 
    “Whew, boy. You’re in a heap of trouble now.” Busby fluttered his wings as if unbalanced, then resettled on his perch. 
 
    “Yep, I am.” He let out a sigh. “And I’m not sure what to do about it.” He turned and strode to the front door, the small owl sailing behind him. 
 
    Rowe found his relations’ favored belongings waiting for him. With the wave of his hand, he said, “You can all relax. Thank you for coming to my aid.” He patted the wing of Tilly’s chair. “After Edme died, you all did your best to comfort me. It’s good to know you still support me, but I need to fight this battle myself.” Rowe accepted his fedora from the top hook of Bertrand’s hall tree that extended to meet his hand. He collected his blazer from the dining room, removed keys from his pocket, and said to Busby, “I’m going to the cemetery. I probably should keep you with me. I’ll drive slow so you can follow.” 
 
    “Ready when you are.” The owl winged to the gable point overhanging the carriage house Rowe used as a garage. 
 
    Rowe hadn’t used a witch’s familiar until after his wife Edme passed. For years, she’d kept a female barn owl familiar and allowed it to nest while she herself was pregnant with her and Rowe’s first child. Edme urged Rowe to take his choice of the five owlets for his own familiar. He’d put up a fuss, preferring to work alone, unlike most witches. He couldn’t imagine sharing his magical spirit with an owl, or any creature for that matter. He’d agreed to make Edme happy. Not intending to make use of the gift, he chose the runt of the nest in order to spare it from the hard hunting life of a non-magical owl. Once chosen, Edme fussed over the owlet. She named the runt Busby days before she died birthing their still-born child. 
 
    The hapless bird seemed to have adopted Edme’s warmth and wit, traits which endeared him to Rowe. But using Busby as a familiar had proved awkward. Now, embroiled with the vengeful high priestess, Rowe needed to have all magical avenues accessible. A familiar could use his magic for him if needed. 
 
    Rowe locked his house, in case Tanita or Tilly got an urge to be over-protective and follow in the forms of their preferred household items, but knew no barrier would stop them if they decided to help. He slid open the carriage house doors in front of the hoods of two Studebakers, his father’s favorite makes made locally in South Bend. The long cars filled the length of the building. Rowe chose the President convertible coupe and cranked the top down so he could keep an eye on Busby for his first flight following a car. After Rowe’s encounters tonight, though, he would have preferred the stealthier black sedan to the light green coupe. 
 
    He drove along Owls Tail Creek Road only as long as necessary to reach a connector, afraid the twists and turns might confuse Busby. Although the day had been warm with Indian summer temperatures, the night air blowing past made Rowe shiver. Or was it from fear of how to handle the predicament that faced him? He maintained a speed of fifteen miles-per-hour, and the barn owl kept pace. Together, they traveled to the opposite side of the coven, where the valley’s elevation rose. 
 
    Bordered by coven farms on three sides and a woodlot on the other, the cemetery stood dark and quiet. Rowe followed the gravel driveway back a hundred yards between fields of golden corn. He parked in a small lot under a wide sugar maple. On the other side of the tree, stood a tall wrought iron gate. Smoldering autumn brush fires at neighboring farms tinged the air with the smell of burnt sap. 
 
    Rowe waved his hand in front of the lock and the gates opened. He passed without breaking stride. Although he’d been to the cemetery many times during the past year and a half, his grief had been too fresh to share with Busby. 
 
    Without a word said between them, the owl glided at Rowe’s shoulder. His footsteps fell with measured rhythm through the maze of boxwood hedge-lined paths, crunching the pea gravel underfoot. 
 
    Several statues nodded as he passed, although no voices greeted him. Usually at this hour, mothers sang lullabies. Only the calls of locusts and crickets filled the close night air. 
 
    He stopped in front of a graceful female statue, a diminutive likeness of his former wife. Her alabaster face glowed as if lit within by the moonlight. Troubled with the uproarious evening, Rowe’s inhibitions fell away. He knelt at Edme’s marble feet and hung his head. “Damn, Adara! She tricked me. Why didn’t I see through her? She enchanted a young woman, who’s just a friend, causing me to become attracted to her. Then Adara used that attraction. She transformed herself into that woman to seduce me. I’ve been played for a fool.” 
 
    Cool stone hands caressed his neck and shoulders. 
 
    “Your love was so pure, so true. I need you, Edme.” Tears welled into the backs of his eyes, but he refused to let them fall. Many times, she’d told him to stop crying over her. “What can I do against Adara? Her position as high priestess protects her.” He looked up at his wife’s chiseled face, wondering why she remained silent. 
 
    Her features contorted into a pained expression, and she opened her arms to embrace him. 
 
    Busby circled above them. 
 
    Rowe hugged her and tried to fool himself that he felt her heartbeat next to his. “Why don’t you speak to me?” Pulling back, he caught a glimpse of the black crow, Dearg, Adara’s familiar, winging away from the tree-line across the field. His cawing echoed throughout the woodlot trees like an ominous chant. 
 
    “Did Adara curse you?” Rowe asked, studying Edme’s ashen face. 
 
    She nodded and drew her hands to her mouth. 
 
    He stood and shook his hands in the air, letting out an animalistic scream. “Damn that woman! Does she think by taking you completely away from me that I’ll need her? Is she insane?” He faced Edme, temples pulsing. “I vow to get your voice back.” He gave her cheek a gentle kiss and left to search for clues through the maze of grave markers and statues of all shapes, ages, and sizes. 
 
    Those he recognized from when they had lived lowered their heads as he passed. None spoke, and he assumed Adara had enchanted them as well. 
 
    Enraged, he walked every path looking for any who could speak to offer advice. With no consequences to pay, words of the dead rang truer than those of the living. But on this night, even the dead paid a price to the evil coven leader. Their silence granted her more power. 
 
    Rowe reached the central roundabout marked with stepping stones that paid homage to the four pagan gods. Standing upon the eastern point, he said, “ Lords of Air, I summon, stir, and call you up to aid those who lie in this sacred ground.” He stepped to the southern stone. “Watchtowers of the south, Lords of Fire, please bring aid to the spirits lying herein.” He repeated his appeal to the lords of water and earth at the western and southern positions. 
 
    When he stepped off the final stone, the face of the moon peeked from behind a cloud and shone down on the circle. A boy called to him from behind. The voice of his brother Grant. 
 
    “Rowe, come here,” Grant whispered. 
 
    Rowe spun and dashed to where the statue of his brother sat on a bench. He wore knickers like he did when he fell from a tree limb and died. 
 
    “Vika was here and cast a shield over me.” Grant spoke in a hushed tone. “She tried to protect Edme and the others, but that crow came too soon. Go get Vika.” 
 
    Rowe nodded and patted Grant’s knee. “I’ll find her.” 
 
    Rowe left him and dashed through the maze, sliding on the pea gravel as he rounded turns. When he reached his car, he looked up at Busby fluttering overhead. “I’m going to Vika’s. Do you know the way in case we get separated?” 
 
    “Nope.” He blinked his wide-set eyes at Rowe. “I only met her once at home.” 
 
    Rowe let out a sigh. “You can ride in the car.” 
 
    Busby gave a sharp shake of his head. “I’m scared. Would rather fly, if that is okay with my master.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll drive slow. Let’s go.” Keeping track of a familiar, especially an untrained one, cost Rowe time he didn’t want to waste. He hopped into the driver’s seat and took the most direct route to the old witch’s home. She’d been a family friend for decades, even helped his mother give birth to him. A good soul he always turned to in times of need. 
 
    Rowe turned away from the coven’s fields and drove through the rugged pasture lands. A herd of dairy feeders stared at his car as he passed. He turned onto a narrow lane into a stretch of woods. He hoped, like the cows, Busby could see the pale green hue of his car since heavy branches darkened the road. Unable to find the owl’s white face overhead, he reminded himself that owls had great night vision. 
 
    He pulled off onto the gravel tracks leading to Vika’s. Under the dense tree canopy of mature oaks and hickories, he strained to see anything other than what his headlights illuminated. The Studebaker’s wide tires bumped over a series of potholes, and the tall front gable of the house came into view. As a child, he was always afraid to visit, believing the house belonged to the evil witch who wanted to eat Hansel and Gretel. His mother reassured him there were no witches as evil as that one in the story. After his evening with Adara, he wasn’t as sure. 
 
    As soon as he parked, sconces lit the porch, and Vika stuck her snowy head through the cracked door. “Rowe, is that you at this hour?” she croaked. 
 
    “Yes, Vika. It’s me,” he called loudly to be certain she heard. In the last few years, her hearing had diminished. He rounded the rear of the car and scanned every tree elbow and knot visible in the darkness for a sign of Busby. 
 
    She padded onto the wooden porch in her doeskin slippers and adjusted wire-framed eyeglasses on the bridge of her hooked nose. “What are you searchin’ for?” 
 
    “I…ah.” Not looking where he walked, his toe hit a root to the side of the path. He jerked and replied, “I’m trying to keep a familiar. A young male owl who’s the offspring of Edme’s bird.” 
 
    The old lady chuckled. “You? With a familiar? Hard to believe. Is that the owlet I met when I visited you six months after Edme passed? I haven’t seen that bird since.” 
 
    “That’s the one,” Rowe replied while keeping his gaze to the trees. 
 
    “And you still haven’t trained him? That was a year ago when I first saw him,” she chided him and turned in place, her nightgown wrapping around stumpy calves. The whiteness of the fabric caught the lamp light and shone like a beacon. She took several steps off the porch, and the wind lifted long strands of her wiry hair. Rowe paused at the sight of her. An angelic vision that matched the purity of her heart. 
 
    A sharp hoot sounded through the darkness, and Edme’s huge barn owl, Maeira, glided on silent wings to the porch rail. Her chest heaved. She rotated her head to look behind. 
 
    Moments later, Busby’s flat, white face appeared. Flapping as much as soaring, he spread his talons wide and clamped onto the railing beside his mother. Misjudging his speed, momentum thrust him forward, and he dropped to the floor. Tail tucked close, he hopped up beside his mother, who clapped her beak at him. 
 
    Maeira faced Vika. “While on my way here from the cemetery, I heard Busby’s hoot in the distance.” The magnificent owl rotated her head and blinked at Rowe. “Apparently, he failed to turn when you did.” 
 
    “Mother, Rowe offered for me to ride in his car,” Busby volunteered. 
 
    The female owl’s feathers ruffled, her gaze still fixed on Rowe. “Why is my son not trained to fly the coven?” Her esteemed position in the coven as a familiar imbued with the spirit of their deceased master or mistress required her own character to be restrained. Despite that, displeasure and concern stabbed at him from her black eyes. 
 
    Rowe tipped his hat to her. “I apologize, Maeira.” Realization that he was responsible for the advancement of her son hit Rowe like a splash of icy water in his face. He’d mourned the death of his own daughter, born without even the chance to enjoy one breath. All the pleasures and lessons she would never experience chased him daily. He now understood, in the same way, Maeira wanted the best for her son and entrusted him to Rowe. Prepared to right his wrong, Rowe stood taller and looked her square in the eye. “I allowed my grief to distract me from my duty to Busby. That isn’t fair to him. I will do better from this moment forward.” 
 
    That seemed to satisfy the great barn owl. She faced Vika. “The reason I came, which is likely Rowe’s as well, is that Dearg bewitched the statues. Their voices are lost. I do not wish to see the spirit of my mistress suffer in this way.” 
 
    Vika spoke up. “When the wind changed direction after nightfall, the tingle of Dearg’s shadow lifted the hairs on my arms. I knew what he set to do. So I got a ride from Herta and Tom, in the log cabin down the way, to take me to the cemetery on their trip to Bentbone’s K-mart.” 
 
    “I was just at the cemetery to talk with Edme.” Rowe followed Vika onto the porch. “I appealed to the gods, and they fixed your potion so Grant could speak. No others. Is it too late for you to help them?” 
 
    She stroked a bony finger along her temple, and the light radiating from her gown dimmed. “Maybe not. There’s a simple potion that might work. Haven’t made it in eons. I’ll need the strength of your spirit to spread the magic ‘round to all the graves.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Rowe replied. 
 
    She moved to the door and motioned him to follow. “C’mon inside while I do my cookin’.” 
 
    He looked back to the two owls on the railing. Unsure whether Busby needed to be exposed to potion-making, something he himself rarely did, he offered, “Would you both like to join us?” 
 
    Busby spread his wingtips away from his sides, but remained stock still when his mother snapped, “No, thank you. We have important issues to discuss.” 
 
    The small owl hunkered down onto his talons. 
 
    Rowe felt bad for what seemed like a stern parenting talk the young owl was about to receive when the incident had largely been his fault. He left them to their bonding time and caught up with Vika in her potion-kitchen. 
 
    Connected to the main kitchen but much larger, it looked like a room from a colonial farmhouse. Glass-shaded ceiling lamps cast brighter light in the potion room. A fireplace, wide enough to heat a cauldron, lined one outside wall. Across the back corner of the house, a door cut into the other outside wall. A long tavern tables filled the center of the room, crowded with books and jars filled with herbs and extracts Vika had made from her garden. As a young man, Rowe and his father had felled several trees in the backyard that blocked light from her patch. Those trees were milled for lumber to make her tremendous work tables. 
 
    Cabinets and shelves lined one wall. Vika hoarded and collected ingredients in case someone in the coven came to her with an unusual need. She often served as their doctor if their own healing salves and herbals failed. They repaid her with food and rights to gather from bushes and flower beds on their properties. Sometimes, townies came to her for cures, their eyes bugged out as they drove through the coven land. Rowe admired how Vika treated them all alike, with care and kindness. Many witches looked down on outsiders, only using them for a source of income. 
 
    At the long table, Vika flipped through one of her many grimoires and horticultural guides. After a few seconds of fluttering pages, she said, “There it is!” She grinned, and two large dimples appeared in her peach-blossom cheeks. Her knotted fingers moved with unusual dexterity. In less than a minute, she selected five jars of liquid from the storage wall and plucked a handful of leaves from one of hundreds of dried bunches hanging from the ceiling. Examining one jar, she said, “This one’s scarce as hen’s teeth. Glad I have some left.” She ground and sprinkled ingredients into a porcelain bowl, then looked up at Rowe while she stirred. “What’s troublin’ you? There’s a strong reason you needed to talk with Edme tonight. I can feel it.” 
 
    “It’s nothing. Really.” He pretended to study the contents of one jar, not wanting his problems to overshadow what was more important. Honor of the deceased witches needed to be restored. 
 
    She peered at him over the frame of her glasses, and her brown eyes narrowed. “Ain’t nothin’. I’ve known you since you were knee high to a grasshopper. Fess up.” 
 
    “I had a run-in with Adara this evening. Seems she’s set herself to possess me as her lover. I don’t know why. She and I aren’t alike, despite what she claims.” 
 
    “Land, no! I’m glad you see that much.” She paused and stirred the other direction. “Siddie, I see you under that bench. Count out a minute for me.” Her familiar, an enormous Maine Coon cat with ears that looked more like antlers, stepped out and stretched her spine and limbs. The cat, like a dog in size but more vicious, went everywhere with Vika, serving as a fearless protector to her aging mistress. More than once, the tabby’s teeth and claws had torn into bobcats that ventured too close while Vika did her gathering in the woods. Well-suited to each other, Siddie served Vika for over a decade. 
 
    The cat sniffed the air in Rowe’s direction, then relaxed the lifted hairs on her spine. 
 
    Vika glanced back at Rowe. “Adara is power-hungry. She won’t be denied. If you’re the prize she wants, you’re up the creek without a paddle, boy.” 
 
    “Don’t I know.” Rowe took a seat on a bench across the table from her. “Because of her position, I can’t fight her with magic. According to coven rules, any claim against the high priestess must to go through the council. But she did harm to someone else to get closer to me, and I am allowed to fight for my friend’s welfare. She put Lenore under a seven-year chastity spell.” 
 
    The old witch nodded. “Vervain juice.” 
 
    “Time’s up, m’lady,” Siddie said in a soft, purring voice as though half asleep. 
 
    “Thank you, sweet one.” Vika poured the potion into a half-gallon amber bottle and capped it tight. 
 
    “Adara said the vervain spell could only be undone by the gods. She coupled it—” 
 
    “That’s cruel! She enhanced the girl’s fertility with a mandrake charm, then followed with the vervain.” Vika rubbed her hands on a dishtowel for so long Rowe thought she was trying to remove that awful news. “I don’t know what I can do to help Lenore. Poor girl. Are you sweet on her?” 
 
    He shook his head, picked up the bottle, and met her as she walked to the end of the table. “Only friends. She’s a nice young woman. She doesn’t pass judgment like most coven folks.” 
 
    “You got that one right.” Vika faced him and patted his shoulder. “Let me study up on it. I might think of something. Regardless, count me as an ally if you need a hand against Adara.” 
 
    “Thanks, Vika. That means a lot.” 
 
    “I may pass word along to some in the coven I trust. When we appointed Adara to her mother’s position, everyone had high hopes. Since then, we’ve lost more coven members each year.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ll talk to my friends, Logan and Keir, as soon as possible too. Logan has connections through his work with the coven’s elderly, and Keir’s insight as a seer is invaluable.” 
 
    She picked up the moonstone locket hanging outside of his shirt and studied it, then glanced at him with raised brows. “The energy in this is stirring.” 
 
    He shrugged. “That magic is so old, it doesn’t work in today’s world.” He often considered the pendant nothing more than a coven brand marking him as someone who grieved, like Hester forced to wear the scarlet letter ‘A.’ “It’s just a tale to tell visitors to lighten their wallets at our attractions. I feel like a hawker. Sometimes I don’t even charge, like today.” The image of the young woman, Jancie, he’d met today at the carnival flashed into his mind. “It feels wrong.” The ideas that he reeled off routinely to himself and now to Vika seemed hollow as they left his lips. 
 
    “Rowe McCoy!” Her exclamation startled him from his thoughts. “I’m glad your Daddy’s not alive to hear you.” She stepped back and glared at him with hands on her hips, white hair billowing up as her energy flared. “That magic is old, indeed. Stronger than anything we work today, you hear me?” She snatched up a shawl from the end of the bench, thrust out her chin, and marched through the door to the kitchen, the mammoth cat on her heels. The front door flung open with such speed that the owls flinched. 
 
    Rowe rubbed a hand over his forehead. Somehow he’d managed to upset a lot of women tonight, including his Edme who looked so pained being unable to speak. 
 
    Outside, he opened the passenger door of the coupe for Vika, despite her insistence that she preferred to walk. Solid like an oak, the old witch often walked the coven to do her gathering. 
 
    Siddie leapt into the storage area behind the seats, filling it completely with her long tail. 
 
    Vika clucked her tongue and took a seat. 
 
    Once seated on the driver’s side, Rowe called to the owls, “Busby, should I go slow or have you learned the way?” 
 
    “A-okay, no need to wait for me,” his owl called with a quavering voice that sounded like a forced attempt at confidence. 
 
    “Familiars need to have keen directional sense,” Vika said primly, pulling the shawl around her shoulders. “He’ll learn. His mama will see to that now, since you didn’t.” 
 
    As they drove, Vika’s silent disappointment allowed time for Rowe’s mind to wander. He ran a finger over the pendant. 
 
    At the cemetery, all tension melted as they worked together, paying respects to former coven witches. Those who’d achieved stature in their former lives were granted the honor of spirit voices. That ability needed to be restored. Vika sprinkled her potion on each statue, large and small alike, while Rowe repeated his appeals to the four gods of nature like before. His voice rang loud and clear, soon joined by a host of others. 
 
    Dearg flapped from a farmhouse roof toward the burial grounds, but Siddie took off at a tear with Maeira and Busby chasing the crow from the sky. 
 
    Vika joined Rowe in the center, tears staining her cheeks. “We’ve given them back their honor. Thank you.” She took his hand and led him to Edme. “She has something to tell you.” 
 
    He knelt at the statue of his former wife and looked up at her blank stone eyes. 
 
    “I now know the gift of speech is a treasure that can be lost, so I have something important to tell you,” Edme said with a voice more calm than he’d heard since before her death. “Rowe, you’ve come here to me, again and again. It is time for you to put yourself first, before me. Nothing would make me happier.” 
 
    Her words rang without meaning in his mind as he stood and kissed her cheek. “I’ll try.” 
 
    At his car, he found a yellow maple leaf in his driver’s seat. He looked up at the tree ablaze with yellow in the moonlight, the first color change of this autumn he’d seen. He fingered the leaf, tucked it in his pocket, wondering if it was an omen of change. 
 
    Along the drive back to Vika’s and later to his own home, Edme’s message wove into each of Rowe’s thoughts. His hand moved to the moonstone, which now seemed to weigh more than he remembered. At least twice as much. Was he going crazy? How could it change? 
 
    Walking up the stairs to his bedroom, Busby sailed past him to the brass perch once used by Maeira. The pendant seemed to drag upon Rowe’s chest. He trudged up the half flight past the landing turn. Upon reaching his room, he peeled out of his clothes, yanked the chain of the necklace over of his head, and fell into bed. He tossed the locket on the rumpled blanket beside him. From that distance, the moonstone’s magic felt heavy on his eyelids and Edme’s words echoed in his dreams. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four: The Fern Cafe 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jancie had avoided encounters with her father for two days after her visit to the carnival grounds. But her time was about to run out, since she was expected to be present for family dinners on Thursday nights. 
 
    Harley would be there for sure. Such a mooch, he never missed a free meal or a way to kiss-up to Jancie’s dad, his boss, who wanted her to get back together with Harley. Dad had plans to make Harley the body shop manager, along with a vision of his only daughter marrying Harley in order to keep family involved with his business. Since the couple’s break-up more than six months ago, Dad found ways to put Jancie and Harley in the same place, despite the fact she’d made her choice clear. Thoughts of her father’s manipulation, along with the idea of marrying Harley, formed a hard pit of anger in her stomach. She’d made a mistake dating him and wanted to put that past her. He was hot to look at, but that had worn off fast. She sighed, and a rush of regret flushed heat into her face. If only it’d been sooner, like after the first date. 
 
    Harley oscillated between trying to get revenge on her for leaving him and doing his best to win her back. Most days, Jancie didn’t know and didn’t care which bothersome tactic he was up to. She just wanted him out of her life. 
 
    She let out a heavy sigh. Armed with ammunition of having seen her talking to Rowe, how could Harley resist revenge mode. He’d likely tell Dad. During the past days, she’d wished on her lucky German coin, her rabbit’s foot, and favorite rock from her collection that Harley would  pick the choice of reconciliation tonight. Tonight, an evening of his sweet-talk would sound like honey to her ears. But that didn’t seem likely. With no way out, she accepted meeting the consequences of breaking one of her ironclad father’s rules: no talking to witches. 
 
    At home after work, Jancie changed into jeans and a t-shirt. She glanced in the full-length mirror on the bedroom door and wrangled out of the bottoms. Her roundish heart-shaped face made her seem younger than her age. Dressing down didn’t help. Looking like a teen would only give her father more power. 
 
    She searched one side of her closet, then moved the panel door and flipped through older garments crowded together on the other, things from high school that weren’t right for much now. Jancie thought of the glamorous coven leader she’d met at the carnival. Her style commanded authority. She had no problem interrupting Rowe from telling the moonstone story. Something about the way the woman spoke to Rowe made Jancie think the two were a couple. Or, maybe, she led the entire coven with a firm hand. 
 
    Jancie stared at her choices and settled on a navy short-sleeve blouse she usually wore to work and paired it with trim khaki pants. She picked out leather ballet flats from her limited shoe selection. While brushing her hair, she rechecked the mirror, happy to find she now at least looked her twenty-three years. Still, the new outfit did little to camouflage her long neck. She couldn’t wait for cool fall weather, so she could hide it underneath turtlenecks and cowls. Her mother had always said Jancie looked as graceful as a swan with her delicate neck, and thin arms. Somehow Jancie saw a giraffe in the mirror instead. 
 
    She peeked into her jewelry box, frowned, and closed it. She needed to get out and do more shopping, something she’d not felt like doing during Mom’s long illness and afterward. The last six months seemed like a blur. All Jancie remembered were daily chores and missing Mom. The simple silver hoops she still wore from work would have to do. 
 
    She grabbed her purse and keys and made her way to the car. Why do I worry so much about what Dad thinks anyway? I don’t need his approval. She backed out of her driveway, clamped a hand on the steering wheel, and drove to the subdivision at the town’s outskirts. 
 
    The houses were new but small, ranch homes all built by the same developer. Her father had bought a place there to please his new wife. She always wanted the newest of everything. Even though Dad could easily keep any car running, Heather insisted on getting a new Honda Rav-4 for herself. 
 
    Jancie followed the maze of streets through tan aluminum-sided houses and parked in the drive behind her father’s old Dodge Ram pick-up. Harley’s Silverado wasn’t there. Unsure whether to be relieved or concerned, she walked to the open screen door and called, “Hi Dad, Heather. I’m here.” A black and white fox terrier mutt bounded to greet her. She pushed dog and door aside to enter and reached down to pet the barking, jumping pooch. 
 
    Heather poked her head around the corner. “Jancie! I didn’t know who it was over Gonzo’s barking. Come on in.” The bleach-blonde woman waved her flabby arm toward the couch. “Dwayne’s  cookin’ steaks tonight. Mmm. Don’t know what’s the occasion, but it’s good with me.” 
 
    Jancie glanced past the kitchen table to the patio where her dad worked the grill. His back to her, she couldn’t see whether he looked tense. She assumed he already knew what she’d done and dreaded his anger, which could be fierce. Did he think steaks and a fancy meal would obligate her to follow his wishes? She glanced at her stepmother. “Can I help in the kitchen?” 
 
    “Thanks, hon, but it’s all ready for now.” Heather plopped her wide bottom, covered in white knit stretch pants onto the couch. She fluffed her shoulder-length hair, then made kissing noises at the dog while slapping a huge thigh. Gonzo bounded up and barely filled her lap. She stroked his ears while he hid his nose up her wide tunic sleeve. “Have you had a good week, Jancie?” 
 
    “Yeah, work’s been good.” She perched on the armrest of an overstuffed tan armchair. “Farmers wanting to refinance loans.” Jancie usually hung with her dad during family get-togethers because talking with her stepmother was never easy. “How are things going at the beauty salon?” 
 
    Heather chuckled. “Darned good. With so many of the gals taking vacation time, I’ve made a ton of overtime. I’m thinkin’ about buying me some new high-heel leather boots for winter. Hear it’s gonna be a bad one.” 
 
    “That’s what the guys at work have been sayin’.” Jancie’s father walked inside and stood under the archway connecting the dining and living rooms. He’d changed from his usual work uniform into clean jeans and a golf shirt. His clean-shaven hard face, lined from manual labor, seemed sunken with age since he’d left Jancie’s mom and remarried eight years ago. In that time, his wavy brown hair had gone stick straight, wiry and gray. He worked his sinewy muscles with weights daily, like a compulsion. Despite looking fit, the doctor had put him on medication for high blood pressure. Dad always complained about money. Jancie thought his second wife’s bills caused the pressure. “The coals will be ready in a couple minutes.” He eyed his daughter with a gleam in his eye. “You spiffed up for Harley?” 
 
    “Heck, no. Why? Is he coming?” 
 
    “Do you think that boy’d miss a free meal?” Heather laughed. 
 
    Jancie shook her head. 
 
    “Give the guy another chance, will you Jancie?” Dad moved beside her and rubbed her shoulder. “You know, you being with him is extra insurance that he won’t get out of line with my business once he’s manager.” 
 
    Jancie pushed his hand away. “I’ve told you that I’m not going back with Harley. And I’m not changing my mind.” 
 
    Dad moved back and leaned against the archway, his gaze fixed on her. “He said he’d be along a few minutes after six, so at least try to be polite.” He turned his face downward. A muscle spasmed in his jaw. That twitch made Jancie wonder why he wanted her back with Harley so badly. If Harley needed to be kept in line, then why make him manager in the first place? Or had Dad learned she’d talked to a witch? 
 
    Gonzo jumped off of Heather’s lap and ran to the door. 
 
    Outside, a car door slammed and moments later, Harley opened the screen wearing a t-shirt stretched tight across his muscled chest. “Hey all.” He ran grease-stained fingers through the loose curls of his damp golden hair. “Just got out of the shower. Had to work longer than expected on the MacElroy’s old Nash Ambassador. Good thing you started stocking parts for them vintage models, Dwayne. I was afraid the man’d turn me into a frog or something if I had to send away for parts.” He laughed and slapped his boss on the shoulder. 
 
    Jancie stared at her father. He’d always been opposed to the local witches. Why, now, was he taking in cars from the coven for repairs? 
 
    Dad’s eyes met hers, and he turned toward the kitchen. “That fire should be ready to put the steaks on. Is everyone hungry?” 
 
    “Mmm. Yes.” Harley slid an arm around Jancie’s waist. “Steak night. Kind of like when we were dating.” 
 
    “It has been that long since I’ve had steak.” She moved several steps away and forced a smile at her ex, at least relieved to have the honey-sweet Harley tonight. 
 
    Dad rummaged in the refrigerator and carried a tray of marinated meat through the patio door. 
 
    “Jancie, I could use a bit of help with the table,” Heather called over her shoulder on the way to the kitchen. 
 
    “Sure thing.” Glad for at least a little space from Harley, she grabbed a handful of flatware and set places. 
 
    Harley’s goo-goo eyes followed her while she worked and about made her gag. She reminded herself that this was the better of his two personalities and shot a grin at him. 
 
    By the time she and Heather finished, her father returned with thick, charred New York strip steaks. 
 
    The savory smell made Jancie’s mouth water. She sat at her usual spot, and he filled her plate. “Only the best for my little girl.” 
 
    Everyone settled into their places and dug in. Jancie cut her first bite, and the pinkish-brown center tempted her taste buds. In her mouth, the salty juice flooded over her tongue. 
 
    “Jancie, I hear you’ve been at the carnival talking to witches,” her father said while slicing another bite of meat. “Is that so?” He forked the piece to his mouth and eyed her as he chewed. 
 
    Jancie choked on her own saliva and grabbed her glass for a sip of water. Avoiding her father’s gaze, she looked across the table at Harley, his face plastered with a too-innocent-to-be-true smile. 
 
    “Not just any witches.” Harley pointed his fork at her father. “Holding hands with some warlock.” 
 
    “Jancie, you know how I raised you.” Her father’s gaze prickled her skin even though she stared at her plate. “Witches hurt people. You know better. There are plenty of nice young men here in Bentbone.” He gestured toward Harley. 
 
    Never one to stand as Jancie’s ally, Heather bent to the floor and feed Gonzo a meat scrap, then excused herself to the kitchen. 
 
    Trapped two on one, fight or flight took over. Jancie glared back at her father, and her defense rushed out. “I’m not socializing. I just want to use their magic to contact Mom so I can say goodbye. That man you saw.” She glared at Harley. “He can help me.” 
 
    “What about that woman with black hair over one eye? She looked scary but kinda hot.” Harley belched and took a swig from his beer bottle. Jancie wondered what she’d ever seen in him. Looking like a model hadn’t been near enough. 
 
    Dad gripped the edge of the table and swallowed hard. “That’s the coven leader. What trouble have you got yourself up to, girl?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Jancie forced her voice to sound calm. “Mother never minded me going to the coven’s events.” 
 
    He bristled as if steam was about to burst from his ears. “Your mother isn’t here.” His gaze locked onto her with a beady-eyed stare. “You follow my rules now. I don’t want you at that carnival. Stop fighting me, Jancie.” 
 
    “I’m not fighting, and I don’t have to follow your rules. I don’t live with you. I just want to say goodbye to Mom. Why don’t you understand? And why are you taking on cars from coven folks now?” She spat the words at him. “Why don’t you follow your own rules?” 
 
    He lurched toward her, then pulled back. The spasm in his jaw pulsed faster, and a vein throbbed in his forehead. “Times are hard. We need the money. I won’t permit you to be around those folk, you hear? People I know got into big trouble with them.” 
 
    “Like what?” she asked. 
 
    “One man had his teenage son turned into a toad after the boy pranked a witch.” 
 
    Jancie lifted a single brow. “In this small town, I would’ve heard about that.” 
 
    “It happened. Honest.” Her father took a deep breath and leaned forward. “The man had to pay a thousand dollars to get the spell reversed.” 
 
    “I promise I won’t prank any witches.” She shook her head, pushed away from the table, and rose to leave. 
 
    “Sit and eat your dinner, hon.” Heather returned with a pitcher of ice water. “He’s just worried they’ll take advantage of his kin now that he’s working on them old Packards.” 
 
    Jancie glanced at her father who sat silent with a blank look on his face. She took a few bites, but her constricted esophagus made swallowing uncomfortable. “I’m sorry, Heather. I’ve lost my appetite.” 
 
    “Let me wrap up your leftovers then. It’s too good to waste.” Heather gave Jancie a concerned smile. 
 
    “No, thank you. Give it to Harley. He’s better at following Dad’s orders.” Without a word to Dad or Harley, Jancie held her head high and strode past to the front door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Jancie’s phone chimed with a text alert, and she jerked her head off the couch pillow where she’d fallen asleep. Not Harley again. How does he think that stunt of telling on me will make me like him again? Or maybe he’s been calling to apologize. What a dope. She checked the phone and found a message from her friend Rachelle: Carnival starts tomorrow nite. R we going? 
 
    Jancie typed a response. Maybe another nite. Her father’s agitation bothered her even though it didn’t make sense. 
 
    What’s wrong? 
 
    Jancie sighed. Meet me for lunch tomorrow to talk? 
 
    K. At the Fern. 
 
    Jancie needed to talk but not yet. Too upset to sort out how to deal with her father, she’d spent her evening downing a pint of rocky road. Talking with Rachelle now, Jancie would end up a mess of tears and not solve anything. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Friday at work the three bank tellers buzzed about their plans to attend the carnival. 
 
    Jancie ducked into her office to avoid being pulled into their conversation. 
 
    Debbie peeked her head around Jancie’s door. “Are you going to the carnival with your friends? If not, you can go with us. We’re getting a group together.” 
 
    “Thanks, Debbie. I haven’t made plans yet.” The lie caused a sour sensation to form at the back of Jancie’s throat. “I’ll give you a call if I need folks to go with.” 
 
    Debbie smiled and took her place at the front counter. 
 
    Jancie’s stomach shook. The whole town would be going. Heck, folks would probably even ask afterward why they hadn’t seen her there. She’d always been allowed to go if she went with friends. At least, that’d been okay with Mom. Apparently Dad thought he was in charge now. Jancie twisted a paperclip out of shape until the wire broke. What right does he have to disapprove of my choices? Does he feel like he has to step up now that Mom’s gone? A little late for that. 
 
    Sure, he dislikes witches and has for as long as I can remember, but what’s making him so afraid of my involvement with them? Can’t he understand I just want their help to contact Mom and say goodbye? Maybe he’s against that. He did leave Mom and ask for the divorce. Jancie lined up question after question without any answers. 
 
    A phone call from the regional bank manager interrupted Jancie’s thoughts and gave her enough work to fill the morning. 
 
    Lunchtime came fast, and Jancie looked forward to talking with Rachelle. 
 
    “Beautiful weather for the carnival,” Debbie said as she stepped out of the bank beside Jancie, the breeze lifting the teller’s dark bangs. “It’s going to be nice all Labor Day weekend, then turn chilly. I hope you can join us. Want to grab lunch together at the deli?” 
 
    “No, but thanks. I’m meeting my friend Rachelle at the Fern Café.” 
 
    “Oh, Sarah and I almost picked there. They have their meatloaf special today. See you after while.” 
 
    The two women separated, and Jancie crossed the street to the local hangout, thankful that the tellers wouldn’t be there. In a position of authority at work, she didn’t want them knowing her family issues. 
 
    Cars filled all the angled parking spots along the block in front of the Fern. Even a couple of 1930s model roadsters from the coven. Jancie wondered if one of the cars belonged to Rowe. Where the green café curtains parted, she studied the picture windows for his face without any luck. She stepped inside the door, and Rachelle waved from a booth. 
 
    Jancie scanned the room as she made her way down the center aisle. The green on green prints of the décor confused her efforts. Trellis and vine patterned vinyl on the booths conflicted with lily pads on the plastic tablecloths. The floor of checkered mint green and black made her eyes cross. Accented with hanging baskets of ferns, she usually thought the place looked quaint, but now it boggled her mind. She slid in across from her friend 
 
    “Looking for someone or just trying to avoid Harley like normal?” Rachelle took a sip of her iced tea. 
 
    “Harley.” Jancie spun around and rechecked the room. Finding neither guy present, she turned back to her friend. 
 
    “Hmm. Harley’s not on your mind. Who is?” She brushed strands of her shaggy brown hair out of her eyes and fingered her pink feather earrings. “This should be good. What’s up?” Her raspy voice rose with a lilt. 
 
    Jancie focused on Rachelle and remembered why they seldom did lunch. Jancie looked like a stiff banker in her sedate gray dress. No fun compared to Rachelle in her long, bohemian flowing skirt and armfuls of eclectic bracelets. Working as a graphic artist in the local print shop allowed her friend more freedom with her wardrobe. But this talk couldn’t wait until after work. Jancie leaned close and whispered, “I saw two coven cars outside. I only saw one couple in the back. Did any others come in here?” 
 
    Rachelle’s brows lifted an inch, and she nodded toward the bar. “They can’t hear you. Now spill.” 
 
    “My dad was mad at me last night. Thanks to Harley.” 
 
    Rachelle rolled her big brown eyes. “Like you needed another reason to hate Harley.” 
 
    “Hey, gals.” Rhonda, a middle-aged waitress, stopped at their table. “What’ll you have? Meatloaf’s the Friday special in case you can’t tell by the way we’ve packed ‘em in today.” She pulled one of the plastic flower pens from her lime-colored uniform’s breast pocket that jutted out with her ample bosom. 
 
    “Oh, the meatloaf plate sounds great! With slaw and green beans.” Rachelle replied. 
 
    “And I’ll have the meatloaf sandwich with fries.” Jancie slid the two unopened menus to Rhonda. 
 
    “Gods, I hate having lunch with you.” Rachelle tossed a wadded straw wrapper at her. “You can eat everything.” 
 
    “Come run with me sometime.” Jancie smiled. 
 
    “Get up in the wee hour of five in the morning. No thanks.” She reached a hand laden with silver rings toward Jancie and leaned across the table. “I’m dying to know what happened.” 
 
    “Hey, y’all. What’s the occasion?” A slender young woman approached their table. “Our meatloaf?” She wore a wide, pearly smile that seemed out of proportion for her sylph-like features, made even smaller with a hairnet pulling her flyaway white-blonde hair close. She chuckled and sat beside Rachelle. 
 
    “Hey, Willow.” Rachelle scooted over to make room. “The meatloaf’s a bonus. Jancie’s about to tell why her dad doesn’t want her go to the carnival.” 
 
    Willow’s blue eyes grew round like a doll’s. “What right does he have?” She leaned close to the others at the center of the table. “Make this quick. I’m on break from the kitchen.” 
 
    “At our Thursday night family dinner, Dad accused me of hanging out with the coven’s witches.” 
 
    “Did you?” Rachelle asked in a quiet raspy tone that Jancie strained to hear over the bustle in the café. 
 
    “Aunt Starla shared some witch lore with me she read about in one of relations’ diaries. There’s some magic moonstone locket worn by a member of the coven who’s grieving. That witch is expected to share the magic with others who’ve lost a loved one and want to reconnect with that person.” 
 
    “What’s so bad about that?” Willow adjusted the elastic of her hairnet. “Everyone knows how you missed the moment your mom passed.” 
 
    Jancie took a sip of ice water. “That’s what I thought. But the witch who wears the locket is this insanely gorgeous guy. Harley happened to drive past just as the witch began to share the magic story.” 
 
    “Bummer.” Rachelle twisted a bracelet around her wrist. “So you didn’t get to talk to your mom, and got spotted with a hot guy who happened to be a witch. Harley must’ve enjoyed ruining that much.” 
 
    “Yep.” Jancie stirred the straw through her water. “Harley is just jealous. He must’ve loved taking that juicy tale back to Dad. Somehow Harley had the smarts to use Dad’s prejudice against witches to get revenge on me. Dad’s fired up, not wanting me go to the carnival now.” She looked from one friend to the other. “What really gets me is that he’s now taking in the coven member’s cars at his shop. He says he needs the money.” She rolled her eyes. “I told him to follow his own rules to stay away from witches and then walked out.” 
 
    “You go, girl.” Rachelle held up her palm for a high five that Jancie returned. 
 
    “Oh, Jancie. That’s no fun.” Willow’s voice squeaked, and she wrung her hands. 
 
    Rachelle let out a sigh. “I’m glad my dad’s far away. I couldn’t handle having him around.” 
 
    “I wish Dad and I got along better. I don’t want us to have these disagreements, but I’m tired of him giving me orders when he doesn’t like something I do. A chance to talk to Mom and say goodbye is more important. More important than anything.”  Hot tears stung the backs of Jancie’s eyes, and she looked down to hold them off. 
 
    “And you’re going to have that chance.” Rachelle reached across and took hold of Jancie’s hand. “We’ll help you get to that witch.” 
 
    “We sure will,” Willow added. “I’m off all weekend but work on Monday.” 
 
    “I’ll call Lizbeth at the library and fill her in.” Rachelle leaned back to make room for Rhonda to set plates on the table. 
 
    “Maybe Lizbeth can look up about that moonstone locket. She can find anything.” Willow stood, and turned sad eyes to Jancie. “Guys, I’ve got to get to the kitchen. Let me know what we’re doing this weekend.” 
 
    “Will do, and I’ll mention looking up information about the locket to Lizbeth.” Rachelle repositioned her plate in front of her. 
 
    “Thanks, Willow,” Jancie said and bit into a fry. The salty crispness tasted good, and she reached for the ketchup. Having friends on her side eased both her nerves and stomach. 
 
    “So what does this hot male witch look like?” Rachelle forked a piece of meatloaf and dunked it in gravy. 
 
    A grin lifted the corners of Jancie’s mouth. “Tall with dark brown hair in a low ponytail under his hat. Big brown eyes. Chiseled jaw with a five o’clock shadow. Wide shoulders and ripped. I ran into his chest. Solid.” 
 
    Rachelle lifted a single brow. “How?” 
 
    “Being a dope. I wasn’t looking when I entered the gate.” 
 
    “Good move. Wish that’d happen to me.” Her friend paused for a bite. “Sounds like your type. It’d be your luck to fall for a witch. Your dad would have a coronary.” Rachelle chuckled. 
 
    Jancie snorted. Munching on a pickle, the grin wouldn’t leave her face. She loved her friends. They always made her laugh when things went wrong. She wondered about Rachelle’s comment about falling for Rowe, but his life was so different than hers. She’d learned that the opposites attract thing didn’t work from dating Harley. 
 
    The two women ate in silence for a while, and the couple of witches from the bar walked hand-in-hand to the check-out counter. While the man paid their bill, the woman scanned the room, and her gaze stopped on Jancie. 
 
    Like when she first saw Rowe, Jancie couldn’t look away. There was a sense of familiarity, but she’d never seen the woman before that she could remember. She studied the witch’s hair. Brunette in a chin-length bob that curled into a soft roll along the ends. Round horn-rimmed glasses overshadowed her perky nose. About thirty-five, the petite woman carried a few extra pounds in her hips. 
 
    The tall, thin man who accompanied her took the woman’s arm, and they left. 
 
    “That was creepy,” Rachelle mumbled through a mouthful. 
 
    “You saw the way she stared at me?” Jancie leaned in. “The weird part was that I couldn’t look away even when I tried.” 
 
    “Get out. Really?” 
 
    Jancie nodded and finished the last of her sandwich. 
 
    Rachelle wiped her mouth and said in an urgent tone, “We have to go there now.” 
 
    “Where? The carnival?” Jancie asked and took a long drink of water. Going back to hear Rowe’s moonstone tale was a must, but Jancie didn’t expect to go now. Her friend’s impulsiveness spread over her. 
 
    “Sure. Don’t you still have time before you have to be back at the bank?” Her friend waved for Rhonda. 
 
    “Thirty minutes, or a little more since I’m the manager. Let’s get going.” 
 
    “There you be.” Rhonda laid their bills on the table. “Have yourselves a great weekend.” 
 
    “Thanks, Rhonda. You too.” Jancie quickly left a tip and moved to the register. 
 
    Outside, Rachelle took her arm. “With all these strange things happening, I’m too curious to stay away.” 
 
    Jancie pulled her friend with her as she jaywalked toward the intersection of Maple Street.  Fear tickled the back of her throat and spilled out as a stream of giggles. 
 
    The pair race-walked down the mile-long incline to the edge of town. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five: Opening Night Jitters 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the tiny booth inside the carnival’s entrance, Rowe checked the ticket sale records book. He thumbed back to the bookkeeping for the previous year. Only four hundred. That Friday night and most of the weekend last year had been rainy and cool. Both of the coven’s seers, Keir and Sibeal, predicted the current Indian summer weather would hold up several days. Good for the coven and good for me. Large crowds will keep Adara busy. He secured the record book in a locked drawer, left the booth, and pushed the heavy wooden gate open a crack to leave. Vintage cars and trucks belonging to coven members lined the road. 
 
    Rowe’s familiar, Busby, followed at his shoulder. 
 
    About a quarter mile up the hill toward town, two young women hurried in the direction of the carnival. Jancie and another whom he vaguely remembered. The carnival didn’t open until five o’clock. He stepped out to greet them. 
 
    The wind lifted Jancie’s golden-red hair. It caught the sunlight and looked like strands of gold. Even at this distance, her energy felt familiar. The other woman wore her layered brown hair to her shoulders. She walked with long strides, and the hem of her skirt whipped in the strong breeze. 
 
    Rowe gave them a wave, and Jancie’s arm shot into the air returning his gesture. 
 
    She attempted to speed up her pace, but the stony roadside gave her trouble with her high-heeled shoes. 
 
    The two women hesitated before an intersection. 
 
    A Dodge Ram pick-up pulled up on the cross road about a hundred yards away from Rowe, and turned toward town and the women, slowing as it approached them. The driver rolled down his window and thrust out his gray head. He yelled at the pair, but Rowe couldn’t make out the man’s words. His energy reeked of hot rage. 
 
    “Busby, stay there,” Rowe called over his shoulder and ran toward the women. 
 
    From the other direction, Logan’s burgundy Nash Ambassador drove down the hill. 
 
    The man in the truck shot a glance at Rowe, and then sped away. 
 
    The young women talked to each other, arms moving rapidly, then turned toward town. 
 
    “Jancie!” Rowe called as he ran. 
 
    “I can’t talk now,” she called over her shoulder, not stopping as she and her friend climbed the hill. 
 
    Rowe wanted to know if Jancie was okay. Something about the interaction he’d witnessed was wrong. Really wrong. But he’d just met her and didn’t feel he had the right to interfere in her life. He wondered who the man in the truck was and about his relationship to Jancie. Rowe stood motionless at the side of the road, confused by the scene, wondering what he should do. He watched Jancie walk up the hill. 
 
    A trace of urgency from her energy wafted to him. She gave a backward glance his way but kept her pace. 
 
    Eyes fixed on her, Rowe took a step forward. 
 
    Logan pulled up and leaned over to roll down his old sedan’s passenger window. “Are you hexed?” Logan laughed, and his blond hair fell forward into his eyes. He brushed his bangs away. 
 
    Rowe moved to the open window. “There’s something about her. The girl with the ginger hair. I know she needs my help.” He lifted the pendant away from his chest. The moonstone gave faint flashes of blue and purple. 
 
    “Check that out!” Logan slapped his thigh. “That old gem does have some magic left in it. Get in and tell me what happened. I’ve been wanting to talk to you. Vika told me an earful. We’ll take a drive and check the local motels for tourist capacity.” 
 
    After a last glance at the two women, Rowe slid onto the passenger side of the bench seat. He took a look at his friend Logan and wondered why Adara hadn’t chosen him as her conquest. He held high stature in the coven as a powerful witch even though he didn’t come from a founding family of the coven. Women found Logan handsome, with his boyish golden blonde hair and blue eyes offset by a strong Roman nose and chiseled jaw. At twenty-six, Logan was only a year younger. It was well known that Logan disliked Adara, but Rowe didn’t like her either, and that didn’t seem to stop the woman. More likely it only would provoke her to seduce his friend. 
 
    Logan put the car in gear, and the old Nash chugged and lurched forward. 
 
    “You need to get this boat worked on. The transmission sounds off.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I didn’t get lucky enough to inherit those fine Studebakers like yours or the Packards a few others drive. Maybe I’ll get lucky at the carnival and tell some rich guy’s fortune. Better yet, advise someone how to win the lottery and cut me in.” Logan chuckled and ran a hand along the curve of the steering wheel. 
 
    “Attendance should be up this year.” Rowe lifted his fedora and smoothed his hair before replacing it at the proper cocked angle. “With the nice weather holding for a few days, you might make a pretty penny.” 
 
    “So fill me in about that girl back there.” 
 
    “Not much to tell.” Rowe pulled his hat lower onto one brow, hoping to avoid his friend’s piercing glance. 
 
    “Uh huh. Sure thing.” Logan’s voice lifted with sarcasm. 
 
    “Really. I just met her Wednesday. Her name’s Jancie. She came to the carnival looking for the witch with the moonstone. She missed her mother’s passing and wants to connect to say goodbye.” 
 
    “Sounds sweet and simple.” Logan turned past the Hideaway Inn. “Full up with cars. Yee-ha! I’ll be making money tonight.” He glanced at Rowe. “By the look on your face back there, it’s not that simple.” 
 
    “Sweet maybe. But far from simple. I began to tell her the ancient tale, and she set off the magic. My stone started flashing. I’m sure it was going to open, but Adara showed up and stopped everything.” 
 
    “Ah, Adara. Vika told me about your problems with our fearless leader, but I didn’t know you had this other young thing on the line.” 
 
    “I don’t.” Rowe squirmed in his seat. “I told you, I just met her.” 
 
    “The intense look on your face back there said differently.” Logan’s brows rose. “But what if she can open the locket? Are you ready for that?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Rowe’s voice cracked, and he looked out of the passenger window. 
 
    They drove in silence until Logan passed another motel. “Looking good! The Bentbone Lodge has a no vacancy sign. What I don’t understand is why Adara is after you? No disrespect, but there’s lots of available coven men like Keir or Shaw. Or me. I’d love to take her on and come out on top.” He winked. “In both ways.” 
 
    Rowe chuckled. “You’ve always had a love-hate relationship with her. You’re two of a kind.” 
 
    “Wrong on both counts. I do hate her but would love to control her any way I can. And she and I aren’t the same, or you wouldn’t count me as a friend.” 
 
    “I’ll give you that.” Rowe chuckled. “You have a heart buried somewhere deep inside, albeit small and shriveled. You do more than your share of charity work.” He admired his friend’s tireless work with the coven’s elderly. 
 
    Logan nodded. “Thank you for acknowledging my benevolent side. But my efforts aren’t completely altruistic.” 
 
    “Last I heard, you were getting schooled in the ancient dark arts by Skena Stoddard.” Rowe glanced at the driver. 
 
    “That’s been working well. In return for household magic which she can’t do anymore, she’s taught me how to draw darkness from shadows. It’s incredible.” 
 
    Rowe laughed. “If you can trust her ninety-five-year-old mind.” 
 
    “Don’t forget about her acclaimed skills that won her a forty-year term on the council. She’s sharp as a tack. I wasn’t born into a high coven position by inheriting advanced magic. I’ve had to scrounge for it wherever I can.” Logan’s face lit with a wide grin. “And I think I’m finally ready to challenge our lovely leader. She has no idea what I can do and will be caught off guard. Besides, I have a friend in need.” He stopped at an intersection of county roads and faced Rowe. “According to Vika, I have to thank you for providing me such an opportune reason to go after her.” 
 
    “Why don’t you skip all the backbiting and just run for coven leader?” Rowe shook his head. “The Mabon equinox is only just over three weeks away. Coven leaders can be overthrown in an election after the ceremony’s closing.” 
 
    “And when was the last time that happened?” Logan scoffed. 
 
    “Well.” Rowe ran his hands down his thighs. “I don’t remember when it happened, but my parents talked about it.” 
 
    “That means a long time before Adara’s mother and father were coven leaders. No one would vote against a Tabard, if they value their life.” 
 
    “I don’t know. People aren’t too pleased with Adara. We’ve lost a lot of coven members during her three years as high priestess.” 
 
    “Seventy-three since she was appointed.” 
 
    “Just my point.” 
 
    “Those who left won’t be voting. Coven people with lesser powers, less courage, remain and fear her. You take that for granted since you can hold your own against her. I remember Adara’s mother cornering my mother. Ma had used some of our neighbor’s share of blackberry foliage to do some spellwork. White magic to heal some children when we had an outbreak of chickenpox. Grizela Tabard wanted the glory of curing those children for herself and charged Ma with using more than her quota of the herb’s harvest. I was there, peeking around the corner of our barn when Grizela ignored Ma’s pleas and burned all her hair off.” 
 
    Rowe sat straighter and gave a sharp exhale through his nose. “That’s why your mother always wore a head scarf?” 
 
    Logan nodded and clamped the steering wheel. “It never did grow back. It’s almost a blessing that she’s lost her memory of that now, in her old age.” 
 
    “I didn’t know this. I’m sorry. I do remember when I was a kid, Mother whispering to Dad about something she heard at the orphan’s home.”  Rowe rubbed a hand across his brow trying to figure out a way to stop Adara from following in her mother’s footsteps. “You’re right that I don’t fear Adara personally. I’m confident I could take her in a duel of powers. My problem is that there are rules preventing that action against the coven leader. Unless she causes permanent damage to someone I consider a friend. Knowing Grizela hurt your mother, I suspect Adara won’t hesitate to harm those in her way. That’s what I fear.” 
 
    “Vika said Adara tricked Lenore Whiting into taking a vow of chastity. Doesn’t that count?” 
 
    “A vow of chastity to save her fertility for the gods at Mabon.” 
 
    Logan sighed. “That’s an honorable sacrifice to promote fertile spring crops for the coven. Hardly a disgrace or torture. Is Lenore upset?” 
 
    “Not that I can see. But I suspect she’s enchanted.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Logan pulled the Nash up to the carnival entrance behind Rowe’s Studebaker. “I’m going to be on Adara like a hawk, looking for anything she does to harm someone. Can I count on your help?” 
 
    “You’ve got it.” 
 
    “I’m going to pay our friend Keir a visit as well and see if he’ll join with us. A seer could be useful.” 
 
    Rowe opened the car door and placed a foot on the ground. “Always good to have a seer on our side, especially since Adara considers Sibeal her best friend.” He stepped out and joined Busby who perched atop the wooden privacy fence next to Rowe’s coupe. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    At home, Rowe fed Busby some grain and gave him free time to chase mice before they needed to leave for the carnival. In the large farmhouse kitchen, Rowe poked his head into the refrigerator, an electric upgrade to the original icebox his mother insisted upon. His parents adhered to the coven’s expected traditions of 1930s lifestyle. But they finally relented and remodeled the turn-of-the-twentieth-century, art nouveau house with electricity and indoor plumbing.  Some inconveniences were just too much. They were among the first in the coven to update their home, and over the years all others followed suit as they could afford. 
 
    Rowe rubbed the stubble on his chin and pulled out a milk carton. His stomach was in knots, and he didn’t feel like eating. He sat at the breakfast table with his glass and thought about the horrible experience Logan related to him about his mother. As coven council members, Rowe’s parents had always supported the governing group’s usefulness to insure fairness and trusted that an unfair coven leader could be removed or controlled. They must have known about Grizela. How had they dealt with the situation? He made a mental note to visit Vika to see what she might remember. 
 
    He rinsed the glass and moved to the library, combing the walls of books for any kind of journal, diary, or records of coven business his parents may have used. Nothing turned up in the shelves of spell books and animating studies. He looked around for another place to search, but the Westminster grandfather clock that housed Uncle Ernie’s spirit yelled, “Get your butt to that carnival and do your job!” 
 
    The clock rang three o’clock louder than usual, and Rowe knew the noise was meant to get him moving, as if Ernie’s reminder wasn’t enough. 
 
    Rowe ran upstairs to shower and change into his formal witch’s attire. A double-breasted suit in black pinstripes. Despite the summer weather, black was required for show. He swapped his cream-colored summer fedora for a black one with a chocolate band. As a special touch, he animated a white handkerchief for his jacket’s breast pocket. It sparkled a trail of miniature silver stars and moonbeams whenever he moved and encircled the moonstone resting against his black shirt. 
 
    Outside he hurried to the pale green roadster and checked his pocket watch. Moving quickly, he heaved one of the garage doors open. “Busby, are you in there? Time to go.” The bright sunshine outside hampered Rowe’s vision inside the dark, repurposed barn. “Busby, are you here?” 
 
    Receiving no answer, Rowe stepped out and scanned the nearby rooftops and trees. He called out, “Busby, it’s time to go.” Training a familiar sure tested his patience. He turned all around, hand shielding his eyes. 
 
    “Here I am, Master,” Busby replied as he sailed up from the back of the property. “Mice hide in the daytime. Better eating along the crick.” 
 
    “You found some dinner?” Rowe lifted a brow. 
 
    “Yes, I did. Ready for duty.” 
 
    “Good. We’re going to the carnival again. You know the way?” 
 
    “Yep. By heart.” 
 
    Rowe slid into the driver’s seat and drove the usual route. If there was a chance the little owl could help him against Adara, Rowe wanted him along. 
 
    He parked in the adjoining empty field used as a parking lot. Colored lights of the Ferris wheel and the witch’s brew spinner competed with the afternoon sun. Smells of sugary and savory fried foods made his empty stomach growl. 
 
    He and Busby entered the carnival through the unmarked back gate in the privacy fence reserved for coven folk. 
 
    As he passed inside, a dozen children surrounded Rowe, while his barn owl circled above their heads. 
 
    “Mr. McCoy, look at my carnival dress.” Little Charlize O’Malley worked her small hand into Rowe’s. When he faced her, she pulled the hem of the full skirt out, and her face lit with a cute grin that lacked both upper front teeth. 
 
    Rowe beamed. “Did the Tooth Fairy help you make this lovely sunshine yellow dress?” 
 
    Her smile broadened, and she gave him a shy look through her lashes. “It changes color. Watch!” She dropped his hand and twirled on the heel of her black patent shoes. 
 
    “Beautiful!” Rowe clapped. “The colors of the sunset, just like your golden hair. My compliments to the Tooth Fairy for her guidance.” 
 
    The little girl faced Busby. “Do you like it?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s wonderful.” The owl perched on his master’s shoulder. “You look very pretty.” 
 
    Charlize grinned and skipped beside her older sister who hung at the outer edge of the circle with the young teens showing each other their school projects. 
 
    A hand pulled on the back hem of Rowe’s jacket, and he turned with care to not step on any of the children. As one of ten rotating teachers, he taught coven children the basics of animation, a favorite subject especially among the little ones. 
 
    “Mr. McCoy, look what I brought to sell at the toy booth!” Eight-year-old Dewey Malcolm pushed a toad under Rowe’s chin and commanded the critter “Come on. Make some noise.” He gave it a squeeze between his dirty-nailed fingers, and it yapped like a lap dog. 
 
    “Wow! That’s great, Dewey.” Rowe bent to examine the toad. “You moved some dog’s spirit into a toad. Good job on that difficult technique. And the dog? Does it croak now?” His brows inched up as he gazed at the boy. 
 
    Dewey kicked the ground with the toe of his shoe. “Not quite. Maybe if you listen real close. Mostly Mrs. Vottel’s Fluffyboots is pretty quiet.” 
 
    Rowe ruffled the boy’s shaggy head of thick, brown hair. “That’s okay. You’re learning. And I’m sure all of Mrs. Vottel’s neighbors are much happier.” 
 
    Rosella, his sharpest middle-grade student, held up a doll that spoke to Rowe. “Mr. McCoy, you’re looking handsome tonight.” The twelve-year-old witch blushed and said, “I…I need to make some adjustments.” 
 
    A pack of boys snickered, and Dewey led them in a chant. “Rosella has a crush. Rosella has a crush.” 
 
    “Quiet boys,” Rowe directed. “Rosella, it’s outstanding.” He couldn’t help grinning at both her red face and her accomplishment.” You’ve been able to animate spontaneously based on a set of programmed emotions. Fine work. You’re an excellent animator.” 
 
    One by one, Rowe inspected the marvelous achievements of his students, making sure to move among the older children in the outer circle. “Good job, everyone! Now go place them in the proper booths—either to sell or for display. Both are near the entrance and some mothers will be there to help you.” 
 
    The children scampered away as he watched. Mothers and fathers stood nearby and escorted their young ones toward the entrance. A stab of melancholy hit Rowe’s heart remembering his own stillborn child and departed wife. 
 
    Charlize took hold of his hand and pulled. “Come on. Don’t look so sad, Mr. McCoy. The carnival is about to start.” 
 
    Her corkscrew blonde curls bobbed, and he couldn’t resist. 
 
    With a grin, he submitted and allowed her to lead him and her parents. Rowe’s head pivoted in search of his familiar and found the owl chattering with the robin familiar belonging to one of the mothers. “Busby, come here and stay close by my shoulder.” 
 
    “Coming, Master.” The owl took wing and glided above Rowe’s side. 
 
    The path wandered between easy roller coasters and flying rides for young children. They passed into the central part of the carnival where rows of games of skill and chance were sprinkled with numerous closed tents in a rainbow of jeweled hues. Larger tents housed shows with magical light, sound, or assorted effects. In smaller tents, solitary witches gave readings and predictions. 
 
    Along the main corridor, they paused among the group of children. A few ran back and forth across the wide path from the booth where they could sell their projects to the display exhibit. 
 
    After a few minutes, Rowe called out, “Make your decisions and place your projects.” 
 
    Mothers who worked the booths guided the stragglers and beamed at every child as they handed over their projects. Once all were placed, one plump, middle-aged mother waved to Rowe. “Mr. McCoy, you’ve outdone yourself this year.” 
 
    He joined Mrs. MacElroy at the sale booth. Surrounded by all the wondrous toys and sparkling lights outlining the display, she looked like a plain Puritan. Her high-necked black shirtdress and her salt and pepper hair pulled into a severe bun drew no attention. But her wide smile and cheery blue eyes held her special magic. No one could resist her warmth. “That says a lot coming from you, Matilda.” 
 
    “You seemed to pour all of your extra time into these children this past year, more than ever. And just look what they can do.” She beamed. 
 
    “Time with them helped me.” The main lights tripped on, and the entrance arch blazed behind the still-closed gate. A crowd on the outside cheered. By the loud noise, Rowe guessed there were at least a hundred or more people waiting for the grand opening. 
 
    She patted his shoulder and grinned. “A fair trade. I can see in their eyes that they learned much more than animation. Such fine young ones. We should all be proud of both them and you.” 
 
    Rowe shot her a smile. “Save some of that charm to sell these items.” 
 
    “Will do.” She faced Busby. “And I see you have a smart, young familiar. The son of Maiera should do fine for you.” 
 
    Among witches darting in all directions, Adara sashayed past in black satin evening dress that clung to her curvy hips. She stopped to talk with Lenore and glided into the ticket booth. 
 
    Matilda set to work straightening the projects while she kept an eye on the high priestess who reappeared, clipboard in hand and nodded their way. 
 
    Rowe nodded in response, teeth clenched at the thought of Adara keeping watch on him. He disliked seeing Lenore under her influence and hoped she was okay. 
 
    Luckily, another female witch ran up and pulled the high priestess away to tend to some urgent concern. 
 
    “You may soon find use for a witch’s familiar,” Matilda said with a loud sigh. “Have a wonderful evening, Mr. McCoy.” 
 
    Rowe inched his brows up. It appeared people already knew of his troubles with Adara. “And you as well.” He checked his pocket watch. “Ten minutes. I’m going to get some of Babbett’s pastries before we start.” He looked at Busby. “Maybe Babbett will have a sample for you.” 
 
    “Be sure to try her new fillings. I was her taster this summer. You have my word, they’re good.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He tipped his hat and took long strides toward the food vendor area along the front fence wall. 
 
    Busby flew close by his shoulder. 
 
    Nestled between the elephant ears and snow cones stood Babbett’s Magic Pastries. Several coven-produced food booths were sprinkled between those featuring the sugary, greasy foods the public demanded. 
 
    “Evening, Babbett.” Rowe stepped up and scanned the pastries in the long glass case that spanned the entire length of the counter. “Matilda said to try the new ones. Which are those?” 
 
    “Cheese All, Spiceberry, and Coon Hollow Truffle.” The petite, dark-haired woman grabbed a paper sack and rubbed her plastic-gloved hands together. Her brown eyes darted over his head at visitors chasing in all directions along the path. “Sounds like a good crowd outside.” 
 
    “I think it’ll be a packed house with this warm weather. Those new types all sound good. I skipped dinner, so I’ll have one of each. A coffee too, please. And do you have a treat for my owl?” He pulled out his wallet and laid down a twenty dollar bill that would cover the order plus a generous tip. 
 
    “I sure do.” She glanced over her shoulder to her high-school aged son. “Bring a raptor cake from the freezer.” She wrapped each crescent shaped pastry in paper and placed them in the bag, while her son filled another bag and served the coffee. “There you be,” she said with a smile and placed the order on the counter. “The cake might be a bit big for your little owl, but he should like it. Let me know how you like these new pastries. I’m hoping they sell. I’m not sure.” 
 
    Rowe nodded and gathered the food. Hungry and eager to ease her concerns, he pulled out the Cheese All and took a bite. The flaky layers of crust melted in his mouth, characteristic of all of Babbett’s pastries. But the cheese filling contained the real magic. The initial Swiss flavor morphed into Colby as he chewed, then into mild cheddar and finished with provolone before he swallowed. “Fantastic! You’ve outdone yourself with this Cheese All. I’ll talk this one up for sure.” 
 
    She grinned wide and nodded.  Her hairnet’s elastic slipped over her long earring and set it swinging. “Thanks, Rowe.” 
 
    He nodded to Busby and secured the half-eaten pastry in the bag, then cut between paths, winding between backs of tents and picking his way over mazes of electric cables. With his free hand, he lifted the flap of his own tent and set his dinner on a side table. Everything lay ready from his preparations this morning. 
 
    His owl flew inside and sniffed the bag with his treat. 
 
    Rowe broke the raptor cake in half, held it out in his palm, and stepped to the tent door. “Eat this just outside, but stay near this tent.” 
 
    Busby snatched it in his beak and followed outside. 
 
    Working with the children and their projects was the fun part of Rowe’s job at the carnival, not the role that would occupy the rest of his evening. Storyteller of the griever’s moonstone. Rowe fought to tie up the flap, the rope slipping from his sweaty hands. Finally successful, he admired the golden cords and strands of miniature blue lights outlining his tent. He exchanged waves across the path with the lady witches who stood ready. Tanya the tarot reader and Penelope the palm reader, his neighbors from last year for this affair—his first as the bearer of the moonstone. 
 
    While his familiar munched and smacked his beak, Rowe fingered the pendant resting against his chest. It felt heavier. The more he thought about the stone and its history, the more it weighed. Strange sort of magic. 
 
    His thoughts turned to the crowd. Was Jancie among them? His heart raced, and he blew out a slow exhale to calm himself. If she could open the locket, nothing would be the same. 
 
    The chain of the pendant cut into the back of his neck. 
 
    The huge gates creaked open. Cheers filled the air. The crowd thronged in, and after their weeks of preparation, the carnival got underway. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six: The Herb Garden 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jancie’s phone beeped when she left the bank at five o’clock Friday afternoon. Three voicemails displayed on her inbox: two from her father, and one from his wife, Heather. She drove home and listened to the first, fully expecting his anger for spotting her and Rachelle headed toward the carnival grounds at lunch hour. 
 
    “Jancie, have you lost your head, girl? You seem bent on doing exactly what I told you not to do. Your mother must not have raised you right. If I had—” 
 
    Unable to listen to him bash her mother, Jancie pressed delete and moved to the next, sent only a few minutes later. 
 
    “Jancie, I’m sorry I slammed your mother. That was wrong of me.”  His recorded voice broke and paused. 
 
    No doubt about that. Jancie sighed. 
 
    “Truth is, she wanted me to look after you once she passed. You’ve been a good daughter, and done me proud. I know you’re grown, but if you need anything, I’m here for you, to help and protect you. Hanging with those witches will bring you trouble. Your mom wouldn’t want that. Please, Jancie.” The recording clicked off. 
 
    Her finger hovered over the delete button, then moved away. She replayed the recording, trying to decide whether his words rang true.  She’d never heard Mom dead set against the coven’s witches. Jancie couldn’t decide. Parked in her own driveway, she went on to the third voicemail, an hour later, from Heather. 
 
    “Jancie, it’s Heather. I’ve been wanting to go shopping in Indy for fall clothes, but your dad won’t go with me. How about you and I take a girls’ trip this weekend and stay at a nice motel? You’ve been telling me you need new clothes bad. Dwayne said he’d foot the bill and kick in some shopping cash for you. Let me know.” 
 
    Jancie shook her head, tossed the phone in her purse, and walked to the back stoop of her house. She’d heard enough. Heat burned in her face. Any other time, she might’ve been pleased to get to know her stepmother better. And Jancie did need new clothes. But this weekend, the offer could only be a bribe to stay away from the carnival. The more she thought about the intent, her father’s manipulation, the angrier she became. She knew during their marriage, Mom had trouble with him telling her what to do. Jancie’s whole body shook. She wouldn’t stand for it anymore. 
 
    The onslaught of calls from Dad made her miss her mother’s gentle but firm guidance. Mom always understood and never manipulated. 
 
    Jancie bent low over the neglected flowerbed that filled the small angle between the steps and house. A scrawny volunteer zinnia planted by her mother years ago held up a single orange blossom. The last rainy spell must have given it a boost. Jancie studied the stubby plant that had managed to reseed itself and grow without care. It reminded her of how alone she felt without her mother. She stood tall, pushed her shoulders back, and took a deep breath. 
 
    The hardy zinnia prompted Jancie to survey the back yard. She paid the teenage boy down the street to mow and trim the sparse grass. Against the eastern garage wall, her mother’s garden looked like it suffered from a bad hair day. Vines and stems poked in all directions smothering the few flowers. At the bed, she lifted the hem of her dress above her knees, knelt in the grass, and ran her fingers through the dirt at the base of one perennial. Her mother’s silver ring on her finger felt warm against her skin. The organic smell of soil and the fragrance of the leaves her hand brushed reminded her of Mom. 
 
    Jancie sprang to her feet and ran inside to her bedroom. She changed into jeans and an old, soft t-shirt and wadded her hair into a ponytail. At the kitchen door, she considered taking her phone as usual, but chose to leave it behind. She needed to spend time alone with her mother’s garden. 
 
    She rested a thermos of water under the shady maple tree and rummaged through the garage. Weighed down with armloads of tools, bucket, and watering can, she staggered to the wild patch. 
 
    Jancie set to work on the large garden that spanned the entire length of the garage, weeding and trimming out dead and overgrown stems. Her mother had called them herbs, but only some were meant to eat. 
 
    When her weed pile grew several feet wide and tall, Jancie sat back and checked her progress. Sweat stung her eyes and soaked the hair at the nape of her neck, but the sun on her back felt like the warmth of her mother’s smile. Only a third done, she got back to work. 
 
    Angelica had seeded itself and grew wild between branches of the rambling rose along the garage wall. While untangling the growth, a thorn scratched the back of her hand. The line turned red, then formed an oozing trickle. As she rose to return to the house for a bandage, it seemed as though the heads of golden yarrow fought their way through the thicket. She recalled her mother’s voice. Yarrow leaves mend cuts. Jancie pulled off a silvery leaf and applied it to her broken skin. Within moments, the bleeding stopped. 
 
    She smiled and cleared the weeds from the clump of yarrow, then moved behind to the showy purple coneflower. She ran a finger across the prickly rust-colored center, like she did as a child, and tried to remember how Mom had used this plant. 
 
    At the base, runaway runners of mint plants climbed the sturdy coneflower stems. She clipped the mint back to the confines of its pot. The spearmint’s fragrance filled the air. Jancie took a deep, soothing breath remembering winter evenings spent eating fresh-baked cookies with a pot of mint tea. Mom always kept sprigs of mint with fresh flowers on the table. Lessons Mom had taught her about how to use herbs came flooding back to Jancie. 
 
    She collected her cuttings into a bucket and sat under the shade tree for a break. Like her mother often did, Jancie pinched off a couple of mint leaves, crushed, and added them to her thermos water. After a brisk shake, she took a sip. The cooling scent relaxed her, and she leaned against the tree and closed her eyes. 
 
    A bird singing a sharp note above her prompted Jancie out of the daydream. 
 
    Slanting rays of the setting sun streamed across her outstretched legs. How did time pass so fast? Jancie stood, found the shears cast off in the grass, and cut a few stems of whatever still bloomed into her bucket with the mint: marigolds, purple coneflowers, yarrow, and the last roses of the season. She surveyed her progress, and a pang of hunger rumbled through her stomach. Not even half done. I’ll be back for the rest of you tomorrow. She gathered an armload of tools and stored them in the garage, then picked up her bucket and headed into the house. 
 
    With a dirt-crusted hand, she brushed hair from her face. She stepped out of her tennis shoes, padded to the china closet in the living room, and selected a well-used vase. She filled it with not only the flowers, but also sprigs of mint like her mother always did to protect the house. When asked from what, her mother would laugh and mention some made up names of goblins. Jancie’s stomach sent out another complaint. Ugh. I’m covered with dirt and am so tired. What is there to eat that’s easy? She set the vase on the table and decided to order a pizza. 
 
    After calling in the order, Jancie enjoyed a hot shower, and hurried back to the kitchen. The fragrances of the bouquet filled the entire room, just like it did when Mom was able to work the garden. Jancie inhaled the scents and smiled. 
 
    A knock on the front door sent her scrambling to collect her wallet. Her hand touched her cell phone, and she purposely left it there, out of sight and turned off. She was glad for her decision to remove the landline phone. She didn’t want anyone to interrupt the healing connections she’d made working through soil warmed by her mother’s hands. 
 
    Piping hot pizza box in hand, she sat at the table and ate her fill. With a full belly and happy thoughts of her mother, drowsiness made her eyelids heavy. She peaked out the back door window at the improved garden, checked the doors, and turned off the lights. At the hallway leading to her bedroom, Jancie hesitated and turned back to get the vase of flowers. 
 
    She placed it on the dresser next to Maggie’s leather-bound diary. She picked up the book and snuggled into bed. Reading more about her mother’s family seemed like the right way to finish her evening. 
 
    Jancie read entries about Maggie’s baby Dorothy’s first milestones. It dawned on Jancie that Great Aunt Starla mentioned Dorothy had been her cousin. Jancie skimmed to find how Maggie was related to her. Riffling through the book, a loose page dislodged. A yellowed birth certificate for Betty Forsbey. My Gran! Maggie was my great grandmother. 
 
    The document listed Maggie and Louis Forsbey as the parents of Betty, born June 30th, 1939, in Evansville, Indiana. In an earlier entry, Maggie’s first husband, Marvin, died young of a heart attack. Her grief led her to visit a male witch in the coven who wore the moonstone locket. Jancie hadn’t read about any man by the name of Louis. 
 
    If only she’d found this diary before Gran passed, five years ago. Jancie read the diary’s last entry dated March 21, 1939. It told about Maggie moving away from Bentbone. Although, by the dates, she must have been pregnant with Betty, there was no mention of her carrying a child or of her husband Louis. Only Dorothy. In the last line, Maggie wrote, “With heavy heart, I must make this my final entry. I’m leaving my family for the sake of my own children.” 
 
    Curious about why Maggie had moved away while she was pregnant and why the diary stopped at that point, Jancie picked up reading where she left off, when Dorothy was a baby. She read for clues about Betty and Louis, and ties to her mother. Despite Jancie’s determination, page after page about happy times and family outings, combined with the mint fragrance wafting through her bedroom, lulled her to sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Early the next morning, sunshine called Jancie outside, opposing her will to solve the mystery of Maggie’s diary. After a moment’s thought, she promised herself to return to the diary in the evening. She skipped her usual run, avoided her cell phone, and headed straight for the garden. Intent upon seeing the end result that day, she worked quickly and efficiently. 
 
    Weeding and pruning for hours, she filled a trash can with debris. The rose trellis tested her carpentry skills. Her repairs resulted in a mashed thumb. 
 
    With the sun high in the sky, she stood back and took in her accomplishments and gave them a satisfied smile. 
 
    Jancie ran into the house and returned with paper envelopes to hold seeds for next year’s marigolds, snapdragons, and angelica. She potted renegade mint runners into a few old clay pots from the garage and set them in the patch’s open spaces. Stems of sage and mint were cut, tied into small bundles with twine, and hung from wall hooks in a dark kitchen corner beside the pantry, where Mom always dried her herbs. 
 
    She rummaged in the garage for any leftover bags of manure. Only two bags slumped against the potting bench. She searched for other fertilizer, without luck. Her mother had insisted on organic gardening. Jancie made a mental note to get more before cold weather. 
 
    “What the heck are you doing?” Rachelle called, head poked out of the driver’s window of her car as she parked behind Jancie’s Camry. 
 
    Rachelle, Willow, and Lizbeth spilled from the beat-up boat of a Chrysler New Yorker, classic early nineties. 
 
    “What does it look like?” Jancie looked up with a grin. “Haven’t you ever seen someone tend a garden?” 
 
    “Don’t you answer your cell anymore?” Rachelle asked, her husky tone deeper and her words pointed. “I’ve only texted you at least ten times.” 
 
    “Yeah, well. I’ve been kind of avoiding the phone.” Jancie dug in the bag and scooped a double handful of moist compost around a few plants. 
 
    “What now?” Rachelle threw up her hands. “Harley or your dad?” 
 
    “Dad. And Heather.” Jancie sat back and squinted up at Rachelle’s silhouette in the afternoon sun. “They left three voicemails Friday after he saw you and me near the carnival. He tried to lay a guilt trip on me, and then later said he was only concerned and watching out for me ‘cause Mom wanted him to keep me from the witches. Fat chance of that. She never said that before.” 
 
    “That’s not your mom.” Rachelle shifted her weight to one side. 
 
    “Nope. Sure isn’t,” Willow chimed in. 
 
    Jancie nodded. “Then, his new wife, Heather, called wanting me to go shopping in Indy all this weekend. Out of the blue. Just this weekend. Dad was going to foot the bill and give me spending money. Can you believe it? If they’d been sincere, I’d have jumped at the—” 
 
    “Damn.” Rachelle twirled a bracelet. “What lengths will your dad go to, to keep you from being around witches?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but spending time in Mom’s garden has made me feel grounded. If that witch with the moonstone can help me connect more, that’s what I’m doing. For me.” 
 
    “That’s the Jancie we know.” Rachelle grinned. 
 
    “Heck, I want to go now just to find out what your dad is so worked up about.” Willow knelt and took a whiff of the yarrow blossoms. 
 
    “That, too.” Jancie laughed and dug into the manure bag to feed another plant. 
 
    “Ick. You’re actually touching manure…with your hands?” Lizbeth shivered and fingered the end of her waist-length brown braid, something she did when out of her comfort zone. She took a step closer and wrinkled her pug nose so much that her wide brown-framed glasses slipped. 
 
    “It’s sterilized, or supposed to be anyway,” Jancie replied. “It doesn’t smell.” She held up a handful toward Lizbeth, who gave a cautious sniff. 
 
    Jancie laughed. “You need to get out of your books more often.” 
 
    “Organic fertilizer, the only way.” Rachelle dropped down onto the lawn, her bracelets clattering. Jewelry for Rachelle was always required, even with casual skinny jeans and t-shirts on weekends. “I can remember when we were little and your mom had us help her with this garden. You and I would dangle earthworms at each other.” 
 
    Jancie tossed her head back and laughed. “Yes. We pretended to be brave.” 
 
    Rachelle snorted. “Something like that. The loser was the one who screamed or flinched the most. Sometimes you’re mom had to decide the winner.” 
 
    Jancie shook her head and grinned. “Good times.” 
 
    Willow wandered around inspecting the progress, her blue eyes bugging out. “Just look at the size of that trash pile! You’ve been working it, girl.” 
 
    “This isn’t work.” Rachelle studied Jancie and leaned in to pull a bramble out of her hair. “This is therapy.” 
 
    “That’s what Mom always said about her garden.” Jancie beamed. 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Willow tucked a strand of white-blond hair behind her ear. “Mrs. Sadler used to give us Christmas gifts of homemade tea bags. Her tea was awesome.” 
 
    “And her bath sachets were divine,” Lizbeth added. “Any chance you’ll be making those for us this Christmas, Jancie? Hint. Hint.” She fluttered her long, dark lashes toward Jancie. 
 
    Jancie laughed. “If you put in some muscle tending the garden, I’ll think about it.” She tossed the bag of manure at her friend’s feet. 
 
    Lizbeth jumped back, and Rachelle rolled onto her knees to scoop a handful from the bag for a nearby plant and looked up at their reluctant friend. “You’re allowed to get dirty when you’re not in that library.” 
 
    “After that jab about my books, I’m not sure I should tell you all what I found out about the moonstone.” 
 
    Jancie stood. They all faced Lizbeth. She pushed her braid behind her shoulder, and her hazel eyes gleamed. “I learned that moonstones are linked to cycles of the moon. They’re more powerful for witchcraft during the waxing moon, which we’re in now until the harvest full moon in six days.” 
 
    “So, there’s a better chance of it working now?” Willow asked, eyes bright. 
 
    Lizbeth gave an assertive nod and continued.  “Moonstones are prized for their abilities to work out problems between loved ones. Their energy is receptive in nature, and can transfer vibrations from one person to another as a form of communication when other pathways are blocked.” 
 
    “That sure makes sense for helping folks connect to loved ones who’ve passed,” Jancie said. “Did you learn anything about the moonstone this coven uses? Like what sort of magic they put in it? Why only one witch wears it?” 
 
    Lizbeth shook her head. “Sorry. I don’t have access to coven records. I’ve been trying to find a link to someone who does though. There’s an old witch who visits the library often. I left her a message that one of the books she’d requested has come in. She likes me a lot and might be willing to help.” 
 
    “Good lead, Liz,” Rachelle said. 
 
    “But what if you’re not working when she comes for it?” Willow asked. 
 
    Lizbeth grinned, and lifted her chin. “Already on that. I hid it where none of the other workers will find it.” 
 
    Jancie held her hand up to high five Lizbeth, who started to slap hands, then recoiled and said, “Sorry, I don’t do manure.” 
 
    Willow folded her long legs as she scooted next to Jancie. “Are you sure you want to do this moonstone thing? You might not want to mess with the supernatural. Strange things can happen, you know?” 
 
    Jancie leaned back and faced her friend. “I’m not worried. It’s important that I talk with Mom once more.” 
 
    Rachelle stood and looked at the others. “So when are we going to the carnival?” 
 
    “I’m ready.” Jancie wiped her hands on her jeans. 
 
    “You are? Right now? Dressed like that?” Willow asked, blinking. 
 
    “No, silly.” Jancie shot her sweet but sometimes naïve friend a smile. “I mean I’m mentally ready, regardless of what might happen, good or bad.” 
 
    “Okay. So you go clean up for your time with the moonstone man. What’s his name? Rowe?” Without waiting for a response, Rachelle looked around. “Let’s help her get this stuff put away. We’ll all meet back here at five. That’s two hours to get your glamour on, ladies.” 
 
    While her friends scurried around, Jancie emptied the last of the manure bag on the now tidy garden. That job completed. More yet to do tonight. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven: Arcane Aviary 
 
      
 
      
 
    Unlike her deliberation over an outfit for Dad’s dinner, Jancie wasted no time choosing what to wear to the carnival. Connecting to all of the gardening things she used to do with her mother grounded her sense of purpose. She was determined to do all she could to have their lost goodbye. 
 
    After a shower and make-up, she tugged on a pair of black denim jeggings and whipped a white lace swing tank over her head. Jewelry amounted to simple silver hoop earrings.  She added the leather ballet flats and made her way to the kitchen to gather her usual black shoulder bag. Digging in the purse, she stashed a pinker shade of lip gloss than the neutral work color. With time on her hands while waiting for the others, she picked up her phone. Old texts from Rachelle and a new voicemail from Harley. She read through Rachelle’s texts, sorry she’d worried her friend. 
 
    Jancie listened to the new mail. Harley’s voice said, “Hey, Jancie, it didn’t sound like you were gonna listen to your dad about the carnival. I’m going tonight. I’d be glad to drive you, or just meet there and hang out.” She shook her head and wondered what made him think she’d want to spend time with him. Dad must’ve put him up to it. At least that voicemail tipped her off she’d need to be on the lookout to dodge him. 
 
    A horn tooted outside, and Jancie stowed her phone and house keys. Purse in hand, she ran out and joined Willow. 
 
    “You clean up good.” Willow lifted off gigantic sunglasses that dwarfed her delicate features. The gentle breeze lifted strands of her fine hair off the ruffled collar of her pink sleeveless blouse. She rubbed her pale, bare arm. “I didn’t bring a jacket.” 
 
    “Me neither. I just learned that Harley will be there, so I’ll keep warm running from him.” Jancie leaned against the hood of Willow’s Honda Civic. 
 
    The vintage Chrysler beast turned into the driveway with Rachelle and Lizbeth. There was never any discussion about who would drive when the four traveled together. The other two women slid into the cavernous backseat. A wave of perfume spilled over the split front bench seat. 
 
    Willow sniffed the air. “You two smell good. Out to catch yourself some guys?” 
 
    “Heck, with all the tourists here, why not?” Rachelle laughed. “That reminds me.” She slipped a few bangles from her wrist and passed them back. “Jancie, these might help your cause tonight.” 
 
    Jancie gave a nervous laugh as she accepted. “I’m not after Rowe. Just trying to get his help.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Rachelle quipped. “That glimpse I got of him yesterday—he was a hottie.” 
 
    Jancie scooted forward. “I checked my phone and found a voicemail from Harley wanting to hang out together at the carnival tonight. Good of him to alert me.” 
 
    Rachelle sighed. “Predator turned bodyguard. My mission for the evening.” She turned onto Main Street. “Check out this traffic, even two miles away. Maybe we can give Harley the slip if it’s crowded.” 
 
    “Look at all those lights.” Willow hung over the back of the front seat and pointed to the carnival in the distance. “More every year.” 
 
    Jancie nudged next to her. The electric lights glowed, but a subtle twinkling effect came from magic. Every color of the rainbow. The Ferris wheel stood tall—the crowning jewel. 
 
    A few minutes later, Rachelle turned onto Maple Street and inched the car through the parking field. Attendants guided her to a spot. 
 
    Lizbeth glanced over her shoulder above her thick eyeglass frame. “Okay, it’s crowded tonight. Keep your phones handy in case we get separated.” Always the one keeping things orderly according to rules, Jancie understood why Liz did well as a librarian. Her dark hair, parted in the middle, enveloped her shoulders. Only narrow braids framed her face. The few times Liz wore her hair loose, on special occasions like this, she reminded Jancie of Morticia from the Addams’ Family. 
 
    They spilled out and headed toward the main entrance. Arms of whirling rides carrying squealing riders reached above the tall gray fence. Smells of fried and sweet fair food greeted Jancie. She was eager to be a part of the fun with her friends, like years before. After all the grief and problems, she hoped that was possible. 
 
    When they reached the entry, a new illuminated arch spanned the walkway between ticket booths on either side. Before Jancie allowed herself to enjoy the lights, she checked the surroundings for Harley or Rowe. Dad never attended the coven’s public gatherings, but she made a second pass just in case and reminded herself to be more watchful. 
 
    “Wow!” Willow craned her neck looking at the display. “This is new and awesome the way the colors shift.” 
 
    From under a cloak of hair, Lizbeth stretched out an arm and grabbed Willow’s. “Come on. The line’s moving up.” Jancie wasn’t sure what Liz wore underneath the hair other than something white above skinny jeans and sandals. 
 
    Jancie stepped to the window and handed her money to the ticket taker, who appeared to be a high-school-aged girl. Behind her stood the sexy woman Jancie had met along with Rowe. The coven leader, Adara. 
 
    A perpetual grin seemed plastered on Adara’s dark red lips. Although the woman’s make-up had looked perfect the other afternoon, tonight it was theatrical. A chill shot through Jancie. Powder lightened Adara’s pale complexion to a luminous white, and more liner than even Rachelle dared to wear gave a mask-like appearance to the one visible eye. The other peeked from behind a wave of iridescent hair that reminded Jancie of a raven. Adara’s piercing black pupils stared through Jancie. The coven leader stepped forward and rested both hands on the counter. Each finger wore a glittering ring and finished with a long, black nail. “So good to see you here tonight, Jancie.” Cleavage spilled from the plunging v-neck of her black satin dress. 
 
    A lump caught in Jancie’s throat. “Thank you,” she sputtered. “Looks like we’ll have fun.” 
 
    A chandelier earring with black gems grazed Adara’s pale shoulder as she leaned closer. “I’m sure you and your friends will have a wonderful time. Enjoy.” 
 
    With trembling fingers, Jancie grabbed her ticket from the girl and joined her friends. 
 
    Lizbeth gathered them together. “So let’s make a plan.” 
 
    “I want dinner.” Willow rubbed her stomach. “I’m starved. I didn’t eat much today so that I could sample everything.” 
 
    “Jancie, you’re the one with the agenda. What do you want to do first?” Rachelle looked her way while fluffing wrinkles from the back of her long, tiered skirt. Rather than her standard loose-fitting peasant tops, she wore a close ribbed camisole that revealed more than it covered. She’d rimmed her eyes with black liner and gel gave a bit of spikiness to her hair. Her on-the-prowl look. 
 
    Jancie raised a brow. She wasn’t the only one with an agenda. “Actually, my stomach’s churning. I could use a little something to eat to steady my nerves before I look for Rowe.” 
 
    Willow patted her shoulder. “Don’t be nervous ‘bout seeing your mom as a ghost. It’ll feel good. I’ve heard that lots of people talk with ghosts.” 
 
    “I’m fine with that.” Jancie glanced back inside the ticket booth to make sure that Adara was still there and no closer. “It’s just—” Jancie found the coven leader missing and choked on her words. She spun around and looked down the three paths leading from the main arch. 
 
    Rachelle stepped closer. “What’s wrong? You look spooked.” 
 
    “The coven leader I met last Wednesday gave me an evil look.” Jancie pushed her hair behind her shoulders. “I’m fine. Let’s get something to eat.” 
 
    Rachelle nodded and linked her arm in Jancie’s. 
 
    Willow took the lead and made a beeline for the food area. She faced her friends. “I need to try their sausage rolls so I can figure out how to make them. I want Dad to add them to our menu at the Fern.” She stepped to the food stand, and the others three friends spread apart. 
 
    Minutes later, they gathered in the center of the path. Jancie and Rachelle pulled wads off a huge elephant ear, while Willow studied the cornmeal-encased pork. Lizbeth walked up with a bag of magic popcorn. “Check this out!” She fingered a few kernels that turned purple with her touch, then shoved them into her mouth. “Grape,” she muttered through the mouthful. “There’s more.” She picked up another kernel which turned yellow. “Bet this one’s cheese.” 
 
    “Oh! I have to try some.” Willow took a break from her sausage analysis and sampled the popcorn. 
 
    The others followed suit, and Jancie ended up with a rust-colored, peppery hot handful. 
 
    Half an hour later, with sticky fingers, they wound their way out of the food path’s far end into the adult rides. 
 
    “Look at that one!” Willow hopped up and down. “It’s new. I have to go on that one.” Individual swings hung on cables from a central point on a main column. When the ride started, the swings swept out in a wide circle. The cables, a unique color for each swing, twisted and untwisted into an ever-changing pattern of complex braids. 
 
    “Ooh. Me too.” Lizbeth clapped her hands together. “It’s called the Celtic Plait. Maybe I can learn some new ways to braid my hair.” 
 
    “What could you learn?” Rachelle replied. “You already braid that stuff a hundred ways. And we need to help Jancie first.” 
 
    “You’re right. I’m sorry. I forgot.” Lizbeth faced Jancie. “Lead the way.” 
 
    “I’m not sure where Rowe’s tent is.” Disoriented by the people milling everywhere, Jancie turned in place. “I think the readers are mixed throughout the rides.” She pointed past the braiding swings.  “Let’s try this way. I see tents.” She took hold of Rachelle’s hand and snaked the group through the human maze. 
 
    Tents in richly colored satiny fabric dotted the spaces between rides. A line formed outside of an emerald green one decorated with heavy silver cording. A hand-lettered wooden sign above the doorway read ‘Sibeal, the Soothsayer’. 
 
    With great difficulty, Jancie wound along the line for the favorite ride—Racing Serpents. A roller coaster race between two gigantic, golden live snakes. Riders sat in cars tied to the snakes’ backs and undulated up and down as the serpents coiled at full speed following a winding, elevated wooden double track. She promised herself a ride, if she got through what she came for. 
 
    Rachelle yanked on Jancie’s hand. “This way. I see Harley up ahead.” 
 
    Heat prickled down the back of Jancie’s neck as she followed her friend to a large red tent hung with glittering glass ornaments along its horizontal support. In ornate gold script, the sign read ‘Arcane Aviary.’ 
 
    Inside, at least a hundred folding chairs stood facing a three-sided stage. People filled half of the seating, and a sign on a tall easel showed a clock face indicating the next show time would be at seven o’clock. Jancie checked her phone. Five minutes. 
 
    She led her friends to places along a side aisle in case Harley followed and a quick escape would be needed. She leaned forward across their row. “Have any of you seen this before? How long does it take?” 
 
    Willow shrugged. “I’m always too busy eating or riding.” 
 
    “Or chasing men,” Rachelle added. 
 
    Lizbeth raised a hand. “I saw this with my parents when I was about ten. It’s wonderful. I think it lasted about twenty minutes.” 
 
    “That long? I need to find Rowe.” Jancie blew out a sharp breath through her teeth and checked the door. “Maybe we can duck out earlier.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Rachelle, seated next to Jancie, patted her hand. “We’ll get you to him.” 
 
    The female witch with the dark bobbed hair who Jancie had seen staring at her in the Fern Café walked along the aisle where she sat. Again, she seemed familiar, but Jancie couldn’t place the connection. The familiarity seemed positive. On gut instinct, Jancie spun and faced the approaching woman. Her pulse rang in her ears as she asked, “Excuse me. I need to find the tent of the man who wears the moonstone. Do you know where that is?” 
 
    A wide smile covered the woman’s petite face almost to her large pearl button earrings. “Of course. You’re very close.” She pointed a black gloved hand in the direction opposite from the Racing Serpent ride. “Turn left when you leave here. His tent is four more down on this side.” Her brown eyes sparkled beneath horn-rimmed glasses. “You look familiar. I saw you in the Fern the other day. Do I know you?” 
 
    Jancie couldn’t resist returning the warm smile, not only for the helpful directions but also because the woman seemed so caring and friendly. “I don’t think so. But thank you for the directions. My name is Jancie.” She stared into the woman’s eyes, trying to remember some previous connection. 
 
    The woman held out a tiny, gloved hand. “I’m Cerise. It’s nice to meet you, Jancie. I feel certain we’ve met in some way. Enjoy the show. Austan and his wife Zelma are amazing.” She smiled and walked backstage through a side door. 
 
    Jancie made a mental note of that door as an alternate exit and wondered how she might have met Cerise before. Jancie faced Rachelle. “Did you hear that? Rowe’s tent is only four down from here.” 
 
    “Yes! We’ll head straight there after the show,” Rachelle’s husky voice rose. “Lizbeth has been telling us about the bird show. If we have to hide out, I want to see it.” 
 
    Harp music played, and Jancie settled back in her seat, glad to know that Rowe’s tent was close. Something about Cerise’s warmth made Jancie feel like things would somehow work out. 
 
    A woman in a dress of gauzy layers in every shade of blue bounded to the center of the stage. Her legs, clad in light blue tights, spread wide into aerial splits as she sailed to a graceful landing on the soft sole of her ballerina slippers. She curtsied to the audience. “Hello. Thank you all for visiting the Arcane Aviary. My name is Zelma. Allow me to introduce my husband and partner, Austan.” She held her arm to the side of the stage and nodded. 
 
    The man wore a black, double-breasted sport coat over wide-legged pale blue trousers. He tipped his black fedora and bowed to the crowd’s applause. “Thank you. You are in for a real treat. Now, I present our mysterious array of avians.” 
 
    Zelma waved a graceful arm, and a spotlight hit a mirrored disco ball hanging from the tent’s central peak. 
 
    With a single clap of Austan’s hands, a flock of ten songbirds materialized, one from each finger. The birds flitted around the tent’s ceiling, their plumage in bright shades of red, turquoise, salmon, lime, yellow, cobalt. Tweets and warbles blended into a happy melody. 
 
    Lizbeth leaned across Rachelle and said, “Look carefully at the birds. They’re glass.” 
 
    Jancie craned her neck to watch the closest sail past. Caught in pinpricks of light, the canary yellow bird gleamed with the opalescence of fine glass. She leaned across Rachelle. “How does it flap its wings?” 
 
    Lizbeth shrugged and grinned. “Magic.” 
 
    Zelma pirouetted, and a golden frame of bars appeared behind her. She extended a hand in the air, and the birds sped to the perch. 
 
    Austan stepped to the side of the stage and returned with a molten orange ball of glass at the end of a blowpipe almost as long as he was tall. He twisted the pipe as he blew into it. The soft glass slowly took shape. A beaked head became visible. Wings spread to the sides and grew to what looked like more than a six-foot wingspan. Jancie sat of the edge of her seat, wondering how there could be enough glass to create the enormous bird. 
 
    The male witch paused for a breath and looked at the audience, his face red and shiny with sweat. He stepped nearer the edge of the stage, and people cheered for him to continue. He flashed a smile and blew into the pipe, creating the bird’s tail. He filled his cheeks full of air and puffed into the tube, which set the bird free and gave it life. Or magical life. With one mighty flap, it soared above the heads of the crowd, taking on the colors of an eagle. Its white glass head scattered light in all directions. 
 
    Jancie clapped and cheered but couldn’t hear her own noise over that from the people around her. 
 
    While the eagle glided in circles, Zelma spun again. She continued spinning, so fast that her dress of various blues blended into one hue. She lifted her arms, and a peacock formed in her spread hands. The crowd roared. She slowed to a gentle rotation and set the bird into flight. It made one close turn around the mirrored ball, then took center stage and displayed its fine glittering, glass plumage. 
 
    The couple continued creating birds, each in turn more amazing and spectacular, as if trying to best each other. In the finale, all the birds took to the ceiling and paraded in a circle. 
 
    Jancie enjoyed the show, but the moment the birds disappeared, she sat straight in her chair, ready to leave. When the couple turned to leave the stage, she pulled Rachelle with her into the aisle. Jancie looked back for Lizbeth and Willow, but they seemed fixed on cheering for an encore along with others. “I’m not staying any longer,” Jancie said under her breath to Rachelle and wound through the slow-to-leave crowd. 
 
    “Liz!” Rachelle called back and pointed in the direction Cerise had described. “Catch up to us four tents down on this side.” 
 
    Lizbeth nodded as Willow stepped over her knees to join the others. 
 
    Jancie took a step out of the tent and checked both directions along the path. No sign of Harley or Dad. She glanced at Rachelle and Willow. “All clear. Let’s go.” 
 
    The threesome twisted in and out of the packed walkway, dodging kids with sticky cotton candy and obese women. They passed a massive gold tent advertising a juggling performance. Walking traffic stopped them in front of a small purple tent with a sign showing a glowing crystal ball The sign “The Griever’s Moonstone” hung high on a blue tent ahead. Jancie focused on that sign and tried to shut out the noise and chaos around her. The purple door flap lifted beside her. From inside, a beam of white light streamed onto her and broke her concentration. 
 
    From the instant she froze in that spotlight, things happened fast. Adara stepped from between tents and laughed at Jancie. “It looks like the crystal ball is searching for you. Hope you’re having a good evening.” 
 
    Before Jancie could answer, Harley’s voice yelled from behind. “Jancie, wait up!” 
 
    She darted forward, wanting to dive into Rowe’s tent before Harley reached her, as if just by stepping inside, she’d be safe. But hearing him shout at her again, she grabbed Rachelle’s hand and changed course, slipping along the far side of the next tent. Only the long entrance to the Ferris wheel stood between her and Rowe’s tent. Thankful the cuing line was packed with people, she moved behind the tent and faced her friends. “I’m going to duck low and cut across this line over to Rowe’s tent. Can you wait for Harley and lead him another way?” 
 
    “Would love to.” Rachelle’s lips curled as she twisted her bracelets faster. “Anything for my bff.” 
 
    “I’ll go back a ways and make sure he sees me.” Willow spun and sped away. 
 
    Jancie slunk down and aimed for the densest parts of the Ferris wheel’s line. Squirming between bellies and backs, she reached the other side and heard Willow’s shrill drawl. 
 
    “Lizbeth, we’re over here. We’re all cuttin’ through here to the prize games.” 
 
    Jancie followed the back of Rowe’s tent to remain out of sight longer, then edged along the far side to the main path. She peeked out and, finding no threats, she zipped through the open flap. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight: The Crystal Ball 
 
      
 
      
 
    Adara stood beside the ticket taker, welcoming guests to the opening of Friday’s carnival. Sensing a unique energy in the crowd, she jerked her arm away from where it rested on the desk. Curiosity has brought the girl back. She looked down the line and didn’t see Jancie but felt the younger woman’s presence. 
 
    Elaine, the high-school aged clerk, glanced over her shoulder at Adara. “Are you all right, High Priestess?” 
 
    Adara took a step back. “Yes. I’m quite fine.” She waved a hand for the girl to resume her job and leaned against shelves along the back wall of the tiny booth reflecting upon her first brief encounter with Jancie. 
 
    The moonstone’s magic had sparked for Jancie that day outside the gate. The idea the locket would open for her seemed possible, enough for Adara to be on high alert. If the moonstone responded to Jancie, nothing for the girl or Rowe would ever be the same. Good or bad, that girl would influence his life. Adara gnashed her teeth at the thought. 
 
    Rowe’s rebuff of her advances the other night still stung. Even though he denied wanting her, she remained resolute to prove to him how right they were for each other. No one was going to interfere. 
 
    It had been exhilarating to remove Lenore from claiming Rowe, although Lenore’s simple desire possessed no element of magic. The strength of the moonstone was another matter, posing a far greater challenge for Adara to overcome. Goosebumps rose along her skin as she thought of the challenge. If she could overpower the moonstone, no one would question her supremacy or reign as high priestess. They’d honor her as her mother was revered. 
 
    Blocking the moonstone’s call to Jancie would be difficult, though Adara relished the test. However, if the locket opened, she didn’t know whether or not she could break the centuries-old bond. She looked down and found herself fidgeting with her snake ring. Stop that sign of weakness, she scolded herself. I’ll win this challenge with grace. The corners of her mouth lifted. 
 
    “I know that devious smile.” Dearg, her familiar, lifted his wings from where he perched on the top shelf. “May I play?” 
 
    “Only if you can keep up,” Adara quipped, her gaze fixed on the people filing past the window. 
 
    “Sweet! I’m in.” The crow sidestepped to hang over her shoulder. “What’s the low down?” 
 
    Jancie came into view, and Adara stretched over the upper counter to greet her. The girl flinched at the sight of her, and Adara’s smile widened. Playing upon opponents’ fear was always a good strategy. She leaned closer and held Jancie captive with eye contact until the girl’s fingers trembled while she paid for her ticket. 
 
    Upon releasing Jancie, Adara exited the booth and wound behind tents to a point where she could watch the girl pass. A group of three girlfriends protected her. Or at least one did: a hippie Bohemian sort wearing a long, full skirt and armfuls of bracelets, stood close enough to protect. The other two gawked at carnival lights. 
 
    Adara glanced up at her crow perched on a nearby tent support. “We’ll need to separate that group of four young women. I’m interested in the one with red hair.” 
 
    “Hot doll.” Dearg winged onto the path, then headed in the direction of the group. 
 
    “Get back here,” Adara hissed under her breath. “You’re drawing attention to me. One more exclamation like that, and you’ll be back on graveyard patrol for the night.” 
 
    “Take it easy, dollface. No one noticed.” Dearg resettled on his perch. 
 
    “They’re moving. Use your high vantage to see where they’re going. I’ll follow at the edge of the path until you circle back and direct me.” 
 
    “Will do.” The crow flapped above peoples’ heads as they pushed along the crowded path. A few looked up and took pictures of him with their phones. They probably thought a harassing crow was part of the special effects. 
 
    Adara shook her head and chuckled. She worked her way from tent to tent, pausing to stand beside doors. She said hello to carnival-goers and then moved to the next tent, where she met Dearg. 
 
    “Heading over to the food area.” He lifted off and across the path, and Adara followed. 
 
    At the path’s edge, she paused, looking for a break in the traffic. To her pleasant surprise, people stopped to let her pass. She rewarded them with her gracious smile and elegant gait as she moved past to the other side. Too bad that feeling of majesty wore off when she darted between tents and wormed her way to gain a glimpse of Jancie’s group. 
 
    Adara grew bored and restless while the women stuffed their faces for nearly half an hour. The moonstone connection must be weaker than I expected. She folded her arms and paced the rear of a tent. I don’t know whether to be relieved or upset. Overpowering the moonstone would have been a fine feather for my bonnet. 
 
    “Patience, your Highness.” Dearg eyed her from a lamppost.  As her dancing fingers shot heat at the arching metal, he lifted one foot then the other before taking wing. “I think I’ll do a fly-over and see if they’ve finished eating.” 
 
    A few minutes later, he returned and circled above Adara. “Time to move on.” 
 
    She shrugged, wondering whether this escapade could achieve what she wanted. “Which way?” 
 
    “Toward the rides. Seems normal. Is that supposed to be suspicious?” 
 
    She clenched her hands into fists. “It’s about time she headed for Rowe’s tent. Let’s go.” 
 
    The crow cackled and fell a few feet below the tent rail before he spread his wings. “Someone’s horn-swaggled.” 
 
    “You mocking piece of dung feathers.” Angered by his insightful joke, Adara stormed off along the back alley with Dearg muttering apologies at her back. When she approached another public path to cross, again the crowd parted and formed her private walkway. She slowed her pace and savored the moment. 
 
    When she reached the far side, from some distance a man called, “Jancie, wait up!” She thought of Rowe, but the voice belonged to someone else. 
 
    Adara’s head spun in the direction she’d heard the plea but was unable to determine who uttered it. She waited, hoping the man would repeat his request. Without luck, she listened intently to each man passing by. Hearing acuity was not among her exceptional talents as a witch. She turned toward one group, then the next, watching lips for movement. Frustrated, heat spread across her cheeks. I’m as helpless as a commoner. She clenched her jaw, determined to overcome the limitation. 
 
    A middle-aged couple stopped to thank her for her work with the carnival, and an idea sprang into Adara’s mind. 
 
    She strolled into the middle of the path and turned to face the traffic moving into the ride area. She smiled and greeted every group, her gaze focused on the males. Every adult responded. 
 
    After addressing at least thirty groups, her plastered smile felt like it would soon drop off her face. She approached a set of three young men, one a well-built, curly-haired blond. Attracted to his good looks, she thrust out her hand. “As high priestess, I’d like to welcome you to the carnival.” 
 
    He accepted. “Thanks, ma’am.” 
 
    Adara’s lips parted. That voice. He was the one. She gripped his hand tighter while casting a charm on him through her focus amulet, the marcasite snake ring. “Be sure to go on Racing Serpents. We’ve improved the snakes this year to actually hiss and nip at each other to make the ride even more exciting.” She rambled in order to buy time for the charm to transfer. 
 
    “Cool.” He responded with a flat tone and looked at her with an unblinking stare. 
 
    “Come on, Harley. Let’s go,” one of the other guys urged. “Jancie and her friends turned left up ahead. Them girls are hot.” 
 
    “Jancie. Oh, yeah. She’s a babe,” Harley replied. 
 
    The mention of the girl’s name enacted Adara’s spell. Instead of following the girl from a distance like a puppy, pleading with her to wait, he would now stalk her like a panther. His mission: keep Jancie away from other males. 
 
    Adara released his hand. “If you’d like to cut in front at Racing Serpents, I’d be glad—” 
 
    “No, thanks.” Harley’s glassy eyes fixed on the path ahead. “I have someone I need to find right away.” 
 
    “Okay, then.” Adara motioned them forward with a wide smile. “Have a wonderful rest of your evening.” She moved to the side and watched Harley zip through the crowd, his friends struggling to keep pace. 
 
    In the back alley, she located her crow and shot him a satisfied grin. “Well, our job just got a lot easier. But let’s enjoy watching the fun.” 
 
    “Carnivals are all about fun, even for witches.” He extended his wings and flew near her shoulder as they wound their way to Rowe’s tent. 
 
    At the edge of the pathway, Adara found no sign of either Jancie or Harley or their energies in the immediate area. She wondered whether her spell caused Harley to corner Jancie already or if the moonstone even called to the girl. Adara’s long nails dug into her palms. Her palm! That was the key. 
 
    She darted into the crystal ball reader’s tent just two down from Rowe’s. 
 
    Lumena sat with her bare, gnarled fingers spread over the crystal ball, conducting a reading for a young couple with a small boy. Inside the ball, white smoke swirled, indicating the process had just begun. The reader glanced up at Adara. “Welcome, high priestess. It is an honor.” Lumena’s shoulder-length iron gray hair stuck out like stiff straw in all directions. Yet her dress of black-flowered sheer cotton lawn fabric with a white lace collar softened her look. Her fingers and wrists, kept bare for her style of channeling, contrasted with half a dozen amulets decorating her neckline, along with swinging chandelier earrings dangling from her wrinkled earlobes. In equal contrast, her face was bare of make-up save for vivid pink lips. Lumena was all about opposites, in appearance as well as personality. Adara would need to be careful what she said to Lumena. 
 
    The crystal ball displayed an image of the couple where the woman was pregnant, the little boy playing at their feet. The woman clasped her hands together and let out a squeal. They thanked the reader, and the man handed her a bill as Lumena showed them to the door. She lowered the flap and faced Adara with a smile. “What may I help you with?” 
 
    Not wanting to whisper and draw suspicion, Adara took a determined step closer. “I need you to predict what will happen tonight to a young man I put a spell on.” 
 
    “Mortal or witch?” 
 
    “Mortal.” 
 
    Lumena lips formed a pink “o”, and she tilted her head. “All right.” She slid behind the orb and took a seat. 
 
    Adara took one of the four chairs set out for patrons and studied her right palm. “This is the hand I used to convey the charm. I assume it still has traces of his energy.” 
 
    “It should, along with your own of course.” The old witch extended her hand. “Let me have a look.” She cradled Adara’s hand from beneath, avoiding the palm. She gently placed it on the glass, framed by her own. She closed her eyes, and her orchid lips moved with an inaudible chant. 
 
    Fearful of what secrets would be exposed about her own life, Adara focused her mind on Harley. She didn’t know whether that would block transmission of her personal history or not, but most readings worked on joint channeling. A bead of perspiration formed along her upper lip. 
 
    Lumena’s eyes shot open, and she hunched over the sphere. As her experienced fingers caressed the glass, teasing the swirls of smoke, they changed from white to gray to steely blue. “Is the young man’s name Harley?” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” Adara leaned in, unsuccessful in her attempt to make out what the reader saw. 
 
    “He is strong and young, in his mid-twenties.” Lumena’s voice grew deep and flat. “He pursues a woman named Jancie, his ex-girlfriend. She left him, and he wants her back. But I see more.” She traced a fingertip around the outline of Adara’s hand. 
 
    Adara’s mind drifted with the smoke’s undulations. So that’s how Harley and Jancie are connected. Useful information to file away. 
 
    The smoke changed to a midnight blue, and Lumena closed one of her hands into a fist. Her action gathered the inky darkness into a small region. She arched a shaggy gray brow and glanced at Adara. “That is your essence. I did my best to not look, but dare I say, danger surrounds you. Some by your own calling. Be careful with your wisdom.” 
 
    Adara shifted in her seat. “I advise that you keep to the request I put upon you. Nothing more.” 
 
    Lumena pursed her lips into a thin line. The contained darkness fell to the bottom, and white smoke filled the ball again. The wisps thinned to reveal an image of Jancie stepping inside Rowe’s tent, and a moment later the door flap closed. At the sight, a gasp escaped Adara’s lips. 
 
    Lumena teased a side of the image to show a second image connected by a smokeless tube. 
 
    In that vision, Harley wore the same green t-shirt as when Adara charmed him. His jaw was set, and his drawn face caused his eyes to bulge beneath lowered brows. The picture widened to reveal him running and darting, arms wide to keep his balance as he twisted and changed directions. At times, his head turned back and forth, eyes scanning. 
 
    “He’s searching for her. Jancie. So wild, like a hungry animal. Is that your spell? Peculiar, since he already wants her back.” The reader shot Adara a questioning glance. 
 
    “It is.” Adara responded without giving explanation. 
 
    “His desire to possess her is maniacal. Dangerous,” the reader’s voice became shrill. 
 
    “I didn’t know of their relationship, or that he wanted her back. That must have intensified the spell.” Adara bit her lip for being played by the crafty old witch to reveal more than she intended. 
 
    “Indeed.” Lumena dragged fingernails along the images’ edges. “I assume you want to find him to remove your spell?” The old witch regarded her with piercing, narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Of course,” Adara replied in a neutral tone to placate the interfering hag, but didn’t plan to take action on her words. She didn’t want anyone to be harmed, at least not for the present. But seeing her spell make Harley so dedicated to her purpose, power surged through her veins. 
 
    The moment the reader succeeded in expanding the views, the entire inner ball became pitch black. Lumena’s body fell back, slumped against her chair. 
 
    Adara moved to the old witch. “Are you all right?” She lifted Lumena’s limp hand, which the reader jerked free. 
 
    “Do not touch me with your darkness,” she spat at Adara. 
 
    Adara wondered what might have happened. She considered the moonstone’s magic. Jancie would reach Rowe. Could the moonstone somehow block this reading device? And why? 
 
    “Only once before has my ball dropped into total black.” Lumena spoke in a whisper. “When evil happened, and your older sister Fia was sent away.” 
 
    Adara laughed. “My sister’s own magic gifts caused her to go insane, knowing the fate of those she loved but not soon enough to protect them from harm. No evil chased her away. She asked to leave us so she would have some peace of mind.” 
 
    Lumena shook her head, her eyes set on Adara. 
 
    “Will Harley find Jancie?” 
 
    “I didn’t see, but I hope for her sake that he doesn’t,” the reader responded with a scolding tone. 
 
    Adara cupped a hand around her father’s onyx pendant to gain his strength and make her words more convincing. “In that case, will you help me find her so I can protect the girl?” 
 
    Lumena stared at Adara. “Tell me more.” 
 
    “We know Jancie will reach Rowe’s tent. Can your crystal ball reverse its action and be used as a signal? Like a beacon, to shine on her when she walks past your tent to reach his? That way I can physically stand between her and Harley and break my spell quicker.” 
 
    The reader nodded and struggled to drape her body over the orb. “I’ll do that much, and only once. After that, I wash my hands of your troubles. I will not allow your darkness to follow me home.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine: The Griever’s Moonstone 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rowe sat behind the oak parlor table laid with fine antique linens crocheted by Charlotte Oatley, the wife of the moonstone locket’s creator, Jude Oatley. The table runners, normally kept in careful storage, were handed down to successive bearers of the enchanted jewel for its public display. Despite continual wear for over two hundred years, the pendant had withstood the test of time better than the yellowed crochet pieces. While Busby dozed at the top of a brass coat stand in the corner, Rowe leaned back from the table and studied the intricate threads. He wondered how the lady’s plight and the magic may have been woven into her handwork. 
 
    Only his second year serving as the bearer of the griever’s moonstone, his role at these public events still seemed unfamiliar. He gazed around the tent, which had been decorated by the coven council. The walls were hung with clear and milky quartz crystals. They radiated soft light from the fringed ivory shades of vintage brass floor lamps in each corner. A Turkish wool rug laid over a protective plastic tarp covered the floor. At least those items reminded Rowe of typical décor in the more well-to-do coven homes like his own. They seemed familiar and benign compared to the questionable potential of Charlotte’s linens and Jude’s locket. 
 
    Not far from his tent, Rowe sensed a tangled web of intense energies. He sat straighter, watching those passing his open door flap, but those milling past seemed unaffected. He heard no shouts or warning cries in any direction. 
 
    He rose to investigate, looking outside both ways along the path. Only happy carnival-goers passed. Some meandered while examining the light displays crowning each tent and ride entrance. Others wove between slower-moving groups, intent on specific destinations. 
 
    Few folks this evening had been curious enough about Rowe’s special psychic offering to peer through the doorway or step inside his tent. One middle-school aged girl had coaxed her mother to make Rowe tell the moonstone tale. When the gem failed to react, the girl seemed unimpressed, as though she expected something spectacular to happen since she’d just lost her pet cat. During his year and a half in charge of the moonstone, he’d told the story dozens of times always with the same result. Nothing. In fact, all written records of the moonstone locket opening happened before his or even his parents’ lifetimes. 
 
    When the mysterious energy disturbance faded, Rowe stepped back inside. The moment he turned to retake his seat, Jancie darted inside and stood anxiously on the Turkish carpet. 
 
    Busby jerked his wings open and lifted a foot off his perch. 
 
    Jancie’s chest rose with deep, rapid inhalations. Wisps of her red hair caught the lamp light and formed a golden halo around her head. 
 
    “Jancie.” He smiled and extended a hand to steady her. “I’m glad you returned. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes. I am. I really want to talk to my mother.” 
 
    “Wonderful. Please have a seat.” He motioned to the chair opposite his. “I saw you yesterday around noon with a girlfriend walking toward the carnival. When a man stopped you and you turned around, I worried. Is everything all right?” 
 
    She looked away and sat down, her tone matter-of-fact. “Just my father. Nothing I can’t handle.” 
 
    Rowe’s brows pulled together, but he didn’t press her for more information. “Make yourself comfortable while I close the door so we aren’t disturbed.” 
 
    The previous unsettling energies and Jancie’s uneasiness about her father made Rowe tie the flap closed and secure it with a spell. He returned to his seat. 
 
    Busby took a new perch, his talons clamped on the back of the chair beside Jancie, and she gave a start. 
 
    Rowe grinned. “This little barn owl is my familiar.” 
 
    “Oh.” She leaned away and eyed the bird with caution. 
 
    “He won’t hurt you. His name is Busby.” Rowe addressed his familiar. “Please speak to Jancie to reassure her.” 
 
    “Hello, Miss Jancie.” The owl lifted a wing tip in her direction. 
 
    Jancie gripped the seat of her chair and gave a weak smile. “Hi, Busby.” 
 
    Rowe nodded to him. “Busby, if you remain there, be still and quiet during the story.” 
 
    The owl resettled his perch. “I will, Master.” 
 
    Rowe faced Jancie. “Let me repeat some things I said before to be sure you understand the magic of the griever’s moonstone. If the stone’s energy connects with you, it will cause the locket to open. At that time, you may see or hear the presence of your departed mother and be able to communicate with her.” 
 
    Jancie scooted to the edge of her seat. 
 
    “Strong magic always comes with a price.” The moonstone had sparked twice before in Jancie’s presence, and Rowe believed there was a chance it might open for her. He felt compelled to warn her about what little he knew of the consequences. Usually he took for granted the locket wouldn’t open and was lax about giving cautions, unless for theatrical effects. “If the locket opens and connects you to your mother, like I said before, there will be consequences, good or bad. This is not magic I can predict or control. I am only the appointed bearer of the gem, the teller of the tale because I too recently lost a loved one.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry. Who?” Her hazel eyes found his and softened. 
 
    Rowe closed his eyes and focused on a vision of Edme, then looked at Jancie. “My wife and our unborn child.” 
 
    Jancie shook her head. “How horrible to lose them both. Have you used the moonstone to speak to her?” 
 
    “I have been able to make contact, but not through the gem.” 
 
    She smiled. “I’m glad you had that chance.” 
 
    He nodded and removed his hat to lift the pendant from his neck. “Again, there will be an unknown price if the locket opens. Are you okay with that risk?” He restated the question as much for himself as for her. His life would also be changed by triggering the enchanted gem. According to what he’d been told, if the locket opened, the moonstone’s magic would repair his heart, helping him to find another to fill the void. But, as he reminded her, strong magic comes with an equal price. The path to happiness could drag him through a lot of pain. That journey could be long, and Jancie might only be a person who would lead him to his new love. He was more than ready to replace grief with love, but doubted whether he could endure more pain. 
 
    Jancie tucked loose strands of hair behind her ears and sat straighter. “Yes, I’m ready for whatever happens. I need to say goodbye.” 
 
    He swallowed hard and reached a hand across the table. “Please give me your hand.” Cradling the back of her hand, he placed the moonstone into hers. The oblong milky gem, nearly an inch wide and an inch and a half long, covered most of her palm. He glanced at her, then looked at gem. “This locket was made in 1850 by Jude Oatley, a witch who lost his wife, Charlotte, to tuberculosis. While I tell his tale, keep your eyes on the stone.” Rowe cleared his throat. “Jude and Charlotte had a tremendous love. Jude placed the essence of that love inside this gem. They lived in a small village outside of Albany, New York. As part of his trade as a silversmith, he often traveled great distances from home to meet the train and exchange his wares for sale in the city. Other times, he rode by horseback for days into Quebec to trade with Indian tribes for raw semi-precious gemstones. On these long trips, the enchanted moonstone allowed Jude to carry Charlotte’s love with him.” 
 
    As if on cue, the moonstone in Jancie’s hand shined a brilliant blue. She gave a start, and her eyes widened but remained fixed on the gem. 
 
    Rowe cupped the back of her hand more tightly. 
 
    Busby’s white face reflected the blue color, his huge black eyes steady on the gem. 
 
    They leaned farther over the table, and Rowe continued. “It gave him real comfort both while she lived and after she died. Her loving face appeared to him, and she offered her support.” 
 
    “Eventually wanting to move past his grief, Jude put the moonstone away. Several years later, when he found it in himself to go though and give away Charlotte’s things, he rediscovered the enchanted stone. When he held it, the locket opened and guided him to find the purity of her love in another woman.” 
 
    Rapid-fire flashes from the moonstone reflected off Jancie’s eyes. 
 
    Their joined hands grew warmer, and Rowe worked to keep his voice steady. “I feel the magic strengthening in your hand. Are you certain that you want to continue?” 
 
    Jancie nodded, met his gaze, then looked back to the gem. “Yes, go on.” 
 
    A trickle of sweat ran down the nape of Rowe’s neck. “Decades later, as an elderly man with a large family, Jude looked back on his life with gratitude and recast the moonstone’s spell, so that it could be used by other witches burdened with grief, to help themselves as well as others.” 
 
    The moonstone flashed faster until its surface shined a constant opalescent blue. And then, the rose-gold clasp which secured the locket sprang, and Jancie gasped. 
 
    Rowe took a deep breath as the locket slowly opened. A black and white photograph of who he presumed to be Charlotte Oatley came into view. 
 
    Jancie’s hand shook, and he wrapped his fingers around the edges of hers to steady her. 
 
    Busby leaned so far forward, Rowe feared he’d fall. 
 
    The carnival noises outside the tent faded. 
 
    “Everything went quiet, but that’s all.” Jancie’s voice faltered. “How will my mother appear?” She asked, without taking her eyes off the open locket. 
 
    “I don’t know.” He steadied their hands with his other. “It hasn’t opened in generations. Keep watching.” 
 
    Her shallow, irregular breathing and his own rapid pulse pounding in his ears were the only sounds he heard for what seemed like several minutes. 
 
    Finally, a faint glow formed around the edge of the portrait. It grew more pronounced, then expanded into the air above the locket. They followed the white vapor as it rose. An amorphous shape of light filled the space over their heads. 
 
    Busby’s wingtips fluttered at his sides, but otherwise he remained collected, which made Rowe proud of his familiar-in-training’s restraint. 
 
    “Mom?” Jancie sputtered. 
 
    The formless mass responded and twisted into the shape of a human figure, a woman with long hair at her shoulders. 
 
    “Mom! It’s me. Jancie.” Her hand shook so much that Rowe gripped it hard, fearing if the locket slipped out, the connection might break. 
 
    The image grew more detailed with definite facial features, high cheekbones and a pointed chin, like Jancie’s. 
 
    “Is that you, Mom?” Jancie begged. 
 
    The diaphanous woman reached a white hand down. “Yes, Jancie. It’s Mom. I’ve missed you, sweetie.” Her gentle voice spread over them with the comfort of a warm quilt. 
 
    Rowe stared in awe at the woman’s spirit. Sensing their intense love, his heart swelled. He’d helped them connect. He was grateful for his continued communication with Edme after her death. He wondered why he was able to see and hear Jancie’s mother, but was overcome being a part of their special moment. 
 
    Jancie reached her free hand up to clasp her mother’s. “Oh Mom, I love you and miss you too.” 
 
    The white fingers laced between Jancie’s. “I know it’s hard to be apart, but you have a good life ahead. I want you to live that life and be happy.” 
 
    Tears streamed down Jancie’s cheeks. “I will, Mom. But I’ll still miss you. I’ll never forget.” 
 
    “I know you won’t, sweetie. And neither will I.” A wide smile formed on her mother’s pale face, and her voice cracked as she continued. “I saw you tending my garden. Thank you, sweetie.” 
 
    “You knew I did that?” Jancie’s mouth curled into a smile that matched her mother’s. 
 
    “I sure did. Even saw how you transplanted the mint shoots.” Her mother’s smiling face radiated light in all directions. “Remember this: move the seeds with you wherever you go, and we’ll always be together.” 
 
    “I felt you in the garden too, Mom. And I’ll always keep it for you.” Jancie’s voice faltered, choked on tears. 
 
    “I have to go, sweetie. But I’ll be with you. Happiness will come to you, Jancie.” The features on her face dimmed. 
 
    “Mom! Goodbye, Mom. I love you,” Jancie cried, her grasp tightening through the disappearing hand. 
 
    “I love you too, Jancie.” Her mother’s voice trailed away as the image faded into the original formless vapor. “I always will.” Her last words were almost inaudible. 
 
    The white light returned to swirl around the locket’s inner rim, then extinguished. The lid remained open in Jancie’s palm. 
 
    “Thank you so much,” she said to Rowe through sniffles. “That meant everything to me.” She touched his free hand with her own. 
 
    Seeing her gratitude and happiness, moisture seeped into Rowe’s eyes. “I’m glad I could help you. That was incredible.” 
 
    “I could see her face and everything. I felt her hold my hand.” Jancie’s excitement spilled out like a trickling brook. “And she knew I’d tended her garden just this weekend. She’s with me!” 
 
    “It was amazing. I’ve never witnessed a spirit presence that clear. And never channeled a ghost myself.” 
 
    "Why is the locket still open?” she asked. 
 
    He glanced down. “Don’t move your hand. Its job isn’t finished. It will exact the price, whatever that might be.” 
 
    Upon Rowe’s direction to Jancie, the owl clamped his relaxed wings back against his sides. 
 
    Jancie shot Rowe a questioning glance, then she looked deeper into his eyes, and her brows calmed. 
 
    Her gaze held Rowe, like she’d worked a spell on him. He flinched and attempted to look away, but a powerful energy, coming from the open locket, controlled his attention. After an uncomfortable minute, he stopped resisting. While he looked at Jancie’s face, he saw a strong woman with an enormous ability to care for others. He saw not only her gorgeous red-gold hair and sparkling hazel eyes, but a complex, inner beauty. A fascinating young woman, with a purity as delicate and amazing as a rose. 
 
    Her lips parted, like opening petals. “What did the moonstone do for you?” 
 
    “Well,” he began, unsure how to answer. “According to the legend, when the moonstone responds, I’ll be freed of my grief.” He studied her eyes. They glinted and crinkled at the outer corners with her smile. He returned her smile. Her joy brought a surprising sense of peace throughout his body. Until released, the stress carried by hundreds of small muscles for so long hadn’t registered. 
 
    “From the look on your face, I’m guessing it worked.” Her free hand cradled his. 
 
    “Yes, somehow it did.” His fingers entwined with hers, the open locket resting in the bed of their joined hands. 
 
    “That’s wonderful. I’m so glad something good happened for you too.” She pursed her lips. “But you said there’d be a price for this magic. I don’t see anything wrong or difficult.” 
 
    “There is a prophecy: the person who can channel the moonstone’s energy and open the locket is the one who takes away my grief. In a way we may not understand, you will help me, directly or indirectly, fill the void left by my loss.” 
 
    Jancie tilted her head to one side. “Hmm. I don’t feel any burden.” She paused, then shrugged. “You’ve helped me so much, I can’t even find words to thank you. Helping you in turn only seems right.” 
 
    The still locket came to life pulsing with blue light that emanated from the moonstone beneath. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Jancie clasped his hands tighter. 
 
    Before Rowe could respond, blue swirled around Charlotte’s photo again. “No idea.” He leaned forward, ready to protect her from any fierce repercussion. 
 
    Rowe’s familiar mirrored his actions and crouched with wings poised to fly. 
 
    Light overflowed and spilled onto the necklace’s chain, forming a circle. Once complete, the chain lifted into the air above Jancie’s head and settled around her neck. The open locket touched her skin and closed. 
 
    “What does this mean?” she asked. 
 
    Crowd noises from outside the tent reached Rowe again. “I expect the locket will remain with you until you complete its price. How do you feel? Any different?” 
 
    “No. I don’t feel anything. Just thrilled that I saw Mom.” She lifted her purse into her lap. “I’ll write down my phone number so we can keep in touch for me to help you.” She scribbled onto a small pad of paper. 
 
    Rowe pulled a business card and pen from his inner jacket pocket and wrote his home number on the back. They exchanged information, and he directed, “Be sure to keep that pendant hidden from view as much as possible. If people find out what it is, they may be fearful of the unknown.” He paused and watched her, uneasy about whether that knowledge might frighten her. 
 
    She tucked it inside her blouse and grinned. “Easy enough since the chain is long.” 
 
    “You aren’t afraid to wear it?” 
 
    She held her head high and looked him square in the eye. “No. It helped me and will help you. And Mom said I’d have a happy life. I believe in that.” 
 
    Rowe marveled at her strength, her ability to trust in goodness. A pure spirit. She’s the one chosen to help me, and I vow to protect her. 
 
    A recognizable witch’s energy passing the front wall of his tent broke his thoughts. Adara. 
 
    Busby sailed around the tent’s ceiling, leaving a pale golden trail of protective magic. Rowe marveled at how the familiar was learning to read his own reactions and take action. 
 
    Rowe feared for how the moonstone may have marked Jancie. Being connected to him could make her a visible target for the jealous high priestess. His jaw tensed. “Jancie, before you entered my tent did you have any interaction with the coven leader Adara, who I introduced you to earlier?” 
 
    Jancie squirmed in her seat and checked the tent’s door. “On my way here, when I passed the crystal ball tent, the flap opened, and a beam of white light shined on me. Just me and no one else. Right then, Adara appeared. She passed the odd incident off, but her laugh made me nervous. I knew she was lying. That light on me was no accident.” 
 
    His brow lifted. “What happened after that?” He cursed himself for being a step behind Adara. She’d seen the moonstone flash for Jancie that day outside the carnival. Adara must have assumed it would open. She, of course, trailed the girl to his tent and may have set a spell on Jancie already. He swallowed hard. 
 
    “My ex-boyfriend Harley wants me back. He spotted me, so I split from my friends. They acted as decoys to lure him away from me so I could get here.” 
 
    “Does Harley have a dangerous temper?” Rowe asked. “An aggressive sort?” 
 
    Jancie let out a laugh. “No, he’s more of a nuisance. Won’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    Rowe’s shoulders relaxed a bit. “Now that you’ve connected to the moonstone’s energy, it marks you. Stay clear of the coven leader.” 
 
    Jancie lifted the chain partially off of her neck. 
 
    “That won’t make any difference.” He lifted a palm. “When you connect to the energy of any enchanted stone, you’re marked whether or not you have it with you.” 
 
    “What does the coven leader want from me?” Jancie ran a finger across the gem now resting on her chest. “The moonstone’s energy?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. She wants me and will hurt any woman I’m with.” He sighed, unsure how to explain what he didn’t understand himself. “Kind of like how Harley chases you, but I never dated her. In fact, I really dislike Adara.” 
 
    Jancie nodded and sighed. 
 
    “The problem is, Adara may hurt people who are in her way.” Rowe took Jancie’s hand. “I won’t allow her to hurt you. We need to get you out of the carnival.” That was an urgent first step, but he knew he’d need to protect her at home and wherever she went in the days to come. Vika could help with stronger protection spells than he could do alone. 
 
    “What about later, at home or my work at the bank?” Jancie’s eyes widened. “Will she look for me there? What can she do to me?” 
 
    “Her goal will be to keep you and me apart. The less she sees us together, the better. I’ll explain more later. Right now, we have to get you out of here. Do you have plans to meet your friends somewhere?” 
 
    “Not really. Although we talked about going on the Racing Serpent after I met with you.” She opened her purse and pulled out her phone. “We did agree to connect with texts if we got separated.” She opened her messages. “They did send me one: Lost Harley in Fun House. Heading to Serpents. Meet us there.” 
 
    “Good.” Rowe stood and motioned to the door. “We’ll find your friends there, and I’ll escort you all out. Or I’ll take you home, if they don’t want to leave.” 
 
    Outside, he worked fast to tie the flap, set a protection on it, then hurried Jancie to the back alley with his owl flying close. They wound through the close corridor, picking their way in dim light over electrical cables and tent supports. Behind the Arcane Aviary’s large tent, he took her hand to help her over the dark hazards. He guided them into the backstage area of the marionette theater, quiet between shows save for the elderly couple who ran the act. The door on the tent’s opposite wall offered a view of the serpent ride. 
 
    Jancie paused to check her phone. “No new texts. I got the last one fifteen minutes ago.” 
 
    Rowe partially lifted the flap. “Peek out to look for them.” 
 
    She crouched and looked through the slit. “They aren’t in line. Maybe they’re on the ride.” She moved to get a different view and watched for a few minutes. 
 
    Rowe checked for traces of Adara’s energy, and was relieved to find none. Either she couldn’t identify Jancie’s friends, or she’d cloaked her powers. He hoped for the former. 
 
    “They just came off the ride.” She moved under the door canvas, but Rowe’s arm caught her elbow. 
 
    “Wait here.” He moved past her. “I’ll bring them back here where it’s safer. Point me to them.” 
 
    She extended an arm. “That group of three. Rachelle has the long skirt on, Willow has white-blonde hair, and Lizbeth has the long dark hair.” 
 
    “Busby, stay here and keep Jancie safe.” 
 
    “You can rely on me, Master.” The owl puffed his feathers, trailed a thin protective veil around her, and took a lookout spot on the outer support pole above the door. 
 
    Rowe stepped out and noticed Rachelle typing on her phone while the other two stood by. He darted around the end of a low barricade and approached them. “Rachelle, Willow, Lizbeth, I’m Rowe. Jancie is nearby. Please come with me. I’ll take you to her.” 
 
    “Is she safe?” Rachelle asked with a husky voice, eyes wide. 
 
    He nodded and motioned for them to join him. 
 
    The women looked at each other, then Rachelle led the way after him. 
 
    Back inside the marionette tent, she hugged Jancie. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine, and I saw Mom.” Jancie clung to her friend’s forearms. “She held my hand and talked with me.” 
 
    “Awesome!” Rachelle replied and hugged Jancie tighter. 
 
    Willow squealed so much that Rowe feared they’d be discovered. 
 
    He heard shuffling, as if someone moved toward their location. He put a finger to his lips and touched the bouncing blonde’s shoulder. 
 
    A curtain moved aside, and Logan’s head of golden wavy hair appeared. “What the heck? Rowe, what are you doing here?” He stepped out and called over his shoulder. “Miss Selma, everything’s okay. It’s only Rowe.” 
 
    “How nice. Hello to you, Rowe,” the sweet, pitchy voice of the old woman replied from the other side of the curtain. 
 
    “Hello, Miss Selma,” Rowe called out. 
 
    “Logan, this is Jancie and her friends Rachelle, Willow, and Lizbeth.” Rowe gestured toward each. “Logan is a good friend of mine. Jancie and I hid here to collect her friends from the serpent ride. We need to get her out of the carnival right away.” 
 
    “The moonstone responded?” Logan’s blue eyes flashed in the light of the bare ceiling bulb. 
 
    Rowe nodded. 
 
    “That’s great!” Logan glanced from Rowe to Jancie. “I can help get them out.” 
 
    “Me too, Master!” Busby flew between them to land on a packing crate. “I want to help too.” 
 
    “Whoa!” Willow spun around, her gaze following him. “That owl can talk.” 
 
    Lizbeth stepped closer to Busby. “That’s not so strange. Witches often take familiars who they command to do magic on their behalf. The old lady from the coven who frequents the library tells me about her raccoon familiar who just had a litter of babies.” 
 
    “That must be Hetta. I’ve been helping her with them, hoping to adopt one for my own familiar.” Logan grinned at the little owl and continued to Rowe. “I take long breaks to check on the elderly readers. I can be away from my tent without being noticed.” He moved closer to Rowe and lowered his voice. “What’s the danger? Adara?” 
 
    “Yes. She talked Lumena into shining her crystal ball onto Jancie when she walked past.” 
 
    Logan shook his head. “Can’t be good.” 
 
    The women glanced at Jancie, eyes wide, and Rachelle squeezed her hand. 
 
    “Isn’t Adara the high priestess?” Lizbeth fiddled with the end of a small braid at the side of her face. 
 
    Jancie nodded. “The moonstone’s energy marks me.” She pulled the gem out from the neckline of her blouse. 
 
    “She’s powerful.” Lizbeth held the locket away from her friend’s neck and examined it. “What does she want? That energy to make her more powerful?” 
 
    “No. She wants Rowe,” Jancie replied. “The moonstone connects me to him.” 
 
    Logan shook his head, and the three women shot Jancie curious looks. Rachelle wrapped an arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “You guys don’t need to leave with me unless you want to.” Jancie looked at each of her friends. “Rowe can take me home.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you,” Rachelle replied. “Are you crazy?” 
 
    Logan eyed Rowe. “You’d be gone from your tent for close to an hour? Adara watches you like a—” 
 
    “She would get suspicious, but I won’t risk keeping Jancie here.” Rowe’s tone grew stern. “You know the risk is too great.” 
 
    “I can take you home, Jancie,” Logan replied. 
 
    “Thank you, but I’m going home with Rachelle.” Jancie nodded to the friend at her side. 
 
    “Good.” Rowe lifted a forearm, signaling his owl to perch. “Logan or I will help if needed though.” 
 
    “Willow and Lizbeth, are you leaving with us?” Jancie asked. 
 
    “I didn’t get to go on the Celtic Braid.” Willow shifted her weight to one hip. 
 
    Lizbeth lifted her chin. “Well, I’m going with Jancie. Sneaking out from under the nose of the high priestess sounds more exciting.” 
 
    “Will that Adara woman try to hurt us too?” Willow’s huge blue eyes popped out. 
 
    “We’ll keep you all safe,” Rowe replied. 
 
    Willow crossed her thin arms over her flat chest. “Guess I’ll go too then.” 
 
    “I’ll get you all out via the rear gate. “ Rowe took a step in the direction of the alley door. “This way.” 
 
    “I’ll follow the group and keep watch,” Logan said to him. 
 
    “Okay, you three ladies surround Jancie best you can. Busby, stay high and look through the crowd for approaching danger.” Rowe lifted the tent flap and led them out. 
 
    The group squeezed along the alley and crossed one path without trouble. Three more crossings lay between them and the coven member’s gate. Rowe chose to avoid the main entrance. The darker back exit would provide more cover and be closer to the parking lot. Halfway across the second path, Rowe locked eyes with Sibeal, Adara’s close friend. The psychic stopped and watched the entourage pass. Rowe’s pulse quickened, and he took Jancie’s hand as they walked behind the tents. 
 
    Before attempting the next path in the arcade area, he paused to secure Jancie among her friends. He waited until the traffic grew thick then wound them through the dense crowd. 
 
    Above the din of voices, Busby let out a loud squawk. 
 
    With one foot off the asphalt walk, Rowe spun and looked back. He sensed Adara’s presence, forceful and determined. 
 
    A strong young man with curly blond hair pushed through the crowd toward them, toppling a few teenage boys to the ground. 
 
    Rowe unlatched his pocket watch and held it in his palm. 
 
    The man made a straight line to the four women, leading with his wide chest. He bared fang-like white teeth and called Jancie’s name with a growling voice. His face was distorted into a frightening grimace with the skin pulled taut. Adara’s energy cloaked him in a nefarious spell, leaving Rowe only one option. 
 
    He hurled his watch across the few yards separating him from the group of women. The timepiece zipped through the air in a blue-white bolt. 
 
    The man grabbed Willow‘s shoulder and pulled her away from Jancie like a tissue. 
 
    Rowe’s watch hit square on the man’s arm, and he let out a yelp while writhing with a hand clamped over the injury. 
 
    Rowe ran back and grabbed Jancie’s shaking hand, while Logan lifted Willow to her feet. The watch came back to Rowe’s pocket, and the group stumbled into the dark alleyway ahead. Rowe darted into the shadows of a large tent and stopped for the others to catch up. 
 
    Rowe’s owl landed on his outstretched forearm. “Good eye, Busby.” He stroked the familiar’s brown neck feathers with his free hand. 
 
    “What was that about?” Jancie sucked in a deep breath. “Harley never acts like that.” 
 
    “Adara must have charmed him,” Rowe replied. 
 
    “He looked more like an animal than a man.” Rachelle put a hand on Jancie’s back. 
 
    She shivered at her friend’s touch. “His teeth looked like fangs, and his pupils were yellow slits.” Jancie faced Willow. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Willow nodded while straining to see her palm. “My hand is scraped up and my wrist hurts.” 
 
    “Let me have a look.” Lizbeth ran her fingers along the wrist. “The bones are aligned correctly. Probably a bad sprain. I’ll get the first aid kit out when we get home.” 
 
    “Rowe, do you have a plan?” Logan scanned the surrounding shadows. 
 
    “I do.” Rowe lifted his forearm to direct the owl toward a tent post, then gathered the women. “Ladies, I need you to give me something you have with you: a scarf, item of jewelry, business card, whatever personal item you’re willing to part with. I’ll return the items to you in your car.” 
 
    Logan shot him a knowing smile. “Make it quick.” 
 
    “Jancie, are you sure about this guy?” Willow leaned in. “He isn’t some kind of thief?” 
 
    Jancie touched a thumb to the backside of her mother’s ring and decided against that item. She dug in her purse and handed him her lipstick. 
 
    Rachelle yanked off a bangle and handed it to Rowe. “Willow, you can stay here and dodge the Harley-Cat if you like.” 
 
    Lizbeth passed her library card down the line. “I can easily replace this.” 
 
    Willow shrugged and handed over her recipe notes about the sausage roll she’d scribbled on the back of her ticket. 
 
    Rowe held the four items in outstretched hands. Blue-white light filled his palms. The items floated to positions beside each woman, sparked with his energy, and transformed into clones of their owners. 
 
    The women stared at their duplicates, transfixed. 
 
    He whirled his fingers in the air, and the clones ran back the way the group had traveled. “Those clones are high frequency animations I created from your personal items. My magical specialty. When you reach your car, the clones will disappear. The items will reappear inside your car. You may now walk out of the carnival with little or no notice.” He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the sweat from his brow. High frequency animations were taxing, especially four at once. He took a deep breath and led them along the alley. 
 
    Jancie found his hand. “Thank you. That was amazing.” 
 
    The touch of her hand made him feel rested and comforted. He glanced at her, bewildered. It normally took a night’s sleep to renew from that much animation. He wondered what she possessed that restored him. He lifted their joined hands. “No. You are amazing.” 
 
    They traveled through the gate to Rachelle’s car without incident, although Rowe’s barn owl insisted on keeping a high lookout in flight. 
 
    Rowe and Logan secured the women in their car, where they all found their personal items except Rachelle. 
 
    Rowe promised to find her bracelet and set a protective spell on the Chrysler’s doors. 
 
    “Is that normal for animation items to get lost?” Logan asked him on their walk back to the carnival. 
 
    “It’s possible. That was a lot of animation at once.” Rowe let out a sigh. “I was spent. What was really strange was when Jancie took hold of my hand afterward, somehow she almost completely renewed me.” 
 
    “That is something. Normally don’t you have to sleep it off?” Logan slapped his friend’s back. “She might come in handy. Not as rough an outcome as you were expecting.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Rowe said absently as his gaze followed a shadow darting between cars. He pointed to the movement. “Check that out.” 
 
    Busby lifted higher from where he glided at Rowe’s shoulder. 
 
    “Looks like just a dog or a bobcat,” Logan replied. 
 
    “That’s no dog.” Rowe moved to see the animal pass under a security light. 
 
    Busby darted back, trembling. 
 
    Jancie’s enchanted ex-boyfriend sprang from car to car in the direction of the main road. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten: The Long Way Home 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jancie perched on the edge of the Chrysler’s backseat as Rachelle drove through the maze of parked cars toward the exit of the carnival’s lot. The girls remained quiet, checking in all directions. 
 
    Jancie steadied herself with a hand on the back of the driver’s seat. Jittery, like she’d had too much coffee, her body felt exhausted although her mind raced. So much had happened in the last few hours that she couldn’t process it all. Seeing and talking with her mother brought Jancie peace and resolution, something she’d wanted the entire past six months. 
 
    New worries threaded into Jancie’s thoughts. Harley now stalked her like a predator. She shivered. He’d even looked like some sort of fierce cat. The coven leader Adara was out to get her for a reason Jancie didn’t fully understand. To Jancie, the moonstone simply connected her to Rowe so they could help each other. It was only fair for her to return his favor and help him get over his own grief. That didn’t seem like enough to make Adara jealous. Rowe had warned her there would be a price for her connection to Mom’s spirit. Were these strange troubles the price? Jancie couldn’t help but think the problems with Adara and Harley were connected. 
 
    Jancie sank into the plush, velour seat and remembered her interaction with Mom: how she looked, her familiar voice, the warm touch of her hand. How did she know that I tended her garden? She hugged her arms around her chest. Mom watched out for her. Knowing that was worth any consequence. Jancie was glad she’d not listened to her dad’s advice. 
 
    Rachelle turned the car onto the road that became Maple Street in town. 
 
    They slowed to a stop at the intersection of the next county road. A loud thud hit the rear end of the Chrysler. Jancie whirled around. 
 
    Hands clutched the antenna’s base at the upper part of the trunk. 
 
    Jancie screamed. 
 
    Willow whipped around and her high-pitched squeal split Jancie’s eardrums. 
 
    Harley’s face plastered against the rear window. Vertical pupil slits glowed an eerie yellow-green in the dim light. His bared teeth seemed longer and more pointed. His ears protruded from thick, matted hair and pinned back like those of an angry dog. 
 
    “Oh shit!” Rachelle exclaimed and swerved the car. 
 
    Lizbeth hung over the back of her front seat, but Willow pushed her aside attempting unsuccessfully to crawl forward between the headrests. 
 
    Jancie leaned back and hit the glass near Harley’s face hoping to startle him so he’d fall off. When her attempts failed, she screamed at him. “Harley, go away!” 
 
    “Never,” he growled. “You’re mine, Jancie.” 
 
    She yelled, “Rachelle, swerve the car back and forth to throw him off.” 
 
    “Geez, I don’t want to kill him and go to jail.” Rachelle’s eyes shined in the rearview mirror. “Lizbeth, call the sheriff.” 
 
    “I will but don’t count on much.” From the passenger side, Lizbeth punched buttons on her phone. “As a rule, they don’t help with coven matters. The newspaper is always filled with sheriff visits about wild witch sightings. Always written off as a feral cat on the loose. Or a coon digging in a trash can.” 
 
    Jancie rummaged for her own phone and Rowe’s business card. She dialed the number he’d written on the back, hoping it was his cell. The number rang repeatedly without an answer. On the fifth ring, she bit her lip. 
 
    In the background, she heard Lizbeth talking to the sheriff’s dispatcher. “A crazy man, Harley Hincks, jumped onto our trunk. He won’t let go, and he’s threatening to hurt us…at the carnival…four women. No, we didn’t have any beers! Or flirt with any male witches. Or taunt any females. We’re near the intersection of Maple and County Road 101. Please send some help right away.” 
 
    Rowe’s answering machine clicked on, and Jancie left a message. “Rowe, it’s Jancie. Harley is attacking our car! He looks even wilder. We’re freaking out. We’re on Maple just past 101 going toward town. Please help.” 
 
    “Everyone, fasten your seat belts,” Rachelle cried. Once Jancie and Willow clicked their belts, she slammed on the brakes, sending Harley rolling over the roof, down the windshield, and onto the hood. 
 
    His fingers gripped the frame of the hood, and he snarled at Rachelle. 
 
    Jancie’s pulse raced. “Hit the windshield washers.” 
 
    Rachelle turned them on high speed. They scraped his knuckles leaving bloody streaks across the glass, but he clung on grimacing with bared fang-like teeth. 
 
    Willow wrapped her long arms around Jancie. 
 
    Rachelle swerved again, almost colliding with a big sycamore tree, and Harley lost one handhold. She made a sharp turn in the other direction, only to have him find his original grip with both hands. She started to crank the wheel in the opposite direction, and he slid down the curve of the trailing fender. “What the heck? I barely moved.” 
 
    “Where’d he go?” Jancie cried and shoved Willow’s arms and legs off of her. Twisting in circles to look through each window, Jancie expected him to come at her from any angle like some supernatural demon. 
 
    Twenty feet from their stopped car, his tall frame bent low, staggering. 
 
    “There he is, to the right by that big bush,” Jancie directed.” Rachelle, slow down. He looks injured. But we didn’t throw him off, did we? Did any of you see what happened?” 
 
    Willow unlatched her seatbelt and jumped left into Jancie’s lap. 
 
    Lizbeth plastered her face to the front passenger window.” He just looks dazed, but his eyes aren’t cat-like now. There’s the deputy’s car. This should get real interesting now.” 
 
    Jancie climbed out from under Willow and edged up to the right window. 
 
    Harley’s face appeared normal, although his hands were bloody, and he staggered like he was drunk. He shook himself as if trying to clear his head, a puzzled look on his face as he looked around. 
 
    Another person moved in the shadows beside the bush, a man with his arm extended toward Harley. The man’s shoulders were wide, in a padded suit jacket. A dark fedora sat on his head. Jancie sensed Rowe’s magic. The same sensation she’d felt dissipating from his hand after he created animated clones of her and her friends. She strained to see more of him. Headlights from the sheriff’s car swept across the area and shined over the bush. Only the white face of a barn owl caught the light, and the bird winged away. 
 
    Jancie’s heart pounded in her throat. “Over there. Next to that bush. Rowe was there, and his owl. Did you see them?” 
 
    “No, but Harley looks like his dopey self again. Thank God.” Lizbeth rolled down her window. 
 
    The deputy, now parked and out of his car, escorted Jancie’s ex to the cruiser’s backseat. 
 
    Rachelle continued to white-knuckle the steering wheel. “If you’re right, maybe Rowe took a spell off of Harley. But how did he get that spell on him to begin with?” 
 
    “I wish I knew.” Jancie let out a slow exhale through her nose and scanned the darkness for any sign of Rowe. 
 
    The deputy approached their car where Lizbeth leaned her head through the open window. 
 
    “Evening ladies.” He touched the wide brim of his hat. “Were you the ones who called about a man on your car?” 
 
    “Yes, we were. He was the man you just took away,” Lizbeth replied. 
 
    “No offense, Ma’am, but I tested with a breathalyzer, and he’s at 0.13. Too drunk to walk a line as wide as a sidewalk much less hang onto a moving car.” He leaned in close, sniffing Lizbeth’s breath. “You ladies must have been spun around by the sights at the carnival.” 
 
    She pounded a hand on the door frame. “Why don’t any of you deputies ever want to hear the truth about what goes on around here? Aren’t there any regulations you’re required to follow?” 
 
    “There are, but if we follow them, no one at the state office wants to hear about the truth from these parts.” He lowered his voice. “And we’d like to keep our jobs. We have families to feed.” He leaned away and spat on the ground. “And ‘sides, it always turns out to be some simple witch’s prank; nothing harmful. You’re from around here. You know to keep your distance and not strike up a quarrel with coven folks. They’re really good folk and good for Bentbone’s economy. They keep us on the map. You know that well as me.” He touched the brim of his hand and withdrew. 
 
    Lizbeth let out a long exhale and scooted away from the window, rolling her eyes at the others in the car. 
 
    Rachelle put the car in gear and drove away, cussing under her breath. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The women spilled into Jancie’s kitchen, their bodies limp like dishrags. 
 
    Jancie checked the doors, clicked the backyard flood light on, and peered out at her mother’s herb garden. The silvery sage leaves and white chrysanthemum buds caught the light and seemed to nod a reassurance to her. She squinted and tried to call to life the filmy ghost she’d seen of her mother. Rubbing the moonstone did no good. But Mom’s image still blazed in her mind, and in her heart. 
 
    Seeing Mom was worth all that’d happened, and whatever might happen in the future. Jancie resisted the urge to run out and sit by the garden, bathe her hands in the dirt and feel her mother’s spirit on her skin. That would have to wait until daytime. Not in the darkness with Adara and Harley after her, for what she didn’t know. But right now, Jancie was grateful for the feeling of comfort that reached out to her from the herb patch. 
 
    “Is someone out there?” Rachelle frowned at Jancie. 
 
    Jancie turned away and smiled. “No. Mom and her herbs are keeping watch.” 
 
    Rachelle shook her head and reached into the fridge. Her bracelets jangled as she helped herself to some pops. “I think that witch stuff at the carnival has gotten to your head. I’m not laying stock in protection by any herbs. Not from that Harley-cat, anyway.” 
 
    “May be more reliable than that deputy.” Jancie put her hand out and accepted a can from her friend. 
 
    “For sure.” Rachelle gave a snort. 
 
    Lizbeth pulled Willow to the sink. “Where’s your first aid kit, Jancie?” 
 
    “There’s one under the sink,” Jancie replied. “I have more stuff in the bathroom, too.” 
 
    Willow squirmed and winced while her friend washed the scraped palm. 
 
    “Stand there and pat it dry with this paper towel.” Lizbeth rummaged through the kit she’d placed on the counter. “Hmm. Since I had to get bits of gravel dust out of these scrapes, they’re oozing. I need a large bandage. Do you have any?” 
 
    Jancie pinched a handful of yarrow leaves from the vase of herbs and flowers on the kitchen table. “Use these. They stop bleeding and heal cuts.” 
 
    Lizbeth wrinkled her nose. “They aren’t sterile.” 
 
    “They’re fine.” Jancie squeezed next to Willow and laid the frilly leaves across the injured skin. She placed another folded paper towel over top and secured it with a length of bandage tape. “There. Keep that on for an hour, then we’ll change the dressing.” 
 
    Willow inspected her palm. “Y’know, it already stings less.” 
 
    The women moved to the living room. Rachelle plopped onto one of the leather recliners. “What the hell just happened?” 
 
    While Lizbeth and Willow sprawled on the couch, Jancie sank into the matching chair.  She wanted to kick off her shoes, but her body resisted, like it was still on high alert.  Her hand trembled as she lifted her pop to take a sip. “No idea. What an evening. If the coven leader Adara charmed Harley that much, what does she have against me? I know she has a thing for Rowe, but this is intense. I left a message for Rowe. I hope he calls.” 
 
    “I’d say he needs to do some explaining.” Rachelle nodded. 
 
    “What would Harley have done if he’d gotten a hold of me?” Jancie shivered. “Or, to you all if you were in the way?” 
 
    They looked at each other. 
 
    Jancie’s ringing phone cut their silence. She checked the display. “It’s Rowe.” She sat forward and answered. 
 
    “Jancie, it’s Rowe.” He spoke in a clipped tone, a bit out of breath. “I got your message. Are you and your friends okay?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re fine. At my house.” 
 
    “Good. As you drove off, I saw Harley following your car. Busby helped me track him. I was able to alter Adara’s spell, transforming the energy into a harmless drunken stupor.” 
 
    “Are we safe now?” She swallowed against a knot forming in the base of her throat. 
 
    “Yes. I’m outside your house and will place a protection spell around the property.” 
 
    Jancie moved to the side of the front picture window and peeked around the open curtain edge. A pale green roadster gleamed under the light of a street lamp. She raised her hand to the glass. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “I’m glad to see you safe.” His voice relaxed. “The shielding won’t be permanent because it’s only powered by my own direct force. It will tax me to keep the protection strong, but it will hold through the night. After I set the shield, I’ll leave to find a trustworthy friend who can cast a longer-lasting spell. I’ll be back in the morning with her. If you need anything, or hear or see anything, call me.” 
 
    “I will. Thank you.” Her fingers found the chain around her neck. “Will Harley remember what happened?” The last thing she needed was more trouble from her dad telling her he’d been right. 
 
    Rowe chuckled. “Probably not. I left him drunk as a skunk.” 
 
    Jancie let out a sigh and finally let her shoulders relax. “That’s good.” 
 
    “Why would his memory worry you?” 
 
    “Long story. My dad.” Jancie kept her answer brief. She didn’t want Rowe to know her dad attempted to control her like a child. She was an adult and wanted Rowe to think of her that way, regardless of whatever Dad believed. 
 
    “Something I can help with?” Rowe’s voice rose. 
 
    “No. I can handle it.” The moonstone on her chest reflected in the window. “Should I take off the moonstone?” 
 
    “No. Do not take it off. It guided me to find you.” 
 
    Her heart beat against the locket. “Can others, like Adara, use it to find me?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The moonstone’s magic is old and unknown. It makes sense that I’d be able to easily track its power. And right now, I’m relieved for that much.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    He stepped out of his car and rounded the hood. “Try to get some rest.” He tipped his hat and disappeared into the shadows of her side yard. 
 
    “I will.” She exhaled away from the phone, hoping he couldn’t read her fear. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven: Bones and Stones 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rowe rounded Jancie’s house, casting a protection spell as he stepped through the dew-laden grass. In the backyard, energy from what must have been her mother’s garden challenged his concentration. He glanced at the plot but worked to maintain his focus. 
 
    At his shoulder, Busby swallowed a squawk that caused Rowe to flinch. “Sorry, master,” he whispered and hovered above the unusual garden. 
 
    Once Rowe completed the circular safe ward around the property, he retraced his steps and met up with the barn owl perched above a silver-leafed stem and staring nose-down in fascination. 
 
    A faint violet glow, almost imperceptible, cloaked the plot, arching across long, graceful stems and twisting up wandering vines. Rowe passed a hand over his forehead, in awe of the site, certain he beheld the love between mother and daughter. Although he could detect the certain essence of Jancie’s mother, Faye Sadler, perhaps in some form of animation, there was something greater happening here. Magic of the earth was not his specialty. But his Vika would know more. 
 
    “Let’s go.” Not wasting another moment, he motioned to Busby and strode to his car. Rowe hoped the old woman, or more likely her temperamental Maine Coon familiar, would be willing to work late into this night. 
 
    He gave a final look toward the front picture window, where lamplight formed a woman’s silhouette. The power of the moonstone made Rowe’s pulse beat stronger. Jancie. He raised his palm to her and drove away. 
 
    Where the streetlights gave way to darker countryside, he pulled to the side of the road and scanned the sky for his barn owl’s white face. “We’re going to Vika’s and need to travel fast. Come perch on the back of the front seat.” He stowed his hat on the floor while waiting. 
 
    “Please, Master, I can fly faster now, and I know the way.” With wings stretched wide, the owl impressed Rowe. 
 
    “Okay. If you get into trouble, let out a call.” Rowe pressed on the accelerator and sped as fast as he dared around a series of turns toward the woods where Vika lived. At the last turn, the waxing crescent moon shone from behind the edge of a cloud with the intense illumination of a full moon. A definite sign that her knowledge could help. Rowe slowed to a crawl, and Busby’s round, pale face grew larger in his rearview mirror. Relieved, his heart swelled with pride at the fortitude of his familiar. Together, they wound through the tall trees to Vika’s rambling storybook cottage. 
 
    She met them on her front porch clutching a rustic shawl about her shoulders. 
 
    Her Maine Coon cat wove between her calves. 
 
    “I’m sorry for another late night visit.” Rowe leapt across the stepping stones two at a time. 
 
    “No need to be sorry.” She leaned down to stroke Siddie’s thick fur. “If you’re needing my help, it just means you’re living a full life.” 
 
    A hoot sounded from a wide branch near the porch. 
 
    Vika curtsied to the mature barn owl. “Thanks for your communication, Maeira.” She faced Rowe. “Edme’s owl told me you were coming.” 
 
    The matron owl clapped her beak as her son took a nearby perch. 
 
    “I almost skidded off a few turns to get here fast. Busby flew hard and kept pace all the way.” 
 
    The tan breast feathers of the younger owl swelled in the porch light. 
 
    Rowe waved for the owls to follow them into the house. “Busby, I need you to describe to Vika what you saw in Jancie’s garden.” 
 
    When the owls swooped to the porch, Siddie burst into a frenzy of hisses and snarls. Silver tabby fur on end, sharp canines bared, and green-yellow eyes glinting, she looked like a lynx protecting her den. 
 
    Busby squirmed to a mid-air hover, while his mother pinned her ears and dove for the huge cat. 
 
    Rowe lifted his forearm up to encourage Busby to land clear of the skirmish. Talons cut through his coat jacket and grazed his skin, and Rowe pulled his squawking owl next to his torso. 
 
    “Siddie, stop!” Vika screamed as the cat and owl rolled into a single grappling ball at her feet. She filled her palm with white light and extended her fingers down. Threads of light encircled her familiar’s neck and formed a magical leash. 
 
    The cat pulled at the cord and croaked a series of dry coughs at Maeira, who somersaulted backward to land awkwardly on her feet before waddling behind Rowe. 
 
    “I’m sorry to have to do this to you, sweet one. I expect you to treat these owls as our guests. They’re familiars too, just like you, and are allowed inside. They’ve been here a few times before without this ruckus.” She looked up to Rowe. “She’s so used to our house being for just us two. I just don’t know what this is about. Something’s upset her tonight.” 
 
    Rowe stooped to pat the Maine Coon. “Siddie, I’m glad to see how well you protect my dear Vika.” 
 
    “Welcome.” Siddie choked out the single word, lifted her long tail, and pranced across the threshold ahead of everyone shooting a backward glance at the owls. 
 
    Rowe and Vika exchanged a questioning look and filed after her with the two owls. 
 
    They gathered in the large country kitchen used for potion making. Vika tied the end of the leash around her wrist and sat on one of the long benches. Holding the table edge to bend low, she treated Siddie’s wounds with her white light. Tucking the Maine Coon’s wide head and as much of the body as possible under the hem of her nightgown proved harder. 
 
    The fast-thumping tail that stuck out and whacked the planked floor indicated Siddie’s displeasure with her mistress’s disciplinary measures. 
 
    Rowe moved Busby to the back of a primitive wooden chair where his talons couldn’t harm much. He found Maeira teetering along the floor as far from Siddie as possible and encouraged her to a matching chair. After a few attempts, she hopped to the seat. A handful of Rowe’s blue light soothed her injuries. She leaned against the seatback, beak open, tongue panting. 
 
    “Now tell me what in tar-nation has brought on this uproar tonight?” Vika set her gaze on Rowe as he took a place opposite her at the long trestle table. “The wind blew from the carnival tonight, and I smelled Adara’s black power.” She raised a single brow. “And I see you don’t have your locket. I hope at least that part is good.” 
 
    “I think it is.” His hand moved automatically to his chest. “The moonstone connected to the young woman, Jancie. I helped her say goodbye to her deceased mother whom she cared for during a long illness with cancer.” 
 
    “Poor girl. I’m glad you could help her.” Vika’s eyes moved beyond Rowe as if lost in thought. “And now she’s obligated to return the favor of lifting your grief. She’s either your new love or will lead you to that lady. And that set off Adara’s torrent, which I felt.’ 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” Rowe leaned his elbows onto the table and explained the incidents involving Harley. “I’ve set a simple protection ward around Jancie’s house, but it won’t last.” 
 
    Vika shook her head. “Lots of strong magic in the air tonight. No wonder these familiars are acting up. Siddie was off her feed earlier tonight.” 
 
    “I need your help to keep Jancie safe until Adara gets tired of her game.” 
 
    The elderly friend focused on him. “That could be a good long time.” Her hooked nose twitched. “Then again, there’s a full moon in seven nights, and powers will run high. And the Mabon equinox comes in just over two weeks, a good time for Adara to be helped down a new path. Hmm.” She touched a finger to the wriggling nose as if thoughts were stuck there. “This being a holiday weekend, Jancie should be home from work until Tuesday, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I think so. She works at a bank.” 
 
    “Your basic ward will only last about a day. I’ll prepare some preliminary potions tonight but will need to finish and apply them at her house in the morning.” 
 
    “I’ll take you there whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    “On what to do to actually stop Adara, I’ve got a hunch, but I need to spend time thinkin’ on it.”  A slow hissing sounded from underneath her, and she peered to the floor. “Siddie, be a good girl.” Vika continued to Rowe. “Before she acts up again, what did your owl see that might help me?” 
 
    “When Jancie connected to her mother’s ghost, they discussed a garden on the home-place where Jancie still lives. It belonged to her mother, and they’d worked the plot together when she lived. The ghost seemed aware that Jancie had recently tended the patch.” Rowe rubbed a hand along his forehead. “The odd part was when I was at the house setting my ward, there was an energy around the garden plants. Some sort of loving bond between mother and daughter, so strong it was transfixing. But there seemed to be something more there than I could read.” 
 
    “Interesting. Anything visible?” Vika leaned forward. 
 
    “A faint purple glow loosely followed the stems. Almost imperceptible.” He looked to Busby. “You took more time studying those plants. What did you see?” 
 
    The smaller owl fluttered his wingtips, which drew a hiss from the cat. 
 
    “It’s all right. Go on.” Vika dropped a hand to her side. 
 
    “There were tiny voices, but I couldn’t make out what they said. I heard their tone, in quick bursts like they were scared of me, so I drew back a little bit. After a while, I saw things climbing the plant stems, and I hovered closer. I saw pinpricks of purple light darting behind leaves.” 
 
    Rowe placed a hand on the tabletop and stared at Vika. “Fae?” 
 
    She nodded, her white brows pulling together. 
 
    “Those faeries can be directed to help Jancie, right?” Without waiting for a reply, Rowe moved to his familiar and ruffled the bird’s neck feathers. “I’m grateful for your keen eyes and ears, Busby.” He gazed at Vika who now gripped the table edge, a frown deepening the wrinkles around her mouth. His jaw tightened, and he asked in a flat measured tone, “How did those fae get in Jancie’s garden?” 
 
    “That’s what worries me. Fae have died out in most home gardens and only live in the wild along forest steams. I have a healthy community of them around my herbs but know how to keep them. Most don’t. Not even here in the coven. It takes a good Earth witch. Like Adara.” Saying the coven leader’s name made Vika grimace as if in pain. “If she set them there, they can cause serious danger that I’ll be hard pressed to fight.” She exhaled between clenched teeth. “We don’t want that battle.” She pushed herself away from the table. “Time to get to work.” 
 
    “Can I help you?” he offered. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, thank you, dear. Siddie and I work as a well-oiled team. More hands would only slow me down.” 
 
    “When should I come back for you?” Rowe held his forearm out for Busby. 
 
    Paying no notice to the departing owls, Siddie jumped onto the bench and peered at the stained page of the well-worn family grimoire alongside her mistress. 
 
    Vika didn’t look up to see them out. “I want to arrive at Jancie’s an hour before dawn. No later.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Rowe sped home almost overtaking his headlights, although he didn’t know why he hurried. Vika was the one under pressure of time. But the biting fall night air stung his face with dark magic. 
 
    He pulled open the front door against the strong north wind and held an arm out to prevent the owls from entering before him. Over his shoulder he whispered, “Let me check for any foreign energy first.” In the foyer, crystals of the grand entry chandelier reflected the security light shining through the open door. He addressed the massive hall tree. “Uncle Bertrand, did anyone enter the house while I was away?” 
 
    The oak boards creaked. “No one. I assure you we’ve kept the house secure.” He swung an umbrella hanging from one of his hooks in front of his mirror. 
 
    Rowe returned his deceased uncle’s salute. 
 
    Maeira sailed past to a familiar brass perch that had been hers when she served as Edme’s familiar. The owl slumped down onto her feet, and Busby took a place on the opposite rung. 
 
    Rowe paused. Maeira had roosted on that perch during his happy marriage to Edme. He sighed and flicked on a Tiffany table lamp in order to examine the matron owl. He passed a palm of blue healing light over her body but found no residual injury. Before he finished, she gave soft snerts of slumber. He was glad to be able to offer her the comfort of the home where she’d lived with Edme. 
 
    A knock on the door startled Rowe. He spun on one heel and swept both arms up. Waves of his power alerted the animations of his departed family. 
 
    “Rowe, it’s me, Logan,” the familiar voice of his friend called from outside. 
 
    “And Keir,” added a second male voice, Rowe’s hiking buddy. 
 
    Surprised they were there at that late hour, Rowe dropped his arms and cracked the door. Seeing it was in fact them, he opened it wide. “Sorry to be so cautious.” Rowe glanced at Keir, fully adorned in his ceremonial necklaces, and wondered if the seer had foreseen something he needed to know. 
 
    “No problem,” Logan said as he and Keir hung their fedoras on Bertrand’s outstretched hooks that lifted to secure the hats. “There’s some strange shit in the air tonight. Is Jancie safe?” Logan ran a hand through his unruly golden curls. The muscles along his chiseled jaw spasmed. 
 
    Rowe nodded. “I set a protection ward, and Vika will help tomorrow.” 
 
    “That’ll do.” Logan unbuttoned his suit coat and loosened his tie. “No one’s better than Vika.” He waved off Bertrand’s offer to hold the jacket. 
 
    Keir lowered a leather satchel to the floor, while his familiar, a dark-haired coyote named Waapake, streamed in beside his master, quick eyes scanning every corner. 
 
    Rowe glanced over his shoulder at the owls. 
 
    Maeira slept on, and Busby only fluttered the ruffled ends of his wing feathers. No surprise, since, unlike Siddie, Waapake was a calm and calculated sort, a gift presented to Keir upon his remarkable achievement in studies with a Shawnee Indian wise man. The coyote’s name meant ‘to see,’ and the canine made shrewd use of his master’s magic. Waapake’s kept his huge ears pricked high and wet nose lifted. 
 
    “It’s really true.” Keir’s usually pale blue eyes turned a steely gray as he lifted a palm to Rowe’s chest. “Look into my eyes.” 
 
    Standing close and inch for inch all of Rowe’s height, the seer commanded his complete attention. 
 
    “Logan told me about the moonstone, but I had to see for myself. How strange.” His hand jerked, then he relaxed it to his side. “The gem’s energy is still there. But it’s laced with that of a lovely ginger-haired young lady.” He raised a bushy, black brow as a grin cut across the stubble shadowing his face. “She must be why I haven’t had the company of my hiking partner the past week. Just me and Waapake. Up in the hills, we did have a curious talk with Cyril that I’m still digesting. You remember the raccoon king of Coon Hollow?” 
 
    Rowe nodded. “Big old silver-haired fellow who can bite a sapling in half.” 
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
    “You two hang out with some wild dudes in those hills.” Logan shrugged and led them through the hall into the library. He gestured to a wide coffee table and sank his sinewy frame into a soft leather club chair. 
 
    “Sometimes.” Keir nodded with a grin. “I couldn’t make out what he was jabbering about other than two secret charms.” 
 
    Rowe lit several lamps which had moved nearer to the assemblage, the spirits of his ancestors obviously curious to the goings-on. One sat precariously at the edge of his father’s oak desk. He put an unanimated dictionary in front of it. 
 
    Keir perched on the edge of an ottoman with the coyote curled at his feet. The seer dug in his satchel and withdrew a beaded pouch. In the amber lamplight, his near white skin took on the ruddiness of an American Indian. His cropped coal-black hair blended with the shadows of his charcoal suit jacket lapels. Rowe watched his friend transforming into the essence of his mentor. “Hold this bag in your hands.” The contents clattered as Keir held it out to Rowe. 
 
    Rowe accepted, and Keir removed two of the many necklaces he wore. He waved a Wiccan quartz amulet and a string of Indian beads around the outside of Rowe’s hands while chanting in a Shawnee Algonquin tongue. The chant completed, he took the bag, opened its drawstring, and spilled an assortment of small bones and stones across the table. 
 
    The stones Rowe recognized as local river rocks worn into various shapes by currents, but he puzzled over the other pieces. “What are we looking at?” 
 
    Logan blew a breath out from between his teeth. “Some scary native American witchcraft only he knows.” 
 
    “River pebbles and coon bones all from this hollow.” Keir leaned over the arrangement for at least a minute before sitting back. 
 
    Logan draped himself over his knees, fidgeting as if he wanted to say something. 
 
    Rowe knelt at the table wanting to urge their friend to speak but knew better than to hurry a seer. 
 
    Keir swallowed hard and gave a slow exhale. “After the harvest moon, the weather will grow stormy, more and more leading up to Mabon.” He pointed to an intersection of two of the largest bones. “Winds from north and south will fight a grueling battle where life will be lost and neither will win.” 
 
    Rowe shivered, and the lamps flickered. 
 
    Silence hung between the men as they looked from one to the other, broken only by the wind rattling the tall windows. 
 
    “So, what does this mean?” Logan looked up, his blue eyes gleaming with an edge of steel. 
 
    “The winds might represent people, but who?” Rowe moved to sit beside Logan on the couch. “Adara is an expected force. Who will be her opposition?” 
 
    Logan lifted his head higher. 
 
    Rowe placed a hand on Logan’s shoulder. “I know your ambitions. Be careful, my friend. Death is foretold.” 
 
    Waapake threw back his head and howled as a sudden gust shook both the doors and windows. 
 
    Keir stroked the coyote’s long ears. “He reminds us that the north wind is known as the wind of death.” 
 
    Logan buried his head in his hands, and Waapake moved to nuzzle the crown of his head. 
 
    Keir gathered the scattered objects. “I will take this riddle to my shaman. He may be able to help with the meaning. Logan, will you go with me?” 
 
    Logan sat up. “I sure will. We all need some good advice about now.” The invitation seemed to spark life back into him. “And I need to visit Skena Stoddard and her old friends. Maybe they can find some records of covered-up wrongdoing by the Tabard family while serving as coven leaders.” 
 
    Rowe glanced at his father’s desk. “I started to search the house for my parents’ council records. I’ll get back to that.” He rubbed his chest out of nervous habit, feeling for the locket. “I need to conjure a fake moonstone so the entire coven isn’t up in arms about what happened tonight. Before dawn, I’ll work with Vika at Jancie’s house to protect her and learn more about the unusual garden her deceased mother left behind. Filled with fae.” 
 
    Keir flinched and stared at Rowe. “The north wind is gathering force.” The seer stood. “Rest in what’s left of this short night. In the days ahead, there is much to do.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve: Garden Fae 
 
      
 
      
 
    The short night brought Rowe only fitful sleep, and he rose early. While his coffee percolated, he roused Busby and intended to let Maeira sleep, but she stretched her wings and legs and seemed intent on joining them. 
 
    Checking his phone, Rowe found no reply to the text he’d left Jancie after Keir and Logan left last night. He hoped working with Vika in the pre-dawn outside Jancie’s windows wouldn’t frighten the young woman or her friends. 
 
    Rowe washed down a slice of toast with coffee and poured a second cup into a travel mug, one of the small but essential modern conveniences he allowed himself beyond what the council permitted. He stared at the unapproved items, mug and cell phone, and a ray of clarity hit. 
 
    Accepting Adara’s offer to sit on the coven council now seemed like a good idea, but for no reason she would welcome. Until Jancie had awakened the moonstone, he’d been mired in self-pity after losing his beloved Edme. Coven matters hadn’t affected his hermit-like existence. Keir’s reading the previous night expanded Rowe’s view. The coven was in for turbulent times. Lives would be lost. With his family’s good standing, he could protect innocent people from being harmed. 
 
    Rowe accepted the fact that adherence to the traditions and lifestyle that existed at their coven’s conception kept the magical practices pure. But dictating practices as small as how to consume coffee was suffocating the spirits of individuals. Personal growth needed to be part of coven life for the community to thrive. A principle his parents strongly adhered to and defended. Newly married and too busy making a family of his own, Rowe had failed to uphold their values after their deaths. 
 
    The Tabard family, including Adara, had long been strict about maintaining status quo. It served their interests to remain as leaders. And in recent years, drove members out of the coven. 
 
    His parents must have kept records. Rowe strode into the library, sat at his father’s desk, and yanked open file drawers. Folder after folder contained coven bookkeeping which had been his father’s primary council responsibility. Rowe dug to the back of a deep drawer, and his hand met a leather book. He pulled out a green notebook and thumbed through pages of hand-written entries. Meeting agendas were annotated with his father’s personal observations and opinions. Some entries were written in his mother’s hand. 
 
    Rowe was eager to spend more time studying this. He placed it in a safe he kept secured with not only his own ward, but a couple other protections supplied by his departed uncle Ernie and aunt Tanita. Rowe looked forward to the time when his parents’ spirits would rest in a favorite household object. He expected his father’s essence to return sooner. Since Mom had relations throughout the southern part of the state, as well as Kentucky, she might wish to visit them for awhile first. 
 
    Coffee in hand, Rowe called up the stairs. “Any barn owls going with me to pick up Vika?” Quicker than he expected, they winged down the staircase, and he ducked to avoid being hit. “Whoa! I admire your enthusiasm.” 
 
    The pair flew overhead as he drove to Vika’s. Still in the darkness of the same night, it felt like Rowe’s visit with Keir and Logan had been a dream. If only that ominous prediction  had been one. 
 
    When they arrived, Vika’s face appeared in the window beside her front door. She turned on the porch light which illuminated leather suitcases and wicker market-baskets with bottles and branches poking out of the tops. 
 
    Rowe met her on the steps with a chuckle. “Are you moving out?” 
 
    “Something’s gotten you in a high mood.” The old woman eyed him as she slipped her arm through the handles of two baskets. “With all this danger, it’d do me good to hear what you’re about.” 
 
    “Like you said last night, I’m living a full life.” He grinned and hoisted the two suitcases into his car’s trunk. “A few days ago, Adara offered me a seat on the council, intending to keep me close to her. I’ve decided to accept for a different reason. I think the council needs my help.” 
 
    Vika clucked her tongue and shook her head. “You are your father’s son, turning a gathering storm into a time to build windmills.” She chuckled. “You’ll do us all some good, but see to it you keep yourself safe.” 
 
    He steadied her shoulder and helped her stiff body into the passenger seat. “You can be sure of that.” 
 
    Paying no attention to the owls, Siddie slid into the narrow space behind her mistress’s seat and curled into a tired-looking ball of fur. Lack of sleep must have dampened her jitters over the evil in last night’s air. 
 
    On the drive, Rowe shared Keir’s reading with Vika. She didn’t comment or show surprise, but her fists clenched in her lap. 
 
    An hour before dawn, Rowe parked at the curb in front of Jancie’s house. Busby and Maeira waited on the neighbor’s TV tower. 
 
    As soon as Vika cracked her door open, Siddie coiled out and stood guard, her tail flicking in all directions as if sensing for danger. “These old bones aren’t as fast as yours, sweet one,” the old woman said as she wedged herself from the leather seat and arched into a standing posture. Hands bracing her low back, she peered from under the shawl drawn around her head to examine Jancie’s house. “Your ward is still plenty strong, Rowe. You’re too modest about your powers. This house has old native limestone walls that I’m sure hold centuries' worth of secrets.” 
 
    Rowe unloaded the trunk. “Where do you want these?” 
 
    “Leave them here until I’ve had a look at that garden.” She waved at Busby who flew closer. “I need to first determine the orientation of plants and fae. Busby, will you lead the way?” 
 
    In a few strides, Rowe caught up to the rest. Even though well-protected by three familiars, he didn’t want her to trip in the dark backyard and break a bone. He took hold of her elbow, and she let out a small yelp of delight. 
 
    “Look at that garden, teeming with fae.” She veered off the driveway. “Everyone stay clear, even from overhead.” She hunched low and paced around the bed’s perimeter. “Drat. Footprint energies are too numerous and overlapping. I can’t rule out that Adara might’ve been here.” She drew a step nearer and peered across the bed. “It’s so dark, the faeries’ glow blots out what I can see of the plants.” She folded herself down onto the grass, legs sprawled out from her long, full skirt. “I need to join the energies that are here in order to identify their natures.” She patted the ground beside her. “Siddie, help me girl.” 
 
    The Maine Coon obeyed and spread her body, all except the fluffy tail, flat to the earth between Vika and the bed. 
 
    Rowe signaled the owls to perch on lookout branches of the yard’s large shade tree. He dove a hand, fueled with blue light, into his pants pocket, fingers touching his pocket watch. 
 
    Vika took a deep inhale and settled herself. “Mother Earth. Feel my bones, my skeleton, my flesh. Pull me to you. Make me part of you.” Her voice grew stronger and louder. “A mountain of your creation. I am grass, trees, grains, fruits, flowers, beasts, metal, and precious stones. At your will, I will return to dust, to compost, to mud. To my mother.” The old witch sat in silence, her breathing deep and steady. 
 
    Siddie’s body flattened closer to the ground, but her tail remained alert. Always on watch, a quality of an exceptional familiar. 
 
    The quiet around them unsettled Rowe. His skin prickled. Vika seemed peaceful with her connection to the earth, but his magical tendencies, aside from his gift of animation, were more aligned with air magic. Even the gentle breeze in town, carried a tinge of dark energy. 
 
    Unaware, or tuning it out, the old witch sat in silent meditation. The tails of her wiry, white hair floated out from where they were gathered in a black ribbon. 
 
    The back door to the house creaked open, and Jancie poked her head out. Slim, bare legs stepped onto the stoop. Her hair hung loose around her shoulders. A close-fitting nightshirt skimmed the curves of her slender body. Rowe felt the tightness in his chest relax. Somehow, Jancie’s purity obliterated the evil in the air. 
 
    He moved toward her and offered his hand, fingertips still glowing a faint blue. 
 
    Barefoot, she descended to meet him and gave him a wide smile that lifted his heart. 
 
    A few moments later, a tremor shook through Vika’s spine. 
 
    Jancie flinched, and Rowe gripped her hand tighter. He whispered, “She’s fine.” 
 
    Siddie sprang to attention and bounded to Jancie’s feet, as if to pounce on an invader, then became still and purred between her legs. 
 
    “It seems my big kitty has taken to you, young lady.” Broken from her meditation, the elderly lady faced them, blinking. “I’m Vika.” 
 
    “Hello. I’m Jancie. Thank you for coming.” The younger woman knelt beside the older. “May I help? I know a fair amount about this garden. Mom had me help her, even as a child.” 
 
    “Can you answer how such a thriving colony of faeries came to live here?” Vika rubbed her cat’s long ears. 
 
    “Faeries? Really?” Jancie gasped and leaned closer. “I see a glow around the yarrow heads and chrysanthemums. And along the sage leaves.” 
 
    “That’s it!” Vika leaned in, and Rowe drew nearer. 
 
    “That is so cool!” Jancie exclaimed, then sat back. “Is it safe?” 
 
    Vika said over her shoulder to Rowe and Jancie, “Not to worry. The energy is all good. Adara didn’t put these wee folk here. Or guide them with her evil either.” 
 
    The owls sailed down and perched on the garage gutter at the back of the garden. 
 
    Jancie gave Rowe a questioning glance. “They’ve looked like that as long as I can remember.” 
 
    “Look closer.” Vika pointed to a leaf. “See those purple pinpricks?” 
 
    Busby hovered low, fanning the cavalcade of light spots with his tail feathers until they moved faster. 
 
    “Yes!” Jancie squealed. “That helps, Busby.” She picked a leaf with a single fae. 
 
    “Well, those fae are there to do good, not only for the plants, but also for this property.” Vika allowed a few to crawl onto her thumbnail, then passed one to Jancie and another to Rowe. “The question is how they got here. Fae are rare in home gardens anymore. An old practice. Now they exist almost entirely along forest streambeds. I have a colony at my house, not even half of this one, but I work like the dickens to keep them happy there.” 
 
    Jancie stared from the fae in her hand to Vika and shook her head. 
 
    “Well, no need to find that answer now. We can set to that problem later since there’s no evil afoot.” She looked up at Rowe. “Will you please bring my supplies?” 
 
    “Will do. Busby, come help me.” Rowe walked away as Vika talked a blue streak about her favorite topic—Earth magic. With the help of the two owls each carrying a basket in their beaks, he completed the task in one trip. 
 
    From one of the suitcases, Vika withdrew a large flat river stone. “This is a guardian stone that will keep evil from your garden and property. I’ll show it to the four winds to gain their blessings.” She lifted the stone to the east, south, west, and north before holding it to her breast and closing her eyes. She placed it at a front and central position in the bed and rummaged in one of the baskets for a small flask. “I sprinkle the stone with my potion to empower it with life.” She replaced the flask and sat back. “Now, Jancie, it’s your turn.” Vika handed over a short branch devoid of bark. 
 
    “Is this a wand?” Her young assistant eyed the stick. 
 
    Rowe leaned over her. “I wondered the same, but I’ve not seen you use a wand, Vika.” 
 
    The old woman chuckled. “It is a wand charged with Earth energy. The only use I ever make of such a thing.” 
 
    Jancie ran her fingers along the smooth wood. “So cool!” 
 
    “With the end of the wand, draw three symbols all in one row in the garden dirt. A plus sign, a heart, and another plus.” 
 
    Jancie drew the indicated marks and handed back the wand. 
 
    “Excellent.” Vika beamed, her eyes glinting in the pink light of dawn. “You should retrace this pattern at least once a week to keep the protection strong. Use your finger since it’s contacted my wand. These two protections will keep you, your fae, garden, and home safe. Now we need to find a way to protect you when you leave home.” 
 
    “I could possibly animate an object with your protections, something that Jancie could carry,” Rowe said to Vika. 
 
    “Hmm.” She ran a bony finger along one temple. “Now that it’s getting light, I can see many plantings here give off both love and protection. Fine qualities for a home to have. That lilac bush overtaking the far side of your house offers great protection, especially now that I’ve boosted its energy. These garden herbs—angelica, yarrow, mint, and chrysanthemum—are all protective in nature. As are those peonies lining the drive. Amazing.” 
 
    “Mom loved them all. Flowers were everywhere in the yard when she was alive.” 
 
    “They will be again with just a little of your care.” Vika patted Jancie’s bare knee, then gazed beyond the girl. “Look at that mighty maple in the center of this back yard. All about love.” Vika slapped the ground. “Double drat. I almost forgot.” She rummaged in the other suitcase and pulled out three old horseshoes. “Siddie, my dearest, will you please bury one under that maple, another under the lilac, and the third between the peonies?” 
 
    “Gladly, m’lady.” The Maine coon clutched one in her jaw and trotted off, tail tasting the air. Claws extended, dirt flew fast from between her hind legs. Positioning and burying the bespelled horseshoe required more time and effort. 
 
    While the cat worked, Vika faced Jancie. “You seem to have been close to your mother. Do you have anything of hers you can keep with you at all times? A piece of jewelry maybe?” 
 
    Jancie sat straighter and raised her right hand. “This ring is my mother’s. I’ve worn it for years. She gave it to me when she found out she wasn’t going to…” Her words trailed off. 
 
    Rowe knew what she’d not said and also sensed her pain. A lump formed in his throat. He knelt and lay an arm around her shoulders. 
 
    She leaned into him, until a round of dry sobs quieted. 
 
    Vika stroked Jancie’s hair. “For this next protection, you’ll need to have some faith. We’ll charge the ring with the protections we just put in place. Let me examine your ring.” She accepted the silver band from Jancie and closed her hand around it. The old witch’s face drained of color, and she returned the ring. “I was going to have you place the ring in the garden, but it’s much too precious. Can we get into your garage? With this common wall, that space will work for what we need.” 
 
    Jancie hopped up, and with the house keys on a stretch bracelet at her wrist, she opened the wide door. 
 
    “Rowe, help me gather a dozen or so small rocks from across the garden.” Vika placed her findings in the apron over her skirt. Her joints crackled as she stood, and Rowe transferred most of the load to his arms. Inside the garage, she located a rickety shelf under a small window overlooking the garden. “Perfect.” She accepted the rocks and arranged thirteen into a circle. “Jancie, hold your mother’s ring in your dominant hand. Magic travels best through the power hand. Concentrate fully on a mental image of your mother. Hold that tight in your mind while you place the ring dead center in the circle.” With the ring in position, she continued. “At dawn tomorrow, the ring will hold the same protection we placed on your home. It will keep you safe whenever you leave.” 
 
    “Thank you so much.” Jancie took Vika’s hand in hers. 
 
    The older woman stepped back and leaned her weight onto Jancie’s car. 
 
    “You’re tired.” Jancie looked to Rowe. 
 
    “That much casting will drain strength.” He rubbed the shoulder of his dear friend. “Not to mention she stayed up all night preparing the supplies.” 
 
    Jancie pulled Vika into her arms. “Thank you. Would you like to come in and have some breakfast or tea?” 
 
    “Thank you, child.” The witch returned the embrace. “I think I need to get myself home to bed. This old body isn’t used to such late hours. Maybe we can share breakfast another time. I do need to learn how those fae came to your garden. It’s not in me to do that today.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Jancie pulled away. “I’m a good cook and would be glad to have you back any morning I don’t work.” 
 
    “Oh, I’d like that, dear.” A wide smile cut through the wrinkles on the elderly witch’s face. 
 
    Jancie’s eyes twinkled. “I’m so curious to learn about my mother’s past. I’ll be eager for your help.” 
 
    Rowe smiled inside, watching the two interact. There was a kinship he marveled at, connecting souls that gave each other’s life new purpose. He felt that way about Jancie himself. Witnessing his friend’s similar feelings, validated his own. 
 
    Laughing together, Jancie guided Vika arm in arm back to Rowe’s car. He and the owls carried the supplies, and Siddie circled them all with her tail held high. 
 
    Rowe gave Jancie a quick hug. “I need to get her home. I’ll call you tomorrow. I think we all need some rest today. If you see anything frightening or strange, call me right away.” 
 
    “I will. Thank you for everything.” Her gaze met his. “You look tired too. Stay safe and get some sleep.” 
 
    As he drove away, Rowe watched in the rearview mirror until Jancie disappeared from view. He glanced at his own image. His eyes did look tired, but instead of dragging from lack of sleep, he now felt rested and restored. Realizing it was her touch, he smiled. It would be nice to be able to spend more time with her. 
 
    His thoughts drifted to her ring that Vika empowered. Jancie hadn’t given him that ring in the carnival to create animated clones. In hindsight, he was grateful for that stroke of fate since her friend’s bracelet remained missing. He hadn’t seen it appear in his house, like most misplaced animations. He made a mental note to look again. A pain shot through his jaw. Could the bracelet have been intercepted? Could Adara do that? He clenched the steering wheel and glanced at Vika, slumped into the seat. “Thank you for your help.” 
 
    She rolled her head to face him. “Oh, you don’t have to thank me. I’m just glad I could.” 
 
    “I saw you turn pale when you held Jancie’s ring.  You must be exhausted.” 
 
    “I am, but that wasn’t the problem with the ring.” She worked a feeble hand up to grasp his. “That ring has strong magic, like I’ve never seen.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen: Horseshoes and Pancakes 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jancie walked back inside her house, her arms wrapped around herself trying to keep the warmth of Rowe’s embrace from escaping. She checked the kitchen wall clock. He’d only been there an hour, but she missed him like he’d been gone for days. 
 
    The house was quiet. Rachelle snored softly from the living room couch and no noise came from Lizbeth and Willow in the guest room. 
 
    Jancie yawned. Her body was tired, but her mind jumped with thoughts. She’d never be able to sleep after all she saw and learned from Vika. 
 
    That old woman was such a kind soul, full of knowledge and purpose. Jancie sometimes worried about inheriting her mother’s cancer.  Mom had been cheated. Jancie wanted a better chance. For years, it’d seemed like her life was put on hold. During the past few days, her pulse raced with every exciting hope and new direction. 
 
    Faeries in her garden. Jancie rubbed a hand across her forehead. She hadn’t even thought they existed outside of fantasy books. Their presence kind of explained how the plants had survived her neglect for almost two years. And she couldn’t deny seeing the specks of moving light. She wondered whether Mom had known they were there when she was alive. Previous owners could’ve put the faeries there. County records might have a list of who owned the house before her parents. 
 
    Loneliness washed over Jancie. She found her terry robe and looked out of her bedroom window over the backyard. Limbs of the lilac brushed the pane, and she thought of the huge Maine Coon familiar working like all the others to protect her from danger. She shook her head. It was surreal. She didn’t know if her friends would believe what had happened while they slept. She’d find a way to tell Rachelle. Best friends since grade school, they told each other everything. The others, Jancie wasn’t as sure about. It’d been hard keeping up with what girls her age did while seeing her mother through cancer. She didn’t need another reason to feel like an outcast. 
 
    But after all Rowe and Vika and their helpers did, Jancie couldn’t deny she felt safer, more protected. She lay on her bed and thought about the way Rowe held her by the garden when a wave of crying welled up. It was like the pain drifted out of her body into his. She wondered how he did that and why. She snuggled a pillow and imagined his face, her fingers cupped around the moonstone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Pans clattering in the kitchen woke Jancie, and she stumbled to the kitchen. She rubbed sleep from her eyes to see Willow commanding her kitchen, ordering Lizbeth and Rachelle around. 
 
    “Mornin’,” Willow said with a sunny smile. 
 
    “We thought you could use a good breakfast after last night.” Rachelle finished laying silverware at places on the table and gave her a bear hug. 
 
    Jancie buried her face in Rachelle’s shaggy hair, burning to spill to her all that’d happened at dawn. 
 
    “Did you get any calls from anyone?” Lizbeth glanced her way while making a pot of coffee. “Rowe was supposed to bring some witch friend to bolster the protection on your house.” 
 
    “They came around dawn,” Jancie said through a yawn. She wormed her way to the sink and filled a kettle for tea. 
 
    “I’m sure glad he did.” Rachelle poked her head out from the fridge, hands filled with butter, maple syrup, and juice. 
 
    “Darn.” Using a fake red nail, Lizbeth pressed the brew button with flourish. “I intended to watch what they did. Why didn’t you wake me up?” 
 
    Jancie pretended to ignore her question and rummaged in the pantry for tea bags. 
 
    Willow paused in her pancake flipping and shivered. “Did they do anything gross? Like with dried toads or bat wings?” 
 
    “Eye of newt?” Rachelle asked with a laugh. 
 
    Jancie grinned. “No. Nothing creepy. Buried some old horseshoes around the yard. Placed an enchanted stone in the garden.” 
 
    “That’s all?” Lizbeth rolled her eyes. “I stayed up last night googling witchcraft protection spells. Seems like they’d call upon the powers of the winds and such. Channel energy from the plants. Nothing like that?” Her dark brows crept up her forehead. 
 
    “The important thing is that you’re safer now.” Rachelle said between gulps of orange juice. “How’s Rowe going to protect you when you leave your house?” 
 
    “They’re adding protection to my mother’s ring I always wear. It’ll be ready tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “So you’re grounded today. That sucks.” Willow flopped golden cakes onto a serving plate. 
 
    Jancie shrugged. “It’s Sunday. I don’t mind.” 
 
    Rachelle faced Willow. “Why? Did you want to go back to the carnival?” 
 
    Willow screwed up her mouth. “Well, sort of. It’s the last night. They’re only open during the daytime Monday, and that’s not as fun.” 
 
    Rachelle scowled and took a seat at the table. “Go ahead. You don’t need us to go. Have fun with Harley-cat.” 
 
    Willow placed the mountain of pancakes on the middle of the table. “I just might. I don’t get many days off work like you all.” Her fluty voice squeaked with a hint of pain. 
 
    Lizbeth pulled a plate of bacon from the microwave and added it to the table. “Dig in.” 
 
    “Looks delicious. Thanks guys.” Jancie filled her plate, thankful for the meal to silence the strained conversation. 
 
    After a mouthful, Rachelle said, “These pancakes are awesome. Great job, Willow.” 
 
    Everyone appreciated the food, and the atmosphere lightened with laughter and giggles. 
 
    Once the dishes were cleared, Willow offered Lizbeth a ride home. During goodbye hugs all around, Jancie whispered to Rachelle and asked her to stay a while. 
 
    After the other two left, she wrapped an arm around Jancie’s shoulder. “What’s up? Is everything okay?” 
 
    Tears rolled down Jancie’s cheeks, some happy, some frightened, as she spilled all that had happened at dawn. 
 
    Rachelle stroked Jancie’s hair and led her to sit on the steps of the back stoop. “I’m weirded out by all of this witchy stuff too. But it’s all right. We’ve never heard of anyone being hurt from dealings with the coven folk. You heard that deputy. Nothing to worry about. I think your dad’s fears are getting to you.” 
 
    Jancie shook her head. “It’s not Dad. Getting to talk with Mom outweighs all those fears. It’s Rowe. Everything with him is all so different and familiar at the same time.” Jancie struggled to find words to describe the new feelings. “I’m not used to things happening this fast in my life.” 
 
    Her friend faced her and snatched up her hands. “Has he done something to hurt you? He may be a witch, but he’s still just a man. And they can be real bastards at times.” 
 
    Jancie gave an odd laugh through a nose stuffy from crying. “No. He’s fine. The problem is he makes me feel good, in ways I haven’t felt before. It’s like my feelings are whirling around. I’m so used to life being slow, weeks passing into months with nothing much or nothing good happening. Now, I feel like I can’t even catch my breath.” 
 
    Rachelle laughed and pulled her into a hug. “Girl, you’re just living life. And maybe falling in love. God, I hope so. If any of us deserve to find love, it sure is you.” 
 
    Jancie flinched, then a smile crept over her face. “Love?” 
 
    “Relax and see what happens. And whatever you do, don’t let your dad find out.” 
 
    “Oh, no. He’d have a coronary.” Jancie’s hands flew to her mouth imagining how her dad would react. 
 
    Rachelle patted Jancie’s knee. “Are you going to be okay now? I need to get going.” 
 
    “Yes. Fine. Thanks for listening.” 
 
    “No problem. That’s what I’m here for. You’ve sure been there enough for me lots of times.” Her friend made her way to the long Chrysler. “Call me if you need anything.” She waved from her open driver’s window and backed out of the drive. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Jancie spent the lazy afternoon inventing chores around her garden and lawn. She’d done most of the hard work already, but with the enchantments and the news that faeries lived there, she couldn’t resist poking around. She trimmed, tied up wayward limbs, and took cuttings for another vase. While creating the arrangement, she wondered if there were faeries on the cut stems, or if they’d dropped off and stayed in the garden. Could they live inside the house? Were they good to have there? 
 
    Having more questions than answers, she was eager to spend more time with Vika. 
 
    Evening set in with a cold breeze from the north. After a light dinner, Jancie made a pot of tea and settled in with Maggie’s diary. She hoped there’d be some clues that tied to garden faeries. 
 
    Betty’s birth certificate stuck in the diary jarred Jancie’s mind. The names on the document listed Maggie Forsbey and Louis Forsbey as the parents. The date was June 30th, 1939, in Evansville, Indiana. Louis remained a mystery to Jancie. 
 
    She thumbed back to where Maggie had met a male witch in the coven who wore the moonstone locket. Like Jancie, the woman needed to see her departed loved one again. Jancie read for clues about Louis, the pregnancy with Betty, and ties to her own mother. 
 
    Page after page was filled with excited notes about the growth of baby Dorothy. It warmed Jancie’s heart to realize how Maggie was able to go on with her life and find happiness after the opportunity to see her deceased husband again. Jancie related to the emotions behind the faded cursive writing. The sentences were choppy, as if one happy thought fought with the next to be recorded. Jancie’s mind swarmed in just the same way. At times, joyful tears flooded Jancie’s eyes, like she’d met someone who shared her exact feelings. A weight lifted from Jancie through finding this woman who shared her own experiences and thoughts. 
 
    Near the end of the diary, Jancie came upon an entry with a different tone, hushed and cryptic like Maggie had a secret that she badly wanted to tell. 
 
    The love of my life is now a true part of me. The news makes me happier than I ever believed possible, and also in the darkest despair. It seems unfair the past should be allowed to shape the future. Bloodlines dictate too much. Although I cannot risk telling anyone, Louis and I now share two bonds that no one can cast asunder no matter what be known. 
 
    Jancie understood the secret had to be Maggie’s pregnancy with the baby who would be Betty. That was one bond, but Jancie puzzled over the second. She read on to learn more. 
 
    A few pages later, she paused at another entry where Maggie wrote: 
 
    Wonderful news! I am bursting to tell someone, although I mustn’t for fear of defiant interception. Through a cousin who strictly holds my confidence, I have just learned I have distant relations in New Wish on the Kentucky border around Evansville way. They are willing and happy to take in my little family. The three of us, and our blessing, will leave soon. 
 
    The final entry in May, 1939 told how Maggie moved away from Bentbone with one daughter, Dorothy, and one on the way—Jancie’s Grandmother Betty. Maggie wrote, “With heavy heart, I must make this my final entry. I’m leaving my family for the sake of my own children.” 
 
    Jancie closed the diary still pondering the clues. What bloodlines could make Maggie need to leave to protect her children? 
 
    Jancie stored the diary in her dresser and sunk into bed with the quilt Mom had made for her. Wind whipped at her window, and lilac branches scratching the panes woke her several times. She clutched the quilt to her chest, remembering dreams filled with images of a pregnant woman fighting to walk against a sharp wind. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Those visions still haunted Jancie in the morning. The woman’s desperation and confused fears squeezed at her own throat. She raced to the garage not bothering to cover her nightshirt with a robe. She threw the door open and let out a loud sigh when she found her mother’s ring still there. She slipped it on her finger and sank against the side of her car, heart pounding. She wanted to see Rowe and needed to feel his warmth to relax the thoughts whipping in her mind. 
 
    Jancie trudged back inside and fingered her phone. He promised to call today. She expected that would be in the evening after the carnival ended in the late afternoon. But she needed him now, and a phone call wouldn’t be enough. Now with freedom to leave the house, she considered going to the carnival to find him. Instead, she plunked down at her kitchen table. Not with Adara out to get me. 
 
    Jancie convinced herself to wait for his call and went about her day, doing laundry and cleaning. No amount of busywork calmed her unrest. By afternoon, her nerves still on edge, she could take no more. Maybe I’ve been at home too long. A drive might help. 
 
    Fall weather had forced out the Indian summer weekend, and she changed into jeans and threw a light jacket over her white t-shirt. Her mother’s ring felt empowering against the steering wheel of her Camry. 
 
    Jancie turned onto Maple Street. Surely driving past won’t hurt. Only a third of the cars in the lot compared to Saturday night. The carnival appeared to be winding down. She longed to stop and see Rowe. She let out a sigh, knowing the thinning crowd would only make her a more visible target for Adara. 
 
    Jancie drove on, past the carnival into the country. The recent warm sunny days had brought out bright fall colors. Broad-leaved sugar maples looked like candy apples, their topmost leaves dipped in red while their lower parts stayed yellow and green. 
 
    The quiet of the countryside made Jancie feel alone. Unable to see Rowe, loneliness set in and added to her stress. The hollowness inside her widened the further she drove. At the next intersection, she made a U-turn and sought out something familiar. 
 
    She parked at the Bentbone cemetery, and her feet followed the sidewalk she knew too well. Every chip and crack. Every slab lifted by welling tree roots. She knelt by her mother’s grave and steadied herself with a hand on the headstone. To her surprise, no tears came. Her grief had changed. She leaned into the stone and rested her forehead on the back of her hand. “Mom, I need some guidance. Things are happening so fast.” 
 
    “Jancie.” Rowe’s familiar deep voice washed over her. 
 
    At the sound of her name, she flinched. “Rowe?” She took hold of his outstretched hand. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen: Welcome 
 
      
 
      
 
    Holding Rowe’s outstretched hand, Jancie stood, and he guided her close to him, his other hand at the side of her waist. Her breathing slowed and deepened, tension leaving her body. 
 
    He wore no hat. Strands of dark hair near his temples worked loose from his ponytail, framing his kind face. 
 
    He let go of her hand and wrapped both arms around her. 
 
    She rested her cheek against the front of his dark wool suit jacket. 
 
    “Better?” he asked, his breath warm against her crown. 
 
    She nodded and worked her hands to rest behind his neck. 
 
    Tumbling leaves blew around them in the crisp breeze. Cold cut through the thin sleeves of her khaki jacket, but in his arms she stayed toasty. 
 
    “Indian summer lasted only long enough for the carnival.” He pulled away slightly. “After working all day, I’m starved. Would you like to visit my house? I might be able to find us some dinner.” 
 
    “Yes. I’d like that very much.” She wondered what amazing new things she’d see there. 
 
    “I’d be glad to drive and then bring you back here to your car later.” He took her hand, and they strolled to the parking lot. “It’d be safer to not have your car seen in the coven.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” His caution reminded her of her dad’s warnings. Despite a bit of apprehension, she was eager to learn about Rowe and his lifestyle. 
 
    Rowe’s barn owl let out a hoot and swooped to perch on the hood ornament. Chest out, he seemed to contest that the chrome lady with her flowing hair and gown could be the true protector of his master’s car, rather than himself, a masterful bird of prey. 
 
    “Busby, Jancie and I are going to my house. Check with your mother. If she’s still overtired, bring her along.” Rowe opened the passenger door of his pale green 1930s model convertible. 
 
    “Will do, Master. Meet you along the route home.” The owl extended his brown wings wide and lifted away. 
 
    Jancie slid onto the passenger side of the bench seat, and Rowe made his way around the car checking latches of the tan cloth top. “I just put the top up today on my way into the carnival but didn’t have time to double check the fastenings,” he said through the open driver’s window. “Summer’s over. Almost time for me to get out the sedan.” He found his seat and pulled away, changing gears with a shifter and clutch. The tan leather of Jancie’s seat was worn buttery soft as her mother’s kidskin gloves. 
 
    “My dad owns a mechanic shop and just started working on the old coven cars.” She ran her hand across real wood trim that decorated the dash. “I’ve always wondered why coven folks live like they’re in the thirties.” 
 
    Rowe chuckled. “Sometimes I wonder that myself.” He pulled a new cell phone from his pants pocket. “Not everything we use is vintage.” 
 
    “How do you know what new things are allowed?” 
 
    “The coven is governed by a high priestess or priest, like Adara Tabard, and also a high council. Together, they regularly update a list of changes made to the list of approved modern conveniences. Regular members of the coven can petition to have changes made. The allowances are few and made after strict consideration. It’s common thought that adherence to the coven lifestyle that existed when the group was officially formed will help maintain strong, original magic traditions. The transmission of the witchcraft needs to remain as pure as possible.” 
 
    Jancie twisted in her seat. “I can understand the importance of cell phones, but I see a travel mug. How is that allowed?” 
 
    “Shh.” He grinned. “Actually, cell phones aren’t either. Something I intend to change soon since I’ve just been appointed to the council by the high priestess.” 
 
    Jancie’s brows jumped several inches. “Cell phones are forbidden? Get out of here. No way.” She eyed him. “And doesn’t Adara want you on that council just to keep you near her?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, that’s right. There’s danger in dealing with her, but I should have enough magic to take care of myself. I want to bring about some much needed changes. My parents served on the council for decades. I need to continue their efforts, now that they’re gone.” 
 
    “What a wonderful thing to do, carry on their dreams.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and smiled at him. “But be careful.” 
 
    He returned her smile. “I’m glad for your concern. Somehow I don’t think that part has anything to do with the moonstone’s power, but it feels good to have someone care.” 
 
    The corners of her cheeks lifted higher. “It does.” 
 
    “It sure does.” He pointed to a group of three knotty oaks still clinging to withered, brown leaves like old ladies huddling together in thin, winter coats. “Those trees mark the coven boundary on this road. Have you ever been here?” 
 
    Jancie studied the first farmhouse they passed. “Hmm, let me see.” A vintage pick-up with faded red paint and a wooden bed sat on the gravel drive. Electric wires swooped to one eave, and an oblong propane tank squatted behind a big lilac. Nothing odd-looking there. She’d hoped to see more differences. She faced him. “A couple of times. Mostly on dares in high school, when we tried to sneak into the coven’s cemetery.” 
 
    Rowe chuckled. “That’s pretty far into the center of the coven. Did you ever get there?” 
 
    “Yeah. Two or three times. Once it was so dark, I don’t remember seeing anything. We heard noises, dogs barking from nearby log cabins, and ran. One time I did see the statues. Some were so beautiful. I heard a rumor that they talk. Do they?” 
 
    “Yes, they do.” He nodded and glanced her way. “But only to witches.” 
 
    “That one time, I thought I heard a boy call my name. Rachelle didn’t believe me, so I guessed it was only the wind, but now I’m not so sure. Do you think fate brought me to connect to the moonstone?” 
 
    “Fate, or inheritance, or both. That moonstone connection may have triggered an entombed soul to speak to you.” He rubbed a hand along the dark stubble of his jaw. “Interesting.” 
 
    “Maybe we can go there some time?” she asked. 
 
    “Umm.” He hesitated, eyes scanning the horizon. “Yes, some time.” He pointed into the distance to the left. “There, in that big woodlot. That’s where Vika lives. We’ll definitely add that to your list of places to visit. She’d love to show you her potion kitchen.” 
 
    “Oh, yes! A potion kitchen. How cool is that. I want to go. “Jancie squinted but couldn’t see any part of a house. She noticed that Rowe avoided promising to take her to the cemetery. Some of the pain of losing his wife must’ve still hurt him a lot. That was why Jancie needed to keep helping him find a way to ease that burden—her responsibility in their moonstone connection. 
 
    Against the dark eastern sky, white faces of two barn owls drew nearer. Jancie pointed. “Look! There’s Busby.” 
 
    “And his mother, Maeira, who used to be my wife’s familiar. She usually watches over Edme’s statue in the cemetery, but lately she’s been involved with Vika’s work. Maeira took a tumble with that big Maine Coon, and I’ve kept an eye on her health.” 
 
    The owl pair sailed overhead as Rowe turned onto the twisty river road that wound through the entire valley. 
 
    The rising moon lit up a gorgeous display of yellow-leaved maples and cottonwoods along the creek. Cozy cabins were tucked in among the trees. Jancie leaned forward. “How pretty it is along here.” 
 
    “My house is just ahead around the next bend.” 
 
    Jancie strained to catch a glimpse of it. Light bricks along the top edge of a chimney stood taller than surrounding trees. 
 
    Rowe turned onto the circular driveway of a sprawling mansion. The house had a shabby chic look, still grand even though some of the white bricks were stained or chipped. 
 
    Jancie stepped onto the drive where he’d parked in front of wooden front doors. Two turrets stood sentry. Looking at the house, she imagined lively parties from years ago where flappers sat gracefully in the wide, arched windows or lounged in the garden rooms. “This reminds me of the 1920s.” 
 
    “It was built just after the turn of the twentieth century. Art Nouveau style.” 
 
    “The windows with the leaded glass are so fancy.” She moved closer to admire a front window. 
 
    “By moonlight, they look amazing. He waved her to the door. “Come inside.” 
 
    Jancie crossed the threshold, breath held, eyes scanning every direction. She expected to find the unknown in a witch’s house, especially one with this much old wealth and history.  She turned to come face to face with her own startled reflection a foot from a hall stand’s mirror. Hadn’t it been more than three feet away moments ago? She jerked to the center of the entry, pushing into Rowe’s side. 
 
    Busby and Maeira sailed through the open door. She perched on the banister, while he sat on top of the menacing furniture beside Jancie. She looked to him for help, but the little owl only gave a round of hoots and clacked his beak. This seemed to do nothing to slow her attacker. 
 
    “Uncle Bertrand, please be less helpful.” Rowe took her hand and motioned toward the looming piece of furniture. “This is Jancie, who is not a witch and isn’t accustomed to animated souls.” 
 
    “Forgive me, my dear.” The wide stand straightened his hunch. “Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “Hello,” Jancie squeaked. 
 
    “In human form, I was Rowe’s great, great, uncle Bertrand. I made it with my grandpappy. I knew straight away when I honed my magic skills as an animator along with learning carpentry, that this was would be where I’d leave some of my spirit after I passed. And I’m proud to serve and help young Rowe now.” He bowed, hinging below his central mirror. 
 
    Unsure what to do, Jancie nodded but couldn’t decide what to say. 
 
    Rowe patted his free hand along one of Bertrand’s shelves. “No need to be afraid, Jancie.” 
 
    Before she could bring herself to touch the animated piece of furniture, dozens of what appeared to be Rowe’s deceased relations congregated around her. 
 
    Rowe laughed and held her hand tighter. “The candleholder is Uncle Petrus, the silver handled pistol is Maxwell, and there’s Tanita, the fireplace poker.” The numbers soon overwhelmed his attempts to keep pace with introductions. “Wona and the rest of you all, introduce yourselves to our guest, Jancie.” He held up a palm. “Not you, Tilly. Please wait where you are, and I’ll be sure we come visit you.” 
 
    Jancie did her best to touch a hand and smile to each animated object. The way some jumped and vied to greet her warmed her heart. 
 
    Rowe took hold of her elbow and whispered, “Come this way or we might have a fight break out over who gets to meet you.” He led her to the living room where the open French doors were blocked by an oversized, upholstered wing chair. “Jancie, meet my great aunt Tilly.” 
 
    Seeing how the huge chair seemed to relax back into the room with their attention, a chuckle escaped Jancie’s lips. She looked at Rowe. “You certainly have some very loving and caring relatives. How wonderful to be able to stay in contact with them all.” Since Mom passed, Jancie longed for family. Dad couldn’t seem to accept her as an adult, but Mom’s aunt Starla had been great. 
 
    He smiled, leaned against the door frame out of the way of the cavalcade approaching her, and folded his arms across his chest. “It’s a great comfort. I just wish my parents would decide to return and settle their spirits here. I miss them.” 
 
    “Oh. Is anything wrong?” She straightened. 
 
    “No. Nothing that I know of.” He brushed a hand along his facial stubble, a gesture Jancie knew revealed concern. “I expect them to come back soon though.” 
 
    Tilly cleared her throat and spoke in a gravelly voice. “Miss Jancie, I seem to recollect meeting you before, but I don’t see how that can rightly be possible.” 
 
    “I know I’ve never been here, and I sure would’ve remembered you, dear Aunt Tilly.” Jancie touched her hand to one of Tilly’s flared wings. 
 
    Maxwell’s pistol jumped to the chair’s upper edge. His point waving at Jancie made her flinch even though Busby sailed up beside him. “I was just thinkin’ the very same, Tilly, as if this young woman do seem remarkably like a lass I’ve known afore,” Maxwell said with a thick Scottish accent. 
 
    “That’s funny.” Jancie ran a hand along her temple. “A coven lady noticed me in town and then said the same thing when she saw me at the carnival this past weekend.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Rowe drew nearer. “Who?” 
 
    “Cerise. A pretty woman in her thirties. She came up to me in the Arcane Aviary.” 
 
    “That’s interesting. Nothing to worry about that I know. She’s a nice and upstanding coven member. I teach her three boys in grade school. Cute little fellows.” He tapped a finger against his pursed lips. “Some of her relations live outside the coven. I wonder if there’s a connection.” 
 
    “You teach school?” Jancie smiled. “And want to serve on the council. You have a big heart.” 
 
    “Thanks. I teach animation to all school levels.” 
 
    Jancie’s eyes lit. “I remember seeing a booth of magical projects at the carnival before, and at some of the other holiday events. Those are amazing.” The more she learned about Rowe, the more she admired him. It made her proud to be able to help him through their moonstone bond. 
 
    When all of the animated relations had greeted Jancie, she and Rowe made their way to the kitchen. 
 
    The two owls settled on a brass perch at one side of the spacious room. 
 
    Jancie looked around. “There’s no one here to meet me?” 
 
    Rowe laughed so hard that he struggled to lower his voice to a whisper. “My relatives are too pompous to take up in lowly kitchen gadgets. So you’re safe in here.” 
 
    “That’s a relief.” She grinned. “Do you use magic to cook, or do things the old fashioned way?” 
 
    “Some witches can cook with magic, like Babbett at the carnival who sold the pastries that change flavors in your mouth.” 
 
    “And the popcorn that changes. That was delicious. How do they do that?” 
 
    He shrugged with a grin. “No idea. Not my kind of magic.” 
 
    She located the sink and washed her hands. “Let’s see what sort of kitchen witch I can be with the food you have on hand. Don’t hold back on helping with whatever powers you have,” she added with a grin. She located some chicken breasts and enough ingredients to make a marinade. Along with frozen veggies, she created a simple meal. 
 
    While they sat and ate, Jancie made quick glances his way. 
 
    “This is so good,” Rowe said and dug in. She smiled with relief, happy she’d pleased him. 
 
    Afterward, the lack of a dishwasher surprised her, but she set to work at the sink. 
 
    Rowe rolled up his shirtsleeves and helped her at the sink. “One of the modern conveniences that probably won’t happen in the near future.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” She lifted a handful of suds and blew them at him. “At least it’s fun to do together.” 
 
    He flipped water from his fingertips at her. 
 
    Jancie squealed and laughed. 
 
     “Washing dishes is definitely more fun with you here.” He chuckled and picked up a pan to dry. 
 
    When they finished cleaning up and the owls were fed grain and turned out to hunt the property for the evening, Jancie looked at her watch. “I need to be getting home. I have to work in the morning.” 
 
    Rowe located his keys on the kitchen counter and motioned to the side door. “Let’s leave this way so my relatives won’t have to take your time saying goodbye.” 
 
    “They’re so nice. I really like them.” Jancie stepped outside, the chilly air cooling her cheeks flushed from their laughter. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed so much. It felt nice. Mom was right; she would have good times ahead and this was one. 
 
    When they headed back to her car, Rowe turned on the heater. “Vintage cars have vintage heaters. They require patience.” 
 
    She shivered, and he held her hand between shifting. 
 
    They drove in silence, but Jancie sensed a thousand thoughts springing into her mind from the feeling of their fingers interlacing. His touch was so warm and comforting, and it seemed to travel up her arm and make the rest of her body melt. When they left the tree cover of the river road, she glanced up at the sky. “The moon is bright out here in the country.” 
 
    “The moon is waxing.” He leaned forward over the wheel to peer upward. “It won’t be long until the full harvest moon, an important time in the coven.” 
 
    “What happens then?” 
 
    “Witches’ powers are stronger at the time of a full moon.” He rubbed his thumb over hers, sending a chorus of delicious shivers along her skin. “And this one leads us into the Mabon equinox festival. At that time we honor the earth to keep the seeds that will bring us new and abundant life come spring.” 
 
    He pulled into the Bentbone cemetery’s parking lot. He stopped next to her car and paused to look at her. “Jancie, I had a wonderful time tonight.” 
 
    “Me too.” Her words came out as a whisper. 
 
    He cupped her hand in both of his and looked into her eyes. “I can’t remember the last time I had this much fun. Thank you.” 
 
    She smiled, surprised and happy to not feel the expected awkward struggle to look away. “Me neither. It was great.” 
 
    He leaned in, and his arm slid along her upper arm, turning her toward him. His touch left a trail of tingles, and she moved closer. His warm palm rounded the curve of her shoulder and caressed the skin on the side of her neck. 
 
    She shivered at the delicious sensation, and he brushed his lips against hers. She sighed and touched a hand to his shoulder. 
 
    His butterfly kisses covered her mouth, and she leaned closer, tasting his lips. For a moment, she wondered if the tingles and heat she felt were from the moonstone. After a few more kisses, she decided it wasn’t important to determine the source of this magic. It was wonderful. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen: The Phonograph 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jancie watched the clock during the last hour of her work day at the bank. She arranged and rearranged her desk, closed out one of the clerks registers early, and assigned the teller some busywork. Any way to speed the end-of-day routine. 
 
    At precisely five o’clock, Jancie stepped out of her office, purse in hand. No stops for errands tonight, she drove straight home. On her way from the garage, two bright yellow mums newly opened since lunchtime caught her attention.  She kneeled in the grass to marvel at the blooms and to redefine Vika’s protection symbols in the soil. Jancie filled her nose with the mums’ autumn scent and headed inside to the kitchen. After a simple dinner of leftovers, she proceeded to the bedroom and hurriedly stripped off her plain business dress. While waiting for the shower to heat, she glanced at the outfit she’d deliberated over last night before bed. The dark green pencil jeans and flowing cream-colored peasant top would do well. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, Jancie perched on a living room chair and twisted her mother’s ring on her finger, her usual nervous habit. Touching the ring jolted her. Her thoughts filled with Rowe, she’d forgotten to worry about attacks from Adara. Either the ring protected Jancie or the coven leader hadn’t bothered. 
 
    Unable to sit still, Jancie jumped up and checked her hair in a wall mirror, fluffing curls set by the curling iron. The doorbell rang, and she spun around. The moonstone resting against her chest flashed a brilliant blue, and she opened the door with a smile. 
 
    Rowe returned her smile and scanned her body. “You look pretty.” Pleasant tingles followed the path of his gaze. 
 
    “Thanks. You too.” More casual than usual, he wore gray pleated and cuffed trousers and a black dress shirt open at the neck. His hair hung loose in layers that kissed his jaw-line and dropped just past his shoulders. “Let me get my purse,” she murmured and disappeared inside. 
 
    A moment later, she appeared on the front porch beside him, and they walked to his roadster. “I can’t put this car away for the season yet. I’m not ready for winter’s long, lonely days.” 
 
    “I understand. I had lots of hard days last winter.” She slid onto the bench seat. 
 
    Once they were out of town and Rowe didn’t need to shift, he inched his hand over to take hold of hers. “How was work? Did you see Adara or did anything odd happening?” 
 
    “No. Nothing. The typical boring day at work.” 
 
    “You’re a manager, aren’t you?” He shot her a grin. “That doesn’t sound boring.” He asked her more about her job, which she gladly answered. 
 
    His exotic work with magic intrigued Jancie, and she inquired about his council work. In order to learn details of his parents’ projects while on the council, Rowe had contacted a couple members and done some research. 
 
    “I also visited Mom today.” Excited, she squeezed his hand. 
 
    “At the cemetery?” He gave her a quizzical look. 
 
    “No. I went home at lunch and talked to her at our garden. I know she can feel me there, and it just feels closer in a happy way. She and I can move on together there. At her grave, I only feel hollow and empty.” She turned more towards him. “I told Mom that you and I were going to spend time together tonight. The cool thing is that when I came home two yellow mums were newly open.” 
 
    He glanced and her and smiled. “A sign.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. I’m sure it is. Or I hope anyway. One flower for each of us.” 
 
    “What does your dad think of us being together?” 
 
    She gazed across the horizon in front of them. “I haven’t told him. He never wants me to be around witches. Really paranoid something bad will happen to me and very controlling. I’m old enough to decide what’s best for me.” 
 
    “It’s too bad he feels that way.” Lines formed across Rowe’s brow. “I don’t know of anyone really hurt by coven folk. Maybe a prank or two if some teens poke into where we don’t want them. Has he always been this way?” 
 
    “Yes. But more as I got older, high school and after.” Jancie fidgeted with the hem of her blouse, not wanting to talk more about her father. 
 
    “I’ll be careful what I say if I happen to run into him then.” 
 
    She nodded but added nothing, hoping the topic would die. 
 
    Silence settled in the car. Jancie regretted having to reveal her dad’s disapproval so soon, fearing it might turn this wonderful man away. Budding relationships were fragile, and she hoped to hold onto this one. Compared to Harley, Rowe was mature, intelligent, responsible, and deeply caring. It was hard to believe he was only three years older than Harley. But at least dating Harley helped her discover what she didn’t want. And Rowe was nothing like Harley. 
 
    “Jancie, are you afraid of being around witches?” Rowe’s voice held a deeper tone. 
 
    “No. Not with you.” She squirmed in her seat. “I don’t know if I can answer for every witch. But Cerise seemed very nice. My great aunt Starla isn’t afraid of witches. She’s the one who encouraged me to find you, to help me connect with Mom.” 
 
    “Really?” He tilted his head and glanced at Jancie. “How did she learn about the legend? It’s not talked about much, even in the coven.” 
 
    “She read about it in an old diary written by my great grandmother. She wanted her deceased husband to see their new baby, and she asked the moonstone witch to tell the tale.” 
 
    Rowe’s eyes widened. 
 
    “It opened for her, and she saw her husband.” 
 
    “Really?” Rowe pulled onto his driveway and faced Jancie with a wide smile. “Then what I said about inheritance is right. You do have a connection to the moonstone through your family. I’ll have to share this with Vika.” 
 
    “I wonder if this information will help her answer how faeries ended up in Mom’s garden.” 
 
    “Oh, I expect so.” He leapt out of the car and led Jancie inside. 
 
    After saying hello to what seemed like a hundred animated relations welcoming her, Jancie slipped into the parlor to see the sunset shine through the ornate leaded glass windows. Angled sunshine streamed through a clearing in the trees in front of the house onto the thick glass. Amber, pink, and purple light swirled across the walls like a giant kaleidoscope. 
 
    Rowe came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. “My mother loved these windows. She’d sit in here after dinner with her tea.” 
 
    “Look at the shapes the light makes. Some look like animals.” Jancie pointed above where the wingchair occupied by Tilly’s spirit sat. “There’s a horse. And a hawk.” 
 
    “And you have my mother’s eye.” He leaned over her shoulder, his cheek next to hers. “She found those animals too, as well as many other Coon Hollow critters.” 
 
    Jancie sniffed the air. “I smell jasmine.” 
 
    “You do?” Rowe stood taller and inhaled deeply. “I don’t smell it. Only your sweet perfume, like honeysuckle. Jasmine was my mother’s favorite scent. You seem very in tune to my mother. It’s no wonder I like you so much.” 
 
    Jancie lifted her face higher. “It’s gone now. Do you think that’s a sign her spirit is trying to return?” 
 
    “I was thinking that exact thing. I sure hope so.” He released her and stepped to a side table where he opened a large wooden box about twenty inches square and half as high. Inlay decorated the lid that he unlatched from the lower portion. 
 
    Jancie drew nearer. The bottom half of the box housed a record player. She’d seen similar vintage devices in antique stores. 
 
    Rowe turned a hand crank on the side several times and placed the needle arm on the outside edge of the vinyl record as wide as a Frisbee. As music peppered with static began to play, he turned to her and extended a hand. “Would you like to dance?” 
 
    “Umm.” She took his hand but hesitated. “I don’t know how to dance to this.” 
 
    “A slow, easy foxtrot.” He placed his other hand at the back of her waist. “Follow me and move your feet from side to side.” 
 
    She glanced down hoping not to step on his toes. But with one look into his eyes, she gave up worrying about her feet since her whole body seemed to glide on air. 
 
    A male crooner’s voice sang, “How much do I love you?” 
 
    With Rowe’s hand firm at her back, he swept her with him in a smooth circle. 
 
    “How deep is the ocean? How high is the sun? That’s how much I love you, now and forever.” The fluid voice and orchestra music swirled around them. 
 
    “Some of these old tunes are the best for dancing close,” Rowe pulled her to him and whispered in her ear. 
 
    “Mmm. Very romantic.” She leaned in and extended her forearm higher onto his shoulder. 
 
    He danced them around the parlor’s perimeter, in and out of the twirling sunset reflections. 
 
    Feeling like a fairytale princess, Jancie relaxed into his arms and hoped the music would never end. 
 
    After a few more times circling the grand room, the music faded, and their feet shuffled in smaller steps. Their bodies barely moving, Rowe held her closer. 
 
    Pressed tight against his chest, Jancie felt delirious. Her head rested on his shoulder. No pleasant feeling she could remember compared to this. 
 
    The phonograph needle proclaimed the end of the record with a loud cyclic hiss of static. Their cheeks brushed, and Rowe’s mouth covered hers in a deep, passionate kiss. Heat rushed into Jancie’s head, and her whole body floated. 
 
    They clung together. Jancie imagined if she let go, the amazing dream would end. Life had never been about happiness like this. When she paused to take a breath, he tasted her lips with soft kisses. She held tighter to his shoulders with both arms. If she could be just a little closer, maybe the dream wouldn’t end. 
 
    In response, Rowe ravaged her mouth with a probing kiss until he gasped for air, his cheek pressed against hers. “You’re the one the moonstone meant for me. I feel so alive with you.” 
 
    “I’ve never felt this happy.” She beamed a smile over his shoulder. The sunset had given way to hazy purple shades of dusk. Stillness fell over the room, making Jancie feel like she and Rowe were the only two people for miles. Eyes closed, she inhaled the woodsy scent of his cologne and ran her fingers along the firm edges of his shoulder muscles. 
 
    Moving her hand around the back of his neck, a jolt of pain shot through her chest. “Something’s wrong.” She stepped back and clamped her hand to the moonstone that flashed wildly. Her hand jerked free. “It’s burning me.” 
 
    “What==” Rowe filled his hand with blue light and reached for the locket. 
 
    Not waiting, Jancie tried to lift if off by the chain, but the locket clung to her chest. 
 
    His magic encased the reactive stone, but he also failed to remove it. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Jancie leaned against the massive wing chair, which reached out and cupped her waist. “It’s not burning me now with your magic around it.” She ran a hand across her forehead to wipe away sweat forming along her brow. “I’m so hot, and my hands are clammy.” 
 
    Rowe took her arm and led her to a loveseat. “This isn’t supposed to happen. You should be able to take it off now. Once both people have their grief eased through the moonstone, the gem goes dormant. It’s then removed and stored for the next coven member who faces a loss.” 
 
    A knock sounded at the front door, and he gestured for Jancie to remain where she was in a dark corner of the room. He lifted the arm of the record player and hurried to the door after a second and louder rap. 
 
    From where she sat, Jancie heard a woman’s voice, shrill and patronizing. “Too busy to open the door tonight?” 
 
    “Working on ideas I have for the council.” Rowe gave an immediate and calm response. “I’ve decided to accept your offer of a position. Thank you.” 
 
    Jancie scooted to the loveseat’s other end to be better hidden in the corner in case the leader stepped farther into the house. 
 
    “Oh, how wonderful,” Adara cooed. “I’m so glad you reconsidered. It will be my pleasure to have your company at my beck and call.” 
 
    A reflection of red shined at Jancie from one of the parlor’s angled French doors. She swallowed hard and hoped the corner shadows kept the woman from seeing her in turn. 
 
    “And what, may I ask, made you change your mind?” The red glow enlarged, and Jancie held her breath. 
 
    “I was impressed by how well you orchestrated the carnival.” Rowe’s voice grew louder. “I have new admiration for your talents and wanted to work with you.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the leader replied with an assertive tone. “I do agree that we will work fabulously together.” 
 
    “Then I’ll look forward to the meeting tomorrow evening.” Rowe’s speech was matter-of-fact and clipped. 
 
    “Yes.” Adara trailed her affirmative response as if she wasn’t ready to leave. “I sense a change in the energy of your house. I’m not a great animator like you. Have the spirits of your parents returned?” 
 
    “Not yet.” Rowe hesitated. “But I expect them any day.” 
 
    The red reflection filled the entire door. Jancie trembled and held her mother’s ring out in front of her like a shield. 
 
    “Still something is decidedly different and adversarial.” 
 
    “You must be sensing Maeira, the barn owl familiar.” Rowe spoke loud and fast. “I’ve been nursing her the past few days after an injury.” 
 
    “You’re always the tender heart, Rowe. See that you extend some of that care to your leader.” Adara laughed. “Oh, and the clean-up crew found this bracelet in your carnival tent. Perhaps you know who the owner is and can return it?” 
 
    Jancie clamped a hand over her mouth. Oh no! She has Rachelle’s bracelet. Can she use it to work evil? 
 
    “Umm. No,” Rowe stammered. “But I’ll be glad to keep it in case the owner tries to find me to retrieve it.” 
 
    “That’s why we have a lost and found at the main gate,” Adara said with a silky smooth voice. “It’s open once a week. She can find it there. I’ll look forward to seeing you in council tomorrow night.” 
 
    Footsteps clicked on the hardwood. “See you then,” Rowe replied. The door closed, and the house fell quiet. 
 
    Rowe entered the parlor with a solemn face. 
 
    Jancie let out a loud sigh. “She’s gone?” 
 
    He nodded and sank down beside her. “She wanted me to know she has your friend Rachelle’s bracelet. And I’m sure she has no intention of placing it in the lost and found.” 
 
    “Can she use it to hurt Rachelle?” Jancie clutched his thigh. 
 
    He rubbed a hand over hers. “Yes, she can.” 
 
    “Will you be okay in that council with her?” She searched his eyes. 
 
    “Yes.” He moved his hand away and forced a grin. “I can take care of myself. I’m more worried about you and Rachelle. I need to get you out of here. You’re safer at home.” 
 
    “Did Adara know I was here?” 
 
    “Something was here that she didn’t like, but how much she knew I couldn’t tell.” Rowe clenched a fist. “She makes an art of deception.” 
 
    Jancie held up her mother’s ring. “I saw Adara’s red reflection in the glass door coming closer. I used this as a shield.” 
 
    “Vika does good work.” Rowe took hold of her ringed hand. “That might have confused her sensing abilities.” 
 
    “Let’s hope.” She rubbed his finger with her thumb. 
 
    “I wonder why she’s so interested in when my parents’ spirits will return. I’ll ask my friend Logan who works with the elderly or Keir who’s a seer. They both know more about the spirit world.” 
 
    Jancie glanced down at the moonstone. Rowe’s blue magic had reduced to a slight halo, and she touched a fingertip to the gem. “It’s cool again and white.” She tried to lift the chain, but it clung to her neck. 
 
    He ran a finger over its surface. “Hmm. You still can’t take the moonstone off. It connected you to your mother, and you’ve eased my grief. The enchantment should release you now. I’ll ask Vika about it. That hot flaring event. It’s almost like—” 
 
    “Adara triggered it.” Jancie finished his sentence. “How is she connected to the moonstone?” 
 
    A shiver shot through Rowe. “There’s too much happening I don’t understand. And it’s not good.” He stood and offered her a hand. “Let’s get you home. Do you feel okay?” 
 
    “Yes, fine.” She stood, trying to catch his gaze to learn more about his thoughts. 
 
    Rowe backed the black sedan out of the garage and put the sportier roadster away. “No one will be looking for me in this car tonight.” 
 
    They drove in silence. Jancie touched the moonstone wondering what it still wanted from her and why Adara was able to trigger it. 
 
    In Jancie’s driveway, Rowe sat rigid, hands clamped on the wheel, and faced Jancie. His jaw clenched, he wore a determined expression, but sadness spilled from his eyes. “Jancie, I’ve involved you in too much danger. Your bargain with me through the moonstone is fulfilled.” 
 
    Jancie’s lower lip quivered anticipating what he was about to say. “It doesn’t need to be.” 
 
    He didn’t move a muscle. “I cannot in good conscience continue to put you at risk for my selfish pleasure to have you in my life. Adara is too dangerous for you to face.” 
 
    “No. There’ll be a way.” She couldn’t believe her dream was shifting into a nightmare this fast. It didn’t seem real. 
 
    “I promised to keep you safe, and I will honor that with my life. Call me at any time you are in danger. Don’t worry. I’ll work to get the moonstone off of you. I’ll get Vika’s help.” He took a deep breath. “Part of my pledge means I can’t have any connection romantically to you in the future.” 
 
    “No. Please. No,” she begged. A painful twist formed in her stomach. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” A tear leaked from his eye. “It has to be this way.” 
 
    Her eyes brimming with moisture, Jancie fumbled to find the door handle and stumble into her house. At the front window, she clutched the knot in her stomach and watched his headlights back out and fade away. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen: Devil’s Shoestring 
 
      
 
      
 
    Adara coiled her pointed red fingernails around the Packard’s steering wheel and drove away from Rowe’s house smiling to herself. Once in a while things do go my way, and I have Rowe right where I want him. 
 
    She drove home watching the waxing moon peek above trees, always a confidante eager to learn about her recent successes. With that crow of hers nowhere in sight, her old friend would have to do. 
 
    She exhaled a slow breath, savoring the fact that Rowe would now spend time with her serving on the council. A clear victory. 
 
    Also, she’d given that simple girl Jancie, who by some accident managed to open the moonstone locket, the scare of her life through an enchantment on her ex-boyfriend. Adara smirked. He was delicious to look at but dumber than her mother’s familiar, a deranged buzzard who now excreted his foul waste on the back porch steps. It’d been almost too easy to pull off the charm that kept watch on Jancie. Adara wished she could’ve seen the looks on Jancie and her friends’ faces with that crazed were-creature after them. 
 
    Too bad the fun ended with the ex taken in by a sheriff’s deputy. Adara learned about the incident from Sheriff Todd himself during their daily carnival security updates. 
 
    The drunken charges left her to assume someone from the coven had transformed her spell on the young man. She twisted her lips to one side considering who would have done it. Rowe seemed likely, along with his friends. She turned a corner and slapped the wheel. “Logan.” He would’ve helped Rowe get the girls out of the carnival. The thought of that man prickled her skin as if she’d had a run-in with a patch of thistles. An angry pit-bull, always eager to challenge her. His parents had been poor farmers with the barest of skills, little more than hedge witches, without magic enough for their departed spirits to inhabit cemetery statues. He couldn’t lay claim to any standing in the coven. Licking her lips, she relished finding a way to retaliate against Rowe and Logan. 
 
    She might find a way using the bracelet belonging to Jancie or her friends. While Adara had chased through the carnival keeping an eye on the bespelled boyfriend, a stream of orange copper particles swept past her. Rowe’s energy surrounding the transmission piqued her curiosity. After a huge expenditure of her own energy, she wrestled it back to its material form, the bangle now on her wrist. 
 
    Well worth the price, considering how the mere sight of the bracelet in her possession caused  Rowe’s face to blanch like an Indian pipe wildflower in sunless forest depths. That alone gave it value, but Adara felt sure she’d find even more use for the treasure. 
 
    When she opened her car door outside of her garage, a sharp coldness slunk up her spine and wormed its way into her head. An uncomfortable niggling sensation that something important wasn’t under her control. What was it? She wracked her brain. She was so distracted that the stiletto heel of her pump slid off of a paver on her way to the back porch. “Damn.” She found her balance, but the unsettling chill persisted. 
 
    An idea hit her as she turned the key in the lock. Rowe hadn’t given off familiar energy from the moonstone he wore. She shoved the old, stuck door with her shoulder. Does he really think he can fool me with a fake? 
 
    She tossed her clutch and keys on a kitchen counter. Stymied, she grabbed a bottle of claret from the fridge, poured a glass, and took both to a chaise in the parlor.  Under the soft glow of a prized Tiffany lamp, she gulped the first glass and settled into the cushions to let the alcohol permeate her mind. For clarity from the confusing question about Rowe or for relief from the persistent icy sensation at the back of her head, she didn’t care. 
 
    The fuzzy warmth of the wine made her smile with confidence. Whatever Rowe was hiding made for a fun game. He wanted to be with her on the council; that much seemed certain. Perhaps a cat and mouse relationship turned him on, and he must think he held a few cards unturned. If he wanted to play, she could do that. She licked her lips. “With pleasure.” Her words purred from her curled lips, and she poured a second glass. She settled back savoring the idea that she and Rowe were even better suited than she’d thought. 
 
    A waft of pungent geranium assaulted Adara’s nose. She flinched, sloshing wine onto her red dress. “Damn!” She sniffed the air and shivered, knowing full well what she was up against. Her mother’s favorite scent. Adara took a long gulp of wine pretending to ignore the growing cloud around her. 
 
    She jumped up and out of the haze, moving across the room to the scroll-top writing desk and flicked on a lamp. From the locked chamber, she withdrew the family grimoire and thumbed through its pages. Not finding the needed spell, she started from the beginning again. Another time through with no luck, a thin line of perspiration formed along her upper lip. Keep it together. Don’t let her get to you. Her fingers trembled. She coughed in the murk of geranium. Her eyes wept. 
 
    On the desk, a fountain pen rose above a tablet of paper. Words scrawled in front of Adara. “You’re still a foolish, drunken girl. Under your nose, Rowe is falling for the one who channeled the moonstone. He is protecting his new love. Fight for what is truly yours. If you can.” 
 
    Adara shoved the pen and pad off the desk and grabbed up the grimoire. Waving the heavy, black book, she screamed, “I have this now, even though you didn’t want me to have it. Didn’t think I deserved it.” She lifted her father’s onyx pendant from her chest. “And I have Daddy’s focus amulet. I don’t need your advice. Or your precious Sight that your darling daughter Fia inherited. And I don’t need your approval. Leave me alone.” 
 
    Adara panted. Her heart thumped, but she sat stiff and straight. 
 
    The air slowly cleared of the stench. 
 
     Adara replaced the magic book inside the desk, making sure to reset the locking spell. Chin in the air, she collected her glass and wine bottle. Checking her posture, she took small, ladylike steps up the stairs. 
 
    Portraits along the walls of the stairwell and upper hall emitted noxious odors of trillium flower, camphor, and stink bell. Denunciations from deceased Tabards. One oversized painting of an elderly matron in a wide blue gown let out such a prodigious puff of skunk cabbage, the frame scratched across the wall and hung crooked. 
 
    Once in her bedroom, Adara downed the contents of the glass and collapsed on the bed, hoping her mother couldn’t see her there. Adara rolled onto her stomach and sobbed into the pillow. A loop of blame and inferiority ripped through her thoughts. 
 
    When no more tears would come, she turned over and clenched a fist around her father’s onyx pendant. Her eyes burned away residual moisture. “He will be mine or no one’s.” What her mother wrote was true, Adara couldn’t deny. The bouquet of love she’d smelled in Rowe’s house wasn’t meant for her. She’d avoided the truth. No more. He hid a new love but there was something else other than that fragrance. Rowe’s goal for serving on the council likely was to continue his parents’ dangerous coven reforms. Changes that would undermine traditional powers as well as her family’s leadership. When his parents’ spirits returned, he’d be even more influential. 
 
    Adara shuddered. It was well known his mother had relations near the Ohio River. Her spirit could be eavesdropping on Adara’s sister Fia who lived nearby. An icy stab shot through the base of Adara’s skull and made her wince. Fia’s Sight could be Adara’s undoing. 
 
    Adara vowed to learn everything there was to know about Jancie. But now, she needed sleep. Another glass of wine helped diminish her pain. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Awake at dawn, Adara threw away the stained red dress she’d slept in and changed into a fuzzy gray bathrobe. She stumbled to the kitchen, the only safe zone in the house where she could be totally free from her prying relations. She peered out at the drizzly morning that matched how her body felt. Her head ached from the wine, but at least it had dulled the chill, stabbing sensation. Staring at the perking coffee pot on the stove, she pondered what Jancie’s last name might be. Rowe hadn’t supplied a surname when he introduced them. 
 
    Through remnants of Adara’s spell, a connection to the girl’s ex might remain. After what she’d already done to him, the young man would most likely panic if she got near him. She could dampen his hysteria, but since he didn’t have much mental power to work with, numbing him probably would create a useless zombie. She sighed, poured a cup, and sat on a barstool at her tiled counter. 
 
    She considered consulting Sibeal. That might turn up some useful information, but also meant spilling more of her cards than she wanted to right now. The seer was a good friend. Perhaps useful as a second choice. Intuition told Adara to work through more possibilities. 
 
    Her gaze wandered to the fog rising in the woods at the edge of the lawn. It mirrored the rich steam wafting up from her coffee cup and soothed her senses. Her body coming back to life, she rubbed her hands along her upper arms and noticed the curious bracelet prize she’d claimed. That might contain what I need to know. 
 
    From what she knew about releasing energies in metals, she’d need to heat the copper with herbs that unlocked its secrets. She set about researching it and brought the grimoire back to the counter along with her four-inch thick herbal tome. 
 
    The grimoire indicated that copper collected energy. A plus as far as Adara was concerned. Governed by the goddesses of Venus, the metal should be particularly receptive to feminine energies. Another plus. She ran her finger down the page and read that copper aligned with the water element. Okay, I’ll use a water bath. 
 
    Always most comfortable relying on herbal magic, she wanted to use her strongest gifts to coax as much information as possible from the bracelet. At least one of each alignment: feminine, Venus planetary, and water elemental. She consulted the ponderous tome to decide upon the correct alignments. Pleased her stores held the correct supplies, she got to work. 
 
    With her bathrobe sleeves rolled up, Adara hoisted a cauldron onto her stock-pot-size stove burner and filled it with water and a pinch of sage to promote transfer of wisdom. As soon as the first bubble broke, she added a handful of dried foxglove blossoms, a feminine herb which tinged the water pink. This she followed with a crushed stalk of goldenrod for Venus, which she pulled down from the rafters of her back entry, hoping its fall harvest would be dry enough. The pungent, bitter scent of powdered birch bark made her grimace. A dash of bark strengthened the water element. Fizzy spray erupted, and she slipped the bracelet into the brew. 
 
    Without waiting, Adara added a tablespoon each of dried Devil’s Shoestring and Club Moss to encourage transfer of power. 
 
    Once bubbles formed, Adara reduced the heat to still the surface, held her breath, and waited. Two minutes passed. Nothing. Another minute without results. With no patience left, she leaned down eye level with the cauldron and took a deep breath that tickled her throat. She muffled a cough and blew across the surface. In the path of her breath, letters formed spelling the names Jancie and Ann. “I need surnames!” she shouted and blew at varied angles which revealed Rachelle Ann Dorset. “Damn!” She blew more until dizzy from hyperventilating. Head spinning, she gripped the edge of the counter and read: Willow Fernsworth; Lizbeth Johnson; Jancie Sadler. 
 
    “Sadler! Holy crap!” Adara wiped steam from her forehead. “Can that be the same family?” Dumbstruck, she stood motionless staring at the letters as they faded. 
 
    The bracelet scraped across the bottom of the cauldron and startled Adara. “Wait, don’t sink yet. I need to know where to find her. Where does she work?” She leaned over the water and blew again. She groaned. Reflex made her hand reach to the stove’s knob and increase the flame, even though reason told her the stored energy had already fully released. If she’d acted right away, there may have been a chance. Not now. 
 
    She leaned against her porcelain sink and stared through the window, hoping to find guidance from the rain pattering on the panes. The answer of the girl’s last name gave her new questions. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Under cover of heavy mist, Adara slipped onto the whitewashed front porch of Sibeal’s red brick Victorian. Before she rapped the brass knocker, the shutters banged as if in anticipation. Such was the clairvoyant nature of generations of seers whose spirits took residence in the house itself. Her mid-heeled Mary Jane’s didn’t offer enough height, so Adara bounced on her toes to peer through the door’s frosted sidelight pane for any hint of movement. 
 
    A loud squawk sounded behind her, and she jumped back from the window. 
 
    Her crow Dearg waddled along the porch rail in her direction. “There’s my sweet patootie.” 
 
    Adara glared at her good-for-nothing familiar. “Where were you last night? I could’ve used your help last night when Grizela decided to pay me a visit.” 
 
    The bird let out a series of squawks. “Can’t handle your own mama yet? Well, rather than taking the fall for her harsh judgment, this bird caught some good buzz at the cemetery.” 
 
    Adara tilted her head toward the crow. “It better be good.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” He hopped closer. “The word at the circle is that someone wants you to kiss off and will turn the south wind on you.” 
 
    She laughed. “No one’s strong enough to remove me from power. That’s all you came up with?” 
 
    Before the door opened more than a crack, Sibeal’s smiling voice called, “Adara, I expected you.” Dressed in an everyday black bias skirt stretched tight over her protruding stomach, a matching peter-pan-collared blouse left untucked colluded to hide the seer’s higher midriff rolls. A grin curled across her narrow ferret face, and she stepped aside for Adara to enter. “Apprehension and anxiety are drippin’ from your pores, my dear. Let’s hope I can help you.” 
 
    Adara straightened and shot an authoritative nod to her crow. Shaking off her friend’s desperate description of herself, she peeled out of her wet trench coat as if her problems clung to it. “You’re slipping. Just raindrops falling off of me.” She hung the coat on a hook and managed to lift the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “For your sake, you best hope I’m a better seer than that.” Sibeal chuckled, and a strand of peppered hair floated from bun to collar. She settled at her mahogany dining table and reached for a tea pot shaped like a toad. “Tea?” 
 
    Adara lifted a palm. “No thank you. I’ve had more than my share of coffee this morning.” 
 
    Sibeal’s beady eyes met hers. “Working on a new potion, eh?” 
 
    Adara shrugged and folded her arms across her chest. Not enjoying her friend’s intrusive stare, she changed the topic. “I don’t remember that pot. I’m not going to have to turn you in for possession of inappropriate new house wares am I?” 
 
    “Good goddess, no. Things like this are scarce as hen’s teeth.” The seer poured a dainty cup from the toad’s mouth, added three sugar cubes, gave it a stir, and took a loud slurp. “I dragged this one out from the basement in a box left by my grandma. Pretty keen, huh?” 
 
    Adara lifted a single brow. “Interesting.” 
 
    “I can tell somethin’s not settin’ right with you. Try to keep your shirt on.” She turned the teapot’s handle toward Adara. “By the looks of you, this is what I need to try. Go ahead. Pour yourself a cup. Drink it down and hand me the empty cup.” 
 
    After a whole pot of coffee, the first sip of tea disagreed with Adara. With lips pinched, she managed to finish. “There.” She held out the delicate china cup. 
 
    The seer examined the white porcelain inside, turning it in several directions. Her narrow eyes squinted to pinpricks while she hummed and hawed. “Looks like your big effort to get Rowe is coming out the wrong end of the horn.” 
 
    Adara looked down at her hands and shook her head. “I’ve got that issue in hand, thank you. What I need is for you to discover where to find a young woman from Bentbone named Jancie.” She pursed her lips and glared at the seer. “And I’m not wasting time drinking another cup.” 
 
    Sibeal chuckled. “If you and I hadn’t been friends since way back in grade school, I’d surely think you were mean enough to steal acorns from a blind hog. The man’s in love with Jancie. Leave them be. I know you’re heart still aches, but he isn’t the one.” 
 
    Adara blinked back moisture seeping into her eyes. “Doesn’t that cup tell you her last name?” 
 
    Her friend took a closer look. “No. It doesn’t.” 
 
    “It’s Sadler,” Adara declared, her voice flat, but her stomach churned with emotion. 
 
    Sibeal’s jaw went slack, and she put down the cup. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Adara nodded and picked at her nails. “The words formed in my cauldron when I released energy from her friend’s bracelet.” 
 
    “Oh, sweet goddess. Let it not be the same Sadler.” Sibeal stepped to a tulip lamp on the buffet and stuck her long, thin nose close to the cup. After a moment, she closed her eyes and took a deep inhale. A moment later, she looked to her friend. “I’m so sorry, hon. It is the same Sadler. Their only child. She works at the Federal Bank.” 
 
    Adara balled her hands into fists and gritted her teeth, but still a tear slipped from the corner of one eye. “She will pay. Whether or not I get Rowe, she will pay.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen: The Terrazzo Floor 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next afternoon, outside the ascetic limestone front of the Federal Bank, Adara rechecked both her suit jacket’s peplum and her posture. With head high, she glided through the glass doors. From under the jaunty tilt of her wide-brimmed hat, she worked to exude elegance, superiority, and power. Both her carriage and the trail of magic she emanated defined those qualities. The jealous fire within her escaped only through the heat of her exhalations, flaring her nostrils wider than she would have liked. Curbing that last detail, a slow grin spread across her lips as she approached the manager’s door displaying Jancie Sadler’s nameplate. Adara stood outside the closed door and studied the girl through the office window. 
 
    Jancie poured over a stack of papers on her desk. Her simple surplice dress in plain forest green gave the perfect accent to her ginger hair. A single barrette held the glowing strands from her creamy complexion. Adara bit her lip and considered how that simpleton attained such effortless grace and beauty. She corrected that display of weakness only to have her nostrils spread with fiery breath. She took a slow, deep inhale and knocked on the door. 
 
    The manager looked up, and her eyes widened. She moved around the desk and opened the door. “Come in, Ms. Tabard.” Jancie motioned Adara to a cheap vinyl upholstered chair. Once she moved past, the girl hesitated at the door and finally closed it. The corners of Adara’s lips curled a bit at the thought of Jancie being frightened to be alone with her. “How may I help you?” Jancie asked as she worked into her seat behind the desk in the cramped office. 
 
    Adara placed a manicured hand on the edge of the desk, the marcasite eyes of her snake ring glinting with her intentions. “You may help me by removing yourself from my life.” 
 
    Jancie blinked. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Adara gave a dry laugh. “That would save me the bother.” 
 
    The girl touched a silver band on her right ring finger but said nothing. A curious gesture. 
 
    A hard lump formed in Adara’s throat which she swallowed with minimal discomfort. 
 
    Jancie met her gaze. “What am I doing to cause you trouble?” 
 
    Adara pursed her lips, not prepared for that naïve question. She hissed her response. “It should be obvious you’ve had a hand in breaking my heart.” 
 
    The girl pulled the moonstone locket from under the neckline of her dress and displayed it with her neat but unpainted, short nails. “Rowe and I are only connected through this gem’s magic. We are helping each other through grief from losing a loved one.” Her lowered eyes showed she hid something, but what? Why did she possess the locket? And Rowe wear a fake one? 
 
    “I have heard otherwise, and my sources do not lie.” 
 
    Jancie bristled and looked at her. “I am not a liar.” 
 
    “And I say that you are.” 
 
    The moonstone flashed a vivid blue that reflected on the desk’s polished glass top. Adara flinched but covered the aberrant reaction with a subtle move to adjust her hat. 
 
    Jancie let the locket fall and took hold of the ring again. Did the moonstone surprise Jancie too? Adara studied the girl, looking for answers but found none. 
 
    “Rowe and I are not romantically involved.” Jancie’s voice was resolute, although her fingers trembled across the ring. “If I cannot help you with a banking matter, you should leave.” 
 
    Adara leaned over the desk and shook her head. “Not yet.” A web of shadowy magic wound round her fingertips. 
 
    Jancie pushed back from the desk. “I’ve done nothing to hurt you. Leave me alone.” She held the ring out in front of her as if she could possibly defend herself from a powerful witch. 
 
    Adara smirked. “Rowe isn’t the only man I’m referring to,” Adara spat and hurled black magic at the girl’s hands, enough to severely burn all exposed skin. 
 
    The threads enveloped Jancie except for her ring which cast a silver glow. Adara’s darkness dissipated leaving the girl almost unharmed. Only her cheeks suffered with what looked like a sunburn. What just happened? Her flesh should be singed. The knot reformed in Adara’s throat, and she coughed until water leaked from her eyes. 
 
    “I’ll get some water.” Jancie raced out of the office, probably looking for a reason to escape. At least Adara managed to scare the girl, even if the effects of her magic went array. 
 
    Adara clamored to her feet. Her plan backfired, and she wasn’t about to diminish her stature by accepting aid from her foe. Outside the office, her stiletto heels clicked across the wide terrazzo floor. 
 
    “Adara, here!” Jancie darted toward her carrying a paper cup. “Here’s some water.” Adara couldn’t believe the girl actually followed through. Was she that brave to face a strong witch, or too naïve to realize the danger, or a sickeningly compassionate do-gooder? Whatever the reason, Adara didn’t have use for her or her offer. 
 
    Bent to conceal her coughing predicament, she covered her mouth with one hand. The elbow of the other arm pinned her clutch pocketbook to her waist, while the forearm flapped, waving Jancie away. Caught in this unsteady posture, her only recourse was to skitter as fast as possible to the door. 
 
    Jancie rushed after her and pushed the heavy door open. While somewhat glad for the favor, Adara would rather have dealt with the obstacle herself than be made a helpless spectacle. 
 
    Twisting to gain distance from the despised girl as Adara passed through the door, she bumped into a person in front of her. Strong hands grasped her shoulders, and her head spun to see who else witnessed her vulnerability. 
 
    “Adara.” The smile of the familiar voice warmed her like the finest liquor and eased her coughing. 
 
    She tilted her neck back to see out from under her hat’s wide brim. “Dwayne,” she rasped, still clutching her throat to guard against more spasms. 
 
    His hands held steady, supporting her, and he glanced behind her at Jancie. “What’s happening here, young lady?” His voice turned harsh and pointed, as if from a man Adara didn’t know. “I told you to not get involved with witches.” 
 
    Adara backed off from Dwayne and regained her composure. “Is your darling daughter too good for your ex-girlfriend?” She eyed him, wanting to reach inside his brain, burn through the membranes, and learn the truth. The temptation tortured her. Adara reached a hand to her father’s onyx focus amulet. Her heart ached to know more, to understand what had happened years ago. A moment, frozen in time that she still replayed over and over from memory, when her life had ended. But she couldn’t treat him like the others. He was better than that. She dropped her hand. He was better than her. Self-doubt crept into her thoughts. “She’s the reason you left me, isn’t she?” 
 
    Adara slunk past him, while he held up a hand to contradict. Shadowy vengeance, a familiar emotion, twisted and gyrated in her mind. Her lips curled. Her breath on fire, she yanked off her hat and strode with fresh confidence to her sedan, its chrome gleaming in the sharp afternoon sun. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen: Pizza Night 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jancie leaned against the open bank door, letting its weight keep her balance while her thoughts collided. “Dad, you dated her?” The words leaving her mouth tasted bitter and sounded worse. 
 
    His gaze swept back and forth, avoiding her eyes. He hesitated, looking down and rubbing his brow with agitated fingers before speaking in a stern and gravelly tone. “I’ll explain later. Come by tonight. I need to have a talk with you.” 
 
    “Did you?” she probed, unable to move past that one looming, life-size question. 
 
    He took a step closer, his voice hushed. “Jancie, this isn’t the place.” 
 
    “Answer me. Did you date her?” 
 
    “Yes, but…” His words trailed off as he reached for her arm. 
 
    Jancie jerked away, unable to process what hit her ears. She turned and made her way through the tellers gathered inside the door. 
 
    “Jancie,” Dad bellowed after her. “I’ll be expecting you at the house tonight.” 
 
    She dove into her office, shut and locked the door. Her breath shallow, she strummed her fingertips on the desk. She dialed Rowe’s number, desperate for him to answer. 
 
    “Jancie, hello.” His voice rose. “Has something happened? Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” She pushed any residual awkward feelings aside about their break-up and told him the whole story about Adara’s visit to the bank. She took a gulp of air. 
 
    “Did she hurt you? What did her magic do to you?” 
 
    “No, I think I’m all right. My cheeks feel hot like I got too much sun.” She touched a hand to the scorched skin. “That’s all.” 
 
    “Thank goodness. You’re lucky, and Vika did a good job on that ring of your mother’s. It protected you better than I expected. Thank goodness. I’m betting Adara intended a lot worse.” His words spilled out so fast, Jancie envisioned him pacing. 
 
    She stroked a thumb against the palm side of her ring. “Yeah, Adara didn’t seem to expect me to have any defenses. I was just as surprised as she was. She started choking and ran out. After talking to my dad she seemed even angrier. I’m frightened she’ll find a way to hurt me or possibly him. What should I do?” 
 
    He gave a long sigh. “This keeps getting more and more complex. How do Adara and your dad know each other?” 
 
    “I guess they dated before he married Mom. This is the first I’ve heard of it.” She blew out a slow breath between her teeth. “It must’ve happened before I was born. Adara asked him if I was the reason he broke up with her. I’ll see what my great aunt knows. She’s my mom’s aunt.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll arrange for Vika to come over to your place to help with more ways to protect you. Maybe tomorrow to give her some time to prepare? Can you take off work? We need to understand what’s going on.” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll make arrangements. I’ll try to see Aunt Starla tonight. How did your council meeting go last night?” 
 
    “No problems. Adara treated me like I didn’t exist. That was fine with me.” He gave a short laugh, but Jancie could feel his tension. “I’ll ask around to a few council members and friends I trust to see if I can piece this together.” 
 
    Silence hung on the phone connection. Dreading the awkward ending of their conversation, Jancie hoped that signal had been lost. 
 
    A moment later, he said, “Well, I’m glad you called me. I do want to help.” 
 
    Jancie shut her eyes and scrunched her face to hold back tears. “I miss you.” Two days had passed since they’d talked. It seemed like forever. 
 
    “I need to keep you safe.” Rowe stumbled over the words. “I’ll head over to Vika’s right away. I’ll call you when I know more. Call me if you have any problems.” 
 
    “Thanks. I will,” Jancie muttered, disappointed with his response. 
 
    After their goodbyes, she called Aunt Starla and Rachelle to set up a girls’ pizza night. Whatever Dad wanted to lecture her about could wait until he cooled down. She thought Adara would go after her, not him. Jancie couldn’t believe Dad had hidden his connection with a witch while expecting her to stay away from them. “Do as I say, not as I do,” she mouthed to her office wall. She definitely had questions for Dad, but first, she had her own problems to solve, and hopefully some of his too. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Not bothering to go home to change clothes, Jancie called in the pizza order, then drove straight to the print shop and picked up Rachelle. 
 
    “What’s up?” Her friend settled into the passenger seat wearing burgundy capris and a purple tunic with her usual dozen bracelets. “Why is your face red? Did you go to a tanning salon during lunch?” 
 
    “I wish.” Jancie turned the car in the direction of the eldercare apartments. “It’s a long story, and I’ll wait until we’re with Aunt Starla, but I had a run-in with Adara today.” 
 
    “Really?” Rachelle faced her. “During lunch?” 
 
    Jancie shook her head. “Nope. She came into the bank about an hour ago.” 
 
    “No! Are you all right? Did you call Rowe?” 
 
    “Yes and yes. I’m just shook up. Rowe is getting Vika’s help now. He’ll bring her to my house tomorrow.” 
 
    “That’s good. And you’ll get to see Rowe again that way.” She made a thumbs up sign. “Be sure to wear some sexy perfume and tight pants.” 
 
    Jancie rolled her eyes. “I don’t think that’s gonna help. I told him on the phone I missed him. He just ignored me and went on about keeping me safe.” 
 
    Rachelle blew a pink gum bubble that popped onto her nose, then laughed. “What on earth did you expect him to say? That is more important. You were just attacked by the evil coven leader. If he wasn’t more interested in keeping you safe, I’d kick his cute butt.” 
 
    “Thanks for making me feel like the most super-sensitive, foolish girl on the planet.” Jancie turned onto the street of Starla’s apartment complex. 
 
    Rachelle patted Jancie’s shoulder and grinned. “No. Just a woman in love, that’s all.” 
 
    Jancie returned her grin and parked in a visitor spot. 
 
    Aunt Starla opened a window and hollered, “Hello, girls. Come on in.” 
 
    Once they entered the inner hallway of the complex, Jancie smiled when she saw Starla’s head poked around the half-open door. Jancie slipped off her dress shoes and jogged down the long hall. 
 
    “Lord sakes, don’t tackle a poor old lady.” Her aunt gave a belly laugh as she folded Jancie into her fleshy bosom. With an open arm, she pulled Rachelle into the hug too. Starla’s familiar scent of rosewater and liniment made Jancie’s clenched shoulder muscles soften. “Come in and sit a spell.” She waved an arm toward the couch. 
 
    Jancie didn’t have to be asked twice. She sank into the soft cushions and pulled the granny square afghan around her shoulders. “I’m glad you were home tonight, Aunt Starla.” 
 
    “Where in tarnation did you think I’d be if you needed me?” Starla lowered her wide hips backward into an easy chair. Her long legs shot out so fast that she lost a pink bunny slipper. 
 
    “I never know your schedule of bingo and bridge and crochet nights,” Jancie replied. 
 
    Rachelle headed for the kitchen. “May I get a pop, Aunt Starla?” 
 
    “You sure can, hon.” The eighty-five year-old lady turned her head to follow the young woman. “Grab me one, too, please. Jancie? Want one?” 
 
    “Yes, please. Diet, if there is any.” Jancie snuggled into the soft throw, sensing the love her great aunt had put into her handiwork. “I called in the pizza about twenty minutes ago. Thursday nights are slow, so they should be here soon.” 
 
    Rachelle handed pops to each and took a seat at the other end of the couch. She kicked off her high top sneakers and tucked her feet under her as she took a sip. 
 
    “So what’s this all about?” Starla faced Jancie. “You’ve got me worried.” 
 
    Jancie took a deep breath and started the story from the beginning. “Well, I took your advice, or Maggie’s advice, and found the moonstone teller.” She explained all that had happened at the carnival. Her eyes gleamed to tell about the moonstone. “Aunt Starla, it worked! It really worked. I got to see Mom and talk with her.” 
 
    “Lord! Lord!” Starla clapped her hands together. “That brings joy to my old heart.” 
 
    “And Mom can feel my presence when I work in her garden. It’s like we’re connected there. I can feel her, too.” Jancie leaned forward. “Did you know there are faeries in Mom’s garden?” 
 
    Starla slapped her hand against the chair’s armrest. “I can’t say that surprises me none. Your mother Faye was a fine person. But she never seemed to fit in when her mother, my cousin Betty, moved them to Bentbone.” The old woman tapped a finger to her chin. “She must’ve been about thirteen then, an awkward age for any girl with all the female changes. A pretty thing, but painfully shy. Which seemed right odd ‘cause as a child she laughed and played games outside, chasing through the woods past dusk till her mama grew hoarse from calling her home.” 
 
    “Were you close with Mom when she was little?” Jancie asked. 
 
    Starla nodded. “My folks and me would take trips in the summers down south near the Ohio river where they lived. I remember one fourth of July there when I met a few handsome fellas at the park festival. Both Betty and my ma made me take little Faye, no more than four-years-old, with me to see fireworks with the local young adults.” Starla shook her head. “Betty said Faye would keep me safe. Well, I didn’t get in any trouble with a little one hanging round, that’s for sure.” Grinning, she stared across the room. 
 
    “Why did Gran Betty move here with Mom?” Jancie leaned forward. 
 
    “Betty’s pa, Louis, died after a long illness. I’m not sure what with, but when I met him he was plumb out of his head. After Louis passed, his wife Maggie died a few months later, like her heart broke and her body followed. Betty’s direct relations were here, her sister Dorothy who’d moved back years before, as well as my family.” Starla tilted her head. “I took Ma and Betty to New Wish at least twenty or so years ago for a visit. That’s the last I’ve been there.” 
 
    The doorbell rang, and Rachelle jumped up. “I’ll get it.” 
 
    Jancie dug in her purse, and handed her friend a twenty-dollar bill as she passed. 
 
    After the pizza boy left, Starla motioned them to the kitchen table and asked, “Why is all this talk about people long gone important?” 
 
    “What does all this have to do with the coven leader attacking you today?” Rachelle blurted. 
 
    Starla choked on her pop and reached for a napkin to dry her eyes. “Jancie, you’ve got some explaining to do.” 
 
    Jancie recounted the afternoon’s events while the others filled their plates and munched. “I’m trying to understand why Adara thinks I was the reason Dad broke up with her. There’s got to be some clues from the past.” 
 
    “Oh hon, all I know is that when your dad started dating Faye, he was real serious, almost pushy. Me and Betty weren’t too sure of him ‘cause he came on so strong. But then your ma got pregnant with you and…” She lifted her hands, palms up, and dropped them to the table. “We couldn’t say much after that.” 
 
    Jancie laced her fingers together. “I don’t know how to connect what you’ve told me and what was written in Maggie’s diary to what Adara meant today. Hopefully, Vika will know how to find the missing links when I see her tomorrow.” 
 
    “What did you find in the diary?” Rachelle picked the pepperoni off her pizza and ate them first. One of her many strange habits that Jancie had come to love. 
 
    “Not much. That Maggie got pregnant with Gran Betty while she was here by a man named Louis. Maggie was really happy about that but also sad because she had to leave Bentbone. The reason didn’t make sense to me, something about it being for the sake of her children. The entries ended there.” Jancie looked at Starla. “Do you know why Maggie and Louis had to leave town?” 
 
    Her great aunt nodded. “Louis was a witch from the coven here, while Maggie wasn’t. I always figured that intermarriage back then was forbidden. That wasn’t long after the coven originated, and rules might’ve been stricter.” 
 
    Rachelle set her pizza down and stared wide-eyed at Jancie. “Whoa. Jancie, you have witch blood.” 
 
    “My great grandfather was a witch,” Jancie said the words aloud hoping they would sink in. Instead, questions raced through her mind, and her fingers trembled as she picked at a pepperoni on the pizza. “How did they meet?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure. Back then, townies and witches never mixed like today.” Starla pulled a slice to her plate. “You know, I’ll reckon he might have been the moonstone storyteller.” She reached across the table and took Jancie’s hand. “Let’s hope that Vika can teach you more about the moonstone you’re wearing. More than Maggie knew.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Jancie watched through her front window as Rowe’s black Studebaker pulled into the driveway. The round headlights cut through light mist settling with the sunrise. The soft, yellow glow reminded her of lanterns on autumn Girl Scout camping trips to Turkey Run and Brown County State Parks. Ten years ago felt like another life. So much had happened since then. Decisions made and paths followed without choices or experience to know what she wanted for herself. 
 
    Rowe stepped out of the car and dashed to the passenger side to help Vika. 
 
    Jancie swallowed hard. Even if Rowe didn’t turn out to be ‘the one,’ she was grateful for knowing him. She admired his responsibility and ability to care for others, and his sense of purpose. She wanted people like him in her life, and wanted those qualities for herself. Finding her own purpose might take a little more work. 
 
    Jancie headed outside and called, “Hi!” 
 
    Vika looked her way and opened her arms wide. “It’s so good to see you.” 
 
    Her grin melted Jancie’s heart, and she hurried to accept the hug. 
 
    The old witch pulled her close. “I’m glad you took today off so we have time to sort through things.” 
 
    “I never mind having a long weekend.” Jancie forced a nervous laugh. 
 
    Vika’s Maine Coon cat rubbed among their legs, purring. 
 
    Busby hovered overhead, as if he wanted to join them. 
 
    Jancie pulled away and flashed the owl a smile, then asked Vika, “Can I help carry supplies inside?” 
 
    Vika pointed to the backseat, and Jancie moved around to where Rowe unloaded the car. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, too,” Jancie said to him, trying to sound pleasant and not desperate to get back with him. She picked up two totes. 
 
    He leaned close to get a large basket, and his woodsy cologne sent tingles along Jancie’s skin. “You look nice,” he said, then stood and peered at her for an awkward moment without saying anything. “Umm. I mean it looks like you’re not stressing over Adara’s attack. I’m glad. I was worried.” 
 
    Jancie grinned at his roundabout way of covering the compliment that slipped out. Rachelle’s advice to look sexy worked. Black leggings, a close-fitting ivory tunic, and a splash of jasmine perfume did the trick. 
 
    “Are we going inside, or just standing around gawking the whole time?” Vika laughed and tottered to the front door. “Some of us have work to be done.” 
 
    Heat flushed Jancie’s already burned cheeks. Beneath lowered lashes, she glanced at Rowe, then headed after the old witch. 
 
    “Coming, Vika,” he called ahead. 
 
    Vika scanned the house. “Ah, yes. I need to give a listen to this wall.” Over her shoulder, she said to Rowe, “If you’d told me Jancie’s last name was Sadler earlier, I would’ve done this the first time I was here. Might’ve saved Jancie a bit of that surprise she had at work yesterday.” She clucked her tongue and stepped onto the porch. Arms spread wide and fingers splayed, she clung to the blocks like a giant spider. “This limestone has secrets to tell, if I can hear them.” With her ear pressed against a wide, flat stone, she closed her eyes. 
 
    Siddie dusted her fluffy tail along the porch wall. 
 
    Jancie and Rowe stood behind in silence for at least a minute. 
 
    The old woman’s straw-like white hair stood straight out as if charged with static. Her flared black skirt and white apron billowed like sails. 
 
    The cat let out a wild yowl like a tomcat on the prowl, and her eyes glowed vivid green. 
 
    Jancie glanced at Rowe, but he only shrugged. 
 
    “Shoo!” Vika stepped back and dropped her arms to her sides. Her hair and skirt went limp as well. “This house can sure talk. Like it wants a friend.” 
 
    Jancie and Rowe gathered around her. “What did you learn?” he asked. 
 
    “Good ole Salem limestone from the local Bedford quarry in around the late 1930s. This house was built in post-war boom time. Fewer families than I expected have come and gone from this home.” She rubbed her temples and lifted onto her toes. “But so much detail, it’s hard to sort through. Jancie’s grandmother bought it from the original owners. The stones say she looked at only one house, this one, and decided to buy on the spot. It’s stayed in Jancie’s family ever since.” 
 
    Siddie whipped her tail against her mistress’s leg. 
 
    Vika bent low and talked in what sounded like gibberish with the cat, then said, “Good girl. Thank you for reminding me.” The witch stood and continued. “An odd fact is that this stone came from the very vein that was first used to make at least a hundred coven houses and shops. Some built entirely of it or just the front face and chimneys of log homes. When I was a girl, that vein caved in and was sealed off, too dangerous to quarry. Hasn’t been used since, ‘cause workers say it was hexed by us witches.” 
 
    “That is so cool you can hear all that from the walls of the house.” Jancie touched a hand to Vika’s shoulder and flinched from a slight shock. 
 
    “This stone’s a talker. It has a kick, if you can understand the language.” The old witch laughed. “Jancie, you seem to get a kick from the signal. I’ll have to see if I can teach you how to do this someday.” 
 
    “I remember Mom telling me that story about how Gran bought this house. I wonder if that ties in with the garden having faeries?” Jancie asked. 
 
    “Could very well be.” Vika stepped toward the door. “Let’s get on that now.” 
 
    Inside, they spread out books and supplies across the kitchen table, and Vika settled onto a chair. “Siddie, my dearest, take a seat here beside me. But no table walking. Jancie might not like that in her home.” 
 
    The cat eyed Jancie, unblinking. 
 
    “Can I get you all something to drink?” She hoped to tempt Rowe to stay, rather than just drop Vika off and leave. Jancie faced him where he leaned against a counter. “I have tea, hot or cold, pop, juice.” 
 
    The old lady’s eyes crinkled at the corners with her wide grin. “Hot tea with lemon would be ever so nice, Jancie. Thank you.” 
 
    Jancie set water on to boil and assembled a bowl of various teabags on the table. 
 
    “I think it’s best if I leave.” Rowe pushed his hands into his trouser pockets. The soft wool of his slacks draped over the hard muscles of his thighs. “Vika is the expert.” 
 
    Jancie nodded. He looked so good, she wanted to push further but didn’t want to seem overbearing. It was obvious the decision was difficult for him. That he still had feelings for her would have to be enough for now. 
 
    “Call me when you’ve finished, and I’ll pick her up.” He made his way to the door. 
 
    She trailed after him and stood on the porch until he drove away. Only then, could she get herself to go back inside and shut the door. 
 
    Vika patted the arm of the empty chair on her other side. “Come have a seat, dear. Rowe’s sweet on you. Don’t you worry. He told me about his decision to not date you. He’s been a bundle of nerves since.” 
 
    Jancie poured the hot water, transferred the mugs to the table, and slid onto the chair. “I guess I’m glad for that. Adara said my involvement with Rowe didn’t mean much to her, or at least that’s what she said. I doubt that a lot. But me being my father’s daughter was definitely a real issue for her. So now she has two big reasons to hate me.” 
 
    “Let’s get one thing straight.” Vika ripped open a bag of Earl Grey. “Adara doesn’t hate you. She doesn’t even know you. It’s just how she is. She’s ‘fraid of people. Thinks no one will like her. What she’s after with you and everyone she meets is power. Plain and simple.” 
 
    Jancie blew across the top of her tea. “I don’t understand being like that.” 
 
    Vika patted Jancie’s hand. “That’s because you get friends by helping people. They like you because you care about them. Adara started out a better person, but she’s had problems.” 
 
    “That’s hard to believe.” Jancie’s brows rose. 
 
    “It’s true. As a teen, her heart was open, and she often did kind acts for other folk. Too bad her mother Grizela, the high priestess, didn’t recognize Adara’s efforts.” Vika took a loud slurp from her mug. “When Adara met your dad, she fell hard. Grizela didn’t approve of her dating a townie. That made the gap between mother and daughter widen into a chasm. In her will, Grizela promised the family grimoire to her oldest daughter Evelyn, then to the middle girl Fia, and lastly to Adara, the young one. But after the two older daughters died, Grizela went so far as to hide the grimoire from Adara.” 
 
    “So why does Adara think I caused Dad to break up with her? Wasn’t I born after they separated?” Jancie asked. 
 
    “I know some of that answer, and maybe you know the rest.” 
 
    Siddie gave a scolding meow. 
 
    “And your information will help us too, my dearest.” Vika rubbed her cat’s pointed ears. “About twenty-four years ago, when Adara was eighteen, she and Dwayne had a summer romance. One evening, they were out drinking and joy-riding in his hot rod. He swerved into an old model T driven by Adara’s brother Clement. Her sister Evelyn was in the passenger seat. Both were killed.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh.” Jancie clasped her hands together. 
 
    “Adara and Dwayne were cut up bad. Had a few broken bones. That’s how she got that wicked scar across her cheekbone.” Vika sighed. “Word was that she never saw Dwayne again. Perhaps he feared comeuppance from Grizela Tabard. Most would, since she was so cruel. Or maybe he was afraid of the law, being charged with manslaughter. The sheriff back then didn’t take kindly to townies who mingled with witches. Either way, right soon we heard he was getting married to your mother Faye, and that she turned out pregnant with you.” 
 
    “So by having to marry Mom, Dad couldn’t go back with Adara? That’s just life, the way the cards fall.” Jancie set down her mug. “Why is she still harboring a grudge? And at me?” 
 
    “I’m with you. There’s got to be another side to this coin. What do you know?” Vika squeezed a second lemon slice into her tea and filled her beaked nose with the steam. 
 
    Jancie stood. “I need to get something.” She dashed to her bedroom and returned with Maggie’s diary. “This is a diary written by my great grandmother on Mom’s side. My great aunt Starla gave me this to let me know about the moonstone locket, so I could say goodbye to Mom. In addition to that, there are some odd entries.” She locked onto Vika’s eyes. “Do you know of a Louis Forsbey, a coven member from the mid-thirties?” 
 
    The witch nodded. “Sure do. Quite a mysterious tale around him. He left the coven in the middle of winter with a townie woman. Seemed he had to leave to be with her. It was all kept hush-hush, but then I was only eight or nine then and wasn’t told much about love.” 
 
    Jancie rubbed a hand over the leather cover. “The woman he left with and married was my great grandma Maggie.” 
 
    Vika’s eyes popped out. “Sakes alive! Then you have witch blood in you from our coven.” Jancie stared back. What had seemed almost unreal while talking with Aunt Starla, now sunk in. 
 
    “Maggie got pregnant with my gran Betty while here in Bentbone. Maggie was really happy about that but also sad because she had to leave Bentbone. The reason didn’t make sense, why her children were in jeopardy.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Vika passed a finger around the rim of her mug. “Intermarriages were frowned upon for sure, but nobody would’ve harmed those children. I grew up knowing kids from mixed marriages. What does the diary say on that?” 
 
    Jancie opened near the end of the book and read, “The love of my life is now a true part of me. The news makes me happier than I ever believed possible, and also in the darkest despair. It seems unfair the past should be allowed to shape the future. Bloodlines dictate too much. Although I cannot risk telling anyone, Louis and I now share two bonds that no one can cast asunder no matter what be known.” She looked up. “The pregnancy is one bond, but what is the other?” 
 
    Vika shook her head. 
 
    Siddie jumped onto the table, pranced out of her mistress’s reach, and grazed Jancie. 
 
    “Dear one, please be a good girl.” Vika’s grasping hand met air. “We’re guests here. I know we don’t get out much, but manners are good to have.” 
 
    The cat’s long tail whipped across Jancie’s chest. 
 
    After a sneeze from fur in her nose, she took hold of the moonstone locket. “This! Was Louis the moonstone teller?” 
 
    “I was too young then.” The witch leaned close and reached toward the diary. “May I see that entry?” 
 
    Jancie passed the book. 
 
    “Come closer. Watch over my shoulder.” Vika plucked a silver leaf of wormwood from the vase on the table and crushed it between thumb and forefinger, then touched the entry. 
 
    Jancie held her breath as she leaned in. Green words and sentences appeared between lines and in margins: Bittersweet. My pregnancy is our joy, but our moonstone bond is our curse. Sweet sorrow.               
 
    “Are those Maggie’s thoughts?” Jancie wished she could do that magic. She’d be up all night rereading every page. 
 
    “Yes. What she was afraid to write.” Vika glanced over her shoulder. “That answers your question. He was the moonstone storyteller. You are walking in your great grandmother’s footsteps.” 
 
    Jancie shivered. “I’m not sure that turned out so well. Aunt Starla said once the family moved, he went mad with some illness. Maggie nursed him, then died just after he passed.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t answer why Adara is out for your skin.” Vika passed the diary back. “Anything else in here that struck you odd?” 
 
    Jancie turned to the last few pages and read Maggie’s entry, “Wonderful news! I am bursting to tell someone, although I mustn’t for fear of defiant interception. Through a cousin who strictly holds my confidence, I have just learned I have distant relations in New Wish on the Kentucky border around Evansville way. They are willing and happy to take in my little family. The three of us, and our blessing, will leave soon.” 
 
    “There’s the answer.” Vika clapped her hands together, while Jancie stared at her, bewildered. 
 
    “New Wish is another coven, much smaller than ours, kept very secret, and using very different magic. Maggie must have had New Wish witch blood. And so do you. That is why Adara’s magic wouldn’t work as she intended. And why the moonstone won’t come off because you have more to do to serve the gemstone. There’s more to the moonstone bond we need to find out about. I felt New Wish magic in your mother’s ring when I first held it but wasn’t totally sure. Faye Sadler was a strong witch. And so are you. Adara had no chance against the two of you to get back with Dwayne.” 
 
    “I’m a witch?” Jancie murmured, the words shaking off her tongue. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen: The North Wind 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sitting at her kitchen table, Jancie twisted her mother’s ring around her finger. New concerns worried her. Did all of this about witch blood in her family have to do with why Dad didn’t want her around witches? But Mom had been a witch. Did he know that and love her anyway? Maybe her being a witch brought about their divorce. Jancie faced Vika and asked, ““If I’m a witch, am I able to stop Adara? How do I use my powers?” 
 
    “Excellent question.” The old lady stroked a hand along her Maine Coon’s arched back. “Any ideas, Siddie dearest?” 
 
    “Open her heritage to her,” the familiar purred while she rubbed against her mistress’s hand. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Vika faced Jancie. “That might help you utilize subconscious knowledge about New Wish magic, which would work well against Adara.” She leaned closer. “I’d like a look at that moonstone. I’m curious whether New Wish witchcraft is in it. Since you can’t take it off, it’s guided by some spell other than the original enchantment.” 
 
    Jancie lifted the locket toward the old witch. 
 
    Vika pushed her wire-framed eyeglasses up her hooked nose. “Moonstone is a receiver. It’s love-drawing in nature.” 
 
    “Is that why it works to lessen grief?” 
 
    “Right you are.” She twisted her wrinkled lips to one side. “Hmm. But there’s another purpose related to love going on here. All I can tell is that it’s to do with romantic love and not over a loved one. It’s got New Wish hallmarks.” 
 
    “What tells you that?” Jancie asked. 
 
    “There’s a mysterious softness about their craft. Kind of disguised. Maybe not to a New Wish witch, but it is to me.” Vika waved her bent fingers in the air. “The milky haze of the moonstone swirls across its face. The luster on your mother’s silver ring does the same thing. And their magic just plain feels different. I don’t know how to describe. Like the vibrations ebb and flow with that twisty pattern.” 
 
    Jancie held the ring before her face. “I can’t see that. What I feel is strong and reassuring. When I touch it, it reminds me of my mother.” 
 
    “As it well should, dear.” Vika replaced the locket gently at Jancie’s chest and patted her shoulder. “To figure out exactly what this locket intends for you and how Rowe might be involved, we’re going to need a New Wish witch.” 
 
    Jancie’s eyes widened. “How? Can I just go to New Wish and ask for help? 
 
    The old witch nodded. “Wearing this locket, someone will want to talk to you. But before that, just to be able to step into the coven…” She tapped her index finger against her chin. 
 
    Jancie sat straighter. “My aunt Starla has been to the town many times. She’s not a witch, but she knows folks there.” 
 
    “That might—” Vika’s words were interrupted by Siddie’s thick tail whacking her face. 
 
    “Mistress, remember Cerise,” the cat said and curved her tail around her side. 
 
    “Why, yes. Thank you, sweet one.” 
 
    “I know Cerise,” Jancie said. 
 
    “You do?” Vika’s gaze fixed on her. 
 
    “I met her in town and then at the carnival we talked. She said I seem familiar to her, like she’s met me before.” 
 
    “Interesting.” Vika placed a hand on Jancie’s forearm. “We might be onto something. Cerise has cousins that are witches at New Wish, in-laws, not by blood. She goes there often enough to know some about their magic.” 
 
    “Do you think she’ll take me there?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t doubt. She’s a nice woman, always glad to help out. And she already knows you. Maybe your aunt can go along.” 
 
    Jancie nodded. “I’d like that.” 
 
    “Before you go, we need to unlock your deep memories. Hopefully, we can stir up some basic knowledge of New Wish witchcraft from your mother, either things she taught you or abilities you inherited. Since her spirit is strong in her garden, I’ll help you form a plant ally.” 
 
    Jancie pushed back from the table. “I’m ready.” 
 
    Vika’s smile grew, and her cheeks pushed up wrinkles that nearly swallowed her eyes. She rummaged in one of her baskets at the far end of the table and pulled out a pint amber bottle. “You’re going to be a right good witch, no matter what magic you use. Let’s head out to the garden.” 
 
    Outside, Vika motioned Jancie to sit beside the herb garden. 
 
    Siddie curled into the folds of her mistress’s full skirt. 
 
    Vika waved across the garden and faced Jancie. “Is there a particular plant here that’s your favorite or one you seem to check whenever you come here?” 
 
    Jancie surveyed the bed. “The peppermint. It’s always sending runners to take over new areas which I find interesting. Also, Mom used it in so many ways in our home, which makes it special.” 
 
    The old witch nodded. “Good. It sounds like that plant would be very willing to become your magical ally. It may even help you remember some of your mother’s New Wish practices. I’ll lead you through the ritual. New Wish magic is based on elements of nature. We’ll test how you react to different wind energies from the four compass directions. If we read nothing, then we’ll try other element connections. Remember, you are safe here with your mother’s spirit watching over you. That will help you keep your mind clear and focused.” 
 
    Jancie tugged at the knees of her leggings and to be more comfortable. 
 
    “Ground yourself and come into your senses. Sit with the peppermint plant for a while. Use your senses to observe it. All of your senses—to look, listen, smell, touch, and even taste a leaf.” Vika un-stoppered the amber bottle and held it out to Jancie. “Sprinkle a few drops of these waters of the world at the plant’s base as an offering.” 
 
    The dirt around the plant seemed to soak up the dribble of water like parched desert soil, even though it had recently rained. 
 
    “Now sit still, breathe deep, and close your eyes.” After a moment, Vika’s warm voice continued. “Picture the mint in your mind’s eye, and ask permission to enter it and make alliance with it.” 
 
    Jancie envisioned the peppermint and murmured, “May I enter your roots, stems, and leaves to make alliance with you?” 
 
    A waft of the plant’s crisp scent answered her request, and she grinned. 
 
    “If you sense the answer is yes,” Vika’s voice lifted with a smile Jancie easily imagined, “then imagine the mint growing larger and larger. When it’s larger than you are, imagine a magic door opens to you. Step inside the plant.” 
 
    Jancie felt like she swam in a fragrant bath of minted water. 
 
    “Take a deep breath. Turn to the east inside your plant and notice what you see, hear, feel, touch, and taste.” 
 
    “The air is fresh and clean and makes me feel strong and renewed,” Jancie observed, eyes still closed. 
 
    “Now take another breath. Turn to the south inside your plant. Observe what you sense.” Vika’s voice was calm and supportive. 
 
    Jancie touched a hand to her cheek. “My face feels warm and alive, like when sunshine kisses your skin.” A gentle current of warm air passed over her arms and shoulders, and she recognized her mother’s spirit. Jancie swayed into the energy. Wispy remembrances of carefree summer days playing with the south wind appeared, how she used to alter its path with moments of her fingers. The vision from her childhood disappeared, but how she altered the wind’s course remained. It was her power and had always been. 
 
    “Again, take another deep breath before you turn to the west inside your plant. Observe all there is to know.” 
 
    Reluctant to move away from the touch of her mother’s spirit, Jancie took her time turning. A light mist cooled the previous warmth. Her eyes dampened with more than the collecting dew. Words would not come to describe the growing feeling of loss. Yet traces of her mother’s warmth clung to her shoulders, and Jancie held onto that. 
 
    “Now take another breath.” Vika’s spoke slow and clear. “Turn to the north and experience from your position inside the mint what you sense.” 
 
    Jancie shivered. “I feel empty.” Her voice broke, and her teeth chattered. “Icy cold. My stomach is knotting with anger, jealousy, and envy.” Tormented, she trembled from head to toe, unable to feel her mother’s warmth at all. A scream rose from the base of her throat. 
 
    “Stay with the feeling. Keep your eyes closed,” Vika said. 
 
    Jancie hunched, the darkness threatening to consume her. Her mother’s ring was the only detectible warmth. She clutched her opposite hand over it, and in one motion threw her chest and shoulders back. As her neck and head lifted, her mouth opened. A scream spewed from so deep, it felt like she’d retched her lungs. The moment her outpouring ended, her mother’s blanket wrapped her entire torso in a secure hug. Jancie sank back, exhausted. 
 
    Vika stirred beside her. “Now take one more deep breath and turn to the center inside your plant. Notice what is there. Explore the world inside your plant.” 
 
    Jancie wanted to open her eyes and break from the trance, but Vika’s calming suggestion helped to push her forward. A minty smell again tickled Jancie’s nose, and she took a deep, revitalizing inhale. She sensed both the peppermint and her mother supporting her. The world inside the plant glowed green behind her eyelids. 
 
    “Ask the plant to make itself known and to speak to you,” Vika directed. 
 
    Jancie flashed a happy smile. “It already has.” 
 
    “Ask if it has information for you. Take the time you need to listen and learn.” 
 
    Peppermint, what can you teach me? A moment later, a tiny female voice answered inside Jancie’s mind. 
 
    “You’re a strong south wind witch like your mother, but do not fear using powers of other winds for more strength. Keep my leaves with you always. This is my and your mother’s wish alike. Then, both of us can help you, like we did today.” 
 
    How do I contact you? Jancie asked. 
 
    “Touch the leaves or think of me, and I’ll be with you,” the small voice replied. 
 
    Jancie nodded. “I’ve heard its lesson,” she said to Vika. 
 
    “Ask if there is an offering you can make or some way you can give back to the plant spirit,” Vika continued. 
 
    How can I repay you? Jancie asked the mint. 
 
    The voice giggled, like the tinkle of sleigh bells. Jancie imagined a faery. “Keep me healthy and strong like you already have,” the mint faery said. 
 
    I will. Thank you so much. And thank my mother too, if you can. 
 
    “She heard and smiles with me.” 
 
    Jancie squirmed, too excited to sit still, a huge smile crossing her face. 
 
    Vika let out a laugh. “Let’s get finished. Turn to the center and say goodbye and thanks. Turn to the north and say goodbye and thanks. Turn to the west and do the same. And to the south. And east. Remembering your anchor, say goodbye to the mint plant, and find your way out through the magic door. Close it behind you. See and feel the plant becoming smaller and smaller, until it is back to its normal size.” Vika sucked in a deep breath. “Open your eyes. Breathe. Stretch. Say your name out loud, clap your hands three times, and thank all you’ve invoked.” 
 
    “Jancie Sadler, my name is Jancie Sadler, witch of the south wind.” After three claps, Jancie stood and spun in circles, arms out, laughing. 
 
    “Well, well.” Vika worked to stand and opened her arms to Jancie. “What did you learn?” 
 
    Jancie recounted the lesson, including feelings which had been too intense to describe earlier. “Was that a faery talking to me?” 
 
    Vika shook her head with a grin. “Land sakes, talking with a plant’s faery. My plant allies only send me images. You tasted the winds and how they affect your base power. And you know how to call upon your allies, the mint fae and your mother’s spirit.” The old witch patted Jancie’s shoulder. “You did good.” 
 
    Jancie kissed the old lady’s fuzzy cheek. “Thank you, Vika. You knew just how to help me. Can I fix you some lunch?” She bent and picked a sprig of mint and placed it in her jeans pocket. 
 
    “That sounds lovely, my dear.” The old witch glanced at her cat brushing against her calves encased in support hose. “And something for Siddie, too?” 
 
    “Of course.” Jancie smiled and took Vika by the arm. They made their way into the house with the Maine Coon purring underfoot. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Jancie wiped her wet hands on her leggings and opened to door to greet Rowe. “Come on in. We’re just finishing washing up.” 
 
    “How’d it go?” He looked at her, brows lifted. 
 
    “Great! Can you believe I have both Coon Hollow and New Wish witch lineage? I was blown away to find out. Vika found the moonstone contains New Wish magic. She helped me form a plant ally, and with that we learned what type of New Wish magic I have.” Her hands flew around as she talked and led him to the kitchen. Jancie hoped the amazing details she and Vika had discovered would warm him up to being involved with her again. 
 
    “Wow! That is incredible.” He worked to hide a smile and moved to the sink counter where Vika dried a pan. He hugged his old friend from behind and kissed her white head. “You’re amazing. How did you do that much in just a few hours?” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at him, a twinkle in her eye. “It’s all about picking the right path for the right job. That’s all.” 
 
    “And knowing lots of magic, so you can pick that correct path,” he added. “It smells great in here. You had time for a nice lunch. I’m jealous.” 
 
    “Jancie sure knows how to cook. If you’d stayed around like she asked, you could have had her tasty lunch too,” Vika snapped back. 
 
    Jancie smiled, glad the old lady took up her cause to get Rowe to change his mind, or at least feel guilty about his bad choice. 
 
    “I know.” He shook his head. “So what did you learn?” 
 
    “More than just having witch blood, Jancie’s connected to the south wind. That makes her a witch and a strong one at that. She learned a bit about how to use powers from that wind and also the others.” 
 
    He looked at Jancie who sudsed a pan. “That is difficult. Nothing I can do.” 
 
    “You’re a Coon Hollow animator, and she’s a New Wish witch using wind magic. Apples and oranges. Both good.” Vika accepted the wet pan to dry. “I did learn that the moonstone has a lot of New Wish magic attached to it.” 
 
    “Is that why it won’t come off?” He asked Jancie. 
 
    “Perhaps. I need to visit a New Wish witch to learn more. We’re hoping Cerise will take me into the coven down south. Aunt Starla would be a big help too, since she went there many times when Mom and Gran lived there.” 
 
    Lines formed across Rowe’s forehead. “I hope they welcome you there.” 
 
    Vika hung the dishtowel out to dry. “Jancie, I’ll contact Cerise, and you discuss the idea with your aunt. I’d like to tag along. If they don’t mind, I’m a good bit curious.” 
 
    Rowe sighed. “More reason for me to worry.” 
 
    “Let me add to that load.” Vika gave a dry chuckle. “While the Coon Hollow enchantment on the moonstone is about love to ease loss of a loved one, the New Wish spell is directly related to romantic love. You may still be tied to that gem, even though you’re doing your best to hide your feelings for Jancie.” 
 
    Jancie held her breath and watched Rowe, hoping the confrontation would break his resolve to stay apart from her. 
 
    “And hidden they will remain for everyone’s safety.” He picked up two of Vika’s baskets and took a step toward the kitchen doorway. “Vika, are you ready to leave?” 
 
    “Soon enough.” The old lady packed the empty amber water bottle into a third basket. “While your reasons are just, the moonstone may call your hand.” She turned to Jancie. “Thank you for a wonderful day. Watching you blossom into a fine and good witch is a blessing for me.” She touched both hands to her heart. “It warms me here. Thank you.” 
 
    Jancie stepped close and pulled Vika into an embrace. “Thank you for everything, helping me learn about myself. I’ll be in touch about our trip. I want you to be with me at New Wish.” She pulled away and gave an awkward wave to Rowe. 
 
    A grin lifted the corners of his mouth, then he looked down at the baskets and the grin was gone. 
 
    Jancie hugged her arms over her chest to ward off the emptiness she felt. 
 
    Vika patted her shoulder as she stepped onto the front porch after Rowe. “It’ll all work out. Don’t worry.” 
 
    Jancie watched them leave. Again, a knot formed in her stomach. Every time his black sedan pulled out of her driveway, it felt like she’d never see him again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Outside of her father’s house, dusk had settled. A chill breeze made Jancie shake. The cold slithered inside her jacket collar, sending icy fingers of anger, dread, and blame down her spine. The calling cards of Adara’s north wind. Jancie worked a finger into her jeans pocket to touch the peppermint leaves. At once, her resolve strengthened, and she fought off the darkness. With an open mind, she stepped to the front door, prepared to hear whatever Dad had to say. 
 
    Her step-mother Heather opened the door. “Jancie! Come on in where it’s warmer. Winter’s a comin’. Have a seat.” She motioned to the couch. “Did you eat already? If not, I can whip up something for you.” 
 
    “No, I’m fine. Thanks.” Jancie perched on the edge of a seat cushion. 
 
    “Maybe some coffee or pop?” 
 
    Jancie wondered when the woman would remember that she never drank coffee. “I’ll have a diet.” 
 
    Heather called back from the kitchen. “Dwayne was so happy to get your text about coming over. He had to run out to check on something at the shop. He should be back any minute.” 
 
    Jancie placed a hand over the pocket holding the mint leaves. She needed all the help she could get to remain level-headed. 
 
    “Here you go.” Heather placed the pop on a side table next to Jancie as the front door opened. “Hi, hon. I made a fresh pot of coffee if you’re wanting some.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks.” Dad gave Jancie a cautious glance. Dark circles rimmed his eyes, and his face looked pale. When he peeled off his jacket, she caught a wave of energy she now recognized as Adara’s north wind. Had he been to see the high priestess this evening? Had he rekindled a relationship with her? 
 
    Jancie shivered and pushed those thoughts aside. 
 
    “I’m glad you decided to come after all.” He accepted a steaming mug from his wife and took a seat in the nearby reclining chair. 
 
    Jancie nodded and took a sip of her pop, trying to hold her tongue and wait for him to talk. 
 
    Heather perched half of her wide butt on the arm of his recliner. 
 
    He placed the mug on the table and leaned toward Jancie. “Honey, it’s not what you think. I did date Adara back before I met your mother. Adara and I were out cruising one summer night and, well, we’d had a few too many. I was driving. We hit her brother’s car, and he and Adara’s oldest sister died in that accident.” He ran a hand through his gray hair. “I’d killed two of the high priestess’s kids. I panicked. Either Grizela Tabard or the sheriff was gonna ruin my life.” He looked at Jancie. 
 
    She swallowed, aware he waited on her response. “That was a bad situation.” 
 
    “One of my buddies told me about a girl in our math class who was a different sort of witch. He’d been out with her a few times, but it didn’t work out. He thought she might be able to help me. I was desperate. Grizela had made threats.” 
 
    “Did Grizela do anything to you?” Jancie asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “But the rumors were flying. I thought about dropping out of school and leaving town.” He leaned forward, elbows against his knees. “The girl from math class was your mother. She and I dated on and off, and the threats from Grizela stopped. Faye and I never talked about what had happened or her own witchcraft. We didn’t share that much. But I sure was relieved that knowing her protected me. Before Faye, I thought my life was gonna to end.” He looked down at his clasped hands. Usually clean, his nails were ringed with stains of motor grease. “Seemed like no time and she was pregnant with you. I thanked my lucky stars.” 
 
    “You got Mom pregnant to keep Grizela from hurting you?” The words slipped out of Jancie’s mouth before she could catch them. 
 
    Dad reached a hand out to Jancie, but she folded her arms across her chest. “It wasn’t like that. I loved your mother,” he pleaded. 
 
    Heat flooded Jancie’s face, and she snapped, “Why’d you leave her then?” 
 
    He sat up and hurled words at her. “’Cause she started trying to teach you to be a witch. You were mine. Even though I loved Faye and she was a good witch, I couldn’t stand for that. Not after what I’d been through. And she knew it.” He stared through Jancie, his pupils beady, nostrils flaring. “That’s why I keep you from them witches. You’re my daughter.” 
 
    “I can understand how scared you must’ve been after that accident.” Jancie took a deep breath and stood to leave. “But you don’t own me. If you’re really worried about me having the same problems you did, don’t.” Her voice shook as the words formed in her mind. “I have blood from both our coven here and the one in New Wish. Dad, I’m a witch.” Hot tears welled in her eyes, from anger at his attempt to control her, and from shame that being a witch didn’t please him. 
 
    He jumped up, grabbed her upper arms hard, and shook her. He glared into her face. “You aren’t no witch, you hear.” His face turned beet red and tears rolled down his cheeks. His words slurred. “You aren’t. Not my little girl. They can’t have my little Jancie, too.” 
 
    Jancie felt his pain, searing with a fresh wound. They both hurt. 
 
    It was hard enough for Jancie to find her path as an adult, but as a witch with powers she didn’t understand, it was overwhelming. She needed her dad’s support but wasn’t sure she’d get it after all he’d been through. 
 
    She reached her arms around his waist, and he pulled her close. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty: Before the Full Moon 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I tell you, I’m not seeing Jancie.” Rowe’s voice rose as he repeated the declaration for the third time to Adara. With mounting frustration, a prickling sensation bothered his right fingers. He wanted to retaliate against her for attacking Jancie at the bank yesterday. He thrust the hand deep into his trouser pocket to keep the inevitable telltale blue magic from revealing his anger. 
 
    Adara lifted her single brow left uncovered by the over-dramatic wave of raven hair across her face. “Think carefully. I have no room for deception on my council.” 
 
    He nodded and looked through the open council office door to the entry hall. 
 
    “And what about that fake moonstone you’re wearing?” Her words curled around his face and forced him to turn back to her. “What are you hiding?” 
 
    “Nothing. I don’t want to draw attention to Jancie. A simple courtesy to her for a few weeks until she’s accepted the connection she made with her mother,” he snapped out his prepared answer. “Do we have any other matters to discuss?” Rowe huffed, removed his fedora, and stepped toward the doorway. 
 
    She commanded his gaze for a moment more, then released him. 
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief and strode into the council room. At the previous meeting, he’d been too worried about his reception by other members to look around. Originally built as a school, the floor planks showed a patina that often whispered with children’s laughter. The sturdy oak chairs arranged in two rows looked to be a variety of teachers’ desk chairs. Ornate carving decorated the leader’s chair at the front. Not a part of the school’s furnishings. The walls held black and white photographs of early progress made in the coven. In no hurry to talk to the two members present, he sauntered around the perimeter noticing the predominance of limestone—Salem limestone according to Vika. He took a seat behind an old biddy and straightened his tie and suit coat. 
 
    Gladys spun around, pursed her lips, and peered at him above the rim of her bent, wire-framed eyeglasses which teetered near the end of her pointy nose.  Her gray bun pulled at her hairline. Rowe suspected the tautness strained her brain. “I see you’re still with us for a second meeting,” she said with a sneer. “Grizela Tabard’s spirit must be fighting to get out of her cement likeness. Another McCoy to deal with.” 
 
    Rowe nodded his head with a grin. “I intend to do my best to uphold my family’s tradition.” 
 
    “Hmpf.” She turned around and whispered to the other older lady beside her who looked just as upright in a starched shirtwaist dress. Rowe didn’t count either as an ally. 
 
    When Clarence Douglas and Art Kerry and his son Kyle stepped through the door, Rowe waved them to him. 
 
    The faces of the three men lit up. Between them, they owned one-quarter of the coven’s property and half of its wealth. Progressive men, the older two had been contemporaries of Rowe’s parents. They pushed the limits of adherence to archaic methods, upholding tradition when needed to maintain witchcraft, not livelihood. 
 
    Clarence’s dark eyes gleamed from under a thick shock of gray hair. “Glad to see we didn’t scare you off.” He slapped Rowe’s knee as he took a seat. 
 
    Art folded his tall but still trim frame into the chair on Rowe’s other side, while Kyle stood behind. Art leaned in and said, “Clarence and I are game for what we discussed after the last meeting. Sound ideas about modernizing the workplace, son.” 
 
    Rowe shook hands with them and twisted to extend a hand to Kyle, a tall, strong young man in his early twenties. He was a valuable influence on the council, since most positions were for life, being handed down. Without heirs, coven members could run for the vacant seat. Which was how Kyle gained his early position upon the death of Rowe’s mother. 
 
    When another member passed, Nathan Wells had gained a spot. He was a studious and determined man of about the same age as Kyle. Nathan seemed focused on upholding the truth at all cost. 
 
    Rowe’s council seat, although inherited, required approval of the high priestess. More than a year had passed since the vacancy was left by his father. Rowe regretted his neglect, but grief had taken the forefront during that time. 
 
    Oscar Burnhard, a portly middle-aged man, squeezed through the doorway and lumbered to the opposite end of the room. The floorboards creaked under his heft, crying for mercy. With a groan, he lowered himself onto the widest of the motley chairs. He wiped his jowls with a handkerchief, then nodded to the others. A staunch fundamentalist, he uniformly supported Adara and the Tabards before her. Clarence and Art had joked with some degree of hope that another new member might be coming soon, the way Oscar courted a heart attack. 
 
    The members stood while Adara made her expected grand entrance, sashaying into the meeting room. 
 
    Kyle waved at Nathan, who entered after Adara. The two stood at chairs beside Clarence. 
 
    Art whispered to Rowe, “Kyle tries to get Nathan to swing our votes. Works sometimes.” 
 
    Adara’s midnight satin dress emphasized every wiggle as she stepped onto the raised dais at the front of the room. Once seated, she arranged her dress so the side slit showed a long line of thigh. “Thank you all for coming. Please, be seated.” She nodded to Viola, the woman next to Gladys. “Will you be recording notes?” 
 
    “Yes.” Viola readjusted her seat and opened a notebook. 
 
    “Then, I’ll call this meeting of the Coon Hollow Coven Council to order.” With a monotonous tone, Adara rolled through a list of recent rule violations. Routine discussions among the council followed, and restitutions were established. 
 
    Adara peered up from the page she held. “It seems now that we have a new council member, we’ve also had an influx of appeals to change the approved list. Mr. MacElroy wants permission to upgrade his automatic milking machines. Mrs. Gaddie, who runs the school cafeteria has requested microwave ovens. Mr. Candish would like the use of battery-operated drills for use in his cabinetry shop.” 
 
    Art stood. His height alone was imposing, and he spoke in a firm voice. “I believe wholeheartedly the use of modern conveniences in the workplace, the source of one’s income, should be permitted.” 
 
    Gladys spun her head around as well as Rowe’s owl Busby. “And how exactly do you intend to regulate that? Mrs. Gaddie would likely take one of those new ovens home, and we’d not be the wiser.” 
 
    Nathan dug in a scuffed briefcase and withdrew a bound document. 
 
    “After adjustment to the rule is made known, there needs to be some trust.” Kyle replied. 
 
    “It is stated in our doctrine that coven members are assumed to be good.” Nathan held up the well-thumbed covenant. “Those who fail to follow the rule will face consequences and serve as role models for others to do better.” 
 
    After other council members shared opinions, Adara called for a vote through show of hands. “Those in favor.” She clenched her teeth as Nathan’s hand went up. “Those in opposition.” She uncrossed her legs and planted her feet on the floor. Gripping both armrests of her throne chair, Rowe thought she looked like an angry sphinx. “The amendment has passed with a vote of five in favor and three opposed.” The words hissed from her lips as though unpleasant to her sensitive palate. “Viola, please see to it that this change is made known as well as limitations for use of such modernization outside the workplace.” 
 
    Rowe enjoyed watching her tortured facial expressions, like a caged animal trying to hide its distress. Change threatened her power. He caught her gaze, and she squirmed in her seat. 
 
    Then, without looking away, a change came across her face, a slight curling of the corners of her crimson lips. “Now that we’ve reached the end of the planned business, I have a new matter to bring before council.” She worked to dampen her grin. “There has been a misuse of magic that needs to be dealt with.” 
 
    Rowe’s face grew hot, and he worried about what maliciousness she was up to. 
 
    “One of our own council, Rowe McCoy, has made inappropriate use of witchcraft.” 
 
    The others faced him with varying expressions. His allies appeared annoyed with Adara’s apparent pettiness, while her supporters wore smug grins. 
 
    Adara rose and stood tall on the elevated platform, looking down at them. “Following his wife’s death, Rowe McCoy was made official bearer of the griever’s moonstone. He was appointed to wear the enchanted moonstone until he connected with another soul under the same duress who could command the locket to open. His own burden would then be lightened by the encounter with that person. This much has happened to Rowe McCoy. The enchanted gem should now be dormant and placed in safekeeping here in our vaults until another coven member faces such a loss and becomes the new bearer.” She stepped off the dais and slipped between Gladys and an empty chair to where Rowe sat. 
 
    Nathan pulled a thick volume from his briefcase and flipped through pages. 
 
    Adara waved a hand toward Rowe’s chest. “Yet he still wears the moonstone. Except this is not the moonstone of binding magic. It is a fake. He’s hiding the fact that the original is worn by the woman who was able to open the locket. It must be returned to the coven’s vaults.” 
 
    “Who is this woman in possession of the moonstone?” Oscar asked. 
 
    “Her name is Jancie,” Adara spat. 
 
    Rowe stood. “Jancie Sadler, daughter of Dwayne Sadler.” 
 
    The older members gasped and looked from Rowe to Adara but said nothing. 
 
    Children’s laughter from the old school encircled the room, invading the silence. 
 
    Clarence leaned over to Kyle and Nathan, his whispers audible above the fading giggles. “Dwayne was Adara’s lover who, with her along, accidentally drove into and killed Adara’s brother and oldest sister. The tragedy caused the middle daughter to go mad and created a rift between Grizela and Adara.” 
 
    Adara returned to the platform and scanned each face. “The moonstone must be returned. It belongs to the coven.” 
 
    “Regardless of any personal connection in this, she’s right.” Oscar looked across the room. “The task of the enchantment is complete. The gem belongs here.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Gladys nodded her head like a bobble-head doll. 
 
    “Yes, I agree,” Viola added with a mousy voice. 
 
    Clarence and Art looked at Rowe, who shook his head but remained silent. 
 
    Nathan planted a fingertip in the middle of a page. “Here it lists the griever’s moonstone directives. The magical interaction proceeds just like Adara described. ‘Once the recipient has been in contact with the deceased loved one, the moonstone bearer will, in time, have his or her burden likewise lifted. While that period is variable, the gem shall remain in possession of the witch bearer for the duration. When the witch’s needs are satisfied, the gem will be stored in a coven stronghold until the next griever from our population is identified.” He faced Rowe. 
 
    “Is that all it says?” Rowe asked. “Anything in the amendments?” 
 
    Nathan scanned the page with his finger and turned to the newer section. “Yes, that’s all.” He looked back to Rowe. “Adara is speaking the truth. It must be returned.” 
 
    Sweat trickled down the nape of Rowe’s neck. Jancie was a witch with both New Wish and Coon Hollow blood. The moonstone wouldn’t come off of Jancie’s neck because it had more work for her to do, tasks not listed in the covenant or its amendments. Perhaps not written for a reason. His gut knotted and told him to keep quiet. 
 
    “Let’s put this to a vote.” Adara glided to the edge of the dais. “All in favor of Rowe returning the moonstone, raise your hand.” All council members except Rowe held up hands. “By unanimous vote, Rowe McCoy, you must return the griever’s moonstone to this coven office before the next full moon or be subject to consequences of losing your position on this council and your community job in the schools.” 
 
    Rowe clenched a fist, blue light dripping from his fingertips. 
 
    Adara smirked. “Expect to pay the costs, and Jancie will be brought to this council and forced to give up the gem.” 
 
    Rowe stood. “I am prepared to leave the coven with Jancie to protect her.” 
 
    “Leave if you wish. But know that, in such an event, there will be a greater price to be paid.” Adara’s haughty laugh trailed after him, even through the closed door of the building, as if the bespelled trees carried her cryptic warning into the evening darkness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Rowe dropped into his car frustrated and confused. More than anything, he worried about how best to protect Jancie. Adara’s words of warning rang in his ears. He started the car and drove with no destination, turning down one road then the next while his mind wandered. 
 
    After a few miles, recognition of Keir’s red brick Victorian house broke his delirium. The lights were on, and he turned into the drive. At the door, Rowe struck the knocker and leaned against a porch post, his balance affected by his confusion. 
 
    The door opened, and the seer’s coyote nosed through the crack before his master appeared. “Waapake, calm down. It’s just Rowe.” Keir bent and steadied his familiar while glancing up at Rowe. “I expected you. I heard the trees singing a threatening song. That’s why Waapake is upset. Come in.” Keir stepped aside. 
 
    Rowe made his way past the small parlor where Keir received customers seeking his sage advice. In the large, front parlor, Rowe sank into the soft leather couch. He glanced at the windows hung with dream catchers. “I think you’ll need to close the drapes. We have things to discuss that must remain secret from any wandering familiars or transformed witches.” 
 
    “Waapake, bring bones,” Keir said to his coyote as he pulled the dark green drapes shut. 
 
    He turned away from the last window and met his familiar sitting with the large leather pouch in his mouth. “Thank you.” Keir accepted and rubbed the coyote’s tan ear and sat in a carved ladder-back chair near Rowe.  “You’ve come from the second council meeting. By your energy, I sense it didn’t go as well as the first.” He leaned close, looking Rowe in the eye. 
 
    “Much worse.” Rowe rested his head back and looked up at the ceiling. “There’s no end to Adara’s evil. She’s made it nearly impossible for me to protect Jancie. She worked my council allies against me to demand retrieving the moonstone from Jancie and returning it to safe keeping in the gathering hall’s safe.” 
 
    Keir gave a wry grin and shook his head. “Let me guess. Nathan provided supporting verbiage in the original covenant.” 
 
    “Right you are.” Rowe rubbed his eyes. “Did you use your awe-inspiring talents as a Shawnee wise man or just plain-inherited-Coon-Hollow-seer abilities to see that?” 
 
    His friend chuckled. “Neither. I grew up babysitting Nathan.” 
 
    “Can’t say I count him among my friends after tonight.” Rowe tipped his head forward and met Keir’s gaze. “Adara was all too eager to use his findings. Art and his son Kyle and Clarence couldn’t refute the written rules. I have three days to return the moonstone locket.” 
 
    “By the day of the full moon.” Keir patted his coyote’s raised head. “Why can’t Jancie take it off? You said Vika was with Jancie today. Did they learn something?” 
 
    Rowe nodded. “A lot. So much I don’t know where to begin to protect Jancie now. Vika found a New Wish spell on the moonstone overlaying our magic. It seems there’s more Jancie needs to accomplish before it will let go. In addition, Jancie is a New Wish witch strongly aligned with the south wind.” 
 
    Keir’s thick, black brows shot up. “We now know the players from my vision—the north and south winds.” 
 
    Rowe nodded and rubbed a hand across his jaw. 
 
    “What’s your penalty if you don’t return the moonstone?” 
 
    “I lose my council position and my teaching job. Worse yet, Jancie will be brought in and dealt with.” 
 
    Keir groaned. 
 
    Rowe leaned forward, elbows balanced on his knees. “It gets worse. When I threatened I’d leave Coon Hollow with Jancie to protect her, Adara countered there’d be a higher price for that action. She set the words of her threat with a spell that echoed through the woods.” 
 
    “I heard it and read their language. That’s why I expected you.” 
 
    Rowe locked his gaze on his friend. “What’s the price? Did you hear? Or was the spell just some evil trick of hers?” 
 
    “I heard fragments, but Waapake is better at nature’s language.” Keir shook the pouch, and the bones and stones inside rattled. 
 
    The coyote sat up, long ears pricked forward, golden eyes following the shaking pouch. 
 
    Keir smoothed the rising fur along his familiar’s back. “Use these to show us what you heard.” The seer bent low and emptied the bag’s contents onto the hand-loomed tribal rug. 
 
    For the next few minutes, Waapake’s silver muzzle pushed pieces in different directions, while Rowe and Keir leaned close, watching in silence. 
 
    The coyote nudged two long bones until they lay parallel, then barked at Rowe. 
 
    Rowe moved closer and knelt beside Waapake. 
 
    “All right,” Keir joined them. “Waapake, let me know if my interpretation is incorrect.” He pointed to two parallel bones that lay inside a small circle of round bones and smooth stones. “These must represent Rowe and Jancie.” He passed an open palm over the pile and then over another of more angular pieces. “These represent the two covens. New Wish being smaller, but the magic is time-worn and older. Coon Hollow is newer with sharper edges, not yet honed smooth.” He glanced at the coyote, who remained calm, and continued. “Rowe and Jancie, while together within New Wish, are separated.” 
 
    Waapake sat quiet on his haunches. 
 
    Keir looked at Rowe. “Adara’s threat, enforceable or not, intends to keep you from Jancie if you go to New Wish.” 
 
    “Her magic can’t work there, can it?” Rowe asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. But it follows from what Cyril told me the other day during my run out on Dead Tree Trail.” 
 
    “The coon king?” 
 
    His friend nodded. “I didn’t understand his meaning then. Now it makes more sense. He said, ‘Tell who you call friends that sparks will soon fly, when two secret charms reach the moonstone’s eye.’ You and Jancie may be stumbling into spells hidden in that gem she’s wearing. At any rate, there are rough times ahead. Be careful, my friend.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-one: Dance With Me 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jancie’s mind whirled as she drove away from Dad’s house. 
 
    She was a witch. What did that mean? How would her life be different now? Everything she thought she knew has suddenly shifted. Sweat beaded along her upper lip. She gripped the steering wheel to pull her back to the reality of the traffic around her. 
 
    She knew Dad loved her and wanted what he thought was best for her, but that wasn’t possible. He’d been hurt bad, and that made him overprotective. Even though he was grateful Mom had been a good witch and protected him from Grizela Tabard, he just couldn’t accept Jancie being a witch. She understood his concern, but that didn’t make it right. She had to be her own person. She hoped, in time, he’d love her as a witch. She bit her lip and wondered how long before that day would come, if at all. He was so dead set against witches. 
 
    What dreams did Dad have before he was lucky to have just one good path to follow? She thought back to all the plans she’d made before Mom got sick with cancer. A good life isn’t about having lots of paths to choose from. It’s about making the one path you do have the best it can be. 
 
    She pulled to a stop at a light and smacked a hand against the wheel. “Damn. I need to listen to myself.” I have one good path in front of me, and I’m not following it. 
 
    She changed her turn signal to make a right turn rather than a left onto Maple Street toward the coven. 
 
    Her headlights caught the three bent old lady oak trees still huddled in their thin coats of withered brown leaves. She drove past the farmhouse where the pickup with a wooden bed sat sentry. The sights of the coven seemed different now. Whether they were or not, she couldn’t tell, but knowing her great grandfather Louis was a Coon Hollow witch changed everything. She was part of this place. Not an outsider. 
 
    Jancie turned onto the river road and wound her way past log cabins billowing chimney smoke to the big white brick house with the lovely art glass windows. She glanced at the dark property as she turned onto the drive. Was he home? Her pulse quickened. She hadn’t expected him to be gone. She parked, ran to the front door, and rapped the knocker. Scuffling noises sounded inside, and she smiled, ready for the door to open. But it didn’t. She knocked again. Still no answer. She trudged back to her car, thinking back to whether he mentioned where he’d be this evening. No, he’s trying not to be friends with me, remember. She leaned against her car door and scanned the yard. Loneliness passed over her. 
 
    Something rustled in the bushes at one corner of the house. 
 
    Jancie took a tentative step toward the noise. She took a deep breath, afraid it might be Adara in some altered form. 
 
    In the flood lights from the garage shed, orange eyes glinted through a black mask. 
 
    Jancie gasped and backed away until she caught sight of a striped tan and black furry tail. Just a raccoon. 
 
    “Lassie, I feel the south wind about you.” The coon stepped away from the bush. “I’m Cyril, coon king of this here hollow.” 
 
    “Umm, hello, Cyril.” Jancie cautiously leaned forward. “I’ve heard the playground song kids sing about the coon king, but didn’t think you were real.” 
 
    “Very.” He swished his tail from side to side and chattered. “I felt your breeze a blowin’ through the hollow and been lookin’ for you since. I’ve a warning for you that sparks will soon fly, when two secret charms reach the moonstone’s eye.” 
 
    Jancie clasped a hand around the locket resting on her chest. “How do you know this?” 
 
    “Heard it in a gully trickle when I washed a juicy berry.” 
 
    Was this strange critter telling the truth? Jancie guessed the one secret charm must be the trace of New Wish magic Vika found on the moonstone. She didn’t have a clue about the other one. “What are the two charms?” 
 
    “I only know they carry scents of the two strongest winds. North and south. The rest is up to you, lass.” 
 
    “Thank you for your information, Cyril.” Jancie knelt and reached a hand out to the raccoon, but headlights along the road scared him away. Blinded, she could only make out the round shape of the old style lamps. She wished she could have slipped into the darkness with the raccoon but she was caught like a wild animal, the advantage with the unknown driver. 
 
    “Jancie!” Rowe’s voice called out as the car turned onto the drive. 
 
    She let out a loud sigh. Spots in her eyes, she stood with effort as he wrapped an arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “Are you okay?” He led her onto the porch and through the door. 
 
    “Yes, just blinded from your car’s headlights.” Inside, the lamps helped her eyes adjust. 
 
    He let his arm fall from her shoulder to her hand. 
 
    As he put distance between them, a knot formed in the base of her throat. She needed him but couldn’t find the words to convince him that she or Vika hadn’t already said. The ache dropped into her heart, and she grabbed for his fingers slipping away. 
 
    “It’s not safe for you to be here. Why are you here?” His gaze met hers and he flinched, then threaded his fingers through hers. 
 
    A tremble shook through her throat as if the disorganized words were jumbled and stuck. “I…I’m a witch. I belong—” 
 
    He pulled her into a close embrace. “With me. We belong together.” His arms held her tight. “Whatever lies ahead, I’ll be with you.” 
 
    Her cheek against his chest, happy tears slipped from Jancie’s eyes as their corners crinkled with a wide smile. 
 
    She hoped her dad would eventually accept her as a witch, but there was no guarantee considering how dealing with witches had changed his dreams. She belonged with her mother, but Mom was gone except for traces of her spirit. Jancie’s friends weren’t witches. Just another reason she couldn’t fit in. Except with Rachelle, who loved her no matter what. 
 
    Like Dad found only one path in his life, Jancie’s one wonderful direction was with Rowe and finding her own purpose as a witch. And that felt just right. 
 
    Rowe looked down at her and smiled as if he understood her thoughts. He kissed the trail of tears along one cheek. 
 
    “I need to go to New Wish,” she murmured. 
 
    “Not tonight. Dance with me.” His warm hands moved along her back, holding her close as he led her in a slow foxtrot. His mouth found hers for a passionate kiss. 
 
    Heat rushed into Jancie’s face. The song they’d danced to before began to play in her memory. Their feet shuffled back and forth. Their bodies swayed as one in arcs through the foyer. When they swept past the parlor’s French doors, she noticed the phonograph turning, the needle set on a record, Tilly the large wing chair nearby. She couldn’t help but smile in the middle of a kiss. And felt his lips curl, too. 
 
    Rowe’s hands followed the curve of her waist and moved lower, cupping her bottom. 
 
    A moan escaped her lips, and she gasped for breath, holding to his strong shoulders to keep her balance. 
 
    He danced them to the stairwell and let the music play on while he led her up the stairs to his bedroom. 
 
    The burgundy velvet bedspread and drapes were warm and inviting, like his touch on her bare skin. She melted into him. 
 
    Clothing came off in a hurry, tossed aside with no care other than to be as close together as possible. 
 
    Rowe’s touch made her coo and squirm against him in complete ecstasy. At one moment, the back of her hand brushed the moonstone lying between her breasts. The gem flashed blue, and a vision of her great grandparents, Maggie and Louis, passed through her mind. She sensed their intense love for each other. The same feeling that swelled in her heart for Rowe. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-two: Herbal Tea 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jancie took her time driving back into Bentbone, choosing the more scenic twists and turns of Owls Tail Creek Road. Sleepy log cabins peeked from under heavy yellow and orange maple limbs. The sun shined on a lazy Saturday morning as it reached toward its highest point in the sky. Her Camry kicked up puddles of colored leaves. She could see why vacationers chose their little valley for weekend getaways this time of year.  The hollow was dressed in its finest colors, the best she could remember in years. Or maybe she just hadn’t looked with the right eyes. She smiled to herself. Now that she was in love with Rowe, it seemed hard to believe that problems could touch her. 
 
    Her cell phone rang and broke her happy delirium. 
 
    “Hey, Rachelle. What’s up?” Jancie answered. 
 
    “The print shop owner has to leave and close the store at noon today. Let’s celebrate! How about lunch? Maybe some shopping too?” 
 
    Jancie glanced at herself in the rearview mirror. “I’m a wreck. Can you give me an hour?” 
 
    “An hour? Did a train hit you?” 
 
    “Not quite. But I’m not home. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “You don’t sound out of breath, so you’re not out running.” Rachelle squealed so loud, Jancie held the phone away from her ear. “You stayed at Rowe’s last night, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Tell me everything. What’s it like doing it with a witch?” 
 
    Jancie laughed. “Well, he’s amazing. How about we save details for lunch.” 
 
    “Damn, girl. Hurry up.” Rachelle said something to someone in the background and then spoke do Jancie again. “How about I meet you at your house? We can talk while you clean up.” 
 
    “Great. Come on over any time.” Jancie hung up and shook her head, wondering where to begin telling her best friend all that had happened in the past twenty-four hours. 
 
    After she turned onto Main Street and entered Bentbone’s tiny business district, the phone rang again, this time with Lizbeth’s ringtone. “Hi Lizbeth.” 
 
    “I’m at work but had to call. I just got some references I’d ordered after we talked about that moonstone last weekend. You’ve got to hear this.” 
 
    “Do I want to hear it?” Jancie checked traffic and braced herself for bad news. 
 
    “After all the old-fashioned research I had to do, you’re going to hear it.” 
 
    Jancie laughed. “Thanks. I owe you. Tell me.” 
 
    “It turns out that the creator of the moonstone, Jude Oatley, who enchanted it back in 1850, wanted it to gather positive energy from those it healed. That way, the magic was strengthened for future use. I got a copy of his journal when he made the stone. The strange thing was he worried about the gem’s receptiveness being too great. Getting it just receptive enough caused him trouble.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound good, but I think Vika is aware of that. We’re trying to find someone who might know more about this exact idea. I’m glad to know what you learned.” 
 
    “Jancie, be careful. I’m worried.” 
 
    “Thank, Lizbeth. It’s good to have friends who worry about me. Are you working all day?” 
 
    “Yeppers. And tomorrow. Why?” 
 
    “Rachelle got off early, and we’re spending the afternoon together. Though you might join us.” 
 
    “Thanks, but sorry. Hey, my break’s over. Catch you later.” 
 
    Jancie turned onto her street, and Rachelle’s boat of an old Chrysler already sat in her driveway. 
 
    Rachelle leaned against the back bumper, the hem of her Bohemian green print skirt hanging on the gravel. “Yep, you’ve got that new lover glow,” she called out when Jancie stepped from her car. 
 
    “That bad?” Jancie fluffed the short front sections of her hair. The back she’d gathered in a ponytail at Rowe’s. 
 
    “Nah. You look perfect. In love.” Rachelle draped an arm around Jancie as they made their way inside. 
 
    Jancie plopped her purse on the kitchen counter. “I took a shower at Rowe’s but need clean clothes and some makeup. That won’t take me too long.” She motioned for her friend to follow her into the bedroom. 
 
    Rachelle flopped onto the bed. “Spill.” 
 
    Jancie opened her closet and dug for a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved top. She tossed them beside Rachelle with a grin. “Well, he’s a good dancer.” 
 
    Rachelle lifted a single brow. “You danced at his house?” 
 
    “Mmm. Yes. He does a sexy foxtrot.” 
 
    “A romantic.” 
 
    “Very.” Jancie wriggled out of the jeans she’d worn yesterday and imagined the cloth against her skin to be his hands caressing her. 
 
    “Romantic men make good lovers. They’re not in a rush. Am I right?” 
 
    Jancie’s grin grew wider. 
 
    Rachelle leaned on one elbow. “Did he use magic when you did it?” 
 
    The word ‘magic’ made Jancie fumble with the blouse she wrestled with. Her head poked out with the garment backwards. She sighed and hoped her friend would accept her as a witch with real powers, not just having witch blood. 
 
    Rachelle laughed so hard she snorted. “That good, huh?” When Jancie’s head appeared again, her friend pressed more. “So was his touch magic or what?” 
 
    Jancie’s phone rang on the dresser with a special ringer she’d assigned to Rowe and Vika. She dove for it. 
 
    “Must be loverboy,” Rachelle sang. 
 
    Jancie looked at the phone. She shook her head and answered. “Hello, Vika.” 
 
    “Jancie, I’m hurt bad and need your powers to help me.” Her voice was a hoarse whisper. “Adara was here. Siddie chased her away. I don’t know where my sweet cat is. Rowe needs to find her. Call him. Bring your mother’s peppermint and come fast.” 
 
    “I’ll be there right away. I’ll call Rowe. Is anyone with you?” 
 
    “No. I called the neighbors down the road,” Vika’s voice grew weak, “but they didn’t answer.” 
 
    “Okay, stay calm. I’m on the way.” Jancie shot Rachelle a concerned look, and her friend scooted off the bed. Jancie hung up and pressed Rowe’s number. “Answer. Please, answer.”  As soon as he said hello, she blurted out, “Vika called me. She’s been injured by Adara.” 
 
    “Oh, no! Did she say how bad?” 
 
    “No, just that she needs our help right away. Siddie didn’t come home after chasing Adara. Vika wants you to look for the cat. I have to gather an herb Vika wanted, then I’ll be right there.” 
 
    He gave directions and mentioned a dense woods, which made Jancie anxious.  His lowered his voice. “Jancie, if you get there first, be careful. Adara may have laid a trap.” 
 
    “I will.” Jancie rushed to the pad of paper on her nightstand and scribbled his directions while repeating them. She hung up and wrangled her shirt into place and worked on some easy slip-on loafers. 
 
    “Vika’s hurt?” Rachelle asked. 
 
    “Yes, by Adara, and I need to help at her house. Are you coming with me?” 
 
    “Of course. Let’s go.” 
 
    Jancie raced through the kitchen and grabbed a plastic bag and shears on the way to the garden. There, she crouched and cut several stems of peppermint and shoved two leaves into her jeans pocket. She tried to stand, but something made her pause. Her hand moved to the rosemary, and she collected two woody branches, then several short marjoram cuttings. She took a deep breath. “Thank you, Mom. Please, please be with me and help me heal Vika.” 
 
    They jumped into Jancie’s car, and tore through town with Rachelle on the lookout for cops. On Maple Street, Jancie depressed the accelerator down the hill, the car doing nearly seventy on the county road. 
 
    She executed sharp turns, throwing Rachelle side to side while the poor girl blurted out directions from the creased paper. 
 
    Jancie glanced at her friend. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yes. Go!” Rachelle pressed herself away from the passenger door. 
 
    Jancie sped up. Without taking her eyes off the road, she blurted out, “I have something you need to know right now. I found out I’m a real witch, with both Coon Hollow and New Wish blood. I’ve got to use my powers to help heal Vika. I didn’t want you to be weirded out.” 
 
    “Damn, girl! And you used to think your life was boring.” 
 
    Once in the woods, Jancie slowed, unable to see houses for the thick growth of yellow-leaved maples and bushy pines. The second mailbox came into view and she turned onto the gravel lane. A rambling fairytale cottage with tall gables sprang up in a clearing ahead. Rowe’s black sedan was parked in the circular drive. She pulled in behind, and Rachelle dashed with her to the front door. 
 
    Jancie knocked and called, “Vika? It’s Jancie.” 
 
    “Have you been here before?” Rachelle whispered. 
 
    Jancie shook her head, listening for any response. 
 
    “Jancie, come on in,” Rowe called. 
 
    She turned the tarnished brass knob and pushed the heavy door open. The home smelled earthy with the aromas of dried herbs that Jancie recognized. She took a few steps along the wide plank flooring in the narrow hall until she saw Busby winging toward her. She picked up her pace to meet and follow him into a sitting room.  Rambling roses on the wallpaper had crowded to the corner of the room where Vika lay on a Victorian chaise lounge. 
 
    Rowe glanced up, his face drawn and pale, when Jancie entered, but he continued passing his palms across Vika’s body. “She has evil inside her. I heal injuries, but more spring up. The evil is spreading and working faster. I can’t keep up. I need your magic.” 
 
    Jancie took the old witch’s hand. “Vika, I’m here. I brought the peppermint you asked for and other herbs that Mom guided me to collect.” 
 
    Vika’s weak eyelids fluttered, and she attempted to raise her head. Her face shined with sweat. She gasped for air. 
 
    “Lie back.” Jancie leaned closer to Vika and massaged her hand. 
 
    “Jancie, I’m glad you’re here,” Vika labored to speak, wheezing the words out. “Adara’s evil’s going to kill me. I don’t fear death, but this isn’t how I wanted to go. Your mother’s magic might counter what she’s done.” 
 
    “I’ll do my very best.” Jancie squeezed the old witch’s weak hand, then set to work. “My best friend Rachelle is here to help me.” Jancie eyed her friend. “Come hold her hand. Rowe, keep mending injuries.” 
 
    Rachelle moved to Jancie’s side and took Vika’s hand. “Vika, I’m Rachelle. I’ve known Jancie since middle school. Heck, we were maybe twelve then.” The raspy tone of her voice was hypnotic. She brushed Vika’s wiry, white hair from where it stuck in a film of sweat covering the old lady’s face. “We used to chase frogs in the crick behind the principal’s house.” Running fingers through the bushy hair, Rachelle continued telling a rambling story about her friendship with Jancie. 
 
    Vika’s breathing slowed and became more regular. Jancie was thankful for her friend’s good judgment. 
 
    “Where’s the kitchen?” Jancie asked Rowe. “I need to boil water.” 
 
    Busby lifted off his perch on a chair back before his master voiced a request.  The owl flapped through the narrow hall, past a small galley kitchen to a huge country kitchen. 
 
    Jancie’s eyes popped out at the sight of Vika’s potion room. Walls of shelves with bottled herbs and rafters hanging with drying bunches. She turned her focus on the simple task of filling a tea kettle with water and setting it to boil. 
 
    To steady her nerves, she pulled the peppermint leaves from her pocket and closed her hand around them. Eyes closed, she inhaled and exhaled deeply, then replaced the leaves and set to work, mind clear. 
 
    Jancie found mortars and pestles on a shelf above the sink. She reached up to select one set, then withdrew, sensing traces of an energy unlike what she knew from her own garden. “Better to shred my herbs by hand.” She looked around for a drinking mug without success. 
 
    She found Busby clinging to the back of a wooden chair. “Is all the cookware, like drinking mugs, back in the little kitchen?” 
 
    “Probably.” He flapped his wings and followed her. 
 
    There, she found a mug, cup-size strainer, and teaspoon. Working there, she tore the peppermint into the strainer along with a few crushed leaves of marjoram and rosemary. When the kettle whistled in the potion room, she retrieved it and poured steaming water into the mug. She placed the strainer on top and let the herbs steep. Her hands moved to form a tent covering the mug, like her mom used to do. Jancie didn’t know then what her mother did was witchcraft, but the practices stuck in her mind. Jancie blew on her cupped hands until the mint’s vapors tingled her skin and made her ring glow. “It’s ready, Busby. You fly into the sitting room and have Rachelle help Vika sit up so she can drink.” 
 
    Without a word, he winged away. 
 
    Jancie removed her hands and lifted off the strainer, surprised to see no steam rising from the water. The concoction smelled amazing. And familiar. She remembered the smell, although not as strong, from the tea Mom served her when she had strep throat with a horrible fever. This better be strong enough to kill more than bacteria. 
 
    Balancing the cup as she walked, she reached Vika’s side and Rachelle braced the frail woman’s shoulders. “Healing tea to drive out the evil.” 
 
    Rowe glanced at Jancie. “Her lungs are filling with fluid. Give her only small swallows.” 
 
    Vika managed a weak grin. “Smells good.” She took a sip while Jancie held the mug. Vika gasped for breath. “Mmm. Like I’m dancing in the garden.” She took another sip before her strength gave out. She sputtered, rested her head back, and closed her eyes. 
 
    Rowe continued passing his healing touch around her torso but kept his gaze on Vika’s face. 
 
    Jancie held the mug ready in case more was needed. 
 
    Vika extended a shaking hand to Jancie. 
 
    Guided by what she remembered her mother doing, Jancie accepted with the hand wearing her mother’s ring. She clasped the frail skin as tight as she dared. She sensed Vika’s breathing, her heartbeat, the air filling her lungs, the blood flowing through her veins. Jancie closed her eyes and willed the herbal tea throughout Vika’s body. Jancie’s eyes flew open. “It’s working, but you need to drink more.” 
 
    Rachelle lifted Vika’s upper torso, and Jancie brought the mug to her lips. 
 
    Vika swilled the rest down and collapsed. 
 
    Again, Jancie worked to push the elixir throughout Vika’s system. Jancie leaned down and blew on their joined hands. 
 
    Vika’s eyes opened and color returned to her face. She smiled but clung to Jancie’s hand with both of hers. 
 
    “It’s working!” Rowe cried, still applying healing. “The damage I fixed is staying healthy.” 
 
    Vika took a deep, full breath with only a slight sputter on the exhale. “My lungs are clearing. You did it, girl. I knew you could. Thank you. You’re a mighty fine witch.” 
 
    Jancie handed the empty mug to Rachelle and wrapped her free hand around Vika with great tenderness. “You and Mom believed in me. That had to help.” 
 
    Rowe dropped his hands to his sides and knelt on the floor, his face wet with sweat. “I’ll check again in a few minutes to be sure you’re okay. Can you tell us what happened?” 
 
    “It wasn’t anything sneaky. Adara came to my door, didn’t say a word other than hello, and when I went to ask her in, she hurled a spell at me.” Vika gave a slight cough. “I fell to the floor, and Siddie took off after her. I managed to crawl to my phone and called Jancie. That’s the last I remember until you got here and used your touch.” 
 
    Rowe looked at Jancie. “Adara must’ve attacked Vika for helping you.” 
 
    “Lucky you,” Rachelle sunk to her knees on the floor and looked at Jancie. “Having been the one to break the evil witch’s heart twice.” 
 
    Jancie sighed and slumped beside her best friend. 
 
    Rachelle rubbed Jancie’s shoulder. “It was kind of cool watching you do magic. My best friend’s a real witch.” She grinned. “That might have some good perks, you know?” 
 
    Jancie returned the grin, glad for some cheering up. 
 
    Vika strained to get up, but Rowe stopped her. “Did my Siddie come home?” 
 
    Not answering her question, Rowe stood and stepped toward the hall. “Busby, will you go have a look around for Siddie or Adara? Be extra careful in case Adara might still be in the area. You know she can transform into a badger.” 
 
    “Yes. And I’ll watch for her foul crow Dearg, too.” Busby sailed after his master. 
 
    Jancie and Rachelle kept watch on Vika. 
 
    Moments later, Rowe knelt and rechecked her internal body. “Still fine.” He smiled at Jancie and pulled her into an embrace. “You’re incredible. Thank you.” He released her and gave Vika a comforting hug. “I can’t lose you. You’re like family to me.” 
 
    “I won’t go by the hand of evil, if I can help it.” Vika wrapped a gnarled hand around his shoulder. “But enough of this, we need to get on with putting that woman out of power as high priestess. Jancie, you need to make a trip to New Wish and really learn about your mother’s magic. That’s what can overthrow Adara.” 
 
    Jancie nodded. “And about other spells that are on the moonstone. My librarian friend, Lizbeth, got a copy of Jude Oatley’s journal. He made the stone receptive to gather positive energy from those it healed. That way the magic would be strengthened for future use. But he worried he’d made the stone too receptive to outside energies.” 
 
    “So, when are we going to New Wish?” Vika’s dark eyes gleamed. 
 
    “Are you okay to travel?” Rowe stared at her. 
 
    The old witch laughed. “You both fixed me up fit as a fiddle. Just try and stop me.” 
 
    Rowe nodded. “Nothing I want to take on. I’ll be going along, too.” 
 
    Vika’s bushy white brow lifted, and she shot him a grin, “Oh, you’ve seen the light of day and now want to be around this fine young witch.” 
 
    “I gave up trying to keep away. Too much work.” He laced his fingers through Jancie’s. 
 
    The old woman pursed her lips. “Well, we need to ask Cerise since she needs to get us into the New Wish coven. I called her last evening. She’s happy to help Jancie at New Wish, but we didn’t set a date.” 
 
    Rowe nodded. “I’ll talk to her right away and also with Keir, Logan, and some of the council members who support me. Folks here need to know what happened today. ” 
 
    “And I’d like Rachelle to come along.” Vika glanced over her shoulder at Jancie’s best friend. “She might not be a witch, but her voice and manner kept breath in my body. She’s not Jancie’s best friend for no good reason.” 
 
    Rachelle beamed. “When are we going? I’ll be ready.” 
 
    “Let’s shoot for tomorrow noon,” Rowe replied in a take-charge tone. 
 
    Jancie grinned. “I’ll call Aunt Starla. She’s been in the town of New Wish lots and knows people.” 
 
    “While making all of these arrangements, let’s try to use the buddy system as much as possible,” Rowe said. “I need to—” 
 
    Busby whipped into the room with something in his mouth. “I found this collar but didn’t see Siddie or any witch or familiar.” 
 
    Vika wrung her hands. “That belongs to my Siddie. Rowe, please find her before we leave.” 
 
    Rowe stood and pulled out his phone. “I’ll contact Cerise, first. Jancie, I’ll give you a call to let you know if it’s certain we’re going tomorrow. I think you should stay here with Vika until I get back with a group to search for Siddie. I’ll be quick.” He motioned to Busby and headed out of the room. “We’ve got work to do.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-three: The Secret Meeting 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rowe pulled into Vika’s drive after a quick trip home to get supplies. He’d hurried knowing Jancie needed time to arrange to be gone from work, contact her aunt, and pack. He also wanted to be near Vika in case Adara made a return visit. 
 
    Jancie met him on the porch, and Busby and Maeira landed on a railing. “That was quick. Glad you’re back,” she said and looked beyond Rowe. “Looks like we have company.” 
 
    He followed her gaze to the end of the driveway where Logan’s burgundy Nash Ambassador approached. “That’s Logan and Keir. More are coming.” 
 
    “I made good use of time and called to get off work for a while. My manager wasn’t too happy, but I haven’t taken a vacation in ages. Aunt Starla’s already packing.”  Jancie let out a laugh. “She’s called me at least half a dozen times asking about what to wear.” 
 
    “I beat her.” Rowe chuckled. “I’m already packed. I’ll stay the night here. It would be a good idea for you, Rachelle, and Starla to do the same for safety.” 
 
    “We’ll do that. I already asked Vika if she had room. She laughed and showed me all around the bedrooms in this old family home. What about Cerise?” 
 
    Tension Rowe had been holding in his shoulders eased a bit knowing Jancie, Rachelle, and Starla would stay at Vika’s for the night. “She and I both thought she’d be safe at her house since she really hasn’t had any noticeable connection to you or me. I’m sure my two buddies here will be happy to keep tabs on her family while she’s gone.” 
 
    Logan and Keir and his coyote Waapake made their way to the porch, and a dark green Packard pulled in the drive. 
 
    “What are your two buddies going to do?” Logan asked with a wry laugh. 
 
    “Cerise is taking Jancie and me, along with Vika, Jancie’s friend Rachelle, and her aunt Starla, to New Wish in southern Indiana. I need you two to keep an eye out for Cerise’s family.” 
 
    Logan’s brow crinkled. “Okay, but why?” 
 
    Keir pulled him aside for a private talk while Rowe greeted Art and Kyle Kerry and introduced them to Jancie. 
 
    A tall, trim man, Art stood his full height and took quick initiative to shake hands with her. His son Kyle followed his father’s lead and used a solid grip to show his acceptance. Glad to see their support, Rowe felt assured about the success of his intended plea for their assistance. 
 
    Vika poked her head out. “Come on in. I’ve made pots of tea and Jancie’s friend Rachelle whipped up some tasty cookies for you all.” 
 
    Clarence Douglas hobbled up the porch steps, the last to arrive. “My arthritic leg’s acting up today. Must be some change in the air. That’s the only time it bothers me.” 
 
    “More changes than you might think, Clarence.” Rowe offered a hand to support his fellow councilman. “I’d like you to meet Jancie Sadler.” Rowe motioned to her. 
 
    Clarence extended a hand to Jancie, and she accepted. “Glad to meet you,” he said looking her in the eye. “I’ve heard a curious mention about you in the coven’s gossip. You’ve got some witch powers about you, but you’re Dwayne’s daughter. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Yes to both.” She gave him a polite smile. 
 
    Rowe guided them to follow the others inside. “Clarence, it will all make more sense in our discussion.” 
 
    Rachelle greeted everyone at the doorway to the potion kitchen. “There are pots of Earl Grey and Oolong tea on the counter. Help yourself.” She waved a hand at one of the two rows of trestle tables. “Be sure to get some cookies there on that table as you find a seat.” 
 
    Rowe smiled at her as he passed, understanding why both Jancie and Vika wanted Rachelle to join them. She held up well in the company of witches, only getting a little skittish around Keir’s coyote. 
 
    Busby sailed in a circle around the ceiling, nearly colliding with Vika’s drying herb bunches, until he calmed down and took his usual perch on an odd chair back beside Maeira. 
 
    When everyone seemed settled, Rowe presented the facts detailing Adara’s attacks on Jancie and Vika. 
 
    The men’s faces fell, except for Keir’s who understood the attack incident intuitively. “What reason could she possibly have to do such vile acts?” Art asked and ran a hand through one of his graying temples. 
 
    “She’s got to be stopped.” Logan tipped onto the back legs of his chair. Rowe sensed his friend’s pent up anger. 
 
    “We can all agree on that,” Clarence added. “It’s past time the Tabard evil was cut down like a diseased tree.” 
 
    Chatter buzzed around the room, and both owls hovered above their perches. 
 
    Rowe raised his palm for silence. “For some reason known only to Adara, she set her sights on me as her intended love interest. Most likely some ploy for more power through alliance with me and the good name of my family. The moonstone enchantment complicated her plans when Jancie became bonded to me to ease both her grief and mine.” Rowe nodded at Clarence. “You rightly sensed Jancie’s witchcraft, quite obvious since she just performed a difficult spell to save Vika today.” 
 
    Logan turned to face Jancie and gave her a thumbs up.  “Kudos to you, Jancie.” 
 
    “Yes, great job countering a Tabard,” Clarence added, followed by a chorus of appreciation. 
 
    When the floor quieted, Rowe continued. “What Jancie used was New Wish magic. Her mother, Faye Sadler, was a witch of the New Wish coven. Something that was kept quiet in the community, especially after she married Dwayne.” 
 
    Art nodded his head. “I remember rumors about her when I was a teen, but we didn’t interact often with townies, so I never sorted those out.” 
 
    “This is making real sense now,” Clarence added. 
 
    “Why was Vika targeted?” Kyle asked. 
 
    The old woman sat straighter. “Because I helped Jancie learn about her powers and how to begin using them.” 
 
    “Good for you.” Keir applauded her, setting off another round of positive remarks. He stood. “I’d like to relate a reading I did shortly after the moonstone brought Jancie to Rowe and sparked the first antagonism from Adara.” He brought his hands together in prayer position, then spread them apart. “The winds from north and south will fight a grueling battle where life will be lost and neither will win.” 
 
    Keir’s coyote howled until his master pressed his hands together and took his seat. 
 
    “Adara is the north wind, and Jancie is the south,” Logan said in a loud voice. “We need to work to keep loss to a minimum. And to support Jancie in every way possible.” 
 
    Jancie set down her cup and massaged a temple. Rowe suspected she’d guessed at an upcoming conflict between herself and Adara, but the outcomes must’ve taken Jancie by surprise. 
 
    He stepped behind her and placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Vika caught Jancie’s gaze and shot her a knowing smile. 
 
    “Logan and Rowe, what can we do to help?” Kyle asked. 
 
    Logan rose. “In my work with the coven’s elderly, I’ve been recording information from them about any instances of wrong use of magic by the Tabards. And I’ve accumulated a surprising list.” 
 
    “They’d be the ones brave enough to speak up,” Art added. “Their dreams now are for better lives for their grandchildren. Others would likely fear Adara’s wrath, like they did with her parents before her. We all can do what Logan’s doing, as well as searching through old records.” 
 
    “Won’t that just stir up the community and put Adara more on the aggressive?” Clarence asked. 
 
    “Keep your investigations as secret as possible,” Kyle said, sparking a wave of individual discussions. 
 
    Logan waved his arm. “There shouldn’t be any problems. Mabon is one of the two calendar times specified by our covenant where the priest or priestess can be challenged by a successor.” 
 
    “But that’s after the Mabon ceremony by popular vote, not by force, No one would dare vote against a Tabard for fear of reprisal,” Keir added. “We need to keep my prophecy secret to this group.” 
 
    Rowe raised his hand. “A show of hands to vow secrecy of Keir’s prophesy and our interpretation of those representing the winds.” All in the room raised their hands, or owl wings, and a paw in Waapake’s case. 
 
    “Good.” Rowe clasped his hands together. “In preparation for Mabon, some of us—Jancie, her aunt Starla, Vika, Rachelle, and myself—are leaving tomorrow noon for the New Wish coven in southern Indiana with Cerise as our guide. There, Jancie hopes to learn more about how to use her mother’s powers she inherited.” 
 
    Logan spoke up. “The rest of us here need to watch out for Cerise’s family, that they don’t end up Adara’s newest targets. And keep an eye on Rowe’s and Vika’s places for the same reasons.” 
 
    “We sure will.” Art glanced at his son, who nodded. 
 
    Keir and Clarence pledged their support as well. 
 
    Rowe raised his hands. “Before we leave, I have one more request. Vika’s familiar Siddie, the Maine Coon cat most of you know, has gone missing. She chased Adara after the attack. If you can, please spend time with me now to search for her. Clarence, would you please remain here to watch over Vika while Jancie and Rachelle go home to prepare for the trip?” 
 
    “Will do.” Clarence laid a hand on his knee. “Best thing with this leg acting up.” 
 
    Keir had Waapake sniff Siddie’s cat bed. The coyote let out a yelp and raced through the doorway. 
 
    Cups were laid down, and the others filed out of the warm kitchen into the blustery, overcast afternoon. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    As dusk turned to darkness, Rowe and the men returned to Vika’s where she met them on the porch. 
 
    Her face fell when Siddie wasn’t with them. 
 
    Rowe avoided her gaze, unable to find the words he’d have to say. 
 
    Art and Kyle embraced Rowe, then took to their car. 
 
    Jancie drove up as they were leaving. 
 
    When Rowe hugged Jancie’s aunt, he realized his shoulders were knotted and stiff with stress. Ignoring his pain, he, Keir, and Logan helped unload Jancie’s car and get everyone situated into sleeping places. Rowe was glad for the company of others at the end of this hard day. 
 
    They gathered in the potion kitchen where Vika and Clarence were working to prepare a meal. A savory smell of sage dressed chicken greeted the tired crew. 
 
    Waapake nuzzled Rowe, and he knew it was time. “Vika, we found Siddie. Just outside of the woods near the turn onto Road 210.” 
 
    Vika came closer and took his hand. “I know what you have to tell me.” Her eyes clouded over. 
 
     “Her body lay dead in the ditch, burned with Adara’s dark magic.” Rowe looked to Keir. 
 
    Jancie and Rachelle hugged each other. 
 
    “I was there when her spirit set free from her body. Waapake and I communicated with her in that form. It was her wish to take on a new body to continue as your familiar, rather than wait for you in the cemetery. We buried her empty body there, and it will remain until her spirit is ready to rest.” A tear slipped down his cheek. “She left us with words for you. ‘I will find you and serve you always.’” 
 
    Vika collapsed into Rowe’s shoulder, sobbing. 
 
    Waapake rubbed his side against her bare legs and filled the room with a mournful howl. 
 
    Rowe held Vika’s shaking body tight. His heart swelled with determination to right these wrongs. 
 
    He was sure Jancie’s feelings of pain, anger, and purpose met his. One by one, he sensed the same from each friend. He said a silent gratitude and looked around the room, meeting their gazes. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-four: The Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
    On one of the twin beds in a small bedroom of Vika’s house, Jancie packed the last few items into her suitcase. 
 
    Her best friend, who shared the space, stumbled back from the bathroom with a groan. 
 
    “What took you so long?” Jancie asked. 
 
    “I didn’t know this old house wasn’t wired for hair dryers.” She tossed the offending appliance into her bag, her layered hair more frizzed than styled. “I spent the last fifteen minutes dodging cobwebs in the basement to reach the fuse box and trip the breaker.” 
 
    Jancie’s hair hadn’t looked much better, but she controlled it with the two sides secured on top of her head with a barrette. She’d opted for comfort with jeans and a knit top for the drive. 
 
    “Fun. And New Wish is even older.” Jancie zipped her luggage closed and yanked it off the bed onto the floor. “Don’t expect more conveniences there. On your way through the house, did you notice whether Siddie, in a new form, had found Vika yet?” 
 
    “I only heard Vika and Starla laughing like old friends in the kitchen.” 
 
    Jancie let out a sigh. “My aunt’s a dear, cheering Vika up. I’m sure glad to have you and Aunt Starla along.” 
 
    “No problem.” Rachelle shoved last night’s pajamas into her bag. “Hey, I was wondering…how do you feel about being a witch? Are you okay with it?” 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t really feel any different. I guess Mom taught me more about being a witch than I knew. I thought all mothers did strange stuff with herbs.” 
 
    Rachelle chuckled. “Hardly, but your mom was great.” 
 
    “Controlling my powers does feel odd, like I don’t exactly know what I’m doing.” Jancie grinned. “Kind of like everything else in my life.” 
 
    Rachelle shot her a smile. “I hear you on that one.” 
 
    Jancie hoisted the bag into the hallway, and Logan plucked it from her hand. 
 
    In the other, he picked up Aunt Starla’s from outside of her door and headed downstairs. 
 
    The delicious smell of bacon wafted up in his wake and made Jancie’s mouth water. 
 
    Her aunt and Vika talked in the galley kitchen. Jancie wondered how the two could fit into that narrow space, but when she reached the door, the two women operated with consideration and efficiency. They even wore matching red bib aprons. 
 
    “Can I help?” Jancie asked. 
 
    “Only with your appetite.” Aunt Starla’s eyes twinkled. “Grab a plate and dig in.” 
 
    Jancie couldn’t help but smile at her great aunt, clearly happy to be useful. 
 
    Vika motioned to the counter. “We have a hearty breakfast all ready, complete with fried potatoes and onions, bacon, sausage, scrambled egg casserole, and Starla’s famous cornbread.” 
 
    Jancie and Rachelle each took one of the mismatched plates and sampled everything, including a large piece of cornbread. 
 
    Logan and Rowe blew in, rain-soaked, and joined the women. Rowe dressed casually in a dress shirt and trousers, with a trench coat rather than a sport jacket over top. “I’m sure glad you offered your car, Rachelle,” Rowe said between bites. “No one else drives anything big enough to hold six people and their suitcases.” 
 
    She grinned while she munched a strip of bacon. “The boat comes in handy more than you know.” 
 
    “The boat?” Vika’s brow creased. 
 
    “Slang for an oversized, old car,” Logan replied. 
 
    “Really? Is Rowe’s Studebaker sedan a boat?” 
 
    Logan chuckled and shook his head. “That’s older than old.” 
 
    Over his glass of juice, Rowe glared at his friend with mock annoyance. “Just vintage. I happen to like my dad’s cars.” He lifted a forearm and motioned for his owl to land. 
 
    Busby settled and accepted a bite of cornbread. 
 
    “While I’m away to New Wish, Busby, you and Maeira will remain here.” 
 
    The little owl hung his head and hunched his shoulders. 
 
    “I’d like for you to come along, but I really need your help here. As my familiar, you alone share my powers.  Someone needs to keep watch over our house and property. While I’m away, I entrust you to use my powers to keep the homestead safe.” 
 
    Busby rolled an eye up at Rowe. 
 
    Maeira flapped her wings from her perch on a side chair. “My son, that’s a huge responsibility for a familiar. Be proud your master trusts you that much with his powers.” 
 
    Busby’s cream-colored chest feathers puffed, and he lifted his head. “Thank you, Master. I’ll keep the home place safe.” 
 
    Rowe rubbed a hand across the owl’s head. “I’m relieved to be able to count on you. If you have any trouble, report to Keir since he’s good with familiars. He’ll have some grains for you and Maeira daily.” 
 
    Busby cocked his head and winged out of the room. A minute later a knock sounded at the front door. He called back, “It’s Cerise. Someone, please come open the door for her.” 
 
    Rachelle darted out to help, laughing. “You mean you haven’t learned how to open doors yet? I’m going to have a word with your master about that.” 
 
    Jancie giggled at her friend’s humor and easy manner. It was wonderful that she seemed at ease with these coven folk and hoped her reception in New Wish would be the same. 
 
    With Rachelle and Busby leading the way, Cerise stepped into the potion kitchen. “It smells so good in here.” She blessed each face with her warm smile. Her perky bobbed brown hair curled neatly under at chin-length, and her horn-rimmed glasses highlighted her friendly dark eyes. Petite and dressed in a powder blue trench coat, she fit Jancie’s mental image of her mother’s garden faeries rather than a witch. 
 
    “Have you eaten, dear?” Vika jumped up and walked to the witch, half her age, and took her coat. 
 
    “I had a quick bowl of cereal between getting my three boys and husband up and fed.” 
 
    “Help yourself to food in the small kitchen.” Vika nodded to her new pal. “Starla, Jancie’s great aunt, made the best cornbread I’ve ever had.” 
 
    “Starla!” Cerise zipped around the table, and the two women hugged. When Cerise pulled back, she fixed her grin on Jancie. “I’m beginning to figure out how I know you. I remember your aunt and grandmother when we all happened to be visiting New Wish. I was just a girl then. You look so much like them. I’m glad to be able to help you out.” 
 
    Rowe pushed back from the table. “Let’s plan to leave in twenty minutes.” 
 
    “I left my bag on the porch,” Cerise said to him as she made her way into the food kitchen. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    A few minutes before noon, Jancie and the others huddled on the porch. Big raindrops came down with force enough to smart. She folded her arms across her chest, staring at what seemed like one more in a string of deterrents to reaching her goal. One by one, they darted through the hard rain to Rachelle’s car, parked close to the porch. 
 
    Rachelle insisted on driving since the weather was so bad. She spread her wet skirt out while the others peeled off rain jackets. 
 
    Logan waved them off from Vika’s front porch. 
 
    “Damn, this car is loaded.” On the main county road, Rachelle pressed the accelerator to the floor to get the car going. 
 
    Jancie sat on the narrow center part of the divided front bench seat, snuggled against Rowe’s shoulder. 
 
    He squeezed her hand and pointed to the right-hand ditch. 
 
    She nodded, sensing the lingering traces of burnt evil held down by the rain. 
 
    From the backseat, Vika sobbed softly. “I really don’t like leaving home while Siddie’s spirit is missing. At least I have dear Logan to stop by every day in case she returns.” 
 
    The car filled with conversation to cheer Vika, but everyone quieted when Rachelle turned onto State Route 46 and headed west out of Bentbone. 
 
    After an hour, Jancie stretched and turned. 
 
    Vika leaned against Starla, both asleep with mouths open, while Cerise worked on her cell phone. 
 
    Jancie nudged Rowe and rolled her eyes toward the backseat. “You’re not the only one.” 
 
    He glanced behind. “Nor should I be. We need cell phones. I’m working toward that with Clarence, Art, and Kyle.” He rubbed his forehead and massaged his temples. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    “Just a bit of a headache.” He leaned his head back, and she threaded her arm through his and held his hand. 
 
    As they drove the last leg of the windy route south, Jancie bent low and craned her neck to see the tops of the taller Appalachian foothills. The rain had stopped. Mist rolled above the colorful trees, taking on hues of red, orange, and yellow, like the balls of cotton candy sold at last week’s carnival. 
 
    “Heads up, everyone,” Rachelle called out. “Only ten miles to New Wish.” 
 
    Those in the backseat roused and groaned. 
 
    It was mid afternoon, when the Chrysler chugged up a huge hill. At the crest, the highway followed a high ridge to the right while Rachelle made a left turn and descended a steep grade into a valley. “And we thought our Coon Hollow was isolated.” 
 
    The road wound through brigades of fifty-foot oak and hickory soldiers protecting various outcroppings of log cabins. 
 
    “This looks creepy.” Jancie scanned both sides of the road and looked into the backseat. “Cerise and Aunt Starla, is this the coven or the town?” 
 
    Starla chuckled. “It’s both, dear. Coven homes are marked on the front with five-pointed pentangles.” 
 
    “Only the ceremonial grounds and meeting house are kept protected and separate.” Cerise sat up and placed a hand on Jancie’s shoulder. “It looks a lot different than the Hollow, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It sure does,” Jancie replied. “Like we’ve entered a secret place with the nearby hills so steep they’re like walls.” From her early years of college down south along the Ohio River, she expected deeper valleys than the rolling hills at home. But the remote stillness here surprised her. Almost frozen in the time period of early settlement.  Barns, larger than most homes, stabled horses. Split-rail fences marked off grazing areas. On drives and lawns, horse-drawn buggies were parked, not the black Amish sort, but fiery red, emerald green, and cobalt blue. Cars were scarce, and then only old pickups with rust that defied recognition of their ages. 
 
    “I do see log cabins with partial walls of limestone like the style in our coven, but not any Victorian houses at all,” Rowe added. 
 
    “And no open areas with livestock or small farms like home,” Vika said. 
 
    Jancie looked out of Rowe’s window. “In Bentbone, cabins are mostly used for tourist shops and motels or artist galleries and homes. Here, those are all I see.” 
 
    Rachelle sighed and glanced at a group of three houses tucked into a pine grove. “Look at the smoke curling from their chimneys. I want to live in a cabin. My dream.” 
 
    “You’ve wanted a cabin forever,” Jancie said. 
 
    “Still saving for one.” 
 
    “Bet they’re plenty cheap down here, Rachelle,” Starla called from the backseat. 
 
    “Umm, no thanks. Too isolated.” She pulled to a stop and looked both ways before crossing in front of an oncoming one-horse red buggy. “No cars? Are there any stores?” 
 
    “I saw a gas station and a farm market,” Jancie replied. 
 
    “You won’t see no Wal-Mart here or any motels neither,” Starla added. “It’s not the place for tourists.” 
 
    “The main part of town is just ahead,” Cerise directed. “Drive through that, and I’ll show you where to turn.” 
 
    The business district made Bentbone’s five blocks seem like a thriving city. A long square-logged cabin spanned a whole block. A wooden sign declared it to be the town hall of New Wish. Across the street stood the only brick buildings Jancie had seen. A grocery, a hardware store, and a pharmacy occupied the block. Both sides of the street had angled parking to accommodate the extra length of horses and buggies. Close to a dozen rigs were parked. On adjacent corners stood a feed store and a blacksmith. That was the extent of buildings created as businesses. Scattered cabins ahead were marked with signs for a seamstress, a doctor, and a lawyer. 
 
    Folks walking the sidewalks or sitting on benches stared at their car as they passed. Residents of New Wish looked normal, most wearing jeans, plaid shirts, and hiking boots. Some women wore full-skirted dresses that reminded Jancie of pioneer clothing she’d seen at historical reenactments near home. 
 
    “Something tells me there’s no internet access here.” Rachelle glanced at Jancie. “Check your her phone.” 
 
    Jancie shook her head. “Nope. No service.” 
 
    “Turn left at the next street,” Cerise directed. “Then on the right, you’ll see a house with a huge pentangle at the door. Turn in there.” 
 
    A tidy two-story log home sat closer to the road than cabins they’d seen farther out of town. Fading perennial beds flanked the wide front porch. 
 
    They spilled out of the car, and Cerise sprang up the brick walk. 
 
    A prominent circle of wood painted with a colorful pentangle hung above the porch steps. 
 
    “Hold up a bit,” Vika protested. “Us old timers need to stretch our legs.” She and Aunt Starla lumbered up the walk after the others, holding onto each other up the steps. 
 
    It wasn’t until Jancie reached the porch that she noticed her own legs were stiff. Her right arm where she’d leaned against Rowe was pricking as blood rushed back into it. 
 
    Rowe missed a step, and she caught his hand. Apparently, he was overeager too. 
 
    Purple coneflowers missing a few petals turned their heads from the afternoon sunlight to face the dark porch. Yellow-eyed blue periwinkle asters did the same and partially closed their centers as if squinting at the visitors. 
 
    Vika took Jancie by the elbow and nodded toward the flowers. “See those plants? They’re checking you out.” 
 
    Jancie flinched. “Me?” 
 
    The old lady nodded. “They smell your New Wish blood.” 
 
    “Or the peppermint in my pocket from Mom’s garden that likely came from this area.” Jancie chuckled and patted her jeans pocket. 
 
    Cerise grinned at Jancie and knocked on the door. 
 
    A tall, robust older woman in her fifties poked a head out, then pushed the door wide and stepped out. “Cerise!” She held her arms open, and the two exchanged a quick hug. “You’ve brought us some company, both old and new in so many ways that I’m getting dizzy.” The woman nodded to Rachelle and Vika. “New faces.” She grinned at Jancie and Rowe. “And new faces and old spirits.” Her gaze locked on Starla. “And one face I could never forget. Starla!” She stepped across the porch and embraced her old friend. 
 
    Starla lit up. “Neala, it’s sure good to see you, after what is it, more than two decades?” 
 
    Neala matched Starla in height, tall with a sturdier frame like a tree trunk compared to Starla’s soft rolls of flesh. While Starla’s hair hung in thin white curls around her head, Neala wore her stick straight salt and pepper hair cropped close. She dressed simply in jeans and a chambray work shirt, a silver pentangle at her throat. 
 
    “Neala is the chieftainness or high priestess of New Wish,” Cerise said to the others while the two women were occupied with each other. 
 
    “Cheiftainess? My lands.” Aunt Starla stroked Jancie’s arm. “Neala’s ma helped our Maggie care for her husband Louis when he fell ill. That’d be Jancie’s great grandparents.” 
 
    “Do tell.” Neala extended a hand to Jancie. “You must be Faye’s daughter then.” 
 
    Jancie smiled and accepted her hand, which felt warm and certain like her mother’s always had. 
 
    “I can tell a lot about you by your touch.” Neala grinned. “I’m sorry to feel Faye’s early passing and how hard it was for you. I also feel new beginnings in your life now, love and purpose. And I’m sure you can read my touch. Right? It’s something all New Wish coven kin can do.” 
 
    Jancie nodded with a grin. “Your touch makes me feel relaxed, but I can’t pick up any details.” 
 
    Neala shot a knowing smile. “You’re new to witchcraft?” 
 
    “I just found out that my mother was from here and a New Wish witch. I never knew about all this when she lived. It was kept from me. My dad’s decision.” She nodded to Vika. “With Vika’s help, I’ve learned I have powers like Mom’s, from the south wind. I want to learn more.” 
 
    Neala’s smile faded, and she shook her head. “No, you’re here because you need to learn more. There’s evil chasing you from the north wind.” She clasped her hand together. “Well, you’ve come to the right place. Don’t you worry.” She looked at Rowe and Vika. “You two give off strong Coon Hollow energies. Prominent coven members with remarkable talents.” She bowed her head. “I’m honored to meet you both.” 
 
    Vika held Rowe’s shoulder as she attempted to curtsy, while he extended a hand to the chieftainess. 
 
    Cerise introduced the leader to Rowe, Vika, and Rachelle. 
 
    With his touch, Neala gave a start and stared at him. “Can this be? Your mother was Hazel, am I right?” 
 
    He gave her a curious look, forehead crinkled. “Yes, she was. I miss her a lot. I’ve been expecting her spirit to come home soon.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for your losses. Your mother’s spirit’s been in and around the past month floating without form.” 
 
    “I knew she had family along the Ohio River, but didn’t know she had blood ties to New Wish.” 
 
    The leader gave him a warm smile. “Like Cerise, to some of the town folk, not the coven. But I’ve been friends with them both for decades. I’m sure your mother will feel your presence and come by, or we’ll chase her down.” 
 
    “Great. I want to see her.” He beamed. 
 
    “Will do.” Her smile flattened. “I sense you have a complex love relationship with Jancie, one with multiple spells woven around and between the both of you.” She glanced from him to Jancie, who pulled the moonstone locket from underneath her blouse. 
 
    “This was Rowe’s griever’s moonstone. It helped me see and say goodbye to Mom, but now it won’t come off.” 
 
    Neala clucked her tongue. “Another thing for us here to help you with. That might take a bit more work. It seems something of a mystery since there’re several types of magic involved. Vika, I may need some of your knowledge added to the cauldron.” 
 
    Vika straightened. “I’ll be glad to help out.” 
 
    “Come on in and let me get you some refreshments while I make a few calls.” Neala held the door until Rachelle passed, then pulled her aside with a long arm around the girl’s slender shoulder. “You might not be a witch, but you’re welcome here just the same.” 
 
    While enjoying Neala’s own herbal tea and crackers with homemade herbal spreads, Jancie eased into the curving back of a bentwood rocker. The cozy sitting room was decorated with handmade furniture, loomed throws, and beeswax taper candles. Cheery, crazy quilt pillows and cushions gave a homey look. The comfy place and Neala’s easy manner made Jancie relax more than she had in a long while. Her concerns about the initial creepiness of New Wish fell away. The enclosed sensation gave way to security. 
 
    Neala joined them, bringing a comb-back kitchen chair with her to sit upon since all other seats were taken. “Judging by what I know of your reasons for visiting New Wish, you’ll be staying a little while. My home has enough beds, if you don’t mind sharing rooms and lending a hand in the kitchen for meals.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Starla said in a loud voice. “Vika and I have found a real knack for cooking together.” 
 
    The others chimed in with agreement. 
 
    “Jancie, it’s easy enough to teach you how to use your skills of our order, but that moonstone bothers me. Let’s start with that concern. I got the word out to our elder, Eartha, who knows more about ancient and peculiar magic. She’s well past one hundred years old and lives alone to concentrate on her studies. We treasure her spirit and knowledge and pay frequent visits to help her with chores. She’ll receive you this afternoon. I’ve sent for a buggy driver to take you there.” Neala faced Starla and Rachelle. “I’m sorry but Eartha won’t accept non-magicals in her presence while she works. I’ll be staying here with you, and we can see some sights of the town together.” 
 
    Jancie looked at her friend and great aunt, not wanting to leave them out. She couldn’t decide. 
 
    A distinctive clop clop clop of horse hooves sounded on the street outside. “That’s Georgie. He’ll take you to visit Eartha and bring you back.” 
 
    Jancie, Rowe, Vika, and Cerise filed out after Neala. “Hey, Georgie.” She waved to the man driving the bright blue rig. “These folks need to go to Eartha’s and be returned here afterward.” 
 
    Georgie was a beanpole of an older man with unshaven silver whiskers and a shock of stiff, gray hair that poked out from under a navy and white striped train engineer’s cap. Limber for his age, he hopped from the driver’s seat and offered a hand to each as they climbed into the open-air buggy. 
 
    The last to step up, Rowe hesitated, lost his footing and fell backward holding on by the outside handle. He quickly gathered himself, and, with Georgie gripping his waist, hoisted himself up and took a seat beside Jancie. Rowe’s face was wet with sweat. 
 
    “What happened?” Jancie touched his knee. 
 
    “I had a dizzy spell. I’ve had a headache since we left.” He ran a hand across his jaw. “Probably just lack of sleep. I tossed and turned all night, worrying.” 
 
    Vika leaned forward from the opposite bench. “When we get back, I’ll talk with Neala about getting you some herbs to help you rest tonight.” 
 
    “Eartha will do you some good that way, sir.” Georgie scampered up into his high seat. “Even better than Neala, but don’t tell the chieftainess I said so.” He gave the sleek Standardbred filly a gentle flap with the reins, and they drove round the circular drive onto the street. 
 
    The four exchanged waves with their friends left behind on the porch. 
 
    The drive took them away from town on lanes only wide enough for the horse and buggy. The air smelled dense and woodsy with forest leaf mold accumulated in the bottom of the low valley. A few cabin windows peeked at them from their seclusion deep in the woods. The rustic way of life and slow pace calmed Jancie’s agitated nerves. Adara’s wrath seemed a world away. 
 
    The little horse turned down a gravel path, and Jancie strained to see a house. The thicket on either side threatened to overtake their buggy. “Just ahead,” Georgie said. He kissed to his horse to prompt her onward. 
 
    Jancie smelled pine smoke before she caught sight of the tiny log cabin, its back set against a rocky cliff face in the rising hillside. 
 
    The horse drew up and their group made their way to the dwelling, the driver leading them. He knocked and called out. “It’s me, Georgie. I brought you four guests from Neala’s.” 
 
    There was no response for at least a minute, but he didn’t turn away. 
 
    Finally, the planked door creaked open on rusty iron hinges, and a hunched elderly woman appeared. Her simple charcoal shift dress hung to sensible brown lace shoes and tied at her bird-like waist with an intricately knotted cord. “Thank you, Georgie.” She rolled her eyes up and peered at the visitors through cloudy cataracts. “Come in. I was expecting you all. I’m Eartha.” She let go of the door and shuffled into a dark sitting area lit only by a glowing fire. 
 
    The limestone fireplace covered an entire side wall of the home. The back wall extended into the cliff, a cave of sorts excavated from the rock. Aside from a front window next to the door, all other wall space was covered with shelves. Thick dust obscured book titles and the contents of glass jars. A long roughhewn table occupied the middle of the room, and Eartha waved toward it. “Have a seat.” 
 
    Rowe and Vika sat on either side of Jancie on a handmade bench, Cerise beside Vika. 
 
    Jancie introduced them, while the elder lit a taper candle on the table and covered it with a glass hurricane. Her frail hands shook, and her motions were slow and deliberate. Fine strands of her shoulder-length, white hair rose with her trembling. She sat opposite of them and said, “Neala related some of your concerns. Please lend me your hand, Jancie.” 
 
    Jancie extended her hand across the table to the aged witch. After the initial cold fish feeling of the woman’s loose, thin skin, Jancie felt warmth that compelled her to shut her eyes. Her mother’s spirit draped across Jancie’s shoulders, and the south wind blew hot in her face. She opened her eyes, surprised to feel strands of her hair blowing back. 
 
    “A young and strong south wind witch. Rare indeed. And a good thing since an evil north wind chases you.” Eartha’s voice sputtered in breathy bursts. She let go of Jancie’s hand. “Neala told me about a moonstone layered with spell upon spell. Please let me see the stone.” 
 
    Jancie pulled it from her neckline. “It won’t come off.” 
 
    “Come closer, child. My blind old eyes cannot see that far.” 
 
    Reseated beside the elder, Jancie held the locket up. 
 
    Eartha pressed a palm to its smooth surface and stared into the fire across the table. “This is enchanted, the same exact griever’s stone I’ve seen once before.” She cocked her head to Rowe. “Young man, please tell me about your family and your magic.” 
 
    “My full name is Rowe Alan McCoy, son of Hazel and Walter McCoy, both deceased and former long-standing members of Coon Hollow Coven’s council. The family magic is animation. I teach that skill in our community schools.” 
 
    A toothy grin interrupted the deep lines of her face. “Ah, Hazel. I visited with her last week, appeared from the fire in my fireplace one morning.” The elder’s glassy eyes stared off into the flames. “You were fortunate to have such fine parents, Rowe McCoy. But you’ve known death of a wife and bore this moonstone after your loss. And you are also fortunate to hold the heart of this south wind witch seated beside me.” 
 
    She faced Jancie. “And you set off the stone’s enchantment to face the loss of Faye, one of our own.” 
 
    Jancie nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “Help an old mind with names. Faye was Betty’s child. Betty’s mother came to New Wish pregnant. That woman was…” 
 
    “Maggie, Margaret,” Jancie added. 
 
    “Maggie, of course. I should’ve remembered. She and Louis, a Coon Hollow witch, came in the worst winter. They couldn’t marry according to that coven’s customs. She feared her unborn child would be ostracized, and probably so.” Eartha gazed into the fire and caressed the moonstone. “She wore this very moonstone and came to me with the same problem as you. It wouldn’t come off. I was still a girl then, in my twenties and living with my parents. The mystery of this stone drew me to my calling, part historian of magic, part seer, part diviner of plain old common sense.” She chuckled. 
 
    “Through wild ways of my own magic and a heap of research, I learned the moonstone was overlaid with a spell set against New Wish blood. A Coon Hollow female witch by the name of Mabbina Tabard fell in love with a male witch from her coven, a widower wearing this very locket. But he loved a New Wish witch and wanted nothing to do with Mabbina. Enraged and owning a black heart, she laced the moonstone with evil to keep the lovers apart.  They weren’t accepted as a mixed couple in Coon Hollow, and when here in New Wish, a mental illness drove him mad. Within a year’s time, he had no knowledge of his new bride.” Eartha looked away from the fire and let go of the moonstone. “And bits of records told me this had happened once before, between the Tabard family and a New Wish witch who stole the heart of a Coon Hollow male witch.” She squinted her eyes. “The lovers’ names were Victoria and John, and the Tabard girl…Judith or was it Priscilla? Anyhow, a pattern stood out to me when—” 
 
    “That’s what happened to my grandparents, Maggie and Louis.” Jancie twisted in her seat.  “Is that going to happen to Rowe and me?” Her jaw went slack. She looked at him, suddenly aware that his headaches and dizziness were signs. The familiar knot formed in her stomach, and she reached across the table for his hand.  “Can you stop this from happening to us?” she asked Eartha. 
 
    “No. I cannot. I could not help Maggie.” 
 
    Jancie’s throat constricted.  “There must be something. Please help us,” she choked out the words. Her gaze met Rowe’s, his face ashen, already showing weakness. Angry heat flooded her face. She’d come here expecting help, but none was to be had. 
 
    The elder coughed. “I could not help Maggie.” She gulped air, inflating her sunken chest. “That was because although she possessed New Wish blood, she was not a witch with active powers. Only a carrier. I presumed the locket came free after the man Mabbina loved died, and later it found its way to Maggie. At that time, seeing history repeating in desperate young love, I laid a spell of my own on this gem. I never thought I’d live to see it help any of our own, but here you are. Jancie, I hope you’re the one destined to break this curse.” 
 
    Jancie’s breath grew shallow as she hung onto every word Eartha spoke, every movement she made. 
 
    The elder removed the hurricane from the candle in front of her. She cupped her hand around the flame with fire licking between her fingers, but didn’t jerk or cry out. 
 
    Vika and Cerise leaned closer, and Rowe squeezed Jancie’s hand. 
 
    Eartha’s hands glowed orange, she turned to Jancie. “Keep hold of Rowe and give me your other hand. Do not be afraid.” The elderly witch pressed her flaming skin to Jancie’s. 
 
    Jancie braced to resist the reflex to pull away, but none came. The fire’s energy spread throughout her body. A supercharged dose of New Wish magic. The orange color changed from yellow to green to blue. 
 
    The elder withdrew. “The color blue is important. It has chosen you, Jancie. It tells what element of nature here in New Wish will teach you to use your powers. I perform this ritual with our strong witches whose powers are blocked, much as yours have been suppressed. The term ‘new wish’ holds meaning for many here today and for those who chose this location more than a century ago. You have the spark within you from your grandmother’s blood and fanned by your grandfather’s powers. You are the witch Maggie never could be. Find your element and ask of it your one new wish, and it will be granted. May you break this curse.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-five: A Mother’s Love 
 
      
 
      
 
    Darkness blanketed the isolated valley as their horse’s feet clopped with a steady rhythm back to Neala’s. 
 
    Jancie wrapped an arm around Rowe as he leaned into her, complaining of a blinding headache. 
 
    Her thoughts wandered into the spaces of still blue dusk, searching for where she might find the blue element that would open her powers and grant her one wish. Blue indicated water, or was it sky? How would she know her element? The one wish seemed easy enough. But maybe not. To break the Tabard curse on the moonstone so she could share love with Rowe seemed the obvious wish. That meant she’d have to rely on her own power to overthrow Adara. She sighed inside herself. 
 
    She worried about Rowe. Other than getting him back to Coon Hollow, Eartha hadn’t given a way to stop the illness that the evil spell brought on him. But, being back home in his coven might not even work. The curse seemed to activate when they left, but there was no guarantee of reversibility. She wondered if any of Neala’s herbs would hold off Rowe’s symptoms to buy Jancie time to find her element. 
 
    The horse trotted through the tiny downtown and pulled up on the circular drive where the chieftainess met them on her porch. The yellow glow of lamp light inside her cabin was inviting. If only Rowe felt well, and they could enjoy the time away in New Wish. 
 
    Neala and Georgie steadied each passenger as they stepped down from the buggy, giving special attention to Vika and Rowe. 
 
    “Does anyone know any herbs that can help at least slow the effects of the curse on Rowe?” Jancie asked. “I know breaking the evil is up to me, but I can’t do that tonight. I’m worried.” 
 
    “Won’t hurt to try. I know grape leaves strengthen mental powers,” Vika offered. 
 
    “Along with rosemary, spearmint, and savory.” Neala added. “Those are still growing strong in my potion garden. We can make a tea. I spoke to Eartha after you left, and she told me about the curse.” 
 
    “And mustard greens.” Jancie took hold of Rowe’s hand in case he faltered while climbing the porch steps. “Mom always made mustard green and rosemary tea for headaches.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate a tea to ease this throbbing.” He massaged a temple. 
 
    “Dinner’s ready and waiting. After our walk, Rachelle, Starla, and I whipped up a meal.” Neala called back to the buggy driver. “Georgie, I’ve got some dinner for you to take home and a pumpkin pie as well. Something for your efforts today.” 
 
    He scurried after them. “Thank you, Miss Neala. A thoughtful treat for me and my missus.” 
 
    Jancie admired how Neala conducted herself with kindness. She leaned into Rowe. “She’s so nice to everyone.” 
 
    “A sharp contrast to how Adara leads by power and fear,” he replied and eased into a three-legged primitive chair at the kitchen table. 
 
    “You look tuckered out, Rowe.” Starla set a basket of biscuits on the table. “Are you all right?” 
 
    He took a sip of ice water. “Terrible headache.” 
 
    Neala and Jancie, with Vika hovering at their elbows, worked to prepare herbs for a medicinal tea. 
 
    Rachelle placed dinner plates on the table filled with fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and gravy, which seemed to get the others to come to the table. 
 
    “Smells and looks right good.” Vika sampled a forkful. “Mmm. Your chicken melts in my mouth. My compliments to the cooks.” 
 
    “That would mostly be Starla.” Rachelle added the last table items and sat down. “We just assisted.” 
 
    “Mighty fine work on the gravy, Rachelle.” Neala winked at her. “Rowe, try this.” She set a cup of amber liquid beside him. “It’s a tea that helps relieve headaches and strengthen mental clarity.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He took a sip and wrinkled his nose. “As bad as that tastes, it has to work.” He ate a few bites of food and laid his fork down. “I’m going to lie down for a while. Save my dinner, please.” He stood and moved to the sitting room where Jancie arranged pillows to make him comfortable on the couch. 
 
    She leaned over a side table. “I set your tea here. Try to get that down.” Back at the dining table, Jancie stared at her plate. “I know once I’m able to make my wish, this will be over. But what if I can’t easily find my element to grant that wish? I feel like I should go out tonight to look for it. Can anyone guide me to blue natural elements here to speed things up?” 
 
    Neala shook her head. “I’m sorry, Jancie. I understand both your pain and Rowe’s. No one can help you find your element. That’s part of why it works. This is about you connecting to your powers. You must seek that element. When you find it, you will also discover your powers.” 
 
    Jancie poked at her food, slowly managing to eat her chicken thigh. She gulped water, her frustration burning hot in her face. A lively conversation went on around her, but she was in her own world. She feared going out on her own, but her love for Rowe was stronger than her fears. With resolve, she looked up with a new idea. “Neala, is there a map of the valley that might help me get prepared to search come dawn? May I use a map in this ritual?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not. I have a simple copy of a hand drawn one I’ll get for you after dinner.” 
 
    Rachelle tilted her head and looked at Jancie. “Since I’m not a witch, would it be okay for me to go with her on her search? Just for moral support?” 
 
    Neala twisted her mouth to one side. “That’s a request I’ve not run into before. Let me think on it and maybe get in touch with Eartha.” 
 
    Jancie sat straighter and grinned at her friend. It would be great if Rachelle could go with her, just to keep her calm. A little more hopeful with that idea and the use of a map, Jancie ate the rest of her meal, then joined Rowe while the others had dessert. 
 
    His tea cup was empty, and he slept fitfully. By the tightness around his eyes, she knew he still suffered. 
 
    She covered him with a crocheted afghan. Rubbing her hands along her upper arms, she stepped to the fireplace constructed of the familiar limestone but far less impressive than Eartha’s. She noticed wood already laid and called over her shoulder into the kitchen, “Neala, may I light a fire?” 
 
    “Yes, please do. The evenings are chilly now.” The chieftainess poked her head around the corner. “Be sure to open the flue. Matches are on the mantel.” 
 
    Jancie bent low and yanked the metal lever to open the chimney. 
 
    As soon as she did, a whoosh sounded with air rushing down and into the room. 
 
    Jancie stepped back, staring at a loosely formed vaporous ball of blue light hanging in the air in front of her. “Neala, come quick! Something came down the chimney.” 
 
    The light moved around Jancie while she stood stone still, arms clutched across her chest. 
 
    Everyone rushed into the sitting room. “Hazel! I’m glad you’re here,” the chieftainess cried out. “Your son is in a bad way.” She motioned to Rowe. “Can you do anything to help him?” 
 
    Rowe’s eyes opened, and he sat up, disoriented and rubbing his head as he looked at the light. “Mother?” 
 
    Jancie found her voice. “It’s an old Tabard curse, punishing any griever’s moonstone bearer from Coon Hollow for loving a New Wish witch. It makes the bearer go mad. He’s in extreme pain. Please help.” 
 
    The blue light zipped to Rowe and moved along him from head to toe, clinging to his body until it encased his entire form. 
 
    Shaking, Jancie grabbed Vika’s arm. “What’s happening?” 
 
    The blue light dissipated, not into the air, but inside Rowe, through his nose, mouth, eyes, and exposed skin. 
 
    He lay back, motionless, but the muscles of his face relaxed. 
 
    “She’s doing what any mother would, trying to save her son.” Vika patted Jancie’s hand and whispered. “As his mother, she can enter his body. I’m no seer, but I’m thinkin’ her spirit might be able to heal injuries like Rowe did for me. That was one of her talents when she lived.” 
 
    “Fascinating magic.” Neala joined them as they stared at the sight. “Nothing we do here.” 
 
    A thin film of pale blue covered his body, while Rowe exhaled puffs of light that were reabsorbed by his skin. 
 
    Jancie took a step toward him. “Vika, can I touch him? I need to know he’s okay.” Her whole body trembled. 
 
    “Hold up.” Vika moved behind her. “I want to be with you in case Hazel rejects you. She don’t know your touch. Better yet, let’s do it together. She knows me well.” The old woman placed her hand over Jancie’s and guided it to Rowe’s resting on his chest. 
 
    Jancie gasped and read every small sensation. Hazel’s spirit surrounded their joined hands, coursing along Jancie’s skin. Every hair and fold was touched. After at least a minute, Jancie was able to sense Rowe’s body, calm and at ease. No pain tormented him, but his emotions were still and unchanging, as if suspended. His chest rose and sank slower than in sleep. “It’s like she slowed down his body functions.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. Hazel spoke directly to me. It was all she knew to do to keep the damage at bay.” Vika wrapped her free arm around Jancie. “She’s bought you the time you needed.” 
 
    Happy tears ran down Jancie’s face as they moved away from Rowe’s sleeping form. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-six: The Wish 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jancie awoke the next morning before her phone alarm sounded and rolled out of the trundle bed onto the rug careful not to wake Starla in the connected bed. She and Rachelle, being younger, chose to sleep in the drawer beds pulled out from where Vika and Starla slept in the two twins. The floorboards of the old cabin creaked as Jancie padded through the hallway, with clothes and toiletries in hand she’d laid out the night before. 
 
    She brushed her teeth, washed her face in the vintage pedestal sink, and fixed her hair in a quick ponytail. In the mirror, her hazel eyes were dull, with dark circles around them. 
 
    Like she’d told Rachelle, shouldering both the new responsibilities of being an adult and a witch was daunting. The weight was hers alone to bear. Before bed, Neala had determined Rachelle couldn’t accompany Jancie on the quest to find her element. Although not surprised, she was disappointed and slept fitfully in anticipation. 
 
    With a sigh, she changed from her nightgown into jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt. 
 
    Downstairs, Jancie tiptoed to where Rowe slept on the couch. The soft blue light his mother still surrounded him with her loving protection. Jancie bent close, careful not to touch him and disturb Hazel’s magic. “Rowe, if you can hear me, know that I love you. I’ll find a way to break the moonstone’s curse.” She glanced at the blue vapors swirling between his fingers. “And Hazel, I don’t know if you can hear, but thank you so much for keeping him safe.” 
 
    A creak sounded on the stairwell landing as Neala descended, wrapped in a red terry robe. “I thought I heard someone up.” She grinned at Jancie. “Do you need anything?” 
 
    “Thanks, but I prepared my lunch last night.” Jancie moved through the kitchen toward the back door. 
 
    “You have my phone number in case of an emergency, right?” Neala asked. 
 
    Jancie nodded and wedged the lunch, her wallet, and local map to the backpack she’d left on a half log bench inside the back door. She peered out into the darkness. No hint of light was visible but songs of twittering birds meant dawn would come soon. Thankful Cerise had told them to bring hiking boots, Jancie tugged hers on and zipped into a cozy fleece hoodie that matched the light amber color of her hair. 
 
    She set off into the dark morning toward the lights of the main street. She hoped by the time she left the electric lights, the sun would help her see, but that was not the case, even past seven o’clock. She made good use of the flashlight since the steep hills with the dense tree cover delayed sunrise. 
 
    She followed the main road out of town, its smooth macadam riddled with cracks from last winter’s freezes and top-dressed with loose gravel. Broken stone crunched under her boot’s thick soles. The still morning air held smells of wood fires close to the ground.  Jancie passed a cluster of cabins, partially draped in flood lighting from nearby sheds. Her nose twitched with the distinct fragrances of the various fires. A tangy, sweet smell of pine hissed and sparked out of one chimney top. Mellow, rich odor of oak logs smoldered from another. The pleasant baked ham smell of a hickory fire made her mouth water. And the sweet syrupy smell of sugar maple logs made her empty stomach rumble. She smiled, remembering how her mother had taught her to how to smell the differences. 
 
    Warm, yellow lights shined in a few cabin windows. Residents of New Wish were up and starting their days. Animals also stirred. Songbirds darted from limb to limb, their colors hidden in shadows. A raucous medley of cawing gave away the identities of blue jays among a stand of pines. 
 
    When daylight peeked over the hillside, Jancie turned off the main road, following her instinct as she searched for her blue element. She examined the softening midnight sky, wondering whether that was the blue she sought. Nothing caught her attention, so she followed a twisting lane, expecting to see a blue river or at least a creek. She consulted her map, and it confirmed her guess. But brush grew so dense that she couldn’t find a way to cut through. At the loud bray of a horse, she walked on. 
 
    In a clearing, stood a red barn where a huge chestnut horse whinnied at its open stall door. A man in overalls and a red flannel shirt scurried from around a corner. Harness in hand, he led the anxious animal to the front of an old-fashioned plow. 
 
    Jancie surveyed the small truck farm with rows of market produce. An undulating row of trees marked the field’s far border. Certain the line bordered moving water, she followed the dirt driveway to barn. 
 
    The farmer tipped his cap, and his bushy gray brows wiggled. “Hello. Name’s Samuel. What can I do for you this morning?” 
 
    “I’m Jancie.” She pointed behind the barn, unsure how to explain her purpose for being on his property. “I’m looking to find my witch element. May I cross your property to reach that stream?” 
 
    His head bobbed up and down. “Be welcome here, Jancie. You’re right on track.” He secured the horse and motioned for Jancie to follow him toward the back of the clearing. He pointed to a weeping willow whose limbs swayed in the breeze like a Hawaiian dancer’s grass skirt. “To the left of that trunk is a path to Nutter’s Creek.” With a smile, he lifted his cap again. “May you reach your destiny.” 
 
    She thanked him and continued as he’d directed. Pushing the curtain of willow limbs aside, the rushing stream came into view. The current twisted over and around rocky outcroppings. The swift water, more white than blue, didn’t trigger Jancie’s intuition. 
 
    She consulted her map, looking for wider streams that might have deep, blue pools. If I follow Nutter’s Creek south, it flows into a larger stream. A narrow but passable trail followed along the bank where she stood. Seems like a plan. 
 
    Weaving in and out with the meandering creek, Jancie picked her way across roots and washed out sections. She made slow progress through tangled forest broken by an occasional cabin in a small clearing or wider open areas of truck farms like Samuel’s. 
 
    Before she reached the intersecting stream, hunger got the best of her. She took a seat on a wide sycamore root that had thrust itself into the water. The exposed root was covered by a tough, papery bark that mimicked mottled, peeling layers of the three-foot wide trunk. Her phone searched for service without any luck, but thankfully she’d worn a watch. Noon! How can it be that late? She finished half of the sandwich, saving the rest for later, and washed it down with a quick swallow of tea. 
 
    Keeping her eyes on the ground, Jancie stepped up her pace. She paused to look around and had the junction in sight. She sprinted for it. Where Nutter’s Stream widened to join the other, she tripped on an exposed root. She caught herself from falling into the water by a tenuous handhold on a thin branch. Less than a pencil’s diameter, it threatened to break. Although the creek wasn’t deep, the water was cold. Unable to grab anything else or jump across to the opposite bank, she inched her fingers up the thin branch while working one foot back up the bank. 
 
    The limb bent lower under the stress. 
 
    What witchcraft might help me? Surely something. Jancie reached her free hand across her body toward the jeans pocket containing the peppermint leaves. Her twisting motion strained the branch. It creaked with the sound of plant fibers tearing. One foot slipped off of the muddy bank. Before she could touch the mint, an unseen force yanked on her extended wrist and pulled her onto the bank. 
 
    Jancie turned to see a woman who looked to be in her late thirties beat her hands on her thighs, guffawing. 
 
    Jancie moved closer, her hands shaking, breath shallow. “Thank you for saving me from falling in.” 
 
    The woman eyed her but didn’t speak. A streak of white cut through her coal black hair that straggled uneven below her shoulders. She dressed in homespun olive green fabric, not so much a dress as a frayed shroud cinched at her waist with a leather thong. Her black eyes flashed sparks of blue. 
 
    Jancie’s pulse quickened, and she took a few steps nearer, eager to study the woman’s eyes. “Thank you for your help,” Jancie repeated in case the woman hadn’t heard before. 
 
    The woman backed away, her eyes wild with piercing blue glints. She held up her palms. “Stay there, South Wind. I know you. My visions tell me.” The woman side-stepped, as if preparing to run away. 
 
    “It’s okay. I mean no harm. I’m Jancie. Thank you for helping me at the stream. What’s your name?” Jancie needed to see the blue of those eyes. She searched for questions to keep the frightened woman from running away. 
 
    “My given name’s Fia, but call me Death Teller because that’s what I do.” Her gaze darted in all directions. “No one wants what I can see. Too late to stop the reaper’s hand from reaching their loved ones but enough to torture their own souls for eternity. Like mine is.” She hugged herself, while looking up in all directions and  dodging things Jancie couldn’t see. “Hundreds of deaths, people screaming behind my eyes. Until my eyes bleed. Blue with the blood of their dying veins.” Her eyes focused on Jancie. “Go back. Do not invite me to see death around you.” 
 
    Realization shot through Jancie like electricity. This is Fia Tabard—Adara’s mad sister. Deserted and cast away Can this be? What force has brought me to her? Jancie stared at the desperate, lonely creature before her, and her heart ached at the thought of the woman’s fate. “I still want to thank you. You did something nice for me. You didn’t hurt me.” She stepped closer, determined to view those flashing blue streaks in the woman’s eyes. 
 
    When Jancie reached Fia, the woman crouched and curled into a ball, head tucked against her knees. “Don’t come any closer.” 
 
    Jancie extended a hand and smoothed Fia’s tangled hair. She was drawn to this woman. 
 
    Long shadows of trees fell over them, and the air grew cooler. Jancie panicked. How can it be evening already? She flinched. Dread, suspicion, and fear shot through her. Was this a trap of Adara’s, using her sister? Jancie sensed the strength of Fia’s powers. She could kill me if she wanted. Heat poured into her face, and sweat trickled from her hairline. 
 
    She let out a slow breath, trusting her instincts. 
 
    Fia slowly raised her head, still clutching her knees with white-knuckled hands. 
 
    Jancie’s gaze lingered in the witch’s blue eyes. She placed a hand over Fia’s, feeling the roughness of her skin. 
 
    A single blue tear rolled down the woman’s cheek, and she let go of her knee. Her fingers trembled as they embraced Jancie’s. “You know death already.” Fia’s raspy voice choked out the words, and she stared, unblinking, into Jancie’s eyes. “Your mother. You do not fear death. Your heart’s brave and true. But are you brave enough to be the Death Teller’s friend, I hope?” Her body shook with her hoarse speech. She cast her gaze down. “I have no friends. Not one. Ever. No family now. All have left me. Jancie, will you be my friend to share tonight’s full moon?” 
 
    Jancie clasped Fia’s hand into both of her own. “I will be your friend during this moon and many more.” 
 
    Fia’s body relaxed. She grinned and laughed in fits and starts. 
 
    Jancie’s spirit soared witnessing Fia’s transformation. 
 
    “Look there!” Fia sprang to her feet. “The moon, she rises above my trees and finds us.” 
 
    Without thinking, Jancie embraced the ragged, lonely witch. 
 
    First with one hand, then the other, Fia returned the hug while the pair watched the full moon rise higher. 
 
    “A super moon, bigger and stronger than others. Big enough to bring me a friend.” Fia hugged tighter and bounced on her toes, her smiling face lifted to the sky. She glanced at Jancie. “And for you, you know your destiny as a witch is to break a curse that plagues your people, yet the road to get there eludes you. May our friendship under this moon help you as well.” 
 
    In the tiny clearing, the moon’s brilliant glow shone like a spotlight on them. 
 
    “This is the time of fullness, the flood tide of power, when the Lady in full circle of brightness, she rides across the sky above us.” Fia’s eyes were bright and smiling. “This is the time of the bearing of fruits, of change realized. The Great Mother is pouring out her love and her gifts upon us in abundance.” 
 
    Then Jancie knew. It was time for her to make her one wish. She remembered the wording she wanted to use. I wish to break the Tabard curse on the enchanted griever’s moonstone I wear, setting Rowe McCoy free of its debilitating ailment. 
 
    Jancie looked up at the moon and surrendered her fear. Fia had cast aside decades of deep fear and pain and opened to her. The blue of Fia’s eyes had taught the element’s lesson Jancie needed to follow. Her powers as a witch were now unlocked and surged through her body. She wrapped her arms tighter around Fia and embraced her with the pure love of true friends. 
 
    Jancie lifted her face to the moon, and her voice rang out with her wish. When the reverberation quieted in her throat, animals of the forest and farms carried the sounds of her wish in all directions. The valley came to life around them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-seven: The Storm 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jancie ran along the dark dirt roads, panting. Fia had begged Jancie to stay for dinner, but she needed to see Rowe more than anything else. 
 
    Before she’d left the hermit witch, they exchanged locks of their hair. Holding the jet black and ginger strands together in clasped hands, they vowed to keep their friendship alive. If not together for future full moons, they promised to hold the other’s hair and remember their special meeting. 
 
    The locks were stored in tiny wooden boxes which Fia had whittled. Neighbor women sold her handicrafts in fairs to help provide  a meager income. 
 
    Jancie promised to visit her new friend during the coming days. Words tumbling from her mouth, she explained her love for Rowe, how the curse affected him, and how she hoped her wish ended his suffering. 
 
    With a teary hug, Fia gave Jancie directions and sent her on her way. 
 
    Thankful for her experience as a runner but not so happy with the weight of hiking boots, Jancie tried to pace herself. Since she’d traveled a long way along a winding stream, her ability to gauge distance was unreliable. Darkness didn’t help. Three times she thought she approached Samuel’s farm, and three times she was wrong. 
 
    Songbirds and squirrels followed her from tree to tree along the roadsides. Their twittering and chattering brought more followers: hoot owls, raccoons, and even a few skunks. Although cautious about the skunks, the company cheered Jancie forward. 
 
    About half a mile later, the heavy boots strained her legs and forced her to slow to a jog. Hot tears trickled down her cheeks. She must save Rowe. 
 
    Around the next bend, Samuel’s hefty horse brayed to her from his stall door. 
 
    She waved at the horse and found a burst of energy. Now retracing her previous route, she knew only about two miles remained. Reduced again to a jog on the main road, she considered calling Neala but pushed the thought away. This was her quest to complete alone. 
 
    The town lights came into view. Jancie pushed into a run, and a stabbing knot of pain shot through one thigh. She crumbled, moaning between gasps for air while massaging the cramped quadriceps muscle. Not now. Damn, I can’t even walk. The moonstone locket swung into her face. Thinking it could be part of her problem, Jancie reached up and tried to yank it off. The chain wouldn’t budge from her neck, and she realized the gem enchanted with Eartha’s spell wouldn’t release until Jancie fulfilled her destiny of breaking the Tabard curse. 
 
    Nearby critters sounded alarming cries. Sharp hoots, raucous tweets, and a chorus of howls filled the air. 
 
    Jancie shook her head and bit her lip. When her hands brushed the front of her jeans as she tried to stand, the fragrance of peppermint filled the air. She dug her hand into the pocket and clutched a limp leaf to her damp cheek. Get me to him. Please. 
 
    Moments later, the invigorating sensation of mint coursed through her injured leg. The exhausted muscles cooled and relaxed. Jancie took a tentative step, then another. The pain was manageable. Not chancing her luck, she kept to a walk and reached town. Heartened, she picked up the pace and race-walked the last three blocks to Neala’s. 
 
    The wide log cabin porch was crowded with happy people calling to her, but she only saw one face. 
 
    Rowe ran down the steps toward her, arms wide. 
 
    Jancie tried to run, and pain surged through the quad again. With a groan, she stumbled. 
 
    “I’ve got you.” Rowe’s arms enfolded her. “It’s my turn to heal you now.” He swept her into his arms, carried her onto porch, and set her on a rope hammock chair. 
 
    Her friends and family crowded around, along with new faces who may have been extended family for all she knew. 
 
    Rowe’s warm hands, dripping with blue light, followed bands of her thigh muscles. Healing heat penetrated the fibers, repairing tears and bringing oxygen to relieve cramps. 
 
    After he made several passes, she flexed and extended her leg. “Ah, better. Only stiff. No pain.” She stood and sank into his arms. 
 
    Neala patted Jancie’s shoulder. “You did well, Jancie. I’m so proud of you. And Faye would be, too.” 
 
    Jancie spun in Rowe’s arms and smiled at the chieftainess. “She knows. She and her peppermint faery helped me get back with this injury.” 
 
    Neala beamed. “Now that you’ve connected to your powers, you and I will have lots to do in these two weeks before Mabon. You need to learn how to harness your source, the south wind.” 
 
    “Will that be hard?” Jancie asked. 
 
    “No. Easy compared to learning to trust your life on your instincts—what you did today, as I just read through touching your shoulder.” 
 
    “Welcome back, Jancie.” Vika smiled and hugged the couple. “Like I’ve been saying, you’re a darned good witch. What did your blue element turn out to be?” 
 
    The New Wish witches present hushed. 
 
    “Oh!” Vika scanned their wide-eyed faces. “Did I say something wrong? So sorry if I did.” Her voice faded. 
 
    Neala patted Vika’s arm. “Just a different custom. You didn’t step on any toes. It’s up to Jancie whether she wants to share or not. Many witches here don’t, since connecting to their powers is personal.” 
 
    Vika nodded and withdrew. 
 
    “Actually, I’d like to share.” Jancie addressed the group of about twenty on the porch. “I think there’s something for everyone to learn. It was the blue streaks in Fia Tabard’s black eyes that taught me to trust my powers completely.” 
 
    “Fia Tabard?” Vika clamped a hand over her mouth. 
 
    Rowe leaned around Jancie’s shoulder. “Did her threats to kill you force you to depend on your powers?” 
 
    “No. In fact, it was her request for me to be her friend that made me trust my instincts rather than being afraid of her. She believed the full moon brought me to her. And I think she’s right.” Jancie pulled the handmade wooden box from her zipped jacket pocket and revealed Fia’s hair. “We exchanged locks of hair in her little boxes, promising at each full moon to remember tonight.” 
 
    Vika shook her head. “I’d have never thought it.” 
 
    Rowe rubbed his chin stubble. “Me neither, but then after her brother and older sister were killed, Fia left her family.” 
 
    “The accident with my dad and Adara?” Jancie asked. 
 
    Vika nodded. “Grizela said Fia went mad from being able to predict her siblings’ deaths but not soon enough to save them.” 
 
    Jancie blinked at the disbelieving faces staring at her. “I know Fia’s sort of a wilding, but she claimed her family had left her.” 
 
    Vika stroked a gnarled finger along one temple. “Now that I’m thinkin’, I wonder if Fia wasn’t cast out for not being able to give adequate warning.” 
 
    “Now that sounds like Grizela.” Rowe rubbed Jancie’s shoulders. “Trusting Fia must’ve challenged your sense of right and wrong—the truth of a witch and source of his or her powers.” 
 
    Vika clucked her tongue and shrugged. “Still, it’s hard for me to believe any good came from a Tabard.” 
 
    Neala tilted her head. “From the start, Fia always chose to keep to herself on the edge of our coven. No doubt her powers are strong. Just going past her house, I can feel them.” She lifted a brow. “Maybe it took an offer of genuine friendship to break the dark magic of the Tabard curse.” 
 
    “That could well be.” Rowe hugged Jancie tighter. “At any rate, I’m so happy you found your element and broke the curse.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The next morning, Jancie began Neala’s practice lessons to be able to use the south wind’s energy. After days of routine drills, Jancie’s control advanced. She made trees bend to her requests and streams flow more slowly or swiftly. She visited Fia and came back with new skills for using the south wind to draw down the moon’s waxing and waning powers. Neala helped Jancie harness clouds until they surrendered themselves as her servants. She summoned their rain showers and torrents, their breezes and gales, but their lightning interested Jancie the most. 
 
    With a ball of golden lightning in her hand, she studied its properties. The crackling electricity sent her hair streaming back, and her skin prickled. The rush of energy into her brain was exhilarating. 
 
    “You should see yourself!” Rowe exclaimed as he approached her in Neala’s backyard. “Your hair looks like spun gold, and your face is glowing.” 
 
    “She looks like a goddess, doesn’t she?” Neala smiled from where she watched on a rough split log bench. 
 
    Rowe chuckled and shook his head. “Amazing. I’m a lucky guy.” 
 
    Jancie’s giggles broke her concentration. She lowered the orb to the ground, detonating it as Neala had taught her. “If you hadn’t made me laugh, I was going to try to throw it.” She nestled under his arm against the trunk of a yellow-leaved sugar maple. The soft flannel of a new casual shirt he’d purchased to fit in with the locals brushed against her cheek. 
 
    Neala stood and stretched. “It’ll come soon. You still have two more days to practice before Mabon. And practice you must. Adara will be an expert at hurling power fueled by her north wind. She will challenge your command of the clouds.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem like nearly enough time,” Jancie said as she and Rowe followed the chieftainess into her house. 
 
    “If you stress over time, your practice will be to waste.” Neala washed her hands in the kitchen sink. “Why don’t you take time off after lunch? Be mindless and mindful.” 
 
    Jancie struggled with the sage advice of her mentor. Since the onset of her mother’s cancer, Jancie had forgotten how to enjoy doing nothing. She and Rowe took a small buggy out by themselves to explore New Wish. They pulled up at an art fair among a cluster of cabins and strolled through the wares. Jancie couldn’t help but imagine the future when she and Rowe would gather fall apples from his family’s place and take turns stirring a pot of simmering apple butter. Or when she’d make crazy quilts for each of their children like her mother had made for her. Or the herbal sachets she’d make for all of her new friends. Her mind raced with so many things to fit into her future. And then zipped back to all the lessons she’d learned in the past few days. Her head ached with all the details and plans. 
 
    Rowe squeezed her hand and kissed the side of her head. “Relax. Be mindless and mindful.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    On Sunday morning, the day marking the autumn equinox and the pagan holiday of Mabon, Jancie packed her bag and carried it down the creaky stairs. The smell of pancakes and the happy faces of Starla, Vika, and Neala cooking greeted her. “Mmm. I’m hungry.” Jancie dropped her bag by the front door and nosed into the small kitchen. 
 
    Aunt Starla shot her a grin. “It’s a good sign you have an appetite. Shows you’re not full of nerves,” I sure would be.” She handed Jancie a plate with a tall stack from the hot skillet. “Will four flapjacks do you?” 
 
    “Mmm. Yes.” Jancie took a seat at the table, smothered them with maple syrup made locally, and dug in. 
 
    Cerise poked her head around the edge of the front door. “Hello. I see I’m in time for breakfast.” 
 
    “Look at you. So comfortable and relaxed,” Vika said, smiling. 
 
    Cerise spun around to model her casual look of jeans and a hand-knit sweater, her hair pulled back in a stubby ponytail. “My boys won’t recognize me.” She grinned at Vika. “It’s been fun to take a break from the polished Thirties look we wear in the Hollow.” 
 
    “Don’t bother me none.” Vika chuckled and stepped beside the younger witch, displaying her own handmade Fair Isle cardigan over a full skirt. “I wear what’s comfortable, but I’m old and no one gives a care.” 
 
    A whooshing sounded in the fireplace. Neala and Jancie found Rowe opening the chimney flue. 
 
    Hazel’s blue light filled the center of the sitting room, whipping around a thin object. 
 
    Rowe touched the light. “Mother, we’re going home today. Will I see you there?” 
 
    The light encircled him for a moment and moved on to Jancie. Hazel deposited the object she carried into Jancie’s hand and retreated. It was a tapered length of wood, about twelve inches long and satiny smooth against Jancie’s fingers. 
 
    Jancie’s powers crept out along the polished wood. She glanced up with a smile. 
 
    Neala clasped her hands together. “A wand of hazel wood, the best kind to channel south wind fire. Thank you, Hazel dear.” 
 
    “Thank you so much!” Jancie said, not sure whether the spirit could hear her. To be certain, she extended the wand tip into the blue vapor, balancing it in her open palm to not transmit too much energy. 
 
    Hazel surrounded Jancie and with a faint voice said, “No, I am thanking you for saving my son.” 
 
    Cerise put a shopping bag on a chair beside Jancie. “This seems to be an appropriate time for gifts.” She pulled out a large item wrapped in tissue paper. “While you’ve been busy with Neala’s lessons, the four of us Bentbone gals made you a special mask for tonight’s Mabon ceremony. We used colors of the south wind. Most coven members will wear masks, except for hedge witches who may choose to attend just as spectators. The masks are to honor the Harvest Man and Harvest Queen at the equinox.” She pulled off the wrapping and handed it to Jancie. 
 
    Jancie gaped. “This is amazing. Thank you all.” Three-point deer antlers extended from the mask’s upper edge. Red, orange, and gold leaves radiated from the two eyeholes, continuing onto the cheeks, forehead, and ears. Thick leather formed the foundation of the mask and soft felt lined the inside. “Can I try it on now?” 
 
    “Yes. Let me help you.” Cerise moved behind Jancie and helped tie two leather throngs at the back of her head. 
 
    Looking through the mask, Jancie sensed her own power spark. The mask also reminded her that the standoff against Adara would become a reality tonight. No longer in the distant future, a pang of self-doubt crept over her. 
 
    Neala drew a hand to her mouth. “Jancie, you are so beautiful in that mask. I wish we used masks here. They are lovely. And a good thing to keep your identity a secret tonight.” 
 
    “I guessed right!” Rachelle called as she ran down the stairs. “The outer leaves match your hair.” 
 
    Jancie laughed. “Well, if my new magic skills don’t work for me, I can just stand there and overwhelm Adara with my mask.” 
 
    “That’d be enough to stop me cold.” Rowe gave her a wink and moved toward the kitchen. “I hate to spoil this fashion show, but we need to leave within the hour.” 
 
    Jancie stored the mask and hugged each of the four women, saving a special hug for Neala. 
 
    The chieftainess rubbed Jancie’s back. “Be careful tonight. Mabon’s a time when the veil between seen and unseen is thinnest. Rely on your intuition.” 
 
    “I will,” Jancie replied. “I don’t know how to thank you.” 
 
    “You don’t need to. Your mother was a dear friend.” Neala blinked back tears. “It was my gift to both her and you. Just be sure you come back and visit.” 
 
    “Yes, I sure will.” Jancie finished her breakfast and found her way outside, giving her wand a few tests. While staring at it and clenching her teeth, she forced her power into the tip and sent an arc of light to the ground. Successful but not smooth and sure as she’d like. With a sigh, she took a final look around Neala’s yard, inhaling the smells of the plants, the same Mom had kept in her garden. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The last sliver of a crescent moon had long since set on Coon Hollow. Her mask tied securely and wand in hand, Jancie sat still and stiff in Rowe’s passenger seat as he drove. Since her own clothing would stand out, she wore one of Cerise’s long gowns. The gold satin bias cut dress clung to her like a second skin. A matching length of the fabric used as a wrap did little to keep her warm in the sleeveless and backless dress. At least the draped neckline partly covered the moonstone. She borrowed a pair of flat gold sandals from Rachelle. Although not in line with Thirties styles, they were better to run in than Jancie’s pumps she wore to work. 
 
    Rowe dressed in a fine black pinstriped suit with a double-breasted jacket, a boutonniere of gold leaves tucked in one lapel. Gold cuff links decorated his white starched shirt. A black fedora sat above his sleek, low ponytail. His half mask of the same leaves sat on the seat beside him. He looked handsome enough she’d normally be distracted with thoughts of how to get closer to him. Tonight, those emotions were buried. 
 
    She checked her watch. Nine-thirty, an hour until the autumn equinox. She remembered Neala’s words: When the veil between the seen and unseen is the thinnest. Jancie loosened her grip on her wand to cool her sweaty palm. 
 
    Cerise sat in the backseat, prepared to serve as Jancie’s escort into the ceremony. She wore a tea-length dress of olive green and a mask in shades of greens and watery blues. 
 
    Rowe parked in the lot of the Coon Hollow school building. The old limestone structure, no larger than Jancie’s neighborhood elementary, had a small gymnasium on one end. The windows stared at Jancie as if they knew her secret identity. Rowe faced her. “If we enter together, someone might determine who you are. You two go in first, and I’ll follow later. Jancie, look for Adara to wear black and dark blue, the north wind’s colors.” At least thirty cars were already parked, including Adara’s Packard. A dozen more turned in as Jancie and Cerise made their way through wide double doors into the gym, while Rowe remained in his car. 
 
    Jancie checked the dark sky, made even darker with gray clouds that blocked out the stars as far as she could see. She harnessed several of the largest and heaviest. The tip of her wand gave a faint glow as those clouds crashed into others, and she tucked the hazel branch into the folds of her wrap. Gusts whipped against her back, pushing her toward the building. 
 
    A covered dish of roast potatoes in her hands, Cerise leaned in. “Follow my lead during the opening, but when things loosen up, you may find your moment. The meal follows the ceremony.” 
 
    Jancie nodded and filed inside, at once scanning the crowd for Adara. No woman with her figure and poise appeared in the colors Rowe indicated. Most people wore masks with varying degrees of decoration. She spotted Vika in a group of matrons, her simple green leafy mask unable to hide her wiry bush of white hair. Jancie thought she recognized Logan. But one look into the man’s eyes made her frightened that she’d gotten too close to someone who might recognize her as an imposter. Her heart thumped in her chest as she kept an eye on the stranger for suspicious behavior. The gathering reminded Jancie of movies where masquerade balls hid the identity of an intruder intending to do harm. Tonight, she was the intruder. 
 
    Smells of myrrh and sage mingled with savory aromas of harvest recipes in the large, open room. Cerise placed her dish on a buffet alongside baskets of home baked bread, bowls of steaming carrots and potatoes, and tempting apple and pomegranate deserts. Long dinner tables were laid with table settings for a meal. 
 
    Cerise guided them from the tables to an open area in front of an altar where a large circle covered much of the floor. They stood on the circle at one sidewall beside the few already present. An ornate chair sat empty next to the altar table. The massive wooden buffet held a large dish covered with a cloth. An array of nature’s autumn abundance decorated either side including pine cones, asters, chrysanthemums, gourds, and small pumpkins. 
 
    Masked members continued to take their places, forming a circle. Rowe stood across from Jancie and Cerise along the opposite wall. 
 
    Thunder rumbled outside the doors. Cold air crawled across Jancie’s cheek nearest the entrance, and the crowd grew quiet. She faced that direction, her suspicions sending waves of tension through her body. 
 
    The high priestess wore a clinging long sleeved gown of black satin, the plunging neckline trimmed in midnight blue. She trailed a train of blue from the dress’s dramatic flared hem, and a matching cape fluttered in layers down her back. From dark, curved horns atop her head, an intricate tangle of black vines and blue feathers covered her face and draped down her shoulders. 
 
    Adara glided, head high and a crimson smile plastered on her lips, to the decorative chair. Once seated, she nodded to a young woman. “Lenore, please come forward. I present our maiden of Mabon.” 
 
    The pale, slim woman wore no mask. Her simple, white gown whipped around her thin limbs as she took the wide, covered bowl from the altar and placed it in the center of the circle. After receiving a nod from the leader, Lenore returned to her place. 
 
    Adara rose and, with a flourish of her cape, moved before the altar’s center. “We are joined this evening to celebrate the aging goddess as she passes from mother to crone, and her consort as he prepares for death and re-birth. Now is the time of balance, when day and night face each other as equals. Night is waxing and day is waning, for nothing ever remains without change, in the tides of earth and sky.” 
 
    The words she just said! Jancie fidgeted with the end of her wand inside her wrap. Does she know my intentions? Can she feel my power? 
 
    Adara continued in a loud, clear voice, a wry grin lifting the corners of her lips, but her eyes never fell on Jancie. “Know and remember, that which rises must also set, and that which sets must also rise. To honor this change, let us dance the Dance of Going and Returning.” 
 
    The members joined hands, and as discreetly as possible Jancie shifted her wand to the hand joined with Cerise’s. The group moved counterclockwise but kept the ring open with Adara forming the leading end. 
 
    She led the line inwards from the marked circle in a spiral, tightening them around the covered dish. “Please sit.” Once all were settled, she walked to the dish and removed the cloth revealing a single ear of corn. “Be in awe of the mystery: through silence the seed of wisdom is gained.” 
 
    All heads turned toward the corn, despite thunder rolling in all directions around the building and lightning flashing in the front window. 
 
    After nearly a minute, Adara raised her arms to the sky. Thunder crashed. A chill entered the room, and people huddled together. “Our hidden God now departs to the Land of Youth, through the Gates of Death to stand enthroned as horned leader of the hosts of air. Yet, as he seems unseen to our circle, he actually lies within the secret seed, the seed of newly reaped grain, the seed of flesh, hidden in earth. In him is life, and life is the light of man, that which was never born and never dies. The wise ones tell us: weep not, but rejoice.” 
 
    At Adara’s signal, the group rose, and she led them in a slow dance, moving clockwise and spiraling outward toward the perimeter of the circle. She took the hand of the last witch in the chain’s other end to close the ring and, and with a guttural whoop, speeded up the pace till the coven was circling fast. The high priestess undulated as though possessed by some demon. Her body slithered and snaked, arms waving in the air, black power dripping from her long nails onto her breasts. 
 
    Members hooted and yelled, some making odd animal noises. Thunder boomed outside, and Jancie sensed the yank of her servant clouds growing inpatient on her tethers. 
 
    The storm gathered force, and the dancers moved faster as though fed by its energy. Thunder shook the building. The electric lights flicked out. Lit by the dozens of candle flames, the ring broke apart. Dancers moved in a surreal frenzy. The outside doors flew open. 
 
    A bobcat bounded into the room heading straight for the middle of the circle, its teeth bared in a vicious snarl. 
 
    Two owls, Maeira and Busby, along with Waapake the coyote, sailed after the fierce cat. 
 
    The dancers continued as if entranced, paying no attention to the angry beast or the three familiars. 
 
    Jancie suspected Adara held the members in an enchantment, and shot a look at Rowe and at Cerise beside her. 
 
    He danced but not with the fervor of the crowd, while Cerise spun like a drunken ballerina. 
 
    Startled from her focus, Jancie lost her grip on one of her harnessed storm clouds. She wrestled to gain more secure holds on the others. Her practice in New Wish had never involved fighting another witch to keep possession of her clouds. Adara’s north wind fought against her both inside and outside of the building. The veil between seen and unseen was indeed thin. 
 
    Adara hurled a black ball covered in a vaporous gray mist at Vika who twirled arm in arm with another old woman at the edge of the circle. 
 
    At the same time, the bobcat lunged through the air for Vika’s torso, knocking the old witch off her feet. The death ball of the north wind smacked into the cement block, harming no one, but a clap of thunder shook the wall and rattled pictures down. 
 
    Vika exclaimed, “My Siddie! You’ve come back to me.” 
 
    Jancie wrestled lightning from one thunder cloud into her hand. She swept her wand out from her wrap as her power in the form of golden light channeled into it. 
 
    The moment Adara’s first fire discharged, the priestess looked for Rowe and took a second aim. 
 
    Before she could fire, a torrent of knives from the dining area sped toward her and speared her cape and dress. The blades dragged her backward until they lodged into the back and arms of her altar chair. Rowe’s eye gleamed at his successful animation. 
 
    Three male forms Jancie recognized as Rowe’s council allies stepped forward and surrounded the captive priestess. 
 
    Teeth gnashing, she struggled against her restraints. “Rowe, as high priestess, I order you to withdraw your magic!” 
 
    When he only stood and watched her with arms folded across his chest, she wrenched a hand free and hurled a small but tight ball at Cerise. 
 
    Jancie shot back with a golden bolt from her wand that shattered Adara’s magic. The sky lit, and the floor shook with the collision of the two winds. Shards of black glass projected like missiles radiating from the center of the circle. 
 
    Members of the crowd ceased their dancing and took places along the circle, watching and gasping. Many cried out and clung to one another, bleeding from cuts to their skin. All stared at Jancie glowing gold from head to toe. 
 
    Adara’s mouth fell open, and she clenched the arms of her chair, her muscles stiffening. “You! You’ve already interfered with my life by just being born. How dare you come here and interfere with the coven, and with my magic. You’re nothing but a silly little town-girl, who didn’t inherit much of her mother’s powers.” With a groan, Adara lurched forward, tearing her cape from her shoulders, the sleeves of her dress in shreds. She glared at Jancie, a grimace contorting her painted face. 
 
    A massive ball of darkness formed in the leader’s hand as she paced toward Jancie. “Death of the north wind is always stronger than your south wind’s fire.” 
 
    Twisting to gain compliance from her clouds, Jancie reloaded her wand. 
 
    Adara smirked at Jancie struggling to prepare and took aim. 
 
    Jancie’s wand surged, like a magnificent sparkler, with light that lit the room. She sensed the moonstone warming against her chest. Its blue light shot out of the tip of her wand, mixing with the south wind’s fire. 
 
    The priestess flung her arm forward, but her magic dropped only a short distance from her feet in a mass of dissipating smoke. “I cannot strike at you.” She tilted her head. “You possess something personal from my sister Fia. A gift from her. She will not let me harm you.” Adara shook her head, and a sly grin lifted the corners of her mouth. “Faye’s daughter as my nemesis. How did I not foresee that?” 
 
    Jancie drew nearer, her wand still charged. “I ask you to step down from your position as high priestess.” She and Adara locked gazes. 
 
    Adara snarled. “Who are you to make that request of me?” 
 
    Logan whipped off a mask of tree bark and stepped into the middle of the circle. He thrust a fist into the air and declared in loud voice, “It is Mabon, a time when our covenant allows our leadership to be challenged.” 
 
    Rowe lunged for the high priestess, a moment too late. 
 
    Adara whipped a black ball dripping with red sparks directly at Logan’s chest. She fell backward after firing, and the blue light of Rowe’s hand left a gash in the wooden floor at her feet. 
 
    Logan dove, sliding on his chest, and the evil mass changed its trajectory to follow. 
 
    Jancie shot the remaining power in her wand at the red and black venomous ball. 
 
    The larger barn owl sailed into the line of fire. She spread her tremendous wings over Logan’s body. Golden-white south wind light smacked into the north wind’s dark energy. A formidable crash sounded. Black dagger-like shards pelted the room. One thrust into the owl’s breast. A trickle of red stained her white feathers, but she remained steadfast. 
 
    The priestess waved her arm in a wide circle above her head. The glass projectiles whirled in a tornado about the room. 
 
    Jancie forced more energy from the one remaining cloud she controlled into her wand until the hazel wood vibrated in her hand. She gritted her teeth and gripped it with both hands. She lost her focus-hold on the cloud. It broke free. 
 
    Adara’s blood-red lips drew into a hideous grin, and she set shards in motion, targeting Rowe. “The lovers who dare to break the Tabard curse will meet their fate!” 
 
    Feet planted, Jancie dispersed power from her glowing wand in a sweeping arc around the ceiling. Her light surrounded the missiles like a net, the glass pieces glinting with a blinding glare. 
 
    Adara cowered, shielding her eyes. 
 
    Coven members gathered around Logan and Rowe, helping them to their feet. Logan stood and spread his arms wide, “This equinox brings us a chance for change. Let your voices cry out with your support!” 
 
    The room filled with a deafening roar of cheers. 
 
    Adara slowly strode to meet him. 
 
    Jancie lowered her golden net until it circled above Adara’s head. Silence spread from the center of the circle outward. 
 
    The leader scanned their faces, lingering on the council members who stood against her, as well as Keir, Logan, and Jancie. Adara’s own face transformed from a flawless pale complexion to ashen gray. With a stricken look in her dark eyes, she knelt and laid her mask of plumage and finery onto the floor beside the bowl of corn. 
 
    Head down, she uttered in a soft voice, “What rises must also set, and that which sets must also rise.” She uncoiled from her hunch and snapped her fingers wide. Honed obsidian arrowheads shot from her black nails. 
 
    With a flick of her wand’s tip, Jancie redirected the arsenal at Adara. Several sliced long cuts in the leader’s exposed flesh. 
 
    Adara let out piercing scream and ran through the open double doors into the downpour. 
 
    Jancie took direct aim at a thundercloud whirling in the south wind. She discharged the power remaining in her wand. Blue energy from the moonstone spilled into the hazel stick. A jag of lightning slashed the sky just outside the gymnasium. Its blinding light filled the entire room. 
 
    When the glare subsided, Adara’s body lay crumpled on the sidewalk. 
 
    Jancie, Rowe, and Logan ran to the doors. 
 
    With the other two poised to strike, Logan checked Adara’s body for a pulse. Shaking his head, he stepped back. 
 
    Rolls of thunder retreated into the distance. 
 
    Rowe returned to where Maeira lay motionless on the floor, the shard of black glass cutting from her breast. Tears rolled down his cheeks. 
 
    His own familiar nestled against his mother’s wing. 
 
    Rowe spread his healing palms over her form. “There is no life to mend. She has passed.” He caressed Busby’s head and neck. 
 
    Jancie knelt and comforted them. She lifted the moonstone locket from her neck. “The Tabard curse is now broken. This can now serve as intended, to mend grieving hearts.” 
 
    Keir removed his brown leafy mask and touched Maeira’s head. “Her spirit, pure and good, has also made a new beginning, standing permanent watch over her departed mistress Edme in our cemetery.” 
 
    Logan stood near and stretched his arms out to members as he turned in place. “Through silence the seed of wisdom is gained.” 
 
    Quiet spread over the room. Rumbles from the fading storm receded from the hollow. Cerise and her family drew near, as did Vika and her friends. One by one, coven members drifted to the majestic owl to pay their respects and express appreciation for a chance at new leadership and goals, hopes, and dreams for a better future. 
 
      
 
    ***The End*** 
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    Book Description 
 
      
 
    Eager to be on her own away from home, twenty-year-old Aggie Anders accepts a relative’s invitation to live in Coon Hollow Coven. Although she’s a witch from a different coven, what locals say about the Hollow confuses her. How can witchcraft there live and breathe through souls of the dead? 
 
    Aggie’s new residence in this strange southern Indiana world is a deserted homestead cabin. The property’s carriage house serves as the coven’s haunted Halloween fundraiser. It’s a great opportunity for her to make new friends, especially with the coven’s sexy new High Priest Logan. 
 
    But living in the homestead also brings Aggie enemies. Outsiders aren’t welcome. A cantankerous, old neighbor tries to frighten her off by warning her that the homestead is cursed. Local witches who practice black magic attempt to use their evil to drive Aggie away and rid their coven of her unusual powers as a sun witch.  
 
    Determined to stay and fit in, Aggie discovers not only that the cabin is cursed, but she alone is destined to break the curse before moonrise on Samhain. If she fails, neither the living nor the dead will be safe. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter One: The Homestead 
 
      
 
      
 
    A shove of my shoulder pried the rusty hinges on the heavy log cabin door loose. I flung my blond braid to my back and peered inside. Beings and critters, alive and furry as well as undead and translucent, flew, crawled, or slithered across dark recesses of the hallway, sitting room, and stairwell. 
 
    “You weren’t kidding that this place is haunted.” I shuddered and looked over my shoulder at Cerise. She looked perky as always with her dark bobbed hair and lively brown eyes beneath horn-rimmed eyeglasses. “Were those things relations or varmints?” I took a cautious step over the threshold to escape the blustery weather and unbuttoned my corduroy jacket. 
 
    “Oh, both, Aggie. Ghosts of witch kin and their talking animal familiars,” she said and moved past me to lift sheets off the sitting room furniture. 
 
    I raised a brow, curious about what talking familiars were but was too afraid to ask. She didn’t seem to think they were bad, and I needed a place to stay. 
 
    Cerise dropped the sheets in a pile and wiped her dusty hands on her skirt. “Those sorts of ghosts are in all the homes here in Coon Hollow Coven. Maybe some animal spirits, too, from the surrounding woods. This property has at least fifty acres of forest. The ghosts are harmless, part of the family. At least no neighbors have complained, that I’ve heard.” 
 
    Eyeing corners of the parlor and the length of the hall, I wondered if I could ever get used to living with ghosts of people who’d lived here before. In New Wish, Indiana, where I’d spent my entire twenty years, we only had an occasional ghost. Usually lost souls who, for some reason, hadn’t found their peace before death took them. Most times, those folks had been tormented by darkness and experimented with black magic while they’d lived. Or so Mom told me, but I always thought that was just her way of keeping me in line. 
 
    I pushed those thoughts out of my head. I wanted a place of my own more than anything else, and not in the tiny town of New Wish where everyone knew me…or thought they did. They all said I was the spitting image of my aunt Faye, with the same light blond straight hair, deep blue eyes, dark brows, and quiet personality. Everyone thought I’d grow up to be like her with a houseful of kids, seven or more. Fact was, they didn’t know me. I wasn’t sure I even knew myself. There was so much I wanted to learn and do that wouldn’t happen if I stayed at my parents’ home. 
 
    Cerise struggled to open the stuck window. “Aggie, can you help me here? Some fresh air might tempt a few spirits outside. This place has been vacant since my mother passed in 2009. We might find just about anything in here after five years.” 
 
    I stood beside her, and together we lifted. After a few groans, the frame relented and a chilly autumn gust pushed us back a few feet. Dust swirled, and I coughed and secured my whipping blond braid. “Maybe we should open a few in the back to blow some dust out as well.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. My three sons and I will help you clean up the place. Just wait. In a week’s time, it’ll be your cozy, new home.” Cerise led me to a country kitchen and jiggled open the window above the sink, while I worked on the back door. 
 
    As if I was an unwelcome guest, the wind fought against me to shut the door, until I showed it who was boss with the use of a nearby vintage sadiron used as a make-shift doorstop. 
 
    Cerise let a gale blow her onto the back porch. “Let’s give the house a chance to air out while we have a look at the other buildings.” She looked down at my handy use of the old clothes iron. “I haven’t seen one of those in a while.” She reached inside and flicked the kitchen light switch. A frosted ceiling globe filled with silhouetted dead bugs gave a yellow glow. “At least the electric company did what I asked. You have power, and the iron can keep its place as a doorstop.” 
 
    “My aunt still uses those heavy things to do her clothes.” I looked down at the relic and a gust pushed me a step forward onto the back stoop, a cement slab that ran half the length of the house. A pair of metal glider chairs sat in puddles of rust. 
 
    Cerise followed and continued down the steps. “I didn’t have a chance to check the shed, but Toby and our boys told me about a few things they found. What a great husband I have to help me out.” 
 
    I nodded. “His cousins in New Wish are nice folks.” 
 
    Tall oaks and hickories, accompanied by their dense undergrowth, threatened to overtake the rough lawn. I couldn’t tell whether the trees were guardians or invaders. With winter coming on, I’d learn soon enough. 
 
    Halfway to the leaning shed that still wore a few traces of its last coat of rust-red paint, a thud sounded behind us. I jerked my head around. The kitchen window was shut and the door half-closed, the iron inching toward the stoop. I thought about the spirits of Cerise’s deceased family members. Cold air lifted my braid and snaked down the collar of my jacket, chilling me down to my tailbone. I scurried to catch up to Cerise. “Is it colder up here in Coon Hollow than in New Wish? Maybe I didn’t bring the right clothes.” 
 
    She inspected me. “This is unusually cold and breezy for the last of September anywhere in southern Indiana. But about your clothes, those overalls and boots will have to go. To live here, you need to dress in styles of the 1930s.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “My mom told me. Why is that?” 
 
    “We keep the lifestyle that existed when our covenant was written. Some say it helps the magic stay pure.” 
 
    “I wanted to ask where I can buy some of the clothing I’m expected to wear.” I dug my hands into the cozy warmth of my deep pockets. 
 
    “I already talked with a few local ladies who own shops. We’ll go this week.” She gave the barn door an unsuccessful shove. 
 
    I considered her flared cotton dress that swept around her calves and framed her face with a pretty rounded collar. The padded shoulders and puffed sleeves of her slim-fitting short jacket made her waist look tiny, like a princess, and pearl earrings decorated her earlobes. She’d always looked so feminine when she arrived at New Wish, visiting her husband Toby’s cousins. As a girl, I’d always dreamed of looking like Cerise, rather than in the overalls and flannel shirts I usually wore. I dreaded growing up to wear stiff, homespun dresses like my mother and aunts. I’d managed to escape those dresses, but not by much. Another reason I left home. I swallowed hard, wondering how I’d learn to dress correctly. What sorts of things would I like to wear now that I had new choices? 
 
    I motioned Cerise to move aside. Planting my time-trusted hiking boots, I put my weight into the wooden shed door. One push and its runner scraped along its rusty track. 
 
    “Good job, Aggie. You’re strong, for one so small.” 
 
    “I did plenty of hard work back home since my brother was younger.” As soon as the words left my mouth, I felt embarrassed. I was here to escape my tomboy image, but it was a habit, comfortable when faced with so many changes. To hide my feelings, I stepped inside the large shed, not quite as large as barns back home that stabled horses. 
 
    A bevy of bats flew out of the darkness inside, their wings grazing Cerise’s hair. “Eek! Bats are horrible creatures. I’ll have Toby see if he can get rid of them. You don’t want them in your house.” 
 
    “I’m plenty used to bats. And if he moves them from their home, they’ll likely end up in the house. Just let them be.” 
 
    As soon as the words left my mouth, one bat caught the end of my braid and, with a screech, tugged on it until I yelped. Even though my pulse raced from the aggressive attack, I assured myself they were just ordinary bats. I took a deep inhale and forced a grin at Cerise. 
 
    She shrugged. “Well, okay, if you don’t mind them here.” 
 
    I moved around a sleeping tractor and barrels of rakes and spades to an emerald green sedan. I ran a finger along the car’s large curving fender to the name in chrome letters. “Nash Lafayette.” I faced Cerise while I trailed my hand past the doors to the steep slant of the rounded trunk. “Does it run? Can I learn to drive it?” Back home, the place was so small, most everyone walked. Learning to drive wasn’t a priority, but I longed for the freedom. 
 
    Cerise let out a laugh. “I knew that would be high on your list. Toby agreed to teach you and he’s already been working on the car.” 
 
    I rushed to her and tackled her with a hug. “Thank you. And Toby. You have the best husband. Thank you for inviting me to live here.” I let go and raced back to the car. I didn’t mind the layer of dust or the car being ages old. It was mine to use. “If I can drive, I might be able to get a decent job.” 
 
    “I wondered what sort of job you’d like to pursue. You’ve got your grandma’s inheritance coming monthly, but that won’t afford you all the things a young woman might like. I can help find you something in the coven right away, or you can look around in town.” 
 
    “In town? Really? I’ve spent time in the Evansville library learning computer skills that might help, since there’s almost no internet signal in New Wish. I wanted to see what was happening in the world.” 
 
    Cerise grinned. “I felt the same way when I was your age.” She moved toward the door and gave a sigh. “I often still do.” 
 
    I called to her from inside the shed, “Like you having a cell phone? That can’t be allowed.” 
 
    “Shh. Keep quiet about that,” Cerise said in a low tone. “It’s not permitted now, but some of the Council members are trying to bring a few modern conveniences to us, at least to help with our jobs.” 
 
    “You don’t have a job.” I laughed as I closed the shed door. 
 
    “I raise three boys, and I assist the local seamstresses with their supply orders. A phone comes in handy for that.” 
 
    Voices came from the smaller cabin west of the main log home, and my head snapped in that direction. 
 
    “That place is used by the coven as a haunted house attraction to bring in revenue.” Cerise motioned us in the direction of the voices. 
 
    “So the smaller cabin is your property?” I followed toward the smaller cabin that stood about a hundred yards, beyond a small hill. The roof peek was just visible from where I stood. 
 
    “As the owner of the family property, the coven leases the cabin from me.  I’ll split the profit from the lease income with you if you keep an eye on the place. Electric and gas for the small cabin and summer mowing for the whole place comes out first, though.” 
 
    “Thanks. That money will help.” I nodded with a grin. “How does the coven use the little cabin?” 
 
    “They put on several public attractions through the year to earn income for the collective fund. That money supports our school and elder care. Individuals can also make money by providing concessions or services at the events. Our haunted Halloween house is widely known as the best in the state. People come from all over, and the town of Bentbone profits from the tourists.” 
 
    I nodded. “People even talked about it down where I was, along the Ohio River. When does it open? Soon probably.” 
 
    “The night after next and ends the first Sunday in November. Thursdays and weekends only, but every night closer to Samhain.” 
 
    The building sat close to the road on a circular driveway. The roofline rose into two gables, an odd construction compared to the log homes I knew. “What was the smaller cabin originally used for?” 
 
    “Back before the coven was founded, it was a home for the carriage driver and his family, who serviced this southern leg of Owls Tail Creek Road. Around 1870, my family came to Coon Hollow with enough money to afford a larger property than most along this stretch. There was a big barn at one time for horses, but the main house is the same.” 
 
    “I guess the smaller gable on the far side housed the carriage.” 
 
    “You’re right. Two carriages. They’re still part of the attraction.” She pointed to the field on the other side. “The public parks there, so you won’t be bothered with intruders at your house.” 
 
    Outside, a long black sedan with curving fenders similar to the Nash, was parked on the gravel drive. A middle-aged woman and a young girl loaded things into the car. 
 
    Cerise waved to them and called out in a cheery voice, “Kandice, hello!” 
 
    The woman returned the wave and called back greetings, but her stiff salt and pepper hairdo didn’t move. 
 
    Cerise picked up the pace, and we joined the others at their car. “All finished?” 
 
    “Yes, at last. My son, Kyle, just left and gave it the official Coven Council approval. It’s ready for the coven’s open house tomorrow night. My husband delegated Kyle.” She rolled her eyes and shared a laugh with Cerise, although the older woman seemed haughty and insincere. 
 
    Her daughter, who looked to be about ten years old, blew huge pink bubbles and stared at me as if I were something she’d never seen before. I felt uncomfortable in my overalls and worn boots, hair blowing loose from my messy braid. The mother dressed in a smart outfit of pleated, wide-legged trousers and a fitted cotton blouse. The daughter wore a full-skirted, pink-flowered dress that matched her hair ribbons. 
 
    “Aggie, this is Kandice Kerry. Her husband Art and son Kyle hold council seats.” Cerise leaned around the older woman and grinned at the girl. “And this is Kelly, the youngest Kerry. Kandice and Kelly, this is Toby’s cousin, Aggie. She’ll be moving into my homestead house as soon as she and I get it cleaned up.” 
 
    Kandice held out a hand. “Welcome, Aggie. You must be from New Wish then?” 
 
    I shook her hand. “Yes, I wanted my own place.” 
 
    A polite smile lit Kandice’s face. “It’s natural at your age, and what a wonderful place to learn to live on your own, with Cerise close. She’s a dear.” 
 
    “What’s wonderful about this place?” From the house across the road, an old man’s white head craned our way. His hunched form lumbered toward us, leaning heavily on a sturdy cane. 
 
    Cerise twisted the curled front ends of her bobbed hair. 
 
    The old man crooked a finger. “Apparently you’ve forgotten there’s a curse on this homestead. No one should be living here. Cerise, you as the owner should know better.” 
 
    A gust upended Cerise’s hair. She pushed it from her eyes and glared at him. “Mr. Murdock, that’s just an old witch’s tale.” Her voice rose higher than usual, and her pert smile seemed forced. “There’s been no vandalism or damage done in any way to this property since I’ve owned it. Even when my mother lived here, she emphatically denied that curse and so do I.” 
 
    Kelly Kerry stopped blowing bubbles and fixed her attention on the elderly man. He was a sight with red suspenders holding up trousers big enough for two of him. 
 
    “What’s the curse?” I tried not to sound concerned. 
 
    The old man gave a rattling chuckle that shook his frail ribs and spread a strange jaundice color over his unshaven face. “In the Hollow, words of the dead ring truer than voices of the living.” He scowled at his vintage flatbed truck. “Three times in the past month: traced in dew on my windshield; on this here gravel drive we’re standing on; and voices at dusk coming from your main house. All said the same thing: Our property is ours. Sounds to me like now that Cerise’s ma passed, they intend to keep others out.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. Since the first of the year when Cerise had offered me her mother’s old home place, I’d thought of nothing else. But the mysterious spirit world of Coon Hollow Coven was something my upbringing as a witch in the New Wish coven hadn’t prepared me for. 
 
    “You’re not gonna stay there, are you?” the girl asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Kelly, I’ve taught you better than to be so outspoken,” her mother chided but kept her eyes fixed on me. 
 
    I straightened my spine and looked at everyone in turn while hiding my trembling hands deep in my overall pockets. “Of course I’m staying. I’ll show those spirits some magic they’ve never seen before.” 
 
    “That’s the way. They’ll quiet right down when they see what you can do.” Cerise patted my shoulder. “Probably be amused by it and want to learn how.” 
 
    Kandice nodded like a doll with a spring in her neck. 
 
    “For your sake, gal, I hope you’ve got some right good tricks up your sleeve.” Mr. Murdock spun on a heel and made his way across the road with a spry gait, not using his cane once. 
 
    I stared after him wondering what to believe. 
 
    Cerise moved my way. “Let’s be getting back to my house. Toby will have dinner ready. Kandice and Kelly, see you both tomorrow night.” Cerise took my elbow and herded me to the main house, where we quickly shut the windows and doors. The locks fell into place by themselves. 
 
    As we headed to her blue Buick Roadmaster, I looked over my shoulder at the house. My foot missed the last step off the porch and I stumbled. 
 
    Inside the car, Cerise planted her hands on the steering wheel. “Don’t listen to Mr. Murdock. He created that nonsense when he heard us talking about you moving in. My mother had no use for him. He’s a busybody set on stirring up trouble. Caused her all sorts of problems.” 
 
    As we drove away, I looked down the long lane to the main log home. The windows of the second story shifted colors from light to dark, as if someone inside opened white blinds or curtains to watch us leave. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two: Intruders 
 
      
 
      
 
    Boisterous shouts from Cerise’s boys woke me the next morning. Their brotherly quarrel reminded me of my little brother Aaron, who’d just turned ten. 
 
    I pushed back the flowered quilt on the twin brass bed in the attic room of the tall Victorian house. Cool air lifted hairs on my arms. I hugged myself while moving to the window overlooking the front porch, where voices sounded. 
 
    I lifted the sheer curtain and watched the three grade-school-aged boys darted ahead of their tall, lanky father. The boys’ hair was medium brown and curly like his, and they took turns shoving each other as they ambled along the sidewalk. 
 
    Toby adjusted his dark fedora, and swept his sons ahead with his arms open wide and a cheery whistled tune. They fell into line, along with a whirl of fallen yellow maple leaves, as if gathered by a rake. Foliage damp with last night’s rain stuck to the boys’ scuffed oxfords, while other leaves magically floated into their father’s brown sedan with them. Did the leaves lift on a breeze or with Toby’s spell? 
 
    The sleek car pulled around the circular gravel driveway and onto the road. I leaned into the window, imagining driving the long, green Nash I’d found in the homestead’s shed. When Toby and his sons were out of sight, I pulled on crocheted slippers, the ones Mom had made for my last birthday. The wooden attic steps creaked underneath my feet on my way to the second floor stairwell landing. 
 
    “Good morning, Aggie.” Cerise met me at the head of the stairs with a sunny smile. “Did you sleep well?” She pulled a barrette from the front of her short dark hair and dropped it into the pocket of her pink chenille robe. 
 
    “Okay, I guess,” I replied with a yawn. “I didn’t get to sleep for a while.” I shrugged. “Maybe the rain.” 
 
    Cerise rubbed a hand along my upper arm. “You were so cheery yesterday before we got to the homestead. Are you having second thoughts?” 
 
    “Oh no.” I stood straighter. “I’m still excited. Really. I just couldn’t stop thinking about what magic I know from home. Something to give that old fart across the road, Mr. Murdock, a reason to stay away.” 
 
    She chuckled and patted my shoulder. “That’s the right attitude. Toby said you’d be up for the challenge. But if there’s anything that worries you or anything you need to talk about, I’ll always listen. You’re part of our family now.” 
 
    I grinned and hesitated for a few seconds before wrapping my arms around her. Through touching, I could sense her character, intentions, worries, fears, and just about anything that registered as a strong emotion or value. This was a common skill in my coven, called the haptic sense, which was not at all typical here. In a flash, I read Cerise’s sincerity and compassion. She was like an older sister I’d always wished I had. My kid brother wasn’t worth much for talking to, but for fishing he was always my best buddy. I pulled away. “Thanks.” I wanted to say more, but didn’t want to show I was worried about that ghostly curse. Was it real? And if it was, what might the spirits do to me? I had no experience with the magic of the dead that was so common in this coven. I wondered if any of my magic would block the curse. I stepped back from Cerise and my gaze met hers. 
 
    Her eyes moved across my face, and she flashed me a kind smile. “Anytime” She waved her hand down the stairs. “There’s oatmeal on the stove. Help yourself to juice, milk, whatever’s in the fridge. I’ll clean up, and then we need to see what you have to wear tonight for the coven’s night at the haunted cabin. We wear black clothes and hooded capes.” 
 
    My brows shot up. 
 
    She laughed and shook her head. “The idea is to give the ghouls a good test in detecting clients coming through the attraction. A dress rehearsal.” 
 
    “That sounds so fun.” 
 
    “It is.” She smiled. “The boys love it. Do you have anything black to wear?” 
 
    I leaned against the white banister marred by wear. “I have a black button front shirt and black boots.” 
 
    “Hmm. It’s what’s below the cape that will show. I’ll look in my things while you have breakfast.” She walked quickly down the long hallway, and pale pink roses on the wallpaper trailed along on their vines after her. 
 
    My jaw went slack. I stood watching the wallpaper drift back to its normal pattern when she reached for the handle of her bedroom door. I called after her, “What’s with these moving flowers on the wallpaper and the leaves jumping into Toby’s car after the boys this morning?” 
 
    She gave a tinkling laugh. “Oh, that’s just Toby’s dead relations who once lived here. Uncle Charlie was meticulous about the lawn and gardens. He shows his displeasure with Toby’s lack of upkeep by adding leaves, snow, grass clippings, gravel, whatever’s handy to his great grandson’s car. And Toby’s dear Aunt Rose selected this wallpaper decades back. She keeps tabs on the family’s doings through her flowers. Downstairs in the entry and parlor, too.” 
 
    I stared at Cerise for a moment before I found words. “You mean the spirits of passed on family know what you all are doing? That’s creepy.” 
 
    She shrugged and shot me a grin. “Just part of life here. If you think this is odd, I’ll have to take you to our cemetery sometime.” 
 
    My eyes widened. 
 
    Cerise smiled and stepped into her room. 
 
    I descended the stairs, following the smell of toast into the large kitchen. White cabinets reflected cheery morning light streaming through the window above the porcelain sink. I fixed my meal, eager for tonight’s event and my first real meeting with the Coon Hollow Coven folk. I ate standing in the sunshine. My witch’s element was the sun. From the buttery blond color of my hair, everyone back home predicted that would be my power source, long before I reached the age of ten and could formally make my witch’s connection. They’d been so sure, they gave me the same name as my grandmother Agatha that means fire. Thankfully, that got shortened to Aggie, or I might have died having such an old name. The sun’s warmth invigorated me and strengthened my resolve to meet whatever real or made-up curse existed around my future home. 
 
    While I cleaned up and sipped my mug of coffee, Cerise scampered down the stairs calling out, “I found these two black skirts in my closet.” She held out the garments. “See if they fit. I’m wearing a dress and won’t need them tonight.” 
 
    I took the skirts and held one to my waist. “You’re so tiny. I don’t even have to try this on.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, let me make some calls. This may be tricky since most of the coven’s seamstresses will be closing shop early to get ready for tonight.” She pressed a few buttons on her cell phone, then tapped her neat red fingernails on the counter while holding the phone to her ear. “Hello, Midge? It’s Cerise. How long will you be open today?  Toby’s cousin from New Wish will be going tonight and needs a black outfit.” She listened and a frown formed on her face. “Do you know who might be open for customers?” She thanked the woman and disconnected, immediately pressing other buttons. “No answer. Darn.” Her next attempt reached a person. “Hi, Shireen. I need a favor. Please say you’ll let me come by to shop.” She leaned against the white tiled counter. “Great! Thanks. I’ll be there right away.” Cerise nodded my way. “Go get ready. She’ll only be open for two hours.” 
 
    I ran upstairs, washed my face, brushed my teeth, and gathered my hair into a lopsided ponytail. I tossed on a pair of straight-leg jeans, a plaid shirt, and my usual work boots. With my canvas backpack and tan corduroy jacket in hand, I thumped my boots down the two flights of stairs and called to Cerise, “Ready.” 
 
    At the back door leading from the kitchen, I met Cerise, who wore a fitted peplum jacket over her cotton shirtwaist dress. 
 
    While she drove, I enjoyed the valley’s rolling hills. The region was more open than the steep cliffs along the Ohio River of New Wish, and the old Roadmaster chugged up to some open vistas. Yellow and red-tinged maples carpeted the land in every direction. I took a deep inhale trying to breathe in the expanse. The promise of new experiences overwhelmed me. 
 
    After fifteen or so minutes, we turned onto a lane that cut into a stand of pines. A log cabin with a limestone front stood at the end of the drive. The place looked like many homes in New Wish. Since this was the only place Cerise could find, I hoped the clothes didn’t look like what women wore back home. 
 
    She parked and directed me to the front door. Inside, the smell of freshly starched ironing tickled my nose. A large calico cat rushed up and hissed at me. 
 
    A plump woman, who appeared to be in her mid-forties, lumbered to greet us with a wide smile. “Welcome. Don’t mind Tiber. He’s just lookin’ for a way to get out of helpin’ me with chores.” She stooped and swept the well-fed cat into one arm and waved us into a room filled with garments hanging from hall trees, clotheslines, and coat racks in every corner. Shelves bulging with folded items lined the hallways. “What can I help you ladies with?” 
 
    “Shireen, I’d like you to meet Toby’s cousin from New Wish. This is Aggie Anders.” 
 
    I thrust out my hand to the grinning shop owner. With the clasp of our hands, I read her curiosity. 
 
    “Hello, Aggie. Are you a witch or a commoner from New Wish?” 
 
    “I’m a witch.” I gave her a polite smile. As her fingers slipped away, heat of anxiety about my witchcraft rushed over her skin like a fever. 
 
    Cerise stepped among the hanging clothes. “She’s going to be living in my old property. We need something black for her to wear tonight.” 
 
    “Well then, I have plenty of capes over this way.” 
 
    The calico leapt from her arm and took a stance between her mistress and me, hissing and baring tiny pointed teeth. 
 
    Having dealt with enough stray tomcats around my family’s barn, I moved ahead without worry, until the creature spat a shower of sparks onto my boots. I jumped back. “What the heck?” 
 
    “Tiber, stop that!” Shireen ordered. “Land sakes. She’s just a different kind of witch.” I wondered if Shireen was trying to convince herself as well as the cat. 
 
    The cat backed off but stayed next to her legs. 
 
    Cerise took a firm hold of my arm and whispered. “The cat is her familiar. It can use some of Shireen’s powers. Some witches here like to use familiars.” 
 
    Tiber looked like any old cat to me, but with those sparks of his, I gave him plenty of space. 
 
    “He’s being bad, not acting under my direction like he should.” Shireen glared at the cat. “It’s gonna be a few nights of chasin’ mice for your dinner if you don’t straighten up, ya hear?” 
 
    The cat crept behind her legs encased in thick support stockings rolled down to meet the below-knee hem of her plaid shirtwaist dress. 
 
    Shireen smoothed her short gray hair away from her face and nudged Tiber aside. She selected a black item from multiple shelves and held it open for me to try on. “A nice wool gabardine will keep the chill out tonight, but not be so heavy to stop you from jumpin’ clear of goblins.” 
 
    I fastened the single button at my throat and lifted the hood over my head. Yards of material swept from my shoulders down to my calves. I turned around and the sound of the fine material swishing against my legs made me feel like I was floating. I peered at Cerise. “It’s nice.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” She pulled out a flared panel and examined it. “It’s good quality and will do well.” She faced the owner. “We’ll take that. Do you have something for her to wear underneath? A dress or skirt and some dress shoes?” 
 
    Shireen strode into an adjoining room behind a clothes rack. “What size, dear?” 
 
    I hesitated. “My shirts are a men’s small. The last dress I wore was an eight, I think. Mom made clothes off homemade patterns without sizes.” 
 
    The owner flitted about the room and loaded her arms with three garments, two black skirts and a dress. “Try these on over there behind the screen and let’s have a look.” 
 
    In the fitting area, I dropped my jeans to the floor and stepped into the sweeping full skirt, the best of the three. The waistband didn’t reach around me. “It doesn’t fit,” I said over the top of the screen. 
 
    Shireen waved a hefty arm. “Come on out, and I’ll see what can be done with it.” 
 
    With one hand, I held the unfastened skirt in place and lifted my shirt with the other, doing neither successfully. 
 
    She pulled at the band so hard I gasped for air. “Not enough material to extend. That one’s not gonna work. If you like the flared skirt, try that dress.” 
 
    I changed again and this time the buttons on the fitted bodice gapped. I shook my head at the women, then ducked down and tried on the straight skirt with my plaid shirt. The zipper pulled up to the top, and I hooked the fastener with inches to spare. A hemline flounce brushed against my calves as the band fell to the middle of my hips. I stepped out for inspection. 
 
    Cerise shook her head. “Way too big. She’s swimming in it. Can you take it in?” 
 
    Shireen bent down and grimaced. “Not in time. Both side seams need to be taken in. I’m afraid that’s all I’ve got. Folks have made a run on my black stock for this event.” 
 
    I changed back into my own clothes and handed her the garments. The instant my arm touched hers, I knew she sincerely felt bad for letting me down. 
 
    “Well, we’ll take the nice cape, anyway.” Cerise folded her arms across her chest. “Maybe you can give us a good price on that since you weren’t able to find anything else, and considering her being a guest from New Wish.” 
 
    I lifted my backpack to find my wallet, but Cerise raised a palm and nodded to me. 
 
    Shireen shifted her weight from side to side. “Sorry I let you down, ‘specially since you’re new here and our guest. And we sure don’t get many witches coming in from other covens.” She stepped behind an oak desk with a vintage black cash register. Fingering a pad of receipts on the middle of the desk, she stroked a gray temple with the capped end of a pen. “I’ll make you an offer. I’m bettin’ you need a job. I could use a helper, and one who knows some magic my competition don’t might just help me get a leg up on them. I’ll fit you out in clothes for thirty percent off. How does that sound, Aggie?” 
 
    Tiber hissed and sputtered at me from around the side of the desk. 
 
    I stifled an excited grin. “How about forty percent?” 
 
    Her gaze met mine, and her lips puckered to one side. “Forty. Hmm. Okay.” 
 
    “What about your cat?” Cerise asked. 
 
    “He’ll learn to like mice for a while. Not to worry.” 
 
    I nodded and extended my hand to Shireen. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “We’ll all be up late tonight, so I’ll be closed Friday. Can you start Saturday?” 
 
    I looked at Cerise. “Can you give me a ride?” 
 
    She hugged an arm around my shoulder. “You know I will.” 
 
    I made my purchase, and, on the way to her car, she said in an excited, hushed voice, “I’m so proud of you. A job and a great deal on clothes. Shireen uses some of the best fabrics. Pricey, but better than the other gals.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    After I helped Cerise and Toby clear the dinner dishes, I rummaged through my small selection of clothes for the darkest pair of jeans I owned, hoping the blue wouldn’t be noticeable in the dark. I put those on with a black shirt and my new black boots. I tilted the antique dresser mirror down on its hinges. I liked how I looked with the cape draped in soft folds from my shoulders. 
 
    “Time to leave,” Toby’s deep voice resonated throughout the house, and I raced downstairs, the boys running past me. 
 
    We all piled into Toby’s car, me in the backseat with the older two boys, Harry and Dustin, while Cerise squeezed little Bud between her and her husband. 
 
    During the drive, Harry played a game of flicking his younger brother on the back of the head, then sat on his hands and looked out the window, ignoring Bud’s outcries. 
 
    Toby’s steely eyes glared back from the rearview mirror. “Harry, if you do that once more, you’ll be staying at Aunt Sally’s while we go on to the haunted house.” 
 
    His threat worked well, and all three boys behaved well enough to arrive at their mother’s homestead. He parked on the drive of the main house, and we tumbled from the car amid the darting boys, now too eager to conceal their whoops. The three adults walked behind, Cerise and Toby taking turns calling to their children to not stray too far out of sight. 
 
    Dusk was changing to night, the gloaming time as I called it, with the sky ribboned in bands of blue-grays and inky purples. As we ascended the small hill that separated the two cabins, I pulled my hood over my head. 
 
    On the other side, a group of black forms mingled outside, perhaps fifty, but the dim light made counting difficult. I glanced down at my jeans, happy the blue color wasn’t too noticeable. A chilling scream that seemed to come from the cabin’s roof made me gawk, wide-eyed. 
 
    A hush spread over the crowd, and hoods turned upward toward the tall gable above the front door. Another scream pierced the air, this one more like the chilling, long wail of a banshee, which I knew signaled approaching death. And another shriek, as two dark shapes emerged from behind the chimney. One began the dreadful cry once again, while the other leered at those on the ground. 
 
    Little Bud tugged on his dad’s arm and whimpered. 
 
    “What is this I see?” A deep male voice growled down at us. “Intruders! You’ve broken the peaceful rest of the carriage house spirits.” He gave a guttural laugh, then shinnied down a trellis at one end of the small porch. From there, he rubbed his hands together while shuffling side to side as he scanned the crowd. His ragged cape hung in shreds around his hunched shape, and his death-white face reflected what little light the twilight offered. “Since you’ve awakened the spirits, why don’t you come in and pay them a friendly visit? I’m sure they’ll be glad to welcome you.” With a menacing laugh, he turned and opened the door. “We have guests of the best kind—willing.” 
 
    A chorus of howls and yelps responded from inside, and the banshee on the roof gave a higher pitched cry. 
 
    A small girl, no more than four years old, begged for her father to carry her. 
 
    The ragged spirit pointed to a sign posted high on the porch support post. “Heed this sign well before you go inside.” It warned pregnant women and people with heart conditions to not enter. With the wave of his arm, he spun on his heel, and the crowd moved toward the entrance. 
 
    “Looks like this year’s show will be good. Every year they try to top the last,” Cerise said and pulled me behind her, while Toby herded their boys. 
 
    Inside, ghouls lurched near, guiding us up the front staircase. Real enchanted spiders dropped onto our faces, bringing plenty of squeals and some momentary lost footing on steps. While clinging to the railings to keep my balance, oozy slime gushed between my fingers. Faced with the safe scares, screams that escaped my lips immediately turned to giggles. 
 
    Live rats ran the length of the upper hall, scampering across our feet. I was glad for my stiff-toed boots, but many of the ladies wearing dress pumps jumped a couple feet. One woman landed against me, and we both fell against the wall where arms extending from paintings held us captive until we pleaded loud enough for release. 
 
    The wall hazards kept people close to the middle, regardless of the rats. At the doorway to the first bedroom, the floorboards gave way. Five or more in the line ahead dropped down a black hole, their screams reverberating after them. Bats flew up the open shoot and corralled us into the bedroom and the outstretched arms of a red-eyed goblin. His touch sent a sudden disorienting delirium through me, and I fumbled behind Cerise through a connecting hall that led into the next bedroom. 
 
    There, while I was in that vulnerable state, an onslaught of animated objects whipped through the air around us. Brushes whirled in circles like boomerangs, vases crashed against the walls, creating sparkling shards, and long nightgowns separated us from each other. I tried to dodge, but with dulled reactions, the threats made my heart pound with real fear. 
 
    Pushed from behind, I stumbled into a children’s room, where crazed toy soldiers dropped from bookshelves and bedposts onto my shoulders. Tinny-voiced sergeants yelled orders, and little bayonets speared through my clothing. It didn’t hurt but was frightening, especially when joined by additional troops as I passed through the room, like being attacked by swarms of overly aggressive mosquitoes. I swatted with no success. Relief came only when I stumbled through the exit, and the soldiers hopped off to begin a new attack on the next unsuspecting victim. 
 
    My head was still reeling when I entered the last bedroom, which must have served as a sewing room for the original owners. A treadle machine worked by itself on a garment for a short while before an apparition appeared. With a sudden shriek, the female specter yanked the material from the still-sewing machine. It lassoed me together with the woman who’d fallen into me earlier, while the needle bound the ends.  I read her real fear through our contact. We wiggled and worked to pull the fabric from our eyes in time to see other ghosts materialize above us. They blew a stiff, icy breeze against our backs that forced us into the back stairwell. 
 
    Bumping into other mummified pairs, we stumbled down the steps into the open carriage garage. There, a growling monster gnashed its teeth next to my ear as it unwound our wrapping, spinning us in a dizzying circle. 
 
    The lady beside me lost her balance and fell against a man ahead. 
 
    I scanned the large room, inspecting shadows around carriages, but found no new dangers. Yelps and muffled cries sounded from hidden parts of the garage. I edged around a closed buggy, expecting anything to jump out at me. I circled behind and heard heavy breathing but saw nothing.  I took a step closer, and it grew to a raspy panting which seemed to come from inside the carriage. Ready to meet the threat, I took a deep inhale and took hold of the door handle. I turned the knob. At the moment it clicked, a hand slapped hard down on my shoulder. My hood was pulled off, and a gravely male voice whispered, “Coven members don’t wear jeans to this event. Who are you?” 
 
    I spun around to confront an obese middle-aged man, whose beady dark eyes scanned my face. Expecting a demon, I was caught off guard. 
 
    “I don’t know you. You must be a townie sneaked in to see what happens on coven night.” He grabbed onto my arm with a force that made me wince and escorted me next to an open side door where two other men stood. “Found a real intruder.” He was a brown-noser. His self-centered touch magically burned my skin. 
 
    I yanked my arm away and ran a hand through my tousled hair. “My name is Aggie Anders.  I’m related to Toby Rudman’s family in New Wish.” 
 
    The man who’d accosted me took a step back. “New Wish?” 
 
    I shot him a stern look, lifted my chin, and addressed the others. “Cerise invited me to live in her homestead.” 
 
    A handsome, tall blond man, who looked to be in his mid-twenties, whipped out a hand. “I’m Logan Dennehy, the newly-appointed priest of Coon Hollow Coven. Pleased to meet you, Aggie.” 
 
    I grasped his hand with a firm shake, eager to use my haptics. His genuine acceptance surprised me after the fat man’s coarse rudeness. 
 
    Logan nodded to the tall gray-haired man at his side. “This is Art Kerry, one of the Coven Council members.” 
 
    Art tipped his fedora. “Welcome, Aggie.” 
 
    “I’m sure this is legit.” With a calm tone, Logan addressed Art. “Did we get papers from the Rudman’s?” 
 
    Before he could answer, the security light on the homestead’s shed roof flashed. From over the hill leading to my house, the banshee let out a blood-curdling wail so loud that silence spread over the haunted carriage house. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three: Oatmeal Cookies 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the menacing banshee’s death wail from across the way at the homestead house, eerie silence hung over the carriage house. Coven members froze in place. Was that realistic cry part of the curse meant to scare away outsiders…like me? 
 
    Seconds hung like minutes, and I twisted around searching for Cerise or Toby. From near an old buggy, Cerise turned to face me, the usual rosy color of her cheeks drained to alabaster.  I took a step in her direction, but a trembling hand touched my elbow. 
 
    Without time to read the contact with my haptics, I spun back to find Logan leaned toward me, darkness invading his clear blue eyes. “Will you be joining the party at the coven meeting hall?” 
 
    I sensed his invitation as kind and genuine with a hint of concern I wanted to explore in more detail, but he dropped his hand away too soon. 
 
    Although he spoke in a shaky whisper, his voice reverberated throughout the rafters as if he’d yelled the words. The call of a barn owl pierced the stillness in the haunted cabin. With urgent, staccato notes, people called to locate family and friends. 
 
    “What just happened?” I asked Logan, ignoring his question. 
 
    Art Kerry’s gray wooly-bear caterpillar brows shot up to meet the brim of his fedora. 
 
    The rude man, who’d moments ago, presented me as an intruder sputtered and choked out some unintelligible words. His obese form bent as his chest heaved. 
 
    Art offered him a thermos. “Oscar, have some water.” 
 
    The man clutched it to his jowls with a fat hand, slurping with vigor. 
 
    Logan spoke in a lower tone. “That cry wasn’t acting. Dulcie Quinn, who you saw on the roof when you entered, is a fine actress playing the part of our banshee. That cry was from her, but it wasn’t her usual style.” His breath warmed my ear. It allowed me to read more: concern and fear for impending danger, responsibility to keep his coven safe, and intrigue that the danger involved me. 
 
    My brows knitted, and I pulled away. “I know what the cry of a banshee meant in old folklore. Do people here still think it is an omen?” 
 
    He gave a nod, and waves of golden blond hair fell across his eyes. “This coven has plenty of Celtic families who believe in the old ways.” He pushed the strands away and his gaze met mine. “Our founding covenant dictates we uphold tradition, much more than where you’re from as I understand. To keep our magic pure.” 
 
    A familiar touch on my shoulder sent comfort and security through me. “Aggie, there you are.” Cerise’s voice sounded strained in what seemed an attempt at her usual cheeriness. “I see you’ve met our new high priest, Logan.” 
 
    “I was just inviting Aggie to the party at the meeting hall.” He replied with a slight grin. “Will your family be going?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re planning on it unless the boys…” Her sons’ voices sounded at the back of the garage, and she snapped her head over her shoulder. When the boys appeared, a small sigh escaped her lips, and she faced Logan. “Yes, we’ll be there. I’d like to introduce Aggie to more folks here.” 
 
    His hand brushed my arm, the touch laced with eagerness to learn more about the ominous screech. “Great. I’ll see you there, Aggie.” 
 
    I replied with something of a grin, unsure what to make of his unsaid thoughts. 
 
    Cerise locked an arm in the crook of my elbow and swept me away from the three men. We joined Toby, who had gathered the boys. Cerise didn’t let go of my arm, and the restrained emptiness of emotions in her touch scared me. I didn’t read any emotions from Cerise until her family exited the haunted cabin and were in sight of their car in the homestead’s drive. 
 
    Then, I was overwhelmed by fragments of her emotions. I worked my arm free and took a wide step away. I needed space to clear my mind but kept my gaze on her. “What was that all about?” 
 
    Toby bundled the boys in the car and brushed his wife’s shoulder. “Murdock?” 
 
    She nodded and balled her tiny hands into fists and paced the ground near her open car door. “This time he’s gone too far.” 
 
    “Everyone stay here while I have a look around.” He lifted his cape’s hood over his head. 
 
    She called after him, “Be careful.” 
 
    I glanced at the old man’s house across the street. Trees blocked all but the yellow glow from interior lights and a few reflected glints off the white frame siding. 
 
    “I saw Murdock’s face in the garage window just before that last banshee cry.” Cerise kept her voice low. “He was grinning like he was up to something. When the shriek sounded, he tilted his head back and laughed. Then he dropped out of sight.” 
 
    “You think he caused the banshee to wail?” I asked. 
 
    “Who knows? That old man’s got some odd magic about him. It might not have been a real banshee at all. He may well have hexed Dulcie Quinn. Maybe Toby will find her and learn more about what happened.” 
 
    I leaned against the car’s front fender. “If he’s trying to scare me off, I’m going to have to show that old man some New Wish witchcraft.” 
 
    She massaged my shoulder. “Please let none of this change your mind about living here. We love having you around. I know I do. It’s like having another chance to be with my little sister, Louise. She passed away when we were kids. You remind me of her, quiet but determined.” 
 
    I grinned. “That’s me. And I’m not about to leave. Let Murdock bring on all he’s got.” 
 
    Cerise rambled about her sister and the happy childhood they shared. “Louise could turn river pebbles into frogs. As hard as I tried, I never could.” 
 
    Eight-year-old Harry poked his head out. “She could make frogs? Really?” 
 
    Cerise nodded and rubbed a hand across the dark stubble of his crew cut. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “My brother and I did that all the time. We played a game to see who could find the smallest pebbles to make tadpoles.” 
 
    Cerise stared at me and smiled. 
 
    The boys wiggled out of the car, begging me to make frogs right then. 
 
    I laughed. “It takes river stones. I don’t have any here.” 
 
    Little Bud pulled on my cape and spoke with a lisp from recently lost baby teeth. “Aggie, I’ll beth if you covered Mr. Murdock’s fronth porch in frogs, he’d be scared of you.” 
 
    “Cool!” Harry jumped up and down. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Me too!” Dustin chimed in. 
 
    “We don’t know who’s the culprit,” I replied with a laugh, “but if I decide to do that, you sure can.” 
 
    Toby returned with a scrap of black fabric in his hand, possibly a part of a cape or skirt. “I found this cloth on a broken board of the shed door. Nothing else.” 
 
    “May I see it?” I accepted the fabric, hoping some essence of its owner remained. I shook my head, unable to get a reading. I lifted it to my nose and smelled the lively, fresh scent of sweet grass. Beneath that top note, I detected a whiff of bitter wormwood, and puckery pipsissewa. With that concoction, someone was trying to attract spirits.  Probably not uncommon for an actress in the haunted house trying to get into her demonic role. 
 
    I held the cloth at arm’s length, and a trailing scent of sharp piney yew wafted toward me. I dropped the fabric and slapped a hand over my nose. My mother was a good herbalist, one of the best among many in New Wish. Poisonous yew was used to raise the dead. Together with the other herbs, did that mean raising the spirits of the dead? I wished I’d paid closer attention to my mother when she tried to teach me her craft. 
 
    “What is it?” Toby asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Along with a common mixture of herbs that call upon spirits, I smelled yew.” 
 
    “Is yew bad?” Cerise tucked her hair behind her ears as she leaned forward eyeing the cloth. “Herbology isn’t commonly taught here unless you’re an earth witch, which I’m not.” 
 
    Before I could answer, Bud squatted and reached a hand for the cloth. 
 
    I grabbed his hand. “Stay away from that. It needs to be properly discarded. I’ll do that tomorrow when we come back to clean.” 
 
    Toby whispered to his wife, “For raising dead. Highly poisonous. I picked up a thing or two from my New Wish cousins.” He glanced my way. “We both touched the cloth. Let’s dispose of it and wash up inside, just in case.” 
 
    I used a fallen tree branch to transfer the contaminated fabric into the burning barrel beside the shed, then met Toby inside at the kitchen sink. 
 
    “Do you think this will be enough?” he asked. 
 
    I shook my head and accepted the bar of soap. “All depends on what type of spirit was being called upon. If there’s a match to our specific powers, it could cause trouble. If you feel anything odd in the next few days, let me know.” 
 
    He nodded and waited for me to finish. 
 
    Outside, Cerise guided her children to the car, mouthing the words “thank you” to me. 
 
    We all piled into Toby’s sedan with Bud on my lap. His sprawling limbs triggered my haptics, conveying subconscious gratitude for protection from the danger he couldn’t fully comprehend. 
 
    Toby made a stop at Aunt Sally’s. The boys protested, but their parents would not be deterred. “We’ll be up too late,” he said. “You’re to go to sleep on Aunt Sally’s couches, and we’ll pick you up on our way home. Maybe, if you’re good, she’ll make the couches fly like before.” 
 
    Bud’s eyes opened wide like deep, brown pools, and his mouth formed a tiny circle. “They fly? Really?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Dustin poked his youngest brother. “You were too little to remember. She’ll do it, but you have to be real good. She’s strict.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    From the backseat window, I studied the Council meeting hall’s red brick front while Toby parked. Only a few small windows and a single, plain door punctuated the massive wall. The building looked like an old schoolhouse that had been remodeled with a second floor. The result resembled a cobbled and oversized Shaker saltbox. Unlike most Victorian homes and log cabins in the area, it lacked a welcoming front porch. The structure’s stiff, upright appearance matched the attitude of the two council members I’d met. A single ground floor extension jutted from the side rear, as if to not interrupt the stark facade. 
 
    “Lots of folks here already,” Toby said as the old brown sedan groaned under stress of the parking brake. “Probably wanted to escape association with that banshee cry.” 
 
    Black caped forms scurried inside, some carrying covered dishes. 
 
    “Hmpf. Murdock doesn’t deserve that much of a reaction.” Cerise lifted her petite nose in the air and stepped from the car. 
 
    Leaves falling from surrounding trees flashed golden in the glow of the security lights. From the dense woods along Owls Tail Creek Road, a layer of leaves several inches deep had accumulated in the parking lot. I kicked the toe of my boot through the surface, sending sprays of glittering yellow into the air. To my surprise, my sun magic made the yellow maple leaves sparkle at their pointed tips. 
 
    A few people paused and exclaimed “Oohs and aahs,” but then scurried inside without stopping to talk. I wondered if my magic seemed too unfamiliar. 
 
    One couple drew near, and I held my breath. The man, who looked to be in his late twenties, wore a well-cut, black pinstriped suit under a hoodless cape that swung wide from his broad shoulders. He tipped his fedora my way and spoke with a friendly but assertive tone. “Hello. You must be Aggie. Cerise told us about a kin of Toby’s coming to stay with us from New Wish when we were all there recently. My name’s Rowe McCoy.” He extended a hand. 
 
    His strong handshake was full of vitality and enthusiasm. “Thank you. You must be an animator, and a good one.” I withdrew my hand and rubbed where the buzz of his power lingered on my fingers. 
 
    “Thank you for your compliment. I’m one of the Council members, so if you need anything I can help with, just ask.” He bowed his head, then nodded to the young woman on his arm. “This is Jancie Sadler.” 
 
    She smiled and thrust a hand into mine. “And what do you read in me?” She seemed only a couple years older than me. Strands of light coppery hair crept out from under her hood. 
 
    A wide smile crossed my face, and I grasped her hand in both of mine. “You’re a New Wish witch who knows how to use the south wind like nobody’s business.” 
 
    “And your touch is so warm. You must be a sun witch.” She withdrew her hand and embraced me in a hug. “I now have a sister witch here. I hope we become close friends.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’d like that.” I soaked up the happiness of having a new friend. “I’ve been working on how to use the sun to harness wind power. You might want to know the opposite. We can help each other.” 
 
    “That would be great.” 
 
    “And maybe help me with what to wear here in Coon Hollow.” I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “You’ll do better asking Cerise about that.” Jancie glanced at her, before continuing. “I live outside the coven in the little town of Bentbone, where I grew up. I just discovered I’m a witch and am still learning my powers.” 
 
    I tilted my head. “That must be some story. I can’t wait to hear.” 
 
    “How about over lunch sometime next week?” Jancie dug in her purse and produced a cell phone. 
 
    “Sounds like fun.” I told her my new number at the homestead. “Or you can call Cerise. I’m not sure when I’ll be moved in.” 
 
    Cerise wrapped an arm around each of us and we headed toward the door. “I knew the two of you would hit it off.” 
 
    Rowe held the door for a long line of women, nodding to each. His and Jancie’s friendliness melted the chill I felt from the austere building. 
 
    Inside, Cerise stayed with Jancie and me, introducing us to more people than I could remember. Both the large council chamber and people were animated. The walls were covered with black and white photographs where likenesses of founding members moved about and waved at their present kin whenever they passed by. When stepped upon, oak floorboards sang with happy voices of children, who Cerise said were former students in the original school. This cheery display of spirits enjoying the party warmed my heart. Maybe I could come to like having dead people around. Tables of finger foods and beverages lined the long back wall. More than once, an arm extended down from a wall photo and snatched an item or three. 
 
    Many coven members expressed gratitude to Jancie for helping free them of wicked High Priestess Adara. Since both Jancie and I were both New Wish witches, they accepted the presence of my odd magic as they accepted hers, with smiles and handshakes. 
 
    One elderly woman, with straight white hair that floated around her head, clutched my hand and wouldn’t let go. Jancie introduced her as Vika, a specialist in earth magic. “So good to have another New Wish witch with us.” She leaned close and lowered her voice. “Bless her heart, Jancie rid the coven of that evil woman. That family monopolized the leadership for decades— for their own advantage, not ours.” 
 
    I stared at Jancie. “And you just learned you’re a witch? Incredible! Another awesome story I can’t wait to hear.” 
 
    She grinned and took a sip of the punch Rowe had handed each of us. “I want to know what growing up in New Wish was like. My mother lived there when she was young—Faye Sadler. I have her New Wish magic.” 
 
    “Betty’s daughter?” My wide smile made the plums of my cheeks puff. “Everyone knows everyone in New Wish. Your family has sure had plenty of magical scrapes and come out ahead.” 
 
    A group of five middle-aged ladies overheard my loud exuberance and looked down their noses. One tall, thin woman took a step our way. She leaned closer, her head tortured with a taut gray bun, her wire-rimmed glasses hanging onto the hooked end of her long nose. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Gladys Blinkhorne, the senior council member, and this is Viola Plackstone, council secretary.” 
 
    The mousy woman beside Gladys gave a polite nod, but her lips held steady in a thin, flat line. “I received your residence papers Monday. Everything appeared in order, but I need to check some references before I can finalize your residence. Don’t make any permanent arrangements until you hear from me.” 
 
    Gladys cleared her throat. “Also, we need to inform you of a few things. While you’re here, please try to keep your…um…unusual witchcraft to a minimum. We pride ourselves on keeping transmission of our unique magical skills to future generations as pure as possible. We don’t want our young ones tempted by your ways.” 
 
    Hushed affirmations resounded from her group. I looked from Viola to Gladys, finding not a shred of empathy. Anger stabbed the pit of my stomach, and heat rose through my face until the tips of my ears threatened to burst into flame. I fingered the edge of my hood and hesitated, but the heat increased so much, I feared I’d soon pass out. I pushed the hood off. 
 
    A wave of murmurs spread throughout the room. Most gasped in shock, some voiced support for the old biddy, and, with pitchy squeaks, others mentioned the banshee’s wail. I guessed they all saw my hair. When I became angry, really flaming mad, sparks coursed from my crown down strands of my hair. A few small flashes glinted off the front sections of my blonde hair. 
 
    I became a spectacle, my fingers burning with my fire. Not wanting to cause more of a scene, I clamped my arms to my sides. Sparks must have fallen from my fingertips, because Gladys flinched and took a quick step back, her face contorted into a pained grimace. 
 
    She leaned her torso forward and peered down at me through her glasses. The lenses magnified and distorted the green specks in her steely eyes to look like facets of an insect’s irises. 
 
    The outside door opened, and Logan walked through the entry looking frazzled with his blond hair hanging in damp ringlets. His eyes were dark like a thunderstorm. 
 
    “We wish to rear our children free of intrusion from outsiders. One New Wish witch is enough.” Gladys glanced at Jancie, “But at least your great grandfather was one of us.” The biddy spat words at my face with a hushed voice. “If it weren’t for a few council members, we’d only allow other witches to pay short visits, so consider yourself lucky. Or maybe not, since the spirits of Cerise’s home place seem on track to take care of intruders.” 
 
    Logan yanked off his wet cape and parted the group of dissenting women. He towered above Gladys. “As your new high priest—” 
 
    “Not by my choice.” Her mouth twisted into a scornful glower. 
 
    “Let me remind you,” Logan aimed his sharp Roman nose at her hooked beak, “your slanderous remarks are punishable under regulations of our covenant. I suggest you not speak or act on those ideas, or you will meet unwelcome consequences, including possible removal from my council.” 
 
    She glared at him, her bony fingers curling and extending. “You can’t do that. No one will support you.” 
 
    “Watch yourself.” He directed his attention to Viola, who quivered under his strong gaze. “And you, too. Toby Rudman’s family has been well-respected in this coven for decades. I trust his word on Aggie’s papers. I expect you won’t find faults.” 
 
    “No, sir, I don’t expect any,” she replied and rounded her shoulders forward. 
 
    Gladys grabbed Viola’s elbow and herded her group of biddies to cluster in a corner. There, I recognized the fat man, the Council member named Oscar, who’d proudly presented me as an intruder in the carriage house garage. Their arms waving wildly, they scowled and engaged in heated discussion. 
 
    “I’m sorry for that incident.” Logan’s voice startled me. 
 
    “Thank you for standing up for me.” 
 
    “That’s my job.” 
 
    Rowe slapped a hand on Logan’s back. “And a fine job you’re doing, too.” He gave a hearty laugh. “Keep up the good work, my friend.” 
 
    Logan touched my arm and took a deep breath. “I just wish I’d been here sooner, since I invited you to make you feel welcome. I wanted to dispel any fears about what happened at the haunted house.” 
 
    “What kept you?” Rowe asked and took a swig of punch. 
 
    “Art and his son Kyle, along with Keir and me, searched for Dulcie.” Logan faced me. “Keir is a seer and, with help from his coyote familiar, we caught a trail that went on for miles.” He said to Rowe. “Keir and Kyle are still looking for her.” 
 
    Those close enough to hear looked down without speaking. Their intense concern spread to me without direct contact. 
 
    My breath hovered low in my chest. I worried about the woman, most likely an innocent caught in someone’s evil web. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The next morning, Cerise and I drove to the homestead to clean it up, while Toby fixed breakfast for the boys. We met few cars on the road since most coven members stayed up late, gathering at small, private parties after the general meeting hall gathering. We’d chosen to end our evening early to avoid chancing more difficult encounters. 
 
    The quiet morning was comforting. Warm sun and blue skies, peppered by a few lazy clouds, gave welcome respite from the bitter winds of the past few days. The pleasant weather encouraged me to work hard at cleaning the old cabin to make it my own. 
 
    Cerise parked near the porch. She stretched her shoulders back as she rounded the car’s rear fender. “It’s a lovely day for us to shake rugs and sweep out your new place.” She opened the trunk and filled her arms with mops, brooms, and buckets. 
 
    I let the sun wash any worries from me and grabbed up all I could carry. 
 
    “Let’s start upstairs.” Cerise pushed the door open. “You web the walls, take the sheets off of furniture, and dust. I’ll wash down bathrooms and vacuum. Then we’ll mop ourselves down the stairs.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” Sun streamed in through the wide front windows of the parlor. Whatever spirits lived here, they didn’t seem to like sunshine. The house was quiet, except for creaks and groans of the old stairs under our weight. 
 
    “Which bedroom do you want to be yours?” Cerise bounced along the hallway opening doors. “Have a look. We don’t need to thoroughly clean all five, but they do need a lick and a promise.” 
 
    I peered into each. Without morning light, the two along the back house wall seemed drab. I needed to connect to my witch’s element as much as possible. I stepped across the hall to evaluate the last two bedrooms and a small nursery. 
 
    The nursery had been left filled with old toys. In the corner, sat a red hobbyhorse with a mane matted from where children likely grabbed hold. Through layers of dust on a bookcase shelf, a row of tops hinted at their bright colors. Below them a dozen or so porcelain-faced dolls nestled together. Another shelf held a toy circus train, complete with tiny lions, giraffes, and elephants. Nice collections that had been on display for years without anyone to enjoy. I closed the door and made a mental note to give this room a thorough cleaning later, in my free time. 
 
    The two larger bedrooms were of equal size, one decorated in pale pink and the other in lavender. The latter, with two dormers rather than one, had an edge over the pink one. A dark-stained Victorian bureau was fitted with a lovely white marble top and hinged mirror. A matching highboy chest, washstand, and nightstand beside an iron-framed bed completed the room. Years of sun and thick dust muted the drapes to a pale lilac color. I watched the clusters of lilac flowers on the wallpaper to see if they moved like in Cerise and Toby’s house. None did, or at least not while I watched. 
 
    I pulled the dust sheet off the iron-framed bed. It was fitted with a fluffy feather bed over straw mattress and rope supports. Questioning the strength of the old, worn roping, I cautiously sat on the bed. Not only did it hold, but the soft support invited me to sprawl out. 
 
    “Sleeping on the job already?” Cerise laughed and stepped into the room. “This was where Fenton stayed, Mom’s uncle. She took the pink room and helped him through his last years, then lived here more than a decade alone.” 
 
    I sat up and pushed off the plush bed. “This room has a relaxed feeling, and I like the sunshine.” 
 
    She grinned. “I knew this would be your choice.” 
 
    While dusting, I discovered small things about my new room. When I replaced a hatbox filled with old photos onto a closet shelf, the lid tipped off and instead revealed a lavender flapper’s cloche hat. Upon closing and reopening the lid again, strands of long pearls and beads filled the interior. An old phonograph atop the chest set itself playing a cheery ragtime tune, and the beads rose like dancing cobras. I snapped the lid on, and at once the music stopped. I set the box on the shelf, stood back, and took a deep breath. “Just harmless spirits probably wanting some company.” 
 
    “Aggie, did you say something?” Cerise called from down the hall. 
 
    “I had a friendly encounter with a magic hatbox. That’s all.” 
 
    She poked her head from the bathroom as she laughed, cleaning rag in hand. “That’s normal. You’ll find lots of those things. If you make friends with the house spirits, they might do nice things for you, like closing windows if a rain comes up or turning the oven off when your baking’s done. Mine do. Some witches I know even claim to get theirs to clean the kitchen or do the wash after the family goes to bed. But that might be wishful boasting.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I called back and resumed dusting with a new outlook. 
 
    Anxious about more encounters, I examined the rest of my room, the adjoining bath, and main hall. None of the house’s previous residents appeared. It seemed as if when I looked for spirits, they hid, but if I forgot about them, they appeared. That was my new theory, and so I concentrated on the more mundane cleaning chores. I carted loads of drapes, bedding, and rugs outside to shake until my arms ached. I washed woodwork and enjoyed uncovering the dark-stained oak grain. 
 
    Cerise made the bathrooms and windows shine, helped me shake large rugs, and swept dust from the hardwood floors. 
 
    After a few hours, we mopped ourselves down the stairs. 
 
    “I’m starved.” Cerise headed to the kitchen. “I’ll get us some lunch.” 
 
    While she prepared the sandwiches and other food she’d brought along, I gathered trash. Outside at the burning barrel, which stood a safe distance beside the shed, the yew-contaminated fabric lay at the bottom. I wasn’t sure whether burning was the proper disposal method for yew, but burying it seemed wrong. That might wake whatever dead lay in the nearby earth. I added what we’d accumulated as we cleaned and lit a fire. 
 
    Once the flames died to a safe smolder, I joined Cerise on the back slab porch where we could keep an eye on the barrel. We ate and rocked in the rusty metal glider chairs as we basked in the afternoon sun. Its warmth made me thirsty, and I took a long drink of ice-cold homemade lemonade from a canning jar. Lemonade had never tasted better. “I might give these chairs a coat of paint come next spring.” 
 
    She laughed through a mouthful of ham sandwich. “Spring plans already? I love your ambition.” 
 
    “Hello,” a male voice called out. “Hello?” I recognized Logan’s voice rounding the side of the house. 
 
    “Hello! Logan?” I replied and stepped off the porch to meet him as he turned the corner. 
 
    “I just drove up to the haunted cabin and saw Cerise’s car. Thought I’d come offer a hand, if you need some help.” He nodded to Cerise. 
 
    “We do need some furniture moved so we can clean behind.” She held out a tin of cookies. “We can pay in cookies.” 
 
    “Well, that seems like a fair trade.” He selected one and took a bite. “Homemade oatmeal raisin. My favorite.” 
 
    “Thank Aggie. She made them yesterday.” 
 
    He faced me and bowed low at the waist. “Fair witch, I am under your cookie spell.” 
 
    I felt heat in my cheeks as a giggle slipped from my lips. 
 
    Logan finished the last bite, dropped to his knees, and lowered his arms to my feet. 
 
    Waves of infectious laughter spread among the three of us. I hadn’t laughed that hard since I’d arrived in Coon Hollow. It felt good. 
 
    After a few swigs of lemonade, we went inside, and Cerise directed Logan to scoot a tall pie safe cupboard away from a kitchen wall. While we swept, mopped, and dried the floor, he did the same with a glass-front mission-style bookcase in the parlor, and an oak hall tree in the foyer. 
 
    When the pieces were replaced, he claimed one more cookie. “Aggie, if you need anything in the next month, I’ll be checking on the haunted cabin almost every day. I can always stop over.” 
 
    “Thanks lots.” I wrapped up another cookie in a clean rag and handed it to him. “I appreciate the offer.” 
 
    He accepted with a smile and a nod. “And you’re always welcome to come over just to make friends. The actors are a darned crazy bunch.” 
 
    “Did you find Dulcie?” Cerise asked. 
 
    “Yes, we did.” He looked down and his side swept blond hair fell across his face. “Around dawn over on the east side of the coven near the cemetery.” 
 
    Cerise replied, “That’s a long way.” 
 
    “How is she?” I asked. 
 
    “Pretty shook up. She’s resting at her mother’s place. We haven’t gotten much information from her yet about what happened.” 
 
    Cerise sighed. “At least she’s okay. And you have someone else to play her role for a while, don’t you?” 
 
    He nodded. “I have an awesome crew.” He faced me. “Come by and meet them sometime.” 
 
    I grinned and walked after him as he left through the front door.  “I might just do that. I could use a few friends here.” 
 
    He waved and headed off the porch in the direction of the carriage house. His long legs made wide strides through the side yard, until he came to a dead stop. “Aggie, Cerise, you need to come see this.” He pointed toward the shed in back. 
 
    I ran out to meet him with Cerise not far behind. The smoke rising from the burning barrel had separated into two layers. Typical gray-white trash smoke rose above the treetops where the wind carried it southward. The other layer, an inky blue-black, hung low, only a few feet from the ground, and wound in a snaking pattern along the side of the shed toward the woods. 
 
    “Don’t anyone breathe those fumes. I burned a cloth someone soaked in yew potion we found last night on the shed door. The way that looks, it could be dangerous.” 
 
    Logan gave me a curious stare, his eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Yew is used to raise the dead,” I replied. 
 
    From a distance, he pursued the twisting smoke. 
 
    Cerise and I followed close behind, and we all stopped in sight of where the indigo cloud threaded into the woods. “That’s where we picked up Dulcie’s trail last night.” He shook his head and looked from Cerise to me, the pale blue of his eyes turning gray. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four: Mama’s Pizzeria 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the back door to Cerise’s house, Bud and Harry met me with handfuls of rocks. 
 
    “Look, Aggie!” Bud lifted one as high as his five-year-old arm could reach. “We goth river stones. Can you make us some frogs?” 
 
    I hesitated, tired from a long day of cleaning and despondent after finding the latest confusing and possibly threatening omen of the black smoke trail at the homestead. 
 
    “Pleeeeease.” Bud fixed an irresistible pout on his round face. 
 
    “Come on!” Harry planted himself in my path and shoved a handful of rocks under my chin. “I bet you can’t do it.” He waved a fist. “Bet you can’t. Bet you can’t.” 
 
    With the combined effects of Bud’s extreme cuteness and Harry’s obnoxious insistence, I caved. Anything to stop their torment. Not wanting to reward Harry for his bad behavior, I selected a smooth stone from Bud’s hand. 
 
    His face lit up with a wide, partially toothless smile. 
 
    “Let’s go onto the porch.” I led them out of the kitchen. “I don’t think your mom wants frogs indoors.” 
 
    In the enclosed back porch, I stooped on the braided rag rug with the two boys on either side. 
 
    Cerise hung in the doorway to the house. From our hard day, her hair stuck out in all directions like the tufted brush we’d used to remove cobwebs from the walls. I appreciated her helping me on top of keeping up with her three boys. 
 
    I set the stone on the rug and covered it with my hand, adding a bit of sun energy until it warmed. I willed my intention through the network of that energy. For dramatic effect, I said, “With my witch’s gifts, I speed the circle of life. Rock to dust to Mother Earth to plant to frog. Blessed be our Mother for all life.” The smooth-skinned frog wiggled beneath my fingers and its breathing rate increased. I lifted my hand and sat back to allow the boys a full view. 
 
    “Wow!” Harry snatched up the frog as it made a few hops. It filled his small hand. 
 
    Bud looked at Cerise. “Mom, did you see? She did ith!” 
 
    “I never doubted Aggie.” Cerise grinned and dutifully examined the frog, which Harry shoved at her. 
 
    Toby and Dustin walked in from the backyard, and Harry ran to meet them. “Look it! Aggie made a frog from one of our river stones.” 
 
    “Cool!” Dustin held his hands out to take the frog from his younger brother. 
 
    Harry faced me. “If I say those words you said and send my energy, can I make a frog from stone too?” 
 
    “If you want it bad enough.” I patted his back. 
 
    Toby rubbed his wife’s shoulder. “You girls look tired. How about dinner out in Bentbone? Maybe pizza?” 
 
    “Yeah! Pizza!” Dustin hollered, soon joined by the other boys. 
 
    Cerise nodded. “Okay with me, if you give us time to clean up. We’re pretty grimy.” She sent me a questioning look. 
 
    “I definitely need a hot shower, but yeah. It works for me.” I headed inside to the stairs. 
 
    Bud ran after me. “Can you make one more frog firsth?” His lisp made me grin. 
 
    “I will, but later. I’m hungry.” I trudged up the steps, my legs complaining against the weight of my boots. 
 
    After an invigorating shower, I dressed in clean jeans and a shirt. Somewhat renewed, I looked forward to my first experience eating in a restaurant. Back in New Wish, I went to a diner one time, but that didn’t really count. A non-coven resident had tried their hand at the small eatery hoping to draw tourists. Problem was, not many found their way into our isolated valley. The diner closed before a year was out. The meal I ate there tasted like something home-cooked from my mom. A real restaurant should have something different, and from the pictures, pizza looked unusual and tasty. 
 
    After a fifteen-minute drive, Toby pulled into the angled parking along Bentbone’s wide main street. The downtown spanned five or six blocks with tall brick and limestone buildings up to four stories tall. It was a small town but big by my standards. I’d been to Evansville twice with a friend and her parents. That place was huge. But even here in Bentbone, cars and people moved in all directions, and this was early on a Friday night. I couldn’t imagine what the bustle of weekdays might be like. 
 
    We walked half a block to Mama’s Pizzeria. Toby held the door for us, and Cerise swept her full skirt past him with a smile on her red lips. She seemed to enjoy showing off her family, and I couldn’t blame her. The boys fell in like ducklings after their mother, and I followed, hoping I didn’t trip while taking in the new place. 
 
    Smells of rich tomato sauce, pungent basil and oregano, and yeasty fresh bread made my nose happy but my stomach rumble. Booths with red vinyl bench seats lined two walls. In the room’s center, tables were laid with red and white checkered plastic coverings. Curtains of the same tomato-red print covered the lower half of picture windows along the front wall. Dark-stained plank flooring and paneled walls added to the coziness. A buzz of happy conversation and laughter warmed the air. 
 
    Cerise led us to a table for six and motioned to Bud as the waitress approached with a stack of menus. “We’ll need a booster seat for him.” 
 
    “You bet. I’ll be right back with one.” The slim teenage girl distributed the menus at the place settings and whisked away down a back hallway. 
 
    I settled into a chair and scanned the room. 
 
    Customers clustered around huge pizza pies served to their tables. A few glanced at our family, particularly at Cerise and Toby, whose Thirties-style clothing stood apart from the mostly jeans-clad crowd. I smiled, pleased that my outfit didn’t stand out, even if the legs of my jeans hung loose and wide like stovepipes rather than the form-fitting types most women wore. Glad to not be under scrutiny for my appearance again tonight, I relaxed into my chair and studied the menu. 
 
    Toby leaned across the corner of the table toward me. “We’ll get two pizzas. One plain cheese for the kids. You pick out what you’d like on the second.” 
 
    My mouth watered as I considered the toppings. 
 
    The waitress helped Toby set Bud up with a booster chair, and supplied crayons and coloring placemats to all three boys. “Have you all decided?” She pulled an order pad from her apron. 
 
    “We’ll have a large cheese and…” Toby looked my way. 
 
    I debated a moment longer between the toppings, then made a quick decision to try them all at once. “A large deep dish deluxe.” 
 
    “Great choice,” the waitress pocketed her pad and gathered the menus. “It’ll be about ten minutes or so.” 
 
    “I’m starved, and the deluxe sounds great,” Cerise said and directed Bud’s attention to the coloring page. 
 
    We adults joined in the activity and laughed with the kids. 
 
    The pizzas arrived steaming with fragrant basil. I pulled off a slice and sank my teeth into the soft, salty cheese. Olive and mushroom slices attached to cheesy threads oozed between my fingers. The meatballs and sausage added a hint of spiciness that tickled my tongue. I savored that first bite, not wanting to swallow. I’d never tasted anything like it, a party of tastes in my mouth. 
 
    Our family grew quiet, even Harry. 
 
    After three slices, my stomach felt full and warm. I whispered to Cerise, “Is there a restroom?” 
 
    She pointed over her shoulder to the back hallway. “The women’s is the first on the left.” 
 
    I maneuvered between tables past the kitchen. 
 
    Leaning against the take-out counter, a handsome, dark-haired young man, about my age, turned his head to follow me as I walked by. I guessed he was passing time while waiting for his order. 
 
    When I returned from the ladies’ room, his head snapped in my direction. His square jaw and large brown eyes held my attention. “You’re new, aren’t you?” he asked with a dimpled smile when I drew closer. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” I said with a flat tone, unsure how much to reveal to a stranger. 
 
    “I’m Eric Beck. I work here delivering pizzas.” He motioned toward an older man behind the counter. “My aunt and uncle own the place and want me to try all the jobs before they’ll let me be a manager. Oh—” He thrust a hand toward me, his gaze glued to my face. “Are you visiting the Rudman’s? They come in here often. Nice family.” 
 
    “Yes, sort of, for a while.” I shook his hand. When meeting new people, my haptics always proved useful. His raging hormones sizzled the skin of my palm, something I’d read before from a boy in school who had a crush on me. Curious about the sensation, I lingered a moment. To my surprise, a gush of my own desire sparked heat into my fingers. I pulled my hand free, hoping he hadn’t noticed. “My name’s Aggie. I’m moving into my own place in the coven soon.” The words slipped out like butter, too much information about myself to share with someone I’d just met. I bit my tongue to keep it quiet while fire crept into my cheeks. 
 
    “Cool. One of my friends is having a party next weekend. If you want to meet some new people here, you can go with me.” 
 
    “I…um…I don’t know.” I stammered. “I’m not sure, but thank you. Nice to meet you,” I turned, let out a silent sigh, and walked away. 
 
    I’d only taken two steps, when another male voice behind me said, “Eric, a witch at the party would be excellent. Is she coming?” 
 
    Not waiting for Eric’s reply, I strode back to our table and planted myself in my seat, head turned away from the counter. Wow, he’d only wanted me to be some sort of freak entertainment at a party. I hadn’t read that. How had my haptics gone wrong? My desire must’ve clouded my ability. I needed to be more careful. People here weren’t the same as back home. Not in the coven or in this town. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five: Chai Tea and Challis Dresses 
 
      
 
      
 
    A knock on my attic bedroom door caused me to jump out of my thoughts and off the bed. 
 
    “Aggie, I brought some tea,” Cerise called. 
 
    I opened the door and stepped out of the way, while she balanced a tray with a pot and two mugs. “Thanks. That’s nice of you.” 
 
    She set the tray on the shabby Queen Anne lamp table. “The way you were so quiet on the way home and went straight up here, I thought you might like to talk.” She glanced at me. 
 
    “Yeah.” I flopped on the bed. “I guess I would. So much has happened.” 
 
    She poured amber liquid into the two cups and offered me one. 
 
    I sniffed the fragrant steam and detected orange, cinnamon, and cloves. “Mmm. Orange chai?” 
 
    “Yes. My favorite.” Beside the table, Cerise settled into the armchair upholstered in time-worn roses. “I used green tea rather than black so we both get some sleep tonight. You have a busy first day at work with Shireen tomorrow.” She blew across the top of the cup and focused on me. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “It’s just that I don’t seem to fit in here. In the coven, in town, and maybe even in the house I want to live in.” 
 
    Cerise leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “That reception you received from the old guard witches last night would’ve ruffled me too. I’m sure that was hard. Those old biddies resist all change. They’re always complaining about something. You just happen to be their problem at the moment, someone bringing new ideas into the coven.” 
 
    “It’s not them that worry me. We have a few of those old crows at home, too. It’s that I lost my cool with them. My powers sparking from my hair might’ve frightened a few nice people who’ll now avoid me.” 
 
    Cerise perched on the edge of her chair and reached a hand to pat my knee. “And nice people might be intrigued with your different powers and want to learn about them. I know it hurt to not be welcomed by everyone, but remember, those who are unwelcoming and unfriendly, you don’t want for friends anyway.” She scooted back, took a sip of tea, and tilted her head to one side. “Why did you feel unwelcome in town?” 
 
    “At the pizza place, when I went to the bathroom, a guy about my age talked to me.” 
 
    “Oh?” Cerise’s long lashes lifted, and she set her cup aside. 
 
    “He seemed nice and was very cute. He asked me to go with him to a party with his friends.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound so bad. You came here to learn about people and have new experiences away from home. What’s his name?” 
 
    “Eric Beck. His aunt and uncle own the restaurant.” 
 
    “I know who you mean. A nice-looking young man. He’s always polite to us.  Has even delivered pizzas here to our house, while other drivers won’t come into the coven. He treats customers right and clearly wants a place in that business. I can’t imagine he’d be rude to a customer under his uncle’s nose. What did he say?” 
 
    “It wasn’t what he said. He touched my hand, and my haptics told me he seemed for real. When I said I wasn’t sure about going to the party and turned away, another guy behind my back made a comment to Eric. He was excited Eric had invited a witch to the party.” I stared down at the cup in my lap, then glanced up. “I didn’t want to hear any more and got back to our table. Cerise, they just wanted me at the party to be some weird freak show. I thought I read Eric right, that he was a nice guy. Now, I’m doubting my witchcraft. And I sure don’t want to go to that party.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “I can’t remember who else was there at the counter. You didn’t get a look at the other guy?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Well, I can see why you wouldn’t want to go to the party. Most townies are respectful and courteous, even if a bit distant. Once in a while, local teens try out pranks on us, but that’s just normal behavior for that age, nothing dangerous. But don’t misjudge Eric. What you described doesn’t sound like the boy I know.” She looked me in the eye. “And for heaven’s sake, don’t mistrust your powers.” 
 
    I nodded. “All this has made me wonder whether the curse on your family’s house is true, that outsiders aren’t welcome. I seem to be running into the same message everywhere.” 
 
    Cerise sat beside me on the bed. “Like I said, not everyone here will like you. That’s just life. You came here to learn about other people outside New Wish. This is one of the lessons. Just be yourself, and the people worth knowing will like you.” 
 
    “I know. I guess I’m just in a rush to make new friends to hang out with.” 
 
    “You need to get some good sleep. Tomorrow’s your first day at the dress shop.” She picked up a brush on the bedside table. “How about if I brush out your hair so you relax?” 
 
    “That’d be great.” I turned sideways and pulled the elastic from the tail of my braid. 
 
    Her fingers gently unwound the strands. She made slow downward strokes working her way through the length. When she brushed my crown, warm tingles spilled along my spine and limbs. I closed my eyes, and a contented, cat-like purr vibrated at the base of my throat. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    I waved to Cerise as she pulled around Shireen’s circular drive toward the road. I turned and read a hand-painted sign above the front porch steps, Seamstress to Coon Hollow Coven, Fine Women’s Fashions, established 1930. 
 
    “Hello, Aggie,” Shireen called from the open door. “Fifteen minutes early, a mark of a good employee. Glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Can’t wait to start.” I pointed at the sign as I ascended the steps. “Established in 1930? You don’t look that old. Do witches here have immortality?” I asked with a laugh. 
 
    “Heck no. Though some are trying to make that happen with connections to their departed kin.” 
 
    “Really?” I stared at her, almost missing a step. “The spirit world here sure has a lot of power. Nothing like what we do back home.” 
 
    Shireen laughed and waved a hefty arm. Her chicken skin floundered from the short sleeve of her rose-print dress and swung in waves. “My grandma was the founder of our store, and Ma started here in her teens. I’m tellin’ you, it’s work to keep up their reputations.” 
 
    “From what Cerise says about your designs, I doubt that.” I joined her inside and wondered if I’d spoken too soon. The shop lay in wild disarray with racks jammed together into one of the two showrooms and bolts of fabric tossed around the open floor space. 
 
    “Thank you kindly, but their spirits are part of life, like it or not. Ma has her own way of keepin’ me on my toes, as you can see.” She nodded to the scattered mess, then pointed to a black and white photograph on the wall. “Her way of lettin’ me know to get a move on with winter fashions.” 
 
    “Oh.” I stepped around the thick rectangular rolls and examined the picture. The woman had jet black hair in a simple low bun. Her expression looked stern and work-worn except for a warm twinkle in her eyes that seemed alive with motion. A gold marker on the lower edge of the frame read: Hypatia Meiklam, 1933-2009. The name seemed oddly feminine for a woman who appeared so upright and plain, much like her daughter. I turned away, but felt as if her eyes were on me as I knelt by bolts of heavy woolens. “I know these two. This one’s melton.” I rubbed a hand across the plush thick nap. “That’ll make nice warm jackets and winter capes. And that forest green Donegal tweed with yellow and red flecks reminds me of a jumper my mother made me when I was a child.” 
 
    “Land sakes, girl! You do know your fabrics. If I’d known that, I’d have hired you lickety-split, soon as you walked in my door.” 
 
    I ran a hand along my jeans-clad thigh, shrugged, and gave a lop-sided grin. “You’d not know by how I dress. My mother sewed for the family and for others in the coven who couldn’t. I helped her some.” 
 
    From underneath dresses crammed on the tangled clothes racks, Shireen’s calico cat hissed at me. 
 
    “Tiber, I warned you to be on good behavior today,” his mistress scolded. 
 
    Paying no heed to her warning, the witch’s familiar darted closer, ears pinned, fangs bared, orange rings forming around his pupils. 
 
    Warmth spread through my arms, alerting me of my own sparking fire. Ignoring both alarms, I fingered a soft navy flowered fabric. “This is so nice. Challis, right?” When I looked up, the cat’s tail disappeared into the maze of hanging garments. I stared after him for a moment, puzzled. 
 
    “It is. In a wool blend so it has nice drape. Scarce as hen’s teeth, and one I’ve been saving. I was thinkin’ that’d make you a pretty dress.” Shireen hoisted the bolt into one arm, unwound a length of cloth, and held the free end to my face. “Nice. What’d you think?” 
 
    The softness tickled my chin. “Oh, yes. I’d like that, with a full skirt?” 
 
    She laughed and handed me the bolt. “You’re a twirly-skirt girl disguised as a tomboy. I’ve got just the pattern.” She moved fast for a heavyset woman, darting through a doorway into the back of the shop. “Come on along.” 
 
    I tried to set the bolt down but wasn’t ready to part with it. The image of a dress of this challis enveloping me sent goose bumps down my arms. Carrying the fabric, I followed. 
 
    “We’ll have a look at that pattern, then you can help me match up other designs to fabric so we can get to making them up. Winter’s upon us.” She gestured to a long trestle table littered with tissue paper and large envelopes covered in fashion illustrations. “Set that down and have a seat.” 
 
    I opted for the side of the table with a long bench and placed the fabric beside me, the loose end in my lap. 
 
    Shireen stood across from me and shuffled packets my way. Horn-rimmed eyeglasses dangled against her heavy bosom. She put them on and glanced over the top as she leaned closer. “You’ve taken a real likin’ to that challis. Maybe we should be making you a nightgown of it instead.” She shook her head with a far-away look in her eyes and chuckled. “Strange thing, my ma bought that piece before she died. One of the last I have. From the time I was a child, I knew she left bits of her magic in some garments she made. My school dresses often gave me daily reminders to be polite to my teachers. Didn’t think she ever enchanted cloth not yet made up, but maybe she did. Let’s find out. Move the challis away from you, and tell me what you feel.” 
 
    I wound the fabric around the bolt and scooted it to the other end of the bench. Feeling no different, I shrugged and picked up a pattern. 
 
    With a loud hiss, Tiber leaped onto the table, glaring at me with blazing orange eyes. “Outsssssiderr,” he snarled into my face. 
 
    He clawed three parallel scrapes across the back of my hand before Shireen could grab him. 
 
    The scratches swelled but drew no blood. Anger and sun energy welled into my fingernails, which glowed like hot coals, ready to burst into flame. 
 
    “Aggie, hold off! Grab that challis.” Shireen clutched a second arm around Tiber, who pawed the air sending electric waves that stung my face. 
 
    I hesitated, not wanting to take my eyes off of the devilish feline. 
 
    “Do it!” Shireen barked. 
 
    Keeping watch, I slid along the bench and pulled the bulky bolt into my lap. 
 
    Tiber’s tail shot straight out, hairs on end. His eyes changed from orange to yellow to his normal cool green in less than a minute. He wiggled from under his mistress’s arms and zipped out the room. 
 
    “Sakes alive! I’m so sorry, Aggie. Do you want those scratches treated?” Shireen grabbed hold of my injured hand. 
 
    “No.” I pulled away. “Maybe later if it starts to hurt more. Just stings now.” 
 
    She planted her hands on her pear-shaped hips. “Well, I’d not believe that if I hadn’t seen it with my own two eyes. Whatever garments I still have that she enchanted always set Tiber runnin’ scared, just like that. Ma must intend that fabric for you, girl. Sort of a protection. She must approve of you helpin’ me out.” Shireen beamed. 
 
    I returned a polite smile. “I’m glad she likes me, but what about Tiber? Will I have to wear the same dress every day here to keep him from attacking?” 
 
    “I’ll send him out to the shed tonight to hunt down his own dinner rather than the fancy cat food he’s used to. He’ll get that every night until he learns.” She chuckled. “If that don’t work, I reckon one touch from those fiery fingers of yours will set him straight, provided it’s only a little zap to frighten him.” 
 
    I nodded, hoping I didn’t have to use my magic on her familiar. 
 
    “I saw what happened at the coven’s main hall party. You sure stood your ground against those biddies. I was proud of you. Lots were.” 
 
    I sat straighter and lifted my brows. “Thanks. I wasn’t sure what others would think.” With a grin, turned my attention to the patterns. I studied three dress pictures and selected one. “I like this one with the wide shoulders and flared skirt. Maybe it’ll make my waist look small like this model’s.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s a good one for you.” Shireen scribbled in an open notebook and dragged a box overflowing with at least a hundred patterns between us. “Here’s my women’s winter designs. New ones are on top. Pick out ones you like for yourself, and those you think will sell well for display. I’ll do the same, then we’ll trade and talk it over.” 
 
    I grabbed a handful of the paper packets and examined them, making three piles: store samples, clothes for me, and rejects. 
 
    Shireen sorted more than half of the box before I looked at a dozen. Fancy pleats, peplums, and darted form-fitting styles caught my eye, each one pretty. Like with the pizza toppings, I wanted to try them all, see them all made up, whether for me or someone else. Slowly, I started to discriminate and moved many from my pile to the display stack. 
 
    Shireen hummed to herself as she moved to tall shelves behind me and organized bolts. “When you’re finished, take a gander over here.” 
 
    I placed the last envelope in the rejection pile and turned around. Rows of cottons filled the entire wall, everything from silky white broadcloths and sateens to plush flannels and velveteens. Unable to resist, I stood and stroked the naps of rich autumn colors. “Mom would be green with envy seeing all this. She got a few yards of these for special occasion clothes, never whole bolts.” 
 
    “Plenty of women here spiff up to leave home.” She nodded to the opposite wall. “Those there are for everyday shirtwaist dresses. I only make them upon request for my regular clients since there’re plenty of seamstresses who turn out loose-fitting house dresses.” She lifted a brow. “Fine tailoring takes some skill and a bit of magic too. I stay to women’s clothes. Others in the coven cater to children and men.” 
 
    “When you hired me, you said my magic could help you. How?” I asked. 
 
    She ruffled a hand through her short gray hair, and a sly grin spread across her thin lips. “I’ve been thinking ’bout that. Can you add your magic to garments? Maybe to keep the wearer warmer or cooler depending on the season?” 
 
    “I can enchant the sewing thread. I did that for my mother a few times. My sun energy made winter coats toasty warm.” 
 
    She clasped her hands together, and a ruddy hue colored her cheeks. “That’s just what I was hoping for. That’ll give me a leg up on my competition—two ladies who’re trying to undercut my prices.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can make clothes that’ll keep people cool.” I tilted my head to one side. “I’ll have to work on reversing my powers for that. I know it’s possible, but I’ve never tried.” 
 
    She bustled back to the table and exchanged our stacks. “No matter. We’ve got plenty of time before warm weather for you to figure that out. Right now, we need to get a move on for winter.” She hemmed and hawed over my choices, her dark eyes dancing with the same twinkle as in her mother’s photograph. 
 
    I flipped through Shireen’s pile and held up an envelope. In the illustration, a smartly dressed woman wore a fitted suit, a jacket with shoulder pads and a peplum flounce over a pencil skirt. “I really like this one. Not for me, but I can see Cerise wearing this.” 
 
    “Yep. She would. Did you spot some fabrics for that design in the other room?” 
 
    I nodded. “The black and white hound’s-tooth would be perfect.” 
 
    The shine in her eyes spread and lit a smile across her face. “My choice too. We’re thinkin’ alike; a good team. That suit will sure tempt ladies to put in requests for their sizes. Not to mention my new shop girl outfitted in new styles. On my old body, they’d look like sacks.” 
 
    We discussed each pattern and settled on making eight new styles for display. For myself, I selected a nice variety of skirts and blouses, two dresses, a coat and a tailored jacket. With purchases of sweaters from other shops, I’d have enough for work. I liked all of my choices, but when Shireen pulled out cloth for a few casual shirtwaist dresses, I backed away. “I’ll stick with comfortable jeans and flannel shirts for home.” 
 
    “I’m thinkin’ we best sew plenty of jackets for sale with your added warming charm. We may have a run on them. I hope, anyway.” She grinned and motioned me to the front of the store. “Let’s move these bolts to the workroom. Stack them on the open shelves with the correct patterns tucked in.” 
 
    We cleaned up and rearranged the display racks. “Now we need to get your measurements and set the afternoon cutting on the table. I’m so excited ’bout trying your magic on my jackets, I’ll go lay that fabric out while you get undressed. Call me when you’re ready.” She swept into the back, giggling like a girl, despite the rolls of support stockings falling down toward her orthopedic shoes. 
 
    I smiled, happy to be able to help, and stepped behind the folding screen. I unbuttoned my flannel shirt and hung it over the back of a rush-seat chair. I dropped my jeans to the floor. As I bent to gather them, the shop’s front door opened. The bells jingled, and a pleasant, cool breeze blew in carrying a whiff of masculine woodsy cologne. I poked my head above the top edge of a screen panel. 
 
    Logan stood in the doorway. He shot me a wide grin, tipped his fedora, and golden curls fell across one eye. “Hi Aggie. How’s your first day of work going?” 
 
    “Hi. Um…it’s going great,” I stammered. Stripped to my underwear with a handsome man staring at me, I couldn’t think of anything normal to say. Practically naked, I couldn’t help him, but Shireen continued humming in the workroom. 
 
    “Um, can I help you with anything?” I asked him. The pale gray of his double-breasted suit made his eyes gleam like clear forest pools. 
 
    “Well, I wanted to check to see how you were doing, and I have a bit of coven business with Shireen.” 
 
    “Doing fine.” I struggled to make conversation while stretching to grab my shirt without disappearing from his view. The attempt was futile. “Just a sec. Gotta get decent.” 
 
    “No rush. I didn’t realize…” A rosy blush spread across his fair cheeks. “Take your time.” 
 
    Trying to hurry, I fumbled with my shirt buttons. My heart thumped against my breastbone. I took a deep breath and yanked my jeans over my hips, shoved in the tails of my shirt, and stepped out in my sock feet. 
 
    Tiber appeared from under a clothes rack, ran between Logan’s legs, and clung to my ankle, claws locked onto my jeans. 
 
    “Argh!” I shook my leg to get him off. 
 
    “Whoa! What on earth?” Logan stooped and grabbed the cat, who spat and hissed at him while clinging tighter. Logan touched a crystal amulet hanging against his necktie. His eyes shifted to midnight blue as he lowered his gaze at Tiber. 
 
    The cat recoiled to the back of my leg and sunk needle-sharp teeth into my calf, even through the denim. 
 
    I shrieked and doubled over, grazing his tail with the tiny flames jetting from my fingertips. “Ow! Shireen! Your cat.” I yelled and winced, my skin punctured. Heat spread into my fingers, nails glowing. I tried to use my haptics on Tiber, but searing pain confused my reading and gave me only fragments of the familiar’s thoughts: outsider; protect mistress; Hypatia deceived. 
 
    Shireen dashed to us as Tiber let out a piercing yowl and darted into the workroom. She raced after him. “Out! You hear me. Outside. The barn’s where you’ll stay until you come begging with your apologies for Aggie. Scoot.” The back door slammed, and she plodded to the showroom. “Are you okay?” She eyed my lower leg that Logan had exposed by rolling up my jeans. She shook her head, glaring at the bleeding punctures and scrapes. “Let me get some salve and cloth for bandages.” Muttering expletives under her breath, she made another visit to the workroom. 
 
    Logan pointed his square chin across the room. “Lean against my shoulder, and I’ll help you to that chair.” He wrapped a strong arm around my waist, and, with his help, I hobbled to the seat and collapsed. 
 
    Blood soaked my white sock. I surveyed the rug we crossed and winced at the trail of crimson drops. A red line stained Logan’s pant leg. I bit my lip. “I’ve ruined your suit. And Shireen’s rug.” 
 
    Before he could answer, the shop owner bustled to me and dropped to her knees. “Not to worry, child.” With nimble fingers, she medicated and dressed the wounds in neat, white cloth strips. “Don’t worry ’bout the carpet. Every seamstress learns straight away to lift out blood stains from needle-pricked fingers. I just wish I was a healer.” 
 
    Logan stood beside me rubbing a hand along my shoulder. Lightheaded, I wasn’t sure if it was from the cat bites or the tingling I got from Logan’s touch. The cute look of concern on his face almost made me forget the pain in my leg. 
 
    Shireen looked at him. “Familiars can leave wicked infections if they intend harm. Tiber’s powers are related to mine, but I don’t know how to reverse his deed. Can you?” 
 
    “No. I do know some who can though.” He nodded to me. “You met them at the party. Rowe, a talented healer, and his girlfriend, Jancie. And Vika knows a lot about the ways of familiars.” 
 
    Shireen replied, “Vika, that’s right. I’ll give her a call. The way that cat’s been actin’ all morning, I suspect the worst.” She hoisted herself up with a groan and stepped behind the counter, phone in hand as she consulted a notebook. 
 
    “I thought you said your day was going well?” Logan moved in front of me. 
 
    “Shireen’s great.” I stretched my ankle to loosen the stiffness spreading over my lower leg. “We planned all of her winter fashions and decided how I could use my witchcraft to make them special. I can’t wait to get started.” 
 
    “Great. Sounds like a good job for you.” 
 
    “And I got a good vibe from her mother’s spirit. I’m pretty sure we connected.” 
 
    He nodded. “That’s a big plus, especially since your magic is so different. Always good to have helpful spirits on your side. I’m still checking out possible spirit connections to what went down with that smoke trail at your new place. I’ve got a question for Shireen.” He grinned. “Hopefully, my bloodhound skills are as good as I think they are.” 
 
    I wanted to ask him more, but Shireen hung up and called to us. “Vika said to quarantine Tiber until we get to the bottom of this. I just hope I can track him down. The last time I sent him out, he pouted and didn’t come back for three days.” She ran a hand through her hair and faced Logan. “Can you take Aggie to Vika’s while I search? She wants to apply a poultice—thinks that’ll do the trick since it just happened.” 
 
    “Absolutely. Happy to help.” 
 
    “Good. Oh—” She squatted low and ran her palm across his pant leg. She removed her hand, and the stain had vanished. 
 
    “Awesome.” He moved beside me. “One quick question, Shireen, before we go. Cerise’s family was able to hire your ma to sew for the women in their family. Do you happen to know their maiden names?” 
 
    “Why not ask Cerise?” I glanced sideways at him as he offered me his arm. My thoughts were spinning, and I couldn’t guess what he intended. 
 
    Shireen helped him get me onto my feet and out the door. 
 
    “Just a hunch about what I think may have happened with Dulcie the other night. I don’t want to worry Cerise.” 
 
    “I was just a kid when Cerise’s parents married.” Shireen paused to push the door open. “I know Ma made the wedding dress. I’ll look in the shop register and get back with you. Aggie, if you don’t feel up to being here Monday, just give me a call. I’ll understand.” 
 
    When I landed after the next hop, I waited for the jarring pain to lessen and said through gritted teeth, “I’ll be here. You can count on me. We have work to do.” 
 
    Shireen patted my shoulder. “I’ll get busy making up that challis into a few blouses for you. There’s plenty for several, along with the dress you’re wantin’.” 
 
    I shot her a weak smile and leaned my head against the bench seat as Logan closed the passenger door of his car. 
 
    “Want me to fasten your seatbelt?” he asked. 
 
    I waved him off, somewhat regretting my decision when I yanked on the belt. The twisting motion shot a throb of pain through my injured leg. 
 
    Soon after he pulled out, I understood why the seatbelt was needed.  Although my vision blurred and kept me from picking out sights along the route, I felt his high speed pulling me on the turns. 
 
    “Are you okay?” His voice was tense, and he covered my hand with his. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “I’m having trouble seeing. Everything’s getting dark and blurry.” 
 
    By the time the car stopped, the world had gone black. Unable to see, too exhausted to use my haptics, and feeling more ill every minute, I panicked and shook uncontrollably. I slumped into him as he carried me up a series of steps and laid me on a soft surface. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six: The Draw 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sharp pain ricocheted inside my skull. Sweat trickled into my eyes and stung as I strained to see shadowy images moving over me. 
 
    A cool hand touched my aching forehead. The soft, drawling voice of an elderly woman spoke near my face. “You’re burning up, child. Shireen called and told me what happened with her familiar.” 
 
    I swallowed against tightness in my throat and uttered a garbled reply, “Viikkka?” I reached toward her outline. 
 
    She clutched my hand in her own, which was covered with velvety skin soft as her voice. “Yes, dear. It’s me, Vika.” 
 
    “Vika and Jancie are both here.” Logan’s warm tone reassured me. “Vika’s our best earth witch, and Jancie’s a good healer. Anyone know where Rowe’s at?” he asked the others. 
 
    “I called him. He said he’s on his way.” A clear female voice conveyed confidence. A warm hand rested on my shoulder. “Aggie, it’s Jancie.” 
 
    I gave a nod and a slight smile, glad a New Wish witch was with me. 
 
    “Let’s have a look at that leg bite,” Jancie said. 
 
    Their shapes moved down to my feet. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve got some scratches on your hand, too. Was that from the same cat?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” I rubbed the scrapes, now puffed into pronounced ridges, but had no sense of touch in the area. “I don’t have any feeling there.” 
 
    “Let me have a look.” She lifted my arm. “You feel anything along here?” 
 
    “Movement at my shoulder. That’s all.” My words croaked through thick mucus in my throat, and I coughed. “Can I have some cold water?” 
 
    “I’ll get some,” Logan replied. 
 
    “Aggie, what about here?” Vika asked. “Do you feel this?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “No.” I strained to lift my head, attempting unsuccessfully to see what she was doing. “There, in my thigh, I feel you pressing.” 
 
    “Here you go, Aggie,” Jancie said close to my face. “A glass of water with a straw.” 
 
    I found the straw with my lips, and enjoyed several slow sips, letting the coolness ease my throat. “Ah. That helps. My throat’s on fire.” 
 
    “So’s your lower leg and hand,” Vika said with a lower, clipped tone. “From what you did at the coven party, I’d say you’re a sun witch. Is that true?” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    “Should I get some ice?” Logan offered. 
 
    “Yes.” Vika gave a quick reply. “That’ll do to treat the symptoms.” As footsteps sounded, her voice raised. “And bring the salt canister, some small plastic bags, a few rags, a bowl of water, and a fever thermometer. Get Siddie to show you where things are.” 
 
    I heard Logan’s muffled voice in the background answered by a low growling noise. 
 
    Jancie offered me the straw again. “Her sun energy’s fighting the foreign magic of the bite, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Sure is, and hard.” Vika’s voice moved near my face and took hold of my good hand. “Aggie, you’re a powerful sun witch and could burn yourself up in this battle. We’re not gonna let that happen.” 
 
    I absently grunted something unintelligible, and tried to sort out what was happening to my body. A sick fog blurred my thoughts, except one—fear. 
 
    “What sort of power does Shireen have?” Jancie asked. “That’s the only magic her familiar could use, right?” 
 
    “Shireen’s a creationist. Her inherited powers are a lot like her grandma’s,” Vika replied. “She can add her power to things she makes, but for whatever reason or outcome, I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Isn’t that like the animating that Rowe does?” Logan asked. “Adding power to inanimate objects?” 
 
    “Sounds like it,” Jancie said. “I’d like to know more about creationist magic before we treat the bites. I’m hoping Rowe can explain. Aggie, open your mouth a bit for this thermometer.” 
 
    I accepted the glass rod under my tongue. 
 
    Ice cubes clinked, and a lumpy bag wrapped in cloth pressed onto my forehead. The coolness began easing my brain fog and my headache dulled to a throb. 
 
    “Logan, hold this in place on her head,” Vika ordered as she moved to my feet, where I heard water falling. “No ice on the bites. Let her fight it out there. Jancie, as soon as you read her temperature, come help me with the salt drawing.” 
 
    “Can I add some herbs to the draw water?” Jancie asked. 
 
    “What might you be thinkin’ of? Thistle? It’s a good hex-breaker.” Vika’s word ‘hex-breaker’ rebounded in my mind. 
 
    I lifted my head and shoulders and pulled the thermometer out. “I’ve been hexed?” My eyes opened wide, in a desperate attempt to see through the blackness. 
 
    Someone accepted the thermometer. 
 
    “I’m afraid so, Aggie,” Vika touched my good leg. “That cat’s actin’ on his own, apart from his mistress. Most likely guided by someone other than her. I’ve known Shireen for decades. She’d never harm no one.” 
 
    “A hundred two,” Jancie announced. “Too high, considering you had ice water and an ice pack on your head. Logan, keep up both of those, while I help Vika. I’d like to use wintergreen in the draw.” 
 
    “That’s a hex-breaker, but isn’t it opposing her powers?” the elderly witch asked.” All’s I know’s the two are aligned different. Mint with air and wintergreen with water. But that sure sounds wrong to me, using a water element on a sun witch.” 
 
    “But thistle’s a fire herb, from what my mother taught me,” Jancie said. “We definitely can’t use that. Her fever will soar and be dangerous. My hunch is since Aggie’s a sun witch, she responds to elements of illumination. The moon can help her fight the hex without building more heat.” 
 
    “Like a synergist?” Logan asked. 
 
    “Exactly.” Jancie touched my shoulder. “Aggie, how does moonlight affect your powers?” 
 
    “If I’m upset or angry, I like to take walks in the moonlight. It calms me down. Helps me focus.” 
 
    “Clarity and focus, just what you need now, child.” Vika patted my good knee. “Jancie, I’ve got wintergreen berries, oil, and dried leaves. Take your pick.” 
 
    “Oil now and leaves later for tea. Siddie, will you show me where your mistress keeps those?” Jancie’s request was answered by a throaty rumble. “Let’s get the draw water ready. Hopefully, Rowe will show up soon. I’d feel better knowing more about whatever powers Shireen’s familiar put into Aggie before we treat her with more magic.” 
 
    Against a background of distant rumbling, Vika and Logan talked to me as they applied ice packs to my body. A large bag placed on my stomach, which churned with hot acid, eased a lot of my agitation. 
 
    A door opened and let in a cool breeze. “I came as fast as I could,” another male voice said in a lower tone than Logan’s. “How’s she doing?” 
 
    “A high fever, a hundred two, even with ice packs.” Logan’s voice became more distant. “Aggie, Rowe’s here. He’s a healer, too. Her vision’s affected.” 
 
    As sleeves brushed my good arm, I smelled Rowe’s pine cologne. “Aggie, it’s Rowe, I’m going to pass my hands over your body, concentrating on your organs. If anything I do hurts, let me know.” His fingers grazed my arms, lingering above the scratched right hand. He briefly pressed his palms over my heart, head, and spots along my torso. 
 
    “What’re you finding?” Vika asked. 
 
    Not answering, he cupped my skull with spread fingers. Seconds later, the throb in my head quieted.  “Better?” 
 
    “Yes. Much.”  The details of faces hovering around me became visible. “My vision’s returning, but still blurry.” I blinked to clear away a film. 
 
    “Replace the ice pack,” Rowe directed and moved his healing hands to my ribs, while Logan reapplied the ice. Sweat beaded along Rowe’s upper lip. 
 
    He did the same across my abdomen. “Aggie, your organs were under extreme stress with the high fever.” He shot Jancie a curious glance. 
 
    “Her own sun energy’s fighting the familiar’s hex.” Jancie lifted a bowl, her hazel eyes fixed on me. “We’ve prepared a drawing solution with wintergreen to use the moon’s light as a synergist to Aggie’s powers. Do you know the alignment of Shireen’s powers? What her familiar might’ve used in the hex? I don’t want to promote that—” 
 
    “Shireen’s a creationist, a bit like your abilities as an animator,” Vika added before he could answer. 
 
    Rowe touched his fingertips to the nape of my neck. “Her powers, like mine, are largely inherited, but can be slightly influenced by nature’s elements. The creative arts of a creationist would be aligned with air.” His forehead creased, and he barked, “There’s new damage to places I just healed. Do the draw!” He moved his hands in a rotation over my torso and head. 
 
    Jancie and Vika looked at each other for a second, before the old witch ordered, “Siddie, fetch me the peppermint oil right quick.” 
 
    The tawny, spotted back of the oversized cat-like animal darted from behind her. 
 
    “Likes dissolve likes.” A corner of Vika’s thin lips lifted. 
 
    Jancie’s brows lifted. “With the air alignment of the mint?” 
 
    “Yes, indeedy.” The senior witch nodded, and wiry white hair floated about her head. “That, along with your New Wish notion of expanding her fighting methods, should do the best I know how.” 
 
    “Injury’s happening as fast as I can heal. Do the draw now!” Rowe ordered. 
 
    A blur of pointed ears and amber eyes rimmed in white appeared at Vika’s knee, a brown bottle in the animal’s mouth. 
 
    I reached a hand to rub my eyes, attempting without success to clear my worsening vision. 
 
    “Thank you, Siddie,” Vika accepted the delivery and Jancie thrust out the bowl to receive the addition. “Logan, Aggie will need you.” 
 
    With Rowe at my head and Jancie at my feet, Logan placed his hands on my injured left leg on either side of the knee. He faced Jancie. 
 
    While Vika held the bowl, Jancie soaked a cloth, and rung it out. She nodded to Logan. “Aggie, I’m going to do the draw. It’ll hurt until the foreign magic starts to come out.” 
 
    The pungent odor of strong mint bit my nose, and I grimaced. 
 
    Logan turned toward me, and his warm voice drew my attention. “Aggie, keep focused on me. It’ll be easier for you.” 
 
    A sharp stab cut through my injury. Jerking against his hold, I tried to focus past him on what felt like a frozen knife. 
 
    He pressed hard on my thigh. As he rearranged his hands, I caught a glimpse of my leg, swollen to three times and purple like a day-old bruise. 
 
    Extreme cold tortured every nerve ending and spread through my knee and thigh, swallowing my own internal fire. “That hurts like hell!” I screamed and flinched. 
 
    “Try to keep still, Aggie,” Vika said. “The worst is near over.” She glanced at Rowe. “How’s her innards?” 
 
    “Fluctuating a bit, but more or less stable compared to before,” he replied. 
 
    My sun fire surged to meet the attack. I gritted my teeth and panted to stay still. A boiling heat met ice moving into my hip. I cried out. My vision failed. Sharp mint stung my eyes, nose, and throat. I waved my good hand in the air for something to hold. 
 
    A strong grip of a man’s hand clasped mine, and I heard Logan’s strong voice. “Aggie, hold onto me.” 
 
    I dug my fingers into his palm, and he continued talking to me in a reassuring tone, although the words didn’t register as my consciousness slipped away. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “Aggie, we’re done with the draw.” Jancie’ s clear voice spoke next to my ear. “You did great. Your leg looks much better. Your vitals and organs are stable and healthy.” 
 
    I blinked several times. Moisture seeped from my eyes. “Can I have a tissue?” 
 
    I felt one in my hand, and I patted enough film away to see recognizable forms. Her light red hair brushed my arm, hanging from one side of her graceful, swan-like neck. I wiggled my toes, and when I realized my whole leg moved, I grinned at her. 
 
    Logan’s face appeared above me from behind where I lay on a couch. His blonde curls hung in ringlets darkened with sweat. His hands massaged my shoulders. “You were a trooper. Feel better?” 
 
    “Yes. Lots.” I tried to sit up, but my arms wouldn’t hold me, and I flopped back down. “Still weak though.” 
 
    “You’ve been through a lot, child.” Vika leaned closer and patted my good leg. Wet stains streaked the front of her white pinafore apron which covered her long, full skirt and cotton peasant blouse. “Your system’s outta kilter.” 
 
    “I’d like to see my leg,” I croaked against a sore throat. 
 
    Logan shot Vika a questioning glance. 
 
    “You sure can.” She turned, looking down. “Siddie, my sweet girl. Thank you.” She bent and accepted a throw pillow from the bobcat’s mouth. 
 
    The cat sped away in a flash to return seconds later with another. 
 
    Logan helped me sit up, while Vika propped me with the pillows. 
 
    At my elbow, Siddie lifted her front paws onto the edge of the antique, pink brocade couch. Her action seemed to cause the roses on the wallpaper behind me to scurry to other walls in the front parlor, as if to escape the big cat. Eclectic, old furniture with dark wood and heavily-loved upholstery filled the room. 
 
    I glanced between the bobcat and any possible threat from the possessed wallpaper. Considering the flowers were absent, I chose to lean into the back of the couch to examine my lower leg. Running a cautious finger over the scrapes and bites, I found a lot had healed. The extreme swelling had reduced to tender puffiness. Only places of broken skin remained painful. “It’s amazing! I’ve seen people use draws before, but not for anything like this. My calf was puffed larger than my thigh. Familiars are dangerous.” 
 
    “No. Most aren’t,” Siddie said with a guttural meowing. 
 
    Vika rubbed a hand along the length the bobcat’s spotty spine and ruffled the long ears. “This here’s my familiar, Siddie, and I couldn’t hardly live without her. Not long ago, she died fighting to protect me. I thought I’d lost her, but my old girl promised to take on a new physical body. She was a Maine Coon and now’s a bobcat, but still my same Siddie’s spirit to a tee.” 
 
    “What do familiars do?” I asked. “I only know one witch in New Wish who has one. It’s a crow, real mean and scary. The witch isn’t exactly part of the coven. She lives by herself in a secluded house deep in the woods. We have a lot of free folk and flower children, but she’s more like a wild animal, and said to be just as unpredictable. We kids would dare each other to see how close we could get to her property. Her crow’d always chase us off, pecking at the heads and backs of whoever got closest.” 
 
    “Land sakes. I’d be scared, too.” Vika chuckled so much, her eyeglasses slipped to the end of her beaked nose. 
 
    I grinned, happy my story brought some laughs. “That witch—her name’s Fia—sometimes came out and laughed while her crow chased us.” 
 
    “Fia Tabard?” Jancie’s face lit, and she sat at the far end of my couch. She pulled at the creeping hem of her mini-skirt with one hand, while the other held a white glass jar and a roll of bandages. 
 
    I studied her modern clothes and made a mental note to ask how she was permitted to dress that way. “People said she was from here in Coon Hollow, but she didn’t ever seem to have family visit, so I don’t know if that’s true.” 
 
    Jancie laughed. “Yes, she’s from here. The estranged sister of the former high priestess Adara Tabard. I met Fia just a couple of weeks ago, at the last full moon. I can see why you’d be afraid of her with that tangled black hair and her burlap dresses. She’s intimidating, but she helped me and all of us here.” 
 
    Rowe perched on the wooden couch arm and rested a hand on Jancie’s shoulder. “She sure did, but I never would’ve had the courage to trust that one like you did, Jancie.” Strands of brown hair had escaped his ponytail. 
 
    Vika sat on a threadbare loveseat, which was partly camouflaged with an afghan, and Siddie curled at her feet. “Answerin’ your question, familiars are more than pets. They’re partners in our practice of magic and believed to be more sensitive to vibrations from the unseen world. They show the presence of negative energy by their behaviors. Good familiars, who’re truly attuned to both their witch and the spirit world, can add energy to magic workings—spells, charms, divinations, and whatnot. As for Shireen’s familiar, I can’t believe she was the one who guided him to do this to you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think so.” Logan shook his head. “In my work with the coven’s elderly, I’ve taken enough ladies to visit Shireen’s shop to know that she’s always professional and welcoming, even with some of the fussiest old women.” 
 
    “The scratches and bites aren’t healed as completely as we’d hoped. While you rested, Vika and I made a wintergreen salve to dress your wounds.” Jancie opened the jar she held, applied the minty white cream, and wrapped both my hand and leg with layers of gauze. “That’ll help you fight the hex infection without overdoing fever from your sun energy. I’ll send these supplies home with you and some wintergreen leaves for tea to boost your moon energy a bit more.” 
 
    “Thanks lots.” I lifted the jar and took a whiff. “Not too bad. Not anywhere like the smell of that draw.” 
 
    “No peppermint.” She nodded as she tied ends of the gauze in neat knots around my left calf. “We applied the draw over and over, and that’s all the hex we could remove. Not much remains, but it’s up to you to fight it.” She gave me an encouraging grin and looked in my eyes. “You can do it. You’re a strong witch.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    “Be sure to change the dressings daily. And even more important, get plenty of exposure to both sunlight and moonlight. Wintergreen’s aligned with the moon. Any way to get some of that energy means you’ll have a second way to fight other than just using your internal fire. As we saw, that alone can be dangerous.” 
 
    Logan motioned toward Jancie and Rowe. “Do you think that’s what the witch who guided Tiber intended? Black magic? For Aggie to be seriously harmed, or worse, trying to fight the hex inside her?” 
 
    “My guess is yes.” Rowe rubbed the dark stubble along his chin. “The old school council members are used to having their way, even if it means using the dark arts.” 
 
    “Whoever it is needs to be horse-whipped.” Vika wadded a corner of her apron inside one fist.” We all need to keep our eyes peeled, and that familiar needs to be found and watched for signs of alliance other than to Shireen.” 
 
    Logan nodded. “Shireen’s on that. I’ll check with her and help if needed. The cat will be caught. I’ll see to that.” He faced me. “Be assured you’ll be safe at work.” 
 
    I shivered. “Why do they want me gone?” I scanned their concerned faces. 
 
    Muscles in Logan’s jaw clenched. “I don’t know, but as the priest of Coon Hollow Coven, I’m going to find out.” 
 
    “Aggie, I’ll be glad to make you more salve anytime.” Vika sat forward and opened a worn leather-bound book on the inlaid coffee table. “While you rested, I looked in my book of shadows for things I’ve tried and learned through the years that might help you gather moonlight. It’s hard to be outside as much at night as you can during the daytime.” She pulled out a crisp white sheet stuck among the yellowed pages. “A moon brew you can make to bathe or warsh with. Midnight chants. Moon meditations.” Her finger moved down the page, and she gestured to Jancie. 
 
    “My mother was a New Wish witch, and her magic may connect better for you,” Jancie said. “I had Vika include a new moon purification I remember my mother doing.” 
 
    Vika shrugged and handed me a list. “I did, even though a new moon’s more than three weeks away. Let’s hope you conquer this hex well before then. But just in case, since some hexes seem to hang on. If I think up any more, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I skimmed the spells. 
 
    Jancie patted my good leg. “Everyone’s phone numbers are also on that page. Call any one of us if you need help. Also, keep your sun powers strong. You might feel a drain on that, more than usual.” 
 
    I glanced at the window. “I think I should get started on that now while the sun’s still up.” I swung my feet to the floor and sat up. A burst of pain shot from leg to stomach, but I hid my reaction as best I could. It eased as suddenly as it came, and I pushed to stand. “I’m planning to move into my new home tomorrow, so I don’t have to miss work. Which way’s the porch?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven: The Waxing Crescent 
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as Logan’s car stopped in Cerise’s driveway, she hurried out of the enclosed back porch and opened my door. 
 
    “I’m all right,” I said before she started talking, hoping to diffuse some of the concern I detected in the lines between her brows. 
 
    She clamped onto my arm and secured my waist to her side. “From what Jancie described, I don’t know how.” 
 
    Logan raced around the car and braced my other side. As though the two were vying to support me, my feet barely skimmed the ground. 
 
    “Stop this!” I cried. 
 
    They both loosened their grips and froze. In that suspended moment, my haptics revealed their confusion. His tinged with frustration and hers, desperation. “But Aggie,” she pleaded, “you’ve been hurt and still have that nasty hex in you.” 
 
    “I took time to sit in the sunshine. My strength’s returning.” I loosened their arms. “I want to test the leg.” 
 
    Cerise shrugged and moved a foot away, arms poised to grab hold. 
 
    Logan’s eyes remained riveted on me, and his arms encircled the back of my waist as close as possible without directly touching. 
 
    I tentatively shifted weight onto the injured left leg. A jab of pain shot upward but didn’t reach my hip like before. Strengthening my sun energy must’ve prevented that. Certain I was better empowered to fight the hex, I took a single, quick step. Albeit more of a limp, I was pleased, and took three more with Logan hovering at my side. I paused for a breath. “I’m okay. The leg’s tender. I’d like to soak up more sun for a while now.” 
 
    “Of course. And get some moonlight tonight also.” Cerise pointed to a stack of metal lawn chairs. “I’m sorry. Toby has these ready to put into storage in the shed for winter. Logan, can you lift off a few?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” He took a half step from me, then turned back. “Are you okay by yourself?” 
 
    I scowled at him, and he moved to the stack, jerked three chairs free, and set them in a sunny patch of the backyard. 
 
    I took a seat to one side of the group, leaned my head back, and shut my eyes to concentrate on absorbing as much sun as possible, while they whispered about what had happened. 
 
    Connected to my source, I lost track of time, but perceived occasional exclamations from Cerise. 
 
    After a while, they grew quiet. A firm hand pressed against my shoulder, and my haptics conveyed Logan’s strong sense of purpose to help. “Aggie, I’m going now. I’ll give Shireen a call and let her know how you are. Maybe learn more about her familiar.” The heat of his breath broke both my concentration on my element and my haptics. With tingles rushing along my arms, it was difficult enough to comprehend what he was saying. “I know how bad you want to move into your place tomorrow, but waiting a week will give you time to heal,” he said as his grip squeezed, then released. 
 
    When comprehension hit, I spun around. “No way. I’m moving in, even if we don’t get the house all the way set up tomorrow.” 
 
    He chuckled. “That’s what I like about you; you’re gutsy and determined. Not many girls would be eager to move into a house said to be haunted while they’re injured. And with an unknown witch, under the guise of someone else’s familiar, out to hurt them.” 
 
    I looked at him through the corners of my eyes. “I just want my own place. That’s why I moved here. To be on my own.” 
 
    He nodded. “I know. It’s a big step. It was important to me, too.” He patted my shoulder. “I’ll come by to check on you tomorrow.” He leaned closer, and vibrations shot from him that melted my skin. He whispered, “You know to call any time, day or night, if you need me.” 
 
    “Aggie, the air’s cooling down for evening,” Cerise interrupted. “Let’s don’t stay out any longer.” 
 
    I scooted to the edge of my chair and stood, confident that walking would be easier after my sun worshipping, as my kid brother called it. 
 
    “I want to see you walk to the porch before I leave,” Logan said in a strong tone. 
 
    I shook my head at him and wondered why he admired my independence yet always wanted to control me. And wondered why I liked both things about him. I gave up analyzing the enigma and started my twenty-yard journey. A pronounced limp gave way to a slight hobble by the time I reached the steps. 
 
    At my shoulder the entire distance, Logan now offered me his arm, while Cerise held the door open. 
 
    I ascended the first two steps without pain but also without grace, which didn’t bother me at all. When I shifted weight onto my injured leg to rise onto the last step, my strength wavered. I was glad to lean against him. “Thanks.” With a smile, I stepped inside. “It’s getting better.” 
 
    During dinner, I picked at my food. Intermittent stabs of pain through my leg combined with churning heat in my stomach made the usual savory odors a bit nauseating. 
 
    Cerise fretted over me. “I don’t want to have to wake you during the night to get moonlight. You need your sleep.” She lay her fork down and looked squarely at her husband. “Toby, I know what we can do. The moon is tracking in a more southern course through the sky now. If we move Aggie’s bed under her room’s south window, she can sleep and get the moonlight she needs.” 
 
    He nodded absently to her, and she looked my way before he could respond. 
 
    “How does that sound to you, Aggie?” 
 
    “Seems like it’ll work,” I replied. 
 
    “Great. We’ll do that as soon as we finish eating.” She grinned while she chewed. 
 
    Toby chuckled. “By we, I think you mean me?” 
 
    “Well…yes. All the same thing.” Cerise tended to the needs of her youngest son, cutting his meat into small bites. 
 
    After dinner, the boys were freed to play, while, under his wife’s supervision, Toby pushed my bed across the attic floor. Exhausted after a stressful day, I was glad to see my bed no matter where it stood. 
 
    Too tired to redo my bandages, I washed best I could with a sponge bath. 
 
    Cerise called through the bathroom door. “Just bringing you some wintergreen tea to help you heal. I’ll leave it on the nightstand. If you need anything during the night, let me know.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I called back. I was grateful both for the tea and some quiet time to sort out what had happened. I slipped under the quilts, lifted the cup, and inhaled the refreshing steam. As I sipped the minty tea, stress dropped from my body along with a headful of worries and a dull headache. I slipped into a dreamless sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Early the next afternoon, I sank into the passenger seat of Cerise’s car. 
 
    Even after both her car and Toby’s were loaded with my stuff, groceries, linens, and household supplies, she continued to urge me to stay another week at their house. “If you change your mind and don’t want to deal with the awkwardness of a new place with your injury, you’re welcome back here. Just call, and one of us will come get you.” 
 
    I glanced over and met her gaze. “Thank you. Really. It means a lot. But I came to Coon Hollow to be on my own. I’m healing. My leg’s better today. I want to keep to my plans.” 
 
    She tapped her neatly manicured fingers on the steering wheel and turned out of the driveway. 
 
    “I’m glad to have everyone’s help today,” I said to break the silence, but also because I meant it. As much as I wanted to be on my own, I’d miss the fun with her kids. 
 
    Toby and the three boys drove ahead of us. 
 
    “Will it be okay for me to come over for a meal once in a while?” I asked. 
 
    Cerise patted my arm and grinned. “You know you’re welcome any time. I’ll miss you if you don’t stop by.” 
 
    At the homestead, the boys tumbled out and raced around the front yard grabbing sticks and pretending to use them as wands and swords interchangeably. 
 
    I scanned the side lawn where the burning barrel stood. “No sign of that strange black smoke trail.” 
 
    “Good. I’m glad for that.” Cerise smiled in the warm sunshine. “Boys, come here and help carry things inside.” 
 
    Each one picked up a small item, a bucket, mop, or sack. I suspected they’d not make it back to the car for a second load, but was happy to have them along. They filled the air with their laughter which might cast off whatever dark magic seemed to hover around this old house or me or both. 
 
    “Which bedroom are you calling yours?” Toby asked, staggering up to the second floor with my two large suitcases. 
 
    “The lavender one at the top of the stairs,” I called after him. 
 
    Cerise and I unloaded, sorted, and stored kitchen and laundry supplies. She filled the sink with soapy water and added a stack of plates we’d left on the counter after cleaning cabinets on Friday. “I’ll wash. You dry.” 
 
    I selected a dishtowel I’d just put away and started to work. While small chips marred some edges and rims, the set was real English china with a lustrous glaze. 
 
    “This china was brought over from Ireland. Lovely, isn’t it?” She held up a dinner plate to let the water run off. “I’d use it but would live in fear of my little ones breaking pieces.” 
 
    “Yes, really pretty.” I gingerly accepted the plate from her hand. “I’ll be careful with it.” 
 
    When Cerise finished washing, she took a load of sheets and towels upstairs. “I’ll be making up your bed. Holler if you need anything.” 
 
    I dried the last items and arranged them in the cabinets. 
 
    Toby stuck his head in the back door. “Hey, Aggie. I put a battery in that old Nash in the barn and got it running. Wanna go for a quick spin in your car?” 
 
    A smile lifted my cheeks. “I sure do. I’ll be right there. Let me tell Cerise.” At the foot of the stairs, I called up to her. I waited only long enough to hear her cheery response and headed to the barn, wanting to run but limited to a quick-step pace. 
 
    The green Nash sedan sat outside the double barn doors, chugging and sputtering. Dustin and Harry sat in the back, while little Bud took a spot in the middle of the front bench seat. 
 
    Toby opened the passenger door for me. 
 
    I bounced and clapped my hands together and hugged him, while he grinned, still holding the door. 
 
    When we were all seated and buckled, Toby rubbed dust off the steering wheel. “She’s still needing some work to make her run smooth, but I thought you’d want to give her a try today.” 
 
    “I love it! I can’t wait to learn how to drive,” I squeaked. “When can we have my first lesson?” 
 
    “Me too!” Harry slipped out of his seatbelt and hung over the back of the front seat. “I wanna learn.” 
 
    “Me too, Dad!” Dustin chimed in. 
 
    Toby glanced at his sons through the rearview mirror and chuckled. “Sure thing, in about five or six years.” He nodded to me. “Aggie, how about next weekend? Give your leg a while to heal so you can use a clutch easier.” 
 
    “Yes. That’s great,” I replied. 
 
    He eased the car through the double gravel tracks leading from barn to driveway and then pulled onto the road. He sped up, and the car lurched as he shifted gears. 
 
    I rolled down my window to let the air blow through my hair. I couldn’t believe it was my car. I felt like I was flying. 
 
    We drove a lopsided square circuit along meandering country roads. With his elbow resting on the open window frame, Toby waved to coven members who were in their front yards. 
 
    Even though I didn’t know them, I waved too. I filled my lungs with big gulps of crisp autumn air and smiled. In this vintage car, I was one of them and not the new girl from New Wish. 
 
    As we pulled onto the driveway, pride swelled my heart at the sight of my new home. 
 
    Cerise walked from the front door and gave a whole arm wave, a wide smile covering her face. She met us at the barn. “I’ll bet that was fun.” 
 
    My head bobbed. “It was!” I looked to her husband as he came round the front of the car and draped an arm over his wife’s shoulder. “Thanks, Toby. And thank you, Cerise, for everything.” 
 
    She took a hold of my hand. “That car sounded pretty good.” 
 
    “Yeah, with a little more work, it’ll run smooth as silk,” Toby said. “And driving lessons begin next weekend.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” Cerise squeezed my hand, and I beamed. “Everything inside is done, except for putting your personal things away, which I know you want to do,” she said and blinked back moisture forming in her eyes. “I’ll be here at eight tomorrow morning to give you a ride to the dress shop. If that hex starts acting up and you need help tonight, call me.” 
 
    I nodded. “I will.” 
 
    She looked at the ground and dabbed a finger to the corner of one eye. “This moment is hard. I’m excited for you, but don’t want to leave you. It was so nice having you as part of our family.” 
 
    Toby slipped his hand in the crook of his wife’s elbow and pulled her toward their cars. “Time to go before you two start crying. She’ll only be a ten-minute drive away.” 
 
    She resisted and pulled me into a tight hug. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. Really.” I took a small step back. 
 
    With a nod and sniffle, Cerise trailed behind Toby and her sons. 
 
    I followed to the front yard and waved from my porch as they drove away. 
 
    In the quiet, I looked around, trying to decide what to do with my first evening alone. I considered soaking up some sun, but the late afternoon rays slanted, forming long blue shadows from the dense woods behind the barn. 
 
    I walked a short distance to the hill dividing my home from the haunted cabin attraction. A few steps up the sharp incline made my leg throb, so I rounded the hill on level ground near the road. Even though it was only five-thirty by my watch, half a dozen old coven cars were parked on the far lawn that served as a parking lot. Logan’s car wasn’t among them. Public hours didn’t start until seven, and ended early at eleven on a Sunday night. Maybe he’d come by before time to open. I wanted to show him my new place and new car. I sighed and turned around. 
 
    Inside, my kitchen smelled clean and fresh. My stomach growled, and I rummaged through the Frigidaire to see what groceries Cerise had left. She’d had me make a list, but knowing her, there’d be plenty of good surprises. 
 
    I opened a foil wrapper and discovered at least half of a fried chicken. I smiled and placed a few pieces in the oven to heat while I rummaged through home-canned goods. One jar, neatly labeled pickle-lily in Cerise’s handwriting, made my mouth water. I broke the seal and ate a forkful straight from the jar. With a bowlful of that salad and my chicken, I sat down to my first meal in my own place. Crisp, sagey chicken never tasted so good. 
 
    I cleaned up, enjoying the view from the sink window. A purple haze of sunset sifted through the trees. I headed upstairs to spend the rest of my evening unpacking. 
 
    Car noises and voices floated across the lawn through the open upstairs windows. At the end of the hall, I peered through a small window at the carriage house. From this height, the roof was in full view above the hill as well as a portion of the parking lot. More cars had parked, but a gathering mist prevented me from counting how many or locating Logan’s. Fog seemed more common here in the hill country than in New Wish’s cliff-lined valleys. Night breezes, with the cold of coming winter, rushed in and battled sun-warmed afternoon air.  
 
    The weather reminded me of the struggle happening inside me, as energy from sun and moonlight fought the hex. With a shiver, I shut the bathroom window and then did the same in my bedroom. 
 
    I set to work unpacking toiletries into the bathroom and my clothes into dresser drawers. I found no hangers in the closet and searched the pink bedroom and child’s room without luck. I poked my head into one of the two closed-off bedrooms across the hall. The ceiling light didn’t work. Not wanting to trip and bring on more pain, I twisted and picked my way through the dim room littered with a maze of large items—wooden trunks, mounds of discarded drapes, and lamps—set among piles of indistinguishable clutter. The house spirits likely watched my clumsy invasion of their space. My eyes darted back and forth checking dark corners. At the closet, I found no hangers and took a breath before navigating the gauntlet back out. 
 
    In the hall, with my back to the heavy oak door, I leaned my weight onto my good leg. The beat of my heart reverberated through the wood. Sweat trickled down the nape of my neck, and I touched a hand to my burning forehead. My sun energy was fighting hard again. 
 
    I glanced at the last bedroom, gave up the pursuit of hangers, and returned to my own room. Lamplight lifted the lavender hues from wallpaper and drapes to cast a welcoming glow. I hung clothes over the back of a wooden side chair. When I moved to set a few books and Vika’s notes on the nightstand, pain spiraled around my injured leg. 
 
    I needed to stop and take care of myself. I hadn’t found time to restore my sun energy during the day. When healthy, which I usually was, my powers replenished almost naturally since I loved being outdoors. 
 
    The fireplace along one wall wasn’t laid with wood, or that would’ve served my purpose. I made a mental note to gather kindling and ask Toby for firewood. I stooped over the nightstand. I’d seen candles and matches in a drawer. Years ago, when I was sick with strep throat and burning with fever, Mother lit candles around my room to help me to replenish my internal fire. I placed tapers in a pair of brass finger-ring holders and lit the wicks. 
 
    I stared at one flame for several minutes, allowing its energy to seep into my body. The light illuminated Vika’s list, which reminded me to make some wintergreen tea. Taking one candle, I went to the kitchen and brewed a large mugful. On my way back up, a sliver of moon had slipped into view through the parlor windows. In my room, the other candle flame had infused the room with a trace of its mother sun. I breathed deeply, filling myself with badly-needed power. I sat on a comfortable window seat cushion to make use of whatever the rising moon could give me. My hands held the fragrant tea under my nose as I read Vika’s page by candlelight. 
 
      
 
    The period of a waxing moon is the time for spells dealing with new beginnings of every kind, a time to draw things to you in your personal life as well as in business and finance. This period is especially favorable in matters concerning growth, protection, healing, advancement, abundance, and to increase knowledge, spirituality, and fertility. It is the best time to plant seeds and new plants. 
 
      
 
    This sounded good since I’d come to Coon Hollow looking for new beginnings and personal growth and knowledge. 
 
    I fixed my gaze on the moon rising above the carriage house roof next door. When I felt a connection to its energy, I read Vika’s meditation. 
 
      
 
    The waning moon, that curves to the right, is the power of beginning, of growth and generation. She is wild and untamed, like new ideas and plans before they are tempered by reality. She is the blank page, the unplowed earth. Feel your own hidden possibilities and latent potentials. See her as a silver-haired girl running free through the forest under the slim moon. Call her by name, “Nimue,” and feel her power within you. 
 
      
 
    “Nimue,” I said softly to the moon, and, in response, it seemed to glow more yellow. “Nimue!” I called with a clear voice. 
 
    Against its brightening light, an actress, Dulcie or her stand-in, appeared on the carriage house roof. With one arm clinging to the chimney, she tilted her head back and gave a wild banshee howl. The evening’s show had started, and Logan had not visited me like he’d promised. Had he run into some problem? I imagined a host of dilemmas, but not knowing him well enough, they were all just guesses. I closed my eyes, basked in moonlight, and sipped the minty tea. Its relaxation soothed both fever and pain. 
 
    A thud hit the house somewhere under my window. I jumped from the window seat, tea splashing on my shirt. I peered outside but saw nothing except the front porch’s metal roof. Another deep bang sounded. I hobbled as fast as I could down the stairs, wondering what on earth had smacked against my house. I switched on the porch lights. My fingers trembled as I moved the parlor curtain aside. 
 
    Outside, the porch was empty and in order, except for the dying back and forth motion of a rocking chair. I peered into the darkness. A light shone across the road from Mr. Murdock’s. Black silhouettes of tall trees looming in the moonlight didn’t give away any secrets. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight: Jigsaw Puzzle 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Damn cat!” My breath sent vapor into the chilly air. If not for his hex, I could’ve slept another hour rather than being out here soaking up every possible ray of sun. I huddled on my front porch while waiting on Cerise to pick me up for work. Outside for nearly an hour already, my cheeks and nose stung from both cold and sun. A dense patch of woods surrounded the dress shop, so even going outside during my brief lunch break wouldn’t likely give enough sunlight to do me any good. 
 
    I sipped a cup of coffee, which seemed to do as well as the sun to energize me this morning. After the noises against the house last night, I’d slept fitfully. Probably some school kids from town had drifted over after visiting the haunted cabin. After a fun time, they might’ve wanted to pretend to be goblins themselves. Or that’s what I tried to believe. I eyed the rocking chair, wondering if it was enchanted with a house spirit belonging to one of Cerise’s deceased relatives. I picked at the edge of the fresh bandage on my right hand. 
 
    The sun rose higher and grew warm enough for me to remove my corduroy jacket and push up my sleeves. Better for sunbathing. I fell into a daydream and thought of Logan. I’d worn my hair loose today, hoping he’d like it that way. A twinge of concern about why he hadn’t checked on me broke my reverie. Again, possible reasons zipped through my mind. At the sight of Cerise’s car turning onto the drive, I forced them out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    From the steps of the dress shop, I waved goodbye to Cerise and cracked the front door open, watchful for Shireen’s wicked cat. “Hello.” 
 
    A rustling noise came from the workroom. 
 
    Unsure whether it was from Shireen or her familiar, I took a cautious step inside. “Hello, Shireen.” 
 
    The owner’s head popped around the doorway, her cropped hair uncombed and sticking out at odd angles. “Aggie. Come on in. I didn’t hear you. Been busy straightenin’ up, so we can get some work done today.” 
 
    “Great. I’m ready to get started,” I replied. 
 
    “Logan called Saturday evening after he took you home to Cerise’s. Glad you’re on the mend.” She shook her head. “I’m so sorry my Tiber hexed you. I still can’t believe it. Nasty cat. If I ever get my hands on him…” She waved a thick arm for me to follow into the back of the house. 
 
    I froze in the entry, and my jaw went slack. Sewing notions, torn paper pattern pieces, and yards of tangled thread littered the work table, floors, and sewing machines.” What happened?” 
 
    “Oh, I spent most of Saturday afternoon and all day Sunday looking for that no-good cat. All’s I know’s, when I’d just opened my eyes upstairs in my bed, I heard a crash. I came runnin’ in my nightgown to see a calico tail slipping through the cat door out from the kitchen.” 
 
    “Tiber?” I surveyed the chaos. 
 
    “Yes, indeedy. I opened the door and spied his tail end scootin’ across to the barn.” She planted her hands on her pear-shaped hips and let out a breath between clenched teeth. “The cat door’s locked down tight now.” 
 
    “Wow.” I bent and picked up a spool of thread and wound its loose end tight. “Tiber sure doesn’t like me. I wish I knew why. Maybe he’s blaming you for hiring me.” 
 
    “He’s usin’ some magic other than mine to turn on me. I’ve gotta see Vika ’bout removing the cat’s bond to that witch’s powers. Not a typical spell. I hope it can be done. I don’t want to have to break my bond with him, but I will if need be. Not many familiars run amok.” She sorted tissue paper fragments and taped torn edges together. 
 
    “She wanted to test Tiber to find out if he was using some other witch’s powers and maybe identify who. It might be easier to catch him if he’s bonded to you.” 
 
    “You reckon?” Like working a jigsaw puzzle, Shireen slid bits of patterns around, then threw up her hands. “I don’t know if I can take much more. I want my old Tiber back.” 
 
    I fitted the pieces together and finished the taping job. “It could’ve been worse. He could’ve peed on the fabric.” 
 
    She wiped the back of her hand across her forehead. “He already did that. Two bolts are sittin’ in the burnin’ barrel. When they fell from the shelf was what made the crash that woke me.” 
 
    I moved around the table and hugged an arm over her hunched shoulders. “I’m so sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t be working for you. Things were better before.” 
 
    She stood straight and pulled me into an embrace. “I’m not gonna hear of that. Mama’s spirit approves of you and that’s that.” She pulled away and looked at my leg. “How’s your bite doing?” 
 
    “Getting lots better but not healed completely. I’ll be fine as long as I spend some time outside in the sun during lunch, maybe take a short walk. It’s using more of my powers to heal.” 
 
    “I’d expect so.” She shook her head. “I didn’t intend for you to be on your feet so much today, but by the looks of this place, we’ve got some hard work to do this morning.” 
 
    I began untangling a maze of threads covering one sewing machine. “On the bright side, at least this work won’t require me to deplete my magic.” 
 
    During the next few hours of tedious chores, we stayed quiet except for the occasional frustrated exclamation. 
 
    After gathering and organizing strewn items on the floor, I stood and surveyed the room. “We’re almost done.” Both my back and bitten leg ached. I needed to restore my element energy, so I was thankful for the progress. 
 
    A knock sounded on the front door, followed by a ringing of the bells as it opened. “Hello, ladies,” Logan’s voice called out. My gimpy leg wouldn’t cooperate, and he beat me to the workroom doorway with a grin. The scent of fresh-baked bread and roast chicken came from a large paper sack he carried. 
 
    “Something smells good.” I flashed him a smile. 
 
    His happy expression drooped to a frown. “You’re limping still?” He set the bag on the table, pulled a chair out, and motioned for me to use it. 
 
    I sank onto the chair. “We’ve been working hard, and I’m overdue to get some sunshine.” 
 
    “Land’s, we sure have been.” Shireen sighed and plunked down next to me. She recounted Tiber’s vandalism. 
 
    Logan’s jaw tensed. “I feel more like a detective than a high priest.” 
 
    “It can be that way sometimes,” Shireen replied. “I’d like to disconnect my powers from that varmint, but Aggie says Vika wants the cat caught so she can test his alliance. Is that so?” 
 
    “We do need to catch him, and that’d be easier if he was to return here. If it’s okay with you.” He pushed his long bangs from his eyes. “I’ll send a couple of helpers over this afternoon to set some traps.” 
 
    “Fine by me.” Shireen nodded. “Don’t much care what happens to him.” 
 
    “Anyway, I brought some lunch. Chicken noodle soup and fresh buns from Babbett’s.” He winked at me and opened the sack. “Since I didn’t check on you last night like I promised, I brought something to help apologize.” 
 
    “Lunch from Babbett’s would get you outta most any hot water.” Shireen snorted and glanced at me. “I’m guessing you haven’t had any of her cookin’. You’re in for a real treat.” She hopped up and led us into the kitchen, where she served the meal onto plates and bowls. 
 
    Logan pulled up a side of the drop-leaf table, and I set places with silverware and napkins. 
 
    Seated with a large bowl of golden broth under my nose, the steam wafted herbs and savory chicken aromas that made my mouth water. 
 
    From across the table, Logan shot me an adorable, impish grin, and I was fascinated with a glimpse of the cute boy who’d grown into a handsome man. 
 
    Shireen sat and leaned forward, taking deep inhalations above her bowl. “Mm, mm. Smells just like I remembered.” She took a loud, slurping spoonful. “Tastes even better.” 
 
    Both of them watched while I sipped my first spoonful. It tasted like really good chicken noodle soup but nothing unusual. When the first chewy noodle slid down my throat, I understood why this was a treat. In my mouth, the initial flavors of pungent sage transformed into lemony thyme, then a burst of sharp cheddar before returning to the original taste. My eyes opened wide. “It’s enchanted! And delicious.” 
 
    Logan smiled and dug into his meal. “I’m sorry I couldn’t get to your place last night. One of the actors was sick, and the stand-in needed help. Then we had some townie boys causing trouble. When I got everything under control, it was late and your lights were out.” 
 
    I savored my next spoonful, then replied, “I figured something like that’d happened. No problem. And this soup more than makes up for it.” 
 
    Shireen swallowed a bit of roll and smacked her lips. “Aggie, you’ve gotta try this bread from Babbett’s. And Logan, this near makes up for my bad morning. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re both welcome.” 
 
    I bit into the crusty roll and a yeasty explosion burst into a host of other flavors: dill, followed by parmesan, chives, and lastly a snap of Dijon mustard. I chewed with a grin plastered across my face. 
 
    When we’d licked the plates clean, Shireen rubbed her round stomach. “Logan, I might have something to repay your kindness. While I didn’t catch that varmint familiar of mine, I did read up on Ma’s books. I found the maiden names of Cerise’s folk like you was askin’ about.” 
 
    Logan leaned his elbows on the table. 
 
    “Her ma was Margaret Flanagan, and her grandma was Eleanor O’Mara.” She stood and cleared the dishes. “Good Irish names. Don’t sound suspicious to me.” 
 
    He rubbed a hand along the stubble of one cheek and puffed his cheeks, releasing the air through clenched teeth. “Keir and I did some research on the legend of banshees.” He faced me. “Keir’s the seer you met at the coven party. He found that Celtic family names beginning with ‘O’ are said to be linked to banshees.” 
 
    “Oh, Lord,” Shireen swiped crumbs from the table. “What next?” 
 
    I quirked a brow. “But the association with Cerise’s family has nothing to do with me.” 
 
    “But her homestead’s house spirits could be haunted by a banshee.” He fingered his napkin. “If a witch here has gained enough competence in their witchcraft skills, they can stay in this world after death by using those skills. Maybe one of Cerise’s dead relations is losing that ability. I don’t know if that’s possible. I need to do more research.” He folded the napkin smaller and smaller. “But that could be a reason for what we’ve seen, like the piece of cloak you found on your barn with yew potion to raise the dead. And the trail of low-hanging smoke from that burned cloak. I followed that smoke, and it took the entire path through the woods Dulcie traveled the night before. After that realistic banshee wail that spooked everyone and must’ve come from her, she ran all the way across the coven, some fifteen miles, to where she was found collapsed and out of her head by our cemetery gate.” 
 
    Trying to fit the pieces together, like the torn paper patterns, I looked at my hands gripping the table edge, knuckles white. A banshee tied to the house I lived in could put me in real danger. 
 
    Shireen dropped into her chair. “I’m thinkin’ we need at least another round of food from Babbett’s to stomach that news.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine: Sigil 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back at home after work, I headed outdoors to soak up the late afternoon sunshine. I walked the perimeter of the seven-acre lawn surrounding both the homestead and carriage house cabins. Two cars were already parked in the circular drive at the smaller place, and voices came from inside. Although I longed for the solitude of the woods to be alone with my thoughts, I desperately needed to replenish my element. 
 
    I trudged, a pronounced limp in my leg. Half way along the frontage, weakness crept into the limb, but I fixed my gaze on a temporary goal of reaching the iron boundary post at the next corner. After a few more yards, my temperature rose, not only from increased physical exertion, but also from the heightened battle between my internal fire and the hex. A dull headache made me squint to keep focused on my destination. I swung my left leg like a stiff stump, putting as little weight on it as possible. Sweat rivulets rolled into my eyes and trickled down my neck. The foot of my injured leg caught on weedy grass clumps and sent stabs of pain up my thigh. 
 
    I peeled off my jacket and tied the sleeves at my waist. With my plaid flannel shirt wadded high above my elbows, my skin vibrated with absorption of new sun strength. 
 
    I reached a hand toward the corner post, willing my fingers to meet the metal. I made contact and paused only long enough for a lungful of air and pushed on, setting my sights on the next property marker. With each step, my pain receded. Strength flowed into my hexed leg. The muscles loosened, contracting and relaxing more under my control with each stride. I passed the next post and continued directly to the following along the property’s back edge. When I reached that point, my breathing flowed smoothly, full and deep. Tempted by a path jutting into the woods from beside a boulder, I forced my gaze instead toward the road to complete one more circuit in the healing sunshine. 
 
    When I came upon the trailhead again, I strode from clumpy grass to packed dirt with ease and purpose. My body and mind now free of pain, I thought about what Logan had said. How a banshee, linked to Cerise’s family members even after their deaths, could be a present danger at the homestead. Well-known legends connected some banshees to specific clans. The banshees guided passing family members to the otherworld. But whether the specters could tie to the dead, whose spirits remained vital, I had no idea. At home, we didn’t interact with spirits as freely and commonly as they did here. 
 
    I scuffled through a blanket of orange and brown maple and ash leaves. Enough had fallen that sunlight dappled my bare arms and face. Encouraged, I pushed deeper into the woods with less worry of depleting my strength. Cerise had told me the property covered fifty-some acres, mostly in woodlot. I’d walked trails at home day and night as my way to release stress. I looked forward to this new adventure, as well as some peace of mind. 
 
    At a fork in the trail I paused to look down each route. Along the right, stood tall oaks which held their withered leaves tight, as if they needed them to keep warm through the coming winter. To the left the open blue sky and a golden path of yellow sycamore and cottonwood leaves was an easy choice. 
 
    I kicked up the gold at my feet, taking care not to allow any of my sun energy to spark and be wasted. I needed to conserve it all to fight the hex. While I’d been able to maintain my stand in the battle, I didn’t seem to be gaining ground. I needed to dedicate more time and effort to spells that’d tip the balance in my favor. I knew lots of ways to build fire energy and would try some tonight. 
 
    The sound of running water reached me. With the type of trees along this route, I’d expected as much. The arcing trail tightened into curves that skirted sycamore trunks bigger around than my arms could embrace. 
 
    The stream’s mocking babble reminded me of the coarse laughter from my neighbor, Mr. Murdock, when he’d warned me about the homestead’s curse. I’d not seen him since the coven’s night at the haunted carriage house. Just as well. I didn’t want my affairs poked into by that man. Or by Eric and his friend at the pizza place who’d treated me like a freak. Or by the councilwomen who wanted me gone. A shiver rippled down my spine. Could one of them be the witch who’d guided Shireen’s familiar to hex me? 
 
    I picked up a dead branch to use as a walking stick. The sycamore’s bark had peeled off leaving the end smooth and sure in my grip. I pushed the dark thoughts aside and used the stick to ensure more stable footing for my hexed leg. With a longer stride, I set my sights on the trail ahead. 
 
    Yesterday, when I’d moved into the homestead, I felt like I belonged. Coven folk had waved to Toby and me as we drove past. I forgot about being an outsider until Logan told me his banshee theory today. Was I somehow involved in that threat? Could or would the banshee harm me, even though I had no connection to the family who’d lived there for generations? Maybe I should’ve told Logan about those noises on the front porch last night. It was likely only pranksters. 
 
    I paused where the trail widened and raked the end of the stick across the ground, as if stirring the leaves might help me find answers. While not witchcraft, I still hoped. A leaf, brighter than the others, lodged by its stem into a crack in the wood. The blade pointed at me. I pulled it free, taking care to keep the point toward me, and placed it in my open palm. I focused my haptics on the leaf and sensed dim solar energy that remained from the growing season. 
 
    Without a gust or any breeze at all, the yellow leaf lifted from my hand and caught in a peeled edge of bark on the nearest sycamore tree. Most likely its mother. The old tree stood tall and straight, reaching over one hundred feet. With a massive girth, a diameter of about four feet, it was wider than any in sight. A forest matriarch. 
 
    I gave the tree a slight bow, then placed my hand on a bare whitish patch recently peeled clean. I’d not used haptics on plants since I was a child eager to try out my new skills on anything and everything. Smooth and warm, the tree pulsated with vibrant energy coursing toward its roots where it would be stored through the winter. Movements tickled my skin, and I flinched. 
 
    The leaf’s blade pointed at me. This was no magic I’d encountered before. Perhaps an omen directing my attention back to myself? I reflected on the possible meaning. I’d come to Coon Hollow with the goal to have new experiences and grow from them, become stronger, more independent. But how did knowing that help solve my problems? 
 
    The large scale of bark holding the leaf gave way. 
 
    I stooped to gather the fallen leaf. As I rose, my gaze fixed on the newly-bared trunk. 
 
    Purple craze lines wormed across the smooth surface. A horizontal line capped the top of a vertical mark. A moment later, two verticals connected by a central horizontal in the shape of the letter ‘H.’ The first could have been a ‘T.’ More lines appeared in shapes of letters spelling the words, “This is my wish.” 
 
    The guiding leaf in my hand had lost all but a trace of solar power. 
 
    I placed it over the bark pattern and covered it with my palm. Intuition led me to spend a little of my precious sun energy, and I infused the leaf. 
 
    Tickling movements traced the creases of my palm. 
 
    I struggled to keep my hand against the matriarch tree. I closed my eyes to concentrate on the shapes being drawn against my skin. 
 
    Words formed. “To be,” I said aloud and pressed my cheek to the trunk. “Challenged.” Swelling tree energy throbbed in my ear. “And stronger.” The matriarch crystallized my goals into a mantra and a symbol I could use in my meditations. 
 
    When sensation diminished to the usual rush of power down the trunk’s veins, I cautiously peeled my palm away. With the special leaf still in my hand, I hugged as much of the tree as I could, sending it a silent thank you. 
 
    “Impressive!” A male voice chortled behind me. “Nannan drew you a sigil.” 
 
    I spun around and plastered my back against the supportive tree, no matter how much I wished to be challenged. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten: King of the Hollow 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the trail, three feet from where I stood, a full-grown raccoon snuffled its wet, black nose at me. I scanned the immediate area for the man who’d spoken, but only birds flitted between branches. 
 
    The coon cocked its head to one side. “Lass, you don’t seem to be following your wish.” By its large size, I guessed the critter to be a male. An old one with a grizzled muzzle where the typical black eye patches met his jaws. 
 
    I flattened my back against the trunk and dug my fingernails into the bark. “Are you some witch’s familiar?” I’d encountered plenty of rabid coons, and could defend myself with no problem, but after the incident with Tiber, I was wary of any animal who talked. 
 
    “Me? Shoo, no.” The critter rubbed a paw over his snout and twitched his gray whiskers that extended twice the width of his head. “Never was and never will. Though I’ve known me a few who were decent sorts. I’m Cyril the Raccoon King, namesake of this here hollow. I lead wildlife in these parts. Though these matriarchs seem to do as they please.” He rounded the side of the great sycamore and doused her with his scent and laughed. “I try.” 
 
    I caught a whiff of the pungent odor, and I stepped onto the path. “I’m Aggie.” 
 
    “And you live in the Murray-O’Mara homestead.” 
 
    “How’d you know that?” 
 
    “The wind and me are good friends.” He circled a paw, as if to add meaning to the cryptic answer. Whatever he intended was lost on me. 
 
    “There’s no wind now. How’d you know I was in the woods?” 
 
    “Nannan’s actions ripple ‘cross hundreds of acres. Her roots connect to thousands of trees. No one enters Coon Hollow’s woods without me knowing.” He waddled onto the trail ahead and raised his fur to appear twice his size. “What business do you have in my woods?” 
 
    “I heard a stream and was trying to find it.” I pointed past him. 
 
    “Just ’round the next bend.” He gestured with his snout, then shot me a scowl. “But that ain’t what you came for, is it?” 
 
    “No. I just wanted to take a walk.” Uncomfortable with his prying, I took a step to leave for home and glanced back at the design on the sycamore’s trunk. My sigil. I wanted to use it in my meditations. I fumbled in my jacket pockets and found a scrap of paper but had nothing to write with. Along with the paper, I shoved the guide leaf into my pocket. 
 
    “Tell me why you came, and I’ll show you how to copy that sigil.” The coon king plopped his heavy bottom onto the middle of the path and scratched the side of his neck. His persistence unnerved me. 
 
    What did I risk by telling him? No one had mentioned this coon king. “I needed to sort out some small problems. That’s all.” 
 
    “What problems would they be?” His shiny nose sniffed the air, as if trying to figure something out about me. 
 
    I shifted my weight from side to side. Heat flooded my face and fingers, sun energy I couldn’t afford to lose. Giving up on the sigil, I took a stride toward home. 
 
    A low snarl sounded on my heels. Raucous animal noises assaulted my ears. Screams, growls, caws, howls from every direction. I stopped and clamped hands over my ears. My eyes darted in all directions, but saw no movement. As I turned back toward the coon king, all noise ceased. I reeled, dizzy with the sudden change. 
 
    Cyril sat where he’d been before and licked fur along one paw. “I’m sure you know what troubles you, but take your time.” His apparent indifference to the potential dangers frustrated me. Did he control the animals’ actions in this forest? And my journey through it? 
 
    I suspected he did. Trapped, my powers boiled under my skin. Sparks dripped from my fingertips and set dry leaves smoldering with a sharp, sappy scent. “What do you want from me?” The rush of energy from my speech flattened his whiskers against his head. 
 
    He raised the groomed paw. “Hold there!” His black nose sniffed toward Nannan, then me. “You talk with trees, and I can’t. I need your help to serve them better. In turn, I can help with your challenges.” 
 
    “I don’t want help,” I spat. “I need to learn how to solve my own problems.” Electricity crackled along wisps of hair worked loose from my braid. This interaction with the coon proved to be a real challenge. I took a breath, recalled my sigil, and tried to accept the moment as a learning experience. 
 
    Cyril crawled a few feet closer. “Yes, yes. Of course I won’t be solving your problems. Only giving you a few clues here and there.” 
 
    Sweat beaded on my face and neck. The cooling effect stabilized my external fire, but more rose from inside me. On guard against Cyril, I was spending too much. A pang shot from my hexed leg, and I turned to leave with a pronounced limp. “I’m not interested.” 
 
    “Wait!” he called after me. “You’re hurt. I can help.” 
 
    I stopped and turned while fumbling to untie the sleeves of my jacket at my waist and pulled it on. Clammy with sweat under the jacket, at least I could conserve some sun energy. 
 
    “After the trail bend, the stream widens into an open pool. It collects light from sun and moon. Should strengthen a sun witch like you. Critters drink there to heal wounds.” He motioned a front paw. “Come.” 
 
    I hesitated, weighing the choices: spend my dwindling energy on getting as close to home as possible, or follow him and trust. Trust was the sticking point. Vika’s notes had included directions on how to make sun and moon waters for me to bathe in. The idea of a forest pool based on that magic seemed possible. But the fact that this coon king had tried to hold me captive made me uncomfortable. 
 
    A gust of wind scooped leaves from the quiet forest floor, sending them after Cyril. 
 
    I craned my neck and looked high into Nannan’s boughs, which swept in his direction. She’d proven herself my ally, so I heeded her prompt. 
 
    Cyril lumbered ahead, tangling his legs a few times when he looked behind. Unlike his measured speech before, he chattered incessantly. “Folks from all over the Hollow and beyond seek out my advice. Just ask Keir, the seer witch. He knows. Have you met him?” 
 
    “Yes. At a party.” I kept the coon’s pace, or he kept mine, as much as he checked on me. My leg hurt, stiff with increasing pain. The walking stick now served as a sturdy cane. The forest pool’s magic needed to work, or I’d not make it home. My head ached, and I labored to breathe. 
 
    As promised, when we rounded the bend, the stream came into view, gurgling its way over smooth stones. To one side, it passed into a small glade where the tree canopy opened onto a reflecting pool. When I stooped at the bank, I frowned. Six feet wide and ordinary in shape with a slight murky green-brown color, the pool didn’t look remarkable. Bracing with my staff, I leaned over the edge. I wore a halo. A circlet of sparks, like droplets of golden mist, hung from the ends of my wispy hair. 
 
    “Pretty girl, who shouldn’t suffer so.” Cyril gestured to the far bank. “Look there.” 
 
    “Oh, my!” I lifted a free hand to my mouth. The surface revealed images of both the sun and the waxing crescent moon, near its first quarter. “How can it reflect both?” 
 
    “Always has, at least until thick winter clouds cover the sky. Enough light gets stored in the pool’s water to cast their faces.” He dipped a front paw in and scattered the images. “It’s plenty safe. Give it a try. Should help you.” 
 
    I rippled the water with my fingers. The liquid caressed my skin like velvet, soft and soothing. My body relaxed; the throb in my head gave way to a gentle, meditative hum. “It’s helping.” I grinned. “Would it be okay for me to put my hurt leg in?” 
 
    “Don’t see why not? Plenty of critters do.” He rolled his weight backward onto his wide bottom, bracing himself upright with muscular haunches. “I’ll keep watch so others don’t surprise you.” 
 
    After a momentary glance around the clearing, I shed my boots and socks and rolled up the legs of my jeans. I submerged both feet and held my breath, which caught in my throat as a luxurious cooling sensation licked my swollen ankle. I scooted forward allowing the water to cover the extent of the cat bites, and my chest relaxed and brought a full, deep breath. The swollen shin and calf shrunk, as though the water removed toxins from my battle with the hex. Or maybe the hex itself. I was hopeful. “This is amazing.” I flashed the coon king a weak smile held back by my guilt for not having trusted him. 
 
    Cyril grinned and bowed his head. “Glad to help.” 
 
    As I leaned over and gazed into the pool, light caught on coins, pebbles glinting with mica, and quartz crystals. “Are these offerings?” 
 
    “Yes, to keep the magic alive.” 
 
    I dug in my pocket and threw in a quarter, offering my own silent prayer of thanks to the Mother, for her water springs that restored health. The coin winked a few times in the sunlight before sinking to the bottom. 
 
    While I soaked for several minutes more, Cyril rambled on about numerous examples of the healing abilities of this water. I nodded and added a word or two to keep him going and extend my time in the water. 
 
    When the skin of my toes wrinkled, I pulled out. “That was wonderful. Thank you.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s be heading you for home now.” 
 
    When I’d dressed, he led me back to Nannan. 
 
    I touched a hand to her solid trunk and shot a zip of energy to convey my thanks. 
 
    A vibration replied. I closed my eyes to concentrate. This time, words drew not on my palm, but inside my mind. I said them aloud as they revealed to me. “You’re welcome.” I leaned into the sycamore as she spoke through me. “And I’m proud to bear the fresh marking of such a fine king.” 
 
    Cyril bowed low to the matriarch. “After all the years, times I’ve talked to her for hours, I don’t have words.” He rose and faced me. “Thank you. And in turn, I’ll help you. To imprint your sigil, place the guide leaf overtop.” 
 
    I found the leaf in my jacket pocket and did as directed. 
 
    “Press your hand onto it like before. Wait a minute, then remove it.” 
 
    When I peeled the leaf off, it showed the sigil pattern.  I smiled and secured it in my pocket. 
 
    “I hope to see you again, Aggie.” He looked along the trail toward my home. “I think we have much more to share.” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll be back soon.” I wrapped a hand around my walking stick. “How will I find you?” 
 
    “Through Nannan. She can send word through her roots to roots of others over the whole hollow. I want to give you a bit of advice. Only fair, in trade, like I said before. The forest pool told me your troubles.” 
 
    I knelt, and he placed a paw on my good knee. 
 
    “A riddle of sorts, from the wind: The near homestead has a spirit and a keepsake, both wanted by the dark beyond. Find use of them before October’s second first quarter comes awake, and you’ll gain the notch you wish in your wand. Fail and your powers will break, under curse of the dark bond.” 
 
    Reciting the verse aloud and then to myself, I tilted my head trying to comprehend. “Could the dark beyond be the banshee who’s been seen around?” 
 
    He nodded. “Or many other messengers. I don’t know more. Only what the wind is willing to share.” 
 
    “A spirit and a keepsake that I need to find in that house in just over a month. Hmm.” I sighed and rose. “Might be time to finish those cleaning jobs I put off. But there’s one problem. I don’t have a wand. Never have.” 
 
    Cyril rubbed his back against my walking stick and chortled. “Seems like you have found one today. Fashion this limb of Nannan’s into your own, to channel your fiery sun.” He lowered his snout to sniff the trail. “Now, meet your challenges.” 
 
    With a nod and a wave, I set off in the direction of home. My strength restored, I walked as strong as when I’d entered the forest. I sprang onto the lawn with my head buzzing over Cyril’s clues and armed with both wand and sigil. 
 
    Eager to search for the keepsake and research wand-making, I increased my pace. Dusk had plunged the side of the house into darkness. 
 
    A bang came from the front porch. 
 
    I raced around the corner, the walking stick kicking up clods. 
 
    No one was there. Again, the empty rocking chair swung back and forth on its rockers. 
 
    I darted past the porch and turned at the far corner of the house. 
 
    Nothing. Stillness. Not even a breeze. 
 
    I pushed on to the back wall. My heart thumped against my ribs. I unlocked the kitchen door, opened it, and peered into the darkened house. 
 
    A thud reverberated from upstairs. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven: Old-world Pearls 
 
      
 
      
 
    I crept into the dim kitchen, which was lit through the open door by the shed’s floodlight. Rustling noise came from upstairs. My pulse throbbed in my temples. I took the steps one at a time, slowly shifting my weight to prevent creaks from the old boards. One groaned under my foot. My breath stuck in my windpipe. 
 
    I arrived at the second floor and paused to listen. 
 
    The noise continued. From my bedroom. 
 
    With a sweaty hand, I gripped my walking stick and lifted it to use as a club. It might convey my magic like a wand, but this wasn’t the time to find out. I tiptoed to the bedroom door. 
 
    Banging and shuffling came from inside. A thief? Or maybe the banshee was looking for the keepsake? 
 
    I fueled my hands with fire until my nails glowed and waited for more clatter to hide the noise of my next move. When a crash resounded from inside, I threw the door open. 
 
    An apparition, not a banshee, stood at my open closet door, facing me. Unless a banshee could be a startled-looking man in his late-twenties wearing a well-tailored suit. 
 
    He froze and stared at me through one eye, visible beneath a smart fedora cocked low on his forehead. Banshees I’d seen were females who wore flowing gowns and possessed long, wild hair. Ominous and ethereal messengers of the world of the dead. Although vaporous, this man didn’t chill me with the call of death, but threatened me in roguish manner. He looked every inch the ladies’ man with wide shoulders highlighted by his trim suit jacket and a clean-shaven square jaw. Maybe banshees here were different. 
 
    For a few long seconds, neither of us spoke. I stared back, not wanting to blink and miss any movement the spirit, whether banshee or deceased relation, might make. 
 
    Thick black hair contrasted with his complexion and heightened his ghostly look. Several strings of opera-length pearls hung over his necktie and crisp French-cuffed shirt. On the top of the nearby bureau, another strand hung from the side of a hatbox. The magical box I’d opened while cleaning the closet shelf days before. 
 
    With no movement other than a brilliant white smile, he said, “Hello. You must be Aggie.” 
 
    A spirit who knew me? I dug the fingernails of my free hand into my palm. “Who are you?” I sent more fire energy to my hands until the skin pained from the heat. House spirits of deceased relations did know the current residents but inhabited inanimate objects. What sort of ghoul was he? Sweat beaded on my upper lip. 
 
    “Oh, forgive my poor manners.” He touched the wide brim of his hat. “I’m Fenton O’Mara, departed great uncle to Cerise. I stayed in this room through my last years. Lovely isn’t it?” 
 
    I took two steps closer, planted my feet, and shot him a glare. “It is, and I don’t like you in my room. Get whatever old stuff you need, but I’d like to ask you to leave and not return.” 
 
    “My pretty lass, I’m sorry, but I can’t abide by that request.” The corners of his lips curled lifting a pencil-thin mustache. 
 
    “Why not?” I waved a fiery hand at him, hoping the flames could frighten a ghost. 
 
    For an instant, his brows met and raised his hat. I was encouraged until he took a seat, looking comfortable on a toile wing chair with his legs crossed and manicured fingers folded into his lap. 
 
    My threat didn’t seem to faze him, but I kept it ready in case he was bluffing. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “It seems to me that it is I who should be asking you to leave. But that wouldn’t be gentlemanly to cast a lady into the street.” 
 
    My hair, a messy loose braid after being caught on forest twigs, charged with fire and lifted all around my head. 
 
    He chuckled. “That’s quite a hairstyle. Very becoming. Like a golden goddess of passion. I’ll bet you’re a wild one when it comes to love.” He laughed harder and drew a hand to his chest. “Dear me. I’d almost be afraid, but I’ve handled plenty of ardent ladies, and I doubt your magic can harm me.” 
 
    I hurled a fireball at him that zipped straight through his head and charred the lilac wallpaper behind. He had to be a banshee. And he could remove all of my powers. At a loss how to defend myself, I considered running. But to where? The haunted house wasn’t open on weeknights. The only neighbor, old Mr. Murdock, probably wouldn’t be willing to help me. I had no idea how to drive. Perhaps I could manage a call to Cerise or Logan and meet them down the road. Maybe. I swallowed hard. 
 
    “No doubts now.” Fenton twisted around. With one pass of his hand, he repaired the burn mark. He faced me, rearranged his seat, and raised an open palm. “Forgive me. I’m not making a good impression. Let me explain my dilemma before you judge me.” Against my will, his gaze held mine in a spell with his bedroom eyes so brown and deep I dropped into them, probably like many women before. 
 
    I clenched my teeth, but couldn’t force my gaze away. “Go ahead.” The words leaked out, despite my locked jaw. 
 
    He flashed a sly smile and lowered long lashes, the sort women would die to have. He was hot, and he knew it. “Very well then. My story goes back a good long way, to when my sister Eleanor married into this clan. Or even earlier, according to rumors I heard from my ma and grandma. They brought me and Ellie over from Ireland after our pa died, along with others like us who had special gifts.” He studied me and grinned. “I see you’ve got some o’ your own, lass. What manner would they be? With fire jetting from your hair and fingers?” 
 
    “I’m not from this coven. I was raised in New Wish.” 
 
    “Aye, New Wish. Down south way, along the river.” Fenton tipped his hat again. “Those be the witches who can draw bliss and bane from the smallest slip of nature. Strong, old ways.” 
 
    “Thank you, but tell me why you can’t leave me in peace in this house.” My fingers pressed into the wood of my staff, leaving a soft, ashy residue. 
 
    “Aye. You best sit yourself down.” He motioned to the bed beside me. 
 
    I leaned against the mattress but didn’t sit. I had no intention of welcoming this as a friendly chat. 
 
    He crossed his legs the other way and twisted to face me. “Our little family struggled in New York for close to a year, working hand to mouth, begging, and what not to stay alive. On one miserable, hot summer night, Gran put on her best clothes and went out. Case be, she decided to work a fortune booth with a touring carnival that’d set up shop blocks away. That night, she came home with a fistful o’ bills, and we ate like kings the next day. Until then, Ma and Gran had been too afraid to use magic, but it was plain there was no other way. We’d all lost so much weight. It was only a few nights later when a lady approached Gran at her booth. The woman knew folks from our village back home, people who shared our gifts. She said a group from our homeland was gathering in the central hill country of Indiana. Before the carnival moved on, Gran had made enough to see us all on a train headed west to this here hollow. 
 
    “When we got here, life was good again, better than New York. Folks in charge o’ this coven were strict. Damned strict. Rules, rules, rules. I always seemed to be breaking one or another, in school, in coven meetings, and at friends’ houses. The biggest problem was, I didn’t spend time honing my skills as I should. Oh, I can do some fascinating spells and incantations from the old country that few know. But to gain approval here, I needed to set myself to a witch’s career path with what I’d inherited. Ellie did well to take up Ma and Gran’s craft of oneiromancy, dream magic. At least Ellie tried, though she didn’t get empowered. Either stupid or a rebel, I didn’t heed the warnings. While I lived, my spirit didn’t gather enough insight into that skill to keep hold of it after death.” 
 
    “And here I am, not able to remain as a house spirit in any form.” He let out a long sign and lifted the beads from his chest. “These pearls belonged to Ma and hold some old-world powers. Only when I wear them, can I take physical form. Truth be, according to Coon Hollow rules, I’m not allowed to be here. Should be pushing up daisies. Well, as an old man that didn’t sit well with me, no. While Cerise’s mother Margaret lived, she took pity on me since we’d been dear friends in life.” He winked and grinned. “Having a way with the ladies never hurts. She saw fit to cloak my dead body in her magic. Kept the reapers at bay.” 
 
    I leaned forward, drawn into his story. “But she passed five years ago. How have you remained here? Does Margaret still protect you?” 
 
    “Sadly, no. I sense her spirit from time to time, but she’s on a different plane than me. We can’t interact. Without Margaret, I didn’t dare leave this house. With it all closed up, the otherworld must’ve been fooled. They didn’t catch onto me until you and Cerise opened up this place again. I was mad at first, and plenty scared, too. But that’s not right to blame either of you. My fault entirely.” He cast his eyes down. “Now that wretched banshee is on me like stink on shit, pardon the expression.” He rolled a few pearls between his long fingers. “This be all the luck I have now.” 
 
    “Maybe not.” As ideas jolted together, I jerked from my slumped perch against the bed. “I might have to help you, whether I want to or not. The banshee may be after me too, according to an old legend someone just told me that goes like this: The near homestead has a spirit and a keepsake, both wanted by the dark beyond. Find use of them before October’s second first quarter moon comes awake, and you’ll gain the notch you wish in your wand. Fail and your powers will break, under curse of the dark bond.” 
 
    The strand slipped from his hand. He leaned forward, eyes wide and piercing but without seductive magic this time. “Who told you that?” he snapped. 
 
    “Cyril the Raccoon King.” 
 
    “I see.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m so sorry for you to be tangled in my web. Must be the rumors Gran and Ma talked about were truth. An old Irish legend, from back so far no one knows the start, says that an O’Mara who marries a Flanagan will strike a curse. Ma was dead set agin Ellie marrying like she did into this clan.” 
 
    I rested my walking stick against my side. “According to the rhyme, it might not be so hard to break the curse. You’re obviously the spirit the banshee is after, having cheated death by remaining here without an empowered soul. We just have to find the keepsake. Do you know what that might be?” 
 
    Fenton shook his head. “I surely wish I did. I’ll help turn the place upside down with you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I stretched my legs and stood, considering what should be done next. When my hand touched the door, I remembered the outburst that sent me to find him. “Were you the one who made the loud bang on the front porch?” 
 
    His angular chin jutted out. “Me? No, lass. I’ve been in this room for hours.” 
 
    “Oh crap!” I raced down the stairs, through the kitchen, and slammed the outside door shut against an icy gust and set the deadbolt. My fingers left burn marks on the wood. I spun back, my gaze darting into every corner. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve: Tales of Yore 
 
      
 
      
 
    If the banshee had gotten inside, I needed help to fight it. I opened my mouth to yell for Fenton, then snapped it shut. Even if he could help, calling his name might tip off the otherworld specter. 
 
    I clamped a sweaty palm around the end of my walking stick, which I might have to trust as a wand sooner than I’d like. I readjusted my grip, not knowing whether that made a difference. I didn’t know anything about using a wand. My temples throbbed with my pounding pulse. “I’m a strong witch,” I reminded myself under my breath. “I am a strong witch.” And, my New Wish magic might disorient a banshee who could be tied to the O’Mara family of Coon Hollow. I grasped onto those ideas. Still, frozen with fear, I had to force myself to check the rest of the downstairs. 
 
    Pockets of icy air hung in the parlor like invisible frozen cobwebs. I bumped into one, and a gust spun me off balance. Last night’s frigid breeze had brought on a heavy fog. Tonight might be the same. The door I’d left open had likely let frosty autumn night air seep inside, nothing more. Or so I told myself. But being a sun witch, I was especially alert to the balance of energy in living things. Death contained no energy, no heat, only pervasive cold. Like the chill surrounding me. 
 
    Another gust swept me through the hall and against the backdoor, which rattled in its frame. Fingers trembling, I rechecked the dead bolt and scanned the twilight through the half window. Distant pine boughs beyond the barn lifted like ladies’ skirts caught by a sudden wind. Moments later, all lay still, outside and in, completely motionless. If the draft had signaled the entry of a specter, was it now gone? Or did its icy death snuff the life force from all it touched while lying in wait for its intended prize? There was only one way for me, with my limited knowledge of spirits, to find out. 
 
    I took hold of the pantry cabinet’s metal handle. Coldness shot up my arm. I bit my lower lip and yanked the door open. A squeaking field mouse hopped out. My heart shot into my throat. 
 
    Steadying myself against the countertop, clammy sweat soaked my palms and beaded in a line along my brow. When at last I was able to regain my composure, I looked under tables, behind doors, and in dark corners. Everything seemed normal, but I didn’t trust appearances. I headed upstairs. 
 
    I listened for Fenton, but all was quiet. Too quiet. Probably on guard from my mad dash out, no banging came from where I’d left him in my room. What did surprise me was the extreme stillness of the house itself. The stair treads didn’t creak under my weight, nor the wooden floorboards in the upper hall. In the time I’d stayed there, I’d gotten used to the moans and murmurs of the old square-hewn logs as they shifted and settled with autumn’s extreme temperature swings. The melodies of the home’s aches and pains formed a comforting white noise in my mind. Their absence sent me into a panic. I clutched the stair rail with a white-knuckled grip. What if the banshee had taken Fenton? The death spirits might label me as an accomplice acting to hide him from laws of nature. If the old raccoon’s riddle was right, I could be stripped of my ability to use sun energy…or worse…pay with my life. 
 
    Staff raised, I crept to my bedroom door. Again, the metallic chill of the brass handle made me flinch. 
 
    “Looking for someone, lassie?” Fenton’s voice came out of the darkness at the end of the hall. 
 
    I jumped and sputtered, “You’re okay!” 
 
    His thin mustache curled. “Glad you’ve come ’round, worrying about me and all.” He glided behind me and cooed over my shoulder, “I’ve still got it. Death didn’t tarnish my charm with the ladies.” 
 
    “Stop that,” my shouted whisper rasped against the lining of my throat. “Did anything come up here?” I took a step away and faced him, a bit calmer since he’d not been harmed. 
 
    “Only your pretty face. Like I said, I can’t see spirits since I’m a ghost and not exactly one o’ them.” 
 
    It was colder upstairs, almost frigid. I pulled my arms close to my sides. “It’s freezing up here. Warm air always rises. Why is it colder than downstairs?” 
 
    His smile faded to a thin line. “Though I don’t see them, I can feel spirit-kinds. A blast o’ ice-cold air shot through. A demon for sure.” 
 
    I grabbed his arm, and my hand dropped through his vaporous form. “Was it the banshee? Is she gone?” 
 
    He gave a single nod. “As soon as you left, a gale shook through all the rooms, passed right over me where I hid inside Ma’s hatbox. When I poked out, the wind had laid.” 
 
    “Everything’s too quiet now.” I peered into the darkness at the end of the hall. 
 
    “Even house spirits fear a death messenger.” He shrugged his padded shoulders. “If I were a bettin’ man, I’d say with no wind, that demon’s done gone.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right. I’m guessing it was looking for the keepsake and didn’t find it. But why didn’t it take you?” I went into my bedroom and rummaged for my hand-knit sweater. 
 
    Fenton followed. “The chill, it did swirl all around this closet. I’ve placed some old magic on that hatbox, where I keep hid, which might ‘o kept the demon at bay.” 
 
    I popped the sweater over my head. “I’m glad you’re safe.” 
 
    “Again, you touch me heart, lass.” He cupped his hands to his chest and gave a silly grin that curled the ends of his pencil mustache. 
 
    I rubbed my hands together. “Don’t get all cocky. I’m only protecting you because it saves my skin, too. I need your help. The riddle said if I don’t find both you and the keepsake before the banshee does, my powers will be broken by the dark world’s curse.” 
 
    “Oh, lass, what a blow. I thought you truly cared.” He chuckled and kneeled at the empty fireplace. With a wave of his hand, he lit a roaring fire and motioned me over. 
 
    I extended my numb fingers to the warmth as the bedroom filled with the sweet scent of smoldering maple. “Thanks.” I shot him a curious glance. 
 
    “The least I can do since you’re trapped in me curse.” He lifted his hat and ran a hand through his dark hair. “Best we work together, then.” 
 
    “Where should we start looking for that keepsake?” 
 
    “Once you’re warmed up a bit, I’d suggest we have a go in the coldest parts o’ the house, where the demon searched.” 
 
    “Just a minute.” I nodded and set a meditative gaze on the flames to take advantage of the moment to strengthen my element. Pain in my hexed lower leg had increased. Without time to perform a proper fire spell, this would have to do for now. 
 
    Fenton rooted in the closet. 
 
    More than his curious actions, the house, still shrouded in unnatural silence, pressed upon my concentration. Dark magic hung heavy in the air and weighed upon my chest as I tried to inhale the fire’s powers. I shook my head in a futile attempt to free myself of the impinging force. “This is almost no use. Let’s get started.” Feeling only a little better, I ignored the hex pain and pushed on. I opened the door and gestured to him. “Lead the way.” 
 
    He glided down the hall and paused outside each of the two shut-off guest rooms, ear pressed against the doors. At the last one, the child’s room, he pointed inside. “The demon’s afterglow lingers the most here.” 
 
    I shivered, hoping not to meet any death servants inside. I laced my hand with my sun energy until my fingernails sparked. 
 
    Fenton looked me over and turned the knob. “Relax. Afterglow is all. Not the actual specter.” 
 
    When only cold air greeted us, I exhaled through chattering teeth. “It can’t be this cold outdoors. Death really is the absence of energy.” 
 
    He moved through the room. “Is that so? Makes sense. Sometimes, I wish I were a skilled witch and things like that.” He stopped at the bookcase and waved me over. “Strongest here.” 
 
    With out-turned palms, I scanned the shelves top to bottom: model cars; tops; toy trains; soldiers. After a quick pass that identified nothing, I began again, pausing to touch each toy and read whatever unusual magic I could with my haptics. Intense cold left by the banshee sucked heat from my hands. When I brushed a blue-striped top, the metal stuck to my moist skin. Sun power drained from my fingers, and I peeled them free with a grimace and a groan. The skin red and raw, I shoved the hand into the warmth of my jeans pocket. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Not waiting for my answer, Fenton held out his hand. “Lemme have a look.” 
 
    With my aching fingers in his hand, he passed his other palm overtop. My curled digits opened to reveal healed skin. 
 
    I examined my repaired injury. “Oh gosh. That feels so much better. I may keep you around after all.” I resumed my readings along a row of coupled train cars. “Wow! These are like ice. Maybe one of these is the keepsake.” After determining which of three linked cars held the least energy, I picked up the middle one. Turning it at every angle, nothing seemed unusual other than traces of icy darkness. Every wall, coupling, and wheel were intact. “I don’t see or feel anything odd.” 
 
    “No? Look closer.” He pointed at the car’s windows. Tiny passengers wore expressions of wide-eyed horror with mouths open in frozen screams. 
 
    I leaned in for a closer look. “Oh! Is this the keepsake?” 
 
    Fenton gave a slow exhale. “I don’t reckon. With your strength, you’d know the keepsake’s feel. It’d have magic that would unlock connections to unspeakable powers. True, this train had magic left from its previous owner. Likely just enough to let those wee people distress when the death hand passed o’er them.” 
 
    I tried to replace the car on its shelf, but my hand stuck to it. 
 
    Fenton tried and failed to loosen the bond. “My magic can only repair physical damage, not break asunder another’s spell. I’m dreadful sorry.” 
 
    “Then just plain yank it off me.” I squeezed my eyes shut and gritted my teeth. 
 
    He popped the railcar off, and skin from my fingertips peeled from the underlying tissue. “Shit!” I screamed and tried to reflexively yank my hand close to me, but Fenton cupped it. A second later, he healed the wounds good as new. 
 
    I stared at my hand. “Amazing.” No marks remained on my flesh, but deep inside my witch’s powers had taken a toll. With a deep breath to bolster me, I continued to the next affected toy. 
 
    We continued working as a team, testing the coldest objects in the room: a family photograph newly askew on the wall; a rocking horse with fresh splinters in its wooden saddle; a pogo stick with a handle bent loose. Close examinations on my part caused considerable injuries, which Fenton healed straight away. 
 
    My powers drained into each toy and my body shook from enduring so much. I slumped onto the bed, and while massaging my aching hexed leg, surveyed the nightstand items. 
 
    “You’re tiring.” Fenton tilted his head to one side. “There’s harm done to you I’m not able to repair.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I want to go on.” A pronounced chill surrounded a book on the maple bedside table. I flicked on the lamp, and a cloud of ice-fog crystals hung in the air below the shade. In faded gilding, the title, Tales of Yore, embossed the burgundy leather. I braced for the expected energy-sucking chill and traced the words. Instead, although the cover was cool, the volume emanated its own warmth. “Fenton, come here! This book has more magic than the other toys. Like it’s still alive.” 
 
    In a flash, he bent over the nightstand as I opened the cover and turned the yellowed, dog-eared pages. I paused at the contents, comprised of dozens of first names, both male and female. Among the last, I recognized two: Eleanor and Margaret. “These are Cerise’s grandmother and mother.” 
 
    “All the kin who once lived in this house.” A smile crossed Fenton’s face. “I didn’t know this homestead kept a book of spirit tales. I haven’t seen one since I was a lad back in the old country.” 
 
    “Are these stories about the lives of people who once lived here?” I turned to the start of the first chapter, which literally sprang to life before us. Lines of an ink illustration penned across the page’s upper half. As details filled in, the outline of a man stood tall, head high with a hand shielding his eyes and a shotgun at his side. A hound looked into the distance. Colors bled across the page and filled the lines, the hues of his green wool hunting jacket and tall, black boots rich and vivid. The man lifted the gun to his shoulder, aimed, and pulled the trigger. He nodded to the hound, and the two ran off the page. Moments later, he returned, pheasant in hand and wagging setter at his feet. “How cool is this? I’ve never seen anything like it. Are you sure this isn’t the keepsake?” 
 
    “Not likely, since the magic it’s giving off is familiar to me.” He cocked his head. “But it might give some clues about where the keepsake might be. Worth watching the vignettes.” 
 
    “Good idea. I’ll study this in bed tonight.” I closed the book and clutched it close to me as I stood. Goosebumps raised along my arms. “I’m freezing. Let’s get out of here.” Staff secure in my dominant hand, I looked both ways down the hall before exiting. “It seems warmer out here than before, but I’ll go down and check the furnace.” 
 
    With unexplainable facts clogging my mind, my feet, under direction of my growling stomach, led me from the humming basement furnace to the kitchen. I made a quick sandwich and scarfed it down with a tall glass of milk. Scared about the evening’s events, I reached for the phone on the kitchen desk. I glanced at the clock beside it and hesitated. Ten o’clock was too late to call Cerise. Instead, I dialed Logan’s number from the notepad. 
 
    He picked up on the second ring. “Aggie, is everything all right?” 
 
    “I’ve been hearing loud noises outside at night. I thought it was just people from the haunted carriage house having some fun. But the place isn’t open tonight. I heard banging when I returned from a walk.” My words spilled out, and I gasped to get a breath. “I searched the house following the noise but—” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Logan asked, voice raised. 
 
    “Yes.” I moved a curtain aside and scanned the backyard, then eyed the hallway to the stairwell in case Fenton lurked nearby. “I think the banshee got in. I accidentally left the backdoor open while trying to look for intruders. Cold wind swept through the house, like the spirit left it behind.” 
 
    “I’m coming over.” 
 
    “No. I’m safe. There’s a ghost here who’s been helping me secure the house and look for what the banshee might be after.” 
 
    “A house spirit. Good.” 
 
    “Not exactly, from what I can tell.” I searched for the correct way to describe differences between spirits and near-spirits. “His name’s Fenton, and he used to live here with Cerise’s mother before he died. I guess he didn’t have the right magic to become a house spirit. He’s some sort of ghost.” 
 
    Logan’s silence worried me. 
 
    A creak sounded from the wall opposite me as a figure in a black and white photo of one of Cerise’s ancestors turned to look my way. I flinched, then let out a slow sigh. Only a house spirit. And that meant no banshee. 
 
    “Hmm.” Logan’s tenor hummed in my ear. “Where are the house spirits? Have you seen them?” 
 
    His hesitance worried me. I clutched the phone closer, checked the hall again, and lowered my voice. “No. After the cold hit, the house went dead quiet. It’s just coming to life again now. The beams are creaking.” 
 
    He let out a loud exhale. “Good. Quiet house spirits means they’re scared. The house should be safe now, but I think I should still come over. I don’t like the sound of whatever Fenton is. Ghosts, unattached spirits, can be bad.” 
 
    “No. I’m okay. It’s late. I want to talk to Cerise tomorrow, to see what she knows. Can you be there? I don’t know much about banshees…or any spirits.” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll meet you at Shireen’s dress shop at nine. Or does Cerise drop you off earlier?” 
 
    “Usually eight-forty-five.” 
 
    “I’ll be there. And call me tonight if anything happens.” His strong tone reassured me. “Can you keep a phone in your room?” 
 
    “Yes. Thanks. I appreciate that.” I unplugged the portable phone and took it with me as I crept up the steps while watching for any sign of Fenton. I saw nothing, but the door to my bedroom stood open. Had he been listening to my conversation with Logan? 
 
    When I entered, he looked at me with wide eyes as if startled. “The fire’s banked. The hot coals should drive out the last of the chill so you can sleep.” 
 
    At the suggestion of sleep, tiredness seeped through my muscles and my witch’s powers sagged. Fenton’s surprise seemed fake, but exhaustion from a long day made my judgment unreliable. If there was a way to actually touch his filmy mass, my haptics might reveal at least a clue. Perhaps his words about sleep carried a spell, but I dismissed the idea. Keeping my magic poised to strike the elusive banshee or intruder had drained me without any action on his part. 
 
    I plugged in the phone and set it on my nightstand. 
 
    With a sidelong glance at my precaution, Fenton smirked, gathered his hatbox, and moved toward the door. 
 
    The bed called my name, and the last flame of the fire reminded me to recharge my energy. My eyelids drooped. Maybe I could recharge in the morning. I twisted to look first at the soft comforter, and then at the smoldering blaze. 
 
    “Is something the matter, lass?” Fenton hovered in the doorway. 
 
    Pain trembled around the area of my cat bite and shot up my leg. Recharging couldn’t wait. I ran a hand through my hair. “Can you heal injuries from hexes?” 
 
    He shook his head. “’Fraid not. Like I said before, only physical damage. I can’t counter another’s magic.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s okay. I’ll use the fire. Thanks for that.” 
 
    “I’ll be across the hall in my box if you be needin’ me.” He tipped his fedora and said a soft goodnight as he closed the door after him. 
 
    I stared at the door, then locked it to make myself feel better. Though I doubted the flimsy thumb lock could keep out anything, Fenton or banshee or house spirit. Having the phone nearby, a way to contact Logan, gave more reassurance. I undressed, slipped into my nightgown, and leaned against the bed. I focused on the last flicker in the fireplace. While the tiny flame settled and a sea of red-orange coals spread before me, my breath calmed. Through half-closed lids, I emptied my mind and followed the pulsating and changing embers. Their energy, fused with my own, filled my reserves with a satisfying warmth. Satiated, my limbs grew heavy. 
 
    I crawled into bed with my staff and the book of house spirit stories. I sank into the featherbed with the Tales of Yore open to a page about Eleanor O’Mara, and watched figures come to life on the page until they skipped through my dreams. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen: A Mother’s Revenge 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sun streaming through my bedroom windows woke me. A vague memory of a dream remained. A lady wearing a starched housedress cranked a wringer washer. She hung the wet clothes on a clothesline behind this homestead cabin, the one I lived in now. A well-tended garden of hollyhocks and common witches’ herbs lined the familiar back wall of square-hewn logs. Not even a hint of that plot remained now. 
 
    In my room, wallpaper lilacs blossomed on their trellises and cast a cheery lavender glow. Robins twittered from the gutter along the tin front porch roof. The book of house spirits, my prize find from last night’s search, lay open on my bed. 
 
    Curious whether my dream matched the story, I rolled toward it, but a jab cut into my side. My walking stick bundled in a wad of blankets. I moved the tree branch aside and studied the book. 
 
    The female character in the illustration tucked stray, dark curls into her bun, flashed me a smile, and resumed her laundry chores. No clues about the keepsake there. I nodded to her and closed the cover. 
 
    I dropped onto my back and listened. The house murmured and creaked with its familiar white noise. Warm air blew from the heat ducts with a soft whir. No traces of the banshee’s chill remained. I listened again for signs of Fenton. Nothing. Had I just dreamed him up, along with the death spirit’s icy gusts? Maybe neither really existed. And the Raccoon King, Cyril? Had he been real? Animals back home didn’t talk, other than a couple witches’ familiars, and then only a garbled word or two. I eyed the book and staff. They were proof of some Coon Hollow magic I’d discovered last night. Magic I didn’t understand. Lines here blurred between life and death, dreams and reality. Witchcraft of Coon Hollow lived and breathed through souls of the dead. 
 
    I sat up and stretched my arms above my head. One thing was certain: if I remained safe and sane in this house through Samhain, I’d become what I intended, a strong and independent witch. 
 
    Anxious to make sure the house had remained safe through the night, I padded barefoot downstairs across wood floors that shone with a rich patina from generations of use. A pair of blue jays chased among the pines near the shed, taunting each other with shrill cries. In and out, the homestead seemed alive with a happy hum. Like nothing I witnessed last night had happened. I tried to smile inside, but couldn’t. I’d not found the keepsake. I feared what might happen to both Fenton and me. 
 
    I scurried back to my room and dressed for my workday in a black pencil skirt, white blouse, and black flats, a basic outfit Shireen had put together for me from her ready-made garments. I brushed my hair and smoothed it into a low ponytail. After a slick of rosy lipstick Cerise had given me, I surveyed my image in the bureau mirror and liked what I saw. A woman rather than a girl. Hopefully, the change would please Logan. I wanted to know him better. People relied on his responsible character to protect them as their high priest. I admired that…and he was cute, too. He seemed interested in me, but I couldn’t tell for sure. 
 
    Staff in hand, I shouldered my backpack and winced, wishing I had a purse instead. I headed down the stairs. Still no sign of Fenton. On the landing, my hexed calf cramped. The ankle buckled and twisted me onto the next step. I grabbed the railing, and my staff clattered to the bottom. Heat flooded up my neck into my face. I gasped for air, bracing my body against the banister while I regained composure. 
 
    This shouldn’t be happening. I’d restored my sun energy last night while meditating on the fireplace flame. Then I remembered what Jancie and Vika had said about my own internal fire. It could harm my body while trying to protect me against the hex, like a vicious autoimmune disease. Foolishness churned my stomach; this was my own fault I’d fallen out of balance. I’d not replenished my stores of moon power for at least twenty-four hours. 
 
    Breath ragged, I limped to the kitchen and brewed a cup of wintergreen tea. Too feverish to eat breakfast, I took my mug onto the front porch while I waited for Cerise. I carefully placed only my affected leg in the sun, hoping that would limit the battle between my witchcraft and the hex to my limb. 
 
    The tea soothed my burning throat, and the minty aroma relaxed my airways. I took a deep breath and eased back into the bentwood rocker. 
 
    Across the road, Mr. Murdock lurched toward his mailbox, leaning heavily on his cane. The silver in his grizzled beard glinted, but his stringy, white hair hung dull and limp past the collar of his faded red-plaid shirt. He placed an envelope in the box, raised the flag, and then straightened in my direction. “Mornin’,” he croaked with a crooked, toothy grin. 
 
    I set my mug down and waved. “Good morning, Mr. Murdock.” I hoped my attempt at being cheerful would rub off. 
 
    He lumbered to my side of the road, a strange yellow hue creeping up his neck and across his cheeks. “It is at that. I slept like a baby. These quiet, foggy nights are right good fer sleeping…at least fer some.” Bracing himself against the smooth trunk of a maple, he stretched back and ran a hand under one suspender. A laugh grew from low in his barrel chest into a mocking guffaw, and his dark eyes set hard on me. 
 
    His manner unhinged me, and I squirmed under his gaze. 
 
    The old man shifted his weight onto his cane and took a step in my direction. 
 
    For a reason to dart inside, I grabbed my empty mug that needed to be put away. But at that moment, Cerise’s car turned onto the homestead’s driveway, and Murdock stopped. 
 
    With a smirk and shake of his head, he stumped back toward his own place. 
 
    I waved to Cerise and set my mug on the inside hall table. Before leaving, I double-checked the lock. 
 
    As soon as I opened the car’s passenger door, she blurted, “What’s that all about? He’s not causing you trouble is he?” Her eyes followed the old man until he entered his house. 
 
    “No. He’s the least of my troubles.” As we drove off, I rubbed the back of my neck to work out knots. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    When we reached Shireen’s dress shop, Logan had already arrived. He and my boss sat on the porch drinking coffee. Dark puffiness circled her eyes, and she kept her cup close, inhaling the steam. 
 
    Logan dressed in a rumpled suit without a fedora. His hair hung in confused waves, as though each strand fought for supremacy. 
 
    Cerise marched onto the porch, heels clicking across the wide boards, bobbed hairstyle bouncing high with each step. “We need to talk.” She perched on the edge of a bench, torso leaning forward. 
 
    “That’s what I’m here for.” Logan nodded her way and motioned me to sit beside him on the vintage metal glider. He set his cup down, his gaze fixed on me. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes, although my leg’s bothering me.” I limped to the seat and massaged the ache, my face twisted in a grimace. “Nothing much happened after I talked to you last night.” 
 
    He pushed my hand aside and his warm, strong fingers did better than mine ever could. Pleasant tingles surged through my body, and I melted back against the glider. 
 
    “Must be helping.” He smiled. 
 
    “Tiber’s been caught.” Shireen spoke slow and flat, as if the words pained her. “He’s in a cage in the barn.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something.” Cerise clamped her hands together in her lap and pursed her pink lips. 
 
    Shireen looked down and moaned, “My poor baby possessed by another witch for evil’s sake.” She set her cup down and honked her nose into a rose-embroidered handkerchief. “You ladies wantin’ some coffee?” 
 
    “No, thanks.” I attempted to smile. “Let’s hope Vika can cure Tiber.” 
 
    Cerise snapped her head toward Logan. “Will you follow up on Tiber?” Her voice raised in a question, but no doubt intended as a polite, Hoosier-style order. 
 
    Logan released my leg and sat back. “I’m due at Vika’s, soon as we finish here. Aggie, go through the details of last night, what happened both outside and in the homestead.” 
 
    I told them about the bang I’d heard on the front porch Sunday night. “I didn’t think much of that. Could’ve been some townies having fun after going to the carriage house. But then, when I returned at dusk from a walk last night and the haunted house was closed and heard the same noise…” I sucked in a full breath and recounted as much detail as I could remember. 
 
    When I finished, Shireen pushed her weight up from the squeaking rocker and headed inside. “Lord, girl. You do need some coffee. By the looks of you, all dressed like a working gal, I’d not of thought you’d been through so much.” 
 
    As the bell on the door tinkled, and the screen door slammed, Logan leaned into me and whispered, “You do look nice today.” 
 
    I flashed him a smile and shifted in my seat as Cerise shot me a sidelong grin. I averted my eyes for a second, and then shared her grin. I fingered the smooth surface of the walking stick leaning against my leg. “I don’t get all this about spirits. I know about Nannan, the tree matriarch in the forest. She receives her powers from the Mother. Magic from nature—earth, air, fire, water, stars, sun, moon—those make sense to me. That’s how New Wish magic works. But these others like Cyril, Fenton, banshees, house spirits. Where do their powers come from?” 
 
    Shireen returned carrying two large steaming mugs, handed one to me, the other to Cerise, and then retook her seat. She smoothed her flowered housedress closer to her knees, which were wrapped in more layers of support hose than I’d seen her wear before. 
 
    Cerise took a sip. “Basic magic possessed by a Coon Hollow witch comes the same way through nature’s elements. But if he or she works hard to polish those skills, their soul takes on the magical abilities, and stays active here even after death.” 
 
    “Some say that’s owing to magic in the special Salem limestone from the local Bedford quarry.” Shireen grinned like a Cheshire cat. “One of the Hollow’s perks.” 
 
    Cerise nodded and continued. “So house spirits of passed on relatives can stay with us. Fenton, as he said, failed to embody his soul with his craft.” 
 
    “Does that happen often?” I asked and savored the coffee’s rich taste on my tongue. 
 
    “It does.” Logan leaned forward, elbows balanced on his thighs. “There’re plenty of hedge witches here who don’t gain enough skills to remain as spirits.” 
 
    “All’s I know is, their bodies don’t usually get buried in the coven cemetery.” Shireen looked to Cerise. “Most’re in plots on their home-places, so they can at least be near to kin in that way. I expect Fenton has a grave on your fambly property?” 
 
    Cerise tilted her head. “I don’t know. He died when I was little.” 
 
    Logan stared at his hands and pressed his fingers together. “So the research Keir and I did was right. A banshee is linked to the O’Maras. But this bit about activating the bond when an O’Mara marries a Flanagan is new to me. Did Fenton explain that?” He faced me, his eyes changed to the blue-gray color of an approaching storm. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not exactly. It seemed like it’s connected to the banshee trying to take his soul. Cerise, do you know anything about that?” 
 
    “No, but banshees aren’t too unusual.” She sipped her coffee. “Common death servants. It makes sense that one is after Fenton.” 
 
    “Aggie, try to find out more on that from him,” Logan said. 
 
    “Sure. Does the riddle from the Coon King tie in somehow? Does Cyril really exist, or did I dream him up?” The disorienting situation gave me a sense of whirling out of control. 
 
    “Sakes, no.” Shireen slapped her thigh. “Most have run onto Cyril at least once. He’s older than them hills.” She waved a hefty arm at the incline across the road. “Some critters in these parts possess magic and can talk. Usually witches’ familiars, which are commonplace since most of us want to advance in our craft enough to stay ’round in the afterlife. It takes a keen witch to be granted the right to have a familiar. Word is that Cyril was once a familiar empowered by his mistress’ spell to outlive her, keep her magic alive for generations. Some say forever.” 
 
    My swallow of coffee went down the wrong way. I sputtered, and my eyes watered while I tried to wrap my mind around what Shireen said. 
 
    “That riddle explains a lot.” Logan leaned back. 
 
    “It does.” Cerise fingered the strand of pearls at her neck. “Say it again, Aggie. Slowly.” 
 
    I cleared my throat, cast my gaze down, and focused on each word. “The near homestead has a spirit and a keepsake, both wanted by the dark beyond. Find use of them before October’s second first quarter moon comes awake, and you’ll gain the notch you wish in your wand. Fail and your powers will break, under curse of the dark bond.” I scanned their faces, with eyes wide and fingers clenched to my mug. “What’ll happen if I find the keepsake before the banshee? And if I don’t?” 
 
    “The second first quarter in October. When’s that?” Shireen chewed on her lower lip. 
 
    Cerise and Logan each checked their cell phones. They both said, “Samhain,” at the same moment. She shoved hers back into a patent leather handbag. ““You have a cell, too? I guess I won’t be in trouble for having one, then.” 
 
    He slipped the phone inside his suit-coat. “Didn’t see it. And you didn’t see mine.” He grinned. “I’m new as coven priest, new enough to be questioned by the Council. We have enough problems without those council biddies getting on their high-horses about avoidance of technology to keep our magic pure.” 
 
    “Amen to that.” Shireen rolled her eyes and tilted her head back. 
 
    “I’m leaving the tech fight to Rowe, who’s on the Council.” Logan twisted toward me. “So you have until Samhain to get the job done. Only a month. And what happens then? Good question.” He shrugged. “More power of some kind. That can’t be bad.” 
 
    I rubbed the end of my staff. After a steadying breath, I repeated the question they’d all avoided. “But if I fail?” 
 
    He looked down, and Cerise studied her mug, but Shireen’s gray eyes met mine as she said, “I’ll say it straight as I see it: you won’t be a witch no more.” 
 
    Silence hung in the air. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine living without my witchcraft. Sweat trickled down the nape of my neck. I yanked up a question that’d been stuck in my throat, the words burning my tongue as I spoke them. “Could the banshee take my life?” 
 
    Shireen gave a single nod. “Could, depending on exactly what that curse is.” 
 
    “Or what the ‘dark bond’ means,” Cerise added. 
 
    I looked down and blinked back tears welling in my eyes. My life had just begun. I wasn’t ready to face death. I couldn’t. 
 
    Logan touched my arm. “That isn’t going to happen. I won’t let it.” 
 
    “Neither will I,” Cerise quickly added. 
 
    “Thank you.” I met their gazes, swallowed the tears gathered in my throat, and gave a strong nod. 
 
    “You can bet your boots I’ll help all’s I can.” Shireen pried out of the rocker, came to my side, and pulled me into a bear hug. 
 
    Over Shireen’s shoulder, I saw Cerise torture her pearls into a tighter twist. “Aggie, I think you should move back in with me and Toby. It’s not safe where you are.” 
 
    “Cerise’s right.” Shireen rubbed a hand along my back. “All’s you got to do is move outta that place. You can stay here if you’d rather.” 
 
    “Or with Jancie, who lives in town.” Cerise jumped to her feet. “That would be the best place, to get you away from the coven. I don’t think she’d mind.” 
 
    “Thanks, but nothing has happened to me.” Feeling overly mothered, I pulled away from Shireen. 
 
    “Oh, really?” With an accusatory tone, Cerise glared at my legs. “What about that hexed cat bite?” 
 
    “Shireen’s cat has nothing to do with the curse,” I hurled the words at her, defending my independence. I moved to Coon Hollow to be on my own, and wouldn’t be shuffled around like an orphaned puppy. 
 
    “Don’t be so sure.” Logan stood. “That riddle makes me uneasy, how it linked you to the curse. You may be bound to that challenge until Samhain, regardless of where you are.” 
 
    “Well,” Shireen huffed. “I’m half-tempted to go over there an’ give that Fenton character to the banshee myself. Don’t think I can’t, neither. When my friends are in trouble, I can be mean enough to steal acorns from a blind hog.” 
 
    Logan buttoned his suit jacket. “We need to talk with Keir. He’s a seer and specializes in reading the spirit world. He might be able to figure out more about the curse. Jancie and Rowe, too, since they just fought off a curse.” 
 
    “And, I’ll ask Fenton if he knows more.” I bent and picked up my walking stick. “According to Cyril, this is my wand. I don’t know anything about wands and need to learn fast if it can help me.” 
 
    “Good thinkin’.” Shireen rubbed my arm. “It sure can. I’ll lend you a hand or find folks who can. We’ll get to that today. I’m ahead on my sewing and can spare the time.” 
 
    “Well, ladies, I’m going around back to fetch Tiber and take him to Vika’s.” He ran down the steps. “I’ll call if she discovers what witch is making him act out.” 
 
    “You do that. I want to know everything,” Cerise called after him. 
 
    Shireen bolted for the door. “Can’t bear to see my baby possessed like this.” 
 
    On Cerise’s way off the porch, she clutched my elbow, her manicured nails gouging my skin. Her gaze seared into me. “Listen to me. You’re my husband’s kin, and I won’t let harm come to you. If you need anything, call me or Toby, at any time, day or night.” 
 
    I nodded and gave her a hug. “Thanks. Really.” A cocoon of warmth surrounded my heart to know she and her husband were there for me. 
 
    Logan staggered toward his car with the weight of the cage in one hand. 
 
    Shireen’s familiar hissed and growled, attempting to claw through the bars. More like a wild animal than a calico housecat. When Tiber’s gaze landed on me, his irises sparked orange, and his aggression turned to a frenzy. A shake of fear trembled through me, and I slunk inside the dress shop. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    To keep my mind off problems, I got busy right away. With fabric for fall fashions cut and ready for Shireen to sew, I supplied warmth of different degrees to the threads she’d laid out. While golden, orange, and red firepower poured from my fingers to the spools, she piled a stack of reference books about wand-making on the work table. Although eager to devour them, I needed to put her chores first. So I worked faster. 
 
    “Done.” I leaned back from my bench seat at the table’s other end. “After channeling some of my sun energy into these spools, I won’t suffer from a fever while fighting the hex.” 
 
    “May be, but runnin’ your main craft power low makes you a weak witch.” 
 
    I balled a wad of scrap fabric in my hand and whipped it hard across the room to let go of some stress. “With this hex, it’s so hard to keep my powers balanced. Used to be easy. When I felt my magic going weak, I got more from the sun or flames. Now, I have to worry about too much sun and just the right amount of moon energy.” I blew out a breath through clenched teeth. “I don’t feel like me inside.” Frustrated tears welled in my eyes. 
 
    “I know. Your powers are out of sorts. Using a wand might help you store some sun power outside of your body. That’d make it some easier.” 
 
    “That’s a big plus I hadn’t thought of. Then I need to take advantage of Nannan’s branch.” I moved to sit in front of the books, at least ten on wands or with sections dedicated to that topic. 
 
    Shireen’s face lit. “The fact she chose you says a lot. It’ll hold more magic that way.” 
 
    I glanced through the stack. “Wow. This is a lot of information. Thanks for these.” 
 
    “Glad to help.” She grinned and took her place at the larger of the two sewing machines and threaded one of my spools. 
 
    I perused contents. Some references had too much detail for me to understand. I arranged them from simple to complex and dove in. Throughout the morning, I read about choosing the correct tree for the wood. Considering the matriarch sycamore, Nannan, had chosen me, I didn’t worry much about those procedures. However, I came to appreciate her wisdom in giving me this branch. She understood my personal goals better than I did. If I could manage all the rest of the steps—wand fabrication, decoration, consecration, and proper use—this branch that had been part of her would not only serve me, but also guide me. Encouraged, my pulse raced and I read faster. 
 
    By noontime, exhausted from information overload, I used some of my lunch hour to gather woodworking and carving tools from Shireen’s garage shed. I didn’t want to leave the dress shop workroom earlier, in case she needed me to adjust the magic she detected as she sewed. 
 
    “Aggie! Aggie, come here!” Shireen’s voice called. 
 
    I grabbed a handful of tools I’d gathered and scurried into the backyard. 
 
    “I’ve been bellering for you.” She waved her arm hard, as if to move the air and pull me to her faster. “Logan’s on the phone. He’s got news about Tiber.” 
 
    Hindered by my darned leg, I could only pick up my pace to a twisted skip. Inside, I dropped the tools on her kitchen counter, zipped to the parlor showroom, and picked up the register desk phone. “Did Vika learn anything?” I gasped, out of breath. 
 
    “The witch who’s possessing Tiber is Botilda Murdock.” 
 
    “Botilda Murdock,” I repeated. “Any relation to old Mr. Murdock across the road from me?” 
 
    “Oh, Lord,” Shireen wailed. 
 
    Logan replied, “She’s the—” He continued talking, but another voice invaded. 
 
    From across the room, a strange, steely voice articulated each word with exactness, “His deceased mother, still determined to even the hand I dealt her son, no matter how deserved it was.” 
 
    I scanned the room to see only Shireen and the beady eyes of her own mother, Hypatia Meiklam, bugged out from her hall portrait. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen: Sawdust and Blowballs 
 
      
 
      
 
    From Logan’s dark red Nash Ambassador, I walked toward my front porch. 
 
    Logan had won the skirmish to take me home after work, but Cerise followed us anyway, pulling her old sedan onto the drive behind his. She hopped out and waited for him to gather a box from his back seat. Together, they hurried to join me. 
 
    I contemplated the homestead’s weathered door with its rusty but proud iron handle. It gave no indications what apparitions might be inside. The massive oak structure stood solid and strong against the elements, like impenetrable doors guarding a medieval fortress. A shiver passed along my arms, bare to feed my witchcraft with late afternoon autumn sunshine. What if the sturdy door failed to fend off banshees? 
 
    I set a tote bag and my backpack on the porch, unlocked the door, and gave it a cautious shove. I swallowed hard and listened. Only the usual creaks and groans of a century-old house greeted me, a familiar chorus from settling timbers and dozens of house spirits. I shrugged to Logan and picked up my belongings. “Seems okay.” 
 
    “Wait. Let me go first.” He waved me aside and swept through the foyer and parlor, head turning side to side. 
 
    Cerise and I stepped in. 
 
    “Fenton, it’s Aggie. I’m home.” I steadied my voice, although my nerves dangled on edge as I scanned every corner and piece of furniture in the front rooms. "It’s me. I’m home." 
 
    I followed Logan into the kitchen and placed my bags on the counter alongside the box of wand-making supplies and books he deposited. 
 
    He briefly peered into the backyard, then opened cabinets and searched behind large chests. 
 
    A floorboard creaked in the hall. I flinched and spun around. My heartbeat pounded up my throat. I willed myself to follow the noise, but stopped when Cerise spoke from that location. 
 
    “Fenton, it’s Cerise,” she sang in a honey-sweet voice usually reserved for coaxing her boys into compliance. But now, only house spirits who lived in wall photos paid notice and turned her way. “Aggie told me you were still here. I thought I’d pay my charming uncle a visit.” The exaggerated saccharin notes of her drawl belied frustration. 
 
    A clatter sounded from the second floor, and Logan and I rushed to join Cerise. He motioned for her to continue talking to Fenton. 
 
    She leaned against the banister. “Uncle Fenton, remember when you used to dance me through the house on your shoe-tops?” 
 
    After several moments of silence, Fenton’s deep voice responded. “Happy times, with one hand holding me cane, an’ the other tight to you so your mama didn’t complain.” His vaporous form drifted to the landing and slid down the last railing. At the bottom, he tipped his fedora to her and offered a slight bow. “My little niece sure turned out a beauty.” 
 
    Cerise took a step backward. With pursed lips, she white-knuckled her handbag and nodded to him. “So nice to see you again. I’ve wondered why I’d not seen you with the other house spirits." She waved a hand toward the ghost. "But you’re clearly not one of them. Why not?” 
 
    “Ah, well. I didn’t…” he stammered and lowered his head. “Long story.” 
 
    Logan surged forward, his wide shoulders square to the specter. “Aggie said you’ve cheated death by using some old-world magic.” 
 
    Fenton straightened and floated several inches off the ground, glowering at Logan. “What I’ve done be none of your business, whoever you think you are." The words hissed from his mouth with an ominous black-violet vapor. 
 
    Logan thrust out his chiseled chin. “I’m Logan Dennehy, Priest of Coon Hollow Coven. The safety of this coven is my business.” 
 
    Fenton yawned and leaned against the banister. 
 
    The ghost’s apparent indifference set the sun energy inside me on fire. I fought to keep it away from my fingers and hair, visible areas that would likely escalate the present tension. 
 
    Logan bristled, and a storm brewed in his eyes. “I’m here to be sure Aggie is safe.” 
 
    “An’ it be yer thinking that I’m putting her in danger?” Fenton loomed above his accuser. 
 
    My witchcraft crackled from my tingling scalp along the length of my hair. Ends of my ponytail radiated over my shoulders, spraying golden sparks. Although not fully understanding the tension going on, I sensed fields of witchcraft billowing around me. I suspected Logan, and many in the coven, had little patience for unempowered souls. 
 
    Logan’s arm raised, his hand filled with a loose mass of gray magic, which mirrored the look in his steely gaze. 
 
    Nostrils flaring, I veered between them. “Wait!” I cried and looked from one to the other. “Fenton and I have a mutual interest. We must follow that riddle. I need to gain my independence. He needs to keep his soul safe. We have to work together, not fight.” 
 
    Above my head, the two men eyed each other in tense silence. 
 
    “He needs your help. That much’s certain.” Jaw muscles bulging and clenching, Logan’s stormy gaze threatened, first me, and then Fenton. “I expect him to help you.” 
 
    Like an incoming storm, Logan’s magic lifted hairs along the back of my neck. I recoiled, and the instinct to fight surged magic into my hands. A moment later, I relaxed and straightened, glad for the intensity of his protection. 
 
    Fenton scowled and slunk backward against the banister. “I intend to do no less for the lass," he spat under his breath, head lowered like a cowering dog. 
 
    “Well…Uncle Fenton,” Cerise interjected, her voice shaking. “If you mean to help, then start with this. You know the old guy, Ned Murdock from across the street, don’t you?” 
 
    He shot her a dark look. “Aye.” 
 
    “We just learned his deceased mother’s spirit is out to get Aggie. Botilda Murdock took control of another witch’s familiar, and directed that cat to infect Aggie with a hex through its bite.” Cerise motioned to my reddened lower leg. “Do you know why she might have it in for Aggie?” 
 
    He pushed up his fedora and scratched his brow. “Seems there was something back a ways ‘tween Ned Murdock and Margaret.” 
 
    Cerise’s face fell. “My mother?” 
 
    “Oh, aye. He was sweet on her, but Maggie wouldn’t have anything to do with him. Everyone knew that.” He pushed a stray black curl aside and reset his hat. “Now I remember. Something happened near the time she was to wed your pa. Ned played some mean trick that I can’t remember just now. And Maggie did something in return that put him in his place.” 
 
    When I learned this new clue, my breathing relaxed. I swept a hand through my ponytail to discharge my magic. “It was Shireen’s cat who Botilda possessed to attack me. Did the Meiklam’s dress shop have anything to do with either trick?” 
 
    “Can’t say I know, but Hypatia Meiklam was thick with Margaret.” 
 
    Logan’s shoulders, padded and squared by his suit coat, inched down, and wisps of magic dissipated from his open hand into the air. 
 
    “Cerise? Is that you, dear?” a melodic female voice drifted from the upstairs. 
 
    “Yes, Mama. I’m here,” Cerise replied with a cheerful call and dashed up the steps. She glanced at us and said, “Mother’s spirit stays in her bureau mirror. I’ll ask her what she knows about this.” 
 
    While Fenton sailed past us all, Logan and I chased after Cerise. 
 
    In the pink bedroom next to mine, an image of a pretty older lady beamed from the mirror. Above a tucked white linen blouse, strands of pearls adorned her neckline. Although Margaret wore her silver hair in a mature braided bun style, her dark eyes shone with youthful brightness like her daughter’s. “There you are. You look lovely, Cerise, but your eyes are crinkled. You know that’s bad for you. Whatever’s the matter?” 
 
    “Mama, you’ve probably seen Aggie in the house, but let me introduce you.” Cerise pulled me by the arm to stand beside her. “Aggie is a relation of Toby’s. She’s from—” 
 
    “New Wish." Margaret nodded with a grin. "And she wants to be gone from home to learn to rely on her own wits. I’ve overheard. Smart girl.” She faced me, and her smile widened. “Please be welcome in our home, Aggie.” 
 
    Cerise explained the situation about the Murdocks. Her handbag shook from her elbow as she wrung her hands. “What did you do to Ned Murdock that was so bad for Botilda to want revenge? And why on Aggie and not me?” 
 
    “He’s been trying to scare me ever since I moved in here,” I added. 
 
    "Oh, that," Margaret scoffed. Down the length of her thin nose, she scrutinized me. 
 
    For nearly a minute, I shifted my weight from foot to foot while trying to decide whether she was angry with us. 
 
    Then she snapped, “Who told you about that old tale?” 
 
    “Fenton.” I waved a hand toward the ghost who leaned against one end of the bureau. Sweat beaded along my upper lip. I didn’t know who to trust. Fenton was cagey, and Margaret, evasive. 
 
    “Fenton?" The old woman shook her head and let out a peal of laughter. "He’s still hauntin’ this place?” 
 
    Cerise’s brow lifted. “He’s right here. Can’t you see him?” 
 
    "No, can’t say—" 
 
    “I can’t see Maggie either,” Fenton interrupted. “But I do hear her. Not being an empowered soul, like her, holds me back.” 
 
    “Is he there now?” Margaret asked. “Fenton? Are you there?” 
 
    “Mama, his soul didn’t become a house spirit so you can’t hear him." Cerise replied. "But he can hear you." 
 
    “Oh. I see.” The woman twisted her crimson lips to one side. “Fenton Patrick O’Mara! What are you thinkin’ by foolin’ death?” 
 
    “The banshee is after his soul and will hurt me in the process since I now live here in this homestead,” I explained. “That’s why we want to know if the Murdocks are involved. Mr. Murdock keeps reminding me that this house is cursed.” 
 
    “Well. I don’t know exactly what Botilda might want." Margaret smirked. "Who ever could? But I do know Hypatia Meiklam got back at Ned for trying to ruin the wedding dress she was making for me. She asked my permission to stop his antics. I said yes, but never wanted to know what she did as long as no one got hurt. She agreed, not wanting to spoil my wedding day.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I placed a finger along my temple. “That helps. Thanks. I need to have a talk with Hypatia’s spirit.” My thoughts zipped through the interactions I’d had with Hypatia. Nothing made clear sense. 
 
    “You do that, dear. She’ll know more." Margaret faced her daughter. "Cerise, when are you going to bring your boys round again? I miss them.” 
 
    “It was only last week, Mama.” Cerise smiled. “But soon.” Mother and daughter continued an ongoing conversation about family life. 
 
    Logan and I moved to the door, but Fenton remained perched on the dresser, staring at the mirror. “He told me he can’t see her What’s with that?” I asked when we’d left the room. 
 
    “Who knows?” Logan sneered. “He’s not all there. He should’ve either worked to empower his soul or be a man and accept death. I don’t have any use for him.” 
 
    “I could tell that much.” I gave him a sidelong grin as we reached the foyer. 
 
    “If anything ever happened to you, I’d . . .” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I mean, I just want you to be safe. And I don’t give a shit about him.” He glanced upstairs and then took a seat on the hall bench. “I want to hear if Cerise learned anything else before I leave.” 
 
    I sat beside him, and he threaded his fingers between mine. The warmth of his touch zinged up my arm and lifted goose bumps. 
 
    He stared at our coupled hands. “Aggie, you matter to me. Don’t risk yourself for that parasite.” He caught my gaze and held it with blue eyes so clear they reminded me of the forest pool. “I know you’re fighting for your independence. Don’t get me wrong. That’s great and something I love about you, but there’s no rush. Be safe and accept help. I’m here for you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He’d said he loved something about me. That was huge. I wanted to tell him how much I liked him, but words collided into a lump in my throat. I coiled my fingers tighter around his. 
 
    Cerise’s heels pattered along the upper hall. 
 
    Logan squeezed my hand, released it, and stood. 
 
    “I didn’t learn anything much,” Cerise said when she reunited with us. “Just that Mama thinks Fenton is yellow and self-centered. Nothing we didn’t already know.” She rolled her eyes. 
 
    Logan glanced at me. “Like I said.” 
 
    Cerise pulled me into an embrace. “With Botilda after you, I’m doubly worried about you now. Will you change your mind and come stay with me and Toby?” 
 
    I moved away and shook my head. “No, but thanks. I have to follow that riddle, and that means staying here.” 
 
    “At least we know that Fenton will help you a little, if only to avoid Logan’s wrath.” She looked at Logan. 
 
    “I think he knows the score now,” Logan growled under his breath. He paused with a hand on the door latch, and his chest heaved. “Aggie, I’ll be in touch in the morning about meeting with Keir, Rowe, and Jancie tomorrow night. Keir and Jancie agreed and Rowe needed to check on some Coven Council business first. Right now, we’re planning on meeting at Keir’s for dinner. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Fine with me,” I replied. 
 
    “Remember to call anytime if you need to.” His jaw tightened, and he opened the door. 
 
    Cerise squeezed my arm and then left with him. 
 
    I returned to the kitchen and my box of wand-making supplies and books. On top, sat a brown grocery sack of dinner Shireen had given me at the end of our workday. I placed the food by the sink, and the smell of navy beans seasoned with ham made me hungry. I removed the quart glass jar of soup along with baking powder biscuits wrapped in a clean dishtowel. I served the meal into dishes and placed them on the table along with one of her reference books. 
 
    I poured over the text between spoonfuls of still-warm deliciousness. Shireen’s support, both with the books and food, heartened me. 
 
    With my crude wand set on the table beside me, I paged through the book, reading more details of wand-making. At Shireen’s, I’d done the whittling to shape Nannan’s branch into my wand. Instructions from book to book varied, but they all agreed on a process called intuitive contouring. The approach needed to be subjective, maintaining or deviating from the original form as the witch desired. Initially, this guideline seemed too vague. I caressed the branching wand ends I’d chosen to leave natural, where peeling bark had exposed bare wood. Even with the most meticulous sanding and oiling, it would require years of use to match nature’s smoothness. 
 
    More importantly, every time I used my wand, I wanted to remember Nannan had selected me to receive a piece of her. I wrapped my fingers around the rougher handle base and held the wand in front of me. Shortened from the original limb, it spanned a recommended length from my elbow to the tip of my middle finger. I studied the three branching tips, considering whether a crystal could be attached. 
 
    The next chapter of the text described using crystals on wands. I flipped ahead and drooled over the pointed gem tips. They gleamed in a rainbow of colors, like the jewelry artisans made in New Wish to sell at local art fairs. One picture showed a wand with an amethyst crystal. That would look so cool with a pair of earrings I had. I poured over the book, searching for notes about amethyst. Aligned with Jupiter and Neptune and with the water element, the gem didn’t sound like a good match for my witchcraft. The gem encouraged dreaming, and would bring love, peace, and happiness into the bearer’s life. My heart sank. That all sounded lovely, something I could use to encourage Logan. He seemed interested in me, the way he’d held my hand, but I couldn’t be sure. I was just a plain girl from the tiny place of New Wish, who knew nothing about men. I sighed and lay the wand down. I needed to stick with my purpose: to make a strong magical tool that would help me fight the banshee. 
 
    I spread more books over the table and did a search for which gems served both my fire element and my purpose. One stood out in a big way: amber. 
 
    I raced upstairs to my bedroom and removed my small wooden memory box of treasures from the nightstand drawer. I pushed aside both Gran’s locket and the first stone I’d been able to change into a tadpole and back again. I lifted an envelope which glowed white from comingled elemental energies in snips of hair from my parents, my brother, and me. I rubbed my thumb across the paper. Tingles of familiar warmth made me miss my family. As I set the envelope aside, my throat tightened. At the bottom of the box, lay an oval piece of amber. The faint glow from a tiny lightning bug shone from inside. I closed my palm around the gem for a few seconds, then rechecked to see the insect’s spirit shone brighter. My gran had given the amber to me on my tenth birthday, to commemorate the moment I reached my witch’s connection. My most cherished item in the box, because Gran had passed last year. Her magic had created this. She’d told me while the firefly’s magic is trapped inside, my fire element can pass through. I stared at the amber, half the size of my thumb. Would this be a good addition to my wand? Did I want to risk what might happen to this special gift? 
 
    “That’s mighty fine, lass,” Fenton’s voice said from over my shoulder. 
 
    I whipped around and clutched the amber to my chest. “I didn’t know you were there. Can’t you make some noise when you walk…er, glide? Or at least bang into some things in the room?” 
 
     “Sorry. Didn’t mean to give you a start. I’ll try to clatter about when I come out of me hatbox.” As he leaned closer, his black, wavy hair fell forward. “I’ll be! That’s a fireworm in there, magic and all.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes. It was a gift from my Gran for my magic attainment celebration. I’m thinking about adding this to my wand…you remember the branch I was carrying around yesterday. Do you know anything about wands or crystals?” 
 
    “Can’t say I do. Maybe you should be asking Logan.” He huffed. “He seems to know ’bout everything…or thinks he does.” 
 
    I shot him a frown and took my amber downstairs to the kitchen table. Attempting to ignore the ghost wafting around me, I stuck my nose in an open reference book. Half concentrating, I ran a finger along one page. 
 
    “Learning anything of use?” Fenton asked. 
 
    I glanced at him from the corner of my eye. “What’s it to you?” 
 
    “The high priest has given me orders to help keep you safe,” he replied with a sour tone and a sneer, but his presence over my shoulder indicated genuine interest. 
 
    I snapped the book closed and glared at him. “Stop acting so sour grapes. Logan’s just trying to protect me. That’s his job.” I did have to work with Fenton, but didn’t have to like his attitude. 
 
    “Hmm.” He tilted his head. “There’s more to it than that. I saw that look in his eye. He’s sweet on you and will throw me to the dogs iffen I do you a hair o’ harm.” 
 
    I smiled discreetly at his opinion of Logan. Had anybody else noticed or thought what Fenton sensed? Maybe Cerise. I couldn’t keep the warmth in check, and my lips curled into a grin. It’d be more fun to think about Logan all day, but I had more pressing things to get started on. 
 
    I reopened to the gemstone chapter, located the passage, and read aloud, “Because amber is a fossil and was once a living thing, it has associations with time, cycles, and longevity. For that reason, not only is it aligned with the sun element, but also the fifth element, Akasha.” 
 
    “Is that good?” he asked, his hand on my shoulder. 
 
    I squirmed away from his contact, even if I couldn’t feel it. “Yes. The fifth element binds together Earth, Air, Fire, and Water—the ultimate source of power.” 
 
    “Well then, I’d say your Gran’s amber might do well to boost your wand.” 
 
    “I agree.” I ran a hand along the rough, whittled base of Nannan’s branch. “While it’s still daylight, I’m going to do some sanding on the back porch. Then, I’ll search for the keepsake. I could use your help with that.” 
 
    “Aye. I’ll take a gander in the basement for it now.” He floated through the closed door to the lower level. 
 
    I pulled on an apron and plunked myself onto a back step with wand in hand and a variety of sandpapers nearby. With the heaviest grit, I rubbed hard on the base. I checked periodically for odd motions of the trees or sudden gusts across the property. Only a bright blue sky deepened to azure and then cobalt as evening approached. Sawdust from my wand lifted into the air and reflected sunlight streaming across one eave of the roof. The particles glittered gold as if I’d imbued them with witchcraft. I marveled at the sight. The wand hadn’t been consecrated yet. I stroked one of Nannan’s smooth branch tips. Under my fingers magic vibrated. Hers or mine? Or both? 
 
    My pulse raced, and I worked fervently until the dim light strained my eyes. I still needed to use the last two sandpaper grits and apply several coats of lemon oil. Despite the apron, dust covered my skirt. I removed my useless protection, gave it a good shake amid a hazy golden cloud, and brushed off my clothes. Inside, I stored my supplies in the kitchen but chose to keep the wand beside me. Even without consecration, it seemed to be functioning in some way. 
 
    “Fenton?” I called. 
 
    Outside the basement entry, he collided with me and lost his balance. “Sorry. I couldn’t see through the door.” His arms encircled me a little too long, especially for a ghost who should be able to see through anything. 
 
    Disentangling myself from his vaporous limbs, which I could see but couldn’t feel, proved more than tricky, like pulling dandelion blowball fluff from my hair. My haptic sense of touch failed. I took an awkward step back and shook my head, trying to make sense of how a man who’d died nearly thirty years ago could be into me. Now I understood more why he and Logan didn’t like each other. Could they actually be jealous of each other? My mind spun at the thought of two men fighting over me. Just days ago, I’d felt so plain that no guy would ever like me. Now this. How could two men, who were so different, really like me? I clutched my temples to steady myself. I didn’t know whether to dance and twirl with all of the attention or hide in a corner. 
 
    A hint of red seemed to flush Fenton’s cheeks, but his wispy form made it difficult to be sure. “I didn’t find much in the basement: old tools, canning jars and crocks, cauldrons of every size and shape.” 
 
    “I had a thought,” I said on my way to the stairwell. “Yesterday, we searched in the coolest spots, where we thought the banshee had visited. Maybe we have it all wrong and should be looking in the warmest areas where the demon missed. Like the attic.” 
 
    He nodded, floated ahead of me, and passed through the closed attic entry. 
 
    I pried the door open and placed a foot on a rickety tread. A loud bang sounded outside at the front of the house. “Fenton!” I dashed to the first floor. 
 
    Wand tight in my hand, I peered through the side window. 
 
    A group of five young men about my age jumped over the split rail fence. 
 
    I threw the front door open and ran onto the porch. 
 
    They raced up the hill dividing my driveway from the carriage house lawn. 
 
    In the dim light, I couldn’t recognize their features. I pointed my wand at them, and a familiar voice, staccato words of surprise, reached me as clear as if spoken into my ear. 
 
    “That’s Aggie, the witch." The voice belonged to Eric from the pizza parlor. 
 
    I cradled the wand close to my chest and sucked in a shallow breath. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen:  Bones and Stones 
 
      
 
      
 
    I peered through the passenger window as Logan drove. A shiver shot through me. “The moon’s in first quarter tonight.” Its angular points threatened me like sharp steel blades. 
 
    “October first.” He nodded, and his mouth twisted. “Thirty more nights before the Coon King’s riddle must be solved.” 
 
    My hands shook, and Logan reached across the bench seat to hold the one nearest him. With the comfort of his warm, strong touch, the moon seemed to transform. Its glow highlighted the deep red of his sedan’s shiny hood. A lingering scent of wax hinted he’d spent time polishing his car that day. Was that to impress me? Butterflies tickled my stomach and drove off the last of my trembles. I squeezed his hand and, in return, received his handsome grin. 
 
    We wound across rolling hills of small fields and pastures, then turned onto a twisty narrow lane. The corner sign read Owls Tail Creek Road. Dark tunnels of trees overhead blotted out the moonlight and any chance of spotting the creek. 
 
    The old sedan handled the curvy road better than I did. With my free hand, I gripped the edge of the seat. 
 
    From a heavy branch overhanging the road, a barn owl swooped at us, its breast snowy-white in our headlights. I gasped and reflexively lifted my hands to strike, fingers dripping golden sparks. 
 
    Logan jerked my arms down. “Stop!” His reaction caused the car to swerve left and we headed for inky blackness. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, imagining all sorts of hazards: a deep ditch; a tributary streambed; old-growth tree cover admitting no light. 
 
    Logan clutched the wheel and cranked it hard. The Nash lurched away from the unknown. He slammed on the brakes. The car sputtered complaints until it died on a driveway inches behind an open-top roadster. 
 
    “Phew! That was close.” Logan collapsed back against his seat, arms slack, head tilted upward. His chest rose, and he hissed an exhale through pursed lips. “At least we’re here and safe.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I glanced at him, then the house. A red brick Victorian loomed large, commanding my attention. I murmured, “The owl—” 
 
    “Belongs to Rowe.” He waved to the raptor as he fluttered to perch on the car ahead. 
 
    He rotated his moonlike face toward us and gave a hoot. 
 
    Logan leaned over the steering wheel. “That’s Busby, Rowe’s familiar. I can imagine how that looked to an outsider. A tremendous owl, wings spread, coming right for us.” 
 
    Although he meant nothing hurtful, calling me an “outsider” struck a nerve, and I bristled. 
 
    He grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze. I hoped that meant he understood the reason for my sudden coldness. He looked up at the house and said, “I forgot to warn you about them. Which reminds me. This is Keir’s place, and he has a coyote for a familiar. Name’s Waapake, which means ‘to see.’ A Shawnee wise man gave the male pup to Keir when he completed his training.” 
 
    “How cool! A seer who practices Native American ways.” I released Logan’s hand and stepped out of the car. “I can’t wait to meet both of them.” 
 
    The small owl moved to the Nash’s hood ornament and let out another hoot. 
 
    Logan rounded behind his car to join me. He replied to the familiar, “Yeah, I know I almost hit your master’s prized Studebaker President.” The coupe’s pale green and chrome body glimmered in the light of the porch lanterns. 
 
    “Lucky for you,” Busby retorted with a clipped hoot and a clatter of his beak that sounded like a chuckle. 
 
    The owl riffled his terminal feathers, wide face fixed on Logan. 
 
    “Enough of the guilt trip from you.” Logan laughed and guided me with his hand on the small of my back toward the white veranda dripping with fretwork trim. 
 
    As soon as my foot touched the first step, the massive brass doorknocker’s eyes flew open and met mine. “An outsider witch! Why do you come upon this house?” 
 
    I froze. The word “outsider” seemed to follow me everywhere. When and how could I escape that label? 
 
    “Never mind, Tenskwatawa.” Logan removed his hat. “Aggie’s with me. Keir’s expecting us.” 
 
    A whoosh of air swept my ponytail forward as the owl pair sailed past to land on a porch rail. Although I still flinched, I stifled the urge to activate my magic. 
 
    “Allow me.” The knocker banged his strike bar against the plate. 
 
    Shadows moved behind leaded glass side panes. 
 
    The door cracked open, and a dark gray coyote nosed through. In the dim light, his golden irises widened and emitted a mysterious, yellow glow. The magic they contained failed to trigger my defensive flow of energy into my extremities. 
 
    I stared, bewildered and helpless. 
 
    The animal stood still, hair along his back smoothed to his spine. 
 
    I studied the coyote and sensed a curious kinship, some commonality. “Is it okay to touch him?” I asked Logan. 
 
    He bent and ruffled the fur on the coyote’s head, while I drew nearer. “His ears are still relaxed. Go for it.” 
 
    I petted the coarse neck fur, charcoal underneath with silvery guard hairs. 
 
    Waapake nuzzled his head against me. My haptic sense didn’t always work on animals, but did in this case. The animal intended me no harm. Instead, he exuded feelings of protection. Under that lay a strong connectedness. Images of my New Wish home and family zipped through my mind. So many, I felt dizzy. I must have wavered, because Logan’s arm steadied my shoulder. His touch clouded my haptic reading of the coyote. Too overwhelmed to explain, I waved Logan away. 
 
    The front door creaked, and with the chatter of welcoming voices, I lost my focus. 
 
    The unusual depth of the haptic reading left me shaky and weak, but with a burning need to know more. Concerned I’d not get another chance, I reluctantly accepted Logan’s arm to help me stand. 
 
    “I see you and Waapake have become friends already.” Keir extended a hand bearing a huge ring set with an uncut red gem. His clear, blue eyes conveyed genuineness, and his touch confirmed that emotion. “Welcome to my home.” Despite a quiet tone, his words were strong and resolute. In place of a tie, amulets of stones, leather, and crystals adorned the chest of his crisp white shirt. An earring of silver and a single feather hung from his left ear below cropped coal-black hair. A man who knew himself and his purpose in life well. 
 
    “Hi, Aggie!” Jancie called from over Keir’s shoulder. She squirmed around him and pulled me inside. “Since we met at the coven party last week, I’ve been wanting to have a chance to spend time together. What a time you’ve been having with the folks and spirits after you, starting with that hex. And I thought I had a hard time being accepted by this coven.” She linked her arm in mine and led me through several rooms. The first, a parlor, seemed oddly plain compared to the formal entry. Stiff ladder-back chairs surrounded a simple piecrust table. Black and white family portraits hung on the walls. “This is where Keir receives clients seeking his advice.” She waved to the opposite end of a wide hallway. “We’re in the main parlor.” 
 
    “Hi, Aggie,” Rowe’s deep voice called as we entered the larger parlor. He tucked strands of wavy brown hair, escaped from his ponytail, behind one ear. 
 
    “Hi, Rowe,” I replied. Rich woods, walls of overfilled bookcases, and vibrant tribal rugs made me feel warm and cozy. Green velvet drapes, natural crystals, and dream catchers provided anchors for a multitude of energies present. In an eclectic way, Indian masks, pipes, and rattles harmonized with the inlaid Victorian tables they sat upon. 
 
    “Make yourself at home. I’m glad you’re here. We need to solve the problems you’re facing.” From where he sat in a wide club chair upholstered in brown leather, he rose to shake my hand. Both his touch and his girlfriend’s indicated sincere empathy and the desire to help me. Being accepted by Logan’s friends helped quell my earlier pangs from being called an outsider. 
 
    “Glad you’re playing host in my home, Rowe.” Keir laughed, a wide smile crinkling his pale blue eyes. 
 
    Rowe snorted. “Might as well, since the three of us practically grew up here. I know every back staircase and magical doorway.” He motioned me to a leather couch. 
 
    Savory smells of sage-roasted fowl and garlic potatoes mixed with a mapley sweetness made my mouth water. 
 
    Jancie gave a playful laugh. “Well, one thing you don’t know is that dinner is ready. So everyone find a seat in the dining room.” She waved us to follow her through a wide archway into an adjoining space. Not a coven member, she wore a tight mini-skirt, knee-high boots, and an embroidered peasant blouse. Nothing like the period dress of the men, in their double-breasted Thirties-style suits, or me in my flared full skirt, fitted cardigan, and T-strap heels. I envied her fresh, modern look. 
 
    The three men lagged behind, exchanging an intense but low conversation. Keir ran a hand through his hair. 
 
    I hung by the archway, fingering a dream catcher while trying to overhear them, but only made out my name mentioned a few times. That was enough to worry me. 
 
    After a couple minutes, they left their jackets and hats in the sitting room and stood around the table, all in their shirtsleeves. 
 
    Logan pulled out a corner chair for me at the long dining table of dark mahogany and took a seat beside me. Above us, the cut crystals of the chandelier spun in different directions and speeds, some taking eagle feathers for wild rides. He leaned into me and grinned. “House spirits. Lots of them. This house was home to many big families.” 
 
    “Do you live in your family’s home place?” I asked him. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not anything like this. I’ll show you sometime.” He found my hand under the table. 
 
    “I’d like that.” Heat, which wasn’t my sun energy, rose into my face. I hoped I didn’t look too red. 
 
    Rowe winked at Logan. “I think I’ll help the others serve.” He reached the swinging kitchen door in time to hold it open for Jancie and Keir carrying large china bowls. 
 
    “You can get the water pitcher on the counter,” Jancie said over her shoulder and then distributed side dishes from a tray onto the table. One at a time, she lifted lids to reveal their contents. “We have garlic roast potatoes, caramelized acorn squash, and homemade buttermilk biscuits.” 
 
    Keir deposited a huge platter of sliced roast pheasant. 
 
    “This all looks amazing,” I said. “I could’ve helped make something.” 
 
    “Jancie’s a great cook.” Rowe filled water goblets. “I’ll bet you can cook up some good New Wish meals, too.” 
 
    “I like to cook and will be glad to help if we do this again.” 
 
    “You got it!” Jancie grinned and took a seat across from me. “We wanted to do something nice for you and Logan. He’s new to being the high priest, and you’ve had anything but an easy time getting settled. But the meal wasn’t as hard as it looks. Kier conjured all the fancy table settings and did a lot of the clean up the same way. Something I can’t do.” 
 
    “Cool. Can you do that?” I asked Logan, taking every chance to gaze at his handsome face. “Conjure table settings and dish washing?” 
 
    “’Fraid not. If that’s a deal-breaker, then we’re off.” He gave me a cute, mock frown. 
 
    A wide smile lifted my cheeks. “Not as long as you’ll do the dishes.” I enjoyed trying out the newness of being a couple. 
 
    “Keir, I sure don’t understand why you haven’t caught yourself a girl yet.” Jancie passed the bread to him at the head of the table. 
 
    Rowe grinned her way. “You’re turning into quite the matchmaker. We just got Logan with Aggie, and now Keir? Slow down. After him, I’m out of close friends.” 
 
    “It’s more fun with couples. Being the only girl in this group is a drag.” She flashed me a sisterly smile and asked Keir, “So, do I need to fix you up?” 
 
    I beamed, thrilled to be acknowledged as Logan’s date and happy to be included in their group. However, I still wanted to pinch myself to believe that was true. Despite all the happiness, I couldn’t fully enjoy the wonderful company. Darkness of the curse and banshee hung at the back of my mind, keeping my nerves wound overly tight. 
 
    Keir ripped off half of the roll and handed it down to Waapake who stood at his side. The seer shrugged and with a lopsided grin quietly said, “I have Waapake. We’re good.” 
 
    The coyote gobbled up the handout, then turned to me on his other side. Again, his eyes transformed, glowing with an internal fire. 
 
    Under his gaze, my hands shook, and I dropped my fork into my lap. 
 
    Logan passed me the potatoes. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I think so.” I attempted to take the dish, but he held it for me to scoop my serving. “I feel a strange magical connection to the coyote. I don’t know what it means.” 
 
    Keir studied me. “Waapake reads people, animals, and spirits as well or better than I do.” He waved the coyote aside. “Let Aggie eat her meal before we work.” 
 
    I grinned and picked up my fork. 
 
    As the serving dishes came to rest, conversation quieted while we enjoyed the meal. 
 
    After savoring a morsel of pheasant, I said to Jancie, “This fowl tasted of sage that only a New Wish witch can grow. Makes me homesick.” 
 
    “Thanks for the compliment,” she replied. “Like I said, I’ve only visited there, but my mother was from there and taught me her ways with herbs.” 
 
    Waapake’s presence between Keir and me commanded my attention. I handed the coyote a bite of pheasant. For the brief moment when his pink tongue licked my finger, my mind spun with images too jumbled to distinguish. What did this mean? Perhaps Kier would know. I sipped some cool water to collect my jangled nerves. 
 
    Rowe rubbed his stomach and patted Jancie’s hand. “So there’s magic in your cooking. Is that how you charmed me?” 
 
    Laughter at Rowe’s remark echoed around the table, and I sputtered out a quiet chuckle. 
 
    He planted a kiss on Jancie’s cheek. “That was a wonderful meal, and I’m a lucky guy.” He pushed his plate aside and leaned forward onto his elbows. “But the real reason we’re here is to brainstorm ways to solve Aggie’s problems. A family curse, a banshee, mean Ned Murdock, his dead mother after you, townies playing pranks at her house, and a wild riddle from Cyril to solve before Samhain. The clock’s ticking at least on that one.” 
 
    “Those incidents have to be related,” Logan added. “If we could figure out how, we’d save time.” 
 
    “I’m willing to bet they are.” Rowe nodded. “Aggie, did you learn any more about why Botilda Murdock hexed you?” 
 
    I shook my head with a sigh. “I checked Hypatia’s photo all day, and she wasn’t there. Shireen said her mother often traveled to visit other family members’ photos throughout the house. I checked them all twice, but couldn’t find her. I’ll keep trying tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes, keep at it,” Rowe said. “As a council member, I have freer access to the coven archives. There might be some notes about a wrongdoing on either Ned’s or Hypatia’s part. My parents were both council members during that period and kept detailed journals, which I have. Those might turn up some explanation as well.” 
 
    “Did the sheriff ever get back to you?” I asked Logan. “I can tell by your eyes, it wasn’t good.” 
 
    Glints of midnight streaked his crystal eyes. “After my third call. The Becks are an important family in Bentbone. Eric’s uncle owns the pizzeria, his grandfather owns the main grocery, and his father, the print shop.” 
 
    “The printer where Rachelle works?” Jancie faced me. “She’s one of my closest friends.” 
 
    “The sheriff said there’s nothing he can do since no one got hurt.” Logan wadded his napkin into his fist. “I doubt that’d even make a difference. The sheriff’s office has a history of avoiding coven issues.” He looked around the table at Keir and Rowe. “We were just discussing before dinner that we have to take matters into our own hands. I’ve assigned some of the haunted house workers to patrol the grounds during operation. They’ll also check the property hourly from dark to midnight when we’re not open.” 
 
    I touched his forearm. “Thanks. That helps, knowing someone will be around.” 
 
    Jancie sat straighter, eyes gleaming. A smug, tight-lipped grin lit her face. “I have an idea. Aggie, I mentioned earlier that you and I need to have lunch sometime. Maybe at the pizza place? I’ll take a few hours off from the bank.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea! I’d love to.” 
 
    “I’ll bet together we can make Eric squirm until he talks.” She and I exchanged knowing looks. Whether through feminine wiles or New Wish magic, we’d make him squeal. 
 
    Keir laughed. “That guy’s in real trouble now.” 
 
    “Poor bastard might even turn himself in to the sheriff for protection.” Rowe guffawed, shaking his head. 
 
    Jancie leaned across the table to me. “Maybe we’ll stop at the salon and have our hair done before lunch. Looking pretty never hurts when you want to get something from a guy.” 
 
    “Oh! Yes. I’ve been wanting to try a different style. Sounds devilish.” 
 
    “It does. My kind of fun.” Green bands shot through the of her eyes. “Does tomorrow work for you?” 
 
    I nodded so hard, I almost bounced in my seat. “I’ll call Shireen when I get home, just to be sure.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll take off at eleven. Can you meet me at the Federal Bank then?” Jancie’s ginger hair flamed with fiery red streaks, as if she was about to combust. Whether from her magic or from an agitated crystal spirit in the chandelier above us, the excitement sparked my own witchcraft. I couldn’t wait. 
 
    “I’ll have Cerise give me a ride. Wish I could drive. Toby’s teaching me this weekend, and I have a car—a green Nash.” I continued to Logan. “Not as nice as yours, though.” 
 
    “I can drive you, so you don’t have to bother Cerise,” Logan said. 
 
    Jancie’s brows knit. “That’d sure spoil our plan if Eric saw you drop Aggie off downtown.” 
 
    Logan eyed Jancie, then gave me a sidelong look. “You’re getting your hair done for this guy like it’s a date? Am I missing something here?” 
 
    I placed a hand on his shoulder. “It’s not. Don’t worry. I wanted to get my hair cut anyway.” 
 
    “Lighten up, man,” Keir said to Logan. “These two will be a force not to be denied.” 
 
    Logan nodded to his coffee cup, then glanced my way. “I just want you to be safe.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” I rubbed his shoulder and looked around the table. “Do any of you know why my wand amplified Eric’s voice outside the homestead? The wand isn’t even consecrated yet.” 
 
    Jancie and Rowe shook their heads. “Never used a wand,” Rowe added. “More common with older folks here.” 
 
    Keir’s thick, black brows lifted. “I use wands, or charred twigs, to move energy in complex readings. From my experience, the woods that perform best are those aligned with either my energy or with the energy I’m processing.” He faced me, his eyes intent and focused, voice restrained but direct. “I feel certain if the matriarch tree chose you, as Logan described, then some power’s already active. That wand might become a tremendous tool once consecrated. I’d include that tree in your ceremony.” He turned to his coyote, and gave a quiet directive, “Waapake, bring bones and stones.” 
 
    “How do you perform your consecrations?” I asked. 
 
    “I usually anoint myself, the wand, and the donor tree, if it’s available. I recite a chant that seems particularly meaningful to how I want the wand to perform. I do the ceremony on a sabbat or moon phase that also corresponds to my desired outcome.” 
 
    “The full moon rises in one week. The hunter’s moon.” I tilted my head. “That makes sense. The banshee considers me her prey, while my goal is to reverse those roles and become the hunter.” 
 
    “Perfect alignment.” His elbows on the chair arms, he pressed his fingertips together and stared across the room. “I have a good feeling about your consecration.” 
 
    Logan raised his coffee cup to the seer. “If he has a good feeling, you’re on the right track.” 
 
    “Will you join me at my consecration, Keir?” I asked. 
 
    He gave a single nod. “My pleasure. I’ll prepare something special to help spirits connect.” The coyote returned with a large leather bag in his mouth, which Keir accepted and then thanked his familiar with an ear rub. “Aggie, come close.” The seer shook the pouch, and hard objects rattled inside. 
 
    I moved beside him, and the others circled around. 
 
    Waapake sat up, tan-rimmed ears pricked forward, golden eyes following the shaking pouch. 
 
    Keir smoothed the rising fur along the coyote’s back. “You want to help me?” The seer bent low and scattered the bag’s contents onto the hand-loomed tribal rug. 
 
    For the next few minutes, Waapake’s silver muzzle sniffed at the pieces, while Keir closed his eyes and kept a hand on his familiar. 
 
    We waited in silence. 
 
    Keir’s lids lifted to reveal glassy orbs. “Aggie, those three long bones radiating from a single point are three paths. You will have to choose one to follow.”  He spoke with a flat voice, as if in a trance. “Three choices. One is correct. The others will bring harm to you and others for generations to follow.” 
 
    His solemn words hit hard, like a thousand-pound backpack set on my shoulders. I drew nearer, my shaking hand braced on the arm of his chair. “What is the stone at the end of one path?” I hoped it would be a clue to the correct path. 
 
    “That is your goal. What you must find.” 
 
    I squinted, trying to discern more from the pattern. “What is it I need to find?” 
 
    “It’s not for me to know. The gods chose not to reveal it to me.” 
 
    As I stood, my arm brushed Keir’s, and he flinched. 
 
    “Aggie, give me your hand.” His near white skin took on the ruddiness of an American Indian. 
 
    The moment our hands joined, the coyote’s irises cast the same yellow glow as before. 
 
    Keir closed his eyes. “Place your other hand on Waapake.” 
 
    I hesitated, weighing fear and curiosity. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid.” Keir’s voice was his own, not possessed but warm and supportive. “I’ll be with you.” 
 
    “May I use my haptic sense?” 
 
    “Yes. I want you to use it.” 
 
    Encouraged, I tentatively touched the thick fur along Waapake’s back. The same feeling of security passed over me that I’d sensed earlier. 
 
    Keir’s hand squeezed mine, sending reassurance but also pulling a stream of Waapake’s magic through me. 
 
    I took a deep breath and submerged, allowing my curiosity about Waapake’s connection to my New Wish home to fuel my concentration. Eyes clamped tight, I admitted the images flowing through me into my mind, slowing their progression, bringing each into view. 
 
    “Aggie, can you tell us what you see?” Keir asked. 
 
    “I think so. I’ll try.” I licked my lips and tightened my eyes, as if any outside light would break the flow of visions. “I see another coyote, a slim female with lighter fur. Eating scraps from…my Gran’s porch. Yes, it’s Gran! And eating from her hand. Gran’s sitting in her porch rocker, smiling and laughing with the she-coyote howling at the stars.  At the new crescent moon. At a waxing crescent. At the first quarter, Gran wraps a leather thong collar bearing a gold stone ’round the coyote’s neck. The animal licks Gran’s hand, then bounds into the woods. Endless woods, following a stream. Sun, then darkness, over and over. The full moon rises over a tall hill. The she-coyote stands on a large rock. Five pups yelping and leaping at the rock’s base. Only the darkest male can clamber to stand beside his mother. She touches him, nose to nose, and the pair sing to the moon.” 
 
    The air around me felt suddenly cold, and I shivered. “A sharp, icy gust challenges their footing. They stand strong. Harsh winds batter them.” Words trembled from my mouth. “They howl louder. Their tone is so shrill.” My stomach churned, and I struggled to continue. “I know what’s next.” My fingers dug into Waapake’s fur as if he was keeping me alive. “The banshee. Pale, shrouded… tangled hair spills from her hood.” My voice slurred. “The she-coyote is growling. The pup growls loud…right at the banshee…till her hood drops. Hollow eye sockets glare from a cadaverous skull of maggot-ridden flesh. The pup shrinks back at the sight. Howls in pain. The demon’s cavernous mouth shrieks, ‘Bring her. I dare you.’” 
 
    Beside me, Waapake growled a slur of words, “Take my mother’s golden beryl stone.” 
 
    I screamed, my mind burning. My eyes flew open but didn’t see. I collapsed onto Waapake, fingers laced in his fur and curved around a smooth stone, thinking with his thoughts, breathing with his breath. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen: Devil’s Shoestring 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the corner near the Federal Bank, I scooted out of Cerise’s sedan, best I could with my knees bound close in a pencil skirt. Except for my stovepipe jeans and flannel shirts, this morning I’d tried on every outfit I owned twice, which didn’t take long. Fast as Shireen was with her magic, she’d gotten around to making or altering a week’s worth of blouses, skirts, and dresses. Everything fit perfectly, but the styles reflected a bygone era. I didn’t want to look like a freak compared to Jancie in her cute, modern clothes. Luckily, the sun had warmed the crisp morning air, so I didn’t need to wear my old jacket. Beside the car, I straightened the fitted waist of my bright pink cashmere sweater. At least the woolen garments hugged my curves, a plus when trying to look feminine for our mission of making Eric talk. I shouldered the bag and walked to the bank. 
 
    With all that I’d learned from the coyote’s story—new responsibilities on my shoulders—I couldn’t take chances with my witchcraft powers. Since then, I’d maintained a careful balance of moon and sun energies. Lunar bathing at my window seat last night and a walk in the morning sunshine, along with cups of wintergreen tea, kept my hexed leg to a dull ache. However, those precautions did little to ease my nerves. For whatever good, I placed Gran’s amber in my skirt pocket and wrapped and added the unfinished wand to my backpack. I wore the thong of golden beryl from Waapake around my wrist and peeked at it often for changes. With all this and my own sun power, something had to work. I hoped. 
 
    Inside the revolving door, I met Jancie in the small lobby. “Hi, Aggie.” She turned toward an open office. “Let me get my purse.” Her work clothes, a white blouse, slim black pants, and fitted pale gray jacket, made her look a few years older than when she’d worn the mini-skirt the night before. She returned and motioned me toward the door. “You look nice.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Shireen made me these since I don’t have many clothes. I have to do a couple errands for her while I’m in town. The only way she’d let me out of work today. I wish I could wear clothes like yours sometimes, though. Especially since I’m not a member of this coven. I love it there and want to be accepted, but would like to try other new things, too.” 
 
    Her long, red hair flowing behind her, Jancie waved goodbye to a female teller. “I’ll be back to close.” She continued to me as we pressed through the turnstile. “But some of those old styles are so pretty. I’ve been wanting to have Shireen make me a few outfits for times Rowe and I attend coven events. All I have is a velvet cloak and an evening gown, things Cerise gave me.” 
 
    “You have the best of both worlds,” I said. “Living here in town with a great job and being a part of the coven.” 
 
    Walking along the sidewalk, she laughed out loud. “Well, I’m not so sure they’d have accepted me if I hadn’t removed their evil priestess.” 
 
    I gave her a twisted grin. “It seems like it’ll take that much for them to accept me. Did she leave the coven?” 
 
    “I think so. Most believe she died in the battle we had at the Mabon ceremony. I’m not sure though since it only happened a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “Wow! So Logan is really new to his job?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but don’t worry. He’ll find ways to keep you safe. With Keir and Rowe, the three make a great team. And Logan likes you a lot.” 
 
    I beamed. “He’s so hot.” 
 
    As we reached a quiet stretch of sidewalk, Jancie linked her arm in mine and said in a hushed voice, “How do you feel after last night? You were in bad shape. I half expected you to cancel today.” 
 
    “I feel fine. Amazing, considering when I pulled away from Waapake’s memories, it felt like he was breathing for me, keeping me alive. But I slept great. No spirits, empowered or not, bothered me.” 
 
    “Maybe what Keir said about how beryl protects the wearer from telepathic manipulation is true then.” 
 
    I synced my stride with hers. “That’s what I’m thinking, or at least it makes me feel safer.” 
 
    “His coyote’s story blew me away.” 
 
    “I know. Unreal.” I nodded. “And how the gem’s aligned with my sun element. I keep checking the stone to see if it’ll do something strange. So far, nothing.” 
 
    “I’d be watching that beryl so much, I’d probably bump into things. It’s like Waapake revealed your destiny. You were chosen to stand up to that banshee for whatever reason. Maybe to break the curse.” 
 
    I sucked in a sharp breath. “That about scares the shit out of me.” 
 
    “Me too.” She squeezed my arm. “We’re all watching your back.” 
 
    “Thanks, lots. I’m really glad for your support.” 
 
    Jancie slowed in front of a beauty salon. “Hair first, or your errands for Shireen?” 
 
    “Definitely hair.” I studied the window posters of glamorous models. 
 
    “I’m just getting my regular trim.” She held the door open for me, and I wrinkled my nose at the cat-piss odor of hair dyes. “But you do whatever you want.” 
 
    “Do you have any hairstyle suggestions for me?” I stepped inside, and she followed. 
 
    “Maybe some layers?” 
 
    At the front desk, a bleached blonde girl with prominent lime green streaks grinned and asked my name. “Such pretty natural blonde hair. Joelle will be with you right away. And Jancie, Donna will be done soon for you.” 
 
    Jancie took one of the three vinyl seats in the small waiting area. Behind the desk, two women moved around three stations, arranging supplies and sweeping cut hair from the black and white tiled floor. 
 
    One of them, in her mid-thirties with flesh rolling and spilling from a too-tight black dress, descended upon me. Long earrings tangled amidst shoulder-length strands of weird jet-black hair that looked dyed. “I’m Joelle. What can I do for you, honey? That blonde of yours looks like the real deal.” She herded me to an open chair. 
 
    “A cut, to about the middle of my back, with layers.” I secured my pack on a nearby shelf, then settled myself as she draped me in a body apron. 
 
    She pulled out my ponytail elastic and combed her fingers through my hair. “Don’t think you’re wantin’ layers. Blonde hair’s usually too fine to hold up that way. How ’bout some taperin’ in the front?” 
 
    “Tapering?” 
 
    I watched in the mirror while she demonstrated an angled cut using her fingers as scissors. 
 
    I took the opportunity to use my haptics on Joelle, who turned out to be sincere, despite being bored with her job. 
 
    “Well?” She prompted. “Iffen that’s not enough, we can add some fun color like mine…blue or purple, whatever you like.” 
 
    “Okay for the cut. Not sure about the color.” 
 
    She whirled my chair around and guided me to lean my head back into the sink. “We can do non-permanent color that’ll wash out in a week or so. You think on it.” 
 
    The warm water on my scalp relaxed me. Although I’d slept well, my mind raced, frantic to piece together Waapake’s vision with what had happened over the last week. For a luxurious few minutes, I let it all go to the fragrant floral suds. Sweet peas after a summer rain swished around my ears. It wasn’t until I caught a glimpse of eight-inch lengths of hair falling down my apron that I jolted back to total alertness. 
 
    “Ouch! Lord, what shocked me?” Joelle sputtered and took a step back. 
 
    Almost perceptible magical sparks crackled at my newly-cut ends. To distract the stylist from the pinpoint bursts of light, I offered her a quick explanation. “With the recent cold nights, I’ve been having some bad static lately. That’s probably it.” 
 
    She reached for a spray bottle on her shelf. “This here’s a great product for static. If it seems to work, I’ll send you home with a bottle at half off.” Her minty spray drizzled my head and face. Then she blasted me with hot air from the dryer. 
 
    I scrunched my eyes and forced my sun energy deep inside, along with unending worries about the banshee. 
 
    Tired from holding everything in, my face muscles hurt and my ears rang. 
 
    “All done, honey.” She gave me a hand mirror and turned my chair around. “You wantin’ any highlights or lowlights?” 
 
    “No. Maybe later. Thanks.” I wanted a purple streak, but didn’t think I could keep my magic in line much longer. I slunk from the big chair, paid my bill in a daze, and allowed Jancie to lead me outside. 
 
    “That took a while, but you look so cool,” Jancie said. “I love it!” 
 
    After a quick check to make sure no one watched us, I exhaled long and slow while a shower of gold sparks from my hair sizzled dry leaves on the pavement. I met her open-mouthed expression. “Nerves.” 
 
    “No doubt. Can’t blame you. Do you feel like eating now?” Jancie’s blown-out hair shone in the midday sun. 
 
    “Yeah. Something light. I’m ready to get on with our plan.” I glanced at my reflection in a shop window. “My hair does look good.” I grinned at Jancie and glanced at the pizza place across the street. The door to Mama’s Pizzeria never closed. A constant stream of people entered and left. “Must be a popular lunch spot. Let’s go.” 
 
    “People like their fast service. Logan said you met Eric when you went with Cerise and Toby’s family to have dinner there…” Her voice trailed off, as if she held back on saying more. 
 
    Curious, I linked arms again to use my haptics. She did know more, in fact everything about my encounter with Eric. I jerked free. Many New Wish witches could use haptics. Jancie might be able to read me. “How do you know those things?” 
 
    “I ran into Cerise at the bank yesterday afternoon. She told me what’d happened. I’m sorry if I intruded.” 
 
    “No, it’s just that…” I stammered. “I don’t want Logan to know.” 
 
    “No problem. Nothing much happened, but the attraction might help you get those pranks on your cabin stopped.” 
 
    I wedged inside the restaurant and stood next to a tiny table for two, while a busboy cleaned the top. Even more than when I’d been there before, the place was alive in every way, with people, noise, and delicious smells of tomato and basil. 
 
    I leaned into Jancie, “In this crowd, how will we get Eric’s attention?” 
 
    “Come on. You look great with that new haircut. He’ll notice.” She grinned as we took seats, and I secured my backpack at my feet. 
 
    A young female waitress slid menus and napkins our way before scurrying off to the next table. 
 
    Unable to concentrate on the selections, I checked the area behind the counter. 
 
    Eric dashed from the kitchen carrying a tray full of food. His brown hair curled more than I’d remembered, probably from the heat in the busy kitchen. He scanned the dining area, and our eyes locked. He released the tray too high above the counter. It landed with a clatter so loud the noise in the room quieted a few decibels. Encouraged by his reaction, I relaxed my shoulders. 
 
    Jancie shot me a smug grin. 
 
    With a scowl, the waitress waved Eric’s shaky hands away. She reassembled the rattled tray, balanced it securely on one hand, and twisted into the crowd. 
 
    Eric wiped his brow with a paper towel and wandered out from behind the counter.  As he made a path for our table, he stopped to say hello to various customers, as if trying to appear nonchalant and cover up his mishap. I couldn’t help but notice how his tight jeans fit his tiny butt oh so good. Why was I even noticing? Logan was a great catch, so why check out someone else? 
 
    Eric turned from the table beside ours and said in a polite but trembling tone, “Hi, Aggie. You got your hair cut. Looks great.” He glanced at me, then lowered his gaze. “And Jancie. Nice to see you lovely ladies here.” He sneaked another glance, which gave me courage to be blunt. 
 
    “What were you and your friends doing at my house Tuesday night?” Bolder with my new hairstyle, I fixed my sight on him. 
 
     He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, then looked around the room. 
 
    Jancie snapped the menu closed, which redirected his attention back to our table. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll be glad to take your order since Jeannie hasn’t gotten back to you.” He rummaged in his pocket for an order pad. 
 
    We both sat silent, my question hanging heavy in the air and contrasting sharply with the sweet saucy aromas. If I could only touch him somehow, my haptics might reveal what I wanted to know. 
 
    “Whatever you want. My treat.” His voice quavered, and a muscle along the angle of his square jaw spasmed. “What looks good?” 
 
    Jancie set her gaze on him. “Thanks, Eric. I’ll have a small meatball calzone with a side salad.” 
 
    My eyes tightened into a glare. “I’m still waiting for an answer.” 
 
    “I’m at work,” he mumbled under his breath. “I’ll explain another time.” 
 
    Questioning him failed, but did make him nervous…and me, too. I hurriedly skimmed the salad section, my eyes only catching occasional words. Hoping to contact his hand when he picked up the menus, I edged my arm closer to where Jancie’s lay. “I’ll have a Caesar salad with breadsticks.” I whipped my menu on top of the other and bumped Eric’s hand. I held my breath. Could I get a complex reading with a touch that lasted only a couple seconds? I tuned out the room’s dense chatter. 
 
    “Great. I’ll get those out to you ASAP.” Eric’s hand brushed mine. In that instant, I discovered emotions of guilt, regret, and reluctance. Easy reads I’d done in milliseconds before, but I needed more—images or connected thoughts. I dove my haptics deeper, clinging onto the lingering sensation as his skin moved away. An image hit me. A woman with long, straggly hair dressed in a ragged dark skirt and cloak, her hand braced against a chimney. 
 
    Eric slipped away through the maze of tables, and the image in my mind faded. 
 
    I leaned over our table and relayed my reading to Jancie. 
 
    “Did it look like the banshee in Waapake’s vision stream? she asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “No. That looked hollow and ghastly like death. This was a real woman.” 
 
    “Maybe one of the haunted carriage-house actors?” 
 
    “Seems possible, but what does that mean?” 
 
    She shrugged and removed an amber jar from her purse. Small enough to conceal in her palm, she passed it to me. “Rub a piece of this in your hands, and when Eric delivers our food, it’ll make him talk.” 
 
    I opened the lid and grimaced at the bitter odor. “You’ve gotta be kidding. The smell alone’ll drive him off. What is it?” 
 
    She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “Devil’s shoestring root. Used to get what you want out of people or situations.” 
 
    I frowned. “Does it work?” 
 
    “I’ve never tried it, but Vika claims it does. It grows in my mother’s old witch’s garden.” 
 
    “Well, nothing else’s worked well enough.” I lifted my brow and picked out a tiny section of gnarled root, my nose wrinkling as I held it between thumb and forefinger. “Doubt I’ll have any appetite after this.” I bit my lower lip and rolled the plant between my palms. “It’s not toxic or anything, is it? Do I need to wash before I eat?” 
 
    “No.” She gave a dismissive wave. “In fact, it also protects against poisoning.” 
 
    I smirked. “Good to know, in case Eric brings me a tainted salad.” 
 
    Thankfully by the time he approached with our food, the stink had dissipated. 
 
    I placed my open palms up on the table. 
 
    “Here you go, ladies.” He distributed the various plates, and knocked over Jancie’s water glass in the process. “Darn. Sorry about that.” He grabbed a towel half-tucked in his hip pocket and dabbed at the water cascading off the table edge. “Did either of you get wet? Hope not.” A blush rose on his cheeks, making him even more handsome. How could I be attracted to a guy based only on looks? Did this tell me something about my feelings for Logan? Maybe I wasn’t ready for something serious. 
 
    It was easy enough to watch his face as I restated my question, “No. I’m fine, but I really want to know why you and your friends were at my house making noise?” 
 
    “Umm…my buddy John was tipped off by a few women at the haunted house, one named Dullie or something like that. She said there was a real zombie around the main cabin.” He gulped. “I didn’t know you lived there. Honest. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Do you mean Dulcie Quinn?” Jancie asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Dulcie. That’s it.” He faced me. “Aggie, I’m so sorry. I wanna make it up to you. Will you let me take you out to dinner some time?” 
 
    I tucked my hands into my lap. The devil’s shoestring worked…too well. “Apology accepted. Did you see a zombie?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Eric shook his head. “Todd and John said they saw a body coming from the ground. I thought it was just a tree branch. I won’t let it happen again now that I know you live there. I promise. Can I take you out this weekend? Someplace fancy. Do you like steak?” 
 
    It sure would be awesome to stare into those dark eyes, wide like a puppy’s, across a dinner table. 
 
    “I want to get to know you better, Aggie.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to get out of this predicament. Scorching hot sun energy raced along my spine. I stared at Jancie, trying to convey my need for help. Her root gave me more than I wanted. Or did I really want to date Eric, and the root encouraged him to ask me out? Faced with real dangers, my mind couldn’t separate truth from the root’s magic. 
 
    Her eyes widened so much, I could see white all around her irises. 
 
    I mouthed the words, “Help me.” 
 
    “I’ll be happy to help you, Aggie.” Eric placed a hand on my shoulder. “Just name it.” 
 
    Jancie covered her mouth in a bad attempt to muffle a string of giggles. 
 
    Through my haptics, I sensed Eric’s sincerity, but nothing I could use to escape his advances. 
 
    Cute dimples showcased his perfect white smile. “Aggie, your hair is glowing. It’s so beautiful. Please. I’d love to hang out with you.” 
 
    With my hair shorter, I could only see the front strands curving under my chin, but that was enough. Sparks threaded along the hairs like a filament fountain. 
 
    “Thank you, but you’ve already paid for my lunch. That’s enough.” Desperate, I checked the beryl at my wrist. Still the same golden translucence. I placed a hand over the amber in my skirt pocket and detected heat. But then, my leg and hand were just as hot with my witchcraft boiling to the surface. I reached into my backpack and touched the wand. Maybe it could transmit as well as receive. Cool and smooth. I sent energy into the wand, intending to add a directive. I’d used the technique to try to teach Cerise’s sons for turning a stone into a frog. I grimaced, not knowing how the fueled wand would behave. Horrified that poor Eric might become a frog, I hurled the image from my thoughts. After checking him for any amphibian characteristics, I sent a clearer message to the wand, “Eric, I release you from the spell of the devil’s shoestring.” 
 
    He rubbed a hand over his eyes. “Whoa. I feel dizzy all of a sudden. If you two need anything, holler at Jeannie.” With a hand on his forehead, he staggered to the kitchen. 
 
    “Will he be all right?” I asked Jancie. 
 
    She raised a single brow and scooped up her calzone. “From the devil’s shoestring, yes. From whatever you did, no idea.” 
 
    With a shaky hand, I forked some lettuce, trying to decide what to do next. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen: Fire Spells 
 
      
 
      
 
    While Cerise drove me home after lunch, I used her cell to call Logan’s. I typically used his home number during the day, since mobile phones weren’t permitted among coven members. But what I’d learned from Eric must be discussed as soon as possible. 
 
    “Cerise, what’s up?” Logan asked quickly. 
 
    “It’s me. Aggie. Cerise is driving me home from lunch with Jancie. I needed to call you right away. Eric told me that Dulcie Quinn, along with other women at the haunted carriage house, encouraged him and his friends to find a real zombie at my place. That’s why they were there. Eric claimed he didn’t know I lived there, which may be true. I never told him.” 
 
    Logan blew out a sharp breath. “Did they see a zombie? Or anything else that spooked them?” 
 
    “Eric said two of his friends saw an undead body, but he thought it was only a tree branch. Is Dulcie in her right mind again after whatever happened to her that night the banshee wailed?” 
 
    “That was a week ago. I checked with her when she started back at the attraction Sunday. She was still a bit dazed and out of it then, but got through her act fine. Since then, I’ve only seen her in passing. The actors don’t always come in during the week when we’re closed, just the folks doing maintenance. I think I saw her Tuesday. She was working out details of the show with three or four other actors. Did Eric mention or describe anyone else?” 
 
    “No. Just that there were others with her who told them to check it out.” 
 
    “Have you seen any undead around?” Logan asked. 
 
    “Seriously, I would’ve told you about that. Zombies freak me out.” I shook my head, wondering what he was thinking. “But Fenton might qualify. Not sure about him.” 
 
    “Who knows. Maybe he’s the zombie. I hope it’s that easy. The attraction’s open tonight, so I’ll talk separately with Dulcie and then her friends. See if I can play one against the other to learn more. Don’t forget, I’m having staff guard the entire property continuously during operating hours. I’ll come over to check on you, but it may be late, once the rush dies down.” 
 
    “I’ll be glad to see you.” I disconnected, handed the phone back to Cerise, and relayed Logan’s end of the conversation. 
 
    She parked on my driveway and hopped out. “I’m going to tell Mama about this. See if she knows more.” 
 
    Inside, I did a half-hearted check of windows, doors, behind chests and under furniture, then slumped onto the upholstered parlor settee. I dropped my purchases for Shireen and some trendy clothing for me on the floor. I’d wanted to show Cerise my new things, but now my head ached too much. 
 
    I massaged my temples and stared across the room at a curio cabinet. Depression glass figurines arranged according to color—pink, green, and milk white—filled three shelves. Three distinct types. Like the three paths Keir had read from his bones and stones. And certainly reflecting the three groups who were after me: spirits of deceased local witches like Botilda Murdock, Fenton, and possibly Cerise’s mother Margaret; some coven members, including the old biddies of the high council and Dulcie’s group of actor friends; and the curse-wielding banshee. Similarities were obvious among the three collections of figurines. But what bound those who were against me? No answer came. Only sharp pains throbbed at the base of my skull. 
 
    Cerise joined me, perching on the edge of a straight-back chair. With her thumbnails, she flicked the undersides of her other nails. “Mama didn’t know anything…or didn’t want to say. I couldn’t tell. I think she’s hiding something. Protecting some spirit would be my guess.” 
 
    “Seems likely.” I walked to the display cabinet, hoping the glass collections would reveal more. “I can’t figure out how so many different people are against me. There must be a connection.” 
 
    “Maybe they aren’t really after you at all.” 
 
    “Hmm?” I tilted my head. “It sure seems that way.” 
 
    “True, but maybe it’s about the curse instead. Though I’m not believing it’s for real yet, some might. And from what it sounds like, both in Cyril’s riddle and in Waapake’s vision stream, you’re destined to break the curse. Some folks don’t want the curse broken. Others do. Seems like a reason for folks to fight if you ask me.” 
 
    I let her hypothesis sink in as I opened the glass door. I examined the figures, then looked back to her. “Yes. I think that could be it. And the only choices I have are to stay and break the curse, or slink home to New Wish. Cerise, you’ve been so good to me. Since this is your homestead and you are family, I have an important question to ask you.” 
 
    She faced me, her groomed brows pinched together. 
 
    “Do you want the curse broken?” 
 
    She burst into laughter. “I hardly believe it exists and have no idea what it’s about, so it sure doesn’t matter to me. But what I do want is for you to stay here in Coon Hollow and meet your goals. Helping you find happiness is what’s important to me.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I shot her a grin, then selected one object from each shelf. “Then I’ve got work to do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    As soon as Cerise left, I raced upstairs and changed from the binding pencil skirt and fitted sweater into my most comfortable jeans and a flannel shirt. With only a few hours until dark, I needed to use my time wisely. I transferred Gran’s amber to a jeans pocket and snatched my backpack, which still contained my wand. My boots clomped up the short flight to the attic. 
 
    Dozens of old steamer trunks plastered with stickers and smothered in layers of dust lay scattered and stacked in all directions. Between them leaned discarded picture frames, some filled with moth-eaten photographs, their once sharp black and white values faded to sepia mid-tones. The keepsake had to be here, but where? 
 
    I stared at the number of storage containers in the huge room and placed my hands on my hips. Searching would take days. A systematic approach seemed the best way to begin. Moving counterclockwise from the door, I unlatched a small trunk topping a stack of three. I lifted the lid, which creaked enough to awaken every house spirit on that floor. The box contained nautical supplies: a compass, calipers, a retracted spyglass, and other assorted map reading tools. 
 
    “Well, hello there, lassie.” Fenton’s voice from behind caused me to flinch. 
 
    “Hi, Fenton. I didn’t see you last night.” 
 
    “You’ve been quite the social butterfly of late. Must’ve gotten home long past when I turned in to me hatbox. Enjoying the company of the high priest, I assume?” He sneered. 
 
    “Are you here to help, or just cause trouble?” I passed a hand over each object in the trunk, but didn’t detect anything unusual. 
 
    “Aye, mostly help, an’ a little mischief.” He lifted strands of my new haircut and gave a low wolf whistle. 
 
    I jerked my head away. “Good enough.” I secured the trunk lid, lifted it to the floor, and started on the one below. “If you can, hoist the top trunks from the stacks to the floor.” 
 
    “Sure ’nough.” He glided around the space, floating trunks in all directions. 
 
    I worked methodically going from trunk to trunk along one wall, wheezing from the mildew on an endless assortment of Victorian dresses. With their intricate laces and draped bustles, I could understand why no one could part with them. I checked pockets for any bit of jewelry that might be the keepsake but found nothing of use. 
 
    When dusk dimmed the lighting, I switched on the two bare bulbs dangling from the ceiling rafters. One flickered and died. With only one full window and a round transom in the eave, I wouldn’t get much further today. 
 
    Dismayed at my lack of success, I checked each of my magical tools, hoping for a clue. The beryl sat silent on my wrist, as did the amber from my pocket. When I uncovered the wand, Nannan’s wood invited my touch, and I took hold of it by the base. With my fingers wrapped tight, the terminal tip bent down for an instant. “Whoa! Fenton, I think my wand pointed at something.” 
 
    He flashed to my side. “At what?” 
 
    “It isn’t doing it anymore. But, it seemed like that trunk along the wall.” I secured the wand, picked my way across the room, and sped through the contents of what seemed the designated large trunk. My hand contacted a hard object with magical vibrations, a gold pocket watch that hummed with its owner’s magic, still keeping time.  “Do you know anything about this?” 
 
    “Aye.” His cheeks rose in a handsome grin. “Belonged to me pa. Ma kept it with her to remember him.” 
 
    “How long ago did he die?” 
 
    “October tenth, 1922. The year before we came over from the old country.” 
 
    I brushed my thumb over the gold burnished with a rich patina that conjured images of his parents in my mind. “Amazing, it still triggers my haptics. But I don’t feel any special sensation like I’d expect from something sought after by the death servant. Let’s take this downstairs to have a better look.” I couldn’t imagine how magic could remain viable for so long. 
 
    When we gathered in the kitchen, I opened the watch. On the inside of the cover, was inscribed ‘Paddy O’Mara.’ I handed it to Fenton. “Keep it safe in case it’ll help us. It still has your dad’s magic.” 
 
    “It does? Sweet mother in heaven.” He cradled it in his palm and drifted away, staring at the watch. 
 
    I tilted my head and watched him leave. Had I done the right thing giving him the watch for safekeeping? The longevity of its magic made the piece unique. I puzzled about its significance and value in my quest. Fenton wouldn’t damage something possessing so much family sentiment. Or would he? 
 
    Unable to dwell on the question longer, I switched my attention to the wand. Even unfinished it detected magic and gave useful but weak signals. Like Keir said, I believed it could be a great tool once fully powered. I looked forward to his help with consecration. Right now, I wondered why it pointed to that pocket watch? Was there a reason for me to find that timepiece? I needed answers. And the wand might provide them.  
 
    Over the kitchen sink, I completed the final sanding, wiped it down, and rubbed it with lemon oil. The dry wood lapped up the nourishment and would require several more coats before our ceremony next week. 
 
    I washed up and, while standing, ate bites of whatever leftovers remained in the fridge. With work accomplished toward finding the keepsake and on my wand, one more task remained. Empowering myself. If I was destined to fight a banshee, I must hone my gifts. My mother had taught me how, but I usually relied on the easiest way to recharge by absorbing sun energy. 
 
    I took a glass bowl from the cabinet upstairs and filled it with water from the bathroom. In my bedroom, I placed the bowl on the dresser and located the set of colored candles and holders I’d brought from home. Red maintained physical and mental strength as well as promoted defensive magic. I held it in both hands and visualized finding the keepsake’s location. 
 
    I lit the candle. “Illuminate the darkest parts of my path.” Keeping my focus, I watched until wax puddled around the wick, then dripped the melted wax into the bowl of water. I placed the lit candle in a holder. The wax contorted under forces of both the cool water and my request. I studied the twirling forms. Fragments undulated into final shapes. Among scattered debris, two resembled rods. One with a globular end and the other, a pointed end, which seemed to follow the other through the water as if the two were linked. I turned the bowl around but no thin extension of wax connected the pair. I leaned my face close to the glass, trying without luck to apply the figures to anything I’d seen in the house or barn. From my nightstand, I located a notebook and drew the two shapes from various angles. 
 
    I wet my thumb and index finger with saliva and pinched out the candle flame at the wick’s base, while I recited a charm. “Though your flame is quenched in the physical, you still shine in the astral.” 
 
    People’s voices drifted from across the lawn, and I checked outside. Actors on the carriage house rooftop riled the crowd. From this distance, I couldn’t determine if the woman playing the role of a banshee was Dulcie. Car headlights streamed in and out of the parking area. I searched the darkness all around for patrolling guards but saw no one. Given their job, I didn’t expect them to advertise their presence with flashlights. Trusting Logan to keep his workers on task, I took the book of house spirit stories, Tales of Yore, and went downstairs to make a pot of wintergreen tea. I needed to pass some time before I could work outdoors with both the moon and an open fire. Doing so now would only attract unwanted attention. Besides, the midnight hour would strengthen my spells. 
 
    Seated in the parlor with book and tea, I looked forward to another movie-like tale about a person who once lived in the homestead. I opened to the chapter about Margaret Flanagan, Cerise’s mother. While the illustration drew and painted itself, I read the short passage: 
 
      
 
    Margaret Rose Flanagan, born March 13th, 1930, passed her mortal body to the earth October 31st, 2009, preceded by her husband, Thaddeus James Murray. Her grandmother was Dorothy (Dodie) O’Mara, her mother, Eleanor Eileen O’Mara Flanagan, and her father, Jude Flanagan. Her uncle was Fenton Patrick O’Mara. All three O’Mara family members were from the old country and didn’t advance their witchcraft skills sufficient to empower their souls. Margaret continued oneiromancy dream magic studies begun with her mother, and she gained empowerment in the afterlife. 
 
      
 
    The young lady on the page, now fully painted, waved at me. Dark hair like Cerise’s was swept into a braided bun, the same style as Margaret appeared now in the bedroom mirror. In the book, she bent over the bed of an elderly woman whose whole body shook with raspy coughs. The young Maggie placed a hand on the older woman’s forehead. As the patient’s ailments quieted and she curled into a fetal position, pen and ink lines drew another illustration on the opposite blank page. Maggie kept her hand in place and faced the developing drawing. She extended her free arm until ink touched her outstretched fingers. Colors flooded the outlines and formed dozens of thumbnail paintings showing the ill woman in healthier times and younger days. It appeared as if Maggie channeled the elderly lady’s dreams and that produced a healing or calming effect on her. 
 
    The vignette ended. I turned the page, wanting to see more about Margaret’s life, maybe a scene with Cerise. I twisted my mouth to one side, frustrated with the realization this would be unlikely since Cerise still lived. The book contained only images of those who’d passed. But the illustration gave useful insight. Margaret could enter other people’s dreams. 
 
    With the coyote’s beryl at my wrist the previous night, I’d slept deeper than any night since moving in. I turned my wrist over. The gem’s center pulsed with light. I inhaled deeply. Another clue, but what did it mean? Was Margaret my ally or enemy? 
 
    Lost in thought, I paced the room. Another issue to discuss with Shireen’s mother Hypatia tomorrow at work. Regardless of the answer, my witchcraft had to be as strong as possible, my senses sharp to unravel these mysteries…and fight at a moment’s notice. In the kitchen, I made another cup of wintergreen tea to stay balanced. I expanded my spell-work plans to use even more fire, a whole darned bonfire. 
 
    When I finished all the tea and midnight approached, I hurried to the barn for a spade and a large bucket, which I filled with water from the hand pump. Supplies in hand, I marched to the old fire circle beside the barn. A dozen or so cars remained at the carriage house, so thankfully the small hill hid the area from view. In the barn’s flood light beam, I picked out ashy patches in the circle, one in the center and four others at the compass directions. Tonight, I only required the main pit and placed the full bucket close by. I dug out sod in a ring around where I’d build my fire. The contents of my overfilled pockets clattered with my efforts. 
 
    “Hi, Aggie,” Logan’s deep voice called from behind. “Looks like you’ll be doing some fire spells tonight. Good idea.” 
 
    Beside him walked a middle-aged man, equally tall but thinner. His jacket hung loose on his wiry frame. The man stepped forward and extended a hand to me. “Name’s Duncan, ma’am.” 
 
    I read dedication and honor in his touch, which pleased me. 
 
    “Duncan’s coordinating the patrols during operating hours,” Logan said. 
 
    “Iffen you see me ’round, know I’m here to keep order and safety fer you.” Shrouded by thick, dark hair, the man’s face never seemed to catch the light, but the steady bass of his voice paralleled what I’d read with my haptics. 
 
    “Thank you so much. It makes me feel safer.” I faced Logan. “Did you get to talk with Dulcie?” 
 
    He kicked at a grass tuft. “I did. I have to find out more.” Even in the dim light, his eyes flashed with bursts of silver, which told me whatever he’d learned wasn’t good. Likely, Duncan’s presence prevented Logan from explaining. 
 
    “Kin I help you lay that fire?” Duncan craned his neck to the sky. “’Bout time fer the witchin’ hour. Best get busy here.” 
 
    “Yes. Thanks.” I waved to the near wall of the barn. “There’s a woodpile there, though it’s hard to see.” 
 
    “Will grab some kindlin’ from the woods to get it to take hold.” The man lurched into the darkness. 
 
    Logan drew near and asked, “Is everything okay tonight?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve found some new clues.” I checked my watch, which read quarter till midnight. 
 
    “I can’t talk now.” He nodded toward Duncan and took a step toward the wood pile. “I’ll call when I get home if it isn’t too late.” His hesitation rattled my nerves to a new level of agitation. 
 
    I took a deep breath and recalled the spells I intended to conduct, focusing on positive outcomes. 
 
    We each hauled dry wood to the burning pit. 
 
    The fire lay ready. It was time. “I’m going to start with a chant that’ll increase the power of my fire spells. If you know it, feel free to join in.” I grounded my feet hips’ distance apart, raised my arms, and opened my consciousness to the lunar element. I took three deep breaths, looked at the crescent moon, and allowed it to blanket me. “O stars whirling through the inky round. O power hiding beyond the light.” 
 
    Logan’s smooth deep baritone and Duncan’s lower bass murmured the invocation. 
 
    Heartened, I spoke louder. “O black curling on the dark ground. O ebony treasures and the owl’s sweet cry. O misty clouds of the circling sky. Come to me! Bring your shadowed light. Fill me with your magic power and enfold me with your arcane might. Be with me at this mystic hour.” I reached higher, then bent to the ground, my fingers caressing the earth at my feet. 
 
    I rose, found a pad of matches in my pocket, and lit the kindling. The scraps caught hold quickly and soon flames licked the length of thicker branches. Despite the heat making sweat bead on my face, I shivered. A fire that was fast to light meant visitors were on their way. 
 
    Logan’s hand steadied my shoulder. “Do your spell.” 
 
    I nodded and visualized the fire bathing me in protective light, pulled it inside me to infuse my witchcraft. The fire’s strength and goodness created a shimmering sphere that included all of me, body and mind. I extended my palms. “Craft my spell in this fire. Craft it well and weave it higher. Weave it of shining flame, so none shall come to hurt or maim. None will pass my fiery wall. None at all.” I dropped my arms and leaned back into Logan’s solid chest to brace myself as the influx of power spread through me. 
 
    I stared absently into the flames, preparing for my next spell. The fire burned to one side, and my heart leapt. That meant love might be in the air. 
 
    I dug in my pockets and pulled out the three Depression glass figurines from the curio cabinet, one of each color to represent the three groups who opposed me. 
 
    The bonfire crackled and spit. We stepped back. Duncan hung his head. He must’ve known as well as me, that meant misfortune lay ahead. 
 
    From behind, Logan placed both hands on my shoulders. “Go on. Be strong.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and stilled myself. When I looked at the flames again, it was with soft eyes. My mind rested, peaceful and accepting of the present moment. “Hear me, o blazing flames. As you dance, give me now the secret glance. Call upon my Second Sight, and make me psychic with your light.” I repeated the lines until my lids grew heavy. 
 
    The fire rose higher, and at the same time, the center died down. This foretold what I expected—an ending to an ongoing problem still bothered me. 
 
    I stepped closer and tossed the three glass figures into the burning outer ring. 
 
    Three jagged bolts rose up. 
 
    I jumped back and collided with Logan. 
 
    Each flame burned separately, and I whispered in his ear, “That predicts a momentous event is about to happen.” 
 
    He wrapped me in his arms. 
 
    The three fires dropped instantly down to the ash bed. Only red coals remained. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen: Stealing Souls 
 
      
 
      
 
    At work the next morning, two customers’ cars were parked at Shireen’s. Carrying large sacks of sewing notions, I entered through the back door. Garments-in-progress littered much of the center workroom table, so I cleared one end for the packages. I nosed around the doorway to the showroom, caught Shireen’s eye, and gave a wave. 
 
    Kandice Kelly, whom I’d met my first time at the carriage house, leaned over a clothes rack. She fingered a hound’s-tooth suit, fitted like the one clinging to her tall, trim figure. 
 
    “Hello, Mrs. Kelly,” I said as I joined Shireen at the desk. 
 
    “Well hello, Aggie.” She removed her reading glasses and let them dangle from a fine gold chain. “How nice to see you again. I’d heard Shireen hired you. A valuable asset, I’m sure, to both her and the community.” 
 
    “Thanks. I really like working here. My mother’s a good seamstress and taught me a lot.” 
 
    “Shireen says you’re enchanting the thread to make her winter garments warmer. I can’t wait to try some. Maybe you can point out which styles you’ve enhanced.” 
 
    I slipped from behind the counter and led Kandice to the clothing. “Mostly jackets so far, including suit jackets, like the one you were looking at, as well as casual styles.” I waved toward another rack. “A few coats, too. More of those will be coming soon.” 
 
    I sensed eyes on me and glanced over my shoulder. 
 
    In the wall photo, Shireen’s mother, Hypatia, gave a single nod, her dark eyes twinkling. She’d returned. 
 
    My heart leapt. I still needed to talk with her about Margaret’s wedding gown, but didn’t dare do so in front of customers. 
 
    Since I’d seen Hypatia last, strands of her jet-black hair had worked loose from her low bun. Like a wild woman with tangled wisps framing her face and dancing eyes, she hardly resembled the stern, plain woman from my memory. Only the prim black blouse hinted at her previous upright appearance. What had changed? Did it have something to do with the recent actions of Boltida Murdock or her son Ned? 
 
    The addition of more dangling clues frazzled my nerves. My leg muscles twitched and set off a throbbing ache at the site of the hex bite. Since learning Waapake’s vision and Keir’s prediction, I’d been doubly careful to balance my intake of sun and moon energies. I couldn’t understand the reason for this setback. Was it the energy from Hypatia? Or my subconscious mind fitting clues together without telling my thinking mind? I felt like I’d go insane if the customers didn’t clear out soon. 
 
    “These are all lovely,” Kandice raved as she stroked each garment. “I couldn’t stop touching that houndstooth one, it felt so warm and inviting. It’s so good of you to enhance her selections with your New Wish magic.” 
 
    “There’s nothing good about New Wish magic being here in Coon Hollow,” a venomous female voice snapped from the adjacent front room. 
 
    The familiar poison triggered my protective reflex, and my nostrils flared from the rancid stench wafting toward me. Magic shot into my fingers and lifted the tapered ends of my newly-cut hair around my face. In a wall mirror, I looked like a lion with its mane on end, ready to pounce. 
 
    “Aggie Anders, haven’t you left town yet?” The pointy nose of Gladys Blinkhorne preceded the rest of her bony frame as she rounded the corner into the main room. “Given all the evil you’re attracting, you either have a strong spine or insufficient intelligence that’s keeping you here.” She punctuated her statement with a shrill cackle. “I expect it’s the latter.” 
 
    “Nonsense.” Kandice stiffened and looked down her own graceful nose at the old biddy. “My husband Art and I are firm believers that all who seek to build the community are welcome.” Her supportive words calmed the outward display of my magic, but inside I still seethed at Gladys’ rude remark, like a lidded pressure cooker ready to blow. 
 
    “Hmpf. We shall see soon enough which of us is correct.” The old councilwoman addressed Shireen. “Being warm-natured, I’m in no need of your current line of winter-wear.” She headed to the door. As she opened it, the ringing of its tethered bells halted mid-peal, as if their vibrations were sucked from the air. “I think your competitors’ garments might be more to my liking this season.” The door slammed behind her. The bells rang with tenfold their normal volume, so loud I clapped my hands over my ears. 
 
    “Oh, that’s Gladys,” Shireen remarked. 
 
    When we’d recovered from the painful noise, Kandice slid an arm into the hound’s-tooth jacket. “Oh, do you have a larger size? This one seems a tiny bit snug.” 
 
    Shireen whipped a tape measure from her apron pocket. “Not at the moment. We can make—” 
 
    “No. I must’ve been wrong.” Kandice pulled the garment over both shoulders and buttoned it at the front. “It fits perfectly.” And it did. As if made for her elegant long arms and torso. 
 
    Brow raised, Shireen eyed me, and I covered my mouth to hide a too-wide smile. 
 
    “I’ll take it. I just know it’s going to be my new favorite.” Kandice lay the item on the counter and pulled out her billfold. “And please custom-make a full-length dress coat in black melton and a camelhair suit in the style like those in navy. You should have my sizes from last season, and I’ve worked hard to keep them the same.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Kelly.” Shireen beamed. “I’ll have the order ready in about a week.” She scribbled down the details and handed her customer a copy. 
 
    “And I want your magic in every garment.” Kandice touched my arm. “Don’t listen to that old hag Gladys. You’re doing a wonderful service for our coven.” She deposited a stack of bills on the counter. “This is to cover the jacket, along with fifty percent down on the custom order, plus twenty percent more for Aggie on my entire purchase.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you.” My heart swelled, not only to be paid extra, but to have my work appreciated. 
 
    Shireen’s round cheeks looked as if they’d pop from her wide grin. “Please pass the word along about Aggie’s contribution to our winter clothing line.” 
 
    “I most certainly will.” Kandice clamped her purse shut and, package in hand, walked with strong strides to the door. A scent of lilacs trailed behind her. The bells rang with their usual pleasant music as she left. 
 
    “You put your magic into that jacket so it’d fit the wearer, didn’t you?” Shireen asked the second the door closed. 
 
    “Seemed like a good idea.” Not wanting to gloat, I tried unsuccessfully to subdue a smile. 
 
    “A great idea! And pleasin’ Councilman Kelly’s wife could do us both a world of good.” Shireen patted my shoulder. “She’s Coon Hollow’s high society leader, case you don’t know.” 
 
    With a grin plastered on my face, I bobbed my head. Kandice’s appreciation would do a lot to help others like and respect me. “Oh! Shireen, I almost forgot. I got your sewing notions.” 
 
    “And you got your ears lowered, too.” She ran a hand along the tapered cut at the front of my hair. “Looks good.” 
 
    “I didn’t know if there were rules about hair, if it had to be in some Thirties style.” I moved into the workroom, and she followed. 
 
    “For us old-timers, yes. Not so much for you young folk.” 
 
    “And I got this.” The corners of my mouth curled as I modeled my new brown canvas messenger bag. “And a few clothes like girls wear today.” I quickly added, “For when I’m not in public in the coven.” 
 
    She motioned for me to raise the bag to her outstretched hands. “Mighty nice bag. Shouldn’t be no problem. And I don’t see why you can’t wear some unapproved clothes since you aren’t a coven member. Just take care to wear your garb accordin’ to your company.” 
 
    “Not around Gladys Blinkhorne and her cronies, you mean,” I replied with a snort. 
 
    We shared a laugh. 
 
    “I’ll be leavin’ for Vika’s in a few minutes.” The laughter faded fast from Shireen’s voice. “She and I are gonna try to remove Botilda’s possession of my Tiber.” She stared across the room, eyes blank, as she absently fingered the untied seam ends on a new garment. “I don’t know what I’ll do if it don’t work. I want my kitty back.” 
 
    I rubbed Shireen’s shoulder. “Do you need me to help with the unbonding?” 
 
    “Thank you, kindly, but no. Until he’s free, your presence could set him runnin’ away from us.” She snuffled and wiped a teary eye. “’Sides, I need you to do some work while I’m gone. With the weather turnin’ chilly, customers are wantin’ their orders filled. I’ve laid out projects for you: enchantin’ warmth into spools of coat thread, buttons, toggles, and zippers. Iffen you get those done, I left some hemmin’ handwork on the center table.” 
 
    “No problem. I’ll keep things going here.” I wished I could do more to alleviate Shireen’s concerns. If it wasn’t for me, the cat never would’ve been bonded to Botilda. I fumbled for words. “I’m sure Vika can fix Tiber.” 
 
    “Hope so.” She honked into a handkerchief, then ran a thumb across the decorative embroidered edging. “Mother’s hanky. Sure does make me feel better to have a bit of her with me today. She’s been back in her picture, grumblin’ about how she’ll have to fight with Botilda Murdock for all of eternity.” 
 
    “I noticed.” I bounced on my toes, itching to get to Hypatia’s picture. “I can’t wait to talk to her. Did you tell her Botilda has possessed Tiber?” 
 
    Shireen sniffed. “Said she could smell that witch’s magic on my familiar soon as he bit you. She demanded to know why you didn’t come in to work yesterday. I told her the truth, but more than once she asked if you’d be here today.” 
 
    “Did she say anymore? Did she ask anything specific? Like about Margaret’s wedding dress?” 
 
    Shireen shook her head and took the handle of a large tote bag. 
 
    “Well, I’ll find out what she wanted.” I glanced toward the main room and hoped the tote signaled Shireen would leave soon. 
 
    Shireen looked down at the bag’s contents. “Them are Tiber’s favorite things: a large stuffed mouse toy with half-chewed off ears; cardboard tube from an old-style fabric bolt to hide in; a faded baby blanket he likes to curl in. Vika wants them to help him not be so skeered once unbonded. She said he’s likely to feel some shock.” She stooped and pulled out a blanket corner. “Had this since he was a kitten.” 
 
    I shifted my weight from side to side. “That’ll be a real comfort to him when his spirit awakens.” 
 
    “Well, I guess I should be goin’ now. It’s early, but I don’t want to chance bein’ late.” 
 
    I exhaled an inner sigh and walked her to the shop’s door. 
 
    “If you need me, Vika’s number’s on the open notebook there at the desk.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I called after her. As soon as she descended the porch steps, I spun to face the black and white framed photo. 
 
    “Are we alone?” the former shop owner croaked with a low, husky voice, her eyes darting from side to side. “Don’t want to talk in front of customers, or my daughter. She’d tell me I was bein’ a busybody.” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve been wanting to talk to you about—” 
 
    “Me, too,” she snapped. “Where’ve you been?” 
 
    “I took yesterday off to do errands and follow up on some pranks that’ve been happening at Cerise’s homestead.” 
 
    “You’ve got a lot on your plate, gal. I sensed that the moment you walked in, long before I found out you were livin’ in the old Flanagan place. I’ve been doin’ some diggin’ on clues myself. But it don’t take anything for me to know you’re a kindred spirit with witchcraft not so far off from my own. Look at what you did to make those jackets fit the owner. That was my trick to best the competition, something my daughter never caught on to.” 
 
    “I was glad to make Kandice happy. What I really need to know is what happened between Ned Murdock and Margaret O’Mara before her wedding.” 
 
    “Best you pull up a chair. That’s a long story.” 
 
    Fidgety with so many unanswered questions, I preferred to stand. But chose not to disagree with someone who might help me learn more about the curse. I moved the desk stool to a spot in front of the picture and took a perch. 
 
    Hypatia hesitated, then began, her words slow and measured. “It’s not just ’bout Ned and Maggie. It’s ’bout their families. First off, what do you know about the curse and the banshee?” 
 
    “That when an O’Mara marries a Flanagan, a banshee bonds to the family and escorts souls of the recently deceased to another world. When Margaret’s mother Eleanor married Jude Flanagan, that started everything. Her mother and grandmother had warned her and tried to talk her out of the marriage.” 
 
    “True, but in the case here in our coven, it played out much worse. A family being bonded to a banshee isn’t too out of the ordinary. A banshee’s frightenin’ to look at no doubt, but most times just a peaceful servant of death. However, the O’Mara banshee became cursed with evil.” 
 
    I tilted my head. 
 
    “And I know most all of it, bein’ friends with Maggie since we were children. Rather than the typical gentle escort, the designated banshee turned out to be malevolent. When Maggie and me were in grade school, her great grandma passed. Maggie, her mother Ellie, and Granny Dodie, were all there when the banshee ripped the soul from the woman’s body, not even waitin’ for her last breath to finish.” Her face contorted, and she hung her head. 
 
    “How horrible.” The image of the banshee I’d seen in Waapake’s vision shot into the forefront of my mind. I grimaced, imagining that grotesque form preying upon a dying old woman. 
 
    “Maggie had nightmares for years.” 
 
    I shuddered. “I can imagine.” 
 
    “You’ve seen that demon, haven’t you?” Hypatia’s eyes bugged wide at me. “It’s like Maggie said; she thinks there’s a reason you’ve come to live in her homeplace.” 
 
    “You talked to Maggie? Recently?” My foot slipped off the rung of the stool, and I grabbed the end of a clothes rack to keep from falling. “Aren’t you tied to this house and she in the cabin?” 
 
    “We can be either in our homes, or at the coven cemetery. Took some doin’, but I got her to meet me there.” 
 
    “That’s why you were gone from the picture?” 
 
    She nodded. “With Botilda Murdock’s magic clingin’ to my daughter’s cat, combined with how it attacked you, I knew things were amiss.” She exhaled a breath through clenched teeth. “Still don’t know all the details. Maggie’s not in her right mind, always. Moody. I think it’s from all the dream magic she did. Lost track of the difference ’tween reality and dreams. Can’t say I blame her though, with that curse plaguin’ her family. She worked day and night to protect her loved ones. Did all she could, but couldn’t lessen the evil of that banshee’s attempts.” 
 
    I found my seat again. “Why is this banshee crueler than others?” 
 
    “Most believe it was ’cause the O’Maras comin’ from the old country to Coon Hollow late, in the early twenties, set off some founding families who arrived during the late 1800s. Latecomers, even those who arrived before the coven’s founding in the early thirties, were under pressure to conform. Wouldn’t been nothin’ at all if the three O’Mara women and little Fenton would’ve tried to fit in more. But the O’Mara women kept to themselves and didn’t share their crafts or try to learn from others. Made matters worse that the set were experts in oneiromancy. Do you know what that is?” 
 
    “Yes, but hold on a sec. I need a notebook to write all this down.” I darted to the desk, grabbed a pen and pad of paper, and zipped back to my perch. After hurriedly scratching notes about the details of Hypatia’s story, I replied, “Okay. I know a little. It’s dream magic. Eartha, our main elder back in New Wish, where I’m from, does some of that. She studies all sorts of magic. Rare stuff from all over.” 
 
    “Keepin’ notes. Smart girl. I do like you, Aggie. Knew I would from the start. Even if you are from the grand old coven of New Wish. Oneiromancy’s rare all right. An’ that made the founders of the coven even more angry, ’cause they wanted that magic for their own.” 
 
    I squinted and bit the pen’s cap. “I still don’t get it. How did the banshee bonded to Maggie’s family become cursed?” 
 
    “Well, no one’s fer sure on that, but a few folk weren’t above using dark magic. Our long-standin’ coven leaders, the Tabards, had hearts black as coal, and that encouraged like actions from others who were in positions of power and untouchable. Botilda Murdock included, though her dark deeds happened years after the curse was altered. Only torturin’ old souls who now remain as house spirits or in the cemetery would reveal who did the deed. But to be sure, someone bearing a grudge for not getting the O’Mara’s oneiromancy set black magic into that banshee. If Dodie and Ellie had just used their dream magic to better the community…” Hypatia’s voice trailed off, and she hugged her upper arms. “Even as a girl, Maggie tried her best to warn her ma and grandma, but they wouldn’t hear of it. Said the witches in Coon Hollow weren’t capable. They paid for their stubbornness with that black curse.” 
 
    A thought popped into my mind, and I sat straighter. “I do know that Maggie’s soul remains as a house spirit, but her mother’s and grandmother’s don’t. Why is that?” 
 
    “True enough. Been doin’ your homework. I like that.” She shot me a grin, then continued. “Seein’ the horrible death of her great grandma, Maggie swore to me that she’d find a way to stop that from happenin’ again. She studied her mother’s craft harder than any of us learnin’ our magic lessons. A gal on a mission fer sure. Got so good that she became able to move souls into dreams. She started with animals, workin’ for years on the technique till she was sure. Then when Ellie miscarried a child, she begged Maggie to keep the little one’s soul from the death demon. Maggie locked the babe’s spirit into the simple yet safe world of the infant’s dreams. An’ it worked, or at least the banshee came at the house with a fierce chill wind but never entered.” 
 
    “Cool! No wonder the rest of the coven wanted that magic.” 
 
    “Not only was Maggie a sharp study with her witchcraft schoolin’, but she learned from her mother’s and grandma’s mistakes. Unlike them, she found ways to help the ailing in the community with her dream magic. She regularly eased cases of repeatin’ nightmares, cured mental ailments of shock and depression, and used dream therapy to lessen perceptions of pain. That all put her in demand and also in high standin’ in the coven. That’s why, when she passed, her soul achieved enough to become empowered, unlike the other O’Mara women.” 
 
    “This makes me think I need to get more involved with the community if I’m to be accepted.” I doodled along the margin of the open page, my mind wandering to what I could do. 
 
    “It’d be a good idea.” She pursed her lips. “You heard what those two customers said. Both influential women here. Best to show everyone you’re willin’ to help.” 
 
    “I’ll come up with some other possibilities. Maybe some volunteer work. Cerise would know about that.” I scribbled a reminder. “What happened to Ellie’s and Dodie’s souls when they died? Was Maggie able to protect her mother and grandmother?” 
 
    Hypatia’s face lit with a smile. “The culmination of her life’s work. She saved their souls to dream-worlds of their choosin’. The coven honored Maggie’s amazing success by allowin’ those souls to remain in the cemetery. Though they’re locked in dreams and can’t interact directly like empowered souls. Have to be invited back.” 
 
    I’d never been to the cemetery, but must go now. Maybe I can find a way to communicate with Dodie and Ellie. They might have information I could use to defeat the banshee. “In New Wish, we didn’t interact with the spirit world. I need to learn more. Since I’m not a coven member, can I visit the cemetery and see these spirits?” 
 
    “You bein’ a newcomer, an outsider, I’d suggest you go along with a member.” 
 
    That label again. A knot formed in my stomach and my cheeks went slack. 
 
    “Don’t let that stop you.” Hypatia waved a hand toward me. “You’re a spunky gal. You might learn some clues that’ll help solve your issues with the banshee.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking, too.” Not only did Hypatia’s information make me curious, but also what Eric said about Dulcie Quinn. That night when she got spooked while playing the role of a banshee, she walked to the cemetery under a trance or spell. After that, she’d apparently told people they could find zombies on the homestead property. Whether she believed it, or whether the facts were true or not, I didn’t know. I stared off into the room, trying to fit puzzle pieces together. The still-running, enchanted pocket watch made no sense. Nor did anything about Fenton. I thought learning more would calm my nerves, but instead my stomach churned even harder over the dangling clues. I faced Hypatia. “What about Fenton? Why didn’t Maggie save his soul to his dreams?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Not entirely sure. You’ll have to ask Maggie. My guess is that he may not have had enough of his own witchcraft to create the dream path she needed. Or he refused her help.” She chuckled and spewed a raspy retort, “He’s a stubborn SOB.” 
 
    “Oh, I know that.” I joined her with a forced laugh. 
 
    “Phew! You’ve ’bout wore out my tongue today. Haven’t talked this much since…well, night before last when I visited all my old friends at the cemetery. What a time that was.” She tipped her head back. “Should get there more often, but I’m needed here, what with keepin’ my daughter runnin’ the shop right, an’ with you being attacked by Botilda. That reminds me, I never answered your first question, ’bout Ned at Maggie’s wedding.” 
 
    I started a new page with the heading of “Murdock” and sat ready with pen poised. 
 
    “Well, Botilda did all she could to stop her son Ned from havin’ a crush on Maggie. To end it once and fer all, she framed him as the one who cast a dreadful spell upon Maggie’s weddin’ dress. The conniving woman made him the messenger to this very shop of mine. Told him a lie ’bout her spell, that it’d stop his love from marryin’ another. Truth was, just as Botilda intended, he caught the blame for settin’ one of the darkest spells Coon Hollow has ever known. Ned broke into the shop the night before the ceremony and cast his mother’s spell that she’d tied to his suspender. All’s he had to do was tie up the gown with his suspender. Livin’ above my shop, I woke as Ned stumbled out. But with the weddin’ day excitement, I didn’t recognize the spell as his mother’s. All’s I could make out about the magic was that the dress I’d made would now bleed red from miscarriages Maggie would have durin’ her marriage…the moment she said her vows. Written on the suspender were the words ‘in exchange for the banshee’s rightful souls.’” 
 
    “Ugh, the Murdocks are hideous.” I shook my head, trying to remove the ugly image. 
 
    “They are. Hot with anger, I didn’t tell Maggie. Didn’t want to spoil her and Todd’s big day. Luckily, like you with Shireen’s garments, I’d already put a spell in place to keep the dress pure white. That kept the dark magic from penetratin’, and made it easily removable. In retaliation, I cast a spell on Ned. Still today, every time Ned has a mean or lascivious thought about a female, his skin changes color. I set it to be grass green, which it was durin’ the entire weddin’. Botilda couldn’t reverse my spell, only lessened it to make Ned’s skin a jaundice-yellow.” She laughed so hard, her bun shook loose and waves of black hair spilled outside the picture frame. 
 
    A wave of nausea hit my stomach, and I folded my arms around my middle, notebook clutched in one hand. “Oh, geeze. I’ve seen his face turn yellow when talking to me.” 
 
    “So, for that, Botilda is my nemesis for time eternal.” 
 
    “I know you’re tired, but do you mind a couple more questions?” I held my breath, afraid she’d refuse. 
 
    “Go on. I’ll rest better havin’ I’ve helped you.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about an O’Mara family keepsake that holds a lot of magic?” I put pen to paper on a new page. 
 
    “Only that Ellie created it. Sorry. I only know what Maggie did, not so much ’bout her mother.” 
 
    After learning so much, the dead end froze my thoughts, left them as empty as the blank page balanced on my knee. I scratched my pen in a hard, straight line across the pure white paper and sent the pad flying to the floor. 
 
    “You had one more question?” Hypatia asked. 
 
    “Yes. Why am I involved in this curse?” I related Waapake’s vision where I’d seen the banshee and been chosen to fight it. 
 
    Hypatia narrowed her eyes and said in a grave tone, “I knew you’d seen that death demon. It’s in the fire of your eyes. From your kind o’ magic, I doubt anyone other than me can see it in you though. Maggie an’ I discussed this. We believe you’re attached to this curse ’cause you’re an outsider livin’ in the homestead, the first since the O’Mara women.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen: In the Spider’s Web 
 
      
 
      
 
    I hopped out of bed before dawn on Saturday morning. Both Hypatia’s information and my bonfire spells had strengthened me. While I washed my face, any remaining worries trickled down the bathroom sink drain. Good thing, since today I’d have no time for them. 
 
    Toby had arranged to give me my first driving lesson this afternoon. Provided I got my work done to Shireen’s satisfaction, I could leave the dress shop early. Being able to drive would be a huge step in gaining the independence I wanted. Maybe we could go past the cemetery during our lesson, since I needed to spend time there searching for more clues. 
 
    Afterward, I intended to visit the carriage house and volunteer to do odd jobs. I’d lain awake last night thinking about Hypatia’s warning. In order to break the curse, I needed to avoid consequences the O’Mara women faced. While I mulled over possibilities, the house creaked and groaned with the doings of house spirits. While that indicated at least temporary safety from the banshee, I hadn’t been able to find Fenton or Maggie. Their absence kept me alert to every sound until I finally dozed with the comfort of moonlight spilling into my room. 
 
    Despite lack of sleep, adrenaline powered me onward to meet the day. I hurriedly dressed for work and raced downstairs, wand and messenger bag in one hand while tucking my blouse into my skirt with the other. In the kitchen, I rubbed my wand with another coat of lemon oil, wrapped it and stowed it in my bag. The wand, Waapake’s stone tied to my wrist, and Gran’s amber were three things I didn’t want to be without. I inhaled a blueberry muffin that tasted more like lemon from the fragrance still on my fingers and washed it down with last night’s cold wintergreen tea. 
 
    When Cerise’s tinny car horn tooted, I ran outside and hopped into the passenger seat. 
 
    “Toby will pick you up at three. Is that still okay?” she asked as she pulled from the driveway. 
 
    “I’ll be ready. I can’t wait.” I shifted in my seat like a restless child eager for Christmas. “Will he bring his car or the one in my barn?” 
 
    “Yours, since it’s what you’ll be driving. He spent yesterday morning working on it and declared it in running order.” 
 
    Unable to sit still, I fidgeted with the straps of my bag. “Do you know how I can do some volunteer work in the coven?” 
 
    She raised a well-groomed brow and shot me a glance. “Of course, but why the sudden interest?” 
 
    “I don’t want to end up like the O’Mara women who were punished for not fitting in. The banshee who bonded to the family upon Ellie’s marriage was later cursed to become a vicious demon rather than a peaceful death servant.” 
 
    She slowed the car and looked at me. “What are you talking about? My mother was an O’Mara until she married. No one treated her badly.” 
 
    “Not her. Ellie and Dodie, your grandmother and great grandmother. They wouldn’t help the coven with the oneiromancy magic they’d learned in the old country. Some coven members were mad about that and used dark magic against them. When Ellie married a Flanagan, a banshee attached to your family. Someone turned that attachment evil, which caused the banshee to rip souls from bodies before death.” 
 
    Cerise’s eyes widened. “That can’t be true. This must be some cruel joke of the Murdocks. They’re mean to everyone.” 
 
    “More likely the Tabards. The curse is older than Botilda’s anger against your mother.” 
 
    “No. That can’t be true.” She smacked the steering wheel and pulled to the side of the road. “I’ve never heard about any curse on my family. I did know about the banshee bonded to the family. That’s not so unusual. And I always thought Fenton might be in trouble since he didn’t gain his empowerment… but not my mother and grandmother. Who told you this?” I knew Cerise had heard rumors of a curse before. Considering her disbelief, Maggie must’ve kept the details from her daughter. 
 
    “Hypatia Meiklam. I talked with her at work yesterday.” 
 
    “I know Ma insisted upon she and I doing more community service than most women. And she refused to teach me more than the basics of oneiromancy, no matter how I begged. Said it would bring me trouble.” Cerise shook her head. “But, a curse…” 
 
    “Hypatia said Maggie worked hard to protect her family from the curse. She even sent Ellie’s and Dodie’s spirits into their own dream worlds to keep the banshee from abusing them.” 
 
    “Ma did work day and night. I’ve always thought she went senile from all the time spent inside other people’s dreams.” Cerise stared with blank eyes across a field of golden cornstalks. “I was about five when Grandma died, and I never knew Dodie. I knew neither were granted empowerment of their souls when they passed so they weren’t around as house spirits. Ma always held that up to me to scare me into studying and serving the coven. But I don’t know if she protected their souls. She did that to many lesser witches on their deathbeds, so it’s possible. Maybe she kept that from me, just like she kept me from her dream magic.” 
 
    “Hypatia said Dodie and Ellie’s souls are in the cemetery, frozen in their dream worlds. Is that true?” 
 
    “It’s true that they’re there. I don’t visit them much because they can’t interact unless Mama invites them, and I didn’t really know them. But about them being locked in their dreams, no idea. They talk but don’t make any sense. I always thought it was dementia brought on by their oneiromancy.” She shivered and looked at her hands. “More than likely that runs in my family, which is probably why I don’t visit them. Don’t want to face the idea that may be my fate, too.” 
 
    I reached over and took Cerise’s hand and wanted to say something to comfort her, but no words came. 
 
    After a moment, she sighed. “If it’s true my family was cursed, what do you have to do with it?” 
 
    “I’m still trying to understand. What I know from Hypatia is that, like the O’Mara women living in the homestead as outsiders, I’m involved in the dark magic of the curse. Keir and his coyote predicted I’m destined to battle the banshee in an attempt to break the curse.” 
 
    “Oh, Aggie.” Cerise leaned over and scooped me into her arms. “That’s so dangerous. And too much for one witch. It’s my family; I should be responsible. Can’t I help you? Regardless of their visions?” She sat back, eyes fixed on mine. 
 
    “To break the curse, I need to be accepted by those who don’t want the curse broken. Community service will help me with that. Or at least give the old biddies, who probably want the curse to remain, less to criticize me for. You can help me find ways to volunteer in the coven. As for connecting to the spirit world, I’m not sure. I hope I can learn more at the cemetery.” 
 
    Cerise dabbed at mascara puddling in the corners of her eyes. “I’ll make some calls today, including to Logan, and set you up for service work. I’m sure he can find ways for you to help out at the carriage house even tonight. Does he know what you found out about the curse?” 
 
    “Yes. I called him. He cautioned me to stay away from Ned Murdock and not go to the cemetery alone.” 
 
    “Definitely.” She gave a single nod and moved the car onto the road. “And I need to have a long talk with Ma.” 
 
    During the rest of the drive, Cerise chewed on her lower lip. Odd that she didn’t offer to go with me to the cemetery. Perhaps her fears were too great. If so, she’d likely be more of a problem than an aid to me. Or maybe I should heed her avoidance and be more afraid. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    At three o’clock on the dot, Toby pulled the dark green sedan, my Nash, into the dress shop parking lot. I jumped up from where I waited on the porch and poked my head inside to call goodbye to Shireen. 
 
    She scurried out with her cat Tiber close behind, who hugged her heels now that Boltida’s possession had been removed. 
 
    I ran to meet Toby. He’d washed the car, and its hood shone like waxy green holly leaves. 
 
    I took a step toward the passenger side, but he opened his door and leaned his lanky torso out, “No you don’t. Get over here. You’re the one driving this flivver.” 
 
    Giddy, I tripped over my own feet, but managed to arrive at the driver’s side without falling. I took the seat he vacated, and tested different ways to grip the steering wheel. 
 
    “First, adjust your seat and then the mirrors.” With nimble, thin fingers, he helped me find the adjustment levers before continuing instruction about other driving controls. “Have you driven anything before? A truck at home?” 
 
    “Yeah, Dad’s old truck, but just from the barn to the field and back during hay season.” 
 
    “That counts. You’ve used a clutch, right?” 
 
    “The peddle at my left foot?” 
 
    “Exactly. Now let me get to the passenger side and we’ll start her up.” Once situated, Toby patiently took me through steps of starting the car and getting it into first gear. 
 
    The car lurched and chugged and stalled several times. With the car at a dead stop, I rubbed perspiration from my brow. “What am I doing wrong?” 
 
    “It’s a matter of learning how this particular clutch feels. How much to let it out as you press the accelerator. It’ll come with practice.” 
 
    Finally, I got us moving in first gear and drove the entire circular turnaround. 
 
    From the porch, Shireen clapped and hollered, “Woohoo!” 
 
    “Okay, take us down the drive and shift to second.” Toby’s long legs relaxed open, but his left arm twitched as if ready to grab the wheel. 
 
    Barely rolling onto the long, wooded lane, I glanced at the shifter, to make sure I knew where to find the gear, and went through the steps. I released the clutch too fast, and the sedan pitched forward, but I redeemed myself with a smooth stop at the road. “Which way?” 
 
    “You pick, but we’ll stay in the coven. The sheriff stays clear of our territory, not liking to be involved with magic. Our Coven Council takes care of most of the policing here, so you don’t need a driving permit. If you drive out of the coven, you’d need one.” 
 
    “I’d like to see where the cemetery is.” 
 
    Toby checked his watch. “We only have half an hour before I need to get back to your house and head home. Turn left, then at the dead end, make a right. Stay on that road for a couple miles.” 
 
    I navigated the turns like an elderly driver. But once on the main road, I pressed on the accelerator, and jerked us into third and then fourth gears. When I reached forty-five miles per hour, the engine purred, as if it knew I was a woman on a mission. 
 
    The car hugged the curves well, though Toby placed a hand on the dash. “What’s the rush? Slow down. Some of these curves are tight.” 
 
    “No rush.” I didn’t want to go into the involved story I’d told Cerise. “I’m just curious what the cemetery looks like since I’ve heard so much about how you can talk to the spirits there.” 
 
    “Fine with me. In another mile or so, we’ll merge onto a smaller road, Memories Lane.” 
 
    I turned where he indicated and soon the cemetery came into view. Bordered by coven farms on three sides and a woodlot on the other, the cemetery stood quiet. “Do we have time to look around?” I held my breath. 
 
    Toby checked his watch again. “A couple minutes. Park over there under that tree.” 
 
    I followed the gravel driveway back a hundred yards. Between stubbly remains of cornfields, wide limbs of a lone sugar maple hung over a small lot. Not in tune with how much pressure I needed to stop at the current speed, the brake grabbed and threw our shoulders forward. 
 
    “We can have a look from the gate, but it’ll take too much time to go in,” Toby said. 
 
    I didn’t understand what he meant until I stepped out of the car. Lilting voices, almost in song, floated to us. Many sweetly called Toby’s name and begged him to visit with them. A short distance beyond the tree, stood a massive black gate. Smoldering autumn brush fires at neighboring farms tinged the air with the smell of burnt sap. I held out my hand to touch the wrought iron leaves forged in circular swirls. 
 
    He batted my arm down. “Don’t touch the gate! It might open, and we’ll have a hard time getting away from all the spirits wanting to talk.” 
 
    “Does it open for everyone?” If the gate was protected by a spell, I wanted to know how to open it. 
 
    “Only for coven members, folks who know the dead.” 
 
    I wasn’t a coven member. Were there spirits I knew here? None personally, unless Hypatia was visiting. I scanned the area, keeping my haptics open in case vibrations hit me. 
 
    The cemetery occupied at least four acres, possibly more. I couldn’t determine a good estimate with all the rolling hills. Mazes of boxwood-lined pea gravel paths cut in all directions between marble statues. Some in the likeness of adults, some children, and others as animals who were once familiars. Closer statues nodded and waved to us. Energies of the spirits crowded the air, and hairs along my arms lifted and tingled with their vibrations. A torrent of readings confused my haptics. Afraid to blink, for fear of what might happen, I could understand why Cerise didn’t like the place. I could only imagine what would happen after dark and what new knowledge would become visible among the shadows. 
 
    Toby pointed to a central circle marked with steppingstones that paid homage to the four pagan gods of the compass directions. Benches and columns of elaborately carved limestone decorated the perimeter. 
 
    I walked along the gate to gain a better view. “Lord of Air to the east, Lord of Fire to the south, and Water and Earth at the west and north. It’s lovely. I wish I could see more.” 
 
    “Another time.” He nodded toward the east, past the cemetery. “Over there, that limestone and frame house is where Logan lives. His family home. A good place for a coven priest to be, near the spirits.” 
 
    With my gaze fixed on the property, I weighed Toby’s statement. Would Logan impact the spirits or vice versa? Regardless, I wouldn’t be comfortable living so close to hundreds of interactive souls. “Do they help him?” 
 
    “Many do. Logan’s worked for years helping the coven’s elderly. They love him and continue to support him in spirit form.” 
 
    “Does he live there alone?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. His sister married out of the coven and moved to Texas. During recent years, while the Tabards served as priests and priestesses, we lost many members. We’re all hoping Logan can act fast enough to restore faith in the system, bring in some new ideas and practices, which will appeal to younger members. He’s done a lot in the two weeks he’s been high priest. Turned the old guard of his council on their ears and insisted on new living conveniences to all residents.” 
 
    Large yellow-leaved maples dwarfed the corners of the small ranch house set on a postage stamp half-acre lot. Those guardians, though planted on the four compass directions, bowed red-tinged crowns toward the cemetery. The property was humble, the home of hedge witches. I admired Logan for coming from a modest upbringing to rise to head a large coven. The home whispered to me about his determination, intelligence, and character. 
 
    “We need to be going.” Toby turned toward the car. “You feel like driving us back to your place? I left my car there.” 
 
    Startled by his question, I flinched and shook off my daze. “Yes. I want to drive.” I gave the cemetery a long last look in case some unseen clue was now evident, then headed away. I’d learned about Logan from seeing his home, so why didn’t the secrets of the cemetery reveal themselves to me? As I drove, I memorized the route. I had to return. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Back home, I locked the barn door behind the car. “My car,” I said aloud even though Toby had left. The words sounded amazing. Inside the house, my stomach growled, but dinner would have to wait while I worked at the carriage house until time for it to open for customers. Unwilling to leave my wand, I strapped the messenger bag over my chest. Munching on an apple, I headed across the yard. 
 
    Six cars, none of them Logan’s, lined the closest row in the field used for parking. I searched the old-time sedans, eager to see Kandice Kelly’s. It wasn’t there, but thankfully neither was Gladys Blinkhorne’s. One of the wide, sliding garage doors stood open, and voices came from within. I poked my head in, blinking to adjust to the dim light, and called out a hello. After no response, I stepped inside and addressed a few people I remembered from last week’s coven party. “Hi. I’m Aggie, and I’d like to help out with whatever work needs to be done.” 
 
    Two men looked away, and another went into the house. A young woman, maybe a couple years younger than me, gave me a smile. Her short blond hair curled toward her slender chin. “Hi, Aggie. You can add cobwebs across the walk paths around the carriages.” She lifted a handful of white filaments and motioned to a burlap sack against one wall. 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll get started.” I took a step closer, and a middle-aged woman pulled the girl by her arm through the back door. I wondered what that was all about. 
 
    The large garage housed six carriages. Shadows of people moved in and out of the vehicles, but no one spoke to me. 
 
    Undaunted, I gathered a big handful of spider webbing and draped the threads, using the girl’s finished decorations as examples. While I worked from one area to another, I tried to make eye contact with other workers. 
 
    Those who met my gaze quickly looked away. Gladys must have made an impact on them. With this cold treatment, I could imagine how the O’Mara women felt and why they withdrew into seclusion. 
 
    But I persevered. Whether these coven members liked or accepted me didn’t matter. I did want them to realize I intended to help. Most people were good. My mother raised me to believe that, and I held fast to that idea. Only a rare few black hearts, like Gladys or Ned, would wish harm to me if I put my best foot forward. 
 
    When finished in the garage, I moved to the front porch and created webs there. 
 
    A group of laughing women approached from the parking area. All actresses, dressed in ragged costumes and made up with ghostly, pale faces. One looked like the banshee I’d seen on the roof during opening night, Dulcie Quinn. 
 
    She sashayed onto the porch, head high, and the rest of her friends fell quiet, their eyes on Dulcie. “Aggie, what an awesome job you’re doing. No one else can bring a real black magic curse to the attraction. That’ll scare the shit outta our customers. Why didn’t I think to invite you over before?” She let out a peal of shrill laughter, echoed by her gaggle of friends. 
 
    People from inside the garage gathered at the door but remained silent. 
 
    I continued draping webs. Sun energy in my fingers, aching to be hurled at Dulcie, glued the nylon filaments to my skin and everything I touched. 
 
    “There’s something else you can do…if you really want to help.” Dulcie’s voice rose, as if to mock my goodwill intention. 
 
    Sticky threads immobilized my hands, and the toxic odor of burnt plastic sent a sharp stab of pain through my head. I fought the urge to scorch the hem of Dulcie’s costume, make it appear more authentic to her role. 
 
    The actress laughed and stepped closer. 
 
    “Dulcie, stop!” The girl who’d guided me in the garage pushed through the line of people at the open doorway. 
 
    “Aggie, why don’t you go to your place and roust out some zombies? That’d sure bring the customers. Make the coven money we…” Dulcie continued talking. 
 
    But I didn’t hear her as I strode quickly back to my own porch, away from the trail of laughter assaulting my ears. 
 
    I flung myself into the rocking chair. At least I’d not retaliated to fuel bad rumors about me. Though allowing myself to be walked over left a bitter taste in my mouth, the perfect complement to the burnt plastic odor stuck in my nose. As darkness fell, I thought of Ellie and Dodie O’Mara and felt a kinship with them. When activity next door heightened, I crept to the crest of the small hill that divided the two buildings and sat down in the grass, damp with gathering dew. With hundreds of people only yards away, I felt completely alone. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty: Coyote Mother’s Gift 
 
      
 
      
 
    With one eye struggling to stay open, I reached for the ringing phone on my nightstand. 
 
    “Aggie, it’s Logan. Sorry to call so late. Emily, one of the high school girls who works at the carriage house, told me what happened. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “Just pissed. I wanted to help. I need to help, like Hypatia told me to. It’s important.” 
 
    “I get what you’re trying to accomplish. The three groups represented by three separate bonfire flames: those founding family witches who want the curse left intact; the coven’s spirit world; and the banshee. Like the three paths Keir said would open to you. It’s starting to make sense. Each must be addressed for you to break the curse. Community service will help put you in better standing with the old witches who resist change, maybe some of the spirits, too.” 
 
    “Everyone shunned me, all except that girl, but Dulcie was the worst. I wanted to flatten her.” I clenched burning fingers into my palm. “I should’ve, but I held back to keep down any negative rumors about me. I hated not defending myself, but I don’t want to end up like the O’Mara women.” 
 
    “I know. You’re a fighter. As high priest, I might be able to make a difference. Come over a few hours before opening tomorrow. I’ll give you jobs and expect the others to treat you with respect.” 
 
    “Thanks. That’s a step. Hopefully, they’ll come to see I have something to offer.” 
 
    “How can they not?” He chuckled. “You got my attention even while I’ve been so busy learning how to run the coven, I almost don’t know my own name.” 
 
    I joined his laughter, and the stiffness in my shoulders relaxed. “Okay. I’ll be over around five.” 
 
    “I wish I’d been there tonight. I could’ve prevented what happened.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’ll keep trying to be useful.” 
 
    His voice softened. “And I missed a chance to see you.” 
 
    I smiled into the phone. “I miss you, too.” After we hung up, I lay awake, amazed at how just a short conversation with Logan made me feel lighter amid all this turmoil. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    All day Sunday I watched the clock and kept busy with another unsuccessful attic search for the keepsake, followed by more productive time spent finishing my wand. With coils of copper wire, I affixed Gran’s amber to the longest of the three tips. Another trio. The rule of threes seemed to be a theme in my life lately. Did the wand having three ends mean something significant? Would the three ends behave differently? Produce different magic? Under Wednesday’s Hunters full moon, I’d consecrate the wand. I couldn’t wait. With the wires neatly wrapped and ends secured, I applied another coat of finish oil to the wood. 
 
    Finally, the sun angled low. I changed from my jeans into a washable but acceptable thirties-style outfit, a flared skirt and simple cotton blouse, and headed to the carriage house. Logan’s dark red sedan was parked in the lot. I said hello to everyone along my straight-line path toward the sound of his voice in the garage. 
 
    None responded. 
 
    I rounded the rear of a carriage and found him in a small group that included Emily, the high school girl I’d met yesterday. Logan called, “Hey, Aggie! Come join us. We’re reapplying spells to these buggy frames.” He introduced me to the five women surrounding him. 
 
    Emily grinned, and a young woman beside her nodded, but the other three older women looked down. 
 
    Logan rested a hand on top of a spoked wheel. “Where people are likely to touch, we set spells that will activate sparking. The spells wear down with one night’s use, so we reapply them daily. With your natural sun energy, this should be easy for you. Maybe you can find a way to strengthen the spells so they last longer.” 
 
    I gave a nod. “I can do that. And I can show the others how to maximize their spark enchantments.” 
 
    “Great!” Logan said with enthusiasm that seemed excessive for a simple request of a New Wish sun witch. But I appreciated his support and hoped it spilled to the rest. 
 
    Emily’s green eyes widened as she moved beside me and whispered, “Teach me first. I want to learn.” Her pure heart and eagerness heartened me. 
 
    “Come outside and open your palms to direct sunshine.” I led her, with the rest tagging behind, onto the driveway. 
 
    Only Emily followed my directions. “How long do I keep them here?” 
 
    Using my own hands to judge the degree of energy accumulation, I added an additional minute to allow for those not as attuned. “About three minutes. Close your fists, then go inside fast and set the spell. Make sure to directly touch the object with your whole hand so the energy transfers. One hand, one spell, then recharge outside.” 
 
    With the group members jostling for a view, the girl pressed her palm to a buggy wheel, and within moments sparks overflowed from beneath her touch. She exclaimed, “Oh! Look! It works.” 
 
    Murmured oohs and aahs came from behind her. The oldest woman said, “Sun’s dippin’ low. Let’s get on this.” The other four women hurried outside, me in their midst. 
 
    On my return trip, Logan grinned at me from across the garage, and I smiled in return. 
 
    My group worked for the next hour on the task, probably overdoing the special effects since the women seemed excited to see sparks drip from under their fingers. With the sun sinking low behind the tree line, we took to the road to make contact. This necessitated real sprints back into the garage. And produced plenty of laughter when the women dodged and collided with workers assigned to different chores. In one instance, Emily and her aunt, with me on their heels, charged directly into a young woman dressed in a mini-skirt. Knocked her backward off her high-heeled knee boots. 
 
    In the tangle, I tripped over Emily’s long legs and crashed to the straw-covered floor. 
 
    “What the—?” the woman, clearly not from the coven, sputtered, and her cheeks reddened with a shade quite different than her heavy blush. With armfuls of bracelets clanking, she floundered to gain footing in the slippery straw. 
 
    Logan offered me a hand, which I gladly accepted and leaned into him for support. He steadied me with an arm around the back of my waist. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “What about me?” bracelet woman huffed. When he gave her a hand up, she muttered, “Who’s she?” 
 
    I joined Emily and her aunt recharging in the road. When I started the return dash, bracelet woman stood with hands on her hips blocking my path, her eyes beady and piercing. The shaggy layers of her dark hair and long earrings shook as she said, “You’re new here. I don’t know who you think you are, but Logan and I are already a couple.” 
 
    I scanned the area for Logan but couldn’t find him. 
 
    Caught off guard, I stammered, “Who are you?” I looked for a way to touch her and use my haptics to learn more, but no friendly touch would be welcome. Anger oozed from this woman. I did the best I could from that distance. She cast no vibrations of a witch. 
 
    “I’m Rachelle, a friend of Jancie’s. She told me you were hot for Logan, and that he was checking you out. Listen careful. He’s mine.” She stomped to the garage. The gravel crunched under her boots, as if to underscore her declaration. 
 
    Sun energy drained from my fingers, arms, and shoulders into golden puddles on the road. 
 
    I stared at my spent energy for at least a minute before I tried and failed to recharge. My mind wouldn’t focus. Jancie had been so nice and never mentioned her friend Rachelle. Why did this woman attack me? Was she telling the truth? Did Logan really like her? My plain garb didn’t measure up to her fancy clothes and jewelry. I mustered courage to glance inside. 
 
    Logan and Rachelle stood close, laughing, as she threaded her arm in his. 
 
    What little sun energy remained in me trickled off my fingertips, along with what felt like my heart. I clutched my arms to my sides, trying to prevent the emptiness from spreading deeper. Moisture clouded my vision, and I hung my head to keep others from noticing. I took a step toward the garage, but my hex bite stabbed sharp pain through my calf. My energy had unbalanced. Like this, I was no use to anyone…certainly not to Logan. 
 
    I stumbled in the direction of the homestead…a home, but not mine. 
 
    With each step, my throat tightened and my lungs constricted. I wanted my home in New Wish, my family. I reached the shed and flung open the door. I fished my keys from my skirt pocket and started the sedan. I’d never backed up before. The car stalled. And stalled again. Tears rolled down my cheeks. I gulped a deep breath and tried once more. The car surged backward and cleared the door far enough to make a turn. 
 
    I jerked the car through its gears and onto the road, past the carriage house without even a glance. With the back of my hand, I scrubbed tears from my eyes, trying to wipe off the hurt. More followed and with them, deeper pain, a torrent of blame. I’d been stupid to trust Logan. I wasn’t ready for a relationship. I didn’t even know myself. 
 
    At the next intersection, I turned right without thinking. Any direction would do. I just needed to get away. Away from the new life I’d made. Now falling in on me, smothering me. My face burned with the last traces of my sun energy. I cranked the window down. Crisp night air whipped into the car and soothed my sore skin. I gulped lungfuls of coolness, battering against the clenched tightness in my throat. Any way to stop the pain. 
 
    On a straight stretch of road, I stepped on the accelerator. Dried salt stung my eyelids. 
 
    Through a series of curves, I turned fast without any sense of bearing or memory. I cursed a hairpin curve, which forced me to slow my speed. The sedan leaned. Tires skidded. I slammed on the brakes. The hex bite seared, and my calf spasmed. My left foot rolled off the clutch.  I steered hard in the opposite direction. The smell of burnt rubber clogged my throat, and the hard lump reformed. 
 
    The car pitched into a ditch and stalled. 
 
    “Damn.” I thumped the heel of my palm against the wheel, as if I could blame the car for my mistake. Luckily, I’d not hit a tree. I tried to start the car and drive out in reverse. I couldn’t feel my injured leg, let alone move it to depress the clutch. 
 
    My chest hitched. Salt trails streaked my cheeks. Where was I? I rubbed my eyes. The woods in front of the car had been thinned, and a few yards ahead stood a farmhouse. 
 
    I needed help. With shaking arms, I worked the car door open enough to exit. I grabbed my messenger bag and limped a few steps along the roadside, gritting my teeth every time I put weight on the hexed leg. Slowly, the house and an old truck with a wooden bed came into view. I knotted the bag’s strap in my hand. I was still in the coven. Why couldn’t I have made it away from here? I longed to be back home. There, I’d not worry how I’d be received at a stranger’s house. There were no strangers in New Wish. 
 
    I trudged onward, one painful step after the other. I looked down at the macadam. It didn’t matter what lay ahead. I had no choice. 
 
    A rustling in a tree above drew my attention. The barn owl I’d seen at Keir’s, Busby. “Follow me,” he said and swooped from the limb, past the house, to the open field beyond. 
 
    The positive vibrations of his energy gave me an option other than accepting the harsh judgment of strangers. Glad for the cover of dusk, I limped past the house until I saw the owl again in the grand maple that stood guard over the cemetery’s gate. The moon, peeking over the distant tree line, cast an ethereal glow on his wide, white face. 
 
    My heart beat faster. What did he know? Could a spirit there help me? 
 
    I sped up, focusing past the pain, and dragged the hexed leg like a dead weight. 
 
    Spirit songs wafted to me on gentle breezes, though I couldn’t make out their words. 
 
    With every agonizing step, sweat ran down the nape of my neck as I stumped the length of the long gravel lane to the tree. 
 
    The owl flapped and hooted. “Come inside.” He flew over the closed gate and landed on a nearby horsehead post. 
 
    I plodded farther and touched my hands to both huge iron gates where they met. 
 
    Voices of spirits inside grew fervent. Did the gate signal an invader approached? I swallowed hard. Or did the souls routinely behave that way with the falling dusk? 
 
    The gate remained closed. Balanced on my good leg, I pushed into it. The metal creaked but held fast. “Busby, it won’t open for me.” 
 
    Wings wide, he hovered above me. “I heard your name being called. The gate should open.” 
 
    The gate spanned twenty feet and rose at least fifteen high. I ran my hands over all surfaces within reach and found a lock. The moment my hand passed the lock, the metal groaned and shook. With a loud clatter, the two halves opened slowly inward, and I passed through. 
 
    They shut behind me and met with a sudden crash. I flinched. Total silence followed. The sweat coating my skin iced to a clammy chill. I was virtually helpless, with the bulk of my powers spilled and no sun or fire from which to recharge. I dug in my shoulder bag for my wand. I suspected spirits would sense the difference between an ordinary stick and a consecrated wand, but Gran’s amber might be something new to confuse them. 
 
    Busby wove circles of magic around me. 
 
    I clutched my wand’s base and held it ready. Glad for whatever support the owl familiar provided, I took tentative steps through a path of statues. The schlepping of my injured leg stirred the pea gravel and announced my presence too loudly. My eyes burned, trying to focus in the fading light. 
 
    Unspeaking marble heads faced me, and I froze. Alabaster eyes stared me up and down. Only foot-tall boxwood hedges separated them from me. I shivered. Under such scrutiny, stopping at the farmhouse seemed clearly the better choice. 
 
    Which spirit had called my name? Curious to know, I moved forward and met each gaze. Most stood as tall as me, in likenesses of how they looked as adults. Others were short as the children they’d once been. Groundcovers carpeted under their feet. Descending cold air of the night lifted warmer currents that carried cloying fragrances of chamomile and thyme, the last overly sweet notes before a first hard frost. Saccharin odors clogged my throat and made me cough. 
 
    A murmured note sounded on a path far to the right. I turned in that direction, and a soft soprano sang my name. 
 
    The hairs along my arms rippled, more as I drew nearer to the female voice. 
 
    “Aggie, over here.” 
 
    I spun in all directions. No person, statue, or animal spoke. The same gentle words surrounded me but came from nowhere. 
 
    “Aggie, behind you!” Busby called. 
 
    I spun, and he swooped between me and a diaphanous female ghost. She faded in and out of visibility. Her long white hair blended with her flowing gown. 
 
    I thrust my wand at arm’s length, but without any spell in mind. What could I cast on a ghost in her rightful home? I was the outsider here. Yet the wand shook. The firefly inside Gran’s amber lit with brilliant flashes. Had I done that? How? 
 
    A second form, more substantial than the other, appeared at her side. It was Maggie, Cerise’s mother, whom I’d last seen in the bedroom mirror of the homestead. Her white blouse glowed in the moonlight. And inside her chest, her heart radiated orange light, pulsing with the rhythm of the amber’s firefly. 
 
    My jaw dropped. What sort of magic was this? 
 
    “Aggie, how nice for you to come visit us here. Coyote Mother must have brought you. You wear her stone.” She giggled and grabbed handfuls of air, until she clasped something I couldn’t see. “My mother Ellie has begged me to bring you to her. Take her hand and enter her dream.” 
 
    Busby’s wings flapped wildly overhead, and I glanced at him. 
 
    Without guidance from him, I reached forward. The moment I touched Ellie’s pale hand, my senses closed to all that surrounded me. A new world opened. A meadow blooming with springtime flowers. 
 
    The white-haired ghost had disappeared. Instead, the same woman, now younger with dark, flowing hair ran to me, a white-gray coyote at her side. Her heart and the coyote’s also beat with flashes of orange light. “Aggie, I’m Ellie. This is the coyote mother I asked long ago to save us. She found you, the outsider with strength, courage, and power enough to break the curse. Because of you, hearts of the O’Mara women beat anew.” 
 
    I stared at them with unblinking eyes, letting her words soak in. My witchcraft connected to their hearts. Did that mean I was strong enough to overpower the banshee? 
 
    The coyote stepped to me and licked the stone at my wrist I’d received from Waapake, the same that my Gran had given to the coyote mother before him. The golden beryl gem illuminated from within, sending streaks of yellow so bright, I blinked. The coyote curled at my feet. 
 
    Ellie touched my arm. “You are now a dream-walker like us. Maggie will teach you as her mind is able. You can also call upon Coyote Mother’s spirit. But in all cases, rely on your strong instincts. Courage and fine intuition are within you, and the beryl will help those qualities surface. But know that with this wonderful gift, you are also marked. The banshee can now see you for who you are—its destined challenger.” 
 
    A gust of freezing wind swept between us. 
 
    “Aggie!” a familiar male voice yelled. “Aggie, run!” It was Logan. 
 
    In an instant, the meadow transformed to a blackness so solid that the air felt thick. I couldn’t see, much less run. I spun, arms outstretched, fingers clutching my wand. Where was I? In the dream, or in the cemetery? Or some other plane of consciousness? 
 
    A weight pressed upon my lungs. 
 
    I struggled to breathe. I gasped and choked. My mind went dizzy. 
 
    “Aggie, over here,” Logan yelled so loud, his voice caught in a raspy croak. He coughed. “Run toward my voice. The banshee is in the cemetery. Run to me! Busby, help—” 
 
    The demon’s shrill screech split the night air. Energy vibrated in all directions, attacking my haptics. Wind cycloned in wild circles, whirling leaves that stung my face. Wings beat against my back. 
 
    I prayed to the Goddess of Fire that the owl was who touched me. Adrenaline shot through my legs. I ran in the direction of Logan’s voice. 
 
    “Aggie, make a slight right. Now run fast and straight. Busby’s at your back.” 
 
    I ran with all my might, and the owl’s feathers stayed with me the whole way until strong arms embraced me. The clank of iron gates rang behind me. 
 
    As soon as the metal ceased to groan, the wind laid. And with it, my vision cleared. In a clear night sky, the nearly full moon shone upon a still, peaceful cemetery. A gentle breeze rustled the maple tree’s translucent yellow leaves and carried a chorus of ethereal song from the statues. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Logan whispered, his breath warm on my ear and his arms encircling my back. 
 
    “I’m fine.” I gulped air to calm my heaving chest. “Well, my hex hurts. The normal ache, like before I went inside. Is the banshee gone?” I pulled back to look into his eyes, in time to find my answer as the stormy gray of his irises receded to azure. 
 
    “Yes, for now. The spirits here have known me all my life. At my request, they sent it away. What happened?” 
 
    I lifted my arms to either side. The beryl glowed and the firefly flashed. “They’re still lit like in Ellie’s dream world. Coyote Mother made me stronger, a dream-walker. But then the banshee knew me as its enemy. After that, I don’t know what happened. Everything went black. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t breathe. I could only hear your voice.” My throat swelled, and I pushed my question past my lips. “What if you hadn’t been here?” 
 
    “But I was. I saw you drive away and was worried, so I followed.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I gave an awkward grin. “What about Rachelle? She told me the two of you were a couple. I saw you. Together.” 
 
    “That’s what she’d like to happen because her best friend Jancie is serious with Rowe. They both know I’m not into Rachelle. I’ll have to make it clear to her.” 
 
    After a long moment of silence, I tried to accept his answer and changed the topic. “How did you find me?” 
 
    He reached a hand inside his suit jacket and pulled out a quartz crystal fixed to a cord. 
 
    “Pendulum magic?” I looked at him with wide eyes. “I didn’t think anyone other than my Gran did that.” 
 
    “I’ve learned a thing or two working with our elderly. This pointed me along your path. But it did take me a while. You made a lot of odd turns.” 
 
    Above us, Busby gave a short hoot. I didn’t need to look to know there was no danger, other than concern over an owl jealous for attention. 
 
    Logan laughed and wrapped his strong arms tighter around my waist. 
 
    I rested my arms on his shoulders and leaned into the warmth of his chest. The heat between us eased my hurting heart. 
 
    His head bent lower, and his lips grazed mine. A gentle brush that carried the scent of musky male with undertones of citrus. 
 
    I hesitated to return his affection, though my body fought for it. Could I trust him? 
 
    Logan pulled me closer, and his lips pressed hard against mine in a probing kiss. How unfair, this kiss. How could I fight what I so badly wanted? My hand slipped to the back of his neck and gripped the silky curls. I pulled him tighter while my lips responded in kind and answered the questions he silently asked. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One: The Sun’s Affair 
 
      
 
      
 
    My Monday morning workday proved as muddled and slow as the dark molasses Shireen poured into her teacup. Every chance I could, I peeked at my golden beryl bracelet, but the stone remained inactive. The gem supposedly increased the wearer’s psychic awareness. Would it help me know if the banshee approached? I’d not noticed any enhanced skills since Waapake had given me the bracelet. Hopefully, the lick of Coyote Mother’s tongue triggered that magic, and more importantly, the ability of the beryl to ward off psychic manipulation from others. 
 
    Whenever I found a break in dressmaking chores, I slipped the wand from my messenger bag. It, too, remained quiet, as did Gran’s amber and the tiny firefly inside. With each inspection, my mind wandered, sifting again through unanswered questions and trying to piece together dangling clues. Hypersensitive, my skin responded to the slightest drop in temperature, one of the few physical signs I associated with the banshee. 
 
    Each time I checked my wand, Shireen’s gaze followed me, until she blurted out, “What on earth is the matter, girl? You’ve been thrashin’ around like a short-tailed bull in fly-time.” 
 
    I recounted what had happened in the cemetery last night. 
 
    “Shew-wee, Aggie! I’d be jittery, too. It’s enough excitement for you to be drivin’ yourself, like you found out yesterday, let alone all that spirit and demon business. You might need your tea spiked with molasses or maybe something stronger. I keep brandy on hand to brace my nerves and fight off chills in my bones.” 
 
    “No, thank you.” I replaced the wand and positioned the messenger bag on a high shelf, out of easy reach. “I need to get some work done.” 
 
    She lifted a brow. “Well, true ’nough, whistlin’ ain’t what makes the plow go. All’s I know is that work might take your mind off all that.” 
 
    For the next hour, I struggled to focus on enchanting finished garments, spools of thread, and unfinished seams, then hemmed half a dozen straight skirts. 
 
    “You’ve done a full morning’s work in next to no time. Worry’ll do that to you. Let’s take a break for lunch.” Shireen set aside the garment from her sewing machine and rose. 
 
    I rested a hand on my unsteady stomach, which hadn’t wanted any breakfast earlier. “I’m not very hungry.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll bet you get an appetite if I heat some o’ my hambone bean soup. That’ll fix you right up.” While Shireen clattered in the kitchen, I pulled down my messenger bag and sneaked a peek at my still inactive wand. 
 
    The shop’s phone rang. I hurriedly stowed my things away while I let Shireen know I’d answer, then picked up the old, black rotary’s receiver. “Meiklam’s Fine Dress Shop. How may I help you?” 
 
    “By having dinner with me tomorrow.” Logan’s voice was deep and slow, like a drip of honey. 
 
    Tingling from his response, words escaped me. I smiled into the phone, as if that might suffice. Eventually I managed to say, “Only if I’m speaking to the high priest.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You certainly are. There’s a steakhouse in Bentbone that’s good, and about the only real restaurant around. Will that do? Or should I see what I can cook that won’t scare you away?” 
 
    “Steak sounds great. How should I dress?” 
 
    “However you want. It’s not in the coven.” 
 
    “When I was with Jancie the other day, I bought a few new clothes I’m eager to wear.” With my outfit planned, I smiled into the phone. But how would I fix my hair? 
 
    “I’ll have to work to find something other than my old-style suits. Cooking dinner for you might be easier.” His teasing smile rang through the phone.  “Will six-thirty be okay?” 
 
    “Fine with me.” I tried to sound casual, but my heart wanted to betray me as it pounded in my ear against the phone. 
 
    After we said goodbye, I stared at the phone until Shireen’s call to lunch broke my daydream. I glided into the kitchen, light as the homemade biscuits she placed on the table. The savory smell of navy beans sweetened with glazed ham tempted my nose. My underfed stomach growled, and I scooped a brimming spoonful into my mouth. 
 
    “And you weren’t hungry.” Shireen’s eyes shone. “I know my soup’s powerful good, but the way you’re shoveling it in makes me wonder. Who called?” 
 
    “Logan. He asked me out to dinner,” I mumbled between mouthfuls of the rich soup. “Our first date.” 
 
    Shireen’s grin reached to her ears as she forked a bite of biscuit dripping with red-eye gravy. “’Bout time.” 
 
    Daydreaming about Logan, I spent the entire afternoon on autopilot. I anticipated an evening lost in his blue eyes that changed hue with his emotions. Or being snug inside his strong, warm arms, intoxicated by the citrus fragrance of his cologne mixing with his own musky scent. My lips burned to feel his on mine again, the brush of velvet skin. Delirious with these sensations, my fingers worked with minimal guidance on my dressmaking jobs. Yet, a different thought kept worming its way in. Was I ready for a relationship? 
 
    Back home, I’d dated boys; at twenty-six, Logan was definitely a man. Apart from that, even the idea of dating seemed shaky and unfamiliar. I’d only gone with those boys to teen gatherings organized by the coven or to parties at homes of my friends’ parents. Adults chaperoned those events. The only alone-time came on walks home that ended at my door with pecky kisses stolen so fast they usually missed my lips.  
 
    Except for Billy, the boy who shared my first real open-mouth kiss. On many hot summer evenings, we sat on my porch and together survived the awkwardness of learning how to touch. I smiled at the sweet memories. They were just that, sweet. Awkwardness camouflaged any passion. I shivered. Was I ready to let my desires surface? 
 
    When work ended, I headed straight home, a bit apprehensive about driving far after Logan had to help get my car out of the ditch. A yellow sun teased the tops of trees with gentle kisses. By the time I slid the shed door behind my parked car, the sun, now shimmering a passionate orange, fully embraced the yellow-leafed trees. Its light stroked each dark limb, and the hairs along my arms lifted as I imagined Logan’s caress. I absorbed the sun’s energy to restore my needed witchcraft power, but to my surprise, I received much more. Mind locked on Logan, my body tingled deep inside, awakening parts that had been stirred that one summer on my parents’ porch. 
 
    My messenger bag vibrated against my side. At first, I mistook this for the spread of my own inner awakenings, but the buzzing intensified and broke my delirium. I flinched and, with trembling fingers, unlatched the buckles. Inside, my wand shook, and Gran’s amber emitted faint sparks. 
 
    I extended the wand before me and spun in place. The air remained warm from the sun’s ardent love affair with the trees, which stood still as if rapt by the petting. No sign of the banshee’s icy gusts upset the liaison. No apparition appeared. Everything lay calm and peaceful. 
 
    What then caused the wand to vibrate? I ran a hand along the sycamore wood grain, and the quaking increased, along with a pleasant warmth under my touch. I squinted to examine changes in any imperfections. Unless a potential trick by the death demon, this action seemed welcoming, like an eager invitation. Could Nannan want to see me prior to the consecration? I’d planned to visit her privately before Wednesday, to give my thanks to her and the Mother. Although, as a witch of the New Wish order, paying gratitude was expected of me, I was eager to do so. Now seemed to be a good time. 
 
    I set my sight on the trailhead and took a few quick steps in that direction, wanting to race along the stream to find her. My heel dropped into a low spot in the lawn, and I silently cursed the pretty T-strapped dress shoes. 
 
    I rushed into the house, unfastening my blouse while heading upstairs. I lay my bag on the bed and yanked the top over my head on the way to the closet. 
 
    “Aggie, there’s me working gal.” Fenton’s tenor caught me off guard, my vision blocked by the garment. 
 
    With my shirt now off, leaving me in my bra, the weightless arms of a ghost embraced me. “Get away!” I jumped back, the top clutched to my nearly naked chest. 
 
    “Just giving my lassie a hug after having been busy for the past days.” He crooked his lips into an apologetic grin, impossible to resist. And the twinkle in his black eyes said he knew the effect he elicited. 
 
    I fought against his manipulation, but at the same time loved the warm sensation of his encompassing attention. When we’d met, he put me under what I thought was a love spell. Suspecting the same, I forced my gaze away from his dazzling eyes. When my lucidity returned, I swallowed a bubbling concoction of anger and attraction in order to choose my words with care. He was close friends with Maggie, and I needed her guidance with oneiromancy to fight the banshee. Although the honor of dream-walker had been bestowed upon me, I didn’t have any idea how to use that magical appointment. 
 
    Blouse now in a wad across my front, I finally uttered, “I’m glad to see you, too, but can you step out and give me privacy to change?” 
 
    “Course I can.” He lifted his fedora and gave a slight bow before drifting into the hallway. 
 
    “I looked for you and worried, you know.” I closed the door behind him, as if that would be any barrier. I needed to see Nannan, but had important questions for Fenton. His answers might help me piece together clues about the curse, the O’Mara women, and the banshee. I’d not lied. I had searched for him, wanting answers to those questions. 
 
    I tossed the wadded garment onto the bed beside the bag. As if in response to my mental conundrum, the wand inside buzzed so vigorously that the whole purse shook. Decision made, I changed to jeans and a long-sleeve t-shirt. As soon as my hiking boots were tied, I snatched the bag and darted into the hall. In a loud voice, I called, “Fenton? Will you be around tonight?” I paused at the banister but received no response. Downstairs, I repeated my question to a house that stood silent except for groaning boards from the doings of house spirits. 
 
    At the back door, I tried once more. Where was he? I scanned corners and crevices. Fenton seemed happy to be back from whatever had kept him busy lately. Unlikely he’d disappear again so soon. Could he have run into trouble? Coyote Mother’s activation of the beryl had marked me. Did that signal the banshee to Fenton’s location? Was the wand urging me into the woods as a ploy to attack me, or him, or both? My hand froze on the brass knob. My breath caught. Time suspended. I waited for a sign. 
 
    While my hand remained immobile on the back door, the beryl on that wrist awakened. A brilliant flash blinded me and flooded my mind with a vision. An image formed of Fenton passing objects back and forth through the upstairs mirror with Maggie. They engaged in a strange dialog about what appeared to be the glass figurines from the parlor’s curio cabinet. As expected, their comments didn’t follow a logical conversation because empowered spirits like hers couldn’t hear him. But it surprised me that her remarks didn’t make sense even as a monologue. Had Maggie’s intense study of dream magic taken her sanity as Hypatia said? The miniatures moved across the plane of the mirror according to a noticeable sequence based on color and shape, as if Fenton and Maggie actually communicated in a way I couldn’t understand. Could they be speaking a different language? Mesmerized, I wanted to go upstairs and uncover their secrets. But the wand vibrating in the bag at my side didn’t relent. At least Fenton seemed safe…if I could trust the beryl’s vision. I turned the knob. I had to trust something. 
 
    Outside, I secured the door to give Fenton some measure of protection. The banshee hadn’t been able to pass through its locks before. Hopefully nothing had changed. I turned toward the trailhead and raced across the lawn and into the woods. Dusk had settled with a chilly dampness. Becoming a dream-walker came with a price. The banshee now knew me as its opponent. I imagined the demon everywhere and longed for the safety of the homestead cabin. Descending cool air set off my hypervigilance. I checked the trees. Only a slight breeze swayed their limbs. Anxious that the chill had nothing to do with the weather, I picked up my pace to keep the visit as short as possible. Dim light and raised roots made the narrow trail treacherous. With my boots thumping against the packed earth, I took care to avoid obstacles. 
 
    After I’d taken not more than half a dozen paces, the ground ahead lay free of roots. I looked more closely, and the growth sunk into the ground as I approached. That meant one thing—Nannan was truly the one calling me. Only she, the matriarch of these woods, could command the network of joined roots to lower for me. Heartened, I lengthened my strides. My heart pounded, propelling my legs harder and faster. Although I’d only hiked this trail once before, I raced with uncanny skill along twists and turns that followed the sinuous stream. I said silent thank-yous to the Mother and to Nannan for their assistance. 
 
    Out of breath but exuberant with the freedom their protection allowed, I ran with arms open wide to the mother sycamore. I could only embrace a tiny portion of her near fifty-foot circumference, and walked my fingers out to hug as much more as possible. I pressed my cheek to her smooth trunk and closed my eyes, panting through my smile. Connecting to her with my thoughts, I spilled out my worries and confusions about the banshee: becoming its destined foe and marked target. When at last I’d spent all those troubles, I channeled my lesser concerns about entering a relationship with Logan. How could I be ready, without as much experience as he? Did it mean anything when other men, Eric and Fenton, stirred my attraction? Once all frustrations expired, I rested against her sturdy form. She held me up, and my mind cleared of all thoughts, save for the calm, steady motions of my breath and heartbeat against her mighty trunk. I drifted along the meditative rhythm. 
 
    Against one of my palms, a tickling sensation alerted me Nannan was writing me a message. 
 
    I opened my eyes to total darkness. Several minutes must have passed since I arrived. I detected each spidery letter she drew against my hand. 
 
    The great tree spelled out the words, “I am with you, always. Since long ago.” 
 
    Water welled in my eyes, and I closed them tight to comprehend her continuing directions. 
 
    “Through Gran’s song on the wind, Coyote Mother and Waapake curled at my trunk.” 
 
    Nannan had known my Gran. Tears leaked from under my eyelids, and I tasted their salt through my smile. 
 
    “For each problem, one path. You will find them, but only with your heart. I will help.” 
 
    When her message ended, I pressed my cheek tighter against the trunk and conveyed my reply silently to her. “Thank you, Nannan, and you, Great Mother, for these precious moments of safety, understanding, and guidance. Nannan, I’ll return in two nights, at the full hunter’s moon for our formal union, even though we’re already joined. And I’m so thankful for that.” I breathed a long sigh, though her advice about using my heart to find the correct paths left me confused. 
 
    Again, my palm tickled from the matriarch’s touch. “More of my magic will open to you then.” 
 
    I hugged her with renewed strength, inching my fingertips out to embrace more of her. After a heartfelt goodbye, I parted from her trunk and turned onto the path for home. Safe in Nannan’s woods, I walked with determined strides, proud and visible to all creatures and spirits who looked, rather than darting like a frightened rabbit. 
 
    “Nice to see you about. A fine, clear night,” a familiar raspy male voice came from the darkness ahead. Cyril the Raccoon King stepped onto the trail and sniffed his black nose in my direction. He raised his large body onto his hind legs as if to display the silvered muzzle like a badge of wisdom. “Will be seein’ you for the hunter’s moon. I’ve ordered up the weather to hold till then. All here are eager.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    “Well, work to do.” He snuffled in another direction and waddled into the dense brush. 
 
    “Who all are going to be there?” I called after him, but received only the responses of birds chattering as they settled onto their nightly roosts. 
 
    As I made my way home, I wondered how he knew I’d be back for the full moon. I’d not spoken about that aloud to Nannan. And who all were eager to join? I’d expected only those I invited to attend. I stepped onto the homestead’s lawn where cooler air urged me to hurry to the house. I turned the key in the lock and shivered. My consecration would be a public event, open to every demon and danger. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-two: The Pendulum 
 
      
 
      
 
    As I stepped onto the high floor of Logan’s sedan, my straight mini-skirt edged up my thigh. My left hand held firm to the creeping hem, forgoing its customary job of bracing me as I took a seat. I attempted a graceful twist maneuver intending to land the rest of me inside the car without revealing the color of my panties. Instead, the high heels of my new boots plus his intoxicating citrus, musk cologne jointly threw me off balance. I overdid the turn and landed with a plop on the passenger side of the bench seat. My messenger bag stuck into my back, my skirt wadded near my hip crease, and heat flushed my cheeks. How did Jancie accomplish the feat? I wished I’d thought to ask her when I purchased these new clothes. 
 
    As he shut my door, Logan eyed my legs. 
 
    He rounded the car and I laughed to myself. The skirt’s perks definitely outweighed the difficulties. If only the tangled fight between my new dangly earrings and curled hair would produce similar rewards. The other parts of my outfit proved less complex. The V-neck ribbed sweater hugged my curves without pinching or binding. The heater in his car worked well, and I unbuttoned my charcoal jacket, a new hip-length style Shireen had finished yesterday. I welcomed the thick wool of the coat. 
 
    Logan slid into the driver’s seat. “You sure do look pretty tonight.” 
 
    “So do you.” I sneaked glances at his tight jeans and crewneck sweater, which defined the muscles of his shoulders and upper chest. A stubble of dark blond covered his jaw. Golden ringlets teased his ears and collar. I enjoyed a relaxing breath, allowing his scent to wash over me, this time without the fear of falling. Or at least physically falling. Certainly my mind ventured along what seemed like new and dangerous territory, prompted by my hormones zinging in all directions. 
 
    As we drove, Logan reached over and took my hand. “We’re going to Dale’s Steakhouse, one of Bentbone’s family restaurants.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed the places that do well here seem to be family-run like the Fern Café and Mama’s Pizzeria. They’re great, don’t get me wrong, but I was hoping to try some fast food. Just to see what that’s like. We don’t have any in New Wish.” 
 
    He stopped at an intersection of country roads and nodded past me. “I can head to the other end of town if you’d rather go to Dairy Queen. That’s all Bentbone has for junk food, unless you count all the touristy ice cream parlors.” 
 
    I let out a giggle. “No, I meant some other time. My taste buds are set on a juicy steak tonight.” 
 
    He laughed and proceeded straight. “For a minute, I thought you’d be a cheap date. But I should’ve known there’s nothing simple about this relationship. Dating a girl tangled with a black magic banshee. And, heck, I even had to scrounge up present-day clothes. The jeans are new.” He let go of my hand to rub the denim covering one knee and glanced my way with raised brows, as if measuring the impact of his words. 
 
    “Hmpf. It does you good to get out of those suits once in a while.” 
 
    “And fighting off a banshee to save the fair maiden only strengthens my magic.” 
 
    I turned sideways in the seat. “I’m the one destined to fight the banshee. And I don’t need saving.” 
 
    He clasped my hand again. “You’re definitely capable. I just want to be there to help, in case…in case someone thinks I’m not doing my job as high priest.” 
 
    I didn’t believe the reason he stated and threaded my fingers deeper between his. “I’m glad you’re protecting me. And I might need your help more than you think.” 
 
    Logan drove into a large lot next to a red-brick, single-story building with wide picture windows on two sides lit with neon signs. The one beside the parking lot door glared “Dale’s” in fluorescent orange. Once parked, Logan gathered a short black leather jacket from the backseat and pulled it on. He offered me his arm and escorted me to the entry, past a line of waiting diners. 
 
    Inside, a tight-lipped hostess with steel gray hair piled on her head gave us a hard look. “Two?” 
 
    “Yes, with reservations under the name Logan Dennehy.” He returned her standoffishness with a dimpled smile that couldn’t help but convince any woman to do his bidding. 
 
    The matron snatched two menus. “This way.” 
 
    Logan motioned me to follow the woman’s clipped gait, and I sat at the indicated table for two in the middle of a large, busy dining area. Newly remodeled, dark hardwood planked the floor. I sank into a cushy burgundy leather-like chair, my messenger bag close by my feet. Walls covered with old Bentbone memorabilia and framed newspaper articles grounded the restaurant with a long history. And rich smells of grilled beef told me the family had perfected their cooking skills here over decades. 
 
    “Jennifer will be your server,” the hostess snapped, plunked the menus on the table, then pivoted and marched back to her post. 
 
    With a wide smile and swinging cow earrings, a woman with bleached blond hair graying at the roots set water glasses on our table. 
 
    I muffled a laugh at the contrast between the two women. 
 
    “Hello, folks. I’m Jennifer and I’m happy to be your server tonight.” She gave Logan the once-over. “I have to tell you, when I saw your name on the reservation list, I was flat-out curious what the new coven leader would look like.” 
 
    “I hope all the gossip’s been good.” Logan shot her a twisted grin. 
 
    “Depends on who’s doin’ the talkin’.” The waitress lowered her voice. “Unlike some ’round here, I think witchcraft’s fascinatin’. Dale’s cousin Doris, the hostess, don’t like to cater to witches, but I think we’re blessed to have such all-knowing folks on our doorstep.” 
 
    “Thanks for your kind words, Jennifer. I appreciate the support.” 
 
    She rattled off an animated and editorialized version of the nightly specials. “I’ll give you two a few minutes to think over the menu.” 
 
    After she left, Logan leaned across the table. “That’s nice for a change.” 
 
    “Are most people like Doris?” I glanced to the entry where the hostess stood as rigid as the podium in front of her. 
 
    “No. Not so much. Most just keep some distance, which is fine. At least that shows some respect.” 
 
    “Or stay away fearing they’ll be turned into toads.” I laughed but remembered how Eric’s friends treated me like a freak, although Eric hadn’t. People reacted to witches in different ways. Back in New Wish, the locals were nearly as odd and eccentric as us so we didn’t have these issues. 
 
    Our laughter faded as we settled into studying the menus. My mouth watered more with each entrée I read. At Logan’s recommendation, I decided on the filet. A few minutes later, Jennifer returned and took our orders. 
 
    While we waited for our food, Logan pulled a palm-size bundle wrapped in black cotton from his jacket pocket and uncovered a long amethyst crystal that ended in a hexagonal point. “You wanted to know more about pendulum magic.” The pointed gem hung two inches below a silver chain. 
 
    My eyes widened and I scanned the room. “I do, but is it safe to have that out here?” 
 
    He closed his palm around the crystal. “I’ll be careful. Besides, Jennifer might get a kick out of it.” 
 
    “I didn’t get to see it.” I held out a hand, and he secreted the amethyst from his palm to mine. I guarded it from view with my other hand while I examined the gem. Lavender inclusions blossomed from the apex. I glanced at him. “This isn’t the one you showed me at the cemetery.” 
 
    “I have several pendulums. The one I had the other day is for general readings, what I carry all the time. This amethyst I use to sharpen my psychic sense. It works great and is special to me because it belonged to Skena Stoddard. She’s one of the elderly witches I visit regularly to help with household chores.” A dimpled grin crossed his face, and his irises lightened to a clear sky blue. “An amazing ninety-five-year-old lady who knows more magic, both black and white, than I’ll ever master. She teaches me in return for favors of household magic her clouded mind has forgotten. This was her yule gift to me last winter.” 
 
    I rolled the gem over in my cupped palm. “It’s lovely. These inclusions look like flowers. Does that mean anything?” 
 
    “If there is a strong energy connection, they spread upward and to specific facets. According to Skena, that propels the pendulum’s movement.” 
 
    I studied the inclusions. In response, tendrils cut toward the side facing me, their terminal buds bursting into tiny violet asters and rich purple mums until the entire surface glowed. “Oh! Look!” I exclaimed, then lowered my voice to not draw attention as I showed him the amethyst. 
 
    “Cool. You have an affinity with that crystal’s magic. I’m even more anxious now to see if it can answer some of your questions.” 
 
    The internal stems bent in my direction to another facet. Their action made me recall another reason witches used amethyst. I sneaked a glance at Logan, long enough to fall into the depths of his blue pools and looked away as pleasant tingles wound through me, around my heart and breasts, as if vines grew from the gem into my body. Overwhelmed by the wonderful sensation and too afraid to lock eyes for fear he’d see my innermost thoughts, I moistened my lips and whispered, “Or since amethyst is also used by men to help them attract women, maybe it’s just reacting to you.” The words said, I managed to steal another look his way. 
 
    This time, he cast his eyes down, but his tempting grin remained. “Well…yeah. From frequent use, the crystal does react quickly to my powers. It knows how I feel about you.” He shot me a questioning look. 
 
    I did my best to reassure him with a smile. 
 
    He captured my gaze and continued. “But, I’m hoping its strong connection to you will help in other ways as well.” 
 
    I let the pendulum dangle from an inch of its chain. It circled in an oval pattern skewed toward me. “I haven’t even asked a question.” 
 
    “We probably need to clean off all the steamy energy we’ve been sending it.” He waggled his brows, and I laughed. “I usually skip that step since I’m the only one handling my crystals.” 
 
    “Will you look at that.” The waitress’ eyes bugged out as she lowered a tray from her shoulder to the table edge. 
 
    Her reaction shocked me back to the reality that we sat in a public restaurant. Through the crystal’s unique reaction revealing Logan’s passion, I’d lost all sense of anyone present around us. 
 
    Jennifer leaned down as she methodically distributed plates, her cow earrings quivering and voice hushed. “Those purple bits move. That’s some pretty magic. Best you hide that away though before Doris sees. She don’t take to witches’ doings. Has shown a few the door.” 
 
    Logan tucked the pendulum into his jacket pocket and winked at me. “Wouldn’t want to waste these steaks. They look great.” 
 
    “They sure do.” I could almost taste the salty, robust flavor steaming from the plate. 
 
    The waitress left us to our meal, and we dug in without any further talk about pendulum magic. The melt-in-your-mouth tenderness filled my mouth with subtle flavors. Buttery juice dribbled from one corner of my lips. 
 
    “That’s good steak.” Logan took a break to give his baked potato some attention. 
 
    Mouth full, I nodded. 
 
    When at last I reached the last succulent pink bites of filet, my thoughts drifted to the questions I wanted to ask the pendulum. And to how it’d responded based on Logan’s attraction to me. My pulse throbbed where my fingertips pressed against the fork. The intensity of the pendulum’s magic both excited and frightened me. 
 
    Too full for dessert, Logan paid the bill and we left. Outside, huge flakes of snow danced in the streetlights. “The first snow of the season,” I yelped, let one drift into my open hand, and brought it close for inspection. “Darn. Melted. I always want to be able to hold one long enough to see the lace patterns. My girlfriends back home could, those who weren’t sun witches like me.” 
 
    Logan pulled leather gloves from his pocket, put them on, then pursued the largest flakes. 
 
    I laughed. “People will think you’re drunk.” 
 
    “Drunk on love.” He presented his catch of half a dozen icy crystals glittering against the black leather. 
 
    “They’re beautiful.” I drew his hand closer. 
 
    “Like you.” When the snowflakes collapsed, he brushed his hands together, and draped an arm around my shoulder as he led me to his car. 
 
    I shivered in the cold sedan and folded my arms across my body. 
 
    Logan shot me a glance and laughed as he fired up the heater. “Come on. You’re a sun witch. Can’t you release that power to warm yourself up?” 
 
    “I wish it did work that way.” 
 
    Once we turned onto the road, he lifted an arm across the top of the seatback, his hand on my shoulder. “Snuggle in. This heater takes a while.” 
 
    I scooted against him, careful to keep my knees away from the shifter, and he wrapped his arm tight around me. “Won’t you have to shift?” 
 
    “You’re a driver now. You can do that job.” 
 
    I rested a tentative hand on the shifter and followed his directions to move it. 
 
    “I think we’ll go to my house to use the pendulum, if that’s okay?” Logan asked. “The unfamiliar energies in your homestead might throw off my crystal.” 
 
    “Probably a good idea.” 
 
    On the way to his house, we passed the cemetery. Bright light from the nearly full moon illuminated the grounds. A wave stirred through the quiet canopy of the distant tree line. Moments later, upper branches of the gate’s sentry maple whipped in circles. I held my breath and leaned forward to gain a better view. Statues inside motioned us to visit them with peaceful, languid waves. Confused by the mixed signals, I checked my beryl bracelet but found nothing other than a simmering glow, barely visible but enough to bring my sun energy to my skin. 
 
    A turning motion of the car diverted my attention to his house. The four guardian trees shone in the moonlight as if under spotlights. “Your trees, do they always do that?” 
 
    “Yep, during full moon times.” Logan removed his arm and parked between the house and garage. “My ma said it was to keep out any spirits who might wander from the cemetery on those nights. They were planted by the witch who first owned the place.” 
 
    “Smart move. Was the action around the cemetery, the trees and statues, normal for a coming full moon? Or should I be on alert for the banshee?” 
 
    “It looked pretty normal to me, but I wouldn’t let your guard down.” He opened his door and slid out. 
 
    I pulled my bag containing my wand into my lap and kept it close as we went inside. A plain cement stoop led to the back door, which opened onto a mudroom lit by a single bare bulb. A homemade rag rug formed a central walk path. On one wall, stood a bench with jackets hung above it on pegs, while tidy rows of Logan’s boots lined the other. 
 
    He motioned me to follow into the small kitchen. An apple green metal dinette on a frayed handmade braided rug filled one corner. Above it hung a bakelite plastic ceiling lamp I recognized as the same type my parents had. The few counters and sink were free of dishes and clean. Towels with crocheted edgings hung from the icebox and oven doors. Though modest and worn, the home showed care. Although my mother, like the rest of those in New Wish, favored handmade furnishings and repurposed antiques, she’d updated when things wore out. I remembered many items in Logan’s house from my childhood and from Gran’s. I smiled at the green jadeite breadbox, the same as Mom still used though with a fresh coat of paint. Logan’s upbringing comforted me, since mine hadn’t been so different. We had more in common than I thought. 
 
    From a battered knotty pine cabinet, he removed a canning jar of coarse salt to the counter. He sprinkled at least half a cup into a plastic storage container and added as much water from the tap before submerging the amethyst pendulum into the mixture. “This will remove any picked-up energies. While it soaks, let me review some basics. We’ll watch for patterns of the swing, whether straight lines in a certain direction or circular movements. This pendulum seldom circles, though it did tonight for you.” 
 
    I grinned. “All that passion might’ve confused it.” 
 
    “It makes my head spin, so why not?” He laughed. “Anyway, according to what Skena taught me, each person must establish their own directional swings before using a pendulum for readings. You’ll need to find out what certain responses look like by asking it directly what a ‘no’ looks like and so on. Other than that, you need to start thinking of your questions.” 
 
    “Already have those in mind.” 
 
    “Make sure they’re mostly yes or no, or at least closed questions.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s limiting.” I took a seat at the dinette and mentally checked and reworked my questions. 
 
    Logan turned aside, closed his eyes, and pressed his palms together. 
 
    Silence pressed on my ears. I hadn’t noticed before, but Logan’s house lacked something from other places I’d been in the coven: my homestead, Cerise and Toby’s house, Shireen’s dress shop, Vika’s herbal kitchen, even the Council’s gathering hall. It lacked sounds of house spirits. No creaks or twangs blended into the white noise I’d come to enjoy as one of the quaint charms of my homestead. The hum of other beings gave me comfort. 
 
    Logan’s family had been hedge witches whose magic was limited to healing people with herbal remedies. They hadn’t gained enough skill at witchcraft for their souls to become empowered upon death. In a strange way, I felt sad for Logan living in this isolation. Although I’d grown up without the constant attention or annoyance of house spirits, I was overcome with the desire to fill Logan’s void. I wanted to be an end to his loneliness. 
 
    Minutes later, he roused from his meditation and used tongs to remove the pendulum from the cleansing bath. He dried it in a new piece of black cotton and joined me at the table. Holding the pendulum with the fabric, he handed it to me. 
 
    I accepted it by the chain and addressed the crystal. “Show me what a ‘no’ response looks like.” 
 
    The weight of the amethyst pulled against the chain in my fingers, as if doubled in force. 
 
    I checked Logan’s face, and he gestured for me to continue. I refocused on the pendulum, channeled my energy through my fingers into it. 
 
    The crystal responded. I sensed a burst of power upward through its chain, followed by a barely perceptible wiggle which increased into a slight swing. Toward me, then away. 
 
    Encouraged, I continued. “What will a ‘yes’ response look like?” 
 
    With only slight hesitation, the amethyst halted and gyrated into a new pattern that slowly accelerated into a right to left motion. 
 
    “And what will a neutral response look like?” 
 
    This time, the pendulum jiggled with wild confusion that expanded and flowed into a regular, oval sweep. 
 
    I swallowed hard and selected my first real question. “Will I challenge the banshee before Samhain?” 
 
    The stone flattened its orbit into a right-left swing. Good news as far as my role in ending the curse. I repositioned my seat and posed another question. “Will my wand help me battle the banshee?” 
 
    The pendulum swung higher in its right to left motion. 
 
    “Well, both of those are good to know.” I took a breath and spoke again to the crystal. “The questions only get harder.” 
 
    To my surprise, the gem reacted with blooms of violet flower inclusions against the facets closest to me. 
 
    I laughed. “I’m glad you’re up for the challenge. Will I defeat the banshee?” 
 
    The blossoms wilted and the pendulum gradually began a forward and back oscillation. 
 
    My fingertips holding the chain went numb and my mind blank to all except dread. I bit my lip and roused myself to go on. “Will I win the fight?” 
 
    The crystal hesitated for a long moment, then gyrated into a ragged oval. 
 
    Logan let out a muffled groan and shifted in his seat. 
 
    A line of perspiration formed along my upper lip, and I blinked repeatedly to stay focused. “Will I break the curse?” 
 
    The gem bobbed up and down on its chain, pulling hard against my fingers, as if it didn’t want to answer. 
 
    I reinforced my grip and restated the query. 
 
    Like a wild animal being forced into a cage, the radical movements zigged and zagged along a sloppy circular path. 
 
    “I can’t think of more questions.” I clamped my eyes shut and passed the pendulum to Logan. 
 
    A moment later, I sensed his heat near my face. I flickered my eyes open in time to receive a gentle butterfly kiss on the cheek that trailed to my lips. Like the gossamer flutter of wings. 
 
    “We’ve learned enough.” He murmured into my mouth with a deep, silky-smooth voice. “Whatever happens, I’ll be with you.” 
 
    Unable to comprehend the pendulum’s readings, I pushed it aside and welcomed Logan’s sweet sexiness. I ached for release from the stress pushing in on me and opened my lips to initiate a passionate kiss. I thrust my tongue inside his mouth. 
 
    He pulled my body around, his arms warm along the sides of my back. 
 
    I broke the kiss and gasped for air. The need to breathe seemed only a frustrating interruption, and once accomplished, I pulled him tighter. 
 
    I leaned closer, but he found my hand. “Let’s get more comfortable on the parlor sofa.” 
 
    Snuggled close as we sat against the soft cushions, Logan lifted one of my curls, allowing it to spiral around his finger. “I like your hair curled.” Point scored for the time I’d spent earlier with a curling iron. 
 
    “It almost matches yours.” I fondled a golden ringlet that twirled into the shell of his ear and let my lips follow the delicate folds of skin to the lobe. 
 
    His strong hands roamed over my hips and pulled me hard against him. His mouth covered mine for a deep, probing kiss. My body ached to be closer, to shut out the world and the problems pressing upon us. His heat spread along my skin, a protective cocoon. I nestled closer, and his musky scent with undertones of citrus cologne wove into our covering. 
 
    Moonlight fell across our tangled bodies. It kissed the bared skin of Logan’s chiseled forearms and my cleavage where the V-neck sweater stretched low. The moon joined our passion, guiding our hands to explore soft curves and firm muscles. 
 
    But when the light shone into my face, my eyes flicked open with sudden recollection of the coming full moon. Problems crashed back on me. My consecration tomorrow night could bring me face to face with the banshee whom I would not defeat. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-three: The Consecration 
 
      
 
      
 
    I lit a single candle and placed it on my bedroom chest. I had to prepare meticulously for my consecration. I’d selected my outfit and laid out supplies for this special night days in advance. 
 
    My fingers pulled dark stockings up my legs and slipped over my head one of Shireen’s new creations, a winter ceremony dress. Fluid black challis cut on the bias swung out at both the elbow-length sleeves and the full, flared skirt with cascades of asymmetrical hem points. I tied the laces on new black leather ankle boots. 
 
    I secured the front of my hair at my crown with a black velvet ribbon. Around my neck, I fastened a silver pentacle necklace that once belonged to Gran. The final touch came from my mother’s love and skill––my personal essential oil blend. Crisp notes of peppermint and rosemary filled my nose with a rush of alertness. Spicy secondary scents of cinnamon, clove, and coriander wafted in a teasing dance, rousing my sun power to tingle at hairs along my arms. I dabbed the heady essence where my energy burned hottest: inner wrists; temples; base of my throat; and nape of my neck. I hoped tonight I’d live up to all that Gran and Mom had taught me. 
 
    When fully dressed, I picked up my wand and sat on the dresser’s tufted bench. My gaze fixed on the candle flame, a single-pointed connection to my element of nature, the source of my power. Only with that focus could I best consecrate my wand tonight, align it with the magic in my soul. 
 
    Sensations of my sun energy moved from the flame to me, through my mind, heart, and soul to my hand holding the carefully prepared branch from Nannan. 
 
    The wand’s three end twigs glistened gold, which activated Gran’s amber, attached to the longest tip. Inside, a glow sparked that matched the candle’s delicate flame. A blue-violet center bathed the embedded firefly, coating the myriad filaments and veins of its tiny wings. A red-orange heart surrounded the insect, flowing in the direction of the candle across the room. Radiating out farther, a brilliant yellow licked the amber’s internal surface as if trying to escape and reach its mate feet away. Golden light beamed from the amber to kiss the candle, making its flame rise higher and flicker wildly. The circle of energy hummed through me: blood vessels pumped a rapid pulse, nerve filaments sizzled with electricity, muscle fibers constricted, and tendons poised tight. My body, mind, and soul unified with my element. “Hail, Tana, Goddess of Fire!” I said aloud. The strength of my voice resonated in my chest and caused the flames of both candle and amber to dance, long after the sounds of the words faded. 
 
    Voices outside broke my meditation. I rose and moved to the chest. With moistened fingertips, I extinguished the candle and whispered a short closure verse. I checked my beryl bracelet. Its dim glow assured me the guests were expected and no threat. 
 
    Wand in hand, I slipped downstairs and caught a glimpse of Fenton perched on the top of an upright piano. “It’s your big night, lass,” he said and hopped to the floor. 
 
    I paused. How did he know about the ceremony? My friends’ footsteps thudded on the porch. I hadn’t seen Fenton since two nights ago, before I received a vision of him and Maggie passing figurines through her mirror. I had so many questions to ask him but no time now. 
 
    “Go on to your pals. Just know I’ll be there for you tonight.” 
 
    A knock sounded. 
 
    “How?” I asked over my shoulder as I moved into the foyer. “You wouldn’t be safe. The banshee is out there.” 
 
    “Aye, but I’m not so safe even here o’ late. The beastie’s gonna have me one way or another.” He tipped his fedora. “I’ll be seeing your rite. Count on that, lassie.” 
 
    My breath caught and I gasped, “No! Don’t put yourself in danger. Or me. You might draw the banshee to the event.” 
 
    “Probably safest for you iffen I get that meeting over with. Been a long time coming.” 
 
    Another knock prompted me to take hold of the door handle. I glared at Fenton, as if I could will him to stay home in his hatbox tonight. 
 
    He waved me to answer, then with a sad smile his form faded. Why would he risk his soul just to see my consecration? 
 
    I opened the door the same moment Logan gave it a push from outside. Our faces almost touched at the door’s edge. “Are you okay, Aggie? You didn’t answer. You look worried.” He touched my arm. 
 
    “I just saw Fenton. He intends to be at the ceremony. I tried to talk him out of it.” 
 
    The rest of the group entered behind Logan: Kier and his familiar Waapake, Rowe and his familiar Busby, Vika and her familiar Siddie, and Jancie. 
 
    Hoping they might have answers, I asked, “Do you all have any ideas? I can’t understand why he’d take that risk being away from the protection Maggie put on this house.” 
 
    “Fenton’s a wild card.” Rowe shrugged. 
 
    Vika clutched my hand as she entered, and her bobcat rubbed against my legs. “I hope you don’t mind me an’ Siddie joinin’ in. I love to help in circle castin’. Siddie’s always a good girl, isn’t that right?” She looked down at her familiar. 
 
    “Oh, you’re both always welcome. I’m glad you came. Vika, you look lovely.” I waved to the rest. “And all of you, thanks for coming.” I was flattered they’d all dressed formally for the occasion. 
 
    “Fenton! I need to talk to you.” A streak of all black—suit, shirt, and fedora—Logan strode through the lower floor, fists clenched and yelling, “You coward! Your presence at the consecration could lure the banshee. You’re putting Aggie in serious danger. What are you thinking? Come out here, now!” When his boots pounded back to the parlor where the others gathered, his irises resembled inky storm clouds. 
 
    Keir rubbed a hand down beaded strands to clasp his smoky quartz talisman. “Fenton has a long-standing relationship with that demon, on a plane we can’t fully understand.” 
 
    Surrounded by my friends, the pungent smell of sage and bay tickled my nose. In the wide lapels of their double-breasted coats, the men wore boutonnieres of a single thistle for instilling strength, along with sprigs of sage and bay to bring wisdom. Vika wore a matching small bouquet on a black satin ribbon at her neck, and a braided crown of the herbs held Jancie’s long red hair in place. 
 
    “You’d think if Fenton wanted to harm Aggie, he could’ve done so already.” Jancie placed a matching herbal crown on my head. “Vika and I made these for the ceremony.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I looked between the women, honored by their gift. “They’re so pretty.” 
 
    Rowe straightened from where he leaned against the back of a wing chair. He wore black leather wristlets that served as perches for Busby and added a gangster flare to his black, pin-striped suit. A dark cloak hung over one shoulder, and gold watch chain swung across his right leg. He smoothed the bird’s ruffled neck feathers. “I agree about Fenton, but something has Busby on the alert.” 
 
    Vika shivered and pulled her black shawl around her neck. Wild, white spikes of hair poked through the open crochet. She’d dressed in a full-length black sheath gathered loosely into a scooped neckline. Silver earrings dangled to her shoulders, meeting numerous silver necklaces that held protective and strengthening crystals. Although her gnarled fingers were free of decoration, bracelets clattered at her wrists. Times before, I’d only seen her wear one or two crystal necklaces and no other jewelry. 
 
    I knelt and stroked Waapake’s fur as he licked my other hand and wrist, bearing the beryl bracelet. His energy soothed my nerves. “He doesn’t seem upset.” 
 
    “You wear his mother’s amulet.” Keir bent and patted his familiar’s shoulder. “He trusts in that as we all should.” Leather moccasins decorated with rich beading and fringed cuffs covered the seer’s feet. At the coven party, he’d worn the customary fedora, but tonight he was bare-headed, his cropped black hair painted with a red triangle pointing toward his crown. A necklace bearing a silver phoenix swung out from his chest. 
 
    Those symbols piqued my curiosity. “Are you guided by fire, too?” 
 
    His black eyes gleamed. “Yes, but not in the same ways. It seemed wise to call upon my element in your support tonight.” 
 
    “Well, I trust Waapake. That’s one darned good familiar,” Vika proclaimed. 
 
    “Let’s get this party started.” Jancie linked her arm in Rowe’s and took a step toward the foyer. 
 
    Possibly from the heat of Logan’s rage, cherubic golden curls had tightened and poked into his ears as if to block the steam inside. He motioned us toward the door. 
 
    I swung a full-length black velvet cloak over my shoulders, tucked my wand into my bag, and joined the others. 
 
    Dressed in ceremonial clothes and loaded with supplies, our group made slow progress along the forest trail. The full moon barely skimmed the tree-line. Many oaks that didn’t shed their leaves until spring lined the first leg, and we struggled in the pitch black. Vika leaned heavily on a walking staff to negotiate the treacherous terrain. Thankfully for Vika and all of us, as before, Nannan directed tree roots to lower as we approached. 
 
    The woods lay quieter than when I’d visited two nights ago. My heart beat louder than usual. Ahead, the stream’s waters trickled, and I used the calming sounds to steady myself. 
 
    At the bank, moonbeams sliced through openings in the tree cover. The rays glanced off the water and lit wisps of rising fog into an ethereal silver mist that wafted around our feet. The stream gurgled louder, twisting and dancing high onto rocks as if tempting the full hunter’s moon into a game of cat and mouse. Would the moon goddess play games with me during the ceremony? 
 
    With improved lighting, we quickened our pace though the fog rose to our knees. 
 
    “Good thing Nannan’s expectin’ us or we’d never make it before moonset,” Vika said between loud gulps for air. 
 
    On the trail’s last curve, a cacophony lifted above the sound of rushing water. A clamor of animal sounds cluttered the air when I entered Nannan’s clearing: twittering songbirds, crying jays, chittering coons, and bleating calls I realized were forest deer. I touched Logan’s arm and whispered, “Look at the deer. Amazing!” A dozen, including six ten-or-more-point bucks, lifted muzzles and sang a squealing, off-key chorus. 
 
    “That’d scare away any demon.” Jancie covered her ears and grimaced. 
 
    Her idea seemed likely until surrounding trees clattered their twigs together. The air whipped with their motions, lifting my hair and stirring the fog above our heads. My hand, still on Logan’s arm, grabbed tight, and I surged sun power to my skin. The sudden breeze put me on banshee high alert. In the fracas, I searched for Fenton but couldn’t find him. A twinge of irritation flared my nostrils at the thought of him showing up and sabotaging my consecration. 
 
    Siddie broke away from her mistress and rivaled the discordant sounds with her own big-cat snarls. Waapake craned his neck and howled, more melodic than the rest. Busby hooted and flapped in circles until he gained enough lift to glide between limbs of the matriarch tree. Did these strange reactions show acceptance and bonding or some wicked enchantment? 
 
    My pulse raced, and I dug in my bag for my wand. Both Gran’s amber and Coyote Mother’s beryl gave off only faint normal glows. 
 
    Jancie lifted her face and open palms. “Strength of the south wind, I compel thee to stop this whirlwind.” 
 
    Logan and Rowe scanned the air. Rowe’s pocket watch, now in his hand, dripped with blue energy, while Logan’s fists swelled with black storm vapors. 
 
    Only Kier remained at ease, turning in place, eyes wide. As a seer connected to nature, his wonder quieted my apprehension. 
 
    I felt a tug on one side of my cloak and looked down. Cyril the Raccoon King poked a twitching black nose through the dense mist. “Friends, no need to worry. Only greetings from folks here to help.” His voice resonated above the din, and the forest commotion calmed. After sniffing in the direction of each human, he said, “Please be welcome.” He chattered to himself as he waddled to the matriarch sycamore, now ablaze in moonlight. 
 
    Her peeling bark caught the light and dripped glitter onto the forest floor. The smooth trunk beneath reflected silvery brilliance. 
 
    I dashed to Nannan, my soulmate in nature. I embraced her with arms open wide, always trying to hug more of her. “You are the queen of the forest tonight.” 
 
    Against my open palm, she replied, spelling, “And you are its princess.” 
 
    Cyril’s wet nose against my calf interrupted our communication. “Time to begin.” 
 
    Keir joined me at the trunk. “For this particular consecration, Logan and I agreed to form a circle to prevent unwanted energies from influencing our work. Have you cast a circle before?” 
 
    “Yes, mostly for small purposes as practice, but I’ve assisted with many important celebration circles.” 
 
    Keir gestured to the north. 
 
    With a deep breath, I grounded my center toward that direction and paced three strides from Nannan’s trunk to begin the circle drawn around her. There I raised my arms above my head. “By the earth that is her body, I call upon the Guardians of the Watchtowers of the North.” I lowered my arms and continued toward an eastern point the same distance from the matriarch tree. 
 
    Aided by Jancie, Vika filled a bowl with salt, lit a white candle, and placed both at the northern spot I’d left. They followed my path, and Siddie dropped small fallen branches from the maternal sycamore to mark the circle’s perimeter. 
 
    At the east, I invoked the Lords and Goddesses of Air, and the two women laid a bouquet of fresh mums, along with another lit candle. More branches were set to delineate the circle. We progressed to the south, invoking and leaving a burning red candle as a symbol of the fire of nature’s bright spirit. At the west, I paused a fourth time with raised arms and said, “I appeal to the waters of her living womb.” My helpers placed a chalice filled with water and the final burning candle. I stopped at the northwest and saluted the sky and earth. Only a passageway remained open and unmarked by limbs. 
 
    Logan stood at the opening and admitted each member of our group into the circle. 
 
    I walked to the north, spread the final branches to close the circle, and stepped inside. “As it is above.” I raised my arms, then brought them down to touch the ground. “So it is below. The circle is mine.” At my feet, a large, flat root protruded from Nannan. “This will serve as my altar.” 
 
    Jancie stepped forward with a brass incense burner in the shape of a dragon, while Vika lit one end of the incense cake until it glowed, then blew out the flame. Busby flapped his wings across the cake until the red-orange tip smoldered. The younger woman set it on the altar and addressed me. “This fire incense we made for you.” 
 
    Apart from the glowing tip, the smoke disappeared into the fog. But a perfume I knew well diffused through the dense air, a woodsy exotic blend of frankincense, sandalwood, and musk with grassy sweetness of saffron and earthy dragon’s blood. Intensified by the moisture in the air, the scent boosted my powers with renewed confidence. 
 
    “Is it all right?” Jancie asked. 
 
    “It’s perfect, with top quality ingredients my mother would envy. Thank you.” I placed my wand on the wide root. 
 
    With a smile, Jancie joined hands with Vika and Rowe, forming a connection with the others that began and ended with the great sycamore. 
 
    Only Keir, Waapake, and I remained at the altar. The seer spoke in his usual firm but gentle tone. “Aggie, with one hand touching the donor tree, pass the wand through the smoke and repeat the consecration verse after me.” 
 
    The wand bathed in incense, I presented it to the full moon, which coated the wood with a soft shimmer. With my other hand firm on Nannan, I focused on Keir’s face. 
 
    “I call upon strength of the elements.” Although spoken in a conversational voice, his words resonated as if amplified by speakers. 
 
    I repeated the line and he continued, pausing at breaks for me to speak. 
 
    “Radiance of this full Hunter’s Moon, empower this wand and channel my strength to safeguard others from harm.” 
 
    The responsibility of the pledge shuddered through me and knotted my stomach. 
 
    We continued our recitation. “Speed of Lightning, empower this wand. Swiftness of Wind, empower this wand. Depth of the Seas, empower this wand. Stability of the Earth, empower this wand. Firmness of Rock, empower this wand. And truest among all for me, Light of the Sun, empower this wand. I charge and empower this wand. So mote it be.” 
 
    Vibrations passed from tree to wand along my arms and torso, an electrical current far greater than my own. 
 
    “A wand is a tool of magical will, but also a partner, because it embodies your whole self.” Keir’s eyes scanned mine. “Do you feel that sensation now?” 
 
    Overwhelmed by the magic, I only nodded. 
 
    “A tree-spirit, if well-suited to the witch, as yours seems to be, can be a powerful and faithful familiar.” The seer nodded to his coyote, who curled between my leg and the tree trunk. “Wood from the matriarch embodies not only the spirit of her, but also spirits of every sycamore in this forest or entire valley. It is your responsibility to connect to the tree’s spirit, learn its verbal and gestural language. Gods, goddesses, and the spirits of Nature all dance together and understand the language of gesture. The incantation, song, or sound utterance of the witch follows the direction of her wand like a choir follows the baton of its director.” 
 
    I reeled as Keir’s message transformed from comprehensible words into vibrational patterns with a felt-sense that seemed both foreign and familiar, as if the knowledge had been stored in dark recesses of my brain. I stared at the wand, searching for a possible explanation. 
 
    A brilliant flash from the beryl on my opposite wrist closest to Nannan caused my head to snap in that direction. Instinctively, I checked the surroundings. The tree tops remained still and the temperature cool but steady. 
 
    Waapake rose and gave a long, poignant howl. The beauty of his call rushed chills along my spine and welled tears into my eyes. 
 
    As his mournful note faded, a filmy vision appeared before us. Coyote Mother. Her white-gray fur was more grizzled and her flanks leaner than her son’s. “Dream-walker Aggie, we meet again. This time to celebrate great strength, and I have one more gift to bestow upon you.” She bared her teeth, gnawed off a tiny patch of her son’s dark gray fur, and deposited it on the altar. “Thread these hairs into the porous grain along the wand where Nannan once fought boring insects. The enchantment of the wand’s core with a kindred animal spirit will harmonize with Nannan’s wood and Gran’s amber. All of creation will then be at your calling.” 
 
    Jancie raised the burning red altar candle near the wand. 
 
    Keir inserted his familiar’s coarse guard hairs into half a dozen holes left by burrowing insects on one of the three end twigs. 
 
    When he finished, Coyote Mother nudged her son. “Let us serve gratitude.” She lifted her graceful neck and howled. 
 
    Waapake joined her in a tune more beautiful than his alone. Their harmonies blended into an ethereal song. 
 
    Nannan swept her twigs past one another producing a sound like violins to accompany the coyotes. Overwhelmed by the vibrations of song and electrical gestures of the sycamores blending in perfect unison, I collapsed onto her trunk. The language of my wand resonated through me. With me. I looked from Keir to Logan, then the others. “It worked! I feel the wand, Nannan, my Gran, the coyotes, the sun. All one inside the wand. Inside me.” 
 
    The trio sang, louder and with more joy. 
 
    “This is when we dance,” Vika called out with a smile that wrinkled the corners of her eyes until they hid in folds of skin. 
 
    Around the trunk we danced, singly or in pairs. Our cloaks thrown back, we raised our faces to the matriarch’s canopy, alive with music, and sang whatever words or notes filled our hearts with happiness. 
 
    One song blended into another, each rhythm more exuberant than the last. I circled the grand sycamore more times than I could count. Drunk with euphoria, I held fast to any hand offered and dodged owl wings and bobcat paws best I could. Tendrils of fog played among us, lifting ladies’ skirts until their jagged hems resembled splayed flower petals. We whooped and yelled, while birds darted through the trees. Deer stamped and raced along the circle’s outer perimeter, keeping time with the music. Nannan’s lower branches swept to and fro with rising and falling melodies. My throat grew raspy and rough, but I didn’t stop singing or dancing or smiling. I now understood what my destiny meant to all of creation, to free them from the black magic clouding their world. 
 
    At one glorious moment, I collided with Logan, and he swooped me into his arms, his lips meeting mine. Although our feet stopped, I still spun. My heart danced. We held tighter. Song and fog twirled both before and behind my eyes as fantasy teased reality. The warmth of his chest pressed against mine confused my senses into a wonderful delirium. I wanted this music, this night, to last forever. 
 
    Notes blurred together like a fast-forwarded song, abruptly alternating between brisk and cheerful and at other times sharp and hurried. The tune was spinning out of control. I clung to Logan, holding the pleasant notes with me. With us. 
 
    A single note morphed into a shrillness I couldn’t ignore, and I pulled back. Trees whipped in all directions, and a bitter gust sliced between Logan and me, like a knife cleaving us apart. My euphoria transformed into fear slicing at my throat. 
 
    Jancie screamed, then froze. 
 
    The dark, shrouded form of the banshee swept along the circle’s northern perimeter, vanished into tree cover, then glided near us again. 
 
    Rowe pushed Vika behind the mighty trunk before filling his hand with blue powers from his pocket watch. 
 
    “Wait! Don’t fire,” Logan yelled at both him and me, my fingers dripping with golden energy. “That could break the circle. Especially yours, Aggie, the way you’ve just been strengthened. The circle magic is all that’s keeping that demon from us.” 
 
    The banshee bashed against the north point. The white candle flickered but remained lit. 
 
    “What if the circle doesn’t hold?” I asked. 
 
    “That demon is strong,” Rowe said. “More than I thought possible.” 
 
    Keir joined us, pulling Waapake to his side. “Black magic is harder to read.” 
 
    “Can I call upon the south wind?” Jancie asked from where she knelt by the trunk, almost hidden by the fog. “Or will my transmission break the circle?” 
 
    Everyone looked to Kier, but he shrugged and nodded to me. “Jancie uses her mother’s New Wish magic. What do you think, Aggie?” 
 
    A branch fell from high in Nannan’s canopy, and Jancie darted from its path. 
 
    I grabbed her wrist and pulled her close. “It would be as if I called directly upon the sun, which I cannot at night. You must be careful not to bring the south wind’s power inside. Direct it to only act externally. That takes a clear mind.” 
 
    Jancie’s eyes widened and she shook her head. “I don’t know. I haven’t used my powers long, only a few months.” 
 
    “You can try, and we’ll all stand ready to fire at the demon if the circle breaks,” Logan suggested. 
 
    Another branch dropped, scattering our group. The banshee opened its gaping mouth, a bottomless black hole of death, to let out a scream garbled by a chilling laugh. 
 
    My ears burned and I clutched my nauseous stomach. Ignoring the pain, I shot power into my hand. And, for the first time, into my wand. Gran’s amber blazed brighter than I’d ever seen. 
 
    “Go ahead and prepare, Jancie,” Logan cried above the winds. “Everyone else, fuel up and be ready.” 
 
    She lifted her open palms, her face contorted and her lower lip bitten back. “I channeled clouds to join into a storm mass. They’re on the way.” 
 
    The rest of us held power in our hands, arms poised to throw. My fingers ached with the enormous pressure. 
 
    The banshee opened gnarled arms, bones loosely covered in shreds of sinew and muscle. Impossibly wide, its reach covered half the northeast quadrant. 
 
    “Almost here,” Jancie called. “Lightning’s striking between them. A little more coaxing from me, and they’ll strike to the ground.” 
 
    The beast’s fearsome skeletal head poked inside the circle and let out an ear-bleeding wail. 
 
    A second shriek, more guttural and growling than the banshee’s, sounded in the distance. 
 
    Without hesitation, the banshee turned from our circle’s wall and glided at top speed into the darkness of thick brush toward the second cry. The violent winds receded into deafening silence. Tangible fear reverberated through all beings, permeating the fog with a rank odor. The beryl at my wrist shone with a single image of Fenton, his face drawn and tight. 
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    “Fenton!” My words shot into the dark woods. I inhaled a sharp breath. My outburst could draw the banshee back to our circle. The next moments brought no response, no noise at all other than the wild thumping of my heart. I had to find Fenton. 
 
    I streaked to the altar and raised my arms high. “I call forth the power of this circle.” White light seeped from all directions forming loose balls in my open palms. Torn, I wanted to forget about closing the circle and listen for sounds in the surrounding forest. With the air now calm, I didn’t fear the presence of the banshee. Instead, whatever had made the second shriek challenged my focus. But the energy of a witch’s circle must be released and proper respect paid to the Mother, even if performed quickly. White light continued to flow toward me. 
 
    Unable to wait longer, I restated my command, “Power of this circle, gather in haste to me now.” Streams of light flowed from nooks along Nannan’s bark, from underneath leaves strewn on the ground at my feet, and from glistening droplets of fog. The balls in my hands, now twice the size, held all the night’s magic. An incredible display of brilliant light. “All that was taken to cast my circle, is now returned. Thank you, Mother.” I threw one hand up and the other down, then swiped my hands together in a brushing motion to release any remaining energy. 
 
    While I closed the circle, the rest of my group had gathered our ceremonial supplies. The men took the heaviest totes. Jancie shouldered a bag, lifted her own skirt, and took a firm hold on Vika’s arm. The elderly witch nodded her thanks. She gripped her cane with Siddie prowling along at her mistress’s side in a protective gait. 
 
    Logan balanced his load in his hands. “The sound came from the direction of the homestead. Aggie, you take the lead since you know the trail best.” 
 
    I slung the pack across my chest and set a quick pace, sun energy extended into the wand held before me. Although the shrill sound ended with a snarling note more like from an animal, my gut told me the second cry had belonged to Fenton. But what was Fenton? No one seemed to know if he was even a spirit. 
 
    I took the trail in wide strides, thankful Nannan again cleared roots away. 
 
    Leading with a full chest, Waapake ran alongside me. Busby sailed over our heads in silent flight. 
 
    Powered by adrenaline, my feet pounded the earth and my senses tuned to the slightest changes around me, while my mind hummed on its own path. No one cheated death like Fenton had done. Both his spirit and physical form, to some extent, remained intact. Outside the Hollow, people built their faith and hoped that would guide their souls to heaven. Here, witches worked their craft. Similarly, they hoped to reach an undefined level of mastery that would enable their souls to become empowered and interactive in this coven after death claimed their bodies. Fenton hadn’t chosen either route, nor had Maggie been able to protect his soul in a dream world. But it seemed she’d done something else to protect him. Their relationship puzzled me. I needed to understand their connection with that game of exchanging figurines across her mirror. 
 
    I ran onto the homestead’s lawn. Nothing seemed unusual, other than an eerie stillness, the typical reaction following the banshee’s visit. The cabin looked the same as I’d left it. Yellow front porch light spilled onto the circular drive. No sounds came from the carriage house, which was closed until the weekend. 
 
    With the two familiars still escorting me, I stopped by the shed doors. Panting, I turned to find Logan close behind. “I know that was Fenton.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” He tilted his head and took several long breaths. The shed’s security light shone on his cheeks, reddened from exertion. 
 
    Coming off the trailhead, Vika struggled with her footing over the lumpy lawn. Rowe took over for Jancie in assisting the old witch, who gasped for breath when they finally made it to the shed. She leaned against it, with Keir and Jancie ambling up beside her, chests heaving. 
 
    “It had to be Fenton,” I said in a hushed voice. “He said he’d be at the ceremony. He must’ve intended to distract the banshee.” 
 
    Waapake wandered behind the shed, and Keir followed his familiar. 
 
    “But that scream,” Jancie said. “It wasn’t human at all. Almost as creepy as the banshee.” 
 
    “I know, but my gut tells me it was Fenton.” 
 
    “Can you support that guess with your witchcraft senses?” Logan asked. “Anything that will give us more to go on?” 
 
    “A witch’s intuition is strong ’nough magic,” Vika chided as she hoisted herself from the shed. “No need to waste time analyzin’. Let’s get a look out for him.” 
 
    As she spoke her last words, a low growl escaped from the coyote. 
 
    Keir poked his head around the corner, his black hair glistening with sweat. “Come have a look at this.” 
 
    We hurried to where Waapake bared his teeth at a dark patch of ground, the forest thinned to meet scrubby grass. Visible in the full moon’s bright light, an inky discoloration stained the soil along a slight upwelling of cracks. 
 
    Logan eyed the spot, and then pointed toward the woods. “This is the direction Dulcie Quinn took that night when she was possessed and ran to the cemetery.” 
 
    I knelt beside the coyote to examine the finding. A sharp pine scent stung my nose and throat. “The smoke from my burning barrel wafted the same way when I disposed of the poisoned cloak scrap we found that night. This is yew potion, like we found on that torn piece of cloak fixed to the shed door.” 
 
    “Yew potion! Stay clear,” Vika barked, then lowered her voice as if the forest could hear. “That’s used to raise the dead. Don’t no one touch that. It’s highly poisonous. Make certain the familiars didn’t get in it or I’ll have to treat them with counter-potion straightaway.” She grabbed her bobcat by the neck scruff but wasn’t strong enough to hold her back. 
 
    Despite Vika’s cautions, Siddie crept past the coyote to the far side of the cracked earth, nose to the ground. Busby’s alert hoot from thirty yards into the woods sent Siddie leaping through the brush. 
 
    “Obviously, this is the way we need to head, then,” Logan called over his shoulder as he followed. 
 
    We joined after him, the tangled route marked by stinging pine odor. At a distance of fifty more yards, it intersected a wider footpath. “The way to the right has to lead to the streamside trail we were on.” I searched the others’ faces. “What does this mean?” 
 
    Vika leaned hard on her staff. “All’s I know is there’s some necromancy craft happenin’ here. Raisin’ the dead by black magic.” 
 
    “Would the banshee do this?” I asked. 
 
    “Not likely. Don’t need to, strong as that creature is. Land sakes it’s wicked.” The old witch shivered and took Logan’s arm. “I’d be lookin’ to the witches who’ve been agin you. Best we get out of this spot of death-work. I want to take our familiars back home to check for signs of poisonin’. The rest of you, wash yourselves careful tonight. Rowe, can you and Jancie drive us?” 
 
    He nodded and we retreated, calling out for Fenton in shadows on the way to the house. 
 
    “Lucky you brought the sedan rather than your coupe,” Logan said to Rowe as the men loaded the coyote and bobcat into his backseat with Vika between them. 
 
    “Master, may I fly to Vika’s?” Busby asked Rowe. 
 
    Vika gave a stern shake of her head. 
 
    Jancie accepted a wristlet from Rowe and held out her arm to the bird. “Come sit with me.” 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” I said through her open window. “Sorry we couldn’t have the after-party we’d planned. Maybe another time?” 
 
    “Definitely.” Jancie smiled. 
 
    As Keir, Logan, and I watched them leave, a hunched figure moved between the trees across the road. “Fenton? Is that you?” I called and ran to the end of my drive. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    A glint of red plaid flannel caught the moonlight and gave away the form as Ned Murdock. Limping onto the road, he let out a raucous laugh that raised hairs on my arms. One of his suspenders hung loose, and his trouser cuff dragged the ground. A dirty sleeve of his shirt gapped with a tear. “You can quit your callin’ fer your Fenton O’Mara.” 
 
    I took a step past my mailbox. “What do you know about that?” Had he been present at the ceremony? Judging by his rumpled appearance, it seemed possible. 
 
    “That old shyster’s met his ends. Long time comin’ an’ that banshee was right pissed off. You’ll be safer now in that house.” A yellow color crept up his neck into his grizzled jaws, and he veered my way with a salacious grin. 
 
    Logan started toward the man but held back as I extended my wand. 
 
    “Keep your distance.” I glared at Murdock. Remembering Hypatia’s spell, I waved my wand at his feet, preventing his advancement. Retreating would be his only recourse. 
 
    “I don’t mean no harm to you or that fella masqueradin’ as high priest,” he sputtered and lumbered into the shadows of his property. 
 
    Logan roared, “Keep it that way.” 
 
    Murdock responded with another maniacal laugh that turned my stomach. 
 
    Keir darted across the road, gathered a stone from Murdock’s driveway, slipped it into his jacket pocket, and rejoined us. 
 
    “Do you think the old man knows what happened tonight?” I asked Keir and Logan as we headed to my house. 
 
    “I feel black magic in that rock I picked up,” the seer said. “I’ll do some readings at home and let you know if I find anything. I’ll stay to help you two check the house, then I’m leaving to pick up Waapake.” 
 
    Inside, we called for Fenton repeatedly on every floor. We didn’t receive any response, but nothing seemed out of place. The furnace hummed in the warm house. House spirits busied themselves straightening vases, creaking along ceiling beams, and pinging inside radiators, following as we moved from room to room. 
 
    “Fenton will show up if he needs help. We’ll have to count on that,” Keir said when we finished the search. 
 
    “That wily weasel wouldn’t hesitate to ask for help, that’s for sure,” Logan added. 
 
    With hands on my hips, I glared at him. “He might’ve given up his soul to keep me safe from the banshee tonight.” 
 
    “Yeah, you may be right. Even depraved people can have a few good traits.” Logan met my stare with steely eyes that softened as his mouth drew into a hangdog grin. “If he did save you, I’ll be the first to tell him I’m forever grateful.” 
 
    Keir asked him, “Do you want to put a ward around the house?” 
 
    “It won’t keep out the banshee, but it might be good against Murdock,” Logan replied. 
 
    “That’d make me feel better,” I said. 
 
    Logan addressed me. “The ward will have to be strengthened daily. That’ll drain me, since I’ll be working long hours starting tomorrow with the carriage house open nightly till Samhain.” 
 
    “Can I set the ward?” I asked. “I’ve never done one but I can learn.” 
 
    “Maybe. You have to connect to the house spirits. Since I’ve worked on the property for years, many of them recognize me.” 
 
    “Cerise would be the best since she knows the house spirits here better than anyone,” Keir advised. 
 
    “I’ll call her tomorrow.” I followed the two men outside and watched as they invoked the spirits of relations who remained in the homestead. Although the process lasted only a couple minutes, they slumped against the porch rail, clearly spent. 
 
    Keir waved a goodbye, ambled to his car, and drove away. 
 
    Logan slung an arm around my shoulders. “Have Cerise meet me here at five tomorrow. We’ll strengthen the ward and take time to teach you as we do it. Until then, you’ll be safe inside and can come and go without affecting the spell. Will you be okay alone tonight?” 
 
    “With my newly charged wand, why wouldn’t I be?” I waved the wand in front of us, trying to reassure both him and me. “It was fun to test it out on Murdock.” 
 
    “You were great at that ceremony. I was so proud of you.” Logan kissed my cheek. 
 
    “I’m exhausted and I bet you are too. What a night.” 
 
    “Call me if you need anything at all.” He turned me to face him and pulled me close for a quick kiss on the lips. 
 
    At the front door, I watched Logan leave. I longed to feel his warmth cocooning me like last night. With all that had happened, our special time together seemed like years ago. As the sweetness waved over me, the adrenaline from earlier subsided and weariness crept in. 
 
    I shut the door and my thoughts returned to Fenton. I didn’t want to believe what Murdock had said. I searched the house once more, thinking the ghost might not have made himself visible to the men, especially to Logan. Still no luck. In the bedroom next to mine, I hoped to find Maggie in her mirror. When only my own reflection shone back, despair and exhaustion hit me. I perched on the cushioned dresser bench, folded my arms to the top, and dropped my tired head there. 
 
    “Aggie, dearest, take yourself to bed,” Maggie’s strong maternal voice roused my fading mind and I sat up. She looked prim and fresh as her daughter always did, hair neatly done in a braided silver bun and the peach fuzz of her cheeks rouged. 
 
    “I’m fine. Just a long day…night…the full moon.” I presented my wand. 
 
    “Day or night. All the same to a busy witch. Lovely wand. The queen of the forest made you her princess tonight.” 
 
    My heavy eyes widened. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “The air is vibrating with the news. Can’t you hear it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Sorry. No. I think Fenton was there and—” 
 
    “Indeed he was.” 
 
    I sat forward on the bench. “Have you seen him since? Is he safe? Or did the banshee—” 
 
    She threw her head back and let out a tinkling laugh. “He’s shrewder than that.” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “Would you like to play a game with me?” Maggie’s hand passed through the mirror and set a cat figurine of pale green Depression glass on the dresser. 
 
    Although exhausted and desperate to find Fenton safe, playing along with Maggie’s demented line of thought might provide the clues I needed. I refrained from restating my question and considered the glass cat. 
 
    “I have a prize for you if you win.” She smiled and fingered the strand of pearls at the neckline of her white lace collar. 
 
    I picked up the cat. “Okay. I’ll play.” 
 
    Maggie clapped her hands like a child. “Pick out one from your bureau top, the one you think is stronger, and set it beside mine.” 
 
    I surveyed the selection of a dozen or so figurines in green, pink, and milk-colored Depression glass. I suspected the three types represented the three groups in the coven: white witches, black witches, and spirits. The results of adding one of each to my bonfire had supported my theory. But which color represented which group? I touched a milk-glass rooster. White likely symbolized good witchcraft used for pure intentions. Or because it was opaque, unlike the transparent green and pink, did that signify the non-living spirit world? I brushed a finger over the tongue of a miniature green boot. The sheer green seemed like what I loved most about nature, like a lens that added magic to everything. 
 
    To best learn the rules, I decided to lose. I plucked a pale pink duckling, sweet and unassuming, and set it beside Maggie’s green cat. 
 
    She hooted. “Beginner’s luck, winning on two counts. Pink spirit trumps green, and the duck being of water can douse the cat’s fire. Perhaps you should’ve waited to play such a strong piece though. Now, you give me one to beat.” 
 
    So pink represented the spirit world. Also, the interplay of elemental alignment mattered, like in the childhood game I played with my friends at home, our improved version of rock, scissors, and paper. Wanting to test the milk-glass, I passed the rooster across the mirror to Maggie. 
 
    “Hmpf. A hard one. You’re good.” Her arm moved back and forth to areas in her realm I couldn’t see. She placed two pieces beside my rooster, a green pipe and a pink dragon. 
 
    “I thought you could only give one piece.” 
 
    “Milk-glass counts as two of the others because it’s black magic. You can’t see through it. Both nature’s green and the spirit’s pink are needed to overtake the opaque darkness. And both of those must be of a winning element as well, like mine are fire to burn the air out of your rooster.” 
 
    “So that’s what I need to beat the black magic curse? I asked. 
 
    “You already have Nannan’s wand, the strength of nature’s fire. The complement you need would be an earth element from the spirit world.” 
 
    I leaned closer. “Where would I get that?” 
 
    She handed me a pink gnome figurine. “There you be.” 
 
    “No. I mean in real life, not in this game.” 
 
    “Oh, right. To fight the black curse. That’s simple, too. My mother made a keepsake that holds locks of hair from O’Mara descendants who lived here in Coon Hollow. All’s I know was, I saw it last in the attic under an invisibility spell she cast. Paddy O’Mara’s pocket watch will reveal the keepsake, but only if you possess energy that complements the keepsake. Find the watch in the trunk with his nameplate.” 
 
    I rose and another question hit me. “Will Nannan’s wand and that keepsake be strong enough for me to fight fire and earth elements of black magic?” 
 
    “If you can use both tools fully, yes.” Her lips turned down. “Are you leaving? We’ve not finished our game.” 
 
    “Thanks for teaching me your game, but I need to find that keepsake. I’ll come back to finish our game another time.” 
 
    “I’d like that. If you see Fenton, have him come play. He’s good at our new game.” 
 
    “I’ll do that. Thanks again.” With her addled mind, she could only focus on the game and didn’t appear to understand the importance of the knowledge she’d given me. I raced into my room and pulled Fenton’s hatbox from the closet shelf onto the bed. I rooted through strands of pearls, scarves, and loose playing cards until I found the old watch. I hoped my search through Fenton’s things would agitate him to make an appearance, but that didn’t happen. 
 
    With both watch and wand in hand, I raced to the attic, and flicked on the single bare bulb. I opened the timepiece cover. The hands spun and the end twig of my wand waggled. I held tight to both. After a long moment, the hands and wand converged on a point to my right. Exactly as my red wax fragments had indicated when they aligned in the bowl of water. Heartened by that validation, I took a step and the pair readjusted. With slow, precise movements to keep the two aligned, a small trunk, no bigger than a shoebox, became visible. Unmarked and plain in every way other than its enchantment, I set down the wand and watch and opened the lid. There lay an elegant alabaster trinket box. I drank in every detail. Carving on the top showed the likeness of the Earth Goddess of Fertility, a gilded pentacle in her hands and a wolf at her feet—all correspondences of the earth element. I turned the top to release the lid and locks of red, blond, auburn, and chestnut hair mingled inside. 
 
    “You were stellar tonight, lass,” Fenton’s voice said from behind, and I spun around, relieved until I saw him. 
 
    He appeared in his usual ghostly form, although his suit was stained and torn nearly to shreds. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-five: Specialist in Magical Tools 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” I set the keepsake beside my wand and rushed to where Fenton stood near the attic door. 
 
    “Aye. Just a little roughed up.” He tilted his hat low over one eye and shot me a coy grin. 
 
    “What happened to you? Were you at the ceremony?” 
 
    “I was an’ you did a right fine job. Proud o’ you, lass.” 
 
    “Why is your suit torn?” I restated and patted the air where his arm appeared. 
 
    “I was discovered and had to make a swift getaway from the banshee.” 
 
    “How did it find you?” 
 
    “I…uh…let it hear me own wail so it’d leave you be to finish what you needed to do.” 
 
    I pressed a hand to my heart. “You put yourself at risk to save me?” 
 
    “Twas nothing.” He looked across the room. “And was for me own good, too. Now with that wand, which led you to Ellie’s keepsake, you stand a chance o’ beating the demon.” 
 
    “But what if it’d caught you?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Had to take that chance.” 
 
    “Thanks. I was terrified for you. I’m so glad you’re safe.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I gave you a fright.” 
 
    I picked up the pocket watch and held it out to him. “I borrowed your dad’s watch. Maggie told me to use it along with my wand to find the keepsake. I played the figurine game with her, and she taught me how the types of magic here in the Hollow interact.” 
 
    He chuckled and accepted the watch, then wrapped his weightless arms around me. The hug I couldn’t feel still comforted me. He pulled back and said, “Maggie’s a real smart lass, but sometimes you have to listen sideways to understand her. I imagine her mind’s no clearer as a house spirit. Wish I could still interact with her. That game’s all we have.” 
 
    I motioned to the keepsake and wand. “I’ve found those and you, what the riddle specified. All that’s left is to fight the banshee before Samhain passes.” 
 
    “You ready?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Hardly. I need to practice with my wand. And I have no idea how to use the keepsake. Maggie called it a tool, so it must do something. Any ideas?” 
 
    “Ellie worked it using her dream magic.” 
 
    “I wonder if that’s why she made me a dream-walker?” 
 
    “You saw me sister?” His eyes bugged out like lumps of coal. 
 
    “Yes. In the cemetery.” I held out my wrist with the beryl bracelet. “Coyote Mother was with her and activated this to safeguard me against psychic manipulation.” 
 
    He settled onto a large trunk and shook his head. “That Ellie thinks o’ everything, even from her prison in that dream world.” Had Fenton avoided taking her path on purpose?  He’d told me earlier he lacked magical ability. Was that a lie? 
 
    “I went there. It was a pretty meadow. She seemed happy.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” His head tilted in my direction. “After all this is over, do you think you could take me to see me sister?” 
 
    “I’ll definitely try.” 
 
    He looked away as if deep in thought, and the conversation quieted. 
 
    A few seconds later, I asked, “Behind the shed, I found cracked earth stained with yew potion. Do you know anything about that?” 
 
    “Bodies were buried out there, those whose souls weren’t empowered, including Dodie, Ellie, and her child who passed as a babe.” 
 
    “The cracks looked fresh, and the potion had a sharp smell. What’s going on?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    I bent to gather my tools and when I stood, he was gone. Some of my questions had been answered, big ones still remained, and new ones crept up. Fenton seemed to know more than he let on. But he had kept me safe and jeopardized himself doing it. That meant a lot and added conviction to my destiny. I hoped soon I could return Fenton’s favor and fight for him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    I arrived home from work the next day to find Cerise and Logan in an animated conversation on my porch. He looked so handsome in a dark suit, dressed to run the carriage house with authority. The way the black wool set off his golden curls brought pleasant shivers across my skin. 
 
    As soon as I opened my car door, Cerise met me at the shed, “Logan filled me in on more details. What a night you all had. I wished I could’ve seen the consecration, but am glad I missed the banshee.” 
 
    I folded myself into her open arms. The soft fuzz of her white cashmere sweater soothed my nerves. 
 
    “Thank the Goddess you’re safe. I’d have to hurt Logan if he let anything happen to you, and he knows my mind on this.” She chuckled and broke away. 
 
    “Not a chance,” Logan said as he joined us. “I’ll do all I can to keep Aggie safe. Let’s see that keepsake.” 
 
    I pulled it from my messenger bag and unwrapped the flannel covering I’d used. “I don’t know how to work it. I tried for a while last night, but I was too tired to do much.” 
 
    Cerise touched a delicate finger to the alabaster carving. “Lovely. I made an appointment tomorrow morning for us to see Tynewell Tynker, a witch who’s an expert in vintage magical tools. He’s interested in helping. Does that work for you, Aggie?” 
 
    “Yes. Thanks.” 
 
    “It’s a fancy thing,” Logan said. “I pictured something with mechanical parts. But I might’ve guessed a witch who worked oneiromancy would choose these pale, dream-like figures.” 
 
    As we walked past the corner of the shed, my gaze drifted to the area beyond where we’d smelled the yew potion. “I told you both on the phone I’d talked with Fenton last night. He didn’t know much about the cracked ground other than bodies with unempowered souls had been buried there. Logan, did you ever get Dulcie to talk to you about what happened to her at this spot?” 
 
    “She brushed me off saying that being under a dark spell was a rush. She wanted to do it again. I pressed her about who cast the spell. She just laughed and said she didn’t want to get anyone in trouble, especially herself.” 
 
    “I wonder if she’s being manipulated,” Cerise added. 
 
    He nodded. “Probably, by someone with power, like Gladys Blinkhorne.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t doubt that,” I replied. 
 
    When we reached the porch, Cerise said, “Let’s get this ward reinforced or I won’t sleep tonight.” She placed her snow-white hands on the front door. “Both of you do this with me. Most of the house spirits greet me at this door before I open it. Feel for them.” 
 
    Moments later, dull vibrations rumbled under my hands. “I feel some, barely.” 
 
    “Me, too, but nothing big,” Logan said. 
 
    “Getting louder now,” I reported. 
 
    “Good. Send as much power as they’ll accept when I speak the spell.” She glanced at each of us, then continued. “Spirits of those long gone, join my magic hereupon. And thus no harm can penetrate, the wall our energy permeates.” 
 
    I concentrated on her words, and a force from the house sucked energy from me like a bad case of the flu. I held on till I felt I might faint, then peeled my hands free and collapsed against the porch rail. 
 
    Cerise gently floated her arms to her sides and tapped the toe of her black patent pump, while Logan and I gasped for air. “Looks like I’ll be setting the daily wards. Aggie, I’ll be here tomorrow at nine. After we meet with Tyne, I’ll help with your driving lesson. Toby’s taking the boys rabbit hunting.” She gave a wave and headed to her car. 
 
    “What a way to start a full night of work.” Logan ran a hand over his brow as he held to the railing. “Cerise wasn’t even affected.” 
 
    “She can set the wards then.” I found my way to a rocker. 
 
    Logan leaned down, supporting his weight with my chair’s arms, to give me a quick kiss. “Tyne’s a good old guy. You can trust him. Along with our elderly, I’ve been lobbying to assist Tyne in setting up a museum of historic magical tools. Let me know what happens at your meeting.” After one more kiss, he traipsed across the lawn to the carriage house. His intoxicating scent lingered, and I hugged myself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    At nine o’clock sharp Saturday morning, I raced out to meet Cerise idling her sedan on my driveway. “Should I drive?” I placed my messenger bag on the floor of the passenger seat. It sat heavy with a host of magical objects: wand, keepsake, my memory box from home, Paddy O’Mara’s watch that Fenton had lent me, the homestead’s Tales of Yore about the house spirits, and the set of three figurines used in the last round of my game with Maggie. 
 
    “You can drive on the way back. I don’t want to be late. Jump in. Tyne is a stickler for promptness.” Cerise eyed my pack. “You’re loaded down.” 
 
    I settled into the passenger seat. “I thought some other magical things might be useful.” 
 
    “He’ll be glad to take a look, as much for his enjoyment as anything. He’s a dear, loves how old magic was stored in objects. He has quite a collection.” 
 
    “Logan said he’s been working to help Tyne set up a museum.” 
 
    “That’s great.” Cerise shot me a pert grin. Her fuchsia-painted lips matched the dress peeking out from her wool coat. “Tyne has an amazing collection that should be shared. Logan can do this coven so much good. Many are relieved he’s taken over as high priest.” 
 
    I shivered and thought of Gladys Blinkhorne and her cronies, as well as Ned Murdock and his mother Botilda. I wished they shared that welcoming feeling. 
 
    Along a narrow tree-lined gravel road, we passed Vika’s storybook cottage with its high gables, continued another half mile to a dead end, and turned onto a driveway of sorts. Tire tracks of crushed limestone turned past wide-trunked oaks and hickories until a large stone shop came into view. Contrasting with the fancy fretwork of Vika’s place, this building was plain but spacious and tidy. One story sprawled over a large rectangular space with simple juniper bushes protecting the foundation. A rusty-hued shingled roof and red door with a sign that read “Specialist in Magical Tools” broke the solemn gray of the stone. 
 
    It took several minutes for me to notice the tiny log cabin, not more than two or three rooms, set back fifty yards and connected by a narrow footpath. “He must live for his work,” I said to Cerise as we exited the car. 
 
    “Definitely, but in a good way. You’ll see.” Her eyes glittered and she took the wide cement walk with a spring in her step, her high heels clacking. 
 
    Encouraged, I followed close, my bag of treasures secured with both arms to my chest. To be appropriate for this unknown adventure, I’d dressed in an ordinary workday outfit, but with ballerina flats to be more comfortable in a new experience. 
 
    Cerise knocked on the front door and entered. “Mr. Tynker? It’s Cerise Rudman.” 
 
    A hoarse voice replied, “Come in, Cerise. I’m so glad to see you. Come in.” 
 
    The building’s exterior contrasted sharply with the inside. In the spacious room, dozens of antique curio cabinets lined one wall, their shelves packed with shiny display items. Gleaming swords hung from the walls. A network of display counters, lit with internal lighting as in jewelry shops, filled the rest of the room. Metal, gems, and polished ivory and bone objects gleamed in every corner. 
 
    From behind one of the counters, a trim man who looked to be in his seventies slipped out with his hand extended to Cerise. When she accepted, he clasped hers warmly in both of his. The twinkle in his green eyes outshone his flat-lipped grin, mirroring the exterior and interior of his shop. 
 
    I extended my hand. “Hi. I’m Aggie Anders.” 
 
    “And I’m Tynewell Tynker, but call me Tyne. Be welcome here, Aggie.” He gave a single nod and took my hand. He wore his gray hair short and slicked back. 
 
    I read his touch using my haptic sense and found a percolating enthusiasm that matched the look of his eyes. He dressed simply in a white shirt and pleated gray trousers, but an elaborate belt buckle adorned with fiery rubies gave away that the sun element also guided his witchcraft. 
 
    “Cerise said you’d found a keepsake created by her grandmother in the homestead’s attic.” 
 
    “Yes. I know it’s a magical tool of some sort. Maggie told me so from her mirror. But I can’t get it to do anything. I must make it work as a complement to my wand. Can you help?” I rummaged in my bag, withdrew the flannel-wrapped keepsake, and presented it to him. 
 
    He leaned close but was careful not to touch the box. “I’ll need a better look at this. Please come this way to my magnifiers. My old eyes aren’t what they used to be.” He hurried to the far corner where several steel arms bearing wide lenses loomed like miniature construction cranes. He flicked on three lamps and spread a felt cloth on the counter for me to place the keepsake and open it. 
 
    “I brought more magical items that might give some clues on how to operate the box.” I laid out the items from my bag, except for my wand. That, I kept with me. “This is personal. Let me know if you wish to study it.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I can appreciate that. Some of my magic tools I won’t let anyone touch. Please give me a few minutes with these first.” With a jeweler’s loop strapped to one eye, he examined the keepsake inside and out with different lenses. 
 
    While he worked, I strolled the room admiring collections of gem-encrusted knives, gilded compasses, inlaid wood cases, and wands with such patina they exuded tangible magical vibrations. 
 
    Several times, he interrupted my survey muttering exclamations of “fascinating,” “incredible,” and “amazing” under his breath. Each utterance prompted me to take a step in his direction. But finding him hunched into a private world with the keepsake, I chose to be patient. 
 
    One time Cerise caught my eye and subdued a laugh, then resumed her study of a case of amulets. 
 
    As the minutes passed, Tyne studied my other objects. Finally, he looked up, his loop-covered green eye glinting with specks of gold. “These things you’ve brought contain a wealth of witchcraft skill. But this keepsake is something special. I’ve only seen one or two others like it, and from the same time period as this one, but brought from the old country. The locks of hair inside are the base of its strength, but the device has gone dormant. The magic has only a quiet hum. It needs additional hair samples from those who are in need of its powers.” 
 
    “The locks are supposedly from O’Mara descendants who lived here in Coon Hollow,” I said. 
 
    “Then likely Cerise may need to add a sample and some other folks as well.” 
 
    Cerise peered inside the well of the box. “I don’t recall my hair being added to the keepsake. My black hair isn’t there. I’ll have to ask Mother.” 
 
    “Aggie, may I have a look at your wand?” Tyne asked. “Please stay with me so you feel comfortable with my doings.” 
 
    Under the intense lights, my wand glittered. I leaned closer, fascinated. 
 
    Tyne’s flat lips twisted into extreme contortions. “How long have you had this wand?” 
 
    “For a few weeks, but it was only consecrated during the full moon two nights ago.” 
 
    One corner of his mouth lifted, and then the other. “Just wait until you use this wand. You’re in for a real treat.” 
 
    He swerved the magnifier arm my way. “I’ll bet you’d like to have a look.” 
 
    Under his large lens, the glitter was comprised of two shades of gold, lighter and darker. At the end tip, the two hues had fused into a blended shade. A smile formed inside my heart and spread to my lips. “These two gold shades are from me and my donor tree, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Indeed they are,” Tyne said. “Yours would be the lighter—bright, bold, and strong. The tree gave the darker. That richness shows long-lived wisdom, like an aged fine wine. A sagacious donor has honored a gifted, young witch.” A tear dripped from the corner of one of his eyes as they met my gaze. “Such a pairing, so remarkable, leaves me in awe of the beauty of witchcraft. In time, the gold hues will fuse lower toward the base, much like those exceptional wands I have on display.” 
 
    I reached across the counter and held his hand. “Thank you for showing me this.” 
 
    He nodded and looked down. “One more bit of importance I’ve learned is that your wand and this keepsake form the exact energy complement found in the union of the green glass pipe and pink dragon. For whatever reason, I do not know, but the exactness of the pairings is notable. It does indicate a bond of the keepsake to you and your donor tree. That much is clear.” 
 
    My jaw slackened. Had Maggie known all along and manipulated our game to teach me this lesson? Dumbfounded, I stared at the keepsake and wand. 
 
    “Thank you so much, Tyne. You’ve been so helpful.” Cerise faced me. “Aggie, do you have any questions?” 
 
    “No. I may later, but this helps a lot. Thank you.” I swallowed hard, unsure how to apply his advice about the keepsake. Adding Cerise’s hair would be simple, but then what? 
 
    “Do come back when questions arise, but be patient since we’re in a waning moon period now. Learning new magic will come more slowly since this is a time to let go, clean, and repair.” He wrapped the flannel around the box. “I’d love to be of assistance. The uniqueness of this magical tool is of particular interest to me.” 
 
    Cerise set her patent leather pocketbook on the counter. “How much do we owe you?” 
 
    “I had so much fun, it seems like robbery to charge.” He chuckled. 
 
    “You need to eat, like the rest of us,” Cerise replied and pulled out her wallet. 
 
    I rummaged in my bag for mine. “I’ll pay. It was for me.” 
 
    “It’s my grandmother’s magic.” Cerise screwed up her pink lips. 
 
    “Why don’t you ladies split the cost.” Tyne scribbled a bill and pushed it across the counter. His fee of fifty dollars seemed grossly undercharged. 
 
    I whipped out forty dollars, and Cerise matched me. 
 
    I packed up my belongings, and he saw us to the door. 
 
    As I turned Cerise’s sedan around and headed past the shop to the road, I knew I’d be back, if only to learn from this remarkable man. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-six: Flame Thrower Burger 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the homestead’s kitchen, I set the keepsake on the counter and opened its lid, while Cerise rummaged through drawers for a pair of shears. 
 
    She parted the back of her bobbed hair, grabbed a strand, and twisted her arm to bring the scissors there. “Hmpf. I can’t do this. Will you cut this? But only an inch; I don’t want it to show.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re so willing to make a sacrifice for the good of the coven.” I laughed and snipped below her fingers. 
 
    She pursed her fuchsia lips and peered into the open box. “That’s plenty of hair. As much as anyone else donated.” 
 
    I held out the lock. “You add it to the keepsake since the magic is probably specific to your family.” 
 
    Cerise accepted the strand and closed her eyes for a moment. She deposited her hair and voiced a spell. “Accept this lock into the keepsake well, and enliven the ancient earthly spell, to aid Aggie’s wand of fiery gold, and break the dark curse stronghold.” Her black hair sparked with a faint green glow, then curled among the other locks. “That’s a good sign.” She replaced the lid, fastened it with a half-turn, and passed it to me. 
 
    I brought my wand alongside and held my breath. “Nothing. Not even a difference in energy vibrations.” 
 
    “Maybe you need to use your wand to activate the link between the tools,” Cerise said. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking.” I secured my sweaty palm around the wand base. Eyes closed, I took a breath and focused on the sun energy percolating in my heart. When my strength flowed into my arm, I opened my eyes and encouraged it into the wand. I pictured Nannan, and the wand’s terminal tip shone, flooding Gran’s amber. The keepsake remained quiet, the figures carved in alabaster serene and still. 
 
    I contacted the hot-gold amber to the side of the box. “C’mon. Do something.” 
 
    “The pentacle star!” Cerise exclaimed. “Touch that.” 
 
    My wand’s tip rested on the five-pointed star with a circle. Golden light swelled along the lines until the entire geometric shape glowed. The light returned up my wand to where another of the three twigs intersected the main branch. “It’s working! Finally.” I released a deep breath. 
 
    During the next minute, the glow pushed into the origin of that secondary twig, but failed to extend into its tip. The wand vibrated against my hand until my whole arm shook. The light ebbed, then flowed again into the twig, yielding a net gain of only a couple millimeters. The trembling passed into my shoulder, and I braced it with my other arm. Again, the glow strained forward another barely perceptible distance. 
 
    My torso shook, and dizziness passed over me. Pain spiked through my hexed lower leg. “Ow!” I jerked my left hand away and clutched my aching leg. The wand went dark, and the glow faded from the keepsake’s pentacle. I collapsed onto the floor and rubbed my calf, face contorted as tears welled into my eyes. 
 
    “Oh!” Cerise knelt beside me and touched my shoulder. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Nausea hit my stomach, and I curled into a fetal position. “Hex bite.” 
 
    Cerise shot to her feet. “Where do you keep the wintergreen Vika gave you?” 
 
    “There’s some left in the pot.” 
 
    She clattered about on the counter and pressed a wet towel against the hex bite. “A compress of wintergreen tea.” 
 
    Within seconds, the sharp pain eased to a stinging sensation, and I sat up. “That’s helping. There’s a jar of wintergreen ointment in the upstairs bathroom.” 
 
    “Good. Can you hold that in place? The kettle’s on. I’ll run up and get that ointment and be right back.” She raced upstairs and back down, her heels clicking the hardwood like a tightly wound metronome. 
 
    I clamped a hand over the soggy towel and stared at the now quiet wand. Why did it fail me? 
 
    Cerise returned and handed me a glass of brownish liquid. “Drink this. It’s the rest of the tea.” She braced my shoulder, while I drank the entire glass. “The fresh pot is brewing. What happened to you?” 
 
    “I couldn’t force sun energy into that one wand tip. I wanted to more than anything because I could feel Nannan’s energy wanted it, too. So did Coyote Mother. Her energy pushed hard.” I pulled myself up to the desk chair. “The twig that didn’t fill with energy is the only one we didn’t use during the ceremony. The longest has Gran’s amber, which lights first. The other has Waapake’s hairs threaded into those small worm holes. But the third twig has nothing special. Why won’t it work?” 
 
    “Give it time.” Cerise rubbed wintergreen ointment on my red, swollen leg. “Seems like the keepsake needs to connect there but can’t quite reach. I’m sure Tyne gave good information, but it might take a bit more work than we thought.” 
 
    “Yeah, but why did my hex bite act up? I’ve been careful to keep my intake of sun and moon energy balanced.” 
 
    “I’m not sure. We may need to ask Tyne more questions.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll work on using my wand without the keepsake nearby. Maybe strengthening that isolated skill will help the connection. If not, I’ll want to see him again.” 
 
    “And keep up on your wintergreen. I’ll have Vika make some more. You’re running low on the tea.” Cerise eyed me. “You look stable. I’m going outside to bolster the ward, then I’ll check on you before I leave.” 
 
    By the time she returned, tiredness hit me hard. I’d not had my energy unbalanced so fast since Tiber bit my leg. After seeing Cerise off, I dragged my body up to bed and let sleep claim me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Sunday afternoon, I set one end of the long kitchen table for two, then dressed in jeans and a pretty embroidered blouse. 
 
    I popped into Maggie’s room, where she and Fenton kept busy with a boisterous round of their figurine game. Glad they were occupied, I sneaked downstairs in my soft ballet flats to wait for Logan on the porch. With a few minutes to pass, I worked more with my wand, which I kept with me everywhere. My unsuccessful attempt at following Tyne’s guidance with the keepsake had driven home the fact I needed better control of my wand. After a warm-up with a single command, I performed more than a half dozen double spells and my first three-part spell. I sent magic into the wand, and it followed my intention of lifting a stick from the ground. The vibrating branch went on to whip a yellow leaf off a maple tree. The leaf, in turn, spiraled around its neighbors and caused them to join in the dance, somewhat as I’d planned. But the third action worked only partially. The leaves didn’t spin fast enough to sing the melody I intended, instead producing a single note of the tune. Satisfied with the accomplishment of creating one perfect pitch, I set the wand on a side table and sat to massage my fatigued arm. My gaze traveled into the distance, while my mind replayed recent events. 
 
    Logan’s sedan turned onto my drive and pulled me back to the present moment. 
 
    I shaded my eyes and waved to him, the orange sun shining with anticipation as it tickled the treetops until they blushed. 
 
    Logan greeted me on the porch with a kiss and handed over one of two paper sacks. 
 
    “Mmm. Fried chicken from Babbett’s?” 
 
    “You know it.” He laughed and opened the door for me. “Show me what’s in the keepsake before we eat. Cerise said her straight hair curled around the other locks.” 
 
    I set my bag on the kitchen counter, picked up the keepsake from the nearby desk, and opened the lid. “Whoa! The hair looks different now.” 
 
    He peered into the compartment. “Each hair’s tipped with gold. Even Cerise’s black strand.” 
 
    “Nannan and my energy are gold. Maybe I’ve made some impact at enlivening the keepsake. What do you think?” 
 
    “Seems likely.” 
 
    “I thought I’d practice more with my wand to get better coordinated before I try to channel power into the keepsake again. Even in one day, I’ve progressed into compound spells with the wand.” 
 
    His brows lifted. “That’s great and probably a good idea. Don’t hesitate to get in touch with Tyne though, if you have questions. He’ll be glad to help.” 
 
    “He’s something.” I closed the box lid and replaced it in the desk. “I could spend days in his shop learning about all those magical tools. I’d love to try out a few.” 
 
    “Next time you’re there, ask him. I’d bet he’d be thrilled to see what his toys could do under your powers.” 
 
    I pulled our dinner from the sacks and arranged the food onto plates. “You know Tyne well. What are some of your favorites in his collection?” 
 
    Logan’s eyes shone bright cobalt as he told about a dagger with a sapphire hilt that could change water to ice or ice to steam under control of a strong water witch. 
 
    My bite of Babbett’s chicken transformed from spicy to cool ranch to sagey to extra crispy and back again. Along with that experience, hearing Logan’s tall tales about the magical tools made my senses whirl as if on an exciting rollercoaster ride. 
 
    When we’d cleaned out all the chicken and corn, with only a couple biscuits remaining, Logan stood. “Wish I could stay, but I have to go to work.” 
 
    I wished he could stay longer, too. Everything had been so crazy lately, and our time together so short. I saw him to the door, where we embraced for a quick kiss. 
 
    “I don’t know if I’ll have time to stop by tomorrow. We have a lot of repairs to do after this long weekend.” 
 
    “After I get home, I’ll come over to help out and, hopefully, make some new friends,” I said. 
 
    “Great! I’ll get to see the prettiest woman in Coon Hollow. Of course, we could use the help. Nineteen days until Samhain and open every night now.” 
 
    “Do you have a ceremony to plan, too, now that you’re high priest?” I asked. 
 
    He brushed blond curls from his forehead. “I have a team that carries out my requests for that project. But it’ll be our first time working together, so I expect some bumps, especially since we’ve got a waning moon.” 
 
    I watched him stride across the lawn, then returned to worrying about the bumps in my own path. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The workweek slid by in one long blur. Each day as soon as I got home from the dress shop, I changed clothes and volunteered at the carriage house. I solidified my friendships with several women, but Dulcie’s crowd whispered and laughed behind my back every chance they found. 
 
    When the patrons arrived, I left for home, sometimes with a kiss from Logan but most times only a wave. He was clearly stressed getting ready for Samhain, and so was I preparing to break the curse. I’d gobble a quick meal, whatever I could find, and set to work with my wand practice. I planned to make another attempt at channeling into the keepsake on the weekend. In case I had the same reaction as before, I couldn’t sleep round the clock and miss work. Shireen needed me to prepare for her busiest season, with Yule and gift-giving around the corner. 
 
    The waning moon taxed my efforts to learn new witchcraft. I doubled my intake of wintergreen and spent lunch breaks absorbing sun energy to stay strong. Intense wand training sucked out every bit. Each evening, I dropped into bed earlier. My dreams wove in and out of places I’d been recently: the babbling stream along Nannan’s trail, the pungent carpets of thyme and sweet songs from statues in the cemetery, the wildflower meadow of Ellie’s world. In each location, I got to know the inhabitants. A host of fish, beetles, and deer became my regular nighttime friends. 
 
    Wednesday night, the ringing phone on my bedside woke me from a deep sleep. I squinted at the clock. “Only nine?” I croaked a hello into the receiver. The last quarter moon shone across my bed. 
 
    “Hi, Aggie. It’s Eric.” 
 
    Silence pressed on my brain, a gulf of thoughtlessness I couldn’t span. Who was Eric? Recognition of him at the pizza parlor registered. “Eric. Hi.” 
 
    “Did I get you up?” His voice sounded tentative. 
 
    “No. I’m just tired, that’s all.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. Well, I was wondering if you’d like to have lunch Saturday.” 
 
    “Um.” I raked my mind for credible excuses to say no. I was happy with Logan and didn’t want to mess that up. “I have to work till one and have a driving lesson in the afternoon.” 
 
    He hesitated, then blurted out, “My friends went back to the carriage house and learned more about the zombies. Thought you’d want to know.” 
 
    I wadded the blanket with my free hand. That information could help, but Eric’s price was too great. If I wanted to stay with Logan, I needed to avoid encouraging other guys. “Wow! What happened?” I paused, hoping he’d cave and tell me now. 
 
    He sighed. “It’d be better to get together.” 
 
    He clearly wouldn’t cross the line I’d drawn, so I resorted to compromise. “Can I meet you at a restaurant?” 
 
    “Sure. That works.” His voice rang louder. “How about at Dairy Queen at one-thirty?” 
 
    I’d been wanting to go there, but I stifled my enthusiasm. It might give him the wrong idea. “That’s fine, but this is just lunch and not a date. Right?” 
 
    “Right. It’ll be great to hang out. See you then.” 
 
    After hanging up, I made a mental note to tell Logan about this no matter how hard it would be, then flopped back onto the bed. 
 
    An hour later, I woke with a gasp from a dream where councilwoman Gladys Blinkhorne’s face emerged from a cloud of black smoke. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Before leaving work Saturday afternoon for lunch, I changed my flared skirt to a pair of skinny jeans. My goal: to tempt information out of Eric. I reapplied lipstick in the bathroom mirror and put on earrings and a pendant. My tan crewneck sweater was fitted enough to encourage without revealing more than I intended. 
 
    At the register, Shireen looked up from her receipt book. Her dark eyes twinkled at me as I passed. “A good week. More sales than last. And the stack of special orders for gift items with your magic touch doubled. Folks are gettin’ the Yule-bug already.” 
 
    “Yep. I’m glad people like my garments. I’m heading into Bentbone. You need anything?” 
 
    “I just placed an order for pellon stiffening and shoulder pads. Should be fine if they arrive in time. Have a good weekend. See you bright and early Monday morning.” 
 
    “You, too.” As I opened the front door, its ringing bells seemed to sing “cheater, cheater, cheater.” I looked back at Shireen, but with her salt and pepper head buried in the books, she didn’t appear to notice. Heat surged up my neck. I closed the door gently to keep the tattletale bells quiet. What house spirit resided there? And how did he or she know where I was going? 
 
    I pulled into a parking spot behind Dairy Queen, hoping to hide my long sedan from view in case the sheriff might spot the car and want to see my driving permit, which I didn’t have. 
 
    Inside, Eric met me at the door. “You look pretty.” 
 
    I bit my lower lip and allowed Eric to see me eying his muscled chest on display in a tight-fitting long sleeve t-shirt tucked into low slung jeans. His wavy brown hair was tousled to touchable perfection. He’d dressed to impress, as expected and part of my plan. I flashed him a smile, and a pang of guilt hit me, but I needed his information to keep the coven safe. 
 
    I focused past him to the menu above the order counter. The burger descriptions all tempted me, but I settled on the “flame thrower” with pepper jack cheese, jalapenos, and fiery special sauce. That might come in handy to keep Eric at a safe distance. I placed my order with a gum-popping teenage girl whose smile gleamed with a mouthful of metal braces. 
 
    Before I could pay her, Eric pressed against my side and said, “I’ve got it. My treat.” 
 
    I took my time easing over to the pick-up counter. This lunch was starting well. When my sandwich and fries arrived, I snatched the tray, and made for the drink machine that seemed to be the next destination of people in line ahead of me. Packed with hungry tourists in town to see the spectacular display of autumn foliage, this wasn’t the best time to learn how to work the formidable soft drink wall. Nerves pounded a deafening rhythm against my eardrums, obstructing my attempts to observe how others worked the machine. Desperate to keep control and not rely on Eric for help, I eyed the last in line before me. The young girl placed a cup under shoots that dropped ice and poured pop so fast, I suspected her of being an air witch propelled by wind. 
 
    I stepped up to take my turn and tried to copy what the girl had done. My brain lagged behind a few long seconds until I comprehended the label marked “ice.” Finally, with drink lidded and on my tray, I headed to one of the few open tables and took a seat. 
 
    As Eric sat in the opposite chair, I grinned and unwrapped my sandwich. As a sun witch, I could endure far spicier foods than most people, mortals or witches. My little brother, who always wanted to best me, learned the hard way not to challenge me to a jalapeno-eating contest. This burger, packed with hot peppers, brought a smile to my lips. At the first juicy bite, spiciness twitched my nose. My taste buds wrapped around the heat. I swallowed the greasy deliciousness and chased it with a couple fries. My defensive strategy in place, I looked over to Eric. “What did your friends learn about zombies?” 
 
    He swallowed and leaned close. “They talked to two witches working at the haunted house, Dulcie and Rissa. They said on nights of the moon phases, whatever that means, a few witches were raising the dead. Must’ve been what the guys saw that one night at your place.” He paused for a huge bite of his chicken sandwich, while I hung on the edge of my seat waiting for him to continue. 
 
    I mentally ticked through the past few weeks. The first quarter moon had risen in the early morning hours the night I caught Eric and his friends making noise outside my house. And at last week’s full Hunter’s moon, the rough ground and fresh yew potion supported his information. My mind reeled at how the dots connected, but why would someone want to raise a dead body on my property? Unable to wait longer, I leaned in. “Well?” 
 
    He must’ve known how he cute he was with those dimples, killer smile and puppy dog brown eyes. I bet he enjoyed this little game of withholding information. Maybe he thought if I’d spend enough time with him that I’d cave to his charms. 
 
    I sat back against my chair, determined to get the rest out of him. He could work for my attention. 
 
    After a slurp of his pop, he said, “Dulcie explained how she was an actress playing a banshee and loved seeing the real one so she could improve her act.” He paused once more for a handful of fries. 
 
    Not so easily played this time, I feigned disinterest, easy enough since I didn’t care about what personally interested Dulcie. I took a bite of my own sandwich and gazed across the room. 
 
    While I ignored him, he moved in with his hand rubbing my arm on the table. 
 
    I immediately drew it away and scratched my head to make it appear natural. 
 
    “Why don’t you and I go check it out? They were doing it in the woods out back, something about tempting a real banshee. That’s all Mike told me, but it sounds cool, doesn’t it?” 
 
    To escape responding, I took a big bite of my burger and the peppery fire kindled my own. Sun energy twitched under my skin. Witches were using black magic behind my house to draw the banshee to me, to Fenton, or most likely both. I pictured Gladys Blinkhorne and her councilwoman crony Viola Plackstone. And Ned Murdock certainly knew too much. I considered others who’d treated me with disdain at the carriage house and at the coven gathering-hall party. Faces without names stirred from my memory and sizzled along my spine. 
 
    “How can you eat that flame thrower without even taking a drink?” Eric’s voice jerked me from my thoughts. “My buddy Mike can’t even do that, and he loves Mexican.” 
 
    I glanced at the burger in my hands. Only a couple bites remained. I’d forgotten my spicy burger plan, but Eric stepped right into it, which turned out better and eased my guilt. “It’s not that hot…and really good. Do you want a taste?” I offered a pepper dripping with sauce. 
 
    He took the bait and put the jalapeno in his mouth. His eyes widened and watered. He sucked down the rest of his pop and begged for mine. 
 
    “Sure, here. I’m finished and need to get back for my driving lesson.” I stood and gathered my bag. “Thanks for lunch.” 
 
    His face still on fire, he stumbled outside after me. “I’ll call you, and we can see what’s up with Mike’s story.” 
 
    Heading to my car, I gave a wave over my shoulder and turned around to cross paths with Dulcie Quinn and two of her actress friends. 
 
    Dulcie gave several low banshee wails as I dove into my car and pulled out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-seven: Brown Skull and Bronze Dagger 
 
      
 
      
 
    Preoccupied with the news from Eric, I cut my driving lesson with Toby short. 
 
    When I pulled up beside his car on my driveway, he shot me a quizzical look and opened the passenger door. “That was quick. Have big plans?” 
 
    “I found out some information and have to follow up. Things Dulcie said to mutual friends about black witches raising the dead behind my shed. Their goal is to draw the banshee.” 
 
    “Damn!” Standing at the open door, Toby bent his long torso to address me.  “That is a lot more important than a driving lesson.” 
 
    I felt my hands white-knuckle the steering wheel. “I have to stop them before they try again at Thursday’s new moon.” 
 
    “I’ll pass this new info along to Cerise. She might have some ideas since her family’s involved.” 
 
    “Thanks lots.” 
 
    Toby rose, then dipped his head again. “By the way, you did well with our last lesson. If you want to drive out of the coven, you need to get a driver’s permit and then a license at the local bureau of motor vehicles. It’s next door to the sheriff’s office. In case you manage some free time.” 
 
    I swallowed a pang of guilt at the thought of driving illegally into town to meet Eric. Would Dulcie turn me in? She had a mean streak and didn’t like me. She’d likely tell the group raising the dead she’d seen me with Eric. What new problems would that bring me? 
 
    When Toby closed the door, I parked my car inside the shed and secured the sliding barn doors with double locks. With supporters of the black curse roaming around, I needed to take more precautions. 
 
    After a wave goodbye to Toby, I dashed inside to the kitchen desk and removed the flannel-covered keepsake. Now was the time to make another attempt to activate it, in case my powers drained again, and I needed tonight and Sunday to rest before work on Monday. 
 
    I unwrapped layers of flannel and stared. A corner of the marble top had been chipped. Who did this? The banshee wanted the keepsake, but I didn’t feel its familiar ice in the air. The house had been locked when I came home. That should’ve kept the demon out, but what about the black witches? Could they open the door? Lacking familiarity with dark spells, I didn’t know what was possible. 
 
    Had the damage to the keepsake affected its magic? I rotated the lid, lifted it off, and peered inside. The locks of hair looked the same. Strands of red, both strawberry and ash blond, silver, and Cerise’s black—all remained untouched, their tips still coated in my magic’s golden glow. Whoever had damaged the box hadn’t affected the contents. 
 
    I released a breath and scanned the room for a clue. A vaporous black sleeve flitted past the hall doorway. “Fenton? Is that you?” I closed the keepsake and clutched it to my chest. No answer. Had I seen the thief? 
 
    My heart thudding in my chest, I stepped into the hallway. 
 
    A few steps up on the stairs, Fenton sat, head in hands. 
 
    “Why didn’t you answer?” 
 
    “Too ashamed.” He hung his head lower. “I’ve ruined the chance everyone needs o’ breaking the curse.” 
 
    “How? Do you know what happened to the keepsake box?” 
 
    “Aye.” He glanced my way, then looked at his feet. “I broke it.” 
 
    I leaned against the banister. “You? Why?” 
 
    “I needed to see inside…to see if me hair’s in there. I thought maybe not since you weren’t getting the family magic to work. But I couldn’t get the lid off.” 
 
    “Let me. Magic working through my wand opens it.” I removed the lid and showed him. “That black hair belongs to Cerise. We just added it last week. Unless you’ve changed hair colors as a ghost—” 
 
    “Nay. This black be me true color. That might well have been your trouble with the keepsake, but now...it’s no use after I broke it.” 
 
    “Take a closer look. See the golden glow at each hair’s tip? That’s my sun energy. Still there, just like a week ago. You didn’t harm anything.” 
 
    He sat up, but still avoided eye contact. “Well, now. Maybe I can be o’ some good after all.” 
 
    “Why isn’t your hair in here?” I squinted, trying to read his filmy face better. 
 
    “I wouldn’t let Ellie or Maggie cut me hair for it. Ellie used the box for her dream witchcraft. I didn’t want anything to do with that. It’d turned so many against us. Was possible they disobeyed me and cut some while I slept, but not so likely.” 
 
    “No. You should know that without consent, your magic wouldn’t combine well. That’s common knowledge.” I glared at him. He hid something. While I thought, my sun energy swelled to the surface until my hair showered gold sparks around me. “It’s time for you to come clean and explain everything. Why didn’t you ask me to open the keepsake? And you knew why it didn’t operate for me, but didn’t say a word.” 
 
    “If me hair wasn’t there, to snatch some that remained I’d have to trick the black witches who’re trying to pull me corpse from the earth out back. They want the banshee to take me. Didn’t want you to cross paths with them wicked folk. Wouldn’t be safe. And it’s me own risk for not letting Ellie take me hair.” 
 
    I slumped onto the bottom step, my hopes of breaking the curse sunk as low. “I just learned those witches were raising the dead on the moon phase nights to attract the banshee. I thought that was to scare me off, but now I understand it’s you they’re after. To feed their black curse.” 
 
    “With me corpse exposed, it’s powerful hard to keep apart from it. If I do enter that bag of bones, the banshee can get me soul in its clutches.” 
 
    “And keep the curse active…what those black witches have wanted for generations. Who are they?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t know them all. There were five, four women and a man.” 
 
    “Ned Murdock from across the road?” 
 
    “Aye. And I spied a tall stick-like old woman I knew as Blinkhorne.” 
 
    “How have you been resisting the attraction to your raised body?” I faced him so our eyes could meet. “And at the last full moon, you left this house? I had no idea how much risk you took. How did you get back here?” 
 
    “The night o’ the Hunter’s full moon, I fought like the devil himself against them witches and me own zombie. Darted away from viny tendrils of black magic smoke coming at me from all directions.” He lifted a long strand of pearls from between his jacket lapels. “Used me mother’s old-world magic. Been wearing this since they first started summoning me body.” 
 
    “When was that?” 
 
    “Right after you moved in, the first quarter.” 
 
    “That last full moon, when your clothes were torn, that was from the fight you had, and not just running through brush to escape, wasn’t it?” Tears welled into my eyes. I tried to lean against his bent knee, but his vaporous form wouldn’t hold me. I had to support my own weight, my own troubles, my own destiny. I would have to raise Fenton’s body and gather a hair sample to complete the keepsake’s magic. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “It’s good Tyne could see us on such short notice and on a Sunday.” I glanced at Cerise and turned my old Nash sedan off her driveway onto the road toward his shop. 
 
    “I think he’s got a soft spot for you. Your strong magic could help him test the full capability of some of his collection.” She covered a yawn with her manicured hand. Dark circles shaded her usually bright eyes, and a few ends of her hair resisted the bob’s downward curl. She wore a mismatched outfit of a yellow dress with a gray sweater, green shoes, and pink purse. 
 
    “Tired?” I asked. “I’m running on adrenaline. Couldn’t sleep thinking about how I had to combat Gladys and Murdock to get a chance at the banshee…if there’s anything left of me.” 
 
    “Yes, all that plus my youngest decided to jump on our bed this morning.” She slurped coffee from a travel mug. “Tyne needs to have some good ideas.” 
 
    “I left Logan a couple messages since I didn’t get to talk to him. He didn’t expect to finish work until the early morning hours. But he did tell me earlier that I could trust Tyne. Should I tell Tyne everything we know about coven witches doing black magic against us?” 
 
    “No. Let’s be safe. We’ll just ask for him for help to raise the body of a dead O’Mara so we can gather hair for the keepsake. Like you asked, I talked to Vika last night. She knows a little about black arts, not so much doing them as blocking them. She’s working on a spell to at least temporarily stop Gladys and her lot.” 
 
    “Thanks. That makes me feel better.” 
 
    At nine sharp, I knocked on the door of the magical tool specialist’s shop. 
 
    Tyne met us, his green eyes gleaming. “Come in, ladies. With the delicacy of that magical device, I wasn’t surprised we needed to meet again.” He already wore his jeweler’s loop and motioned us to follow to his examination area. 
 
    I laid the keepsake on the padded counter and displayed the contents. “We added Cerise’s hair, but when I applied magic through my wand, only the tips of the hairs accepted the power.” 
 
    “As I see. You told me over the phone there is another relation, now deceased, who isn’t represented in this collection of hair.” He glanced at Cerise, his magnified eye now clouded to a gray-green. “Is that true?” 
 
    “Yes, my Great Uncle Fenton O’Mara didn’t contribute a hair sample. By the way the keepsake partially responds, it’s my feeling his missing contribution will allow Aggie to activate the full magic.” 
 
    Tyne closed the lid and ran a finger over the chipped edge. “My, what happened here?” 
 
    “Fenton’s spirit wanted to find out whether his hair was in the box.” Cerise fidgeted with her purse. “He had an unsuccessful tussle trying to open it.” 
 
    “I see.” The specialist raised a bushy, gray brow, then bent over the carved surface. He placed a palm overtop and briefly closed his eyes. “The fluidity and paleness of this design in a translucent alabaster speaks of oneiromancy, an old-world dream craft. I knew your mother well and respected her vast talents in that magic. Was the creator an expert as well?” 
 
    “Yes. Grandma Ellie was exceptional at dream magic,” Cerise replied. 
 
    Tyne nodded with a grin. “I suspected your mother inherited that tendency from one parent.” He wrapped the keepsake and handed it back to me. 
 
    “Can you help us?” I blurted too fast, unable to contain my anxiety. 
 
    He pushed the loop high on his forehead, now crisscrossed with lines, and looked up through hooded eyes. “In part. As I only consider myself an expert on magical tools, I’ll gladly supply you with some of the finest customarily needed to raise the dead. But as for the procedures to follow, you will need to contact the creator.” 
 
    I felt blood drain from my face. “Do I have to raise Fenton’s body? Since I have permission of Fenton’s spirit, can’t I just dig up his body and take a piece of hair?” 
 
    Tyne met my gaze. “No. The body must be honored. That is our way. Follow me.” He quick-stepped down a short hall and out the back door to a small building of the same design. From his trouser pocket, Tyne withdrew a large ring with at least fifty keys and selected one that fit the lock. He pushed the door open, stepped through, and flipped on dim lamps that barely lit the windowless room. 
 
    Inside, stale air pressed on me. A heavy odor of identifiable wormwood, anise, myrrh, and yew, along with something unfamiliar, lodged in the depths of my lungs. I coughed to eliminate the foreboding stench. “What’s that awful smell?” 
 
    “Rancid graveyard dirt, most likely,” Tyne said matter-of-factly and turned on a ceiling fan. “I’m sorry for the close air in here. It’s the nature of necromancy tools. They’ve been cleaned of past energies, but some have become embedded. This collection must be kept separate for that reason as well as to preserve their darkness.” Instead of glass-front cases and glittering display counters, heavy oak floor-to-ceiling cabinetry lined the walls, making the small room close in on us. 
 
    He walked around a central dark-stained table, selected another key, and opened a set of double doors. Dozens of skulls of various sizes, ages, and conditions stared at us. Most looked into space, but a couple seemed to fix their empty eye sockets on me. 
 
    To test the creepy connection, I watched the skeleton heads as I walked past the collection. The two skulls pivoted in my direction. My mouth dropped open. 
 
    Tyne studied me. “Has one connected with you?” 
 
    “Two.” I pointed to a medium-size earthy brown skull and a larger of pearl gray. 
 
    “Interesting. Most cannot claim even one’s attention. Will you need to receive verbal communication with the risen body? If so, you will need the gray one, which possesses a lower jaw.” 
 
    “I need the body to hear my request and allow me to take some hair from its head.” My voice shook, considering my affinity to particular skulls. “I wouldn’t think the corpse needs to speak.” 
 
    “Then the brown-colored one will be best and less expensive, too.” He removed the selection and placed it in a willow basket on the center table. He secured the first cabinet and opened another, which revealed drab-looking blades made of brass. “Touch each and determine which is best aligned with you.” 
 
    I narrowed the collection of dozens to a few, then chose a short-handled dagger and passed it to Tyne. Compared to the others, this one didn’t shoot fear and dread through me. Either it was the correct choice, or the only one that wouldn’t do anything at all. I swallowed hard and accepted my intuition. 
 
    Next, Tyne opened a cabinet that made us all wheeze and cough. “Yew wands. Please select one as before, taking care not to touch your face or clothing. You will wash after your selection is made.” 
 
    With one hand over my nose, I picked up each. The icy fear from the knives heightened to stabbing needles of panic and alarm piercing my skin. All produced the ill effect, but I persevered until I found a yew wand that didn’t send waves of nausea to my stomach. 
 
    Tyne accepted the wand into a muslin sack and showed me to a sink on the opposite wall. 
“Those are all the tools I know to supply you with. There will likely be anointing oils, incense blends, and such you must create.” 
 
    “We’re working with Vika on those preparations,” Cerise mumbled through the handkerchief covering her nose and mouth. 
 
    He nodded and wrapped my items in tissue before arranging them in a small wooden crate. “I was just about to send you to my dear friend. But if she is lacking a special dark ingredient, please ask. I stock a small selection of rarities, though in general I do not cater to needs of herbologic magic as she does. We’ll go to the main room now and enjoy the lighter air.” 
 
    While gulping lungfuls of air, I negotiated payment of the five-hundred-dollar bill with Cerise. 
 
    She wouldn’t back down from paying four hundred. “This is for my family. Honestly, Aggie, I should be paying you for the service of your witchcraft.” 
 
    We thanked Tyne and left. I stored my purchases behind the driver’s seat. When we were both inside with the doors closed, the stench from the tools soon wafted around my head. Dizziness and nausea plagued me as I started the car. 
 
    Cerise cracked a window. “That stuff’s heady. Let’s drop by Vika’s to get whatever she’s prepared. Like I said before, I’m not expecting much in the way of black magic and necromancy. I picked up enough dream magic from Mama to know that’ll be your best method to contact Grandma, who can help with the messy business.” 
 
    I eyed her, but didn’t ask. It took all of my faculties to drive. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    At home that same afternoon, I deposited my crate of noxious dark art tools and bags of oils and potions from Vika in the kitchen, then marched upstairs. “Fenton? I need your help.” 
 
    In desperate need of sleep, Cerise had asked to go home and rest. But I needed a lucid O’Mara family member with me while I talked to Maggie about dream-walking. 
 
    “Aye. Here I be.” His voice resounded from the closed guest room, and then his form filtered through the lock to stand before me. 
 
    “I need to talk with Maggie about how to use divine dreams to contact Ellie. I think she can teach me the correct procedure for raising your body. Since Maggie doesn’t always make sense, I need you to explain what she’s saying.” 
 
    “Will do me best.” He lifted his chest. “Just remember, she can’t hear me. You’ll have to do the talking.” 
 
    I entered her bedroom, but she wasn’t in the dresser mirror. “Maggie? Are you there? It’s me, Aggie. I have a few questions you might help with.” 
 
    The mirror showed only my reflection, not Maggie’s, and not Fenton’s either though he stood beside me. “Here, let me give it a go.” He leaned over the bureau, selected a green Depression glass hatbox tied with a wide ribbon, and passed it through the mirror. 
 
    Maggie sprang into view, patting stray wisps of silver hair into her braided bun. “Fenton! You old dear. It’s early for our nightly game, but I’ll play if you wish.” She put on a pair of horn-rimmed eyeglasses and stared my way. “Aggie, it’s you. But this is Fenton’s game piece.” 
 
    “He’s here with me. We both want to talk with you about something important. I have a chance to break the dark curse and keep the banshee from claiming Fenton’s soul. But to do that, I need to activate the energy in Ellie’s keepsake.” I held the marble box so she could see it. 
 
    “Where’d you get that? It belongs to Ma, an’ she’s gonna be mad.” A deep crimson flushed Maggie’s neck and inched up her jawline. 
 
    Fenton’s arm veered toward my messenger bag. “She’s about to blow. Quick, show her your wand.” 
 
    I displayed my wand. “You directed me where to find it in the attic using Nannan’s wand.” 
 
    “A wise old tree. So, what do you need from me? Get on with it so we can play our game.” She frowned and fidgeted with the pearls at her throat, then moved a pink elephant across the mirror. “Fenton, your move.” 
 
    “Do you know how I can talk with Ellie through my dreams?” I asked. “I need her help to activate the keepsake she made.” 
 
    “Ah. Dreams. Divine dreams. My life’s work.” Maggie smiled past me. “Write your dream question down and keep paper and pencil by your bed. Wash your bed linens, purify your body in a bath of sea salt, and your bedroom with dream incense. All the while thinkin’ of your question. Arrange an offering. Ma loves flowers, the wilder the better. Before bedtime, recite a prayer callin’ to her, then let sleep bring her. She’ll come. She always came to me. After all’s done, write down your dream straight away so you can figure it out in the morning.” 
 
    “Thanks. Do you know what it means to be a dream-walker?” I asked. “Ellie made me one.” 
 
    “A dream-walker?” Her eyes bugged over the top of her glasses. “And you haven’t taken a divine dream journey? What are you waitin’ on, girl? Get to it! An’ you, too, Fenton. Play your piece! I’m an old woman and gettin’ older by the minute. Time’s wastin’.” 
 
    Fenton moved a glass game piece across the mirror, but I was too distracted to keep track of their match. 
 
    She let out a guffaw. “Got you beat, you wily dog.” 
 
    “Maggie, excuse me, but what is a dream-walker?” I asked again. 
 
    With a laugh, she said, “It means in your dreams you can go places, not just invite spirits or deities to you.” 
 
    “Oh! That’s exciting. Thanks. I’ll let you two play your game, while I do some preparations.” 
 
    In my own bedroom, I laid out a pad of paper and pen from the nightstand drawer. I stripped my bed of sheets and started them washing in the basement. 
 
    In the kitchen, I rooted through Vika’s sacks. She’d included some last minute items to help promote psychic dreaming: a cellophane packet of her own dream tea; several small bottles of herbs and flowers; a navy pillar candle; and a scribbled recipe for dream incense. I hoped it’d be as simple to make as she indicated. 
 
    Into a ceramic bowl, I mixed sandalwood and rose petals using my hands while adding my own energy. I visualized the goal of the incense to foster my dream-walking and incorporated a few drops of camphor, tuberose, and jasmine oils. 
 
    The flowery scents whirled around my head, commanding my senses and blocking thoughts. The camphor’s heady vapors pulled me lower, inviting me to take a seat. The combination weighed upon my eyelids, and I struggled to light the candle. Its blue invoked psychic growth. I connected to the flame’s energy and took the bowl into my hands. I visualized myself asleep with my mind traveling far and sent sun energy into the bowl and mixture. “I charge you by the Sun and Moon to open my mind to a dream-walker’s divine dreams to bring skill and knowledge for the purpose of good. So mote it be!” 
 
    I found a canning jar in a cupboard and stored the compounded incense. I double-checked Vika’s notes. I’d done everything as written, but still needed to gather flowers as an offering to Ellie. 
 
    I snatched my old corduroy jacket from the back door hook, along with a market basket from the shelf above. Without time to unfasten the shed’s double locks, desk scissors would have to do. I darted through spitting cold rain to where volunteer wildflowers encroached upon the lawn. The asters, which had lifted their purple heads to the sun last week after I’d consecrated my wand, now drooped. We shared the same despair over this setback. With a bit of sun energy in my fingers, I touched the sturdiest stems. Their heads perked, petals widening to greet me. Their willingness heartened me. Together we’d meet this new challenge. I snipped a small handful of the most eager into a bouquet and ran back inside. 
 
    With the days shortening toward winter solstice, darkness usually came faster than I wanted. Not tonight. I raced through evening chores. Logan and I shared a simple dinner before his nightly work. I dusted and vacuumed my bedroom, fitted the bed with clean sheets, and arranged and rearranged the altar on my dresser with a small photo of Ellie, the vase of asters, and an incense burner. I’d written and rewritten my words of invocation as well as the question I wanted Ellie to answer: If I need a sample of Fenton’s hair to activate the keepsake, how do I raise his body from the grave? 
 
    Rather than the exhaustion that had sent me to bed earlier every night since the consecration, adrenaline pushed me like a locomotive. With a clock placed in view, I forced myself to stay in the salt bath fifteen minutes, the minimum length of time to expel unwanted energies. I only had table salt from the kitchen and not sea salt, but it was too late to get some from Vika. Would it work the same? That and dozens of other questions crowded my mind. My hands shook as if from too much caffeine. I popped on a fresh nightgown and headed to the kitchen. 
 
    “There’s me dream-walker lass,” Fenton said in a voice too quick to be his normal, calm tone. 
 
    “Thanks for the company.” I gulped wintergreen tea to ease my jitters as he sat across from me at the table. Neither of us spoke for several minutes as the last rays of sunshine clung to walls and furniture. Was that my altered perception? Or did the house spirits try to hold back the night, plagued by their own apprehension of what might happen in my dreams? 
 
    “Tis dark enough.” Fenton shifted in his seat. “Best you be switching that out to dream tea soon or you’ll be peeing rather than dreaming through this night.” 
 
    I nodded and made a cup of the new blend. With the first sip, fragrances of rose, jasmine, and peppermint enveloped me much like the incense. Hopeful, I padded upstairs, cup in hand. 
 
    Fenton glided behind me. “I’ll be here in the hall outside to give you peace. Leave your worries here with me. But remember I’ll be close in case you’re needing me.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said softly and closed the door, grateful to leave my concerns with him. 
 
    I lit the charcoal burner and added the incense. Ribbons of smoke wafted through the room and shone in my bedside lamp’s yellow light. 
 
    I pulled back the covers and got into bed. Eyes closed, I recited my invocation from memory. “Goddess of the moon, ruler of the night, bring me your faithful dream world companion Ellie O’Mara. Keeper of all secrets, divine bearer of wisdom, present me with her guidance at this time of need. Come out of the night. Come out of this night.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-eight: Dream-walker 
 
      
 
      
 
    I jerked awake at the sound of my alarm clock. Lying in a pool of sweat, I threw off the covers. Disconnected images raced through my aching head. I held my temples, trying to discern shapes. I recognized Ellie’s face, but not like she appeared in the dresser photo, where an older woman wore a black dress, her peppery hair in a severe bun as wisps around her face fought for freedom. Instead, she appeared younger, as she had the night I visited her wildflower dream world while in the cemetery. In my dream, she sat on the dresser bench in my bedroom. Dark hair flowed loose past her waist. Her heart flashed beats of orange light through her white cotton shift dress. 
 
    Hundreds of images zipped in a blur behind her. The more I tried to focus on them, the more my head throbbed. I clamped my eyes shut and pressed harder against my head. One image, the divine bronze dagger in my own hands, morphed into an amber jar of honey, and then one more changed into the brown skull from Tyne’s shop. Everything else raced past too fast. 
 
    I dropped my hands and picked up the notepad beside my bed. The clock on the nightstand read ten o’clock. How had I slept so long? I scribbled notes and took them with me to the kitchen. Ravenous, I fixed and ate a full breakfast of bacon, eggs, and toast while mulling over the dream. 
 
    “So, Aggie, did you learn what to do?” Fenton’s cheery voice startled me. 
 
    I turned the pad toward him and shrugged. “No. The only images that came to me were here in this house, not outside where I need to raise your body.” 
 
    His pencil thin mustache drew down. “According to Maggie, shouldn’t you be able to travel as a dream-walker?” 
 
    My eyes fell on the invocation I’d penned at the top of my notes. I jabbed the page with a fingertip. “This is wrong! My invocation asks the moon goddess to bring Ellie to me, not take me to her.” 
 
    “Aye. That kept you in here. But you have three more nights to raise me body afore the other witches beat you to it.” 
 
    I drummed my pen against the pad. “I should’ve known better with the invocation.” 
 
    “It’s your first try. Don’t be so hard on yourself, lass.” 
 
    I revised the prayer, placed it on my bedroom nightstand, and hurriedly dressed for work. I faced a long, tedious Monday until nightfall when I could attempt dream-walking again. 
 
    I drove to the dress shop and finished up whatever jobs I could find, anything to keep my mind busy and pass time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Each passing night with unsuccessful dream-walking had drawn me further into an overwhelming state of panic. My usual lunch hour refueling with sun energy sparked my nerves like I’d drunk a whole pot of coffee. I peered at Shireen, sure my eyes would pop out of their sockets. “Do you need any errands run? Time had run out. The new moon would rise tonight. Every muscle and tendon in my body coiled tight, ready to strike. 
 
    “No. You cleaned them all out yesterday.” With hands on her hips, she eyed me. “Land sakes. You’re ’bout as outta kilter as a short-tailed bull thrashin’ ’round in fly time. Don’t blame you a whit though, with what you’re up against tonight.” 
 
    I wadded a scrap of fabric and hurled it at the wastebasket. “Damned waning moon!” 
 
    “Don’t you be speakin’ ill of the waning moon goddess. Just ’cause you were tryin’ to learn new skills at a time she intends us to break away from what’s bad. Least you can make use of that tonight to break the black magic them witches intend at moonrise.” 
 
    I paced around the central worktable. “I rewrote my invocation twice, changed the salt of my bath to sea salt, anointed my pillow and body with dream oil. Still no useful dreams.” 
 
    “Was just the waning moon. Have some patience.” She finished pinning fabric pieces together and stared at me. “You aren’t gettin’ a lick done like this. You best take off from here and go red-up your spells to block them biddies tonight.” 
 
    “But it’s crunch time for you.” I touched a pile of garments ready for hemming. “You need me to add spells to these seams.” 
 
    She glared at me over the top of her reading glasses, mouth twisted into something like a mean frown, which flattened into a concerned line. “I said skedaddle, an’ I meant it.” 
 
    I shook my head and gathered my things. 
 
    As I passed her, Shireen engulfed me into a bear hug. “You take care tonight, you hear? I expect you here at work bright ‘an early in the morning’. Call me if you need anything.” 
 
    I pulled away to see her make a quick dab at one eye. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Under cover of the night’s first full darkness, I slipped out my back door, past the far side of my shed to avoid the flood lamp’s glow. Pressed against the purple shadow of the shed’s back wall, I slowed my breath and surveyed the area. Twenty yards away at the base of a scraggly hickory, lay Fenton’s disturbed grave. The pitch-black of a new moon pressed down, silencing the cricket’s songs. 
 
    Busby’s rhythmic hoots reassured me that the expected trespassers hadn’t yet arrived. 
 
    Waapake padded silently from the forest to my side, his silver coat gliding between shadows. 
 
    To not draw attention to my work, only those two friends accompanied me. But the whole forest of trees and animals added its support through Nannan’s wand, strengthening my sweaty, shaking hand to maintain a firm grip. 
 
    As Shireen suggested, I hoped the last of the waning moon’s energy would enable me to break what others intended to bring about on this night. I’d never faced black magic and needed all the help I could get. 
 
    I moved in a zig-zag route toward the gravesite, stopping behind trees to hide my outline in case I wasn’t alone. One tree away, the disturbed earth cast shadowy ridges, the depressions between them inky black. I sniffed but detected only a lingering scent of yew potion, nothing fresh. 
 
    Waapake lowered his nose to the ground and located the exact spot. The hair of his spine stood alert but not spiked. 
 
    With his assurance, I knelt beside the plot and pressed my palm to the earth. Vibrations from below met my hand. I flinched, not ready to deal with that sort of magic yet. Necromancy. The word lodged in my throat. I needed Ellie’s help. 
 
    Busby hooted. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat before I registered his all-safe tone. 
 
    Waapake rolled a stone to the toe of my boot. This was his assigned job, to find a black stone touched by dark art at the grave. 
 
    I patted his side and sucked in a gulp of air. Wand already in my hand, I stood and flooded it with brilliant sun energy. Sparks flew from Nannan’s branch. Gran’s amber glowed like a beacon. Coyote Mother’s ghost bounded beside me and her son. I circled the wand high and wide overhead until bright light surrounded us and the grave. 
 
    The little owl gave another assuring hoot. 
 
    I let go of a held breath and knelt once more. I took the black stone into one hand and raised it to my forehead, projecting separation from all black witchcraft. I hurled the stone far into the forest and shouted after it, “With this stone dark magic be gone. Earth bind it, no one find it.” 
 
    I slashed my wand down and dropped the lighted circle back to darkness. “The circle is released.” The spell complete, my breath dropped to the bottom of my chest. I listened for the slightest sounds. The fall of a leaf beat against my eardrums. 
 
    A loud whoop sliced through me. Sharp female voices reverberated off the trees. 
 
    Busby gave a trilled hoot. 
 
    I darted behind a tree the way I’d come, then paused at the far side of the shed. 
 
    Waapake growled deep inside his throat, neck fur raised stiff and straight. 
 
    Piercing yells moved behind me into the woods and sent a chill down my spine. 
 
    Silently, I slipped toward my hiding spot. I’d purposely left the shed door unlocked and ajar so it didn’t make noise and draw attention. I picked my way around garden tools and old tires and kneeled at a lookout position, eye pressed to a cracked board in the back wall. My heart beat so loud, I feared others could hear it. 
 
    From under her black cloak, Gladys Blinkhorne extended long, bony arms and called upon Hecate, goddess of the underworld. Another council witch, Viola Plackstone, joined her, as did Dulcie Quinn and another carriage-house actress, Rissa. In the night’s total darkness, their heads seemed to float, unattached to their black-clad bodies. 
 
    “Fenton O’Mara, body and spirit, rise and unite to meet my will,” Gladys pronounced in a commanding tone, then lowered her voice to a snarl. “If you dare resist, your bag of bones will be pulverized by the hooves of wild boars.” 
 
    Viola poured yew potion in the direction of the grave. 
 
    The sharp odor made my nose wrinkle and my eyes squint. 
 
    “Ack!” Dulcie jumped back onto her friend. 
 
    “You got it on me,” Gladys snapped. “What’s wrong with you, Viola?” 
 
    “The grave’s protected! A ward!” the other councilwoman yelped, dabbing potion from her hands with the hem of her cloak. 
 
    “Gladys, you mucked this up again, I see,” the throaty voice of Ned Murdock resounded off the trees before he came into my view near the grave. “This O’Mara soul should’ve been fed to the banshee times over. You’re lettin’ Aggie Anders outsmart you.” 
 
    Smoke hissed from Gladys’ mouth and fingertips. She leaned toward Murdock, teeth bared, sizzling smoke at his face. Black witchcraft oozed from her core. With that much darkness, could she detect my presence, traces of my magic…or my physical body? Would Coyote Mother’s magic protect, or at least hide us? 
 
    Gladys’ smoke enveloped Ned. He whimpered and crouched lower over his cane. 
 
    Unable to watch the horror, I turned away and huddled into Waapake’s side. Not even Ned deserved that treatment. The beryl at my wrist cast a glow around us both. 
 
    Coyote Mother howled. I clutched Waapake and prayed those outside couldn’t hear his mother. 
 
    Winds shook the shed. The door rattled. Garden racks crashed to the floor. My muscles tensed, and I jumped to my feet. 
 
    Outside, Busby squawked a half hoot as if trapped…or injured. 
 
    A lump lodged in my throat. 
 
    I clamped my wand before us and fueled it. My only hope needed to work. 
 
    A sharp beam of light cut back and forth across the opening in the shed door. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-nine: Life Force 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sweat trickled down the nape of my neck. I aimed my wand at the cracked shed door. 
 
    The fur along the length of Waapake’s spine spiked like quills. 
 
    “What’s up here?” a male voice boomed out, flat and deep. The man sounded familiar, but who? “This is private property. You all need to move along.” It was Duncan, the man Logan hired to coordinate security. 
 
    I clasped a hand to my heart, but stayed huddled against Waapake until the black witches’ voices drifted away. 
 
    When they blended with choruses of shouts at the carriage house, I ventured toward the door. Shook up after the scare, I tried to squeeze through like before, but this time the door grated along its track. 
 
    “Who’s there?” Duncan barked and rounded the building, moving like a locomotive on his long, gangly legs. 
 
    Not aware he’d remained, I flinched. 
 
    Waapake slipped in front of me. 
 
    “It’s just me, Aggie.” I slunk forward with limp legs into the shed’s security light shining on my driveway. 
 
    Duncan tipped his cap and dark hair shadowed the sides of his face. “Best you be gettin’ inside, Miss Aggie. Not safe to be about on a new moon night.” 
 
    “Thank you.” With Duncan wearing a gun at his side, I allowed myself a deep breath and secured the shed with still-fumbling fingers. “I’m glad they were afraid of your gun.” 
 
    “Been huntin’ since I was knee high to a grasshopper.” He patted his firearm. “Folks here know I mean business. Don’t test me with no magic. Same as my daddy.” 
 
    A clipped hoot drew my attention to the building’s gabled roof. 
 
    Concerned, I stretched out my cloaked arm, and Busby slid to the edge of the roof, clinging with talons. Then he flopped clumsily toward my arm, one wing hanging at an outward angle. As I stepped forward, he gripped my arm and settled, talons biting a bit through my cloak. 
 
    “Wing’s injured,” Duncan said. “Been hit by some evil magic, I reckon.” 
 
    “I’ll call Rowe.” 
 
    “Rowe’s the healer. He’ll fix the little guy right up.” Duncan tipped his cap. “I’ll stay till I see you in, then make rounds myself till dawn since we had a fracas. Sorry ’bout that. Should’ve been out here sooner.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks for your help.” I gave him a weak but grateful smile, and then dragged myself across the lawn. I kept my thoughts free of what might have happened so my shaky legs wouldn’t collapse on the way to my house. 
 
    Inside the kitchen, I held my arm so Busby could move to the back of a chair, and I called Rowe to explain. 
 
    Within fifteen minutes, he arrived and passed healing hands over his familiar’s injured wing. “Just a whiff of black magic, not directed at him. With a few more repairs and rest, he’ll be as good as new.” 
 
    I petted the bird’s head. “He was great, keeping us informed about what we couldn’t see.” 
 
    “I’m glad he could help. I called Keir and he said, in light of tonight’s incident, keep Waapake with you overnight. He’ll pick him up before you leave for work in the morning.” 
 
    “That’ll be a real comfort.” I kneeled and hugged an arm around the coyote, grateful. 
 
    Rowe held out a leather wristlet and escorted Busby to his car. 
 
    I waved them goodbye. Waapake stood tight against my lower leg. We supported each other. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    With Waapake lying at the side of my bed and Fenton seated in a wing chair across the room, I allowed my fears to slip away. Gladys and Murdock had been blocked, and everyone I cared for was safe. I rested my exhausted body and closed my eyes, silently reciting my question for Ellie: If I need a sample of Fenton’s hair to activate the keepsake, how do I raise his body from the grave? 
 
    With no incense, anointing oil, special tea, or invocation prayer, I didn’t expect anything. But the question burned in my mind; I couldn’t push it away. 
 
    Sleep took me into a dream where I visited Ellie’s meadow. The sun shone on waves of pink cosmos flowers that danced with the gentle breeze. 
 
    “Aggie, I’m here,” a female voice called from behind me. Ellie cut through waist-high stems to reach my side. The ruffled short sleeves of her flowered dress fluttered, and her long dark hair floated away from her back. A wide smile decorated her young face. She looked to be no more than thirty. She carried my bouquet of purple asters, now fresh again with bright yellow centers. “Thank you kindly for the offerin’. I’ve been waitin’ for you. You asked me if you need Fenton’s hair for the keepsake to operate. You do and the only way to accomplish that is to gather hair from his grave.” 
 
    “I have supplies that are commonly used to raise the dead, but how do I use them?” 
 
    “Necromancy isn’t me specialty, but I do know a thing or two ’bout how to best tempt me brother.” 
 
    We walked to the edge of a brook and sat on a sun-warmed boulder as she related the process. 
 
    Coyote Mother joined us and pawed a small fish onto the bank for a meal. 
 
    “That reminds me,” Ellie said. “Aggie, you need to drink from this stream. That way you’ll remember our conversation when you return home and wake.” 
 
    I kneeled at the bank and scooped a handful of effervescent water to my mouth. Bubbles tickled my tongue and nose with a taste of ripe, juicy strawberries. So good, I reached for another handful, but was dismayed to find it turned into a wad of sheet. I lay in my own bed. The aftertaste of berries lingered in my mouth. I rolled onto my back, arms spread wide. At last, the dream-walking worked. 
 
    Waapake rested his front paws on the edge of the bed and asked, “Dream-walking?” 
 
    I smiled and rubbed one of his long ears. “Yes. I visited Ellie and your mother.” I reached for the nightstand notebook and recorded what I needed to do tonight. Daylight streamed through the windows, and my clock read four-thirty. “Oh! I slept all day. And missed work. And I don’t have long to prepare for tonight.” 
 
    As I pushed to the edge of the bed, Fenton glided through the door and said, “I thought I heard your voice. You must’ve been all in or went dream-walking or both.” 
 
    I stretched and grinned. “Both is right.” I picked up the phone and dialed Shireen. 
 
    “Aggie!” Shireen’s voice trembled. “I’ve been worried sick. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Just slept late.” 
 
    Shireen let out a loud low whistle. “At least Keir called around after he checked at your place this morning.” 
 
    “Darn. I missed him. He was here to pick up Waapake. Keir must be worried.” 
 
    “All’s okay. Waapake came out an’ told him you were sleepin’ heavy an’ Keir sent him back inside.” 
 
    I stared in wonder at the coyote resting at my feet. “I slept for over fifteen hours.” 
 
    “Pshew! That clearin’ spell must’ve taken it out of you. Powerful strong witchcraft will do that.” 
 
    “And I really dream-walked to see Ellie. Finally!” 
 
    “Gal, I can hear the smile in your voice.” Shireen laughed. “I’ll bet you’ve got a heap of witchcraft to do tonight now that we’re into the waxing moon.” 
 
    “Yeah. But I missed work at your place. Can I make up the time the next few Saturday afternoons?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry ’bout it. Make up the hours as you can. Samhain’s only a week away. You got your work cut out for you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    As soon as the slim waxing crescent shone on my back lawn, I headed out. After a quick check to make sure of no black magic vibrations or the banshee’s frigid breeze, I called down the moon goddess I badly needed. 
 
    The new crescent curved right as she gave me her wild, untamed grin full of grand ideas and plans untampered by reality. Just what I needed, her unlimited hope to support me along a path not followed. “Nimue, I call upon your power this night.” Her power of new beginnings and growth radiated down to me. 
 
    Enlivened by her gift of power, I darted back to the slab porch where my totes of supplies waited. 
 
    Fenton’s face appeared inside the door window, his lips pressed together and forehead etched with lines. He’d begged to join me at his grave, to speed the raising since his body would react quicker to his request. But being so close to his body would almost guarantee an appearance by the banshee. We couldn’t chance that, even though it meant I’d have to work alone. 
 
    Energies other than mine, his, Ellie’s, or from the moon goddess would confuse the delicate summoning process. Earlier during dinner, Logan insisted on being present for my safety. We compromised that he and his security man Duncan would take turns keeping watch from the base of the hill. 
 
    Loaded down, I trudged behind the shed. Without Busby or Waapake this time, I had to rely on my own skills. Hypersensitive, my senses and witch intuition fired at the slightest disturbances, which thankfully all turned out to be normal. To safely work at the gravesite, I planted one knee on solid ground and the other slightly forward in a lunge position. Fenton’s corpse might be so attracted to my life force, it could draw me into the earth if I didn’t take precautions. Or leave me suffering from complications of chronic illness and depression. 
 
    I arranged all my supplies within reach, then rang a small brass bell borrowed from Vika. A signal to the body I was ready to make contact. 
 
    With shaking fingers, I lit two candles, black and white. My voice trembled up from my ribs and squeaked the proclamation, “This black candle will draw the body of Fenton Patrick O’Mara to provide a sample of his remaining hair. The white candle will share the energy raised here with his body. Come forth and provide the sample I seek!” 
 
    The ground at the grave remained still, devoid of all vibrations. This was going to be harder than I expected. I moved on to something that might tempt the body out. 
 
    I anointed myself with an oil I’d created from foods Fenton liked. I dabbed a sweet honey-pomegranate-orange mixture onto my wrists, over my heart, throat, forehead, and crown. “I consecrate myself as a creature of the Earth so that Fenton O’Mara’s body will come forth from the Earth and give me what I request.” 
 
    I sat quiet, eyes fixed to the grave while I walked my fingers to take hold of the bronze dagger. 
 
    The old cracks of the gravesite widened a half-inch, and then closed. 
 
    I flinched and pulled the knife to my side. Heartened I’d made a connection, I thrust the dagger into the air with my right hand and circled it wide around both me and the grave three times counterclockwise as I called out, “By the ancients’ bronze blade, I cast this circle to defend me against evil. Let spirits who enter here be only of pure intent.” I lay the dagger aside, placed my brown skull in the circle, and tapped it three times with my yew wand. 
 
    The ground beneath the cracks rumbled. The tools seemed to be working, smelly but powerful. 
 
    Into a large ceramic bowl, I poured honey and added pomegranate and orange wedges. 
 
    Before I could utter the accompanying invocation, the cracks gaped. 
 
    “Let these offerings appease you, Fenton O’Mara. Come forth and provide a sample of hair.” I poked the pad of my right index finger with a sterilized needle and squeezed three drops of blood into the bowl. “I make this offering of my blood that it may feed you with my life force to provide me with what I seek.” 
 
    The grave soil pulled apart, inch by inch. 
 
    I rolled back onto my heels, in case I needed a quick getaway, but kept my head forward. I rested my left hand onto the skull near me. Words refused to utter from my mouth. I silently restated my request, willing the message from my heart. 
 
    The earth shook with underground groans. A dark, bony hand poked through, clutching at loose soil until it gained a secure hold. 
 
    The beam of a flashlight swept across me, and the hand dropped out of sight. 
 
    My fingers dug into the skull’s eye sockets. Heat flooded my own face, ringing my eyes. 
 
    The corpse’s hand and wrist thrust upward and again grabbed hard onto firm soil. Had the intrusive light angered the corpse? Would it attack me? 
 
    My breathing became shallow. I squinted to register the smallest motions from the grave. 
 
    A ridge pushed up. Dirt dropped away and a head emerged, draped in torn fragments of flesh that exposed gray shredded muscles and patches of glistening bone. The hollow mouth creaked open and emitted a guttural moan. A shoulder lifted. Its arm flopped across the ground, hand resting inches from my foot. 
 
    I flinched but held steady, afraid to even breathe. 
 
    The hand lifted and smacked the head but fell away. The mouth expelled another agonized growl. Again, the arm jerked upward to briefly land on the head. Again, the arm fell lifeless to the ground, overcome by gravity. “Take,” the hollow mouth grunted. 
 
    I floundered to pick up the scissors I’d brought. My fingers refused to thread into the handles. At last my shaking hand cooperated, and I leaned forward. My chest heaved. Nausea from the stench turned my stomach. I exhaled sharply to expel as much of the rancid odor as possible, then snipped gray, wiry hairs into my open hand. Sweat dripping into my eyes, I dropped the scissors to my side and felt for the collection jar. 
 
    With the sample secure, I lifted the yew wand and tapped the skull three times. “I give you thanks, body of Fenton O’Mara, for the sample you have shared with me. May you depart in love and joy.” I exchanged wand for dagger and raised it to close the circle. 
 
    “Thaannkeee,” the head moaned, and its eye sockets followed me as I stood. 
 
    I circled the dagger three turns clockwise this time. “I close this sacred site. As rising waxing crescent, it is done!” 
 
    Again a flashlight intruded on the sacred space. After the beam passed, I glanced in the direction it came. Shadows darted along the hill and my driveway. 
 
    Fenton’s torso flopped forward, both hands now grabbing anything in reach. One clamped my ankle. 
 
    I screamed, then caught myself. I couldn’t risk drawing attention. I clenched my teeth. Colder than the meat in the butcher’s freezer in New Wish, the corpse’s touch paralyzed my entire leg. I inched my free foot farther outside the circle. 
 
    “Pleeeasssee.” From the corpse’s energy, I understood his intention. My haptics read him clearly, a single-pointed desire to be alive. But while he meant no harm, for him to live meant I would hand over my life force and die. Ellie hadn’t mentioned this problem, so I went with my instincts. 
 
    I shot a huge amount of my sun energy into that leg. 
 
    The corpse grunted and fell back and down into the grave. 
 
    I spread golden sun magic overtop. “Rest in peace, joy, and know that you are loved.” The cracks closed, and underneath the gentle shifting soon quieted. 
 
    Satisfied with my modification, I gathered my supplies and darted across the far side of the shed to my back porch. 
 
    Fenton swung open the door and closed it behind me. “I felt me body. Did you get the hair?” 
 
    “Yes.” Breathless, I swept to the kitchen desk, withdrew the keepsake, and opened its lid. I dug in a tote for the jar of hair and thrust it at him. “You need to add the strand.” 
 
    His fingers shook as he turned the lid and lifted out the sample. “Aggie, I’m ’fraid this piece o’ me body being inside the house will invite the banshee to come get me. Going out to help with me grave would’ve only taken minutes. This is something different…” 
 
    “Only if you keep it separate from the keepsake,” I spat the words at him, well aware of the danger. “The family magic will fuse over your hair.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    A knock sounded at the front door. The nauseating vibrations of black magic I’d sensed last night seeped under the door. Would Cerise’s protective ward hold against that evil witchcraft? 
 
    “Ellie told me last night. Do it! Now,” I hissed. 
 
    He dropped the hair into the box, and I secured the lid. The pentacle in the goddess’s hand sparked, then quieted, a signal the magic had been accepted. 
 
    “It’s done. Just in time.” My gaze fixed to the darkness boring through the outside door. 
 
    The evil hesitated, then slid silently away from the porch. 
 
    “Whoever was there came with strong black magic, but both are gone now.” Keeping hold of both wand and keepsake, I peeked through the door’s side window. 
 
    Ned Murdock limped to the end of my driveway where Gladys and the others from last night met him. He shook his head and sauntered across the road to his house. 
 
    Duncan rounded the hill near the road and scattered the black witches by showing his gun. 
 
    My heart thumped against my ribs, and I sank onto the floor, back against the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    That night, I dream-walked back to my home in New Wish and visited with Gran, still alive to me. Her open arms drew me in and gave me oversize helpings of love and courage I so needed. As a dream-walker, the edges of reality began to blur. The nightstand phone rang first in my dream, and then beside my bed. 
 
    I flopped a hand to grab the receiver and muttered a raspy, “Hello?” I propped up on an elbow. The nightstand clock read two in the morning. 
 
    “Aggie. It’s Logan. I know it’s late. I’m on your porch. I wanted to check on you after what Duncan just told me. Can you come down?” His words were clipped, voice strained. 
 
    “Um. I guess.” I hoisted myself out of bed, found my slippers, and stumbled down the stairs. After peering through the side window to make sure it was really him, I opened the door. “What’s going on?” I stepped aside for him to enter, then relocked the door. 
 
    He cast midnight eyes on me. Silver lightning streaked through his irises. “Duncan just reported in on break from his patrol. Told me about what he saw with Ned and Gladys hanging around here. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes. I got Fenton’s hair from the body. It’s safe now, inside the keepsake. All the trouble from them seemed to stop once we did that last step. I’m drained, but otherwise okay.” 
 
    “I’m glad for that much.” Logan’s chest heaved as if still weighed upon by other troubles. Dressed in all black shirt and trousers, he looked like a fierce storm. 
 
    “Did you have a bad night?” I asked. 
 
    “You could say that. I’m exhausted from working these long hours and can’t sort out something that has come up.” 
 
    Unable to read him, I gave a tentative smile and touched his arm. My haptic reading scorched my hand, and I jerked away. Hurt feelings boiled at his surface. Frustration directed at me. 
 
    “Someone told me tonight you had a date with Eric Beck last Saturday. Is that true?” His words speared into my sides, still soft and unprotected from pleasant dream-walking. 
 
    “No. I told you I met with him—” 
 
    “Which is it? Yes or no?” Logan’s pointed gaze burned through me. 
 
    What was he insinuating? I’d done nothing wrong. Heat rose in my face, and sun energy sparked at my fingertips. I locked my eyes onto his glare and declared, “No. It wasn’t a date. We had lunch at—” 
 
    “At Dairy Queen. Some of my workers saw you there. And he made plans to take you out again. Is that right?” he growled. 
 
    My neck stiff, muscles taut, I shouted, “He asked, and I turned him down.” 
 
    “So you did go out with him.” His harsh words stung. 
 
    I snapped back, “You’re jumping to conclusions. Don’t you trust me?” 
 
    Logan’s lower jaw tensed as he hesitated, or prepared to pounce, I didn’t know. “Aggie, how can you really care about me and go out with another guy?” 
 
    Determined to get through to him, I grabbed for his hand, and he yanked it free. “It wasn’t a date. Really.” 
 
    His lips quivered for an instant, then his chin jutted out. “If you don’t want to be with me, let me know.” 
 
    Though we’d never talked about being a couple, hearing him say the words cooled my heated skin and embraced my heart. My voice shook and the explanation tumbled out. “I do care about you. Please listen. I met Eric for lunch because he had information about witches raising a zombie on my property. He refused to tell me over the phone. But, I promise, it was a business meeting, at least for me.” 
 
    Logan hissed a breath through closed teeth. “I didn’t know that’s how you got that tip. You said the information came from Dulcie. I thought you heard it through some ladies’ gossip at Shireen’s.” He brushed the long bangs from his eyes, leaned against the foyer wall, and stared into space. “I’ve been working so hard…and worried about you…not sleeping. I don’t remember how you said you found out, only about what Gladys and Ned were doing.” 
 
    “I know I mentioned I saw Eric at lunch, but I didn’t make a big deal of it. It wasn’t a big deal. What he told me was the important part.” 
 
    “Well, Rissa made a big deal about it, how nice you looked and—” 
 
    I raised a brow. “She’s friends with Dulcie. She and all her friends hate me.” 
 
    He rubbed a hand across the blond stubble on his jaw. 
 
    “Do you think maybe she misunderstood and exaggerated…a lot?” I retorted. 
 
    He tilted his head and looked at me with a guilty grin. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Too much stress.” 
 
    I held out my hand, and he accepted it. 
 
    “Will you forgive me? I’ve been a real jerk. I woke you up, and you have to work early in the morning.” He took hold of my arm and pulled me close, snaking the other arm around my waist. 
 
    “It’s okay. I wasn’t sleeping much after the night I had.” 
 
    “I want you to be my girlfriend. Just us.” He glanced at me with hooded eyes and his sexy smile. “Will you be mine, Aggie?” 
 
    “I will.” Any residual anger melted with the smile beaming across my face. 
 
    He pulled me close and held me while I spilled the details of what had happened with raising Fenton’s body. I shook while telling him how I’d narrowly managed to get the hair into the keepsake before Ned Murdock came to my door. “They were all out there waiting, like evil vultures.” I pressed my head against his shoulder. 
 
    His supportive warmth freed tears I’d held back. I sobbed as he ran his hands along my back and stroked my hair. 
 
    “I only have one more week,” I sputtered. “I don’t know how to use the keepsake…where to find the banshee…how to challenge it.” I gasped for air, the words sticking in my strained throat. 
 
    Logan held me tighter. “You are special. You can do anything in a week. I know.” 
 
    When at last my breathing eased, he pulled back and kissed the wet trails of tears on my cheeks. 
 
    “I don’t know if black magic can counter Cerise’s ward. I’m afraid to let the keepsake or my wand out of sight.” I slapped a hand to my head. “I left them in my bedroom!” 
 
    I raced upstairs and into my room, Logan close behind. I hugged the two magical tools to my chest. 
 
    He checked the window latches and peered outside. “All’s fine. Duncan’s patrolling till dawn.” 
 
    “I’m glad for him. He seems a bit odd, in a creepy way, but—” 
 
    “His heart’s in the right place. He was a good friend of my father. Our families have been close for decades. I’d trust Duncan with my life.” Logan leaned to look out at an angle. “I see his flashlight shining across the road, but I don’t see any other people. He’s probably just letting Murdock know he’s around.” He turned and motioned me to bed. 
 
    I set the valuable devices on my nightstand and sunk into the fluffy featherbed. 
 
    His hand lingered at the bedside lamp, and his lips curled into a dimpled grin. “Would it be okay for me to stay with you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d like that a lot.” I lifted a corner of the quilt and scooted to make room. 
 
    He turned off the light and undressed to his undershirt and shorts. The white cotton caught the moonlight and revealed ridges of hard muscles along his chest and back. He settled into the soft bed and pulled me to him. 
 
    The heat of his body sent shivers along my skin. I ached for his kiss, and I rubbed a hand along his unshaven jaw. The whiskers tickled my skin into delicious shivers. I twisted to press my lips against his, nudging them open as our tongues met. 
 
    Giving and taking breath from each other, we gasped and moaned into the kiss, our torsos pressed hard together. 
 
    He took hold of my hand at his jaw and gently kissed my fingers. “It’s not the right time. I’m beat. Let me hold you.” He wound a strong hand between us and guided me to turn over. 
 
    I pressed back into his protective warmth, spooned against his life force, our cocoon I’d longed for. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty: Morning Kisses and Dew 
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke in a delicious tangle of blankets and Logan. Wrapped in our cocoon, I’d slept soundly, without dreams. 
 
    He breathed full and slow, still in deep sleep. Poor guy. He already had so much to deal with in his duties as high priest. Working every night on top of that had exhausted him. As much as I wanted to wake him for, well, other plans, for now I’d stifle my needs. 
 
    I wanted to stay snuggled close until he stirred. Refreshed, we’d be able to have some fun. My eyes followed where my hands longed to travel, along the muscles of his shoulders, his pecs lightly dusted with hair. I smiled at how his undershirt had been lost during the night. Caressing him with my gaze for several minutes, I hoped he’d wake and we’d have at least a short time together. 
 
    Though I willed the clock’s digital display to stop, it kept ticking onward. I couldn’t put it off any longer. I hated to leave him, but I couldn’t let Shireen down. I pressed my lips against Logan’s shoulder and eased away from our warm nest. Tiptoeing, I gathered clothes for work and dressed in the bathroom. 
 
    I ate a quick bite of breakfast washed down with cold wintergreen tea forgotten during all that had happened last night. Back upstairs, I loaded my bag with the tools I dared not leave behind. 
 
    “Hey,” Logan said with a sexy voice hoarse from sleep. “Going to work?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I let my gaze drink in his bare chest, then perched near him on the edge of the bed. “Wish I could stay, but Shireen’s gearing up for Yule sales. I can’t miss.” 
 
    He yawned and stretched an arm around my hip. “I slept great. How about you?” 
 
    “Deep and dreamless.” I leaned down and brushed my cheek against his, thrilling at the whiskery tingles that spread luxurious heat past my belly button. 
 
    His fingers inched the skirt up my thigh and murmured in my ear, “Wish you could stay.” 
 
    The phone ringing on the nightstand ended our moment. I reluctantly answered. 
 
    “Aggie, how’d it work last night?” Cerise asked in an anxious tone. “I know you have to get going, but I’m on pins and needles.” 
 
    I filled her in on the basics, but her questions continued. “I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later on my break.” 
 
    “Let me talk to her.” Logan reached for the phone. “You have work to do for Shireen.” 
 
    Her voice raised to a tinny pitch as she streamed on in Logan’s ear. 
 
    I laughed while gathering more items into my bag. I set a house key on the nightstand, mouthed, “Front door,” to Logan, and he nodded. 
 
    “Yes, I spent the night.” He chuckled into the phone. “It seemed like the best way to keep Aggie safe after what happened. Isn’t that what you wanted me to do?” He held the earpiece away from his ear as Cerise’s voice rose another decibel. 
 
    Cheeks aching from my too-wide grin, I waved him goodbye. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Home from a full Saturday at the dress shop, I opted against volunteering at the carriage house. Testing the keepsake, now with Fenton’s hair, weighed foremost on my mind. 
 
    I rounded up Fenton and set out precautionary remedies on the kitchen counter: a fresh pot of wintergreen tea with a cup poured, a towel, and Vika’s wintergreen ointment. 
 
    I shot him a glance and placed the keepsake on the counter. “Ready?” 
 
    He nodded from his seat at the desk chair. 
 
    I powered my wand and touched it to the pentacle carved in the keepsake’s lid. As before, golden sun energy traveled from the main terminal twig through Gran’s amber and around the lines of the pentacle’s five-pointed star and outer circle. Continuing along the same path as my first attempt, it returned to my wand and strained once more at the base of the unmarked twig. 
 
    I squinted to concentrate harder on the wand’s unempowered tip. The wand vibrated with my determination, and I clutched it tighter. More sun energy increased the tremors. I didn’t relent. My whole arm shook and grew weak. I braced it against the refrigerator door, gripped my free hand over the wand’s base, and sent more power into it. Heat flooded my neck and face. If I failed, the impact of my destiny affected so many. My mouth contorted with the effort. To eek out the strength I needed to endure, I pictured the face of every good and kind person I’d met in Coon Hollow…people who depended upon me. 
 
    I forced them from my mind, gritted my teeth, and pushed more power into the wand. The returning energy jumped a half-inch up the twig. Heartened, I supplied one more burst of strength. Trickles of sweat flowed into my eyes and blurred my vision. The smiling faces of my coven friends blended into one large, gaping mouth of the banshee that shrieked and spewed evil. I collapsed over the counter, gasping for air, wand limp in my hand. 
 
    The wand’s third tip glowed to within an inch of its end. I braced my head with my hands and cried, “What does it take?” 
 
    Fenton wrapped a weightless arm around my shoulder. “Are you okay? Can I help?” 
 
    I shook my head, tears and sweat dripping freely. “What’s wrong with my magic? It’s not working. The keepsake should be ready now.” 
 
    “Don’t know, lass. You look a bit peaked. Do you need any remedies?” 
 
    “No. Tired and drained. Frustrated.” I pressed away from the counter. 
 
    He guided me to the table and pulled out a chair. “Rest a spell with some tea. Maybe with some quiet time to ponder, you’ll know what happened.” 
 
    I accepted the mug from him and took a deep swallow of the minty brew. “Why do I feel better this time? I spent a ton of energy, and I’m exhausted, but no pain in my leg.” I rolled up the leg of my jeans and ran a hand over the area of the hex bite, now unmarked and smooth. “What the heck? The bite’s gone!” 
 
    “The keepsake must’ve healed you.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    He scratched his brow. “Not rightly sure, but maybe you have to be whole.” 
 
    “Yes, maybe for the tools to work as one with me. You think?” 
 
    “Could be. Why don’t you ask Ellie?” 
 
    Totally spent and with a good reason to head to bed early, I trudged upstairs. I ground out strength to shower and put on a fresh nightshirt, in case guidelines of uncleanliness might be a deal-breaker for dream-walking. 
 
    Despite slept-in sheets that smelled deliciously of Logan, I traveled through my sleep along paths in the surrounding moonlit woods. I started down the yew-laced trail from Fenton’s grave, which I’d never had the courage to follow in my waking life. After a short distance, the trees became so thick they cut out all light from the moon and stars. I felt my way with hands in front of me and lost the trail at a crossroads. I turned in place and called for Ellie. 
 
    “Clear your mind to choose the correct path. When the veil thins, O’Mara magic in the keepsake will fully open to yours.” The calm of her voice loosened my hold on the dream, and I floated in darkness, content in knowing her presence watched over me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    It was still dark outside when I woke, and my clock read five-thirty Sunday morning. Thankful I hadn’t missed another day I couldn’t afford to lose, I rose and went down to make tea. With the steaming mug in hand, I stepped onto the front porch. The brisk air invigorated my senses and dashed away the heavy grogginess from sleeping so long. 
 
    A round gray shape scooted from under a bush onto my front lawn, lit by the shed’s security light. Leaving a trail through the dewy grass, it turned and flashed a black and white striped tail in the air. 
 
    Heart racing, I called to him. “Cyril?” 
 
    The critter paused and turned its white-masked face to me, long grizzled whiskers dripping. “Aggie, is that you?” the Coon King chittered. 
 
    “Yes. Stay there. I’ll be right down.” I ran onto the yard, not bothering with shoes or coat. I dropped bare-legged onto the damp grass before him, disregarding the cold. “I need to know where the crossroads is in the forest. Do you know?” 
 
    “Course I do. Don’t you?” Dew glistened on his wiggling, black nose. 
 
    “I need to pick the right path leading from there. Then my magic will work to fight the banshee. Can you take me there? To the crossroads?” 
 
    Cyril pawed silvery dewdrops from the ends of his whiskers. “Gladly, whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    My head still woozy from my night spent dream-walking, I blurted, “As soon as I get dressed.” I jumped up and caught myself, recalling last night’s journey. “No, wait. What did Ellie say? ‘When the veil is thinnest.’ Oh, the night of Samhain.” 
 
    I studied the dark green pine boughs sweeping the lawn from the edge of the woods where Fenton’s grave lay. “On second thought, I would like to see it now, to be prepared for that night. Will you take me there now?” 
 
    Upon receiving no answer, I looked down. Cyril had vanished, without even a trail of dewy footprints. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-one: The Veil Thins 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the gloaming hours of Samhain, I mingled with close friends in the homestead. Since I was too nervous to act as hostess, Cerise seemed more than happy to fill that role. Jancie, Vika, and Shireen had prepared trays of finger foods and baked treats. Everyone dressed in their nicest ceremonial black outfits, of velvet, lace, and satiny brocade. I wore the gown I’d worn to my wand consecration, nice but not as lavish as the others’. And this time, I donned my trusted hiking boots. Running from a wailing banshee with dress boots catching in lace wouldn’t give me any advantage. 
 
    While everything smelled delicious, with my stomach in knots, I couldn’t eat. I held a glass of punch with a napkin to keep it from slipping in my sweaty palm. 
 
    Prepared to accompany me, Waapake paced from room to room, panting. 
 
    Fenton flitted in all directions, at times passing directly through people, which momentarily unsettled their energies, even though they all could see him. 
 
    Voices filled the parlor and kitchen, but an undercurrent of foreboding silence stilted laughter and cut conversations at awkward moments. With the veil thinning more with each passing minute, we sensed the spirit world vibrations on every normal air current, whisper, and whiff of scent. 
 
    Keir massaged his phoenix talisman along the coyote’s neck. Rowe repeatedly checked the time on his pocket watch, which glowed more and more with his blue magic. The two men took turns scanning the parlor and checking outside from both the front and back porches. At intervals, Busby circled the property and reported back to them. 
 
    “You doing okay, Aggie?” Jancie startled me from my blind meditative stare as I leaned against the parlor doorway. 
 
    I flinched and my drink sloshed onto my hand. “Um, as good as I can be, I guess. Ready to get on with this night.” I dried my fingers on the napkin. 
 
    She rubbed my arm. “It’s hard that Logan can’t be here.” 
 
    “It’s his big night. Halloween at the carriage house and the coven’s ceremony at the cemetery.” I sipped my punch to ease the lump in my throat. “He couldn’t be with me in the forest anyway. I have to do this by myself.” The truth of those words stung. According to Waapake’s vision and Nannan’s word, my destiny was mine to follow alone, but I would’ve given a lot for Logan to be with me through the next few hours. I’d made preparations: mastered my wand’s magic, practiced communication with Waapake, and been coached by Keir on every version of banshee lore he knew. Despite all the preparations, I wasn’t ready for what I had to face. The stakes were high. The banshee could destroy my magical powers…or even take my life. I wanted Logan’s cocoon protecting me. With the excuse of rinsing my hand, I moved to the kitchen, glad to stop those feelings from spilling onto Jancie and overwhelming her. 
 
    As the hours progressed, Waapake and I continued meeting on a nervous circuit among those present, each of us unable to remain still. I rubbed his ears, and my haptics revealed fragments of the vision we’d shared at Keir’s dinner party. Through his sight, again I saw the huge boulder where he and his mother stood against the banshee’s gusting winds. 
 
    He whimpered and moved away from my touch to peer through low windows. 
 
    At ten-thirty, I picked up my long, black cloak from the foyer’s hall tree and pulled it on. My fingers fumbled with the ties. 
 
    Shireen scooped me into her wide arms. “No matter what, you take care of you, you hear? We’ve lived with this curse for decades, an’ can live on plenty more. But we can’t lose you.” She pulled back abruptly, her face scrunched, as if holding herself together. Not stopping to fix her support stockings rolling below her knees, she darted out of sight to the kitchen. 
 
    Watery eyed, I smiled after my big-hearted employer. Earlier today, I’d called home to talk with my parents and little brother. Just to hear their voices. I couldn’t tell them the dangers I faced going up against the cursed banshee. Didn’t want to scare them. Heck, it scared me. I had to force the risks out of my mind. I wiped my eyes, trying not to let Shireen’s outpouring submerge me in my fears. 
 
    Jancie grabbed both Vika and me into a group hug. They flowed gifts of their unique energies to me. As I broke away, the bonding melded deep into my heart. 
 
    Fenton wrapped vaporous arms around my shoulders, an unfelt hug that set tears leaking from my eyes. “Wish that I could go with you, lass. If need be, call out me name. I’ll meet any darkness rather than let your life be cut short.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thanks.” He’d risked so much for my safety. The continued existence of his soul in this world depended upon me. It was now my turn to repay his bravery. I lifted the strap of my messenger bag across my chest and patted it to be certain the keepsake and wand rode safely. 
 
    To avoid calling unwanted attention, only Keir and Rowe escorted Waapake and me outside. We all scanned for signs of Gladys’ group of black witches. Busby circled the area and landed on Rowe’s arm. 
 
    A bright yellow glow on the Murdock porch silhouetted human shapes. Tonight, a last quarter moon corresponded with the time the veil between underworld and living realms would be at its thinnest. No doubt they would make a strong attempt to raise Fenton’s corpse and draw his spirit out the house. Unified, he would be presented as a gruesome sacrifice to the cursed banshee. I shuddered at the thought of losing my friend. Other than feeding their malevolent hearts, what did that act serve? Unfamiliar with the ways of dark arts, no answer came to me. 
 
    Although I’d performed a quick ceremony as before and cast out a black stone from the ground above his grave, I didn’t hold much hope in that protection. The thinning veil could empower witches, including those who practiced black magic. Thankfully, Vika and Shireen had volunteered to sit with Fenton in the homestead. Their combined years and wisdom reassured me. 
 
    The dim glow of the last quarter crescent moon shone at the distant tree line, an hour from rising. 
 
    At the trailhead behind the shed, Keir touched my shoulder. He spoke in a higher tone than usual for the ever-calm seer. “I’ll maintain uninterrupted mental connection with Waapake until we know you’re both safe. He’ll alert me if things go wrong.” 
 
    I took hold of his hand, and he pressed it to the talisman at his heart and said, “My fire energy will be with you.” 
 
    Busby gave a soft hoot and said, “Remember Logan’s request.” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve got it.” Rowe passed something into my palm. “From Logan. He said you’d understand.” 
 
    The amethyst pendulum. I met Rowe’s gaze and nodded as I put it into my skirt pocket. “Thank you.” The gem warmed my insides, a welcome reminder of our cocoon. 
 
    I scanned the woods for Cyril but didn’t find him. Each evening this past week, I’d walked the woods looking for him to show me the crossroads. Not even Nannan had seen the Coon King. He’d promised to be our guide tonight. Why wasn’t he here? I dreaded to begin the journey without him, but he left me no choice. From my dream-walking, I knew my journey began at this trailhead. I had to go ahead, with or without a guide. 
 
    Waapake brushed against my side, a touch to signal us to start our journey. Though Waapake had spoken to me on occasion, I was thankful our communication worked best through touch. Silence could be an advantage tonight. 
 
    I patted the coyote’s side and set off on the path still scented with traces of lingering yew potion. Compelled to test its freshness for signs of the black witches, I took an overly deep breath. Even the slight residue made my head reel. 
 
    The murk of the forest reminded me of a dream. My whirring mind established my internal pace. In compliance, my pulse and heart raced, though my feet couldn’t keep up. Hidden turns and dips forced me to go slower than I wanted. While some roots lowered mere seconds before I stepped, others did not. Whiffs of yew potion confused my senses. I couldn’t imagine what it must’ve done to the exposed trees. 
 
    Desperate to be in full control of my faculties, my agitation heightened with the passing deliriums. I scanned the brush for Cyril but he was a no-show. Panic sent my heart thumping against my ribs. Hindered by the yew potion, we needed his help even more. 
 
    I fought my way along the drug-laced path. I couldn’t allow the poison to overtake me and leave me vulnerable. What was going the right direction? I had to focus on the positive to regain some semblance of calm. With the wand humming through the canvas bag at my side, I didn’t doubt Nannan was with me. Although walking in the opposite direction from her, I trusted the matriarch’s underground connections spread far through Coon Hollow. 
 
    I hesitated down a sharp descent on the trail, and Waapake took the lead. He guided me through the pitch-black depression that seemed bottomless. At times, he paused and glanced back at me, yellow eyes aglow with his magic. 
 
    A rustling noise, like something rooting through dry leaves, came from the crest of the next hill. 
 
    A woman’s voice drifted into the ravine, but I couldn’t make out her indistinct words. 
 
    Waapake halted, stiff as iron, and sniffed the air. 
 
    Unable to see through the total darkness, I concentrated on reading energy vibrations reaching my exposed skin. Weak without direct contact, my haptics revealed a familiar and kind power, much like the animals who’d attended my consecration. I let go of a long exhale. 
 
    Even though we’d gotten good vibes, it’d be foolhardy to let our guards down. We inched up the grade, faces lifted and joints bent to spring into action and meet the unknown. A tremble shook Waapake’s spine. He stood still, on high alert. 
 
    I contacted his hindquarter with my leg. 
 
    He’d gained a positive observation that I couldn’t perceive. 
 
    He lifted his muzzle, then bounded forward and looked back at me with a low word of assurance, “Cyril.” 
 
    The two animals were touching noses by the time I joined them. The Coon King raised on his haunches to address me. “Sorry. The stench here bothered me nose.” 
 
    “The woman’s voice I heard. Who?” I choked on the words, adrenaline tightening my windpipe. 
 
    “Black witches. This way. Hurry.” He turned and waddled away. The white bands of his striped tail swaying from side to side gave me a much-needed visual to follow. 
 
    We picked our way over fallen logs and into and out of another ravine. At the crest, more voices reached me, raised in shrill chants. The melody reminded me of the invocation Gladys’ group sang when forming their circle around Fenton’s grave the night of the new moon. I prayed to find the banshee before they called upon it. How much time did I have? When would Gladys and Murdock raise Fenton’s body? They had to do it before midnight so they could attend the coven ceremony and appear as if nothing had happened. I sucked in a breath and increased my pace, following nearer behind Cyril. 
 
    A breeze cleared the yew potion clouding my mind. No, those witches would most likely wait until midnight. They needed the veil to be at its thinnest to break my protection spell. Relieved that I had more time, I hissed a breath out through my teeth. I needed every minute. 
 
    My momentary calm screeched to a halt. Could the rising moon’s energy, which would peak just before midnight, enable their black spells? My throat clamped down, sending a reverberation through my ribs. I pushed onward, walking even closer to Cyril, encouraging him to hurry. 
 
    Instead, the Coon King paused at an intersection, lifted his muzzle, and sniffed. 
 
    I fidgeted with the strap of my bag. Was this the crossroads? 
 
    Before I could ask, he toddled off on a new path. 
 
    Three more side-cuts later, I reestablished my sense of direction but trusted Cyril knew where to go. As I walked, I replayed in my mind the riddle the wind had sung to him. The words silently sounding with each step I took. “The near homestead has a spirit and a keepsake, both wanted by the dark beyond. Find use of them before October's second first quarter comes awake, and you'll gain the notch you wish in your wand. Fail and your powers will break, under curse of the dark bond.” I’d only halfway met the requirements. In only minutes, I had to use the keepsake before the deadline. The weight of the task pressed upon my back, and my boots cut ruts into the soft ground. 
 
    Cyril scampered ahead, and I lost sight of him. I relied upon Waapake to follow, using his keener senses. 
 
    “Here!” the Coon King uttered in a hoarse whisper. He pointed his nose in three directions, then faced us. “Aggie, the crossroads you seek. Choose wisely. Only one path leads to the banshee.” 
 
    I peered in the three directions, each blanketed in the same total darkness. No demon breeze gave away the correct route. Nor any groans or shrieks. I withdrew my wand, fueled it until Gran’s amber lit, and swept it across the junction. While pointed to the right, an internal flash jagged through the gem. Hoping to see what struck the connection, I squinted, without success, down that path. With the wand aimed toward the middle route, the firefly inside the amber fluttered its wings, and the wand vibrated against my palm. I took a tentative step in that direction, while testing the wand on the leftmost trail. The firefly thrust against the gem’s inner wall and expelled a beam of orange light that illuminated the trailhead. I choked back a gasp and swerved onto that path. 
 
    After two strides, the third and previously dormant wand twig shot a shower of sparks from its tip. I kneeled and patted Waapake’s flank, then opened my bag. The keepsake shone from inside folds of flannel covering, and I wrangled the box free. The goddess smiled. The pentacle at her waist glowed and moved to her heart. I’d chosen the correct path, and the O’Mara magic now supported me. 
 
    Encouraged, I tucked the keepsake away, stood, and waved for Cyril to join us. 
 
    “This is your journey, not mine. Much luck, lass.” The raccoon bowed, then sniffed the air and scooted back the way we’d come. 
 
    Using the amber beam like a flashlight, I took the chosen direction at a jog. Roots disappeared long before I reached them, except where trees were confounded by yew potion clinging to wisps of gathering mist. 
 
    I kept watch on Waapake trotting close behind. More than once, I lost his outline in the dense fog of shallow dips, where only his bright eyes reassured me of his presence. 
 
    The amber beam hit a wall of thick, white mist. Orange light reflected back, blinding me. I skidded to a stop. 
 
    A deep, mournful wail cut through the heavy vapor. The banshee. I’d been detected. I swallowed hard, afraid but ready. 
 
    I reined in my wand’s beam and began an ascent. Oddly, with increased altitude, the wind remained still, and the low-hanging cloud persisted. Fresh yew potion made me dizzy, and roots tripped my feet. 
 
    Closer to the ground, Waapake whimpered under the strain of the noxious herb. Were the black witches here? They couldn’t have raised Fenton’s body yet. 
 
    The forest thinned to spiky pines. Rocks intermingled with the soft, leafy loam proved another hazard to my stumbling feet. I picked my way up the steep trail. The incline was so severe that the tread of my hiking boots didn’t always hold. My feet slipped from under me. I was forced to hunker over where I choked on the dense fumes. Easy prey for the banshee. 
 
    With a whoosh, a strong gust swept the rocky hill barren of fog, brush, and, thankfully, the yew potion. A gathering cyclone threatened to pull me into the midst of its whirling winds. Ahead lay the giant boulder from the vision I’d shared with Waapake. Fifteen feet high, it spanned more than three times as much in width, the facing side rose at a thirty-degree grade. 
 
    When the whirlwind passed, I dashed to the rock laid bare by ancient forces of glaciers. I secured the toe of my boot into a foothold. 
 
    Frigid air stung my face. My eyes winced. I leaned my weight forward and climbed. I willed my body to hold up. 
 
    A brief blast punched me back. I lost my balance and fell onto my knee. 
 
    Waapake nudged his muzzle against my free hand. 
 
    With fingers grappling for crags, I regained my position and clambered up the pitted surface to the top of the boulder. 
 
    A shrieking gust again toppled me to my knees. The banshee was present and didn’t want me there. 
 
    I clutched tighter to my wand, refueled it with sun energy, and pulled myself up to a secure footing. In the distance, the upper horn of crescent moon jabbed through openings in the tree line. The trees gave a nerve-jangling cry. Goosebumps raised on my arms. 
 
    I rechecked my wand. All three twigs vibrating, I raised it high in the air and cried, “Cursed banshee, on this last quarter’s crescent, I hunt you!” 
 
    A tinny, drawn-out yell responded, and I pivoted toward the sound. The bogus banshee shriek came from the shadowy but unmistakable form of Dulcie Quinn. She slid from behind a clump of pines. The tattered black cloak and gown of her carriage house character whirled around her. She faced the rising moon, long dark hair streaming all around her, and raised her arms. “O great demon, by the sacred crescent’s light, this outsider you must smite! Destroy the sun energy in her, and find Fenton O’Mara’s soul upon your altar. Use his soul to feed the black curse, upon which our dark powers will nurse.” 
 
    The yew potion marking the trail now made sense. The black witches intended to lure Fenton, body and soul together, as an offering. To fuel the curse. And, in turn, their own dark witchcraft. 
 
    I aimed my wand at Dulcie but held off firing hoping the real banshee would answer her with a wail from the far side of the woods. Dulcie’s usefulness now past, I zapped her with a stream of gold light, enough to render her unconscious though unharmed. I glanced the way I’d come. No sign of Fenton, body or spirit, yet. I had to hurry. 
 
    The demon shrieked again, decibels louder. 
 
    The temperature dropped. My teeth rattled. 
 
    Another piercing cry knifed my ears. 
 
    The death servant loomed twelve feet above the boulder’s forward vertical drop. The sinuous hem of its dingy, shredded gown billowed over the rock toward me. Matted strands of hair undulated across the rock. Arms of an octopus coiled to strike. 
 
    Waapake hurled himself between the demon and me. The coyote gnashed his teeth at its gruesome, hollow face. 
 
    The banshee opened its cavernous mouth, a limitless depth that seeped aftertastes of powers from countless witches who died centuries before. The stench of that foul breath—a vile mix of rotted flesh, burnt hair, and vomit—made the yew potion smell like perfume. 
 
    I clamped a hand over my nose and mouth. 
 
    The coyote whimpered and pawed at his nose, then his muzzle wrinkled in a teeth-baring growl. 
 
    Mother Coyote’s diaphanous form appeared next to her son. I jumped to his other side. The second twig of my wand, threaded with her hair, filled with brighter magic in her presence. 
 
    The banshee’s gaping mouth stretched wider, nearly three feet across. Inside, a gray tongue writhed like a snake beyond shards of yellowed teeth. “We meet again, Mother Coyote. As by your prophecy, you have brought my destined rival.” The huge mouth twisted in my direction and shot out a gust that pushed me back a step. The serpentine tongue, forked at its tip, licked my boots. 
 
    I fired the wand’s amber tip at the probing appendage. 
 
    It recoiled, and the corners of the vast mouth curved upward. “You, a witch whose powers I’ve not tasted. Tempting aroma. Honey laced with the sting of a thousand bees.” 
 
    I strode forward and lifted my glowing wand. “I’m here to wrestle the black curse from you.” 
 
    “A fight for my dinner!” The gaping hole snapped to a smile as the gown’s tatters wound closer. Bony hands, sparsely covered with shreds of sinew and muscle, emerged from the torn fabric. 
 
    I slashed a gold laser across its pointer finger, the appendage as long as my height. 
 
    The digit twisted into the protection of its knotty palm. 
 
    Adrenaline rushed through my body and fueled my resolve. I repeated the attack on each advancing finger in quick succession. All recoiled. 
 
    The horrid mouth reopened and let loose a painful moan. 
 
    I gritted my teeth to endure the earsplitting decibels. 
 
    The note faded, and the banshee lifted higher in the air. Up to the treetops. The mouth stretched nearly five feet in diameter. 
 
    The coyotes crouched low. Fur stiff and on end. 
 
    I squatted down. My breath came out in rapid gasps. 
 
    The demon descended with a downward thrust. Spewed an icy, potent gale that threatened to blast us from the rock. 
 
    I shifted to a three-point squat, one hand grappling for hold in a crevice. The other still fueled my raised wand. I clung to a shred of hope. 
 
    The coyotes howled into the gust. As in the vision Waapake had shared with me, they stood firm in defiance. 
 
    I squinted, unable to endure the sharp wind pummeling my eyes. Frost gathered on my lashes. The gales impeded my breath. My exhales nearly trapped inside my throat. What if I passed out? It took every ounce of strength I had to fill my lungs with air. I was no match for this evil. 
 
    At last, the banshee trickled its attack to a garbled snicker. “Ready to relent?” 
 
    I rose. Glared at the beast. Waved my wand higher. “Release the black curse!” 
 
    Again, the demon floated its ragged form to the tree-line. 
 
    I needed more defense and wrestled the keepsake from my bag. My life depended on this magic. I brought my wand alongside to add more fuel to the O’Mara tool. Before I could make contact, light from my wand arced to the keepsake’s pentacle. The lit star shot magic back to the wand and zipped into the third twig. All three twigs blazed like flares. 
 
    I commanded the wand to fire at the belching mouth. Three strands of magic, three colors of gold. Each twisted around each other on a path for the snaking tongue. 
 
    The banshee screamed. The mighty rock shook beneath me. 
 
    I crouched. Heart throbbing in my chest. 
 
    A sudden explosion of wind threatened to topple me backward. 
 
    I shot more sun energy into the wand. The cabled trio thickened and burned white holes through the tongue. 
 
    The beast lowered the temperature of its blast. Icy air scoured my face. Burned my windpipe. 
 
    I struggled to keep focus with my wand. My fingers almost numb. 
 
    Coyote Mother howled a new note. Deeper and more guttural. 
 
    Waapake joined her. Their ominous melody swept a hint of warmth around us. 
 
    Feeling eased into my finger joints. Just enough to allow me to thrust sun energy down the wand. I fixed my concentration on a mantra: purge the banshee’s curse. 
 
    Treetops bent toward the boulder. Their voices formed a chorus that recited my mantra. Gold light rained from their branches. 
 
    The energy of Nannan’s forest threaded through my wand’s beam. Heartened, I slashed the menacing tongue. Sliced off its forked tip. 
 
    With a pained mewl, the great banshee slowly shrank, the wandering strands of hair and fragments of gown recoiling to the body. The mouth twisted as if in pain and roared, “You’re just a girl. How could you do this to me?” 
 
    Had I won? Was the curse broken? 
 
    The body continued to diminish to the size of a normal woman. Was the banshee going to shrink to nothing? 
 
    When the banshee’s form stabilized, it spoke in a reluctant tone. “You have gained advantage. I am bound to submit. You may request one wish and pose one question, in any order. But first…you must answer my question.” 
 
    Preparing for a trick, I stood and thrust additional energy through my wand still trained on the banshee. 
 
    Waapake took my cue. He howled a new note, his eerie melody launching more flames into the wand twig that the coyote powered. 
 
    All three twigs burned bright, as if to outdo each other. 
 
    “What is your question?” I demanded. 
 
    “Who sent you to me?” The demon’s mouth curved to form a smug smile. 
 
    I scanned my mind for the person or being who’d started me on this path. There were many possible answers: Nannan, Ellie, Coyote Mother, and Waapake. After more thought, I added to the list: the black witches, Cyril, and the wind who told him the riddle. How could I choose one? The right one? 
 
    The beast tipped its head back. The brown shroud dropped away. Coarse strands of hair sneaked toward my wand hand. The eye sockets drilled into me. “You don’t know.” Its vile laugh resounded from the hilltop’s rocky crags. 
 
    “I do know.” I took a deep breath. My ribs shook from the effort. It had to be Nannan. Her energy had brought me here, all the way from Gran’s old homeplace. Gran! She had sent the message. On the wind that Nannan received. I looked the banshee square in its ghastly face. “It was my Gran, Agate Anders, who I’m named after. She sent me.” 
 
    The demon’s hair coiled and shot high in the air. The mouth opened into a massive black void that issued a wounded howl. The surrounding trees shook with the beast’s deafening note that died to a raspy grunt. “I will grant your wish and answer.” 
 
    I gathered my thoughts, careful to word everything just right. It’d be disastrous to leave anything out. “I wish for you to end the black curse placed upon the O’Mara people, living or deceased, here in Coon Hollow.” 
 
    The banshee shuddered and then briefly bowed its mangy head. When the female form looked up, although still cadaverous, a welcoming gentleness now appeared in the almond-shaped eye sockets. The woman spoke in a sweet, hushed voice. “I am returned to my natural form without evil. Thank you. The curse is removed.” 
 
    “How do I know it is done?” 
 
    The woman waved a fine-boned arm toward the horizon. “See the souls’ lights, awakened early.” 
 
    Lower in the Hollow, a field lit by thousands of lights. The cemetery. But it was not yet midnight. No bells had rung. They celebrated that I’d ended the curse. My heart soared. 
 
    The banshee lifted a delicate finger. 
 
    Angry yells reached me from the direction of my homestead. The black witches had failed. Would they come for me? 
 
    The banshee’s shoulders sagged. Its cheeks hollowed into caverns. “I grow weary. Cannot last much longer here. No souls need my guidance. What is your question?” 
 
    I deliberated. I wanted to know how I could stop black magic in this coven. With that knowledge, I could bring even more peace to the kind people here. But I recalled what Shireen had said before I left. She could live with the black magic but couldn’t lose me. A similar question wrestled its way to my throat. “Where is Fenton O’Mara’s soul?” 
 
    The dark mouth quivered. “I do not know. His soul is gone.” 
 
    A dozen more questions vied to be spoken. “What happened to him? Did the black witches take his soul?” 
 
    “Only one question…” The banshee’s form sank onto the rock. The shroud flowed like liquid down the boulder’s sheer face, where the earth opened to receive the underworld messenger. 
 
    I knelt beside the coyotes. “How can I help Fenton?” 
 
    Coyote Mother howled at the slip of a moon, then stood silent, ears pricked. She nuzzled my boot and her son’s flank. “Follow.” 
 
    After her, he crept sure-footed down the rock slope with me grasping the back of his neck to keep from falling. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-two: The Labyrinth 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sped along the forest trail after Waapake and Coyote Mother. Even at our quick pace descending into the Hollow, tree roots lowered well ahead of us. My chest expanded as I enjoyed full, deep breaths. Sun energy pulsed warmth through my entire body and propelled me faster. I couldn’t wait to announce my victory to the coven members at the Samhain ceremony. 
 
    Thankfully, adrenaline from fighting the banshee kept me on guard. The black witches could seek revenge after I’d foiled their plan. I’d left Dulcie unconscious but unharmed, though I didn’t like leaving her alone in the cold, damp fog. Especially since I didn’t know how long she’d be out. I had to trust her friends would find her soon. Maybe when they came to help her, it would delay their vengeful chase. Then they’d be after me. I shivered and patted the keepsake through my bag. Hopefully, the magic I’d used against the banshee would work against their black spells, too. 
 
    The homestead would be the first place Gladys and her group would search. Good thing the coyotes knew another route away from the boulder, other than back to the homestead. The route the coyotes selected couldn’t be called a trail, or at least one for humans. Many times, they waited while I ducked under low branches and grabbed for handholds as I crossed slippery fallen logs. Frustrated, I fueled Gran’s amber on my wand to help me spot the hazards. 
 
    Waapake circled back and brushed my leg to convey the need to douse the bright light. Rather than draw too much attention, he intensified the yellow gleam in his eyes. 
 
    But even this signaled some notice. Along the way, forest animals crept out to meet us. Birds flitted soundlessly across our path. Possums, coons, deer, and mice, most possessing positive energies I recognized from my wand consecration, stood silent, their heads bowed. Those I could easily touch and read with my haptics were overwhelmed with gratitude and reverence that I’d broken the curse. The presence of black magic in their woods must have been frightening. 
 
    A stag stepped in front of me and I touched him, felt the vibrations of his thankfulness. 
 
    Around the next curve, a group of coons got in my way, chittering and bowing. 
 
    I wanted to touch each animal who greeted me, let them voice their appreciation. But I needed to reach the coven before the veil thinned at midnight, in case there was something I could do to help Fenton. 
 
    Over a circuitous mile, more creatures continued to meet us along the trail. My heart and feet floated light as the wisps of mist wafting into the trail’s dips. 
 
    When we neared the forest edge, lights glimmered through the leaves and brush, then greeted us in full glory as the woods opened onto the back of the cemetery. Hundreds of coven members, many carrying lanterns, mingled among grave statues. 
 
    I scanned for the black witches—Gladys, Ned, Dulcie, or others who strove to keep the O’Mara curse alive. Thankfully, none were present. 
 
    Throughout the gardens, joyful statue spirits called to visiting family and friends with so much excitement, it was difficult to determine living from dead. The thinning veil allowed the statues’ limbs greater flexibility, and their voices swelled with laughter rather than the usual mournful songs. Although their feet remained planted in beds of thyme and mint, the intense vibrations of their magic stirred a heady mix of the herbal fragrances into the air. When their relations’ lanterns drew near, the statues’ stone skin glowed a warm blush from within the alabaster, marble, and granite. 
 
    I stopped and stared, overwhelmed by the loving scene. No experience from New Wish could compare. 
 
    The words spoken by the spirit statues conveyed such pureness of love, my heart swelled. I now understood what was meant by phrases I’d often heard about this coven: Witchcraft of Coon Hollow lives and breathes through souls of the dead. With no consequences to pay, words of the dead ring truer than voices of the living. 
 
    My breath hitched. Had Fenton’s spirit paid consequences in whatever fate he’d met? He hadn’t learned much about local magic. Not enough to be declared “empowered.” Worry prompted me forward from the shadows of the trees to join the others. 
 
    Keir waved to us. 
 
    Waapake strained toward his master but stayed at my side. 
 
    I smiled at the young coyote prancing and wagging his tail like a puppy. Along with Coyote Mother we made our way to meet the seer, and I fell into his open arms. 
 
    While his familiar danced around us, Keir patted my shoulder. “I felt what you did. The air lightened and flowed deeper into my lungs. You’re an amazing witch, Aggie.” 
 
    “Aggie’s here!” Shireen belted out above the surrounding laughter. 
 
    My name resounded in an elated wave through the coven. Had all of these people supported me? The noxious term “outsider” drained from me as dirty dishwater flushes down the sink, leaving me clean and accepted, a part of this wonderful place. A smile pulled my mouth wide as the stretch of sky from horizon to horizon. 
 
    Jancie and Rowe, assisting Vika between them, wound through the throng gathering around me. 
 
    Shireen bowled over a few people to reach me first and wedged me free of Keir. Her matronly arms enfolded me in a bear hug. “Did you do it?” 
 
    “Yes! The black curse is gone. I won. We all won,” I shouted. 
 
    Hushed whispers followed by rounds of cheers oscillated through the crowd. 
 
    I whispered into Shireen’s ear, “Fenton’s gone. I don’t know where. But the banshee didn’t take him.” 
 
    She shook her head and looked to Vika at her side, who patted my arm and joined me in a hug. The elderly herbalist spoke into my ear, “We don’t know any more. He just vanished before our eyes. Not even a trace of his energy left. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Did you check his hatbox?” 
 
    Vika leaned back and nodded. “It was open, and his mother’s pearls were gone.” I knew those were his main source of magic. He was in trouble. 
 
    Before I could ask Vika more, friends, both old and new, passed me along a loosely arranged receiving line. A female co-worker from the carriage house stepped up. “Aggie, thank you. Those folks in the O’Mara clan had suffered bad. And the curse fed power to them who’ve used black magic, so much that we all feared them.” The outpouring of gratitude overwhelmed me with happiness, which glowed in my heart. However, urgency in my heart to find out about Fenton pushed me on through the line. 
 
    So many happy faces welcomed me back, expressing thanks for my work and my safety, but Cerise and Logan weren’t among them—the people I needed most to share my excitement and help me find Fenton. 
 
    I scanned the statue gardens. 
 
    Cerise bent low beside the diaphanous forms of her mother Maggie and Shireen’s mother Hypatia. 
 
    Both ghosts knelt at a grave marker, hands pressed to the stone. 
 
    I wormed my way between coven members, leaving the two coyotes and Keir to mingle and share the news. 
 
    Logan crouched on the other side of the gravestone, his hands overtop the others. 
 
    Maggie’s hand passed through the granite, while Cerise steadied the backs of her shoulders. 
 
    Ellie rose from the ground, holding hands with her own daughter. Her other arm remained buried in the stone. Unlike my recent dream-walking partner, this woman appeared elderly, as I’d seen her before here in the cemetery. Her filmy long white hair and pale gown billowed around her frail limbs. 
 
    Hurrying across the garden, I started to call to them, but clamped my mouth shut when I realized the difficult witchcraft they were performing. 
 
    “Maggie, he needs approval. Or we’ll have to go back.” Ellie groaned from her awkward position. When she met my gaze, her contorted face beamed. “Aggie! You did it!” 
 
    “Aggie!” Logan lurched upward, then lowered his body and hands back over the marker. Warmth and relief spread into his eyes, a bright cobalt blue sparkling from within. 
 
    Cerise reached up for my hand, her pink lips drawn into a shining grin. 
 
    “Logan, get on with it!” Maggie spat, clearly oblivious to the significance of my return, then muttered under her breath, “Young ones. No notion of focus.” 
 
    He cupped his hands around Ellie’s fragile wrist. “The veil thins so we can speak freely to those loved ones who have passed. Fenton O’Mara, as high priest of Coon Hollow Coven, I beseech you to grant us your company on this night of Samhain.” 
 
    Ellie’s tethered arm rose from the earth and with it…Fenton. All white, his features were barely discernible in a ghostlier form. 
 
    Once he stood, I flung my arms around the space he occupied. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Aye. Soon as I heard them black witches screaming and felt their evil energies fade, I knew you’d won. Did you fare well?” 
 
    I nodded and took a step back. “I knew the banshee hadn’t found you. What happened?” 
 
    Ellie stroked a hand along Fenton’s back. “I snatched up me brother the second the curse lifted. Brought him into me dream world where he’d be safe and free.” 
 
    Fenton withdrew his father’s watch from his pocket and handed it to me. “I won’t be needing this now. You take good care of it for me. Make the gold case glow with your sunshine, lass. Thank you for all you done for me.” 
 
    Tears, some happy, some sad, watered my eyes, and I choked a reply, “I will.” I leaned into Logan’s outstretched arm and addressed him. “Can Fenton come and go at any time from the cemetery?” 
 
    Logan held firm to my waist, lowered his gaze, and gave a slight shake of his head. “No. His soul is unempowered. He can only visit here on Samhain when invited.” 
 
    I tried to blink back the flood of tears that spilled down my cheeks. I gave up, let them roll freely, and squeaked out painful words, “Then, Fenton, I’ll see you every Samhain.” 
 
    “Aye, I know you will, lass. I’ll be here.” 
 
    “And you can always pay us a dream-walking visit.” Ellie smiled at him and stroked my arm. 
 
    I nodded, smiling through my tears. “I will, and often.” 
 
    “Ten minutes till midnight!” a loud male voice called above the noisy crowd. 
 
    Logan pulled me close. His warm breath in my ear brought tempting shivers that confused my sadness. “I’m so happy you’re safe. And I’m so proud of you.” He leaned back and took me by the hand. 
 
    Together, we lead the entire coven away from the garden. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder to make sure Fenton and the others followed. 
 
    He floated among a mass of well-wishers and retold the story of how the black witches intended to feed his soul to the banshee and keep the curse alive. 
 
    Cerise squeezed tight to my other hand, and we walked beyond the statues to a large field where hundreds of lunch-sack paper lanterns formed a labyrinth. The entire group filed along the main path into the center circle of the maze marked with candle-lit jack-o’-lanterns at the four compass directions. Each person held a burning candle or lantern and stood shoulder to shoulder so all could fit inside. 
 
    The lady beside me handed a lit taper candle fit with a paper wax guard. I accepted and we exchanged warm smiles. 
 
    Logan moved away from me and onto a small dais to address the members. “Thank you all for joining our Samhain celebration. Please make room for all to enter the circle. Light your candles and lanterns if you have not.” He waited for the shuffling near the entrance to end. “Be sure later to give thanks to those of our coven who are not here but instead assisting the elderly at their homes to observe the sabbat. Let us who are present now speak a few words, whether silently or aloud to those nearby, on behalf of those we’ve known who have died in the past year.” 
 
    The crowd hummed with reverent voices as well as similar vibrational sentiments that triggered my haptic sense. 
 
    Logan held up a large indigo blue pillar candle, then used a blade to carve a rune into the wax that symbolized travel between the planes of life and death. He anointed the candle with oil, fitted the pillar inside a glass chimney, lit the wick, and faced me. His strong voice quavered as he shared his own loss. “This past week, I lost my dear friend Skena Stoddard. In exchange for a bit of my time, she shared her advanced witchcraft knowledge, including her love of pendulums.” 
 
    I dug in my dress pocket, withdrew the amethyst crystal the elderly witch had given Logan, and gave it back to him. “Thank you for loaning me this precious gift. It helped me stay strong. I’m sorry for your loss. Earlier this year, I lost my Gran.” As I spoke, the circle quieted, and people turned toward me. Nervous with so many listening and feeling the sting of how I missed Gran, my voice shook. “I loved her with all my heart. She set me on this path to Coon Hollow, and I’m thankful for that. She believed in me, my skills as a witch, and guided me to break the black curse so that people and nature here could live safer lives.” 
 
    Logan lifted the candle higher above his head. “On this Samhain sabbat, walk with those who’ve passed into their otherworld realm. Hold their hands.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and saw Gran. 
 
    She sat in a rocker on her porch, Coyote Mother at her feet. 
 
    The coyote rose and came to me. Her wet nose touched my hand, and she led me to Gran. 
 
    She gave a start, as if she’d been asleep, then her face lit with a broad grin, her eyes flashing with sparks of amber. “You did good, Aggie.” 
 
    I clutched her soft hand. “So did you, Gran.” 
 
    “I reckon we both did.” She chuckled and placed her other hand over mine. Her love enveloped me, and tears of joy streamed down my cheeks. 
 
    “Please move to the entrance of the labyrinth.” Logan’s commanding voice broke my focus, though I still held tight to Gran’s soothing palm. “Then journey along the outer path in silent remembrance of those lost.” 
 
    After we’d all formed a line outside the entrance, Logan headed into the maze. He slowly walked the outer loop marked by paper lanterns and cut across a hairpin curve on the backside. 
 
    Next, I began my turn, Gran still by my side. Ellie and Fenton floated alongside me above the flames, their white shapes aglow. With each footfall, I silently said gratitude for them and Gran. 
 
    When I reached the center and Logan, shouts outside the labyrinth jolted me from my meditation. 
 
    Just arrived, the black witches, led by Gladys Blinkhorne, muscled their way to join the line. 
 
     Other coven members physically blocked their path. 
 
    “Get out of my way.” Gladys stood stiff and straight, her head towering above all but the tallest men. “I’m on the High Priest’s Council and so is Viola.” 
 
    Fenton shivered beside me. 
 
    “This isn’t no place for those who sacrifice our dying loved ones,” one man cried. 
 
    “Best you all be leaving,” another man called out and received a chorus of agreement from the crowd. 
 
    Logan pushed through to the fracas, with the tall, thin frame of my security man Duncan a pace behind. “I am authorized to speak for this coven. You all are not welcome. Leave this sacred ground now and be out of the coven before this moon sets,” Logan commanded. Chest heaving, he glared at each of the black witches. 
 
    Dulcie giggled in his face, as if this was some fun game. She lit a candle and shared the flame with the rest. She seemed recovered from my wand-shot. Too bad it hadn’t knocked some sense into her. 
 
    Duncan loomed over her. His deep voice shook my eardrums. “You don’t seem to be understandin’. This is no jokin’ matter.” 
 
    Ned Murdock shoved and struck people out of the way with his cane. He limped past the entrance, paving a way for the others. 
 
    Hands snagged Dulcie and her friend Rissa, but Ned and the two councilwomen passed without impedance. No one could take hold of them. Those who lunged for the trio were cast backward into the crowd. From my observations, the three of them, all older than the other witches, seemed more skilled in dark art. Did a black spell protect them? 
 
    I removed my wand from the bag and strode forward. 
 
    Fenton’s arm stopped me, not with his physical body, but his magic. “Wait, lass. This be me fight.” He floated onto the platform, his mother’s old-world pearls in his hand. White light shot from his eyes, lasers directed at the intruders. Simultaneously, their candles went dark. 
 
    The crowd moved in and seized the black witches, shoving and manhandling them to their feet and away from the labyrinth. “You’re gettin’ your just dues, you old hag,” one man yelled and spit in Gladys’ face, while others cheered him. 
 
    She remained stoic, but her friends cried out in pain. 
 
    “You stripped off their black magic protection?” I asked Fenton, thrilled he could help, but also that he got his revenge. 
 
    “Aye.” With a grin, he rejoined Ellie and me and wrapped an arm around each of us. 
 
    “You deserve that revenge and more,” I said. 
 
    “I’m on the High Priest’s Council!” Gladys yelled. 
 
    “Not anymore!” a male voice responded. 
 
    Duncan and two other armed men, along with Logan, escorted Gladys and the others to the open cemetery gate and shoved them off the property. Now they were the outsiders. 
 
    Dulcie pleaded, “Wait!” and rushed after Logan’s crew, too late. The gate clanged shut in her face. 
 
    Logan and the men waited as the outcasts glared a bit, then trudged away, heads hung, shoulders drooping. 
 
    When the road cleared, the armed men stayed to stand guard, while Logan rejoined the coven at the labyrinth. He called out in an authoritative tone, “Let’s continue our walks with loved ones we’ve lost. Welcome them and thank them for their fine contributions to our coven.” 
 
    I resumed my position in the center, along with Ellie and Fenton. 
 
    Holding Maggie’s hand, Cerise made her way through the maze, tears streaking mascara into her fuchsia smile. 
 
    When everyone again stood within the center, Logan stepped onto the dais. “We have much to be thankful for on this Samhain. Cherish our friends and family, both the living and the spirits.” 
 
    People wandered from the circle, some lingering among the statue gardens, others expressing warm wishes all around to Fenton, Logan, and me. 
 
    When the crowd thinned to just my close friends, we joined at Ellie’s marker. The stone lay on an empty grave unable to house her unempowered spirit, a mere sign of respect through which she could pass from her dream world. I hoped someday Fenton would be granted the same portal. 
 
    Holding my muscles rigid to keep myself from falling apart, I faced Fenton and extended my hand. “I can’t do this.” I couldn’t lose his humor and the silliness of his pranks, that all brought light into my life. 
 
    “Neither can I, lass. Neither can I.” His white arms passed around me. A hug I felt only with my heart unleashed more tears. He pulled away, offered his sister his arm, tipped his fedora, and slipped through the marker with her. 
 
    I pressed my face into Logan’s chest, and he held me tight. He sighed and said, “I know it’s painful right now, but you’ll see him again. He would’ve been destroyed if not for your bravery. It’s been a hard night…for both of us. Would you like to go over to my house and relax awhile?” 
 
    “Sounds perfect. Just what I need.” 
 
    We waved goodbye to the few who trickled out of the gate with us. 
 
    The half-mile walk along the deserted county road with Logan’s arm around my waist quieted the blur of emotions and thoughts racing through my mind. One idea shone clear: I wasn’t the outsider now. 
 
    Under the protection of a guardian tree at the corner of his house, Logan turned me to face him. “Finally, the time’s right for us.” His lips brushed mine, and he pulled me into the kiss I’d been longing for. His fingers tangled in my hair, and I pressed closer until my life force, my sun energy, spilled into him and his energy oozed into me. 
 
    When we separated to go inside, a single light at the cemetery caught my attention. 
 
    Waapake and his mother nuzzled each other under the glow of Keir’s lantern. The coyote ghost raised her head and released a soulful howl before bounding through the gardens, vanishing into the night. The veil reformed. 
 
      
 
    ***The End*** 
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    Book Description 
 
      
 
    Esme Underhill is about to discover a darkness hidden inside her that could destroy her chance for independence and possibly kill her. 
 
    Esme’s mother took her young daughter away from Southern Indiana’s Coon Hollow Coven to prevent her from learning about the unusual witchcraft she had inherited. When Esme is twenty-seven, her beloved Grammy Flora passes away and leaves her property in the Hollow to her granddaughter. With this opportunity to remake her life and gain independence, Esme attempts to emulate Grammy Flora as a wildwood mystic who relies on the hedge world of faeries to locate healing herbs. But fae are shrewd traders. When they open their world to her, she must meet the unknown malevolence of her birthright. 
 
    Thayne, the handsome king of the fae Winter Court, faces his own struggle to establish autonomy as a new regent. He is swept into the tempest of Esme’s unfolding powers, a dangerous threat to his court. His sworn duty is to protect his people, despite Esme’s beauty and allure, which tear at his resolve. 
 
    Both Esme’s and Thayne’s dreams of personal freedom are lost…unless they can trust each other and overcome surmounting dangers. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter One: Winter Began 
 
      
 
      
 
    Winter began at the exact same moment Esme started to unpack a suitcase in the small four-room cabin. Freezing rain pelted the windows. She ran out of the bedroom and yanked on the wrought iron handle of the heavy oak door, which creaked open on rusty hinges. Sleet fell on the huge garden that had been her grandmother’s. 
 
    Esme wasn’t ready. 
 
    “It’s not even Thanksgiving yet,” she said to a smoke-blue cat as she cautiously stepped off the stoop and gathered him into her arms. She brushed ice from his back, and pale blue crystals collected on her hand. “What on earth?” She moved her palm closer to examine the strange color, but the ice melted too fast and streamed up the long sleeve of her thin cotton blouse. She shivered and nestled the cat closer. Glistening ice threaded through her dark brown hair and straightened the wavy ends at her shoulders. 
 
    Ice coated everything. The few remaining petals of purple coneflowers dropped and left seed heads that resembled caramel-centered lollipops. The berries of holly bushes that skirted the cabin’s foundation were covered in translucent orbs. In the side vegetable patch, stalks remaining from the season’s corn arced together and created a crystalline tunnel over the walkway. 
 
    Esme retreated to whatever shelter the small porch offered, nestled against the door, and set the cat down. 
 
    The season had changed. 
 
    She wasn’t ready. Not without Grammy. She swallowed against a lump in her throat that had been bothering her since she first learned of her grandmother’s illness. No…since Esme had mustered courage to leave the apartment she shared with her dominating boyfriend Doug. And then suffered her mother’s ridicule after moving home at the age of twenty-seven. Esme massaged the tightness at the front of her neck. Pain coursed into the recesses of her mind. Actually, it’d started earlier, after her first visit to Gram since moving in with Doug last March. The contrast between them bombarded her body with signs of stress. Too bad it took half a year for her mind to comprehend. She rubbed the stress-knot in her throat and reassured herself she was here for good. Finally free. Despite the fact her boxes and bags weren’t unpacked, and freedom only a word she clung to. After Grammy had passed, Holly Cabin belonged to Esme…but the feeling of independence she always loved about the place seemed to have left with her grandmother. 
 
    The mail car drove up and interrupted Esme’s thoughts. With the precipitation lightening, she scurried across the grass, avoiding the slick limestone cobbles, to reach the steel box at the road. It leaned precariously to one side, too large for the spindly wooden support post. 
 
    As a successful hedge witch healer, Gram had relied on mail order for what she couldn’t grow in her vast plots. Small padded envelopes from supply companies crammed the box full. The orders had probably been placed months ago. Esme’s heart sank that Gram wasn’t here to enjoy using them. 
 
    Esme sniffed back a tear, gathered the parcels and few letters into her arms, and hurried inside. With the mail spread over the scarred pine kitchen table, a letter addressed to Esme from the Coven Council gave her a surprise. She slit the seal with a paring knife and read the single sheet. 
 
      
 
    Dear Miss Rebecca Esmeralda Underhill, 
 
    Please accept our deepest sympathies concerning the loss of your grandmother, Flora Esmeralda Freestone. She was much loved and well-respected in our community. 
 
    As per her documented wishes, the ownership of her property on 10510 East Lost Branch Run passes to you. This transfer has been filed in our office. At the request of High Priest Logan Dennehy, all council members have voted to reinstate you as a member of Coon Hollow Coven after your absence of twenty years. 
 
    However, despite Coon Hollow Coven being your birthplace, a majority indicated the lapsed time was sufficient cause to withhold transfer of Ms. Freestone’s ceremonial standing to you, which customarily would accompany a property transference to blood kin of adult age. For explanation of how you may attain ceremonial approval in your name, please visit the council office at 50013 Owls Tail Creek Road. 
 
    Enclosed, please find pamphlets describing the expected dress and personal property code of our coven, which adheres to the time period in which the coven was founded in 1935. This is to best protect our witchcraft traditions. 
 
    Sincerely, 
 
    Nathan Wells 
 
    Coon Hollow Coven Council, secretary 
 
      
 
    Esme’s gaze fixed on the words that acknowledged her as the property owner. She’d never lived alone. First her mom, then a roommate and finally Doug. Esme’s shoulders straightened and chest lifted with strength and independence at the thought of owning her own place. But, why wasn’t she approved for ceremonial status? Her hands gripped the edge of the table, knuckles whitening, and her heart raced. It’s not fair. I won’t be accepted as a healer. Only children not yet graduated from the coven’s secondary school were kept from participating fully in ceremonies. Esme loved learning the ways of a hedge witch and helped Gram every summer from grade school through college. Fascinated with tending Gram’s plants, Esme even studied botany in college. 
 
    The research company she worked for had already accepted her request to work offsite and study mystic plants…at the stipulation she be reduced to part-time. She needed work here as a healer to supplement her income. She’d assumed incorrectly that her experience with Gram and college studies would’ve qualified her as an accepted healer. Her standing in the coven would be important to patrons, all except Gram’s closest friends who knew Esme well. An attempt at independence seemed bound to fail before she started. 
 
    Her gaze drifted to the name used in the letter’s greeting. She hadn’t seen her full name in print for decades. It didn’t even appear on her birth certificate, which labeled her as Rebecca E. Underhill, one of the many things her mother insisted upon. Mother wanted nothing to do with the coven or witchcraft and said, “Esmeralda sounds too much like a witch. No need to encourage the darkness out.” Grudgingly, she accepted her own mother’s middle name for her child to uphold custom. Esme never understood Mother’s view since Gram was well-respected for her kind and gentle strength by all who knew her. 
 
    To Esme’s Indianapolis friends, she was Becky. Only her mother addressed her as Rebecca. But inside, she was Esme. Gram had always called her that, or Esmeray in carefree moments. Her middle name suited the mystic inside Esme, something Gram must have known. If only Esme could use Gram’s last name Freestone. Underhill felt like a lead weight. 
 
    Esme set the letter aside and paced the length of the rag runner through the small kitchen. Frustration wound her along a circular track through the sitting room, to her closet-sized guest room, and back. The space was too small to work answers out of her tangled mind. On the second pass, she sank onto the goose down comforter of Gram’s iron bed. Billowing fluff sheltered her from the problems. Gram’s linens, scented with homegrown lavender and rose sleep liniment, comforted Esme and tugged on her eyelids. 
 
    She forced her eyes open and pushed herself up and off the bed. Hiding wasn’t the way to begin this fresh start in life. She’d done enough kowtowing to stronger wills, letting Doug and her mother run over her. At the back door, she paused long enough to grab a rain parka and pulled it on as she strode outside. 
 
    Gram’s cat, Dove, zipped alongside with a sharp meow, slipping out before the door closed. Esme smiled, grateful the tomcat kept Gram company during her illness. She’d doted on the smoky blue stray that happened into her garden one early fall afternoon and never left. Gram swore he was an omen and chose his name ‘cause of his white-winged breast patch. She used to say, “One day soon my spirit will fly on those outspread wings, and together Dove and me we’ll roam the wooded hills.” Gram loved those hills. Thinking about the hills drew Esme to gather Dove and head outside. 
 
    Ice still peppered down, adding more layers to the spiky crystalline grass blades. A breeze blew at Esme’s back. She allowed the wind to guide her toward the woods behind the cabin. At the trailhead, ice coating the bittersweet vine berries glistened the same shade of blue she’d rubbed from Dove’s coat. Alert to the strange color, she followed a line of branches dangling sky blue icicles, each one more fanciful and richer in hue than the last. A beautiful play of light, ranging from cerulean to ultramarine. Even worth the chill at her ankles, which were bare in her cropped jeans. 
 
    Whenever Esme paused to marvel at the colored icicles, Dove pawed them and then dodged when they dropped. 
 
    Minutes later and deeper in the forest, the ice pelted heavier, and Esme reached for the hood of her raincoat. Strands of hair fell forward, woven with frozen ultramarine threads. The same purplish tint coated twigs along the path. Light from the sky reached this far into the woods since all but the oak trees had lost their leaves. The unusual color couldn’t be caused by light refraction. She’d never seen any rain, sleet, or snow like this, not even in the Hollow. Grammy had taught her a little about omens. Was this a sign? 
 
    Esme scurried along the trail, sliding at times and spotting richer and deeper shades of purple and red-violets. At the far side of the woodlot, iris-hued spider webs clung to berry brambles. She gasped at the beauty. Tempted to touch, she extended a hand but at the last instant resisted. 
 
    A deep groan echoed from the adjoining property ahead. 
 
    She snatched her hand back and scanned for some god of nature angry at her ruinous attempt. Grappling for Dove, Esme crouched behind a thicket. 
 
    The cat gave a single hiss, then clung to her leg. 
 
    In the distance, a big middle-aged man, both tall and wide, staggered behind a shed, dragging a long, clumsy load wrapped and tied into a blanket. His balding head snapped in her direction, eyes wide and face blanched gray-white. “Who’s there?” His booming voice sliced the delicate webs from their branches. Crimson freezing rain assaulted both trail and yard. 
 
    Esme froze, afraid to move and attract his attention. Her heart, drumming against her ribs, threatened to give her away. She wanted to run home. But if the colored ice omen was meant for her, she needed to stay and learn its meaning. Could the man see the omen? 
 
    Thankfully, her cover must’ve fooled Baldy. He resumed lugging the limp bundle, and didn’t seem affected by the magical ice. 
 
    From between the tangle of branches, Esme studied him. 
 
    His wet, black shirt clung to his round belly. Blood-red ice coated his load, tracing the outline of a human body. Smaller than his, probably a female. Was she dead? Of natural causes? Or had he murdered her? The thought wrapped around Esme’s breath and trapped it deep in her lungs. Her legs twitched. Gaze riveted on Baldy, she positioned to bolt from potential danger. 
 
    He rolled the body into a depression Esme couldn’t see. 
 
    She leaned to one side, bracing herself with a hand on the ground. 
 
    Over what looked like a freshly dug grave, Baldy grunted as he shoveled and kicked dirt and large rocks. Clumps of red clung to long strands of his comb-over, now hanging along one ear. Was it ice or real blood? 
 
    Dove huddled closer, and Gram’s voice from years ago spoke in Esme’s mind. “Blood ice is stained with revenge.” 
 
    Crimson liquid dripped from the man’s eyes and fell from grimacing jowls. The face of a demon. 
 
    A sharp blast of thunder slammed against Esme’s eardrums. She shuddered and fled, Dove at her heels. Would the storm cover their escape? She didn’t know. The thunder and beating of her own pulse filled her head. 
 
    Only when the freezing rain returned to a light-blue color, did she pause. Heart thumping, gasping for air, she looked back. Nothing moved. No sound pursued her. 
 
    She jogged the short distance to Holly Cabin, where Dove screeched and clawed onto the logs of the back porch. Esme scooped up the hissing cat, who quieted in her arms, and ran inside. Purse and council letter in hand, she darted back out and locked up. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Esme stepped hard on the brake of her Toyota Prius, skidding gravel as she turned into the coven council parking lot. Thankfully, the tires held. No ice had fallen there. 
 
    Still out of breath and trembling, she hurried toward the door. Only a few small windows punctuated the massive red-brick front of the old schoolhouse that had been remodeled with a second floor. Unlike most Victorian homes and log cabins in the area, the building lacked a welcoming front porch. 
 
    She shivered. Her status at the coven was already shaky. Could stepping forward as a witness somehow be used against her? This was the coven council and not bound by laws, unlike the police. When her fingers contacted the brass handle, reflexes jerked her hand away. 
 
    Reporting the crime was the right thing to do, an obligation. And if she kept her head and dropped a few well-placed hints, supplying that useful information might prove her worthy of receiving Gram’s ceremonial status. Esme clutched the handle again. Resisting the urge to leave, she pushed the door open. 
 
    Dove slipped in without a sound, but a brush along Esme’s bare ankle reassured her he was there. 
 
    Esme’s footsteps creaked over the wooden floorboards, which lifted spirit voices of children laughing. Years ago, she’d poked all around the old school building looking for those invisible kids to play with. Now the young voices sounded eerie and foreboding, not at all playful. Her hands shook as she withdrew the letter from her purse and placed it on the service counter. 
 
    Someone shuffled and huffed in the adjoining office, but didn’t greet her. 
 
    “Hello. Can someone help me?” Esme called in the direction of the noise. 
 
    After a loud sigh, a man answered. “Be right there. Give me a minute.” 
 
    One minute turned into more. To keep calm, she read flyers arranged in neat stacks on the counter, the same that had been sent with her letter. She knew her car model wasn’t approved, but had forgotten details of the dress code. Jeans for women weren’t allowed unless when doing hard outdoor labor or forest gathering. Hopefully, her outfit wouldn’t defeat her attempt to gain a favor from the councilman. 
 
    The office shuffling grew louder, and the gray outer hair on Dove’s back raised like a layer of smoke around his blue coat. 
 
    Esme clenched her jaw and took a half step back. 
 
    A tall man appeared in the doorway, wearing a dark shirt with wet fabric that strained to cover his gut. He ran a hand through his few strings of damp hair, positioning them over his wide bald head. “Sorry ’bout how I look. Ran into a freezin’ ice squall gettin’ to my car. Name’s Oscar Burnhard, member of the coven council. What can I do for you?” He slid a dress code flyer her way, then offered his hand. 
 
    Esme snatched the literature and her letter, holding them in front of her like a shield, and backed to the door. Willing her vocal cords to operate, she stammered, “Oh. I…I just…I needed this information. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two: The Road Ahead and The One Behind 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the few moments she’d encountered the possible murderer, he exuded the bitter odor of revenge, which still burned Esme’s nostrils. She barely breathed as she drove along twisty Owls Tale Creek Road. Her hypersensitivity to uncommon smells often put her in unusual situations, though most not this frightening. 
 
    Dove dug his claws into a seat cushion when Esme rounded a sharp curve. 
 
    The Prius lurched. Blood red ice crystals slid across the wiper well. Luckily the road was clear. Otherwise she might find herself testing the ravines’ guard rails. Even with dry pavement, Esme struggled to negotiate curves as fast as she wanted. The road ahead and behind split her concentration. She kept checking the rearview mirror for any sign of Baldy Oscar. 
 
    In the council office, he didn’t let on that he recognized her from the crime scene. But her thudding heart wouldn’t accept that as truth. 
 
    As her gaze returned to the road ahead, a gleam of chrome in the mirror caught the corner of her eye. Her heart jumped. A second look revealed nothing, the trailing vehicle hidden from sight. Did she dare slow down to see who followed? Without knowing the type of car Oscar drove, she’d need to be close enough to see his face. That would be too close since she had a modern car not permitted for coven members to own. She didn’t need more negative encounters attached to her name. 
 
    Esme fully focused on the road’s curves. She turned onto a somewhat straighter route away from the creek and sped toward the sheriff’s office in the small town of Bentbone. 
 
    The tiny village hummed with its usual busy rhythm. How could everything be normal? After the horrid crime and then encountering the murderer, both events apparently meant to serve her as an omen, the world had changed…or at least her world, and in strange ways she didn’t understand. 
 
    Along Bentbone’s six-block business district, Christmas decorations overflowed from the numerous artist galleries, almost hiding stoic limestone-fronted doctors’ offices and banks. Traffic and customers inundated the main street, alleys, and side streets lined with shops. 
 
    Esme searched for the sheriff’s office, although the explosion of decorations and artsy signage obscured it. At the far side of town, she turned around and made a second pass, slower this time, hands gripping the wheel. She’d never visited the sheriff and had only a vague remembrance that it stood on a corner. “Dove, let me know if you see the building,” she directed the cat but received only a stern look and a sweep of smoky tail in response. Esme spied the office behind heavy, garland-laced railings and pulled into angled parking off the side street. 
 
    She cracked windows for ventilation, left Dove in charge of watching the car, and wound her way between throngs of shoppers to the door. Inside she approached a glossy wooden counter manned by a handsome officer who looked to be in his mid-twenties. 
 
    “How can I help you?” The allure of his heavily lashed chocolate brown eyes repositioned words from the tip of Esme’s tongue to some distant recess in her mind. 
 
    “I’m Esme Underhill and I’ve just moved to Bentbone, um…” 
 
    The man leaned forward to extend his hand and thick waves of brown hair fell across his forehead. “Welcome! It’s a great place to live. My name’s Garrett Nesby.” 
 
    His fingers enveloped hers with a delicious warmth, and she replied, “Well, not exactly to Bentbone, but to the coven.” 
 
    His brows drew together. The grasp of his hand lightened before slipping away, as he drawled disappointed words, “You aren’t dressed like a member.” 
 
    “I’m sort of a member. I was born there, but moved away when I was seven. My Gram just passed, and I inherited her house.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” His hand resting on the counter inched forward as if he’d pulled away from her too soon. “How may I help you?” 
 
    “Thanks. I need to report a crime I saw about an hour ago on the property behind Gram’s…my house.” 
 
    His mouth twisted to one side. “As a rule, we don’t handle coven issues. The sheriff doesn’t like dealin’ in magic. The coven council handles their own matters, much like how tribal reservations deal with law enforcement. But sometimes we offer additional support. Was it a serious crime?” 
 
    Heart hammering in her chest, Esme leaned close and whispered, “I think I witnessed someone hiding a murdered body.” 
 
    Garrett’s brows shot up. He set his square jaw and peered into an adjoining office. “Lemme see what I can do.” He stepped into the other room and spoke to someone in a conversation Esme couldn’t hear. 
 
    He brought with him another man whose erect posture, steel-colored crew cut, and piercing gray eyes contrasted with Garrett’s kindness. 
 
    “Hello, Miss Underhill. I’m Officer Graves and I understand you’ve witnessed what you think might be a serious crime on a property in Coon Hollow Coven. Is that correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” Unable to determine his intent, Esme fixed her gaze on the senior officer. 
 
    Without any change of expression, he continued. “I’m sorry. Our approved procedure is for matters there to be dealt with first through Coven Council. Have you reported it to them?” 
 
    “No…I tried.” Esme lowered her voice to a slight whisper. “But the councilman on duty was who I saw commit the crime.” 
 
    Only a tiny muscle in the man’s jaw twitched, while Garrett shook his head. Officer Graves said flatly, “You still must first report this to Coven Council, another member, before we can offer them assistance in serving the law. Our office doesn’t deal directly with individual coven members, only with the council.” 
 
    Esme’s hand moved to her throat, where the recent lump swelled with new pain. “You don’t understand. The council has already—” 
 
    “Beg pardon, but there’s nothing more to understand. I realize spending most of your life outside the coven has given you a different orientation to the law, but this is how we must proceed here. I’m sorry, Miss Underhill.” His expression unchanged, he returned to his office. 
 
    Garrett extended a hand along the counter toward Esme. “I’m sorry. I thought maybe…” 
 
    “Won’t all the council members support each other? The council has already withheld basic rights to me since I’ve been gone for so long. Why would they believe me rather than a councilman?” 
 
    “All you can do is try. Different sorts of folks belong to their council. If you don’t get any of them to follow through, lemme know.” Under his palm, he slid a business card to her and lowered his voice. “Call me if anyone frightens you or threatens to harm you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She gave him a weak smile, secured his card in her purse, and left. 
 
    In the parking area, red-tinted puddles surrounded a Thirties-style sedan. A frozen film reddened the top of the car’s brown body to a mahogany hue. Like before, noxious vengeance stung her nose and eyes. From that smell, she wondered if the car was Oscar’s. The question ignited a spark of panic in her mind. 
 
    No frozen precipitation covered the other cars, pavement, or walks. The blood ice apparently fell only at the crime scene. Oscar hadn’t reacted to the strange ice there. Her guess that he couldn’t see it needed to be right. Otherwise, her car here with the same colored crystals could link her as a witness to his horrible deed. 
 
    She hugged her arms across her chest and scurried to her car, imagining the councilman paying off the sheriff to keep out of his business. Without the help of law officers, how would she protect herself? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Inside Holly Cabin, Esme slumped onto a chair at the kitchen table with Dove curled in her lap. Stroking his silvery fur, she considered all that’d happened on her first day there. Her original problem with denial of ceremonial status complicated the muddled mess of witnessing a potential murder. She needed folks to stand up for her, believe in her word as a witness, and convince new clients of her abilities as a trusted healer. Tomorrow morning she’d reach out to Gram’s close friends so they could spread a good word for her. They’d likely know which council members might help her with both of her situations. 
 
    Esme rummaged in her purse and found the sheriff deputy’s card as well as the council letter. The rumpled page contained a signature from Nathan Wells, the council secretary. Maybe he’d be helpful, or at least approachable. She rechecked the page for a personal phone number. No luck. Only the business number. At least she could call another day and discover which council person worked the desk. Anything to avoid another chance meeting with Oscar. 
 
    The thought of him sent a shiver through her. Maybe she should forget what she saw and stay safe. But could she? Reporting was the ethical thing to do. Standing up for justice signified a step toward her personal freedom, as much as her right to work at her chosen career as a hedge witch healer. Esme said to the cat purring in her lap, “Freedom isn’t free, is it? And probably why I haven’t found my independence yet. Like they say: no guts, no glory.” Again, she felt torn between the road ahead and the one behind. She sighed, facing the fact she needed to report the possible murder, even if it cost her the job she’d wanted since she was a child. 
 
    Her gaze lingered over Nathan’s signature, trying to measure his handwriting. No hints about his character emanated, although she hadn’t practiced enough with that art. She considered the deputy’s card. His offer of support comforted her, but the mutual attraction she’d felt caught her off guard. After recently escaping the clutches of a controlling boyfriend, she didn’t want to jump into another relationship yet. Not until she could stand solidly on her own two feet. Still, having someone to call in case of an emergency meant a lot. 
 
    As she tucked both his card and Nathan’s letter away in the guest room chest of drawers, bright sunshine streamed through the window. “I could use some of that. Let’s go outside, Dove.” She waved the cat through the front door into the warmth. 
 
    The garden smiled at her, its plants springing back to their original graceful shapes. The damp cobbles, slick when she’d returned home, now dried fast in the sunshine. Esme zipped her jacket to her neck against the brisk winter air. She sat on a hewn-log bench and lifted her face to the blue sky. A deep breath brought calmness, and she renewed her attempt to make sense of the jumble of panicked thoughts. 
 
    In this community, how could she make her voice heard? And valued? The crime she witnessed cut a gash in her soul, but left no visible mark on the world. The body had been concealed. No blood ice remained as proof. Only her word, trapped inside her. She lowered her chest onto her thighs, focus drawn tight within, gaze aimlessly following movements of insects at her feet. The tiny creatures paid no heed to her dilemma, only their final tasks of storing food for winter. She shared their urgency, and it percolated through her veins. She yearned to embrace her new life but resolved to address the obstacles in her path. And stay safe in the process. She needed to conjure some protection right away. 
 
    Determination pulled her to her feet to consult Gram’s spell notebooks. At that moment, a tinkling sounded close to the cabin. 
 
    Esme looked for Dove and spotted him several yards away chewing on a leafless catnip stem in blissful silence. 
 
    Another chiming of soft plinks turned her head around toward holly berries shedding the last bits of their icy coating. A dense row of the bushes protected the cabin’s foundation and gave the place its name: Holly Cabin. “We know it happened,” one holly seemed to whisper ever so faintly as its berries stretched on their stems into the sunshine. 
 
    Had she imagined the soft voice? She studied the bushes coming alive one by one as the sun’s path touched them. 
 
    More clumps of berries shook off ice and called the same message. “Esme, we know it, too.” 
 
    She rose and moved to kneel beside the bushes, her fingers rubbing a waxy, pointed leaf. “What did you see?” As a botanist she loved plants and knew them well. She’d spoken to many specimens and later found a leaf pushed into her usual path as if to be noticed. But she’d never once received a verbal response. Her head spun with the possibilities of this new type of interaction and the research she wanted to conduct. Esme now guessed the name Holly Cabin held a deeper meaning. 
 
    “The councilman killed her.” The nearest berry clump stretched toward her. “All The Other Crowd know this truth.” 
 
    Stymied at conversing with a berry, she stammered, “The Other Crowd?” 
 
    “Land spirits.” 
 
    “Oh. Yes. The Cousins.” Gram had maintained a strong working relationship with the spirits on her property and some from the nearby woods as well. Esme forgot she needed to continue her grandmother’s efforts. “I hope they’ll help me like they did Gram. I could sure use them right now.” 
 
    Esme rose and darted into the house to gather offerings for The Cousins. A while later she returned with a spade. 
 
    Dove trotted up to join her on the way to a large pitch pine in the lawn’s front corner. 
 
    From underneath, Esme gathered a handful of female cones, then scanned the property. “Where did Grammy leave her offerings?” she asked Dove. 
 
    He darted around one side of the cabin to a huge lilac. 
 
    “Yes. That’s right. Now I remember.” Esme followed and dug a small hole near the base. Into the depression she deposited a shiny new penny and a cone. “This should work. They loved my pinecones when I was little.” 
 
    She tamped earth on top of the gifts and looked over her shoulder to find Dove making a beeline for the large chestnut tree at the edge of the woods. The cat circled until he curled himself into a hollow where three knobby roots formed a triangle. 
 
    “Yep. Another good spot Gram used.” Esme gave Dove an appreciative stroke before scooting him aside to dig a small hole. 
 
    While she repeated her procedure, the cat explored the nearby woods. At the same time she added her pinecone offering, he gave a sharp cry and skittered through the leaf litter to cling to Esme’s bare ankle. 
 
    “Whatever happened to you?” Esme rubbed the cat while giving him a once over. After a quick push of her foot to fill the hole, she checked where he’d made such a ruckus. Among torn up leaves, she found a fallen hawthorn branch with smoke-blue fur wadded around several barbs. Frowning at the limb, she picked it up. A giddy smell of sharp spearmint filled her nose and flooded her mind like a drug. Without her control, a loud belly laugh erupted from her chest, rasping painfully against her still-tender throat. A wild mix of panic and suffering mixed with humor in her mind. Cold sweat broke over her skin. 
 
    Dove sprinted straight to the cabin’s back porch. 
 
    Esme flung the branch away and scanned the woods, her head wobbly from the lingering fragrance. Staggering onto the lawn, she gathered her spade and touched a hand to the chestnut’s trunk. Had she displeased The Cousins? And if she had, what might happen to her? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three: Black Amber 
 
      
 
      
 
    Esme rolled onto something hard that poked her side. She sat up in Grammy’s fluffy double bed, the safe spot she’d chosen to read last night. A spell notebook flopped open onto Dove’s tail and revealed a page Esme had marked. 
 
    Dove fired a sharp meow and resettled himself into a tighter curl, claiming more than his share of the quilt. 
 
    Disoriented in her grandmother’s bedroom, in a new town, beginning a new life, Esme inhaled deeply of the soothing lavender-scented sheets. Gram’s memory gave Esme strength and courage to tackle the new problems. She lifted the spell book, which further jostled the grumpy cat into more rumbling growls of protest. 
 
    Esme frowned at him. “I must perform personal shielding morning and night until I’m certain all risks are gone.” She lengthened her spine and filled her lungs with a deep breath. Then she imagined raising a series of transparent multi-colored walls enclosing her in a huge jewel case higher than her head. The first, clear emerald, curved toward the white diamond wall on her right. Ruby in back and clear sapphire on her left completed the box. Mentally she connected the four walls to form an impenetrable protection, clear enough to gaze through. She peered through the blue wall at Dove, whose nose twitched though his eyelids drooped. “I see you pretending not to watch. You can’t come into my jewel case unless I allow you.” 
 
    The cat stretched out a paw, and she grabbed him into her lap. “But I choose to have you inside. Let’s go check our energy trap and see if The Cousins accepted our offerings.” She scratched the cat’s ears, then moved him aside to pry herself from the featherbed’s billowing fluff. 
 
    Esme held the jewel case in mind as she washed and dressed. She slipped into a shirtwaist dress, thick tights, and sensible walking shoes she’d kept at Grammy’s to wear in the coven during visits. Shopping was a priority since she only had a few acceptable outfits. In the meantime, she’d save those vintage-style dresses and skirts to meet neighbors and potential clients. 
 
    Driving an ancient car seemed like a greater hardship. She wasn’t about to get rid of her pretty ocean blue Prius, the first car she’d been able to purchase new. She’d keep it stored in the shed for occasional Indy trips to the botanical research company where she’d discuss her local studies. 
 
    Gram had updated the cabin every time the Council approved a new list of modern conveniences such as: electricity, indoor plumbing; steam radiators fueled by propane, and a refrigerator. The fridge excited her the most, providing a way to preserve delicate herbal healing concoctions. She even installed a freezer in the shed for that purpose. Too bad she hadn’t owned an old car Esme could use. Gram walked a lot and never had a driver’s license. Most clients wanted her bad enough to drive her to their place. Or they bought her homemade basic healing supplies from her booth at the Saturday market, a function Esme needed to start doing right away to prove herself and hopefully gain ceremonial status as a healer. 
 
    On the kitchen table, the energy trap’s jar candle still burned. At the center of a tin pie plate, the candle sat on three flat stones surrounded by two rings of salt. The first, of coarse grind, had a sprinkling of grains cast out from the tidy line she’d formed before bedtime. The outermost ring of fine salt looked as she’d left it. “Dove, it looks like a little bad energy was drawn into the candle and filtered through the first salt. I’m glad to see the trap working. Even happier to know there wasn’t much to be caught. Maybe I was right, that Oscar has no idea I saw him from the edge of the woods.” 
 
    Heartened, she put the kettle on the stove for tea and filled Dove’s food and water bowls. After a quick breakfast of toast and juice, she pulled on a warm down jacket and headed outside with Dove prancing alongside. 
 
    At the huge lilac, which occupied nearly the entire side of the cabin, the offering hole had been disturbed. Esme clasped her hands and held them to her chest. “The Cousins found it!” She searched the area for any signs or gifts left in return. Her initial elation plummeted upon discovering her pinecone offering smashed and smeared with excrement. The penny had vanished. Pale gray clouds blocked the sun, and she zipped her jacket against the chilly morning air. 
 
    Esme checked the second station and found the same, this time with both pennies stuck in the foul-smelling waste clogging the cone’s bracts. 
 
    Dove remained on the mowed lawn, a safe distance from the grand chestnut. The tree stood on the boundary between Holly Cabin’s property and the woods—the Hedge, as Gram called it—where woods spirits, the fae folk, could share common ground with wildwood mystics, root workers, mystic healers, hedge witches, or whatever name the witch healers called themselves. 
 
    Using a fallen branch, Esme whipped the foul response from The Cousins far into the woods. A frown dragged down the corners of her mouth, and she let the jewel case slip into a recess of her mind. 
 
    Grammy had built a good rapport with The Cousins, faeries who’d located forest herbs for her doctoring. In turn, Gram provided all sorts of treats they like to eat or collect, as well as growing plants that they favored. She often said, “The fae are often present but rarely visible, by their own choosing or to those who have the Sight.” She never admitted to seeing a faery and only responded with a smile whenever Esme asked, eager to see one. 
 
    Esme surveyed the woods for signs Gram had taught her that indicated the presence of fae: spheres of light, chilling sounds or laughter, sudden breezes, strong flower scents, odd behaviors from familiar animals, feelings of warmth on your skin or eyes on you. The calm forest revealed nothing. With so much against Esme, she desperately needed their help. She shrugged and faced Dove. “I’ll have to see if Gram left any notes on what works best for offerings. My pinecones were always accepted when I was a girl.” 
 
    “The seasons changed. And you sure aren’t a girl no more.” A raspy male voice slithered to Esme upon a thread of gray smoke tinged with the same pungent mint odor she’d smelled there yesterday. 
 
    Upon first whiff, she backed away, gaze fixed on the forest, not wanting to experience the ill effects again. 
 
    The shadow of a tall, thin man glided toward the chestnut tree. 
 
    The smoke twisted after Esme. She walked backward, awkwardly negotiating garden plots. When it circled her, she gasped and cried at the shadow man, “What do you want?” 
 
    “Why nothin’ more than to extend thanks for turning the seasons early.” 
 
    “I had nothing to do with that. Please let me go.” 
 
    A badger barreled at her from the hedge underbrush, fierce claws ripping hunks of sod into the air, snout recoiled and hissing across menacing teeth. “You, witch, stole our last month and will pay. With your life. Like Eugenia paid in spite o’ your blood ice.” 
 
    Esme screamed. The smoke around her dissipated. She raced toward the cabin. 
 
    Dove hissed and huddled against the back door, ears flattened. 
 
    She scooped him up, zipped inside, and locked the door behind them. Panting, she raced to the kitchen window. 
 
    At the chestnut, the shadow man twisted the badger’s neck until it lay dead, mouth seeping blood. The strange man vanished into the woods. 
 
    Hands shaking, Esme stumbled from the window. What just happened? Were those faeries? What did they want from her? She sank into the big rocking chair next to the hearth. Her heart pounded against the wooden slats. 
 
    Dove leaped into her lap, and she pulled him close. 
 
    The shadow man expressed gratitude that Esme had brought on an early winter, while the change of seasons made the badger determined to kill her. What did that mean? 
 
    And the angry animal mentioned a connection between her and a woman named Eugenia who’d been killed in spite the blood ice. That made no sense to Esme. The animal called it, “Your blood ice.” Somehow he thought the blood ice was hers. And who was Eugenia? Could she be the woman Oscar buried? Possibly murdered? How could her magical ice have protected Eugenia? Esme’s head ached trying to find answers. 
 
    She was grateful the shadow man stopped the badger’s vicious attack. However, something deceptive about him bothered her, his hidden figure as well as how he seemed to have known her as a child. She rubbed a finger along her temple. Did a change in her goals, her demeanor, bring about the change in seasons? A nervous laugh escaped her lips, bristling the smoky fur along Dove’s spine. “How silly. I can’t affect the weather any more than I can bring my sweet Grammy back from the dead. If only those things were true, though. Oh, how I’d love to have her here with me.” Moisture welled in her eyes. More problems, added to yesterday’s. Could she do this? Be on her own? How did Grammy remain independent for thirty years after her husband passed? 
 
    Determined to be strong, Esme refused to let the tears fall. She blinked them back, scooted Dove to the floor, and jumped from the rocker to check the energy trap. “Nothing different here. Apparently energy from those faeries never entered Holly Cabin. I hope it stays that way. We have work to do starting with an appointment at Alice McAllan’s at ten. That leaves me twenty minutes to work on talismans for us.” 
 
    Esme opened a case of crystals on one of the many bookshelves in the main room. Without hesitation she selected two natural pieces of jet, black stones drilled with holes. She smiled at the memory of taking Gram to last year’s Indianapolis gem and mineral show. How Gram had loved the show and Esme’s gift of those, as well as other stones.  She said to Dove, “These pieces of jet, witch’s amber, are what we need to protect us. They absorb evil and keep it from the wearer.” 
 
    The cat sniffed the crystals and flicked his tail. 
 
    On a shelf lined with jars, Esme searched through labeled water samples, including willow water, stump water, dish water, lightning water, snow melt, hail melt, and moon water. The last three she set out to replenish during the new winter season. 
 
    “Hmpf. The one I need to charge our crystals into protective talismans isn’t here. Probably ’cause the ditch along the road’s nearly always filled.” Her stomach tightened at the thought of going out of the cabin without additional protection. 
 
    Esme gathered a pail and long-handled ladle from the back porch. To keep out of sight from the woods as much as possible, she carried the bulky tools through the cabin to the front door. 
 
    Dove tried to nose his way outside ahead of her, but she pushed him back, not wanting to endanger him. 
 
    She scurried across the road and ladled several scoops of algae-covered grunge into the pail. With no sign of threat at the chestnut tree, Esme scooted over the cobblestones and arrived safely inside. 
 
    Esme recited a simple wish as she deposited the two crystals into the pail, hoping it held the power of a spell. “Strengthen these crystals of witch’s amber jet, to keep both us and our secret safe from threat.” Esme wrinkled her nose at the ditchwater’s sour odor, but a second whiff brought her an aroma of robust strength—the magic of that water. Keying on the second note, she stuck a hand into the pail, fished out the black amber pieces, and set them on a towel to dry. She threaded the larger on a black silk cord, and the smaller on a leather thong. After she washed her hands and gathered a tool basket she’d prepared the night before, the stones were dry enough to be tied around her neck and Dove’s. 
 
    Less accepting of the magical talisman, the cat pawed at the stone which hung over the white dove patch on his breast. Esme hated to cover the symbol of freedom that’d meant so much to Grammy, and still did to her, too. 
 
    She made a final affirmation of the jewel case protecting her thoughts, and they headed on foot to Alice’s house, the next cottage a mile north. Esme crossed the road to put distance between them and the woods where she encountered The Cousins. 
 
    Gaze riveted to the smallest movements at every tree and bush, she set a brisk walk pace to make sure her watchfulness didn’t make her late. 
 
    “Hello there, Becky!” Alice shouted Esme’s first name. 
 
    Startled for only a second, Esme took Dove into her arms, pulled her basket tighter to her side, and ran at least a quarter-mile to meet the old neighbor lady. 
 
    Alice smoothed the cat’s back and grabbed the panting young woman into a tight hug. “Had to think fer a bit how you called yerself. You didn’t answer to Esme, which I thought Flora called you.” The old neighbor both felt and smelled soft, the fragrance of rose salve wafting around her. 
 
    “Oh, no. I like Esme better. I didn’t hear you ’cause I was intent on watching the woods in case anything jumped out. Had a badger run at me this morning.” 
 
    “Shoo. Them are bad.” Alice took a small step back but still held Esme’s hand. A wide smile parted deep lines of her aged face. “Look at you. All grow’d up. Wanted to talk with you at Flora’s funeral, but knowin’ how yer Ma is, I didn’t expect anything other than her keepin’ you from us coven witches. It’s been some time since I’ve gotten to see you. Maybe three years. You were finishin’ up yer master degree ’bout plants an’ eager to start yer first job. Musta missed you on yer holidays to Flora’s after that.” 
 
    Esme rolled her eyes. “Mom still tries to control me, even though I’m twenty-seven. Did you walk all this way to meet me? Am I late?” She set Dove on his feet and checked her watch. Fifteen minutes before the hour, plenty of time to reach Alice’s cottage. 
 
    “No, child. Yer not late at all. I was eager to see you, and I just like to get out whenever I can. And be thankful I’m still able.” The old lady straightened the red kerchief on her head, which caused even more wiry white strands to escape. She led the way to her cottage with the clop of her sturdy hiking boots worn beneath both jeans and a gray skirt of rugged cotton. 
 
    Esme doubted Alice would ever find herself unable. A slight twist in her spine hinted her age to be well over eighty, although the vigor in her sinewy limbs and bright eyes indicated a woman at least a decade younger. She’d been a close friend of Gram’s for decades. 
 
    They walked arm in arm toward Alice’s place, both smiling. Dove trotted behind them, close at their heels. Although Esme still kept watch on the woods, the presence of the older woman, who knew the forest like the back of her own hand, diminished her fears. 
 
    “Yer eyein’ them woods. After that run-in with the badger, I can’t blame you.” Alice’s voice slowed and hushed. “All sorts live in this stretch, you know.” 
 
    “What sorts? Like The Cousins?” 
 
    Alice nodded, eyes scanning the hedge-line. October’s golden leaves lay dead and brown on frosty ground not yet warmed by the dim sunlight. Bare black branches etched their silhouettes against a bleak sky. Esme felt their dark sepia trunks watching her. She sniffed the air, though its crisp dryness didn’t convey any clues. 
 
    “Grammy always left them offerings so they’d help her. I’m trying to—” 
 
    “Take extra care in what you leave them.” The old woman’s bony fingers threaded tight through Esme’s as Alice spoke next to her ear. “With winter here early, there’s likely to be some unrest.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Esme raised a brow and glanced at Alice. 
 
    “Oh, different faeries prefer different seasons.” Alice pursed her lips. “The summer ones are tucked away somewheres keepin’ warm. The fall an’ winter sorts are out an’ about now, likely tryin’ to decide which season it is.” 
 
    “Hmm. I hope Gram kept good notes. I’ve just started reading some of her journals, but she had so many.” 
 
    “Most root workers keep their magic secret to themselves, but she always know’d she’d be leavin’ Holly Cabin to you. She wanted you to have her magic. Seemed natural to me, just addin’ to yer way with plants an’ all.” 
 
    Esme grinned. “That makes me feel good that she kept those records for me. I miss her so much.” 
 
    Alice patted her arm. “I do too. She was a good soul. So many miss her. I assume yer gonna follow her path as a wildwood mystic healer?” 
 
    “Yes, I am. Oh, I brought you a jar of Gram’s salve that her notes indicated you like.” Esme let go of Alice’s hand and motioned to the basket she carried. “I really want to work as a healer, more than anything. I’ve taken a leave from the research company, doing part-time work for them from here. But I need to earn some income locally to keep me going. I was disappointed when the Council didn’t grant me ceremonial status along with the land title transfer. I’m worried Gram’s customers won’t trust my ability ’cause of that.” 
 
    “That standing won’t do you no good, that’s fer sure, but don’t fret. I’ll take you round to her regulars and introduce you. Some will take my word.” 
 
    “Oh! Thank you. I really appreciate your offer. If some are pleased with my work, then others might accept me.” 
 
    Alice twisted her thin lips to one side. “Strange the Council decided that way, but you haven’t been a residential member since you were a tyke. I wonder…they must be actin’ only on the most basic and most urgent matters since they’re all of a sudden down two members.” 
 
    “Down two?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Just at Samhain, the new high priest Logan Dennehy cast ’em out.” Alice dropped her voice to a hush. “Councilwomen Gladys Blinkhorne and Viola Plackstone, along with a few others, were caught usin’ black magic to bring harm to fellow members. The whole of the coven drove them from the Samhain celebration. Logan did right by us and most are glad to have him. Though not all…” Alice’s voice trailed away and her gaze drifted to a distant point. 
 
    “How soon will those councilwomen be replaced?” Esme asked. 
 
    “At the next esbat, at the Oak Moon, when we’ll all vote. A few have already thrown their names in the hat. There’s a push to have the replacements come from foundin’ families who’ve been here since the Thirties. ’Specially since four of the eight positions are currently held by newcomers, so to speak.” 
 
    “Eight council seats? What happens in case of a tie vote?” 
 
    “The high priest breaks the tie, but he happens to also be from a new family. The female seer Sibeal Soot has already declared she’s runnin’. She’s a wild card, with ties to the wicked former priestess, Adara Tabard, who Logan replaced. Ernest Foottit also declared he’s in the race. He’s a fussy young man who wears them Coke-bottle type spectacles and keeps his nose in a book.” 
 
    Esme laughed. “With a name like Foottit, I can’t blame him for being an introvert.” 
 
    “Me neither.” Alice hooted. “Good thing he’s from the old Rourke family, a normal name, through his mother’s side. She’s a pain-in-the-arse stickler for followin’ rules, and I’m sure her son’s the same. No better than Nathan Wells we already have on council. I’m a hopin’ a few others stand up for the two openings. Those choices don’t suit me, nor plenty of others. Logan, along with councilmen Rowe McCoy, Clarence Douglas, and the Kerry father and son, have been makin’ rounds to get others to run.” 
 
    “What about Burnhard?” Esme’s voice crackled when she spoke his name. 
 
    “He’s a strong supporter of Sibeal and Ernest. Been out talkin’ them up.” Alice’s summary of the political positions of the various council members painted a clearer image of Oscar and solidified Esme’s fears. 
 
    Esme needed to find a way to report the potential crime she’d witnessed. But she didn’t want to divulge that to Alice. While the woman had been Grammy’s dear friend, Alice seemed to know everything about everyone. No need to drop juicy secrets into the lap of a gossip. Esme searched her mind for how to obtain information in a roundabout way. “If I want to approach the Council to get their ruling on my ceremonial status changed, who’d be the most empathetic?” 
 
    “I’d say either Logan or Rowe. Probably Rowe since Logan has so much on his plate with learnin’ to be high priest.” 
 
    “His last name is Mc—?” 
 
    “McCoy. I’ll find you his number when we get to my place.” 
 
    They rounded the side of a hill where the forest dropped into a ravine. When the land leveled a bit, Alice’s home place came into view. A buck with at least ten antler points froze, nose twitching as it detected their scent. Esme hesitated. Could the animal be possessed like the badger? She, too, tested the air. The animal emitted a musky odor with a trace of trepidation, but no sign of aggression. She relaxed her breathing and resumed her pace. 
 
    Alice waved a hand toward the woods. “I’ve seen orange bittersweet thickets along this way and hoped you wouldn’t mind helpin’ me pick some.” 
 
    “No problem. I’d be glad to.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m wearin’ this strange garb, case you wondered. Set to do some gatherin’.” Alice brushed a hand low against her thigh toward the jeans. “I’m wantin’ to make decorations to brighten things, now that the dark half of the year’s set in. I’m needin’ plenty, both for my humble home and for the coven’s next esbat.” 
 
    Esme said nothing as she followed off the road, while Dove kept to the gravel berm. She set her basket down, removed a pair of shears, and cut long lengths of the orange-fruited vines, staying close to her neighbor. She’d often seen Alice dressed in rough clothes, either on her way to or returning from the woods. With her, Esme felt safer near the trees but still kept to the outer edge. 
 
    In past springtimes, Alice brought Grammy tasty mushrooms. Together they’d forage for sweet sassafras bark to make tea. In late summer Esme loved juicy papaws Alice shared with them and hickory nuts in fall. Many folks in the Hollow foraged. Gram did her share of nosing in the woods, although for healing plants. She never wanted for food with her large garden. Her clients often came around with a basket of eggs or slab of fresh-butchered meat from their livestock. 
 
    Gram didn’t have time for raising animals, which suited Esme fine. She liked nothing better during her long summer visits from school than to lie in on a garden path and study how tendrils of a muskmelon found their way. Or getting up before dawn to watch morning glory flowers opening to kiss the sun. 
 
    When Esme amassed a large pile of bittersweet, she said, “How much do you need?” 
 
    “Oh, my! That’s plenty. Yer a hard worker.” Alice held the corners of her faded yellow apron that bulged with vines. She wound her way to the grassy area where Esme stood. “Let’s take our load to my porch.” 
 
    When Esme lifted her vines, a shadow moving between trees caught her attention. Like before, the shape seemed to be male. Her heart jumped. She hurried to the cottage porch. 
 
    “Thank you much, dearie. Would you like a mug of hot mulled cider? Just pressed from Abner’s orchard?” 
 
    “Sounds great. I can work some of these into wreaths while I’m here,” Esme offered, hoping the shadow man would go away if she stalled her trip home. She handed the jar of salve to Alice. 
 
    “Thank you for both. I need mostly wreaths a foot in diameter, but a bit larger’s okay. I’ll get yer money fer the salve and Rowe’s number, too.” Alice went inside, while Esme sat in a rocker that gave her a view of the woods as she bent vines into circular shapes. 
 
    Dove hugged her ankles, narrowly missing getting switched by vines. 
 
    Another shorter human shadow joined the man’s silhouette among the trees. They seemed to peer at Esme from behind trunks. Darting from tree to tree, the shadow people inched closer. 
 
    Her pulse drummed in her temples. As she rose to join Alice inside, the old woman stepped out carrying a tray of steaming mugs and spicy-smelling ginger cookies. 
 
    Esme accepted a mug and blew across the surface, while the shadows disappeared deeper into the woods. The mile home to Holly Cabin seemed much farther than before. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four: Chrysler Airflow 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thayne stepped out of his hillside chambers through the mighty oak’s tall crack, which led into the Grand Ravine. Fae of his court flitted in all directions over roots and into alcoves, exchanging whispered gossip. Not that the telling of tall tales wasn’t a usual occurrence. But this time, their chatter, which hung over him in the twilight’s freezing mist, hummed an octave higher and many decibels louder. His six-foot height allowed him to see above most of his court. Thayne stood silent, taking in the revelry, unusual at a month before Winter Solstice. A quartet of fiddlers and banjo players tuned their instruments. Servers from the cook’s root-framed dugout passed jugs of spearmint wine among those gathered in the ravine. The commotion centered around his two guard captains, Shade and Cobweb, who’d been on patrol today. 
 
    Thayne zipped his black leather bomber jacket against the cold and set a path toward the pair. The crowd of at least fifty fae parted before him. “Shade and Cobweb, be welcome and enjoy this new chill in the air.” The recent change in the weather elevated Thayne’s spirits as well. He’d taken extra care in dressing for the evening’s normal Ravine gathering. Thin braids on either side of his face decorated the metallic silver streaks of his black hair. A long silver earring dangled from his left ear. 
 
    The tedious days before Solstice, when the Winter Court gained its seasonal power, always brought Thayne and his fae stress. War initiated by the smaller Autumn Court, the secondary court of the dark year, could erupt at any moment, often incited by their overstrung temperaments. Yesterday’s sudden shift to cold weather that favored the Winter Court might trigger the Autumn Court to attack. During this tremulous time, it was Thayne’s custom to let stubble grow over his jaws, becoming more ragged until he could finally smell the sweetness of approaching Solstice, a time of celebration and renewal. 
 
    But tonight he’d shaven the scraggly mess early into a tidy black goatee and mustache. His black combat boots, new for the winter season, gave a pleasant crunch against a few clods of earth frozen with last night’s frost. The cool night stirred his blood, and the mirth of his winter fae brought a smile to his lips. 
 
    “My King.” Shade whipped off a ragged pork pie hat brimmed with a twisted holly branch as he bowed his six-and-a-half-foot lankiness from his thin waist. His shoulder length dapple-blue and gray hair hung in matted strands. Most likely from some heated exertion, since the day’s precipitation fell only as morning frost and the current icy fog. Shade’s gray Carhartt jacket touted a stain of sepia brown blood on one cuff. 
 
    Cobweb lowered her head and gave a slight curtsy, sufficient to demonstrate her fealty without toppling her diminutive plumpness into a somersault. “The early winter sure is welcome, King Thayne.” She rose with a sly grin that twisted the corners of her silver lips and set the pointed tips of her ears wiggling through the gossamer white hair, which gave the faery her name. She and Shade comprised the Winter Court’s most reliable and respected scouting pair. 
 
    “Cobweb, you look to have swallowed a songbird the way your mouth is twitching.” Thayne laughed and chuckles from all around met his remark. “I’m expecting you have news worthy of this unrest. The din here in the ravine is enough to unsettle the Autumn Court into warring against us.” 
 
    “My King.” Cobweb jumped up and down, her fine hair catching and lifting in the mist. “We know why winter has come early, ’cause we saw the young woman who did it, and she’s living in Grammy Flora’s Holly Cabin. The cabin belongs to her now, and she’s moved in, which might be what brought us winter, since it’s the only change I can see.” 
 
    “Is that be Esmeralda, Flora’s granddaughter?” Sire Relic leaned hard on his cane and held his chest to ease his wheezing lungs. “Does she have long brown wavy hair that curls into ringlets at the ends?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s her,” Shade replied. “Pretty lass.” 
 
    “Aye. ’Twas a pretty child all the years I worked as a boundary patrol.” Relic pulled on one of his red suspenders attached to his dungarees as leverage to straighten some kinks from his hunched spine. A smile lit the retired guard’s grizzled whiskery jowls. “Esmeralda had magic tucked inside those curls and never know’d it. She’d lay in the garden paths, mind full of wonderin’ how plants grow. That’s when I’d pull out a curl to drop its magic onto a sprout behind her. Such great fun to hide and watch her discover the new unfoldin’.” 
 
    Mist clouded the old faery’s eyes. “She must be all grow’d up now. She was always fond o’ her Grammy. A fine root worker, who’ll be sorely missed. Good to know her granddaughter’s livin’ here and carryin’ on the old ways.” 
 
    Thayne tapped a finger to his temple trying to place the woman they discussed. “I should remember her, but can’t seem to.” 
 
    “I can, though have to think back before the long war with the Summer Court,” Shade replied. “Your father kept many of us busy the past few decades bringing back our peace. Rest his soul.” 
 
    Though marveling at the description of an intriguing mortal who’d been unbeknownst to him, Thayne bowed his head in reverence to his father. With dogged focus, Father had insisted Thayne learn the subtle manipulations necessary to keep the Winter Court superior to the Autumn and Spring Courts, and in constant contention with the Summer Court for supreme power—the ultimate goal. As the Winter Prince, Thayne had little time to explore his own interests, or even decide what those might be. While being commander of such a noble court was a desirable position, at times he longed for simple pleasures that passed him by. His choices in life had been determined at birth. 
 
    While a chorus of respectful wishes were paid to the former King, Cobweb twisted the bell sleeve of her gray woolen tunic. “There’s more we saw.” 
 
    “Please continue,” Thayne replied with a nod and prepared to decipher Cobweb’s difficult rambling style of communication. 
 
    “The ice we all saw yesterday turned blood red behind Holly Cabin and drew Esmeralda into the woods, to the site where a crime was taking place, but I smelled the stink of revenge in the air long before her and drew some webs to block her path into the danger.” 
 
    “That noxious odor wafted even as far as this ravine, traced with acrid murder.” Thayne glanced from Cobweb to Shade. 
 
    “It was murder.” The tall guard drew up. “The heavyset councilman, Oscar Burnhard, did in Eugenia Trustwell with a sledge to the head, though I don’t rightly know why. Something ’bout her going to spread incriminating news on him and someone else running for council office aiming to take his spot. I brought down a crash of thunder to set the gal chasing back to Holly Cabin without Oscar knowing she were even there.” 
 
    “Good. I’m glad she’s safe. You both did well.” Thayne placed his palms together and bowed his head to the pair. “Is our court involved in the crime in any way?” 
 
    “No, my King, only so far as to keep Esmeralda safe.” 
 
    Thayne gave a single nod. “Captain Cobweb, please delegate the proper condolences to be made to Eugenia’s kin by your staff.” 
 
    Cobweb touched Shade’s arm. “You tell the rest.” 
 
    “Esmeralda buried offerings where her grandmother used to, and the autumn fae didn’t take kindly to her gifts. Like she did as a child, she left pine cones and pennies.” 
 
    “A wonderful offering from any child,” Thayne replied. 
 
    Shade’s sneer lowered his blue muttonchops. “Well, apparently the autumn fae were offended since she’s not a child any longer.” 
 
    Cobweb’s face turned pink and words tumbled from her mouth. “I wish we’d been the ones allowed to accept her gifts at this time rather than those snout-faced boars, who should be able to remember a thing or two from offering sites they’ve rooted in for years and not be so fussy like you’d think they were princesses.” 
 
    “I thought I was telling this part?” Shade winked at his animated partner. 
 
    “Oh. Sorry. Go ahead.” She pulled her fists into the long sleeves of her tunic. 
 
    “When I saw they’d smeared their dung on the cones and left them at the sites, I knew we had trouble brewing.” Shade adjusted his hat lower on his brow. “I waited from a hidden lookout station. When Esmeralda checked the spots this morning, an autumn fae shifted into a badger and hurtled for her. Claws out, the critter grunted that Esmeralda had to die for what she’d done to the weather. I raced after the faery and snapped his rodent neck long before he could drop his shape. Died as a badger.” He lifted his brown-stained sleeve as proof of the autumn fae’s death. 
 
    Thayne stroked the bristly hair of his new goatee. “You did well to keep the badger from her. That killing could mean real trouble from the Autumn Court. With their spite inflamed, King Raclaw will come after her or us or both. Is she protected now?” 
 
    “She’s wearing a talisman.” Shade touched a hand to the bloodstone amulet at his chest, one he kept charged and relied on during many battles to stop bleeding. The captain knew a bit about crystal magic. “So’s her cat. Both of witch’s black amber which absorbs energy, ’specially negative. She charged it with strong ditchwater so it should work right for her.” 
 
    “Or against her.” Thayne’s jaw clenched. “That alone will draw Raclaw to act. To help him widen his path of death, he’d certainly want that talisman, filled with all sorts of power—including hers. Black amber when worn can take on the witch’s own powers. I’m assigning you two to guard and protect her with additional support as needed. Also, find out if she’s going to Bentbone or some coven function. I’d like to meet her and assess how much and what type of energy she’s storing in that talisman. The threat of war might hinge on that fact.” 
 
    Thayne’s gaze locked on Shade’s and conveyed more to his head guard captain than he wanted to say aloud. Thayne wanted to keep the woman safe, but he also wanted to keep his fae safe. His father had trained him to hold that paramount to all else. Even if that meant securing and utilizing the black amber for his own good. One of his goals as a new king was domination over the Summer Court. Perhaps that charged gem could be a useful tool in his endeavor. Hopefully his plans wouldn’t harm Esmeralda, who many of the older members of his court held dear. 
 
    Thayne plodded out of the ravine and along its rim, followed by four of his personal sentries, who stayed closer than usual given the captains’ news. His thoughts weighed heavy upon him as he trod over a precarious layer of new frost. The ground crackled and gave way under his weight. Angered by its lack of reassurance, his footprints froze the earth. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The next afternoon an overcast sky spat glorious fat snowflakes, which Thayne hoped meant he’d have good luck. Unable to determine a correct course of action from the information Shade and Cobweb had presented, Thayne needed luck to be on his side. 
 
    At the edge of the Winter Court’s forest, his willowy personal sentry, White Eagle, transformed his near six-foot height first into the raptor and then a brilliant red 1930 Kissel White Eagle four-door sedan. 
 
    The shapeshifting fae beamed whenever Thayne needed to travel by car. The guard kept his automobile form in perfect order: whitewalls clean, chrome gleaming, and engine purring. In other capacities, he served the king with mundane tasks that didn’t place him in danger because his particular role as a vehicular shifter was highly prized. Only a few of the Winter Court possessed that capability, and only White Eagle’s alternate form resonated as a Thirties-style car, often necessary in Coon Hollow Coven. 
 
    Thayne sat in the driver’s seat. While he could drive, one privilege his father deemed a necessary skill, White Eagle navigated for him. 
 
    During the fifteen-minute jaunt to the nearby village of Bentbone, Thayne applied his chosen mask of human-like glamour. Considering Esmeralda was said to be pretty, a handsome appearance could grant him time to flirt while attending to his true purpose of determining more about her talisman. He darkened the silver streaks at the sides of his face to black like the rest of his hair and tied it all in a neat ponytail. He broke from his usual preference for black and leather to casual khaki pants with a pine green crewneck sweater. The black leather bomber jacket stayed, as did his new combat boots. No jewelry on this mission. Even though plenty of free-dressing artist types lived in the small town, his goal was to look clean and acceptable in order to do his job. 
 
    When White Eagle turned onto Bentbone’s main street, Thayne said, “Total Automotive and Used Car Sales is on East Jefferson. Turn right at the post office.” 
 
    “I got it, my King,” the guard’s happy voice rumbled from the dashboard. He pulled into diagonal parking in front of the converted gas station and cut his motor. “As always, I’ll be here for whatever my king needs.” 
 
    “Thanks. I don’t see Esmeralda’s blue Prius. We’ll wait.” 
 
    During the next ten minutes, body shop workers poked their heads out eyeing the rare vintage car. “They’re watching us,” White Eagle murmured. 
 
    “Not us, you. Your vehicle is so damned rare—” 
 
    “And in mint condition.” The sentry muffled a chuckle as a worker with a head of blond curls approached. 
 
    Thayne pushed out from the driver’s side and greeted the man. 
 
    “Sweet ride. Mint. Seen this car ’round town a time or two but didn’t know who owned her. Almost a crime to take her out with this spittin’ snow.” 
 
    “Agreed. I’m here waiting on a friend to help her buy an old car, something from the Thirties. Decent quality.” Thayne didn’t know much about cars, leaving that to his sentries, and hoped he could get the man talking to kill time. 
 
    “Well, we don’t have anything of this caliber if that’s what you’re lookin’ for.” The hulk of a man, who looked to be in his mid-twenties, thrust out a grease-stained hand. “Name’s Harley Hinks, manager. I’m sure we’ll have some cars for you to take a look at. Give a holler whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    Harley walked around admiring White Eagle as the Prius drove up beside them. 
 
    Esmeralda stepped out, not dressed as Thayne had expected in a flowing skirt and sensible shoes like most coven women. Instead, she wore skin-tight jeans, heeled ankle boots, and a cropped jacket that showed off her hips but couldn’t offer much warmth. Shade and Relic were right. She was pretty, with dark brown waves of hair spilling over her shoulders. 
 
    Thayne felt unprepared and rubbed a hand across his brow to steady the jerking effect that rippled through his nerves. He reminded himself to check for her talisman. Luckily her jacket hung open allowing the black amber to dangle in full view. 
 
    Harley gave her a nod. “I’m Harley Hinks, shop manager. What can we do for your Prius, ma’am?” 
 
    “Oh. Nothing. I’m here to look for a vintage car, one I can use in the coven.” Underneath the directness of her request, her voice trembled with a hint of apprehension. Had the Autumn Court made more attacks upon her? Wouldn’t Shade and Cobweb or their staff notify Thayne? 
 
    “What type model are you lookin’ for, ma’am?” Harley asked. 
 
    “Please call me Esme.” She glanced at Thayne’s shining red sedan. “Nothing that fancy. I’m on a budget.” 
 
    The burly manager waved her to the sales lot. 
 
    Thayne gestured to her and asked, “Do you mind if I give you some opinions to help out?” For his kind offer, he expected a minute or two of polite conversation that would allow him to examine the talisman. Deals with humans usually worked well, mortals being so polite they didn’t think to cheat. 
 
    “Umm. I think I’m okay.” Her gaze flashed at him and revealed a hesitancy to trust. Esmeralda set a quick pace toward the manager. Thayne didn’t expect a decline of his offer. He stared after her, dumbfounded. But the small backset wouldn’t keep him from gaining the information he needed. He strode after the pair. 
 
    In the gravel side lot, the manager pointed out various models. “I have this here tan Buick Century from 1936.” 
 
    Esmeralda shook her head. “Ugh. It’s as long as a hearse.” 
 
    He stepped to the car behind. “Here’s a Buick Roadmaster from the same year. Price is reduced to $30,000.” 
 
    “Holy cow! That’s more than I paid for my Prius.” 
 
    “We can offer you a fair trade for it.” Harley filled his wide chest with air and held it there. 
 
    “No. I’m keeping it for long trips out of the coven.” 
 
    “Smart idea.” Harley puffed out a breath and opened the burgundy hood. “She’s got lots of features here, including some modern upgrades.” 
 
    “Do those pass coven regulations?” she asked. 
 
    He shrugged, but Thayne identified the man’s lie by the slight way his eyes darted to one side, nothing a mortal could detect with their limited senses. 
 
    Thayne stepped near the engine, careful not to touch the steel which was toxic to fae, and studied parts he couldn’t name. He shook his head and tried unsuccessfully to pull his gaze from the dancing colors of Esmeralda’s bright-blue eyes. “No, these changes won’t pass inspection if the Council conducts a screening.” 
 
    “Thanks. Good to know.” She flashed him a tentative smile, just enough to show the dimples in her cheeks, just enough that he forgot to capture a look at her crystal. She looked to the manager. “It’s more than I wanted to pay anyhow. Do you have anything else?” 
 
    He walked a few paces past newer cars to a smaller blue sedan. “This just came in and is in clean condition. A 1934 Chrysler Airflow.” 
 
    “It looks like a Volkswagen Bug in the front, both its hood and fenders. I love it!” Naïve in the art of the deal compared to fae, she chased around the car. 
 
    Thayne tried unsuccessfully to slow her enthusiasm and keep the manager from upping the price. 
 
    “How much is it?” Her pendant flew away from her chest, the crystal glinting with an overwhelming host of powers. Thayne didn’t have long enough to determine the types, since she glanced his way with eyes that fixed on his and commanded attention. 
 
    “Fifteen thousand.” Harley opened the driver’s door. “Clean with new interior and paint as it came to us. We checked the motor, changed all fluids and belts. Nothing special, but sound.” 
 
    Esmeralda moved toward Thayne. “I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.” 
 
    “My name’s Thayne.” He offered her his hand, and when she accepted, he felt an explosion of fear locked head on with determination and longing. Intrigued at both the intensity and contrast, his glamour mask slipped. A twinge of his real being, his fae magic, touched her soft palm. 
 
    Mortals’ feelings could be so circuitous, thoughts twisted one onto another, compared to the direct logic of fae. The shadowed feelings of witches further tortured their innate mortal convolutions. This woman was a witch. And mortal, but different in some way Thayne had never experienced. 
 
    She flinched and pulled her hand back, directing a remark at the manager. “Open the hood and let Thayne take a look.” 
 
    Harley complied and leaned a hand on the fender, gaze settled on the engine. 
 
    Unable to read the man’s downturned eyes, Thayne checked the air for changes in Harley’s breathing pattern. Nothing tangible reached him. With no other method available, Thayne grimaced and placed a hand on the car’s steel body. The iron in the steel shot weakness through him as though it had been injected into his veins. He took a steadying breath. He must form a correct opinion about this car or this woman and her talisman would no longer be easily available to him. His glamour slid again. On his fingers touching the metal, his hidden silver rings and their red garnets emanated into shadows. Mortals couldn’t perceive that minor change. Could witches? Could Esmeralda? 
 
    He sucked in another breath, recalled his father’s fortitude, and read the vibrations channeling along the metal from the man. Thankfully he gained a reading: disappointment and reluctance, probably to make the less valuable sale. 
 
    Thayne peeled his hand free of the metal, and with the same single-pointed determination, read Esmeralda’s black amber that dangled over the engine. Another intense contrast, like the woman herself. Striking dark and light powers. Dark magic, not only belonging to King Raclaw and the Autumn Court, but also from Esmeralda herself startled Thayne. The amber contained untapped darkness from a familial thread and fanned by abuse. Though the quantity of dark outdid the light, the good powers within her talisman possessed a purity so intense, they claimed Thayne’s breath. The talisman could be a real weapon. Outstanding, just like the woman. 
 
    He looked up at her. “Everything seems in order. Basic, but will be fine for your needs. Perhaps Mr. Hinks will give you a free warranty if you contract with him for your next years’ service on the Prius.” 
 
    The manager rubbed his hands on his pants as Esmeralda watched. Finally, he spat out words that seemed painful. “Deal, Ma’am. Esme. We’ll let you take a test drive and draw up the papers while you’re gone. Let’s go inside.” 
 
    They walked to the front of the building, and she paused with Thayne on the sidewalk. “Thanks for your help. Do you live in the coven?” 
 
    “Yes, but—” Thayne stammered. 
 
    The manager coughed, eye motions clear that he wanted to speed things up. His interruption worked for Thayne, who didn’t know how to answer her question. 
 
    She passed him a small card handwritten with: her name; title as a root doctor, alternative medicine; address; and phone number. “I’m new in the coven and looking for work. Haven’t had a chance to get cards printed. I’d be grateful if you’d pass my name around.” 
 
    He lifted the card and smiled. “Will do. Enjoy your Airflow.” He walked to his car and slunk into the driver’s seat, watching the enigma of Esmeralda slip toward the office door. The tempting sway of her hips added to his confusion. How would he be able to control her or the talisman? “Glad you’re driving, White Eagle.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you are, my King.” The guard laughed as he revved up his engine and drove away. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five: Hoarfrost and Glaze Ice 
 
      
 
      
 
    During the rest of the afternoon Esme prepared for the upcoming Saturday coven market. She exchanged her jacket for a comfy wool sweater, a heather gray cable-knit Gram had made for her. She pushed up the sleeves and packed crates with bottles of liniments, salves, and balms to heal an array of ailments, the last of Grammy’s concoctions. Esme needed to learn how to make these and soon. While sorting, she recalled her unusual encounter with Thayne at the used car lot. 
 
    He was definitely hot. Too hot. With that strong jaw, cleft chin, and prominent cheekbones, he looked like a model. His striking black goatee contrasted with an alabaster complexion, which was pretty enough for a girl. Tall and trim with a broad chest, he looked to be about her age, somewhere in his mid-twenties. He wore no wedding band on his left hand. She chided herself for checking. Force of habit was the best excuse she could muster. She needed to stay unattached to learn to live on her own, an independent woman like Gram. Esme had flinched at the touch of his hand. At least reflexes kept her on target, even if her hormones didn’t. 
 
    Esme clung to the last amber liniment bottle, and her gaze drifted into empty space. 
 
    When Thayne had examined the Airflow’s engine, red glinted from his left hand as it rested on the fender. Looking for clues, she studied his face. His black hair irridesced purple and green, like feathers of a grackle bird. And the same black sheen shot through the brown of his irises for an instant. His grackle eyes flicked over her as if searching for something, then his normal appearance returned. A trick of light? Or was that another omen like the magical ice? Shifting light was on her list to research in Gram’s journals. 
 
    Thayne had helped so much with her car selection. Without him, the shyster manager could’ve talked her into a bad deal. But did Thayne’s favor come with strings attached? There were strings with everything her ex-boyfriend Doug had done for her. Nothing with him came free or out of love. Every gift of jewelry or fancy clothing or dinner at a nice restaurant piled up debt she owed him, not in monetary debt she could repay, but in commitments that couldn’t be broken. A bondage of heavy chains. Doug enjoyed reminding her how much she owed him for his fake endearments of love, kindness, and affection. A ploy to keep her tied to him. 
 
    Dove rubbed against Esme’s ankles, and she bent to stroke his back. “You’re right. None of this matters. I’m not shopping for a boyfriend. I have you.” 
 
    She returned her attention to the jars and took inventory. “Not enough goose grease for this Saturday’s market. Dove, I hope you know how to make that product.” Receiving only a meow, she pulled a notebook from Gram’s shelves labeled “Market Wares” and thumbed to the correct page. 
 
    A recipe, or what Gram called a receipt, listed the ingredients and methods for making goose grease. Now that the weather had grown cool, people would be needing this home remedy for all sorts of colds and congestions. In a huge double boiler pan over low heat, Esme stirred the correct combination of beeswax and olive oil for the base. She added measured amounts of camphor, menthol, and wintergreen oils. When the ingredients were thoroughly mixed, she poured the concoction into clean pint canning jars and wiped up any spills while the drips were still warm. 
 
    The melodious honk of a vintage horn jolted Esme to look out the kitchen window. Someone had delivered her blue Airflow sedan and parked it outside the shed. A black pickup stopped nearby. 
 
    Esme quickly lidded her jars, checked that the stove was off, and chased outside. 
 
    An older man with salt and pepper hair met her at the front door. “Would you be Esme Underhill?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s my coven car. Looks just like a VW Bug!” She lifted onto her toes. 
 
    He laughed and extended a clipboard and pen for her to sign. “She certainly do! Name’s Dwayne Sadler, the shop owner. I’m glad you’re pleased.” 
 
    “Is the warranty included?” She accepted the paperwork. 
 
    “Yep, thanks to your friend with the red Kissel White Eagle. Damn, that car of his is fine. Musta cost a mint. Seen it around town a few times. Where’d he get it? I’d like to learn his contacts so I can turn a few of them rare ones.” 
 
    “No idea, but I’ll let him know.” Esme read the warranty. She found it all in order and signed. 
 
    Keys in hand, she waved goodbye to the shop owner, who hopped in beside the driver of the pickup. Dwayne’s words resonated in her mind. Owning that White Eagle must mean Thayne had money. So did Doug, and he used it to buy her and bind her. Another reason to avoid getting involved. 
 
    Esme darted inside to get her purse. “You up for a fun drive, Dove?” She whisked him up and they got into her new old car. Working the stiff clutch and shifter took some coordination on the curvy hill-country roads. If she owed Doug anything, it was teaching her to drive a stick with his 5-speed Vette. The Airflow’s engine chugged through first and second, then hummed in the higher gears. She smiled, grateful for Thayne’s help. Once she found a rhythm between clutch and shifter, she attempted winding Bear Wallow Road to the market grounds. 
 
    Kandice Kelly, wife and mother to two councilmen, had been kind on the phone and agreed to give Esme the same market booth Grammy had used. If Esme did well selling at the market, the Kelly family’s approval might help her gain ceremonial standing. With a working car that met coven standards and a kind favor from Kandice, Esme felt empowered. She slowed the car and found the correct booth number before pulling away from the silent marketplace. 
 
    The setting sun’s last rays glittered off skims of frost formed by the evening’s colder air settling on the ground. Esme approached the intersection at Owls Tail Creek Road with caution, testing her brakes until certain the Airflow held the road. She turned and drove past the creek-bordered woodlot surrounding the Coven Council office, which stood quiet and dark, strangely without any trace of frost like near the market. Gloom draped the office building, or perhaps the incident with Oscar had left her with a gruesome association. 
 
    Esme needed to call councilman Rowe McCoy again since her attempt last night had been unsuccessful. She slowed the car and wrangled her cell from the purse Dove occupied as his booster seat. Holding the phone, she hesitated. “Cell phones aren’t allowed, so I better use the house phone when we get in. I’ve got to play by the book if I want to get ceremonial status.” 
 
    As she continued on her way, sunlight struggled to reach the pavement even through leafless trees of the dense forest. She wound past cabins and cottages nearly claimed by trees and turned onto West Lost Branch Run, the long way home to Holly Cabin. 
 
    When she rounded a sharp curve, a thick branch crashed in front of the car. 
 
    Dove let out a yowl. 
 
    Esme swerved to avoid a collision. The car skidded. She stepped on the brake, which did nothing. At the gravel shoulder berm the brakes grabbed hard. Esme fell forward over the wheel, and Dove clung to the seat by his claws. 
 
    When Esme regained her bearings, she checked the cat. 
 
    With both tail and fur spiked, he hissed and wouldn’t be calmed by her touch. He spilled onto the floor and hid under the seat. 
 
    Esme stepped out of the car and examined it for damage. Nothing appeared out of order. Luckily, they’d stopped before colliding with the fallen limb, but it blocked her route home. She’d need to turn around and circle back to the other end of Lost Branch Run. 
 
    Dark birds sped from high in the tall trees, crying a chorus of piercing, staccato squeaks. Bats. 
 
    She darted around the fender. A sense of dread shot through her. 
 
    Before she reached her closed door, a pack of dozens of bats circled the car. 
 
    Her heart jumped. The creatures glided closer. She screamed and ducked beside the car. 
 
    The flapping of their leathery wings drilled a shrill noise against her eardrums. 
 
    She struggled to reach the door handle. 
 
    One menacing bat hovered between her and the car, inches from her face. Its mouth gaped, fangs on display as if ready to strike. 
 
    Her pulse raced, and with her hand finally in place, she willed her fingers to discover the workings of the unfamiliar latch. 
 
    The hostile animal lunged for her chest, biting her talisman. 
 
    She yanked the door open but couldn’t get past the diving bat. 
 
    Inside the car Dove jumped onto the back of the driver’s seat, hissing and spitting wildly. 
 
    Esme swatted the assailant off the pendant. The bat didn’t scare easily. It hovered in front of her face. 
 
    The pack dove for her, bats biting her hair and coat. 
 
    The lead bat spat in her face and snarled, “Your witch’s black amber will belong to me, King Raclaw of the Fae Autumn Court.” 
 
    Another magical creature after her! She shrieked and dodged, but the bat dove again for her amulet and gripped it firmly between his teeth. 
 
    A rush of adrenaline flooded her veins. The urge to flee fell away and her jaw clenched. Fear and panic fell aside to a violent wave of anger. Anger so intense, it frightened her and excited her at the same time. Heat rose to her temples and flooded her with energy. She smacked the vile bat hard onto the pavement. Where had her strength, a zealous urge to fight, come from? 
 
    The king flopped with an injured wing. Raclaw’s bat shape morphed into a full-size humanlike form dressed in brown camouflage fatigues. Although his face and the brown hair straggling at his shoulders appeared human, his legs, arms, and fingers bent awkwardly with extra joints. He struggled to sit, holding his injured arm. 
 
    Bats circled him, some on the ground and others in the air. The chaotic moment granted Esme the freedom she desperately needed. 
 
    She grabbed at the chance, jumped into the car and slammed the door shut. 
 
    At the sound of the car’s engine, the pack assaulted the windshield. 
 
    She yanked the shifter into reverse and backed from the fallen branch. 
 
    King Raclaw stood, his good hand glowing red with fire. 
 
    Faster than she thought safe, Esme cranked the wheel and turned the car around. The rear end fishtailed. 
 
    In the rearview mirror, Raclaw took a step and hurled a ball of fire at her. 
 
    Esme gasped. She stepped on the accelerator. The Airflow sped away, narrowly missing the flames. 
 
    Esme barely negotiated the first curve and gripped the wheel tighter. 
 
    Dove dug his claws into the seat. 
 
    She tore along Owls Tail Creek Road, checking her rear mirrors along every short stretch of straight road. 
 
    Dark images flitted through the air behind her, though small and distant, unable to keep up with her speed. 
 
    She exhaled through clenched teeth, then set a course cutting back to Holly Cabin from the other end of her road. Would Raclaw and his bats be there? The question hung heavy in her mind. 
 
    When they approached home, twilight darkened the sky but no bats. Shards of ice marred the pavement. Was Raclaw blocking her path home from this end of her road? She sucked in a breath. 
 
    But with closer inspection of the conditions, she released a shaking breath. Rather than the sharp silvers revealed at first glimpse, her road and driveway actually looked as if someone had spilled Christmas glitter. Esme strained for a view of the road past the cottage. All appeared normal. No squeaks of flying bats. The tightening between her shoulders relaxed. She parked in her shimmering driveway, bundled Dove into her arms, darted inside, and locked the door. 
 
    With the kitchen phone in hand, Esme searched her purse for Alice’s paper with Rowe’s number. Dread and horror eased when she found it and made the call, but the ringing went on and on. What if he wasn’t home? Who else could help with faeries who attacked as bats? Garrett, the sheriff’s deputy? Not likely. Desperate, she clutched the phone tighter. 
 
    After ten rings, a male voice answered, and Esme breathed silent thanks as she said, “I’m Esme Underhill, granddaughter of Flora Freestone. Am I speaking to Rowe McCoy?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m Rowe, and you’re Grammy Flora’s Esmeralda. Welcome back to Coon Hollow.” His voice rang with a smile. “I remember so many summers when you were younger and chased behind her, helping with her healing visits. What can I do for you?” 
 
    His warm tone heartened Esme, but she chose to begin the conversation with a discussion of her coven standing to better measure Rowe’s support. “Well, three things. One, I don’t understand why I wasn’t granted ceremonial status. I want and need to work as a hedge witch healer here. Without that approval my abilities won’t be trusted by some members.” 
 
    “I fully understand your dilemma and have pushed for approval of your higher status. You have to understand, though, that some on the Council wish to see proof of your positive contributions to the coven first. They have a valid point, but their terms of monitoring seem lengthy and unfair. I’m working on your behalf. Unfortunately, the current political instability of the Council is preventing quick action on any issue.” 
 
    “Thank you for keeping my interest in mind. I really appreciate it.” She moved to the sink and looked out the window, checking for bats or anything suspicious. When everything appeared normal, she hesitated to ask Rowe about attacks from forest faeries occupying bat forms. She’d been unharmed, and the threat had stopped. Most importantly, as a hedge witch, she above other witches should be able to work with The Cousins. The rest of the coven looked to wildwood mystics to help them cope with troublesome faeries. Rowe made it clear that she needed to prove herself. Asking for his help with The Cousins was not good proof of her abilities. 
 
    “You had other questions?” Rowe asked. 
 
    Alice’s words recommending Rowe zipped through Esme’s mind. She had to trust someone with what she’s seen during the blood ice. If Alice trusted Rowe…Esme took a deep breath. “Yes. I witnessed what I think was a potential murder at the home behind mine, through the woods.” She pulled the words up her aching throat. Her tongue stumbled on a few, although once spoken, she felt lighter without them hidden inside her. “I spoke to the sheriff’s office, but they said—” 
 
    “To report it to the Council first. That would be Eugenia Trustwell’s house, correct?” 
 
    “I think so. I don’t know Eugenia, or don’t remember meeting her. I took the woods trail from the back of my property directly there.” 
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    Esme recounted the incident and included the blood ice, which could be important evidence to a fellow witch. But she omitted mention of Baldy Oscar. She held her breath, desperate to rid herself of the possible murderer’s identity. 
 
    “Give me a minute. I’m writing down the details. Blood ice. Hmm.” Something clicked, like the end of a ballpoint pen. “That indicates a crime of vengeance is taking place or is about to take place. Did you recognize the man dragging the body?” 
 
    Esme swallowed hard against her swollen throat and rasped the name, “Oscar Burnhard.” 
 
    “I see.” Rowe paused. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Though her pulse pounded so loud she couldn’t hear her own voice, she explained how she’d seen Oscar at the council office soon after the incident. 
 
    “Thank you for reporting this. I can see it would be difficult to step forward with this. I will inform our High Priest, Logan Dennehy, and he and I will look into this matter. I’m sure he’ll want to meet with you tomorrow. Let’s set a time after lunch, one o’clock. There at your place. Will that work for you?” 
 
    “Yes.” Overwhelmed by Rowe’s empathy and sincerity, she was speechless. 
 
    “We’ll see you then. And thank you again for stepping up with this report, Esme.” 
 
    Esme hung up and let out a loud sigh, although her pulse would not be quieted. She let go of a few worries, then considered what remained. If she became known as a witness who named a councilman as a potential murderer, particularly a man popular with founding families, what problems would she face? 
 
    Sleet pelted the kitchen window. She looked outside at the moment the shed’s security light flashed on. Thick ice, the same sort that formed days ago as she unpacked, coated everything. But this sparkled crystal clear, not colored, and layered faster into a coating of at least an inch within a couple minutes. Her cobbled walkway and the road glittered beneath the ice. 
 
    The sleet stopped. At the edge of the security light’s golden glow, two shadow men, one tall and one short, stepped forward from the direction of the chestnut tree. 
 
    Esme clutched her talisman. 
 
    The taller had the same lanky frame as the faery who’d killed the badger. The shorter was overweight and used a cane to walk. The pair continued into the brightest part of the beam, and their shadows transformed into tangible features. The taller wore a hat with a flat crown and a brim turned up all around. From underneath, blue hair spilled out in wild spikes. Long, blue sideburns covered his jaw. Otherwise his gray Carhartt jacket and pants appeared typical for men who worked outdoors, 
 
    The short fat man’s baggy jeans were held up by red suspenders. He leaned heavily on his cane to shuffle into the light, then strained to full height while holding onto the tall man’s shoulder. He nodded and smiled at Esme with a twinkle in his eyes she couldn’t ever forget. The same gleam she’d seen as a child in drops of morning dew on her favorite plants in Gram’s garden. It was Relic. Although she’d never seen him outright, she knew those eyes that shined at her through icicles and reflected from rainwater puddled inside corolla cups of flower petals. 
 
    She chased off the front stoop, a couple steps toward where the pair stood under the light, then stopped. “Relic! Is that you?” she whispered, half afraid this was another trick of King Raclaw’s. 
 
    “Indeedy, it is, Miss Esmeralda. I’m right glad you’re back and to stay.” He gestured toward the lanky man. “This here’s Cap’n Shade. We laid the hoarfrost to guide you to safety during your travels, and this glaze ice to protect you in Holly Cabin from all danger. Mighty fine to be able to throw a glaze in November. Thank you kindly for that. Much appreciated by the entire Winter Court.” He leaned onto his cane and made a slight bow, while Captain Shade swept his hat off and bent deeply at his waist. 
 
    “Captain Shade.” Esme’s voice wavered, unsure how to speak to this faery with a title. “Were you the one who killed the badger?” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Esmeralda. That were me.” A grin highlighted apple-red cheeks inside his blue sideburns. 
 
    “Thank you for that, for keeping me safe,” she replied. 
 
    “You’re right welcome, miss.” 
 
    Esme stepped from the porch to meet them but lost her balance on an icy cobblestone. She grabbed for a branch of holly to stop her fall. When she regained her footing and looked up, the two faeries faded back to shadows and retreated into the woods. 
 
    Was that really Relic? Esme knew him by small characteristics, his twinkling eyes and his gentle and funny way of speaking that seemed to whisper to her on the breeze or on wings of insects. A voice that came from nowhere. As the years passed and she became a teenager, Relic spoke less often. She assumed he’d been created by her childhood imagination. 
 
    The sleet resumed and Esme retreated to the tiny porch, squinting for a chance to see the two in the woods. 
 
    Seen or unseen, Relic existed. And he brought a friend, the shadow man who’d killed the badger and watched her at Alice’s. No wonder in Shade’s earlier remark, he claimed to have known her as a child. Relic mentioned that he and Captain Shade belonged to the Winter Court. Was that a specific group within The Cousins? They’d used their winter magic to guide her home with frost on the roads that would’ve led her safely home from the market. If only she’d paid more attention to that sign, she could’ve avoided those evil bats. Esme surveyed the front and side yards. The entire property of Holly Cabin lay shielded by a crystal veil of ice. Was that to protect her from Raclaw? Had Relic and Shade known about the attack? Thinking of those bats still made her shake. Where had she found strength, more like a violent surge, to overpower the king bat? 
 
    A sharp, extended meow from the other side of the door alerted Esme that Dove needed her. Inside she picked him up and petted him until he quieted. His heat warmed her chilled hands. She laid logs and kindling in the fireplace. Despite all the unanswered questions, she felt safe in the protection and care of her childhood friend Relic. She lit the fire, peeled off her wet sweater, and sat in Gram’s rocker. 
 
    Dove jumped into her lap and purred. Was he comforted by her calmness or by the magic of the protective ice? Animals possessed intuition on a different plane from humans. 
 
    Esme gazed into the flames and reflected. Relic also thanked her for allowing him to throw glaze ice so early. And said that the entire Winter Court appreciated her causing an early change of seasons. But how had she done that? She was only a novice hedge witch. Earlier the badger had told her she’d pay with her life for bringing winter early. Had the badger been a faery directed by Raclaw? It seemed likely after the bat attack. Did Raclaw try to remove her defensive black amber so he could kill her? 
 
    Grateful for the ice covering her home, she finished her evening chores and again found solace in Grammy’s fluffy bed which cradled Esme’s tired body and mind into sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Drenched in sweat, Esme woke to total darkness. Her fingers clutched the witch’s amber. She thrashed against the covers. Against her will, half-sleep reclaimed her. Images raced behind her eyelids. A long, black cape swept open to reveal a handsome man, his dark brown hair in loose waves. He held a toddler, a girl with ringlets of the same color. 
 
    Esme struggled unsuccessfully to open her eyes. 
 
    The child giggled as the man danced in circles with her. 
 
    A groan resonated from Esme’s parched mouth. 
 
    When the man touched the girl’s chest, her heart glowed purple through her dress. “Now, my daughter Esmeralda, we share more than my blood.” He laughed and danced, faster and faster, circling out of control. 
 
    His maniacal laugh rang in Esme’s ears. She forced her eyes open and sat up, gulping the ice-covered cabin’s chilly air. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six: Apple Mint 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thayne paced the circumference of the Grand Ravine, hoping an answer would come to him about what to do concerning Esmeralda. After his meeting with her, at least he knew his dilemma: he couldn’t separate one question from another, much less prioritize the problems. What had his father done when faced with complex issues? The ultimate answer was simple: keep the court safe. Thayne’s determination overflowed. Frost spilled from his fingertips and curled the oak leaves at his feet as he sorted through the predicament. 
 
    The talisman Esmeralda wore contained powers, largely her own which were both dark and light. It could harm the Winter Court if the crystal fell into the wrong hands. The Summer and Spring Courts, mostly reclusive during cold weather, posed little issue. But if King Raclaw learned about the talisman, his Autumn Court would fight hard to obtain it. Those death mongers would become even more eager to spill winter fae blood. Thayne must claim or control that witch’s amber. His pulse throbbed with conviction and his breath puffed bursts of icy mist. Battling Raclaw, though arduous, was predictable. The Autumn Court’s tactics seldom wavered from full-on attacks, with few covert operations to challenge Thayne and his guards. 
 
    Beating Raclaw to the talisman might be achieved, but once Thayne held the black amber, would that enable his court to overpower the Summer Court? End any suffering faced by his winter fae in the entire world of Faerie? The intense and unusual powers within the witch’s amber might tempt him to use them in greed. Using the talisman might prove an historic chance for the Winter Court to rule supreme over all others, which hadn’t happened for thousands of years. During his father’s reign, those who touted balance, freedom, and fairness upheld equality between the Winter and Summer Courts as the best goal. Thayne often thought those same fae who touted balance were secretly too battle-weary or revolted by the aggressive premise of war to rise up. Why should Thayne settle when presented a chance to excel without spillage of much winter fae blood? He longed to extend his father’s legacy, and build his own. 
 
    Thayne could ask his adviser Grayson, who’d served his father through his three-century reign. Thayne should ask. But the old adviser’s grim demeanor, the way he looked down his long, crooked nose at Thayne during his childhood created a distance that remained even after a year of his own kingship. Thayne dismissed consulting the adviser, who maintained implacable allegiance to the old king. 
 
    Apart from the enticements of the talisman, Esmeralda herself contained the same powers found in the black amber. Could she be a threat to his court? An easy answer: yes. Would she? That answer proved impossible for Thayne to grasp. His readings of her talisman revealed the dark powers which belonged to her lay dormant. Had she ever used them? If not, what might prompt her to use them? Those answers could only be determined by knowing the woman. To protect his court, he needed to better assess the level of risk. The preliminary methodology required was clear—spend more time with Esmeralda directly, or indirectly through his most-trusted staff. 
 
    What would observation yield? She was a hedge witch. All witches’ minds contained so much camouflage of shadows curtaining their circuitous mortal thoughts that it was nearly impossible to simply read their intentions. Her actions would have to be tediously monitored and analyzed to determine purposeful patterns. His guard captains could serve that function, but ultimately the subjective evaluation required his personal careful consideration. 
 
    The caw of a crow brought him back to the present moment. Dead branches crunched under his feet as Thayne paced the rim of the Ravine. 
 
    He picked up a fallen branch. He studied its fine network of fissures coursing through the bark. He threaded white frost magic along those crevices, matching them perfectly as he’d done hundreds of times with complete confidence. But could he do that with Esmeralda? Could he follow her patterns of judgment, learn them as predictable and repeatable so he could stake the safety of his court upon his analysis? At the car dealer he’d forgotten to study the talisman while lost in her eyes, or smile, or the curves of her hips. Even the complex tonality of her voice blocked his concentration. The woman was dangerous and intriguing, whether because of her powers or in spite of them, he didn’t know. The thought of such a task seemed daunting, but he must learn. Thayne shot ice through the branch until it shattered into thousands of crystals. He shook the remaining particles from his hands and followed the next path leading into the ravine. 
 
    When he descended half the distance, a tiny messenger guard skittered toward him. “My King! Hold there. Important news.” As she came to a stop, a gust of freezing air swept past Runner Gale and challenged Thayne’s footing more than he expected. She’d raced faster than usual, which meant nothing good. 
 
    Thayne secured his stance and faced the nimble female runner. Her entire body, covered in pale gray rip-stop nylon tunic and leggings, heaved with her rapid breath. She resembled a storm cloud ready to burst. 
 
    “Cap’n Cobweb sends word. King Raclaw and two dozen bat shifters attacked Esmeralda. She’s unharmed.” Her face death-white rather than its normal bluish tint, the runner gasped for air. “Raclaw tried for her talisman. Didn’t get it. She fought him off and escaped. Drove back to Owls Tail Creek Road. She was frightened. Cap’n Cobweb spread hoarfrost. All along the road to guide her home. From the other direction.” 
 
    Thayne’s jaw twitched with the familiar excitement of fighting and defeating Raclaw. But his fingers iced at the thought of Esmeralda in danger. He patted the runner on her delicate shoulder. “Thank you, Gale. Come with me to dispatch Captain Shade and Sire Relic. You will accompany them.” 
 
    Unable to move slowly, the runner zipped past to where Shade loitered around the cook stoves carrying a mug. 
 
    Thayne called to Relic to join them. Once they assembled, Thayne conveyed the message. “I want both of you to go to Holly Cabin. As soon as Esmeralda has arrived, throw glaze ice to prevent the Autumn Court from attacking her there. Then, Relic, make yourself known. Apply only minimal glamour as needed to be accepted. She can identify you, correct?” 
 
    Relic nodded. “Yes, in slight but certain ways.” 
 
    “Introduce Shade to her. Allow her to feel safe, protected by friends. We need to open communication with her.” Thayne faced Shade. “Runner Gale will accompany you, in case you must communicate with me or Cobweb.” 
 
    Shade drew a hand to his pork pie hat and saluted. When dismissed, he supported Relic’s shoulder while the older faery slowly spread glamour that gave him a different physical form free of infirmities. 
 
    The kinks in Relic’s spine straightened so much he needed to lengthen his suspenders. He stood taller, up to Shade’s collar, and handed his cane to his wife Yalda. 
 
    Through thick spectacles, she winked at her husband. “Like the dapper faery I married.” 
 
    He stretched his legs, grinned, and smacked her well-padded rear that filled out her full skirt. “Save them notions for later, much later. After a meal an’ a good rest, when I can call up this much glamour again.” 
 
    She tsk’d and said dismissively, “Knowin’ you, you old fart, that’ll be a rest so long the notion’ll fall clean outta yer head.” 
 
    “Ready?” Shade smirked at the retired guard captain. 
 
    “Indeedy. Race ya.” Relic’s ice-blue eyes twinkled for an instant before he flashed up the ravine wall with Gale on his heels and Shade a few paces behind. 
 
    Yalda curtsied. “Thank you kindly, my King, for givin’ Relic a mission to sparkle the ordinary days o’ his retirement.” 
 
    “And the wide eyes of listeners to his tall tales will soothe his aches from the endeavor.” Thayne laughed with her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    A hand shaking Thayne’s shoulder startled him from a nap in his hillside chambers. He flinched and the bentwood rocker swung back on its runners. A journal of his father’s that Thayne had been consulting dropped with a clatter onto the limestone floor. 
 
    White threads of Cobweb’s gossamer hair floated in front of Thayne’s drowsy eyes as she rambled, “Sorry to wake you, my King, but we have trouble with the Autumn Court.” 
 
    At the mention of the Autumn Court, Thayne’s eyes flew open though his weary mind lagged behind. “Relic, Shade, and Gale—are they hurt? No. I saw them return. What is the matter then?” 
 
    “A mischief of Raclaw’s rats, numbering twenty-some, were in your forest and wounded three of my patrols with nasty deep bites as we checked Holly Cabin on our way home after Shade’s party had left, but all made it back here.” 
 
    Thayne blinked as he absorbed details of Captain Cobweb’s run-on account. Communication skills were not her forte. However she more than made up for that inadequacy with a kind heart, faultless fealty, and a bag of magic tricks no other faery could lay claim to. Thayne asked, “Did they suffer great blood loss? They are being treated for possible infection?” 
 
    Standing nearby, Cobweb nodded and a shower of white filaments flew over Thayne’s face. “Yes, my King, and one required extra effort to remove a poisoned fang that troubled him so bad we had to carry him home.” 
 
    “Poisonous bites.” Thayne wiped his goatee free of her hair and stood to prevent more from sticking to him. “Raclaw’s intent on getting that talisman. Was Holly Cabin protected?” 
 
    “Yes, Relic and Shade had done it up right with more than an inch of glaze ice that’ll keep out all other courts.” 
 
    “Good. Please take me to your injured patrols.” Thayne motioned toward the root-framed doorway covered with animal hides that kept consults private from adjacent smaller apartments used by the king’s advisers. Only Grayson occupied that space since Thayne had yet to name others. At the present time of political unrest, he wished he’d made different decisions. He could’ve already appointed another whom he trusted and removed Grayson to more distant quarters. Perhaps to one of the many ravines throughout his forest that housed the Winter Court. 
 
    In a small hillside cave, the young male guard, who’d suffered with the embedded poisonous fang, shivered on a cot beside a fire. Flames spewed smoke that wrapped the wounded soldier in healing apple mint. The other two injured patrols slept peacefully. Thayne touched the broad shoulder of the suffering faery, a muscled lad who always went about with a shy smile. “I am grateful for your service to protect our court, Firness.” 
 
    The young guard coughed, then said, “Thank you, my King. I’m honored.” 
 
    Thayne nodded appreciatively to the healer on duty and then walked to the cook’s dugout. He approached the serving line manned by the final crew of the night. 
 
    “An honor to serve you, my King.” The young woman’s cheeks flushed, and she bowed her head of pale pink hair. She and every young female faery in the court seemed to be afflicted with the same behavior around him. His daily habits had become a topic of female gossip. Some went out of their way to serve during times he usually dined, or arranged to deliver meals to his quarters when he dined alone. They even went so far as assisting at the library during late afternoons when he did his historical research. Generally, he found them to be a pretty but giggly sort without enough depth to hold his interest once his lust and the high of the mint wine faded. Kiss-drunk, they always begged for more, as if sex could win them a place as his queen. More and more, Thayne avoided all contact with them. 
 
    Thayne nodded and kept his eyes lowered as he accepted a steaming crock of leek soup. “Bread, too, please.” 
 
    With a too-obvious, twittery laugh, the girl passed him an extra thick slice of yeasty bread and a brimful butter pot. “Anything else I can do to serve my king? It would be my honor.” 
 
    Thayne grunted a thank you and sat on a bench at the table reserved for the king and family, king’s advisers, and guard captains. 
 
    Some patrols from Cobweb’s watch finished their meals and departed, leaving Thayne alone in the cavernous root-lined dining hall. A matron server filled his mug with dark roast root. Thankfully, she didn’t intrude on his thoughts like the pink-haired girl. 
 
    He ate meditatively, trying to assimilate his evening reading of his father’s journal entries. Pages had been filled with personal conflicts and secret political maneuvers that led him to trade his daughter for peace with the Summer Court. Thayne knew the rudimentary transaction when his sister left their court, but the rationale was kept from him as a child. He hoped to glean some understanding of the balance between a king’s personal choice and public responsibility—something not covered in his training to be king. Reading between his father’s words was much like deciphering a riddle, made even more cryptic because it hid only on those pages. His mother, the queen, had died when Thayne was a young boy, a year after his sister, barely an adult, left and married. 
 
    Thayne took his last sip of the brew and his throat convulsed. He sputtered into his napkin, and the surrounding air prickled his skin. He didn’t need to look to know Grayson approached. 
 
    “A good evening to you, my King,” the adviser croaked. He seated himself across the table with great care to keep his spine straight, as if when bent it might snap. He arched a single gray brow, its long hairs curling against his lined forehead, though his expression remained stoic. “What draws you to the hall at this late hour?” 
 
    “I checked on Cobweb’s injured patrols and wasn’t ready to sleep,” Thayne mumbled between mouthfuls of bread. 
 
    “Their wounds will mend under the experienced hands of our healers.” Grayson flicked his two unadorned gray braids onto his back, then arranged his place setting with precision. He tucked the napkin into his white shirt peeking from the mandarin collar of his steel gray frock coat. His ashen eyes pierced Thayne with a jolt of static charge that demanded attention. “You know that as well as I. What troubles your mind, my King? The girl Esmeralda and her talisman?” 
 
    Thayne nodded, not wanting to encourage discussion…or rather an interrogation. 
 
    “Whatever weighs upon you, keep utmost in your focus the path of greatest advantage for the court. That was always your father’s rubric.” The adviser loudly slurped a spoonful of soup, touched the tail of his napkin to his lips, and angled his stiff frame toward Thayne. “Let me give you an example when the king was in his prime, two hundred years heretofore. He faced a—” 
 
    Thayne stood. “Thank you for your interest, but I am the king now and must decide for myself how do to what is best. Good night to you.” Grayson might’ve known his father’s political mind, but Thayne needed to know what emotions caused tears to stain his father’s journal pages when he gave away his daughter. 
 
    The adviser rose, gave a slight bow of his head, and loudly snuffled his crooked nose. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    At Thayne’s request a personal aide woke him early when the morning sun rose to half its full height. With his usual contingent of five king’s sentries, Thayne set out for the hedge adjacent to Holly Cabin. 
 
    Near the property, he applied heavy glamour that camouflaged his features in total shadow and directed his cadre to do likewise. The glaze ice remained, though partially melted since it had been reapplied at pre-dawn. 
 
    Thayne raised his arm to administer additional layers, but when Esmeralda stepped onto her front porch, he stopped. 
 
    She held an oval piece of wood by a handle in front of her face. Moments later she said, “Back to you,” then repeated the phrase twice more as she turned what was a mirror away from her and rotated herself in a full circle. When she turned in Thayne’s direction, the energy that swept past him contained such a dark aura, he immediately ducked, as did his sentries. Tree branches hit by the power charred on impact. The evil that Esmeralda released had come from inside her before it reflected outward. How could someone, with the pure spirit he read within her yesterday, possess such darkness? 
 
    She set the mirror aside and chiseled ice from the steps into a pan. Her gathering of such a common substance intrigued him. Then she kneeled beside the foundation’s holly bushes and engaged in a joyful conversation. Her laughter rang in his ears like tinkling bells. 
 
    He took a step forward past the chestnut tree. 
 
    Esmeralda’s head snapped in his direction, her eyes scanning the hedge without recognition apparent on her face. “Relic? I smell apple mint. Is that you?” 
 
    How could a mortal pick up the slight scent on him from the healing smoke fires? Thayne wanted to reveal himself. He kept his glamour but took another step closer. It delighted him that she rose to her feet and smiled his way. However, she assumed he was Relic so he backed into the woods and settled onto a fallen log, where he watched her touch each bush and flower with green peeking through the ice. 
 
    A few she dug up with a hand trowel and put in clay pots. Some were special types of mints that wafted tempting scents of citrus and candy to Thayne. Since mint was a special favorite of his court, he guessed Relic had years ago encouraged Grammy or her granddaughter to plant the unusual varieties. So many wonders Thayne had missed while learning to be a leader. 
 
    Esmeralda carried the potted plants indoors, where they soon appeared on various windowsills. 
 
    He followed around the house from the distant hedge line, watching. Her placement of rosemary, a known sleep aid among fae, indicated the position of her bedroom. He smiled thinking how he might venture close one night to blow across the plant and provide deep, dreamless sleep to the troubled young woman. 
 
    As Thayne returned to the front of the property, a sheriff’s car pulled onto the driveway. 
 
    A young man, who looked to be in his mid-twenties, stepped from the car, squared his broad shoulders, and donned a wide-brimmed hat. When Esmeralda answered his knock at her front door, she laughed that same tinkling laugh that warmed the skin along the back of Thayne’s neck. 
 
    He clenched his hands into fists, then forced his fingers open, only to find them gripped again when the sheriff deputy chuckled at Esmeralda. Thayne’s reactions confused him. What was his underlying primary emotion? Anger? Confusion? Jealousy? Lust? Yes to all, but not one rose high above the others, as would be expected for normal fae thought patterns. His head ached with the jumble of feelings. 
 
    The deputy leaned forward as if to enter the cabin. 
 
    Thayne held his breath, then released it when, instead, Esmeralda moved onto the porch. 
 
    With a resonating laugh and a wave, the young man left her for his car and shouted back, “Call me if you need anything.” 
 
    Thayne swept his arm in a broad circle and spread a massive sleet storm across the property. With exacting precision, he withheld the precipitation along the drive and road until the deputy drove away. No need for that man to become stranded at Holly Cabin. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven: Wayward 
 
      
 
      
 
    Esme closed the cabin door. From a front window, she watched Garrett pull his deputy’s car from her gravel drive. Sleet and hail bounced from the cobblestone paths and the shed’s tin roof. Hailstones threatened to topple the mailbox, which leaned markedly lower after last night’s glaze ice. Strangely, however, the precipitation didn’t land on the drive or the road. 
 
    Was Relic responsible? She moved to the kitchen window and peered across the wide garden plot to look for him. Glistening, black chestnut branches stood out against the air’s silver-white haze. The tree stood apart from the rest of the dense, gray woods in a way she’d not noticed before. But neither the chestnut nor the forest beyond showed any sign of Relic. The selective sleeting of her property had to be controlled by The Cousins. Could this be an act of Raclaw’s Autumn Court to clear the roadways for their entry? 
 
    Esme raced to the front porch, where ice now covered the drive and road. Her theory fell apart, and her gaze shifted to the property’s right hedgeline. A sharp minty scent like Altoids laced with determination and authority drew her in the opposite direction toward the shed. Past the large garden plot, a shadow widened the chestnut’s trunk from behind. Whiffs of musk mixed with trepidation moderated the stronger smell. She eyed the tree. Although the scent was far more intense than Relic ever gave off, perhaps he’d been frightened by the deputy. Or maybe her mixed feelings toward Garrett, attraction she worked to avoid, confused the old faery while he tried to protect her. “Relic? Is that you?” No answer came, and she fixed her gaze on the chestnut. “Shade?” The captain had revealed no odor last night but would surely reply. 
 
    The shadow vanished in a fraction of a second. Sleet pummeled Holly Cabin and obliterated all traces of the fragrances. 
 
    Esme waited until her nose and cheeks grew cold and the chill cut through her favorite threadbare jogging pants and sweatshirt, then moved inside to the kitchen window. The chestnut’s bark appeared its normal gray-brown hue again. The Cousin must’ve left. Why didn’t the faery reply? 
 
    When she sat to eat a simple lunch of canned soup, her talisman swung toward the table edge. She touched the gem’s smooth jet-black surface, glad for its protection in case the faery at the chestnut meant her harm. 
 
    Last night the witch’s amber had comforted her after the intense nightmare. Its coolness had absorbed the feverish heat from her palms. However, the image of her father, who she didn’t remember as a child nor from any picture, still burned in her mind. 
 
    She knew so little about him. He was a witch, not from the Hollow, who had drifted in to help with a construction project. He promised Mother that he’d stay with her, but he didn’t. Something about a job. Mother hated him, called him no-good, bum, cur, or any foul word that spat out before she pursed her lips and refused to explain more. Grammy told Esme that he’d loved her as a baby. Yet somehow he couldn't stay with them, ’cause he fought to control his strong magic, what Gram called wayward. That knowledge softened Esme’s frustration with her mother’s silence, but not the sadness. 
 
    During Esme’s first year of witchcraft school in the coven, a boy teased her with the name “wayward” as she stepped from the bus onto the end of her lane. Mother glared at the boy, though he didn’t stop. A week later, Esme began homeschooling under her mother’s direction. Esme cried to be with the other kids. She didn’t remember much from her mother’s teachings. Something must’ve gone terribly wrong, ’cause a few months later, when winter broke, Mother moved them to Indianapolis and away from all connections to witchcraft. All except Grammy. 
 
    Esme’s birth certificate listed Erebus J. Underhill as her father and Sharon Rose Freestone as her mother. Esme searched online records a few times without success. Only one match turned up, a man younger than herself and living in California. Curious about the uncommon name “Erebus,” her Google search revealed it meant utter darkness, associated with the mythic god of the Underworld. The name had to be fake, clearly an invention of her mother’s, and something Esme gladly dismissed. 
 
    Dove leaped into Esme’s lap and brought her thoughts back to the present. 
 
    She flinched and faced the clock. “It’s almost time for Rowe and Logan to come. I need to get busy.” 
 
    Esme washed dishes and changed into a pleated tan skirt and trim green cardigan while she reviewed what she’d seen the afternoon during the blood ice incident. Her details needed to be exact and accurate. A false accusation could cost her a lot in the community. And gaining the favor of the high priest and a councilman could help open doors for her to become a successful healer. 
 
    When a knock sounded at the door, the familiar scratchy feeling started inside her throat. She gently swallowed in a poor attempt to ease the ache and greeted the two men on her front porch. A black Studebaker sedan, twice as long and with three times as much shiny chrome as her Airflow, sat on the drive behind them. 
 
    The man with shoulder-length dark hair gave a tentative smile. “Esme? I’m Rowe McCoy.” His friendly manner and bristly stubble broke the fastidious appearance he cut in his Thirties-style double-breasted black suit and pressed white shirt. He gestured to his companion. “This is High Priest Logan Dennehy.” 
 
    “Hello, Esme. Thank you for contacting us.” Tall and angular, Logan took one large stride toward her and swept out his hand. With the assertive motion, a wave of thick blond bangs fell below his brows but didn’t impede the intensity of his stormy blue eyes. Although he wore a similar style suit, the elbows were creased and the padded shoulders hung a bit off-kilter—a man whose job must matter more than his clothes. Both men, near to her age, seemed like many of the determined young professionals Esme had worked with at the bioresearch firm. 
 
    “Please come in.” Esme opened the door wider and waved them inside toward the hearth room. 
 
    Heavy footsteps stomped against her wooden floor and called attention to hiking boots, which clashed with their tailored suits. 
 
    A heady mix of pine, citrus, and musk colognes from the men swirled around the small room as they sat across from each other at the table. 
 
    Esme took a chair close to them at the head, while trying without luck to read emotions beneath those strong scents. 
 
    Exchanging silent glances, the pair fumbled to retrieve small notebooks and pens from their jackets. 
 
    With a nod to Rowe, who poised his pen to write, the high priest asked, “Rowe told me you witnessed a potential murder at the back of Eugenia Trustwell’s property. Is that correct?” 
 
    On the table Esme laced her trembling fingers to keep them still. “I don’t know Eugenia, but I took the trailhead at the rear corner of my lot through the woods until I reached another cabin.” 
 
    “We’ll check out that trail, but maps indicate that should lead to her place.” Logan’s irises changed to midnight blue and the pupils to mere pinpricks fixed on her. “And at that site you saw Oscar Burnhard dragging a wrapped body which looked to be small, like a female. How are you sure it was him and not someone else?” 
 
    Esme described her substantiating encounter with Oscar at the Council office. 
 
    Logan caught Rowe’s gaze, cleared his throat, and restated, “Are you sure the man dragging the body was the same as the man you spoke to? Was the man dressed the same or did he wear different clothes in the office? It’s critical that you are sure of the potential offender’s identity.” 
 
    She twisted her interlaced fingers. “He wore the same clothing, a black shirt. In the office, his shirt was still wet.” 
 
    The councilman scribbled in his notebook. 
 
    “Rowe told me you witnessed magical evidence as well.” Logan leaned toward her, his tone more intense, eager. “Will you please explain?” 
 
    She detailed the transitioning colors of the ice, which led her to the crime scene. “From what I can tell, if Oscar saw the red ice, he didn’t know it led me to him.” 
 
    “Any other magical clues?” Logan asked. 
 
    She waited for Rowe to finish writing. “The smell of the man…I can sometimes read emotions carried by scents. The man at the crime scene and the man at the office both reeked of revenge. Will that be important?” 
 
    “Definitely.” Logan’s eyes flashed steel-gray. “Although since you don’t hold ceremonial status, we may need to validate your heightened sensory abilities.” 
 
    Esme moved her hands to her lap, unable to contain their shaking. What if their tests showed her skill to be unreliable or fake? She’d never earn advanced standing and be financially able to stay here. She didn’t want to sell Grammy’s home, and certainly didn’t want to move back to live by her mother again. 
 
    “It’s okay. Don’t be nervous.” Logan softened his voice and briefly touched her shoulder. 
 
    That close, she detected his smell of keen interest. 
 
    “We’re here to make certain justice is upheld. Under the last high priestess, troublemakers ran amuck. My standards are higher. Have you told anyone about what you saw?” 
 
    She shook her head and considered his emotion. With two Council seats open, he must be on edge. Would her information help them achieve political gain in the upcoming Council election? As long as they were trustworthy in the deal and helped her out in turn, that could serve her goals well. She relaxed against the chair’s back. 
 
    “Good. You told Rowe that you'd tried to report the crime to the sheriff's office and they referred you to us. That much is okay, but for your safety and the sake of this investigation, it’s vital that you talk only to us in the future. I suspect we’ll bring in the sheriff soon, but only speak to them in my presence.” 
 
    “Do you have reason to not trust the sheriff?” she asked. 
 
    “I have suspicions…” Logan’s voice trailed off, as if containing unwanted words that might slip out. 
 
    Rowe lifted his pen and glanced at the high priest, who gave him a nod. “We’ll check that trail now. Normally we’d take you, but to not put you in more risk Logan and I will examine the area alone. If it leads to Eugenia’s, we’ll follow up at her place and with her neighbors. She has no living family. We’ll check with any house spirits and empowered deceased relations she may have in the cemetery.” 
 
    Esme tilted her head. “House spirits and empowered dead relations?” 
 
    Rowe closed his notebook. “Our coven members can learn advanced witchcraft during their lives that will empower their souls after death. Eugenia kept to herself. I don’t know if she or her family gained empowerment.” 
 
    His explanation blew past Esme. “Gram only taught me hedge witchcraft. How can I learn more about empowerment?” She wondered if this was something she needed to understand in order to gain ceremonial status. 
 
    “We have publications in the Council office,” Rowe offered. 
 
    “Um…I’m not comfortable going—” 
 
    “No problem. I should’ve thought about that. I’ll bring one by sometime soon.” He addressed Logan. “Is that all?” 
 
    “One more thing.” Logan shifted in his seat. “Do you think anyone else could’ve witnessed the alleged crime?” 
 
    “No. Alice didn’t mention anything, and she knows all the gossip.” 
 
    The men chuckled, and Rowe added, “She certainly does. A hen-huzzy.” 
 
    Joining in the laughter, Esme’s gaze drifted to the ice coating the front window. “But The Cousins know what happened. A few have told me.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Logan steepled his fingers at his chin. “I don’t know how to contact The Cousins. Do you?” 
 
    Esme clasped her hands together under the table. She needed to demonstrate her abilities at the hedge to be accepted as a healer. Could she initiate contact with Relic or Shade or any other faery? Faking out the two men who seemed to be on her side wouldn’t be wise. She wiped sweaty palms on her skirt and gave a positive but honest answer. “With some. I’m still building relationships with others.” 
 
    Rowe met her gaze. “Maybe you need to write a publication for the Council on this matter. Empowered witches have no clue and really need a basic understanding of the fae world.” 
 
    She took hold of the table edge and leaned forward. “I’d be glad to work on that project. And maybe some methods of communication with plants also—one of my specialties.” 
 
    “Definitely.” Rowe grinned and put his notebook away. 
 
    Logan laughed at him. “With all this innovation you’re pushing through, it’s no wonder you wanted your friend in as high priest.” 
 
    The two men rose and Logan offered his hand to Esme. “I can’t thank you enough for stepping forward. It took a lot of courage. We’ll be in touch.” His firm grip gave her unstated reassurance of his sincerity as well as hope he would work to help elevate her standing. 
 
    She saw them to the back porch, and they pursued the trailhead. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    An hour later Esme pulled out of the driveway using extra care on the thick ice. The Airflow lurched in first gear until she moved past Holly Cabin to dry road, where she could get some speed. 
 
    With a toot, she parked at Alice’s and hopped out. 
 
    The old woman popped out and secured her door. “Ready and waitin’.” She’d dressed up a bit for their scheduled afternoon home visits to meet Grammy's clients who might continue doctoring with Esme. Her wild white hair had been corralled into two braids beneath her usual red bandana. Instead of pants, thick wool stockings encased her scrawny legs under a corduroy skirt. Walking shoes replaced hiking boots, but a bright purple down vest still let the world know Alice might trek into the woods at any moment. 
 
    Esme met her at the porch and took charge of two heavy baskets. “These weigh a ton. What’s in here?” 
 
    “Oh, just venison jerky I made up for Gertie’s fambly from a deer her husband shot an’ butchered.” Alice bucked up under her lightened load and took strong strides toward the Airflow. 
 
    Esme groaned, “Really? Are you sure there aren’t rocks in here, too?” 
 
    “Oh, an’ a couple jars of apple butter.” 
 
    “At least.” Esme hoisted the baskets into her roomy trunk alongside her own crate and baskets of healing products she’d packed that morning. 
 
    “See yer set to impress some potential clients.” Alice eyed the trunk’s contents, then opened the passenger door. “Dove’s not comin’?” 
 
    “No. Not till I learn if it’s okay with customers.” Esme took her seat and backed onto the road. 
 
    “Not everybody takes to cats, I s’pose. Head us off to Rabbit’s Notch Road, where we’ll pay a visit to Miss Clara Primmer. You know the way?” The old woman lifted a bony hand and crooked a finger in the general direction. 
 
    “I can’t drive through that ravine you’re pointing at.” Esme laughed. 
 
    Alice cackled. “Clara’s over yonder as the crow flies.” 
 
    Dozens of turns and hills later, they arrived at a limestone-fronted ranch home. 
 
    A hunched and prune-faced old lady greeted them at the front door with a warm smile. “Oh, my. It’s chilly out. Come on in, ladies. Have a seat in the parlor wherever you like.” She closed the door after them and fastened the top buttons of a fuzzy white cardigan that matched her halo of cottony curls. 
 
    “Miss Clara, I’m Grammy Flora’s granddaughter Esme. It’s been a while.” She took hold of the elderly lady’s arm, and, together, they shuffled to a wood-framed floral loveseat. Esme placed a market basket of supplies at her feet on a rug covered in large cabbage roses. The air smelled of baby powder tinged with subtle notes of doubt coming from their hostess. 
 
    “Indeed it has. Why, I last remember you as a pretty little thing of about ten, a good helper to Flora, you were.” Clara patted Esme’s hand. “You’re still pretty. Same shiny brown ringlets.” 
 
    “Should have a fella, shouldn’t she?” Alice added. 
 
    “Oh. A bachlur girl. No beau?” Clara wrinkled her pug nose. “Why in sakes not?” 
 
    “Too busy learning to be a root worker like Gram.” Esme dug in her basket and withdrew parcels wrapped in butcher paper. 
 
    “Pshaw!” Clara slapped her knee. “Flora was devoted to your grandpa. They were the picture of true love till he passed.” 
 
    “Two peas in a pod.” Alice chuckled. “But Esme wouldn’t have know’d that. Flora’s Earl passed before she came along.” 
 
    “Sakes.” Clara adjusted her glasses and peered through them at Esme. “I reckon you are still a young’un then, still learning the ropes.” 
 
    Heat crept up Esme’s neck at the mention of her inexperience. To change the topic, she passed the parcels to Clara. “I found Gram’s receipt for the sachet pillows you like and made up two that aid sleep, one for indigestion, and another for congestion. Tuck these under your pillow at night so the herbs can work.” 
 
    Miss Clara opened the packages and sniffed the envelope-size muslin bags, as a slight frown pulled on her lips. “Looks like Flora’s doings, but smells a bit off for the ailments. The sleep ones are nice though, a bit more lavender than she used, which suits me fine.” She set the sachets on a side table and accepted two mason pint jars Esme handed her. 
 
    “Well, give them a try and see if they work for you,” Esme said. “Here’s some goose grease I made fresh yesterday, ’specially for this year’s early cold season upon us, and a jar of rose salve from Gram’s supply.” 
 
    Clara opened the new goose grease and grimaced. “Strong’s what we’ll need for this early winter.” 
 
    Alice took the jar and sniffed before passing it back to Clara. “Smells like real med-cin to me. Bet this works. I’ll buy me a jar when we get home.” 
 
    “It does smell like it’ll work, doesn’t it?” Clara took a tentative whiff and nodded. “It’ll do. I’ll take one. And definitely want Flora’s rose salve. You need to keep to her receipt with that one. None better.” She opened the lid and inhaled deeply with a broad smile. 
 
    “Do you have any new ailments you’d like me to treat?” Esme asked. 
 
    Clara clutched the jar as if it would jump from her hand. “Not particularly, but I’ll be sure and let you know if I do.” 
 
    Esme appreciated Alice’s help in winning Clara’s favor, but wished the client was more accepting. After she paid, Alice and Esme continued to their next stop. 
 
    “That weren’t so bad, was it?” Alice asked. “Clara’s just full of twitter like a bird on a perch.” 
 
    “Hmm. Not so good either. And you said Miss Clara would be one of the easier sells?” 
 
    “Don’t git yer back up. Takes time. Have yerself some patience.” 
 
    The next three stops to see Lucilla, Phoebe, and Clyde proved the same mixed bag of cautious politeness. At least Clyde showed Esme a bad rash that needed treatment. Esme proudly whipped out a special witch hazel based lotion she’d concocted. So sure of her remedy, she gave him a generous free sample and left several of her business cards that included her booth number at the Saturday market. 
 
    Esme and Alice arrived at their last stop, to see Gertie’s family. Esme looked at the wide log wraparound porch on the sprawling cabin and took a deep breath. Treating folks who weren’t elderly had to go better. She filled her arms with supplies and followed Alice to the door. 
 
    Their knock set off a cacophony of noise—dogs barking, kids yelling, and footsteps chasing—until the door opened to reveal a stringy-haired barefoot girl, who looked about eight years old. She shined big blue eyes at the visitors but didn’t say a word. 
 
    From inside a woman called, “Lottie, is it Alice?” 
 
    The child left the door ajar and ran back inside. “It’s Auntie Alice and someone I don’t know carrying Grammy Flora’s basket. Where’s Grammy Flora?” 
 
    Through the crack, dogs sniffed and yipped at the two women on the porch. 
 
    “Did you ask them in? Why not?” A raspy female voice drew nearer. A thirtyish woman, in overalls and a red flannel shirt, swung the door open. She pushed a terrier and a black lab out of the way with her moccasin-clad foot. “Hi. You must be Esme. I’m Gertie. Sorry ’bout that. Come on in, ladies, if you can get past the dogs.” 
 
    Alice edged in first. The two dogs gave her legs a brief sniff and then circled Esme. They jumped at her baskets, which she lifted higher. 
 
    “Sadie, Max, get down!” Gertie motioned toward the girl and two boys, who were older by a couple years. “Get a hold on these dogs, while I talk with the ladies.” 
 
    When the children corralled the pets, their mother showed her guests into a large great room. Filled with a jumble of toys, clothes, and homemade artisan furniture, it contrasted with the antique décor in other coven homes Esme had seen. 
 
    “Great furniture,” Esme remarked and moved a doll aside to sit on a bentwood chair upholstered in pieced animal hides. “I’m still learning coven rules. Are you allowed to make your furniture?” 
 
    Gertie moved through the area, tidying up, and huffed, “That’s about the only exception allowed. If you make it, you can use it. Under a clause written way back by homesteaders who couldn’t afford readymade things. Alice, this rocker’s clear for you now.” She tossed her armload into a pile and planted her wide bottom onto a settee that matched Esme’s chair. The woman’s fiery character matched her russet-colored hair worn in a long, loose braid. 
 
    Alice presented her with the deer jerky and apple butter. 
 
    “Tad will be in heaven with that jerky, but I’m hidin’ that apple butter for me.” Gertie laughed. 
 
    Her confidence boosted by a little experience, Esme relaxed into her sales pitch to a woman closer to her own age. She displayed items like before, some from Gram’s stock and some Esme made according to previous records and recipes. “If you and any of your family are ailing and need a new treatment made, let me know about the symptoms.” 
 
    Gertie examined the assortment of products on the table between them. She sniffed and held each up to the light of a lamp. 
 
    Esme continued. “I earned a master’s degree in botany and will be able to create some new treatments once I get fully set up. I just moved in earlier this week.” 
 
    After much scrutiny, Gertie collected items that were made by Gram. “Other than Gram’s salve, I’ll take a chance on these congestion sachets. Smell enough like Grammy’s. Those are all that’ll keep the coughs down for my little guys so they can sleep. I considered your goose grease, but it ain’t Grammy’s blend.” 
 
    “I assure you, it’s effective,” Esme interjected. 
 
    “Since you don’t have ceremonial status, you test it out at tomorrow’s market first. If it sells and folks come round for more, I’ll buy. Sorry, but that’s how I do things. And I wouldn’t drop that line about your fancy degree there or you’ll turn folks away. It might impress Kandice and her crowd of empowered witches who think they run the coven, but simple folk like us think differently.” 
 
    The sweep of blunt words and sudden fragrance of sharp anise licorice from the woman stunned Esme. Anger boiled inside her, and she struggled to stay calm and professional to avoid losing a customer, albeit a rude one. She nodded to stall for time, then stammered, “Would you like to try a sample of my goose grease to see how it works?” 
 
    Gertie held up a hand. “Nope. I spoke my terms. You’ll catch on soon enough since you’re Grammy Flora’s kin. That said, I’d like to give you a chance to get to know my family better at Thanksgiving. You and Alice are invited.” 
 
    Confused by the prickly woman’s unexpected twist of kindness, Esme gave a single nod that lacked enthusiasm. 
 
    “You can count us in fer sure.” Alice jumped to her feet and moved to stand beside Esme with an arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “Yes. Thank you for the kind invitation.” Esme wondered what she needed to do at that dinner to be accepted. 
 
    Through a maze of five kids and two dogs, Esme and Alice made their way to the car. On the drive home, the old woman hummed at the setting sun, while Esme sorted and weighed the afternoon’s events. The scale tipped more negative than she’d expected. Fitting in would require more than she had anticipated. 
 
    On the road ahead a possum darted to the middle and looked at their approaching car. The critter’s eyes shone like gold marbles in her headlights. It wrinkled its snout and ambled away, a solitary hunter. 
 
    Maybe she was like that possum, solitary and a wayward like her father, destined to not fit in anywhere. Esme shoved the thought away and wrangled her mind for ways to improve her success as a root worker. Tomorrow was market day. She’d work a long evening tonight creating more new products. She really needed approval from the Council. Logan and Rowe might help her with that, if she could find the few approachable people who would let her demonstrate her abilities. Or if her evidence as a witness against Oscar Burnhard proved useful in their politics. Political maneuvers were shaky at best and based on family histories she couldn’t begin to guess at. She blew out a breath. I knew this change, my new life, would be hard, but not this hard. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight: Market Day 
 
      
 
      
 
    Esme closed the Airflow’s trunk as Rowe’s long, black Studebaker turned into her drive. 
 
    The first morning sun rays peeking through trees reflected from the sedan’s chrome and blinded Esme’s sleep-weary eyes. 
 
    She waved, buttoned her hand-knit cardigan over her shirtwaist dress of pretty but thin green-flowered cotton and waited for him to park. Alarm bells clanged in her head. Why had Rowe come this early? Had they turned up something important in the investigation? 
 
    He stepped from the car, moved toward her, and tipped his fedora. “I was just over at Eugenia’s and thought I might find you getting ready for the market.” 
 
    “Thanks for stopping by. Did you learn anything?” 
 
    “Yes, we did. The area behind the shed, where you said you saw the body buried, didn’t test positive for human remains. With our readings we could only detect a deer carcass in the freshly dug pit.” 
 
    Esme’s brows drew together. “I’m sure what I saw was a human form, and it wasn’t as heavy to drag as a deer.” 
 
    He rubbed a hand over the stubble along his jaw. “I believe you. That’s why I went back this morning to try a different revealing spell. No luck with that, though. But it seems Eugenia’s gone missing. None of her neighbors have seen her since the morning of the event you witnessed. As high priest, Logan has the right to enter Eugenia’s cottage. Inside, we found signs of a struggle in the parlor. Lunch dishes on the kitchen table with a half-eaten sandwich, as if she’d left in a hurry. Today we’re going to bring in one of the coven’s prominent seers to help locate the body.” 
 
    “Can you trust him?” 
 
    “No problem. He’s a close friend.” Rowe glanced past her, in the direction of the trailhead, then lowered his voice. “If we can’t piece anything together, we’ll call in support from the sheriff. It’s not a step we’re eager to take. Like Logan said, we suspect some Council members have bartered favors of magic for privileges. We don’t know who in the sheriff’s office may have been involved. There’s a lot of corruption left from the last high priestess’ term we haven’t had time to sort through.” 
 
    “There’s a Deputy Garrett Nesby who’s been keeping tabs on me. Seems friendly and sincere.” 
 
    “Nesby. He’s new to the force. Could be unaware of the payoffs. Or sent out as a scout to gather information so he can keep his job. Keep a record of his interactions with you and be careful what you say.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Well, wish I had better news but wanted to keep you informed.” Again, his gaze darted beyond her. 
 
    Esme turned. “Do you see something?” 
 
    “I thought I saw some branches bend opposite from the way the wind’s blowing.” He scanned the entire hedge visible from where they stood, then whispered, “Does that mean The Cousins are present? Listening to our conversation?” 
 
    “It could, and their senses are keener than ours.” 
 
    “I wonder why they’d be interested? Could you contact them? You said they know about the incident you witnessed. I’d like to find out what they know.” 
 
    “I’ll try my best. Fae are tricksters and almost never come on command.” 
 
    “It’s worth a try since we have no lead. Good luck at the market. I might drop by and say hello.” He touched his hat and headed back to his car. 
 
    “Thanks. I need all the luck I can get.” She wished she could snap her words back. She needed to impress Rowe, not inform him that she struggled as a root worker. She bit her lip, took a seat in her Airflow, and drove out after him. 
 
    The market didn’t start for two hours, but she wanted plenty of time to set up, exchange some greetings, and chitchat with Kandice as well as the other vendors. She yawned, tired from her long night concocting new products. One contained Gram’s dried mountain mint for enlivening dull dreams, and another had oak leaves fresh from the Holly Cabin tree that would increase willpower. The herbal blends of these new lines, their magic kicked up with doses of vervain, were steeped and infused into candles and lotions, and also roughly pulverized for sachet pillows. She wanted to make these and more lines in different products—bath salts, teas, and salves—but time limited her output. 
 
    When she turned at the wooded intersection onto Bear Wallow Road, the rat tail of a possum whipped into the air from where it sat on the center yellow line. The animal faced her with a beady-eyed glare. 
 
    Esme slowed, but the critter didn’t budge. With the car a few yards away, she stopped and honked. Without success, she inched the car forward and tooted a few more times. 
 
    From behind, a pack of bats attacked her rear window. Their spine-chilling squeaks pierced her ears through the glass, too loud for normal bats. Oh please, don’t let them break through the windows. 
 
    She blared the horn and stepped on the gas. Her heartbeat sped with the car’s acceleration. She clenched her teeth and swerved around where the possum sat. A tire hit with a sickening dull crunch. Her stomach lurched. Her focus wavered and her foot let up. 
 
    The bats assaulted her driver’s window and some flew to the windshield. They clawed and chewed at the glass. Tore at the rubber around the windows. 
 
    She shot the car forward. 
 
    The ones in front wouldn’t shake off. Her speed flattened their wings against the windshield. Translucent webbing taut between long, finger bones. Their mouths gaped in her face, canines bared. 
 
    The largest bat, shades darker that the others positioned himself in her direct line of sight. “Give me the black amber!” It was Raclaw. 
 
    She grabbed and fumbled through the control arms until she found the wiper lever. It caught several bats by the wings and sent them careening away. 
 
    Raclaw hovered, hideous and threatening, a mere inch from the moving blade. His jaw stretched wide. From a cavernous gullet, orange flames erupted and licked the glass between them. Cracks spidered across her windshield. 
 
    Esme’s sweaty palms slipped around the steering wheel. The car swerved tight on a curve. She stepped on the brake to gain control. The back whipped toward a looming hillside. She spun the wheel and righted the car. 
 
    Black smoke spewed from Raclaw’s gullet through the windshield’s cracks, with a vile odor of mold, carnage, and death. 
 
    A red car honked and veered across the road to miss the Airflow, then skidded to a stop on the left berm. Esme fell forward into the wheel. Sharp pain shot through her ribs and shoulder, still injured from the same impact when she met Raclaw before. His fumes triggered waves of bile rising from her stomach. 
 
    Raclaw and his pack disappeared into the woods. Faster than any flying animal could move. 
 
    On the other side of the road sat the red White Eagle belonging to Thayne. 
 
    He jumped from the car and raced to open her door. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I think so.” She rubbed a tender spot on her forehead. “A little bump when my head hit the wheel. That’s all. But my windshield. Whoa! I hope that’s all the damage.” She scooted from the seat, accepted his arm, and gulped fresh air. She coughed and bent double, pain stabbing her head. Was that from Raclaw’s smoke? 
 
    He wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “Breathe with little sips.” 
 
    She pushed up against his arm. “I need to get to—” 
 
    “Breathe. Shallow breaths.” His strong arm clung tight. 
 
    She complied, and after a few sips of air, her headache lessened. Tension eased from her limbs. With a few more breaths, she relaxed against his side and cautiously straightened. “It worked. I feel better. Thank you. Those bats, did you see them?” 
 
    He gently brushed hair from her forehead and examined the bump. Like before, his eyes flashed green and purple across dark irises. “I’m glad I could help.” He lightly touched the injury, and a cool sensation eased the heat and pressure. 
 
    It seemed strange that he didn’t answer her question. When he moved his hand away, she fingered the raised skin, tender to her touch though not throbbing as before. She wanted to ask how he knew to tell her to breathe and what magic his touch held, but she didn’t have time. “I need to check my car and get to the market.” 
 
    He loosened his support and kept his arm lightly at her waist as she walked around the car. “I didn’t see any damage.” 
 
    “It looks fine, aside from the windshield. I can’t get that fixed till Monday.” 
 
    “It’s not shattered so you should be safe for a short while. I’ll be glad to drive behind you to the market in case there is something wrong we can’t see. I was going to go there a bit later anyway.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’d appreciate that.” She moved back to her driver’s seat. Luckily with the door left open, Raclaw’s noxious odors escaped. She started the engine, which chugged as normal, and drove cautiously toward her destination. The red sedan stayed in her rear mirror, a real comfort. The memory of Raclaw’s smoke odor stuck in her nose. Her arms and legs still shook from the encounter, but she forced herself to rest against the seatback. She needed to arrive calm and collected for her crucial chance to win over the community. 
 
    Despite Esme’s attempts to focus, confused thoughts popped up. Why did Raclaw want her black amber? What possible use could he have for it? Why did he want to harm her? Did he think if he removed it, he could kill her and then the weather would warm back to autumn’s temperatures for some advantage to his Autumn Court? She hadn’t done anything to change the weather. Was there any other possible reason for his attack? She couldn’t imagine anything. She touched her witch’s amber. No one was getting it from her. 
 
    She turned into the marketplace and parked as close as possible to her booth. Four other cars and vans sat directly in front of the nearest door. She couldn’t wait for them to leave. The dozen loading doors would remain open only another thirty minutes. During market hours they were shut in winter and kept raised in summer. 
 
    From her trunk she hoisted a crate of pint containers and trudged over fifty yards through the nearest open garage door to her assigned spot. Heat from exertion spread into her face. She returned and picked up another load with a groan. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be doing that lifting.” Thayne appeared at her trunk. “Can I help?” 
 
    “I feel fine after you mended my bump. But I won’t turn down an assist.” 
 
    He picked up a heavy crate of jar candles as if it weighed nothing and followed her inside. She appreciated his willingness to help her through this difficult morning, but what did he want in return? He hadn’t answered her about whether he saw the bats. A rare few witches had the Sight and could see The Cousins without their consent. He knew what remedy to tell her to use for the bat smoke, but that didn’t prove anything. Calm breathing was generally advised for persons after trauma. 
 
    She pushed thoughts of the bat attack away, spread Grammy’s market-table quilts, and arranged the crates. On her way back to the car, she met Thayne at the door. 
 
    “You set up your booth,” he said in passing. “I’ll carry everything inside.” 
 
    “Thank you so much.” She slipped back to the booth and worked arranging products, signs, and business cards. Kandice Kelly’s bubbly laugh reached Esme from around the corner, and she hurried. She wanted the display to look professional before the coordinator arrived. 
 
    Sweat beaded along her hairline as Kandice called to her, “Esme, this looks fantastic! And it’s so good to meet you in person.” The model-tall coordinator with a neat salt and pepper chignon hairdo made quick notes on her clipboard, then offered a manicured hand. Dressed in a fitted black and white checked wool suit and red heeled pumps, Kandice could easily cause down-to-earth types like Gertie some detachment. From Esme’s work experience in the city, Kandice’s polish didn’t fluster her. Although researchers tended to be laid back, she’d worked under many business personnel. 
 
    She clasped Kandice’s hand and met her gaze. “Thank you again for allowing me to join the market on short notice.” 
 
    “You’ve done such a nice job combining Grammy Flora’s homey style with punches of your own fresh marketing. It’s a treat for us to have new ideas.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Esme beamed. “That’s the look I aimed for, infusing my ideas with hers to appeal to a wide range of clients.” 
 
    Thayne rounded the corner with the last box and winked at her. “You’ll be a hit.” 
 
    “I agree.” Kandice said to him on her way out and called back to Esme, “Sweetie, if you need anything, let me know.” 
 
    Heartened that Kandice noticed her marketing theme, Esme smiled and arranged her personal supplies. 
 
    An obese woman wearing support stockings that fell to her slippered feet, waddled from the next booth to the front of Esme’s display. “I’m Ruth, an’ I sell pet treats if you’re needin’ any. I see you’re takin’ Grammy Flora’s spot.” 
 
    “I’m her granddaughter, Esme.” She offered a hand, which wasn’t accepted. 
 
    Ruth eyeballed the healing products and snorted a few times, then looked up. “You might wanta move your car since customers are headin’ in.” 
 
    “Oh! The car. Thanks.” Esme dashed out and repositioned the Airflow. She gathered her purse and a basket with record-keeping supplies, then ran back to discover the loading door closed. Slipping between incoming customers, she hurried to the main door. At that entrance, she wound her way through a crowd at the food carts and dashed past fifty-some vendors to her booth. Her booth was in the middle of the market hall. She guessed another fifty occupied booths in the rest of the building. 
 
    She arrived out of breath and arranged the last items. 
 
    Ruth nodded from where she reclined in a cushioned rocker, feet propped on a tufted footrest. 
 
    At least Esme didn’t look completely unprepared as she perched onto her wooden stool that she’d found with the rest of Grammy’s basic market set-up. 
 
    Directly in front of her booth, Thayne leaned casually against a support post and lifted a pop in his hand. “I got you one, there by your receipt book.” 
 
    She reached for it and took a sip. “Thanks. Can I interest you in a healing product in return?” The more people she talked into sampling, the more likely she was to make future sales. Thayne looked like he could easily afford to buy plenty. He wore neatly pleated pinstripe trousers and shiny black wing tips. A color-blocked tan and black crewneck sweater stretched across his toned pecs. His black hair hung in loose waves to his shoulders without the customary fedora other coven men wore. Against his chest hung a silver handcrafted medallion wrought with an arrow passing in front of an eye set with garnets. Two garnet rings, of the same design, adorned his fingers. Ruth may have had a rocker and footstool, but Esme had a handsome man buying her pop. A much better deal. She smiled at him, and he flashed a grin of dazzling white teeth that lifted the corners of his black goatee into tempting dimples. 
 
    Thayne strolled around her three-tabled display, perusing the items, while other customers wandered in. 
 
    Two women picked up the open tester jars and sniffed. A brunette inspected the candles and said to her friends, “Smells like it’ll do some good.” 
 
    “Seems like a safe way to try out her wares. Lotions might give a rash,” one of the others added. The woman’s reasoning was what Esme expected after her failures the day before, and it was why she’d taken time to make candles. 
 
    She set the pop down and hung at the table edge. 
 
    “We’ll take four of these jar candles, two of each remedy,” the brunette said with a grin. 
 
    “Great.” Esme completed the transaction and included a goose grease sample and several business cards in the bag. 
 
    Encouraged, she welcomed newcomers into her booth with more assertive marketing statements: “Renew your vitality before the hectic Yule.” “Make an appointment for me to cleanse unwanted energies from you or your home.” “I can help bring you luck to earn more money in time for Yule gifts.” “Book an appointment with me to protect your home and family from evil.” 
 
    Her slogans brought in a crowd inspecting her goods with positive comments about her testers. Many bought single items to try at home. 
 
    A bulky man with a tow-headed crew cut and a wad of tobacco in his cheek stood outside the booth and stared at Esme, then entered. 
 
    He emitted the sour body odor of a rabble-rouser, and she tensed. 
 
    Thayne looked at the man and leaned against the post. 
 
    Tow-head scrutinized her tables and read her signs. He took a couple steps back and spoke in a loud voice over the heads of those gathered. “Missy, you have tables full of lotions and candles, but I can’t smell no moon-rise or witch-fire in a one, other than those with labels in Grammy Flora’s own hand. How can you call yourself a root doctor when you ain’t got no witch-knowing? I hear tell you’ve got a fancy degree about plants, but from what I see, there ain’t enough witch-fire here to do better than what I could buy at the Bentbone drugstore.” 
 
    The man caught her off guard. Her stomach churned. “Sir, if you’d like to try some samples, I’m sure you’ll be pleased.” She knew she had witch-blood, and it needed to be awakened for her to advance as a root worker. The products she’d made were based on Grammy’s receipts and should work. She hadn’t had time to appear at the mystic altar, the doorway to the otherworlds. Or was she actually avoiding opening herself to the mysticism of a wildwood healer? Her mother’s unsaid reasons for moving them from the coven cast a shadow of fear. As did her father’s disappearance and label as a wayward. She couldn’t counter the man’s claims and avoided his gaze to tend to a woman wanting to purchase a candle. 
 
    Tow-head smirked and walked away. 
 
    Many potential customers exited after him. A few remained to purchase candles and accept free samples. 
 
    When they left, Esme slumped onto the stool and hung her head. Should she ask Kandice about the tow-headed man? Was he a known trouble-maker? But all he’d said was true, things she didn’t want Kandice to know. 
 
    Thayne approached her in the empty booth. “I’d like to make a purchase.” 
 
    Esme dragged to the table where he stood, her thoughts knotted with the expository accusations. 
 
    “I’ll take one of everything. And I’ve been admiring your pendant. Lovely stone and rare. I’d like to buy that from you.” 
 
    The skin on Esme’s neck prickled. She bagged up the items and bit her lip to keep her mouth shut before she made the sale. “The total for this is one hundred twenty dollars and fifty cents. My pendant isn’t for sale.” She kept her eyes down, not wanting to see his handsome face and let the attraction she felt for him soften her resolve to secure the deal. Had she been right about him from the beginning? He sure seemed like her ex, wanting something in exchange for favors. She refused to be treated that way again … it hurt too much. 
 
    He laid five hundred dollars on the table. “Will this change your mind?” 
 
    Tears welled in her eyes. She needed the money. If Raclaw only wanted the black amber, then the evil faery would attack Thayne and not her. He’d only been kind to her to get the talisman. He deserved the problems that went with it. But what if Raclaw intended to kill her and get autumn back? He could go ahead and kill her easily if she sold the crystal to Thayne. She clasped the stone in her sweaty palm. It was part of her, something she created for her own protection. She’d vowed to not give herself away to her ex’s lust in exchange for his trifling gifts. This was the same. Her protection wasn’t for sale. And neither was her body. 
 
    She took only enough bills to cover the cost of her goods. “My pendant’s not for sale.” She turned to make change. She stood erect, head held high, while inside her heart sank at the thought of him having an ulterior motive. When she moved back, he’d vanished with his purchase sacks and the remaining bills. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine: Mama’s Pizzeria 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thayne forced himself to exit the market hall at a slow, human walking pace. Slipping out at fae speed, he wouldn’t be seen by mortals, but those well-skilled in witchcraft might notice. As it was, probing eyes of many witches scratched over him. 
 
    Although the building was open to the public, coven members, dressed in Thirties-style clothing, monitored outsiders. The witches granted respectful space to the droves of bag-laden tourists, visiting the picturesque wooded hills and shopping in artist galleries of Bentbone. 
 
    Christmas shopping for enchanted wares meant money in the witches’ pockets. Thayne displayed his bags from Esmeralda’s shop as camouflage, though not to good effect. Her refusal to sell what he’d come for burned through him. By the way the witches stared, he imagined his face bore a mark of her denial like a beacon glowing on his forehead. Regardless of what they saw, he held tighter to his glamour. 
 
    Down the long main corridor, he stayed close to the cover of vendors’ carts, then fell in behind a trio of hippie artisan types who no one seemed to notice. Many rented booths in the artist section of the market, a recent addition made by High Priest Logan Dennehy and publicized widely in effort to bring in more revenue. Thayne now wished he’d chosen to dress in tattered jeans and layers of beads. 
 
    Instead, he’d followed the coven’s casual dress code, with pinstripe pants and wingtip shoes. 
 
     That only seemed to fool tourists who sneaked glances his way and whispered “witch” to each other. 
 
    The old crone witches didn’t glance—they stared. One wrinkled the nose of her ferret-like face, which perched neckless onto her plump body. Did she possess the Sight, giving her the ability to see his true form? Most witches couldn’t see through fae glamour. It took a talented hedge witch accustomed to the ways of fae or a learned seer or a rare witch born with the Sight. Hedge witches posed no threat, desiring mutualistic dealings with faeries, but a seer or sibyl could be dangerous. If advanced enough to reach the level the coven termed “empowered,” they could inflict serious physical damage or even death to fae. Not to him, as a king with stronger magic, but Thayne didn’t want to engage in a fight. That would expose his true identity and end his chances of obtaining Esmeralda’s black amber. 
 
    Prickly heat from his failed first attempt crawled along his skin. Had it thinned his glamour mask? 
 
    The ferret-faced old witch smirked in his direction and shook her head so hard, strands of salt and pepper hair escaped her bun. 
 
    Only twenty feet to the door, Thayne darted outside. Not slowing his pace, he inhaled a lungful of bracing winter air. Anger somewhat assuaged, he slunk into the red sedan of his sentry’s transformed shape. 
 
    “Get us out of here,” Thayne said, his voice strained. He rested against the seat and drew cooling frost through his body until icicles pointed from his fingertips. 
 
    White Eagle navigated through the crowded lot and turned onto the road. “My King, did you get the talisman?” 
 
    Thayne grunted, “No,” without offering an explanation. The vision of Esmeralda obliterated his thoughts. Her downturned face, the flash of anger and resentful tears when she picked up the bills, made him wonder why the pendant meant so much to her. Why didn’t she meet his gaze? She’d looked into his eyes at other times so intently that she tore at his concentration. In those moments, his glamour had slipped, enough that she flinched, probably from a glimpse of his true appearance with Arctic lights coloring his black irises. 
 
    Thayne clenched a fist, jagged icicle nails torturing his flesh and forcing thoughts of Esmeralda away. This morning Raclaw had made a strong second attempt to gain the gem with no regard for the girl’s safety. That fierceness of purpose came easy to Raclaw, following the Autumn Court’s ethics, which honored death above life. While Thayne and his court didn’t uphold such barbarism, he should’ve pressed Esmeralda harder at the market, stepped closer and used his magic to bend her will. He could easily overpower her. Why didn’t he? He’d lost his resolve and retreated. Something his father never did. Thayne chastised himself for his weakness, the icy nails drawing points of blood. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Late afternoon found Thayne back at the market with renewed will and another, more cunning approach to gain the black amber. A half hour before closing, he strolled into the hall. Luckily, the ferret-faced seer was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Before he reached Esmeralda’s booth, Thayne heard the socialite coordinator’s cloying voice, and he hid behind a support post. 
 
    “Don’t worry. It was a good first time for you. Folks got to meet you. They’ll come around.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Esmeralda replied. “I’m going to expand my product lines and include some charmed items as well.” Her tone lifted with a hopefulness that lightened Thayne’s apprehension after witnessing the dark look on her face earlier. 
 
    “That’s the way to reel ‘em in.” A familiar male voice rang out. 
 
    Thayne peered around the post, and every muscle in his body tensed. 
 
    The sheriff’s deputy who he’d seen at Esmeralda’s door yesterday morning stood grinning at her like he wanted to protect her from everyone except himself. Tall and authoritative in his tan uniform with gold embellishments, he commanded her attention. Had her enthusiasm resulted from this man’s appearance? 
 
    “I agree, Deputy Garrett. It sounds perfect.” The coordinator rotated one foot on her stiletto heel and laughed toward Esmeralda. “And just in time for the post-Thanksgiving rush. We’ll be packed with tourists next Saturday. Just make sure the magic you include is mild enough for them to handle.” 
 
    Garrett chuckled. “You’d be surprised how many calls we get from out-of-town shoppers about how to deal with something magical they picked up here at the market.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” Esmeralda smiled. “It’s easy enough to pick out the tourists and steer them toward the less potent items.” 
 
    The deputy leaned closer over the table examining a candle. “This color is the exact beautiful blue of your eyes.” 
 
    Thayne bounded from behind the post and collided with the coordinator on her way from the booth. He caught her elbow and steadied her balance. “I’m sorry. I should’ve been more careful.” 
 
    “No. My mistake.” She shivered slightly under his touch, and her twinkling eyes locked on his. Common reactions from Thayne’s dealings with mortal females. He avoided contact with them, but this time he’d reacted without proper caution. 
 
    He pulled his arm away and took a step back, attempting to dampen the attraction elicited by his strong fae magic. Unlike the seer, this witch’s powers bent under his. 
 
    “You must be here to help Esme pack up.” As if unable to look away, her gaze followed him. “I noticed you helped her unload. She’s a lucky girl.” 
 
    “I can lend a hand,” the deputy offered with a grin toward Esmeralda. 
 
    Thayne strode into the booth, causing the coordinator to spin like a top on her spiked heels. “I know how everything fits into her car. It will be easier for me.” 
 
    Esmeralda smirked. “I’m capable without either of you.” Thayne didn’t know how to take her reaction. At least she didn’t encourage the deputy, but Thayne needed her dependence on his own help to gain the black amber. 
 
    He moved behind her display and lifted crates for her to fill. 
 
    “I’ll go get a hand truck,” the deputy announced and left the booth. 
 
    Disregarding Thayne’s helpful gesture, Esmeralda turned away, positioned her own crate, and packed jars. 
 
    He cleared his throat and leaned toward her. “I’m sorry for how I behaved before. I should’ve explained.” 
 
    “Explained what?” She shot him a caustic look. “That you expect to buy anything you want? And if you can’t, you act like a spoiled child? At least Deputy Garrett behaves like a man.” 
 
    The stab and unfavorable comparison caught Thayne off guard. He’d spent the entire afternoon plotting and rehearsing his plan to obtain the witch’s amber. Of all the imagined potential obstacles, competing and losing against a rival for her attention wasn’t one he’d considered. He leaned against the table beside her and spoke in a calm tone. “I guess it did seem that way, but that’s not the case.” 
 
    She quirked a single brow and snapped, “Really?” 
 
    He shook his head in response to her but also in disbelief of his dilemma. How could he get her to listen? 
 
    From across the hall, the deputy tipped his hat to passersby as he wheeled an upright cart toward Esmeralda’s booth. His presence would squelch Thayne’s chance to get her to accept his apology. 
 
    Frost, in the shape of fern fronds, wound along the back of his neck. He had to think of something fast. “I’d like to apologize by taking you to dinner. Would you please join me?” 
 
    Esmeralda froze, hovering over her crate. When Garrett rolled in with the handcart, she seemed thankful for the distraction. She spoke to the deputy with a false-sounding animated tone. “Great. Using that might get me out of here that much quicker.” 
 
    Thayne grimaced and moved toward the back of the booth. 
 
    Garrett lifted her filled crate onto the bottom platform. When he took hold of a second, he waited until Esmeralda glanced his way and said, “I saw on the sheriff’s log that the incident you witnessed was reported by the high priest.” 
 
    “Oh?” She whirled to face him, her hand curling a pack of brochures. “Good to know.” 
 
    Her tense reaction piqued Thayne’s curiosity. He picked up an accordion file and moved closer to store business cards and leaflets. 
 
    “The sheriff asked me to check on you.” 
 
    Her brows shot up. “Really? Why?” 
 
    “Probably to make sure you’re safe. He didn’t say.” Into an empty crate, the deputy loaded an assortment of jars and candles within reach and stacked those on top of the previous load. 
 
    “Wait,” Esmeralda yelped and grabbed the crate from his hands. “I need to have them arranged a certain way. Candles and jars are different heights and don’t stack safely.” 
 
    He looked at her as if he’d been wounded and replaced crates onto the table. Thayne understood the man’s reaction but chose to display no empathy for his rival. When the deputy emptied the hand truck, he said to her, “You pack, and I’ll load.” 
 
    She shook her head. “There are no lids on these crates. Stacking could crack the glass. Thank you for offering to help, but I can do it myself.” 
 
    “Okay, then.” He blew out a slow breath. “If you see anything alarming, especially around your home, and need me to check it out, just call…anytime. You’ve got my number.” 
 
    Thayne struggled to conceal a smirk. 
 
    “Thank you, but Thayne will be around this evening during dinner.” She moved closer to Thayne, and his breath lurched. Were her words just a ploy she used to get rid of the deputy? 
 
    Garrett waved and left. 
 
    “What was that about?” Thayne asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” she retorted and flung a wad of paper into an open trash bag. Head down, she rearranged the packed jars. If he could only see her eyes, he might be able to read more emotions than the frustration her gestures screamed. 
 
    “If you’ll bring your car around, I’ll load.” 
 
    She nodded and picked up her purse. “Thanks.” 
 
    He took hold of a filled crate and paused as she wrapped a hand around her talisman, eyes closed, breathing deeply. She relied on the black amber. Was it right for him to take it from her? “You seem upset. Do you want to tell—” 
 
    Her eyes flashed open, blue irises rimmed in vivid green. “No. I don’t.” She snatched keys from her purse and marched out. 
 
    He followed at a distance, watching her strong stride, wondering what troubled this beautiful young woman. 
 
    When they made their last trip to her trunk, she faced him. “Thanks for helping.” 
 
    “My offer for dinner’s still good, if you’d like to go.” 
 
    She surveyed him with those beautiful, dangerous eyes, and he tightened his chest to keep frost from coating his skin. 
 
    Thayne tensed and blurted out the thought that’d plagued him for several minutes. “Or was what you told that deputy just a way to get rid of him?” 
 
    She looked away. “It was. At the time. And that makes me feel bad to use you. I’d like to go with you to dinner.” 
 
    Thayne blurted, “Great. Where would you like to go? The steakhouse?” 
 
    “No. Some place simple where I can relax. It’s been a hard day.” 
 
    “Mama’s Pizzeria?” 
 
    She nodded. “Things at the market didn’t get better after you left. I spent my afternoon looking at my ledger. Didn’t break even for the cost of materials and booth rental.” 
 
    “Not fun. Let’s both go to your house, then I’ll drive from there. I don’t want you going home in the dark after what happened this morning with the bats.” 
 
    “Good idea.” She shivered. “I’ll wait here until you’re behind me. I’m still concerned about possible damage to the car.” 
 
    Thayne hurried to White Eagle, who waited in the back of the lot, and hopped in. “We’re taking the lady out to dinner. Follow her home, keeping close, and watch for Raclaw.” 
 
    “Yes, my King.” White Eagle revved his engine. “Have you revealed your identity to her?” 
 
    “Not my plan.” 
 
    “Then may I suggest you take a turn at driving now, so you appear to be in control with our guest.” 
 
    “Good idea.” Thayne handled the steering wheel and shift lever, positioning his feet on the pedals. 
 
    White Eagle relinquished control over his actions to Thayne, who fumbled with the rhythm between shifter and clutch but managed to pull up behind Esmeralda’s Airflow. 
 
    She wove swiftly around other vendors’ cars, while Thayne white-knuckled the wheel along the obstacle course. On the road he shifted more smoothly and relaxed back into the seat. “It’s been a while. I’m rusty.” 
 
    “Better you than my fenders.” The sentry laughed over the hum of his engine. 
 
    Thayne scanned the roadsides. Well before the gloaming hour, he didn’t expect major strikes from the Autumn Court, which preferred the shroud of darkness. Although she’d been attacked at sunset and sunrise, proving Raclaw’s desperation. And even in bright daylight, the threat of single autumn fae could present some danger from those capable of shapeshifting into badgers or bobcats. 
 
    A few turns later, Thayne shifted smoothly as he pulled into Esmeralda’s driveway behind her car. 
 
    He helped unload her market wares. Each time he approached the cabin, the holly berries nodded and jingled their hellos. Inside, a familiar sensation swept over him with the herbal scents, strong with lavender, the layout of the interior, and colors of the furnishings. But something stronger triggered his distant memory. Vibrations of Grammy Flora remained in the cabin. He remembered her cinnamon rolls and smiled. At least fifty years ago, he was among the fae children she tempted with that special treat. Freshly baked and presented on a tray, it was blissful sweet unmatched by the best of the Winter Court’ pastries. Grammy would peek around the corner and giggle at him and his intoxicated friends. Thayne smiled to himself. Happy times from long ago, before his father saddled him with leadership training. 
 
    With Esmeralda’s market supplies put away, he walked her to White Eagle and opened the passenger door for her. 
 
    When he took his seat, she smoothed the skirt of her cotton dress and said, “I feel strange going out for pizza dressed in these old-style clothes.” 
 
    “Around here with artists, tourists, and witches, it doesn’t matter how we’re dressed. All are welcome.” That was one thing about the locale surrounding Bentbone Thayne especially liked, because it gave him more freedom to explore than other towns. Freedom for fae had been why both Winter and Summer courts maintained regional headquarters there for millennia. 
 
    “You seem familiar with the area. Where do you live?” she asked that question again. 
 
    No avoiding it, he framed his words carefully. Faeries weren’t capable of outright lying, but could hide information with clever semantics. “I live in the woods on the outer edge of the coven.” Question answered, he redirected the conversation away from him. “What was that all about with the deputy? Something seemed to bother you.” 
 
    “Um. It’s complicated.” She hesitated. “I witnessed a potential crime, but after reporting it, I don’t know who to trust. He pressed too hard and made me suspicious.” 
 
    “Are you frightened?” 
 
    “Yes, a little.” Her hand fluttered with a dismissive gesture. “Anyway, you must have a good job to afford this car. What do you do?” 
 
    Thayne swallowed. A harder question. However, he didn’t want to pursue what might be scaring her, much as he wanted to know so he could help her. She didn’t seem comfortable discussing the incident. Not surprising considering the heinous nature of the crime. He’d have his scouts dig up information from the sheriff’s office and double up protection on her home. For now, he needed to take charge of the conversation in order to keep his identity secret. “I run a family business out of my home. It does well.” A reasonable answer that still kept to the truth, since many of his faeries, disguised by glamours, worked in the town of Bentbone and paid a share of their wages to the Court. All the winter fae paid something, whether in mortals' money, goods, or services. “You seem new to being a hedge witch, What’ve you worked at before?” 
 
    She explained how her college training in botany had led to a bioresearch position, things beyond Thayne’s knowledge of the human world. An active listener, he encouraged her to talk and feel safe. He sank comfortably into his seat, in control of the conversation and capable of creating the illusion of driving. 
 
    He parked along the street around the corner from the pizza place and scurried around White Eagle’s grill to open Esmeralda’s door. 
 
    She talked about how she intended to conduct research here on plants her grandmother had established. After eyeing the surrounding walkers, she leaned close and whispered, “I’m super excited to study the holly bushes. Did you know the berries talk?” 
 
    “I’ve heard that. A fascinating topic.” The oddity of her excitement over something so commonplace made him smile. He opened the restaurant’s door and caught the attention of the hostess, one of his own winter fae, Marzanna. 
 
    Zesty in nature, she used a vivacious glamour with flowing dark hair and curvaceous figure which further suited her people-friendly job. She waved, snatched two menus, and swung toward them while dropping bits of chit-chat to those she passed. At the hostess stand, her face lit and she suppressed a curtsy. “Welcome back. I have a nice corner booth. Will that be good?” 
 
    “Yes.” Thayne nodded, and Marzanna wove deftly between tables covered in red and white checkered cloths. 
 
    Thayne guided Esmeralda with a slight touch of his hand on the small of her back. He couldn’t resist a brief moment of contact, a mere taste of her essence, so quick no mortal could register. He didn’t dare allow himself to fully touch her, in case she had some level of Sight. Maintaining his identity was essential for him to control this meeting and get her witch’s amber. The brush of his hand along that graceful curve, even through the bulky cardigan she wore over her dress, elicited the most delicious icy hot sensation that zipped across his skin. Exactly as he’d hoped to find from what he’d sensed in her eyes and from the power in her witch’s amber. 
 
    What did surprise him was that she flinched from his slight touch. She couldn’t have perceived any pressure. Certainly not any heat since his palm had been cool, flooded with his winter magic in eager anticipation. 
 
    “It smells wonderful in here. I love their food.” Once seated in the red vinyl booth, she glanced his way and gave a tentative smile before regarding her menu. The flash of her eyes told Thayne he’d have to work harder to keep control. Ever since meeting her at the car dealer, her entrancing essence still erased all rehearsed political maneuvers from his mind. 
 
    When the waitress took their orders, he posed a new question to aim the flow of conversation. “If you enjoy your bioresearch so much, why have you come to the Hollow to work as a hedge witch?” 
 
    “Are you a witch?” She batted a curly strand of hair behind her shoulder and sneaked a knowing look from under her dark lowered lashes. 
 
    He shot her a twisted smile, vexed by how she answered with a question, though confident he had the answer she wanted. “I’m not a coven member, although I do practice.” 
 
     She looked him square in the eyes, but her flirtatious expression faded as she spoke. “I guess things fell into line. Gram passed and willed her cabin to me just when I needed to make a fresh start.” She picked at the wrapper of her straw. 
 
    He waited, hoping she’d elaborate. He must know what the talisman did for her. If he could meet that need with his magic, then gaining the gem would be an easier deal. He walked a fine line, one that winter fae by nature loved, getting her to divulge the important information. “Fresh starts can lead to wonderful things.” 
 
    She tore at the wrapper and pulled out the straw. “After a bad relationship, I needed to find myself, to be independent. My ex did a number on my confidence.” 
 
    “Relationships can be hard. I’m sorry to hear that. I’m sure coming here will help you turn things around.” He sipped his pop and waited. 
 
    “I hope so, too. I can’t go back to my mother’s house, and definitely not to Doug. Being on my own is easier here where I loved being with Grammy. I wish she was still with me, but that wouldn’t help me stand up for myself. Kind of bittersweet.” She kneaded the paper into a ball. “I sure could use her help. I can’t please these people. Sales were horrible. And what some people said was worse. Not the tourists, but the witches…the ones who matter. I don’t know how I’m going to pay the bills.” 
 
    She knifed the wad with a thumbnail. “It’s more than the money. I need to make it, like Gram did. I need to know I can do it.” 
 
    “That’s important. I understand.” 
 
    She dropped the tortured wrapper, slid her hands to her lap, and met his gaze. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this.” 
 
    “Sometimes it helps to talk.” He smiled and checked the activity of the waitress. Since the service counter was free of plated orders, he felt he had time to pose a critical question before their food was delivered. “I thought you might want to talk. After I offered to buy your pendant, I felt bad. Really bad. I could see something was upsetting you. I want to apologize for the way I cut out. I didn’t know what to do. Does the black amber help reassure you during these changes?” 
 
    She fingered the gemstone. “It does. It makes me feel safer, more in control. It’s strange but since I’ve been wearing it, I’ve been thinking about my father more. I never used to think about him, never knew him. He left when I was a baby.” 
 
    Thayne leaned forward. “That is strange. Was your father a witch?” 
 
    She nodded. “A wayward.” 
 
    He plopped his back against the seat, eyebrows scrunched, mind jumbled. Her dad a wayward? If she didn’t know much about her father, maybe she didn’t even understand her own pendant. Thayne’s head spun with where to go next with this mysterious, enchanting woman. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten: Soft As A Snowflake 
 
      
 
      
 
    Esme’s dinner at the pizzeria with Thayne had begun as a friendly, at times flirty, evening out. Just what she needed after that disappointing market day. However, as soon as they’d eaten their meal, the conversation took on an icy silence that matched the frozen night air as he escorted her to his car. As if an unseen door had closed between them. 
 
    During the ride home he dodged questions she asked and didn’t comment on whatever topic she brought up. After three failed attempts to make conversation, she sat quietly while he drove. Had she offended him? She traveled back through their earlier talk but couldn’t determine anything amiss. I hope he’s not bothered by not being able to acquire my talisman. It would be just awful if he expected to make a deal after buying her dinner. 
 
    He pulled onto her driveway and, without looking at her, said, “Thank you for your company tonight.” The coldness of his words stung. At the start of the evening she felt certain they’d connected, obviously attracted to one another. Even now, as she waited for some reaction from him or sudden clarity to hit her, desire hung warm and heavy in the closed car. Thick with musk and patchouli. 
 
    “Thank you for dinner. I had a good time.” As soon as she spoke the words, she wanted to take them back. They were true and sincere, a wonderful surprise that she could actually have those feelings after the way her ex had treated her. She’d taken a big step by acknowledging her true feelings, rather than accepting what others wanted her to feel. But the conscience that protected her fragile confidence still resisted the risk of a relationship. 
 
    She faced him to encourage communication that might push the issue one way or the other. Either to validate her conscience or prompt a kiss that her body yearned for, the bliss of how she imagined real love. His features were frozen in a faraway stare. Waves of thick, black hair caressed the sides of his cheeks and brushed his broad shoulders. The shed’s security light illuminated his alabaster complexion…or was the glow from within? She turned sideways in her seat toward him. 
 
    Her motion seemed to trigger his reaction to exit the car and open her door. Not what she’d intended. At the porch he offered a simple “Goodnight” with no promise or hint to go out again. 
 
    From the door she watched him leave. When the sedan turned around, the scent of strong peppermint, again like Altoids, drifted to her upon a gentle breeze. Her head spun toward the chestnut tree at the hedge. Nothing appeared. All lay quiet. 
 
    After she entered the cabin and shut the door, as if on cue, sleet blanketed her safely inside. 
 
    Exhausted by the long day, Esme scooped Dove up from his spot on top of a radiator and headed for bed. Esme took a quick bath and snuggled beside Dove into the soft handmade quilts as Gram’s big cast iron bed welcomed her. The scent of new lavender sachets under her pillows lulled her quickly to sleep. 
 
      
 
    On a dark forest path, dimly lit by moonlight glancing off white snow, Esme followed a seemingly unending trail. Something moved ahead of her. She called for it to wait, but it only picked up its pace. She needed to catch it, though she didn’t know why. Hiking boots, large enough to fit a man, left footprints. Covered with only socks, her feet looked tiny in comparison. She chased after him, winding along a creek bank. She spotted the man as he disappeared at the top of an incline. She pressed on, climbing with all the strength she could muster. 
 
    Again, she caught sight of movement ahead and increased her pace. Something grabbed her clothing, and her white nightgown ripped. Gasping for air, she spun around to see what trapped her. Only a branch. She untangled her gown. Why was she in the cold woods in her nightgown and without shoes? As if in response, dripping water echoed along a wall of limestone that formed the mouth of a cave. There the footprints stopped. The place looked familiar. 
 
    “You came. Come here and dance with me, little one,” a deep voice called from farther inside. 
 
    A tinkling melody, like one from a music box, played. She hummed the tune. Where had she heard it before? 
 
    A strong hand took hold of hers, gentle and warm. “Stand on my feet like always.” 
 
    Esme placed one foot and then the other on the tops of his hiking boots. Black clothing hid the man’s shape. She tilted her head back to see his face. His features glowed as if moonlight had managed to crawl inside his skin. His shoulder-length hair curled in dark ringlets. 
 
    “It’s been a long time, little one. Too long. Do you remember?” 
 
    She nodded and buried her head in the crook of his arm. 
 
    He bent low. “Kiss Daddy soft like a snowflake so you keep remembering.” 
 
    She brushed her puckered lips against his stubbly cheek. “Come back with me, Daddy, please.” 
 
    “Soon, little one.” 
 
    “No. Now, please. Please come back. Please, Daddy.” Esme cried between sobs until the sound of her voice woke her from the clutches of the dream. 
 
      
 
    Dove let out a piercing meow, which startled Esme back to reality. 
 
    She freed her legs tangled in the quilt and locked her hand around her talisman, panting, sweat dripping from her face. Unlike normal dreams with shadowy edges that blurred as she tried to grasp them, this nightmare remained etched in her mind. The man’s face and voice, the same as in the previous dream, were her father’s. She was certain. But she’d never seen a picture of him, nor had any memory of meeting him. The place, that cave in the woods, she’d been there before, but when? Where was it? 
 
    Then a connection hit. The song was the same as the one that played in her mother’s jewelry box, a gift from Esme’s father. When Esme was very young, she’d begged her mother to wind up the music when she got into bed. The tune played her to sleep night after night. Had the song made her dream about her father? She wiped at a dribble of sweat near her temple, at the same time shivering with fret over these mystifying dreams. 
 
    Sleet tinkled against her window. The lavender plant on the sill filled her bedroom with its soothing scent, tinged with soft notes of mint, and she slipped into a dreamless sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Esme woke to the morning sun and a fierce determination to take the formal step needed to expand her powers as a witch. Faced with the man at the market calling her a fraud and the disturbing nightmares, she needed to realize the powers inside her. 
 
    Dove followed her into the hearth room and took his spot in a puddle of sunlight shining through the back porch window. 
 
    She’d watched Grammy connect to the gods and goddesses and strengthen her. It amazed Esme and scared her, too. Mom said witchcraft was bad and that Esme needed to keep away from all of it. She made exception for Gram’s healing concoctions, but said those were medicine, not witchwork. Her mother never answered Esme's questions about what would happen if she opened up her powers. 
 
    Her legs weakened as she approached Gram’s wildwood altar on an antique washstand beside the hearth. A green cloth, to connect with both nature and The Cousins, covered the top. Two candles flanked a small dark pottery vase of twigs. Gram had told her they harkened to the World Tree and represented the three realms of deities important to a wildwood mystic. Upperworld Goddesses and Gods of the astral plane resided in the branches. The trunk embodied the deities of life in the world of nature, or middle Earth as Gram called it. The World Tree’s roots symbolized the underworld realm of fae folk who lived in the hollow hills. 
 
    A dark earthenware bowl sat on the left front corner and a wooden whistle on the right. This altar had served Gram’s magic, but Esme never used it. How could she open this altar to her own powers? 
 
    Several books about connecting to the mystic filled a nearby shelf. She removed one especially well-worn red leather volume. Bits of paper marked pages of prayers Gram had used. The table of contents contained a chapter on altar consecration. Esme followed the directions. From a vase of local bird feathers on the fireplace mantel, she selected a blue-black tail feather of a grackle and placed it on the altar. She filled two small clay bowls, one with vegetable oil and the other with salt water. Those, along with a stone she retrieved from the garden, she placed beside the feather. 
 
    The last item proved the most difficult—a flower. Problem was, nothing flowered at Holly Cabin in mid-November. Would dried flowers work? She opened a jar of lavender and put a handful of those blossoms on the altar. Unsure, she ran back outside, snipped off a small branch of holly berries, and added that as well. 
 
    She filled the dark bowl with water, as the book indicated, to honor the Threefold Goddess and invite her healing visions, her creative womb, and her sacred cup. 
 
    Gram’s green prayer shawl hung on the washstand’s wooden towel bar. Satisfied with the altar’s arrangement, Esme wrapped herself in the shawl and lit the candles. She knelt on a throw pillow before the altar and read a consecration prayer aloud: 
 
      
 
    Great Goddess and God, Lady and Lord of all living and of the spirits of the dead, I, Esmeralda Underhill, call upon you. You who are the magic in trees and stars, streams and oceans, please hear my prayer. Bless this altar, which I dedicate to you. Bless and hear all prayers which I will say here, and of any others who join me. Bless all magic work which shall be offered. Great Lady and Lord of the upperworld, middle Earth, and underworld, open the portals so this altar will allow communion with you and spirit presences. 
 
      
 
    Esme lifted the vase of twigs as a symbolic offering. Using the feather, she made the sign of an equal-armed cross within a circle on the altar. She traced the same pattern first with a dab of oil, then water, followed by the stone, and lastly with the lavender and berries. “I dedicate this altar to the Great Goddess and Great God, universal deities, whose wisdom is revealed in each realm round the World Tree.” 
 
    Dove flicked his tail and gave a loud meow. 
 
    She looked to him. “Now for the hard part. Try to keep quiet so I can concentrate.” She gripped the book with shaking fingers and recited the words with as much feeling as she could muster. 
 
      
 
    Great Lady and Lord of all changes wrought by magic, I, Esmeralda Underhill, call upon you to make me your priestess. Open to me the paths of wildwood mysteries so I may be of service. Make me a wise witch so that my powers will bring beneficial change. I give myself, my eternal being, the task of becoming wisely skilled in weaving fate. By your hand, let all my work done at this altar, and elsewhere, bring healing. Make me a wise witch. 
 
      
 
    Esme dipped her finger in the altar’s bowl of water and drew the same symbol as before upon her forehead. “Now I am reborn as a witch priestess by the power of the Triple Goddess of Rebirth, the Goddess of the upperworld, middle Earth, and underworld. So may it be.” 
 
    She picked up the wooden whistle from the altar. “In the name of the God of the Hunt, Wildwood, and the Underworld, I call on guardian spirits of the elements of all life. Hear me now, you spirits of air, fire, water, earth, and ether. Witness that I am now a priestess and come to my assistance. So may it be.” She puffed into the whistle, which gave a short toot. Not much of an announcement. After a deep breath, she blew long and slow and played a low, soulful note. 
 
    Dove joined her with a piercing yowl. 
 
    Esme replaced the whistle and stood. The book said when her whole body rebalanced, she’d feel a change: see a vision, feel a tremble, experience senses becoming more acute. Nothing felt different. She sat quietly in the rocking chair, eyes closed, focusing inward to detect any difference. 
 
    Dove bounded into her lap, and she flinched. 
 
    She stroked his soft fur and eased her thoughts back into meditation. Her thoughts wouldn’t silence, plagued with worries and questions. Did the Goddess and God turn her away? She’d avoided contact with them for years out of fear instilled by her mother. Esme bit the inside of her cheek, wondering if that was the reason, or maybe her powers weren’t enough to be useful. Or of the wrong type? What type of powers did she have? 
 
    Unable to remain still with the jumble of apprehension, she cradled Dove in her arms and walked to the kitchen. At the sink her body started to shake. Was this the sign of acceptance? The trembling quickly spread through her body and escalated to jerking tremors. 
 
    Dove squirmed to be free, but Esme couldn’t let go. 
 
    Didn’t want to let go. The new inner force terrified her. She gripped hard onto the cat. 
 
    He clawed at her hands, drawing blood. 
 
    The pain of his scratches pulled Esme from the delirium, and she loosened her grip. 
 
    He let out a sharp cry, leaped to the floor, and ran from the room. 
 
    The way she’d acted, she couldn’t blame the cat. She’d held too tight. Like she had with Doug. She didn’t think she could stand alone, be confident, independent. She’d clung to him, allowed him to abuse her. Thayne must’ve seen her true self and not wanted to know her. 
 
    Her stomach burned and convulsed, fighting against something vile. She sank onto a kitchen chair, head down on her arms folded across the table. This ugly sensation couldn’t be acceptance. She’d failed as a witch. She’d be exposed as a fraud, peddling merchandise no more magical than from the drugstore. 
 
    A horrid thought erupted, shook her with a wave of nausea. Logan had anticipated the sheriff might have her watched, and that seemed true by the way Garrett acted at the market. If Oscar was paying off the sheriff, wouldn’t he be informed of her identity as a witness? No evidence of a murder had been found to indict Oscar. Would he try to eliminate her, like he did Eugenia? 
 
    Water welled into Esme’s eyes. Her body heaved with sobs. Tears dripped onto her sweater sleeves. Acid churned from her stomach, as if flaming her heart. She ached to be somewhere safe. Not with her mother who didn’t provide any support, just criticism. Oh, if only Grammy were still here. 
 
    Ice pelted the house. Rather than the secure comfort it usually brought, this icy coating walled her in alone with fears that rose up like demons. Entombed with her failures. The heavy air pressed upon her lungs. She staggered from the kitchen to the back door and threw it open. The cold gust swept away all panic and left her numb. 
 
    Her mind became a blank, without memories. Without the burden of worries, freedom and lightness swelled her. She whirled across the porch, but her steps were drunken, devoid of emotion, disconnected from all memory, good or bad. Where am I? Whose life am I living? 
 
    On one awkward turn her arm swung wide and crashed into a curtain of icicles. The ice careened downward. Sunlight hit the broken stubs hanging from the roof. Inside the cut edges shone images of her life: a child playing and laughing in the garden with Gram; a girl in high school acting silly with a gang of friends; a young woman graduating from college, heart swelled with pride. 
 
    Desperate to see more, she broke off a chunk. The spicy smell of cinnamon tempted her to lick the ice. She wept, overwhelmed by its sweet taste and the beautiful memories parading through her head. She saw her mother, face drenched in the sweat of childbirth, smiling at an infant she cradled. Her father stood proud and strong with an arm around her mother, both of them beaming at their new daughter. Walking through a field of wildflowers, the family of three held hands, with Esme toddling in the middle. The cinnamon taste in her mouth faded and so did the images. 
 
    Ravenous for more, Esme broke off another icicle and shoved it into her mouth. As soon as one melted, she ate another. She shivered with the ice inside her but couldn’t stop, craving happy memories from the past. Her head reeled as the ice froze her from inside and obliterated reality. A curtain of white, like the sleet falling in the yard, separated her from consciousness. Her body fell limp. A haunting winter tune played "Somewhere My Love." Her arm wouldn’t reach for her mother’s music box. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven: Winter Savory Soup 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite being awake all day to attend the market, Thayne tossed and turned in his bed. Fitful bits of sleep brought nightmares of Esmeralda’s beautiful face morphing into those of fanged vipers or snarling rodents. Cornered in a cave by one vision of her as a sharp-tusked wild boar, he thrashed and shot his most frigid bursts of wind frost, only to find thousands of frozen daggers jagged across the stone ceiling of his bedroom. 
 
    Grayson’s pinched face hanging overhead further startled Thayne into a fully alert state. The grim adviser touched his shoulder. “Only a nightmare, my King. Unless you suspect it as a sign and wish to discuss what appeared to you. Or entertain ramifications of making the dream reality.” 
 
    Thayne flung off that unthinkable notion along with the heavy wool blanket and sat up. The cold night air braced his jangled nerves and cooled the film of sweat over his bare chest and back to a slightly less uncomfortable clammy dampness. He pushed Grayson aside and rose. “If I need your help, I’ll request it.” 
 
    “It would be my honor.” The adviser snapped his spine straight and flared his nostrils. “You must have had an eventful day according to the scents about you, pizza and lavender mixed with carrion. Be careful what magic you bring to your court. If I may say, it would be wise for you—” 
 
    “Thank you for rousing me. You may return to your chamber now.” Lacking patience for the adviser’s interrogation, Thayne stomped into his bathroom and shut the door. He pumped icy well water into the basin and splashed it over his face, but a strange heat persisted inside him. Faeries generally didn’t dream, unless after a night of excessive wine or fermented berries. When sober, dreaming was considered with gravity, and usually analyzed by seers and keen-sighted faeries. During his short reign, he’d had few dreams, all about the past—his mother, sister, and father—which couldn’t be altered, even with his power as a fae regent. But he could breathe life into dreams about the future. 
 
    He needed to cast out the nightmare so he had no accidental chance of validating it. He wrangled off sweat-soaked briefs, stepped into the stone-walled shower corner, and closed the curtain. After he plunged the pump handle vigorously, water from deep within the limestone bedrock trickled over his chest and soothed the burning frustration. His element, winter’s chill, cleansed him of the fiery jumble of thoughts plaguing him. He relished the sensation a few moments longer until frost pushed to the surface of his skin, then toweled dry and dressed. 
 
    Happily, he found his bedroom free of the probing adviser. Thayne stowed his father’s journals into a safe. Had Grayson perused the marked pages and open notes to discover Thayne’s research on waywards? Hard to tell by the man’s suspicious manner since he always suspected Thayne of some misstep. 
 
    In the common entry to the royal chambers and advisers’ apartments, lamp light shone at the edges of Grayson’s deer-hide doorway cover. Night waned, and the adviser, as well as most older winter fae, had retired into their dwellings. 
 
    Thayne tiptoed over the wooden floor, avoiding the boards which squeaked. Although his own adolescence never permitted enough freedom for the slightest infraction, he felt like he was a boy sneaking out from under his parents’ noses rather than an adult ruling-king. 
 
    Maybe now was the time to replace Grayson. Or maybe not. His father had trusted the man. From scent alone, he’d been able to know Thayne had encountered dangerous magic while out of the court. A useful skill. 
 
    He stepped through the wide crack in the mighty oak and entered the Grand Ravine. 
 
    A personal sentry saluted. 
 
    “I’ll be walking the forest,” Thayne said in a hushed voice. “I’d like Captain Shade to accompany us.” 
 
    “Yes, my King.” The sentry gestured toward two others who stepped up to follow Thayne. 
 
    Shade joined the group when they reached the ravine’s crest. 
 
    Thayne strode fast with wide strides, challenging the heat of the nightmare to boil up inside him again. After a brisk mile, he slowed, satisfied. Frost spidered from beneath his boots, and crystals from his icy exhales trapped the night’s last moonbeams. At last feeling right in his own skin and in his own power as a king to put his court above all else, he examined and weighed the evidence about Esmeralda and her black amber. 
 
    Grayson accurately smelled carrion on him. Thayne had encountered Raclaw’s magic when Esmeralda had been driven off the road. But that happened just after dawn; the odor wouldn’t still be so noticeable nearly a day later. Thayne kicked a fallen branch, and it shattered into thousands of ice shards. 
 
    Initially, when winter came early, he considered Esmeralda might have some association with the winter fae. Her kinship with Grammy Flora, a long-time friend of his court, would support that. 
 
    Esmeralda’s black amber talisman exposed and connected to her powers. If her father was a wayward witch, then perhaps she was also. From the odor of carrion, what type magic seemed obvious and disappointing—Autumn Court. 
 
    Thayne shoved the personal consequences aside. His court must come first. 
 
    Could his nightmares be signs of Esmeralda’s true nature? Raclaw had made increasingly determined and violent attempts to gain the gemstone for the Autumn Court. Thayne now saw the blood ice incident from a different angle. That ice, as had pelted the region before the seasonal change, was known to only come from violent acts of vengeance. According to Shade and Cobweb, the murder had been committed by Councilman Burnhard. But who had created the magical ice, Burnhard or Esmeralda? Did it result directly from his violence? Or if she’d made the ice, did that provoke the man’s crime? Could her power be aligned with malevolence favored by the Autumn Court? 
 
    That thought provoked hot fury in Thayne’s head. He gritted his teeth and gusts of snow whirled around him and his sentries. The cold kept his mind clear. No entertaining conjectures. He must know the truth. And if his guess was correct, he must acquire that witch’s amber now. 
 
    Thayne clenched his fist, causing the snow to spin into tight cyclones in his wake as he sprinted to Holly Cabin. In seconds he stood at the hedgerow’s chestnut. He waited the few moments for the others to catch up to the speed of a faery king. 
 
    Shade appeared at his side first and had only time to adjust his pork pie hat before the three sentries arrived. 
 
    The glaze ice, recently applied by Winter Court patrol to protect the property, was so thick, it even masked smells of the foundation’s holly berries and abundant lavender stored within the cabin. 
 
    Thayne donned a glamour he’d used yesterday with a fresh change of clothing and then gestured to his group. “Stay with me. Use invisible glamour.” Although the first light of dawn cast a pink glow in the air, he didn’t care if he woke Esmeralda. Intent on protecting his court, he glided across the lawn to the small front porch and rapped on the door. 
 
    Esmeralda’s cat yowled from inside and sprang into a front window, but she didn’t answer. 
 
    Thayne moved onto the walk, and the cat reared to its hind legs, scratching and clawing at the pane. Mouth open, it released an anguished howl. Thayne pressed his palm against the cat’s paw. Through the ice film and glass, Thayne detected desperation. He shot questions into the connection for explanation, although the cat possessed no means of magic to reply, and only wailed louder. 
 
    Thayne leaped back onto the porch and tried the door handle without luck. He pounded on the door. “Esmeralda? Are you there?” Upon receiving no response, he bolted in a fraction of a heartbeat to the back of the house. A curtain of icicles met the log porch rails and blocked his view. He rounded to the steps. 
 
    Esmeralda lay crumpled on the porch floor. 
 
    Thayne ducked under the icy valance and slid on his knees to her side. “Esmeralda,” he cried, but she didn’t respond. Frozen crystals clung to ringlets framing her pale face with lips blue and pure as a fair January sky. Like a Winter Court princess, she took his breath away. 
 
    Shade touched a hand to Thayne’s shoulder. “Is she still with us?” 
 
    Jostled by the contact, Thayne’s nightmare took shape, and Esmeralda’s lovely face transformed into the wild boar. He blinked, and she appeared beautiful as before. He reached for the talisman on her chest. If evil dwelled inside her, as one of the Autumn Court, he should take the crystal and leave her to die. He swallowed hard against the decision best for his court. The nightmare’s not reality, not magic. Only my own mind. My own weakness. No matter what she is, I have to save her. There’s a chance. 
 
    He pressed a hand to her neck. Even with his acute senses, her pulse registered weak for a faery and dangerous for a human. With an ear to her chest, he listened for her heart, which also beat with a dim and sluggish rhythm. 
 
    Dozens of broken icicles lay scattered around her. He picked one up and viewed the scene of young Esmeralda playing on a swing with what looked to be her father. “Dark magic. Esmeralda, what have you done?” Thayne moaned and tossed the ice chunk away. Pulling her into his arms, he nodded to his sentries. They helped him carry her inside and laid her on the loveseat. 
 
    The cat bounded into her lap and rubbed against her limp hands. 
 
    One guard snatched two cloaks, one green and the other crimson, from a washstand’s towel bar and held them out to Captain Shade. He accepted the red and offered it to Thayne. “My King.” 
 
    Thayne wrapped Esmeralda in the thick wool garment. “We need to get a fire going to warm her.” 
 
    The sentries lay kindling on the fireplace grate and opened the flue, then stepped back. While most winter fae, and certainly his staff, could create fire, none could do so quicker than Thayne. 
 
    He cupped a hand to bring a spark to life and touched it to the twigs until they crackled with blue flames. 
 
    A guard worked a bellows to fan the flames, and Thayne checked on Esmeralda. “Captain, keep watch on her while I work in the kitchen.” 
 
    Shade took his place and bent his lanky body over the young woman. 
 
    Thayne scanned a wall of jars containing dried herbs and canned goods. “Please let them be here. Yes.” He snatched jars of winter savory and pinto beans. Into a large saucepan from a cabinet, he added four handfuls of beans, one of the herb, and covered them with water. He spread his hands over the pot, until the broth warmed and vaporized the frost on his fingers into steam. He ladled the charmed soup into a bowl and found a spoon. 
 
    Beside the loveseat, he nodded to his captain. “Help her sit up.” Thayne knelt, touched her cheek, then pressed a spoonful to her lips. “Esmeralda, taste this. It’s warm and will heal you.” The shred of life within her had to take over now. He could do no more. If she was a wayward, like her father, she’d likely respond to the soup’s magic. If not, the chances were slim. 
 
    With her neck tilted to one side, Esmeralda’s beautiful white face remained unchanged. 
 
    Thayne struggled to keep his hand holding the spoon still and he begged, “Esmeralda, please wake up. Taste this soup.” 
 
    Her cat, perched on the back of the loveseat, helped with a sharp meow. 
 
    Still, the frozen princess’ face remained unresponsive. 
 
    “Esmeralda, please taste the soup.” Thayne’s voice cracked and a tear leaked from one eye. He didn’t try to deny his connection to this woman, despite the nightmares and other negatives. 
 
    A soft tinkle from the holly berries outside spoke to her, “Esme, wake up.” 
 
    Thayne glanced up at Shade. “Open the front door so she can hear them better.” 
 
    “But the cold outside—” 
 
    “Do it!” Thayne barked. 
 
    A gust of winter swept in along with a loud jingle from the berries. “Esme, you must eat the soup.” 
 
    “Esmeralda, listen to them.” Thayne parted her lips with the spoon’s tip. “Take this.” 
 
    The full, blue lips twitched. 
 
    Thayne inhaled sharply and nudged the spoon closer. 
 
    When her lips separated, he deposited the magic-laced beans into her mouth. 
 
    He handed the bowl to Shade and held her limp shoulders close to him. He longed to send his magic into her, to heal her directly. Not knowing her inheritance from her father, he couldn’t take the chance. His winter magic might kill her. 
 
    A soft moan rewarded his patience. 
 
    He leaned back and her blue eyes blinked at him. “You’re awake. How do you feel?” 
 
    “Not good. Head hurts bad. I’m shaking inside.” 
 
    “You’re going to be okay. This soup is magical. It’ll heal you.” He smiled, reached for the bowl, and rewarmed it before feeding her more mouthfuls. 
 
    Pink color returned to her cheeks and lips. “It’s good. What is it?” 
 
    “A family recipe to treat extreme cold exposure.” 
 
    “My legs feel like ice.” She glanced at the back door. “I was out there, hungry for icicles, the images in them of when I was little.” 
 
    Thayne nodded. “I know. Dark magic got inside them. You can’t eat those. They’ll kill you, both from the cold and the memories.” 
 
    She accepted the bowl from him, and he propped her up with pillows. “But I wanted the memories. They told me about my father. I didn’t know him and I want to know more.” 
 
    “I understand. But not that way. Icicle memories, movies of the past, are dangerously addictive. They make you crave the past and forget the present.” 
 
    “How did the dark magic get there?” she asked. 
 
    His lips flattened. “I don’t know. We need to find out. What did you do this morning? Any magic?” 
 
    “I appealed to the goddesses and gods, asking them to recognize me as a witch.” She rubbed the back of her hand across her forehead. “All I remember is their answer shook through me with horrible fever and nausea.” 
 
    “What made you eat the icicles?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I was hot and needed to cool off. How can those icicles seem so good but be bad? I saw myself, barely able to walk, between my parents. They held my hands and we were in a …I can’t remember.” Her brows pulled together. “It’s gone.” 
 
    “Yes. The soup makes you forget so you aren’t living in the past.” 
 
    Tears dripped down her cheeks, and she handed him the empty bowl. “All that I saw in the icicles is gone. I wanted those memories. I never knew him.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Those memories would trap your mind, make you insane…if you were able to survive the cold.” 
 
    She hugged a throw pillow to her stomach as tears continued to spill. 
 
    Thayne motioned to Shade to take the guards outside. 
 
    Esmeralda looked up and sniffed. “Thank you for saving my life. I would’ve died.” 
 
    He touched her hand. “How do you feel now? Any better?” 
 
    “Yes. I can move my arms and legs, fingers and toes” She took his hand and gave it a squeeze. “Still shaky inside and have a pounding headache.” 
 
    He kissed her hand. “I’m happy you’re better. It’ll take time to feel one hundred percent. There’s more soup, which will help.” 
 
    “At least I have bits remaining from what I saw in the icicles.” She released his hand and stretched her legs and worked her joints. “Will eating more take those away or will they stay?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The soup affects everyone differently.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what magic you used.” Her eyes scanned his face. “Grammy never made anything like those beans.” 
 
    Faced with her direct question and all the new concerns about the alignment of her hidden magic, Thayne didn’t have many choices. And he must gain her talisman, maybe for more reasons now than before. 
 
    He rose and added a log to the fire. In case he needed to make a quick exit, he wanted her to be warm. “I need to tell you who I am.” 
 
    Her gaze followed him as he moved to sit in the rocker. 
 
    “I’m the king of the Winter Court of Faerie.” 
 
    Eyes wide, she tilted her head. “The Cousins? Like Relic and Shade? But you don’t look odd like them.” 
 
    “They are of my court and have been protecting you. I’ve chosen to use a more human glamour mask than them.” He released his disguise and appeared before her in his true form, with metallic silver streaking his iridescent black hair and pupils that would resemble the northern lights. Khaki pants turned to black leather like his jacket. His height extended a couple inches as his joints lengthened. Silver and garnet rings appeared in sharp contrast against the now paler skin on his slightly longer fae fingers. 
 
    She gasped and pulled at the corner of the pillow in her lap. “Oh! Your eyes…at the car dealer those colors appeared for a second, and I thought it was a trick of the light.” Although shocked, at least she showed no sign of repugnance or horror. 
 
    “Sometimes being around you makes me forget my glamour.” Under her scrutiny, fern frost crept up the back of his neck. 
 
    “What is that? On your neck?” Her voice rose as she stared. 
 
    “Just my winter power creeping along my skin.” He coughed and regained his composure. “As part of our respect for Grammy, my Winter Court protects you from—” 
 
    “Raclaw and his Autumn Court.” Her brows rose and she fingered her talisman. “Why does he want this? And why do you?” 
 
    He swallowed hard, not wanting to reveal his intentions, but he couldn’t deny the vital importance of his nightmares. He had to safeguard those who might be harmed by the power she possessed. “Black amber absorbs negative energy aimed at you. In addition, with constant wear, the gem will absorb a witch’s own powers. Your strength, which is strong and complex, is easily visible to fae through the amber. And also in a form which can be used by fae.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “So this is a fight to gain my witch’s power?” 
 
    “It seems that it is from Raclaw’s position.” That part of his answer came quickly and easily, not the rest. “I’m acting on the defensive, since by long and good standing with Grammy Flora, we’re bound to protect you. Securing your talisman will keep you safe from Autumn Court attacks. It will also keep that court from overpowering mine through use of the black amber.” He took a deep breath, relieved. The ability to voice the words proved even to himself that they were true. He hoped she didn’t ask him to rank the reasons for his involvement. Her protection, his honor to Grammy Flora, his court’s safety, supremacy over the Autumn Court—in his heart they seemed equal. But to his conscience, disciplined with the code of a ruler, his court must and would come first. 
 
    She clutched her talisman. “Gram always said to be careful when dealing with The Cousins, who drive a hard bargain with their trickery. What’s in this for me besides Raclaw leaving me alone?” 
 
    His mouth twisted into a smile. “She taught you well. If you give me the witch’s amber, I’ll make certain Councilman Burnhard is held responsible for murdering Eugenia Trustwell.” 
 
    “How? The body’s gone.” She narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “We can find it and make sure the high priest sees it before the sheriff.” 
 
    “How do I know you’re telling the truth?” 
 
    “Faeries can’t lie.” From her narrowed eyes, Thayne knew that answer wouldn’t suffice. He rocked forward, rested elbows on his knees, and steepled his fingers, carefully considering how to respond. Her question approached the one he dreaded. He didn’t know how to reveal his battle between heart and conscience to her. To protect her above his court made him a weak leader, which went against more than a century of training and hardened goals of leadership. But to deny his heart, his intuitive yet desperate need to care for and protect her, made him feel hollow and empty, a warlord imprisoned in politics from the sweetness of life. “And I already said our court was bound to protect you. You’re at risk if the sheriff reveals to Burnhard that you’re a witness. We will protect you, but we’d do more than keep him from harming you if you accept my deal.” 
 
    “What if I accept and you’re wrong and Raclaw keeps attacking me? I don’t want to be obligated to your court for its constant protection. This gem protects me all right.” She encompassed the talisman in her fist, the amber hidden from his intense stare. 
 
    “It can…if you use it properly, which means you know and understand what magic you possess. Your grandmother and mother were hedge witches.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “You said your father was a wayward. Do you know what type?” 
 
    “No. I don’t even know what a wayward is.” 
 
    He wasn’t prepared for her guilelessness and didn’t know how to soften the impact. “It’s a witch who also has fae blood.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve: Thanksgiving 
 
      
 
      
 
    Esme cupped a trembling hand around her witch’s amber talisman. From the kitchen window she stared after Thayne and the Winter Court guards as they slipped into the woods. Stationed along the hedge on that side of the property, half a dozen faeries saluted Thayne and then bowed in her direction. He placed his winter fae patrol around Holly Cabin for increased security. They remained visible to reassure Esme of their presence. 
 
    Either a nefarious outsider had permeated the icicles with dark magic, or she made a mistake with her own magical doings. No one knew which. From Garrett’s behavior at the market and the bribery happening with the sheriff, Oscar Burnhard likely knew of her identity as a witness to the crime. Were those people linked to the attempt on her life? She hugged her arms across her chest. Should she call Logan or Rowe? 
 
    What Thayne had said about a wayward being part fae stirred confusion and shock into one massive pot of turbulent bewilderment. If she truly were a wayward like her father, wouldn’t she have the Sight and be able to see The Cousins without them allowing it? 
 
    Since Esme didn’t know about wayward witches, she couldn’t make an argument against Thayne’s claim. But was she really like him, part fae like her father? “I don’t feel in any way like a faery. Wouldn’t I know?” she asked Dove and sighed. “Although I don’t feel much like a witch either. Maybe I’m not either one. From Gram, I have an idea what being a witch is like. How would I know if I were part fae?  And if I am, what sort of faery?” 
 
    Dove held her gaze, as if considering the possibilities. 
 
    Grammy had loved the winter faeries’ shrewd tricksters and the carefree summer faeries. Always busy with school during springtime, Esme didn’t know much about fae active during that season. What if her father’s magic aligned with the Autumn Court? She shivered at the thought of having anything in common with Raclaw and his bats. 
 
    Esme lifted the black crystal and examined its striations, like lines crossing a human palm. Perhaps a pattern inside the opaque stone might reveal something about what type of powers she possessed. She turned on a lamp for a closer look. The dense composition revealed nothing, yet magic had to be stored inside: negative energy from the Autumn Court, as well as her own, whatever type that might be. How could she find out what type of faery she was? 
 
    One other thing seemed certain—she’d dreamed of her father since wearing the crystal. Was it linked to him? That seemed unlikely since she’d purchased the amber from a gem trade show last year with Grammy. 
 
    Had she made the right choice turning down Thayne’s offer? If the crystal ended up in the wrong hands, magic she knew nothing about could be unleashed. But were his hands the correct ones? At least from decades of his court’s positive relationship with Gram, the good will extended to Esme. Thayne had the opportunity to take the talisman and leave her to die. Yet he’d sacrificed the chance to take the amber’s magic for the good of his court and saved her life. That was huge. Doubts still swirled. Perhaps he had another plan up his sleeve. Likely for a winter faery. 
 
    An enormous feeling of uncertainty gnawed inside her. She couldn’t just wait for answers to sort themselves out. There had to be something she could do. 
 
    The answers to many of Esme’s questions lay in what sort of fae magic her father possessed, and therefore what she might as well. Thayne promised to check with his court’s seers and have them meet with her to look for clues. Prompted by a jittery stomach, Esme scanned the bookcases for anything that might contain information about wayward witches. Grammy must have had some information on that topic or about Esme’s father. She yanked out volume after volume, flipped through pages and cast the books aside without luck. 
 
    Prickling numbness jabbed through her calves from the lingering icicle magic. The aching muscles didn’t respond to massage, so she ladled out another bowl of Thayne’s soup. Much as she didn’t want to forget even one shred of memory about her father, she couldn’t let the poisonous chill injure her body. A few bites of soup sent warmth to her tingling legs. She finished the entire bowl and sat on the floor amid piles of books, legs outstretched and free of pain. 
 
    Over the next few hours, she perused every volume that hinted at types of witch powers. 
 
    With so many pulled from the bookcase, floor space grew scarce. Dove narrowly missed a hardback as it careened from the top of a pile. He let out a sharp meow and huddled close to Esme’s knee. 
 
    “Come over here away from those.” She lifted the cat to her other side and accidentally toppled a stack as she twisted. The splay of books revealed one with the title “Faces of Witchcraft.” She picked it up and found a chapter on hafling witches. “This might have something.” 
 
    The phone rang and she jumped up to answer it. 
 
    “Is this Becky?” a mature woman’s voice asked. 
 
    Rattled to be addressed by her first name, Esme paused. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “This is Sibeal Soot. I’m the elder seer in the coven and felt it my duty to inform you that your application for ceremonial status is currently under consideration by the Coven Council. I have—” 
 
    Sibeal Soot. Alice had mentioned that name of a candidate of coven traditionalism in the upcoming council elections, backed by Oscar Burnhard. Esme mustered courage and interrupted. “I’m aware of that fact. How do you know me by that nickname?” 
 
    “I went to school with your mother. We used to be good friends…” The woman’s voice broke into a muffled cackle. “Before she got mixed up with your father.” Esme felt like she’d played the wrong card, and Sibeal held the better hand having knowledge of her dad. 
 
    “Um. Okay.” Esme backpedaled, in case there was some way to learn more about her father. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “What you can do for me is to keep my vision from becomin’ a reality. I liked your mother and want you to stay safe from mortal harm that I know is headed your way. You need to withdraw your statement to High Priest Dennehy ’bout Councilman Burnhard. Tell the high priest you were mistaken and that you only dreamed what you thought you actually saw. Due to some herbal concoction you were making that went awry. You’ll tell Logan that, won’t you?” 
 
    Esme’s stomach churned as the woman tried to manipulate her. “What did you know about my father’s magic?” Answering with a question took the verbal sparring up a notch. Who would be forced to answer first? 
 
    “Plucky little thing, aren’t you? Darin’ to goad me into givin’ you more than your precious life. Too naïve to know when you need to keep your mouth shut and save your neck.” Sibeal laughed long and hard, underlining her warning with the pause in conversation. 
 
    A flash of sweat beaded across Esme’s face. 
 
    “Riskin’ so much for that wayward hafling. Just like your mother.” The seer raised Esme’s tension with another peal of coarse laughter. “She couldn’t get enough of his fae kisses. Kiss drunk on him all the time, she was, when his seasonal powers sparked. Not worth a lick as a witch, ’specially then when he had to earn a living doin’ construction.” 
 
    Esme bit down on her tongue to suppress any reply. Silence might keep the old witch telling about her father. 
 
    “So I can’t give you the answer you’re wantin’ when Erebus didn’t have witchcraft even worthy of a hedge witch.” 
 
    Esme’s pulse beat so loud in her ears, she thought she misheard the name she’d read on her birth certificate. The woman’s demeaning attitude was more than she could bear. “You disrespect both my father and my mother and expect me to do as you ask?” Her accusation surged against the powerful seer. Esme held her breath. She’d squelched any chance at learning what type of fae blood her father possessed. 
 
    “You catch on fast even though you have hafling blood. Yes. I do expect it. And for your sake, you’d be wise to heed my warning. If not, be prepared to leave like your mother did with a whole pile of regret and pain on your plate. Or worse.” Without acquiescence from Esme, the seer drew the line in the sand with that threat. 
 
    A click cut off the connection and Esme stared at the receiver, trying to determine what to do. Her hand shook as she dialed Rowe’s number. 
 
    “Hello, Esme?” his familiar deep voice answered, the lifeline she needed. 
 
    “I just got a threatening call from Sibeal.” 
 
    “The seer?” 
 
    “Yes. She tried to pressure me into dropping my witness statement to you and Logan. Said she foresaw harm coming to me if I didn’t.” 
 
    “That’s a complication we didn’t need.” He let out a loud sigh. “I’ll talk to Logan, and we’ll pay her a visit. Has anything happened at Holly Cabin that’s suspicious?” 
 
    “Somehow dark magic got inside icicles on my porch.” She related the incident best she could remember. Since Rowe didn’t understand anything about The Cousins, she named Thayne as a friend and not the Winter King. “I don’t know if someone did that purposely to hurt me, or if my own magic accidentally backfired. I’m looking into what I did.” 
 
    “We had some recent problems with coven members performing black magic, but Logan banned the violators. There may still be a few who practice dark arts, especially among the traditionalist founding families. Through the years they’ve become more desperate to keep status quo, resorting to drastic measures. After what Logan did to the others, though, I’d think they’d keep a low profile. Are the icicles still there so we can take a look?” 
 
    “Yes. I don’t know what’s left of the magic and don’t want to chance getting near them to see.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you. Logan and I will come by tomorrow and have a look. We need to check out another angle at the crime scene as well. No luck with that yet. We still can’t locate the body but have found plenty of magical residue that indicates strong spells were cast in the area. The sheriff had his men at the scene. They didn’t find anything other than signs of a scuffle inside the house like we described to you earlier. The sheriff has set a time limit, the end of December, for provision of evidence more concrete than magic, or he’ll close the case. So we’re up against the clock. If you remember any small detail you forgot to mention, let us know.” 
 
    “Oh, no. The sheriff must be receiving bribes. Like Logan warned, Deputy Nesby is following me. He was at the market yesterday and asking prying questions. I didn’t say anything and dodged him.” 
 
    Rowe groaned. “Logan’s got a hard fight as a new high priest after decades of corruption. But he’s tough. Hang in there. We’re on your side. We’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    Esme thanked him and ended the conversation. The threat from Sibeal and deadline set by the sheriff ratcheted up the odds against justice, not to mention her safety. Esme paced the house. 
 
    Winter Court guards remained on patrol at all three sides of the hedge surrounding her property. 
 
    Grateful for that measure of protection, she withdrew to her warm spot in front of the fire and pulled Dove onto her lap. “Where was I?” She picked up the open book she’d cast aside when the phone rang. The chapter about hafling witches included numerous combinations, most she’d never heard of. She skimmed to discussion of waywards and read: 
 
      
 
    A wayward witch, one whose heritage is mixed witch and fae, will at times exhibit no deviation from any typical witch. But when seasonal alignment of the particular fae blood is attained, the wayward shall be swayed by that inclination, prompted by caprice to turn away from what is right or proper according to rules of witches. During that season of fae magic alignment a wayward may be so willful that he/she can be rendered unable to separate witch from fae tendencies. He or she may exhibit a deviant and volatile mixed craft that may run a gamut from slight to extreme and dangerous in short spans of time, harmful to the wayward and others. 
 
      
 
    The reference gave no advice on how the wayward might control extreme deviance. Esme’s only connection to her father had been through dreams, most from a long time ago. Those dreams always left her tormented, waking in sweaty, tangled sheets. Yet she longed for him, his gentle hands holding her while they danced. “Somewhere My Love.” The music box melody played in her mind, like it had in her childhood, in her dreams of him, and again when she ate the icicles. Was Erebus trying to save her? Or harm her unintentionally while in a crazed hafling state? She shut the book and stared into the fire. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Esme spent the start of the next week preparing new products for the coming market day and baking Gram’s pumpkin lavender bread for Thanksgiving at Gertie’s. 
 
    Logan and Rowe were in and out testing and retesting the back porch icicles, again only finding magical residue without accurate identification of the type. 
 
    Each time they appeared, Thayne’s fae quickly donned glamour to appear invisible. The guards shed their masks directly upon the men leaving and saluted Esme if she remained on the porch. While the threats hadn’t diminished, at least all the protection eased her nerves. 
 
    At noon on Thanksgiving day Alice drove up in her rusted black sedan with rigged wooden bumpers. 
 
    Esme stepped out of the house with a basket of her bread and another of small trial bottles of her new products to tempt Gertie and her family. “Will that car make it? I can drive.” 
 
    “Pshaw! I didn’t want you to have to wait while I loaded her up. Hop in.” Alice tucked in her long velveteen skirt and pulled her driver’s door shut. 
 
    Esme rounded to the passenger side while she hushed a chuckle at the sight of her neighbor’s hiking shoes and down vest over her party outfit. “Don’t you look fancy with your hair done up in a braided bun.” 
 
    “And you, too, gal. Is that a new dress? The bias cut fits you nice. Wish I had a young body again.” 
 
    “Something I picked up at Shireen’s dress shop. I couldn’t afford it, but needed something to lift my spirits.” 
 
    “Good girl. Keep yer chin up.” 
 
    Esme sat gingerly on the torn passenger seat cushion and looked for a spot to place her load. Covered dishes and baskets lined the entire backseat and floor, so she placed hers at her feet. “Looks like the whole meal’s back there.” 
 
    “Close to it. Gertie’s not much of a cook. Her husband Tad, though, he’ll fry a turkey and have a venison roast that’ll make your mouth water.” Alice motioned to a blanket between them. “Iffen you feel a spring pokin’ through at you, use this. Tad just put in some new paddin’, though I’m still leery.” 
 
    At Gertie and Tad’s door, a pack of three kids and two dogs swarmed the two women. The aroma of the meats seemed laced with magic. Despite Esme’s troubles, she floated on the delicious cloud, not even fazed when Gertie refused her potion samples. 
 
    Gertie accepted Esme’s bread with a sweet smile but gave a sharp retort, “Like I said before, I won’t be tryin’ until I hear back from the market talk that folks like what you’re sellin’.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Thank you for inviting me.” Esme set the samples aside. The woman’s double-edged personality wouldn’t ruffle her today. With all the problems, Esme needed a few hours’ release at a party where eating good food and laughing were all that mattered. 
 
    Or so she thought, until she offered to help in the kitchen with the gravy. 
 
    Tad sliced the venison and addressed Alice. “I hear Oscar and Sibeal have formed a partnership to get her elected. Some founding families are calling in favors to obligate folks to vote for her.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound good.” Gertie plated the slices. 
 
    “Nat Duner is fixed to lose his tractor iffen he don’t cast his hand for Sibeal,” Alice added. “Says he can’t afford to pay off the loan and will lose everything come spring without puttin’ in crops—either through legal means or by Sibeal’s underhanded magic.” 
 
    Stirring the pot without watching, Esme’s eyes widened. “What else have Oscar and Sibeal threatened?” 
 
    “Mostly callin’ in real, existing debts, but I wouldn’t be s’prised to hear they’d used black magic if they had no other way,” Alice replied. “Them two were thick with Gladys Blinkhorne and her lot who just got themselves ousted for using it.” 
 
    Engrossed in the conversation, Esme caught the gravy rising to the pan’s rim before she turned down the heat. 
 
    Gertie handed Alice the serving plate. “We don’t owe them founders nothin’, and I aim to keep it that way.” 
 
    “Tynewell Tynker’s now running. He’s got my vote.” Tad moved on to carving the turkey. 
 
    “Mine, too. An’ Ernest Foottit’s soundin’ better every day. Least he’s honest, though too pious about rules fer me.” Alice filled her hands and carried food to the table. 
 
    After the meal Esme’s fears about Sibeal’s threat temporarily subsided, thanks to a belly full of venison, turkey, smashed potatoes, buttermilk biscuits with red-eye gravy, and her pumpkin bread topped with heaping spoons of Alice’s pawpaw butter. She lumbered after the children into the yard and sat on a tree swing. The happy family hosting the party made her think about her own: the father she longed to know and the mother who wouldn’t speak to her, now that she’d moved back to the coven. She’d called Mom in the morning and left a message that she loved her. Esme had wanted to ask about her father’s fae magic but knew that would guarantee no reply. Holiday blues of loneliness and isolation ate into her goal of independence. She shrugged and pumped the swing. 
 
    She turned over her swing to little Lottie, gave her a few pushes, then wandered inside to find the adults. “After that meal I need to take a walk. I’m going to head home.” Surely with the Winter Court guards watching over her, and most humans occupied with the holiday, she’d be safe. 
 
    “I’m ’bout ready to leave myself if you want to ride along,” Alice offered. 
 
    “Thanks, but no. I need some time alone. I’m missing Mom and Grammy.” 
 
    Alice patted her shoulder. “Holidays are hard.” 
 
    “I’ll package up some leftovers for you and send them with Alice,” Gertie said with a warm smile. 
 
    “Thank you for that and for having me over. It was great.” Esme waved goodbye and easily reached the front door since even the dogs were full and lazing from their duties. 
 
    Outside, crisp sunlight kissed her face as she walked the winding road. Esme let her methodical footfall numb her thoughts to the disappointment, fear, and stress she’d dragged around since her near-death experience last weekend. She gulped huge lungfuls of air laced with smells of roast meats and baked goods from nearby cabins. Her Winter Court guards weren’t in sight. She expected they’d used glamour to hide from Gertie’s family. She reminded herself again that holidays were safe days, off-limits to danger and worry. No threats from Oscar, Sibeal, the sheriff, or his deputy. She wasn’t in danger, at least for today. 
 
    At the next crossroad lay a trailhead that led behind Holly Cabin, one she used as a girl. A trek through the woods like she used to do would be fun. The trail twisted down from the road and stayed on high ground around the lip of a deep ravine. Dry leaves crunched under her feet. 
 
    As she rounded a wide sycamore trunk, something moved on the trail ahead. She picked up her pace and so did whatever was in the lead. At a jog, a difficult speed with all the roots and rocks littering the path, she still couldn’t gain the advantage. Her foot caught and she stumbled. “Wait!” she cried with a child’s voice she recognized as her own from the dream of her father. Was it him? She freed her foot, but her banged ankle throbbed. “Please wait! It’s me. Esme.” 
 
    A raccoon’s striped tail waved, then disappeared in the brush. 
 
    Suspecting Raclaw’s fae, Esme took hold of her talisman and limped cautiously forward. 
 
    “Hello, little one.” A diaphanous form of her father, like in those dreams, stepped from where she sighted the animal. 
 
    Esme gasped but didn’t let go of the crystal. “Daddy?” she asked with a tentative tone. 
 
    “I’m with you, little one. I’ve always been.” He held his arms open, shoulders broad. “Dance with me like always.” 
 
    She hobbled closer and surged toward him, unable to resist the chance to touch him even if this turned out to be a trick. Her arms closed on air. He’d vanished. She spun and cried to the bare trees, “Daddy? Where are you? Come back.” 
 
    “Esmeralda, your father’s spirit’s here in the Hollow for you,” a raspy male voice said from behind, and she whirled back to see a large, old raccoon speaking to her. 
 
    She took several steps backward. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Don’t be scared, lass. I’m Cyril, the Raccoon King, namesake of this here hollow.” He lowered his pointy snout, long gray whiskers sweeping the ground. 
 
    “What do you want?” She grabbed the talisman to protect it from the attacker. 
 
    The critter lifted onto his hind legs and sniffed the air to his right. 
 
    From that direction her father spoke and then stepped onto the path. “I’m inside you, like always. We’re the same.” 
 
    “It’s my amber! You’re speaking to me through it.” She held the stone in front of her, and tears of joy streamed from her eyes. 
 
    “You’ve brought my magic in you to the surface. Be careful with it. More than I was.” His tall form faded until all that remained was his smiling face and blue eyes that matched her own. 
 
    Esme clutched the amber tight against her heart and wailed, “Don’t leave. Please, stay.” When at last his eyes vanished, she rubbed the amber between her palms. 
 
    “That ain’t gonna make him return.” The raccoon sidled up to her. “In the Hollow, spirits do as they please.” 
 
    “Spirits?” Her brows pulled down and a stream of tears squeezed onto her cheeks. “He’s dead?” 
 
    Cyril shook his snout. “I’m sorry. Grammy Flora drew you back to the Hollow for him.” 
 
    She dropped to her knees beside the raccoon. “How do you know this? Are you a Cousin?” 
 
    “No. I lead wildlife in these parts. Spent many days walkin’ with Grammy. She was a great hedge witch. She brought you back to Holly Cabin for your father’s teachin’. Here words of the dead ring truer than voices of the livin’.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Listen with your heart and you’ll learn.” He frantically pawed his whiskers and wrinkled his nose. Alarm shot through his eyes. “Something foul…run home quick!” He scampered into the brush. 
 
    Through the muddled confusion, his warning registered a sharp twinge down her spine. Esme forced the complaining ankle, now more swollen and painful, to endure as she rose. 
 
    A guttural snarl twisted from behind. 
 
    She turned to see a bobcat coming for her, fangs bared and claws extended. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen: The Forest Pool 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bobcat lunged for Esme with a look so predatory, she felt her stomach twist in fear before his sharp teeth clamped onto her thigh. 
 
    She screamed and tried in vain to pull free. Razor-edged canines sank deeper, red-hot like flaming pokers. The bitter smell of her burned flesh shot a wave of nausea to the pit of her stomach. 
 
    A snow squall on the trail whipped around her, and the vicious beast locked onto her leg. Cyril had been unable to stop the unnatural beast. Could he be one of Raclaw’s fae? 
 
    The gusts churned into a cyclone. In its midst Thayne appeared, jaw clenched, eyes flaring green and purple lights across black irises. Fingers pulsing with icy daggers, he shredded the bobcat’s back fur and muscle. 
 
    The cat morphed into a human-like creature with a bark brown face, almond-shaped hazel eyes, and clawed hands. The faery hissed and recoiled, lying in a pool of blood. 
 
    Thayne struck again, slashing across the attacker’s face. 
 
    Esme flinched, her stomach roiling. 
 
    With his long claw hands cupped over the gash, the faery pleaded, “Stop. Please. Mercy.” 
 
    “Mercy?” Thayne grimaced and laid open flesh of the clawed faery’s arm. “What does your Raclaw want?” 
 
    The autumn faery crouched at the base of a sycamore trunk, trembling and whimpering. “Please don’t hurt me.” 
 
    “What does your king want with her?” Thayne raised his arm, muscles taut, blue-white hand poised to strike, and then blew a stream of frozen vapor at the captive. While awed and a little frightened by his courage, Esme now believed whole-heartedly in his promise to protect her. 
 
    Winter’s touch turned the clawed fae’s lips a lifeless gray-blue. He coughed in spasms and gurgled, “Stop. Please.” 
 
    Thayne waved a hand that removed the assault of frigid air. “Speak!” 
 
    The trapped faery sputtered out mouthfuls of gray fog between words. “King Raclaw’s orders…bring her to him…alive…wearing…the witch’s amber.” 
 
    “What does he want with her witch’s amber?” 
 
    The autumn fae curled tighter into himself, shivering as Thayne loomed overhead, exhaling icy breath. 
 
    “Tell me!” 
 
    The captive muttered, “With it, Autumn Court will rule all.” 
 
    Thayne’s discharged the ice daggers from his hand, gouging the ground at the brown faery’s feet. “Go now.” 
 
    The trembling creature skittered to his feet, then tore through the brush. 
 
    Thayne dropped to where Esme lay shaking. “How are you?” 
 
    “My leg feels like it’s on fire.” 
 
    He rubbed his hands together until the intense white remained only in his fingertips. “Your wounds need to be healed, the autumn fae magic removed. I can stop the bleeding. But unless you have winter fae magic, to try more could cause additional injury.” 
 
    She grimaced and lifted the skirt of her dress above the wound. Several tooth marks gushing blood pierced a six-inch diameter area of blackened skin. Her head felt weak, dizzy. She leaned heavily on an elbow, struggling to watch Thayne. 
 
    He gently pressed his pointer finger to each mark. 
 
    She winced but forced herself remain still. 
 
    Thayne shook his head. “You’re not tolerating winter magic well. Don’t know whether it’s because you’re human, or because you have some fae blood that doesn’t match. Hang in there. I have to stop the bleeding.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” She tried to make her shaking voice sound resolute. 
 
    When he pressed hard at the worst site and the flow slowed to a seep, she flinched. He repeated the action at the other bites. After the third, she writhed in pain. 
 
    “King Thayne, may I help?” Cyril poked his wet nose onto her knee. “Water from the forest pool ahead might do the trick.” 
 
    “Cyril, hello to you,” Thayne replied. “That’s a good idea.” 
 
    Esme pushed to sit more upright and shuddered at the sight of her leg. Rings of Thayne’s white magic circled the bites. The entire side of her thigh was charred, swollen, and bruised. “Is that close? I can’t make it very far.” 
 
    “Not a problem. I’ll carry you,” Thayne offered. 
 
    “Thanks. This leg’s swelling fast.” Esme wrapped an arm around the back of his neck as he positioned to lift her. 
 
    “Run ahead and we’ll meet you there.” Thayne addressed Cyril, then scooped Esme into his arms. 
 
    With the foreign magic weakening her body, Esme was glad to trust his strong arms to hold her. His first step was all she noticed. Trees whipped past and wind rushed against her face. 
 
    In no more than a minute, he slowed and clutched her tighter before stopping beside a brook. Where it trickled into a wide pool, he set her onto her good leg. 
 
    “Where are we? We traveled so fast, I lost my bearings.” Now upright, dizziness sloshed through her head, and she kept hold of Thayne’s arm. 
 
    “Steady, there.” He eased her to sit on the bank. “About five human miles from where we started, opposite in direction from how you were headed home.” 
 
    “Wow. That far? Do all fae move that quick?” 
 
    “All are much faster than humans, but regents and guards move the fastest,” Thayne answered while scanning the surrounding forest. “And we’re still in Autumn Court territory, on the far border.” 
 
    “Are we safe?” Her vision blurring, she was grateful for his protection. 
 
    “I’ll make sure we are.” 
 
    “Safer than before,” Cyril said as he scuttled to join them, panting. “Only a short ways from the O’Mara homestead, where the Hollow’s matriarch sycamore stands. She’ll keep a look out.” From beside Esme, he reached a paw into the dull green water and jerked it out with a shake that coursed from nose to tail. “Cold, now that the weather’s changed. Brace yourself, lass, but it’ll ease that fae bite.” 
 
    She removed her shoe, hiked up her skirt, and plunged the leg in with a yelp, “Geeze, it’s cold.” The icy water shot clarity through her foggy mind. 
 
    Thayne knelt and braced her back with his shoulder as she submerged the injury. 
 
    “The coldness isn’t so bad now. Just at first. I can feel the muscles starting to relax, and my dizziness lightening.” 
 
    “The water’s suckin’ out the magic.” Cyril rested back on his haunches. “Has power of both sun and moon. Do you see both their faces, lass?” 
 
    She leaned forward. Slowly her vision cleared enough to reveal reflections of a shining sun and a waxing moon nearing first quarter. The moon would reach full in a little more than a week, the esbat. That was the time of the Coven Council election and also when she hoped to be awarded ceremonial status as a wildwood healer. She’d made so little progress toward that goal, especially since influential coven members stood against her. It seemed impossible for her to succeed by the esbat. Frustrated, she extended her knee and rippled the water with her foot to break the moon’s image. The joint moved easier than expected, and she worked it to encourage more loosening. “The magic’s leaving quickly. If autumn fae magic made my leg swell, doesn’t that mean I don’t have that type of fae blood…if I am a hafling like my father? But then wouldn’t that also prevent the Autumn Court from using the magic in my talisman?” So much had happened to her since she’d moved to the Hollow. Her life in Indianapolis seemed a lifetime away. Perhaps her mother had been right to shelter Esme from the dangers of learning about her father’s magic. She might’ve done the same to protect a small child from this. 
 
    A tremble shook through Thayne’s shoulder against her back. “Hard to tell. Considering that autumn guard’s order and the way you reacted, he spiked his bite to tranquilize you for easier transport.” 
 
    “Fae and witches both visit here to remove unwanted magic,” Cyril said. “Works well unless laced with a black spell.” 
 
    Thayne groaned. “Let’s hope that’s not the case.” 
 
    “Why did you want the talisman? Will it help your court?” Esme fingered the black gem hanging from her neck. 
 
    Thayne looked down for a moment as if measuring his words. “It might. But it also could be dangerous. I’m only certain that I must keep it from Raclaw.” 
 
    “Noticed his guard didn’t take off in the direction of their court.” Cyril moved to inspect her leg. 
 
    “Not a surprise. After failing his mission, I’d expect Raclaw would choose to finish the guard off,” Thayne said. 
 
    Esme shivered. The fae world seemed dangerous. Did she want to be a part of it? Did she have any choice if she’d inherited fae blood? Certainly she didn’t want to be connected to the Autumn Court and leaned against Thayne’s sturdy shoulder. 
 
    He replied, “They don’t value life as much as the other courts.” 
 
    “Can faeries die?” From where she touched him, a strange and wonderful sensation seeped into her, inviting her to let go of her worries and fears. She peaked over her shoulder at his overlarge eyes accented by purple shadowed lids and black brows that extended almost to his angular cheekbones. He could pass for a rock star. 
 
    “Yes, but only from physical harm, not from aging.” 
 
    “So how old are you?” she asked. 
 
    After a moment’s thought, he replied, “Almost two hundred human years.” 
 
    She jerked free and peered at him. 
 
    “Keep the leg in the water, lass,” the raccoon reminded with a chortle. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” She spun back and splashed the limb down. 
 
    “It’s looking better though,” Thayne said. “The gray is almost gone and color’s returning.” 
 
    Cyril sat back and curled his tail around one hind quarter. “A few more minutes.” 
 
    Esme glanced over her shoulder at Thayne. “How long have you been a king?” 
 
    “Not long. Only a year. Although I’ve been training for the job since I can remember.” 
 
    She swept her leg through the water. “It must be great being able to choose what you want to do, what’ll happen in your court.” 
 
    Thayne laughed. “I wish. It’s nothing like that. My every decision must be in the interest of my court, and measured against actions of previous kings, especially those of my father. My personal preferences must never enter into my decisions.” 
 
    “I see.” She well understood what it meant to feel obligated. “I came to live here to escape unwanted obligations and be independent.” 
 
    “I envy you.” 
 
    She leaned away and laughed. “Me? No. You’re a king. I’m not even sure what I am, whether I’m a witch or a faery.” 
 
    He smiled. “We’ll find out. I’ll bring one of my sibyls, a wise woman, to visit you tomorrow. How does the leg feel?” 
 
    “Good.” She lifted it out of the water, bent the knee, and wriggled the foot and toes. “Pretty stiff, but I’ll try to stand. Even the twisted ankle feels better. The tooth marks are still there. Will those go away?” 
 
    “Slowly.” He stood and supported Esme as she stood. “I’ll have a healer faery woman join the sibyl to visit you. She can speed the healing.” 
 
    “Cool. I’ll look forward to learning what she does.” She tested the leg with some weight. “Stiff and tender, but much better.” 
 
    “I need to get you home and warmed up,” Thayne said, “before a chill sets in from that cold water.” 
 
    Cyril reared up on his hind legs and inspected the injury. “Good. Good. If you need to come back, just holler out my name. Trees will find me.” 
 
    She reached a hand to ruffle one of his white ears. “Thank you, Cyril.” 
 
    Thayne bowed to The Raccoon King, who returned the gesture, snout lowered to the ground. “Esmeralda, I’ll carry you again because I don’t want you to land with that injured leg.” Thayne bent low and cradled her to his chest. 
 
    Esme realized the same incredible feeling as when they sat together on the bank. His energy passed into her, a whirl of dizzying emotions. She tried to distinguish them, but a giddy euphoria spun through her. 
 
    Thayne’s legs raced and the forest whizzed past. Colors of the sky, orange, pink and purple with the setting sun, streaked before Esme’s eyes like a vivid impressionist painting. They reached Holly Cabin, at least six miles away, in a couple minutes. 
 
    He slowed and placed her gently onto the front porch. 
 
    Under the darkening sky the shed light flickered on and illuminated several Winter Court guards who stepped forward along the hedgeline. 
 
    “I didn’t see them when I walked home from Gertie’s. I assumed they were there, just invisible.” She pulled her house key from her dress pocket and unlocked the door. 
 
    “They were assigned to do that.” Thayne rubbed his temple. “I need to find out what happened on that trail where you were attacked.” 
 
    “It was on Autumn Court land. Were they allowed to go there?” she asked. 
 
    His chest heaved as if weighted by concern. “They’re trained to defend themselves accordingly when passing through other courts’ territories. Shouldn’t have been an issue.” 
 
    She hesitated and touched her talisman. “I see.” Fears of danger she couldn’t understand or anticipate threatened to move in as soon as Thayne left. 
 
    “May I check the interior, so there is nothing to fear here?” 
 
    She nodded and stepped aside as he pushed the door open. 
 
    He roamed through rooms and waved her inside. “No sign of fae magic. You’re shaking. Let me start the fire.” 
 
    She was shaking but less from cold than nerves, plagued by unknown dangers and unanswered questions. Cyril said Gram had willed Esme this property to make certain she met with her dad’s spirit. But why? And how was she to contact him? Did any of that connect to whatever Raclaw wanted from her? 
 
    Teeth rattling, Esme sat on the loveseat and drew a crocheted afghan around her shoulders. 
 
    Thayne used the magic in his hands to light a crackling blue blaze and then took a seat beside her. He gazed into her eyes. “You’re frightened. Of me?” 
 
    “No. Of being attacked by Raclaw. Of High Priest Logan and Rowe not finding evidence to charge Councilman Burnhard for the murder I saw. Of Burnhard coming after me for speaking up as a witness. Not knowing if I’m a witch or a fae. Or whatever deviant sort a wayward is.” She nodded to a stack of references on the kitchen table. “Grammy’s books say bad things about waywards.” 
 
    He took her hand. His long fingers engulfed hers, and his touch eased her worries. He leaned closer, then pulled away slightly. “I and my court are here to keep you safe.” She could feel the magic on his breath, opening her to things she’d never seen as if a sense existed other than the five she knew. 
 
    She moved forward toward him, desiring to know that new sensation. 
 
    “I have to go.” He jerked his hand free, stood, and moved to the door. “If you need anything, anything at all, call out to the patrols. I’ll hear your call as well.” 
 
    She followed him to where he paused, his hand on the knob. “What does it feel like to be fae?” 
 
    He faced her and a smile quirked over his beautiful face as purple lights glittered in his eyes. He pulled her into his arms and bent his head to hers. His lips were close enough she felt the rush of his magic in his breath as he spoke each word. “I shouldn’t do this—” 
 
    “I want to know.” 
 
    “It feels like this.” He closed the slight distance between their lips and kissed her. A rush of wind whirled around her, followed by the soft drape of what felt like wings across her back. Beneath her feet she felt a softness, like the leaf litter and moss of a forest trail. He held her tighter with both arms and wings, his tongue gently pushing past her lips. A velvety touch laced with exhilaration and desire but also tinged with fear and panic that tried to surface. 
 
    She attempted to push away, but fought with herself to cling to him. A heady mix of scents infused the kiss. She gave a quiet moan at their beauty. Her senses became so acute, she could separate fragrances from the alluring bouquet. Each traveled with pulses of Thayne’s energy that registered in her with a new perception. Strength paired with patchouli, sensuality with sweet sandalwood, peaceful resolve interwove with whiffs of mint, darkness with bitter myrrh, and an apprehensive tang bit with tart cranberry. She heard the tinkle of each holly berry on the other side of the door, and a parade of northern lights flashed behind her closed eyelids. 
 
    He broke the kiss and murmured against her lips, “I feel your fear deep inside. I can make you safer, if you’ll give me the talisman.” 
 
    She leaned back slightly and, fighting the euphoria, struggled to grasp the black crystal. “No, I can’t. It connects me with my father. Using it, I saw him today in the woods.” 
 
    “But it’s putting you in real danger.” He trailed a finger down her cheek. 
 
    Alarmed by the proximity of his hand to the talisman, Esme jumped back and shook off the magic of his kiss. His perseverance to take the witches amber rattled her ability to trust that he acted on her behalf and not his own. “I lost my father as a child. I won’t lose him again. You took the icicle memories, and I understood why, but you’re not taking this.” 
 
    Thayne gave a single nod, though his eyes went dark and his face contorted as if he’d been wounded. 
 
    He opened the door and left. 
 
    She regretted the effect of her words too late. Her heart sank. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen: Adder’s Tongue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Esme leaned her back against the closed front door, eyes shut, mind focused on the lingering traces of Thayne’s energy on her lips. Her longing for the complexity and sweetness of him opposed her thirst for independence. She needed to stand her ground and make decisions for herself: to connect with the father she’d never known, to establish her new career, and honor her heritage through Grammy of being a root doctor. 
 
    But the elixir of his kiss clouded her determination. Like her ex, Thayne wanted something—her black amber—for reasons that had nothing to do with her. The cost of giving that up was great. She wiped the back of her hand across her lips, as if removing the taste of him from her could erase him from her mind. Frustrated that her attempt failed, that he remained woven into her thoughts, she realized something new. Unlike her ex, the Winter King opened to her a world of new and amazing sensory experiences. He offered her something truly amazing. 
 
    She lifted the talisman to eye level. Had she made the correct choice? She twisted the silk cord around her finger. 
 
    The answer still lay in knowing what type of fae blood Erebus possessed and also whether she’d inherited his tendency as a wayward. 
 
    Panicked, she rubbed the witch’s amber’s smooth surface and eyed every corner for a sign of her father. “Daddy, please talk to me. Please visit me.” Room by room, she tried to no avail until she came to the hearth room. 
 
    There, she surveyed Gram’s bookcases again. Her gaze landed on a row of journals, which she removed and set before the fire Thayne had been so thoughtful to make. Preparing to read for the evening, she created a nest of throw pillows, the crocheted blanket over her legs and Dove nestled against her back. 
 
    Esme focused on the fact that Gram had willed Holly Cabin to her in order to connect her with her father. She perused recent entries for validation. Skimming Gram’s scrawled handwriting proved difficult, but Esme persevered and located mention of notarizing the will. Gram clearly stated she wanted Esme to learn the old ways, although nothing supported a connection to her father. 
 
    Cross-eyed from the tight cursive, she added logs to the fire and made a cup of tea. 
 
    Renewed, she flipped backward in the journals to the time of her birth and when Erebus must have been in the Hollow. There was no mention of him or of her mother being pregnant. 
 
    Although one unusual entry caught her attention for a different reason. It explained how Holly Cabin gained its name: 
 
      
 
    My grand old cabin, that Earl had built for us decades back, never had a proper christening even though there were plenty o’ times he called it words like “Money Pit” and “Cash Gobbler.” But today a young man came calling with a load o’ holly bushes in his pickup, asking if I’d be wanting any planted. I laughed and told him planting time’s months away. He had a smile bout him that wasn’t gonna be denied, so I let him plant a row across the front foundation. Thought he were a fool the way he spaded the frosted ground for hours. But soon as them plants were in, the berries started to talk and sing all through the night with magic like I’d never seen, calling The Cousins in close as if I’d hung out a welcome sign. Found all sorts o’ fine healing barks and mosses on the doorstep the next morning. 
 
      
 
    The story of the young man and his unusual magic intrigued Esme. The passage answered why Gram had such a good rapport with the winter fae, and why the holly berries talked. However, the man’s name hadn’t been mentioned. She reread the passage and looked for any follow-up entries but only found amusing conversations between Gram and the berries. Nothing about him. Could he have been Erebus? Gram’s entry, dated in late December and after Yule, was before her mother’s pregnancy. 
 
    Esme hopped up and went to the kitchen phone. Maybe her mom could tell her something about the young man. She checked the time. Darn, too late. The machine showed no messages. Esme’s heart dropped, hoping to hear back from the message she’d left Mom earlier. Maybe she’d been invited out with friends to Thanksgiving dinner. 
 
    A scent of lavender wafting from the bedroom hall caused Esme to yawn. She moved to the hearth and spread the fireplace coals. The lovely fragrance still lingered. “How strange. That scent has called me to bed before,” she said to Dove, who trotted after her into the other room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    In the morning Esme worked in the porcelain kitchen sink preparing products for tomorrow’s market when a sharp rap sounded at the front door. 
 
    She peered through the peep hole to find a pair of fae women. With their pale skin and fine bones, she assumed them to be from the Winter Court. Though she wondered why Thayne didn’t accompany them as he’d said, she opened the door. 
 
    “Esmeralda?” From under a braided crown of metallic dove-gray hair, the younger one’s large almond eyes searched Esme’s face. With delicate, long fingers the woman touched half a dozen crystals that rested against her chest. She gestured toward her shorter companion. “This is Cryptic, a wise woman, and I’m Halcyon, a healer.” 
 
    Cryptic leaned her stout body into something of a bow, and murmured an unintelligible greeting from a twist of her flat lips. Her coarse black tunic dress laced with thongs of gray leather hung loose. Her wild hair mirrored the coloring, steel gray shot through with streaks of black. In contrast to the distinct markings of dress and hair, her lipless mouth and eyes shadowed with clouds rendered her expression unreadable. Esme guessed that inscrutable appearance might help the woman safeguard her clairvoyant readings, or at least give her an air of mysticism. 
 
    Esme opened the door wider, eyeing the strange pair. “Please come in. Thank you for coming. Have a seat at the table.” She trusted Thayne that these women could help her, but it required a real leap of faith. 
 
    Halcyon rested a large canvas messenger bag on the top, then swept with grace and poise into a chair, her diaphanous pale gray dress tinkling with ice crystals. She motioned for Esme to sit beside her. “I’ll tend to your ailments first, which may put you more at ease for the ways of my sister fae.” Her fluid motions reminded Esme of Thayne. 
 
    Cryptic gave a single nod and flashed onto a seat across from them with ease, then slunk without the elegant posture of the other faery. 
 
    “May I see your bite wounds?” Halcyon bent her lithe frame low to inspect where Esme lifted her skirt to reveal her outer thigh. Skin around the marks had rippled as though unable to close across the punctures. “The general healing is progressing fine with normal color returning, all but at the bites. You used water from the enchanted forest pool. Anything else?” 
 
    “Witch hazel and honey dressings. That reduced the swelling.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll apply a healing to remove the last traces of poison.” With nimble fingers, she dug into her bag and withdrew a small tin box from which she removed several large, flat leaves. These she pressed onto the wounds. When she released her fingers, the leaves adhered like adhesive bandages. 
 
    “Those look like adder’s tongue leaves.” Esme twisted to get a better view. “But how? That’s a spring plant.” 
 
    The prim faery’s slanted eyes twinkled. “Preserved with fae magic. We’ll leave those in place while Cryptic works, then finish my treatment after.” She nodded to her companion. 
 
    With a cracked hand of curled, split fingernails, the wise woman reached across the table. She took hold of Esme’s hand and said in a raspy voice, “Tell me what happened from the time you came home after market day till you fell prey to the icicles. All you remember. Leave nothin’ out.” She cast her gaze beyond Esme. 
 
    While the younger faery smelled fresh with woodsy herbs, the acrid odor emanating from the older churned Esme’s stomach. Her answer tumbled out in spurts. She relayed the dream of her father, how she consulted Gram’s books on altar prayers, and the ill feeling that resulted from the consecration ritual. 
 
    More clouds drifted across the seer’s unblinking eyes. The formations flattened and billowed, lightened and darkened, in no apparent pattern, while Esme spoke. When she finished her account, Cryptic pulled her sandpapery hand away. “Show me the altar.” 
 
    Careful to not let her skirt swipe the adder’s tongue leaves, Esme rose and motioned to Gram’s altar. “Nothing’s been moved.” 
 
    The old woman turned her back to them and stooped so that her nose was level with the display. She waved open palms above the sacred items. “These dried blossoms and holly berries? Which did you use?” 
 
    “Both,” Esme replied. 
 
    “Hmm,” the wise faery groaned from low in her throat. “Was one of these cloaks on the rod used?” 
 
    “Yes, I think. I’m not sure. I think I used the green. Does it matter?” Esme’s voice cracked. 
 
    With her back still turned, Cryptic raised fisted hands in the air. “Feather, oil, water, stone, lavender, and mystic holly berries. Correspond to air, fire, water, earth, ether, and spirit of winter fae. You called equal upon powers of both witch and fae. A dangerous mix. If you’d used the red cloak, the color of our Winter Court, the lavender wouldn’t have voiced. Even with the green cloak, the holly berries, so tied to this property, spoke in equal measure…in fae language. A confused mix of magic, it corrupted icicles with delusions.” 
 
    Esme shuddered and squeaked out a question, “Was that consequence only from the items I chose?” She wondered if wayward blood she’d inherited from her father might’ve contributed. 
 
    The wise faery woman lowered her arms and turned toward them. Clouds parted from her eyes, and black irises bored into Esme. “Both fae and witch rest at this altar. Whether from natural correspondence of the items or something induced, I cannot say. That’s only something you will know.” She slowly pronounced the last words, her sinuous lips contorted into a fearsome grimace. 
 
    Had Esme’s own deviant wayward magic created the icicles? The frightening question remained unanswered and squeezed on her ribcage. “Please, can’t you tell me what to look for? How I’ll know?” Esme implored. Was she fated to be neither witch nor fae but a combination that produced unspeakable magic? Could healing potions she infused with her powers backfire and harm people? Luckily, she’d not attempted charming products for clients, and only dabbled in things for herself. 
 
    Cryptic huffed, “Still enough mortal in you to be inane and a waste of my time. It’s not my job to describe what only you will know.” 
 
    “Let me now see to your wounds.” Halcyon’s gentle voice soothed Esme’s ears but did little to ease the turmoil inside her. The healer faery used a touch soft as a butterfly’s to peel away the adder’s tongue leaves, though her shaking hands revealed an understanding of the potential danger in Cryptic’s reading. Halcyon opened a second tin and pressed the used leaves into what looked like damp earth. “In short order, Earth will detoxify the poison and you’ll be healed.” 
 
    As Esme watched, the puckered wounds drew closed and only thin scar lines remained. “That’s amazing. Thank you. Can I use that healing on others?” 
 
    “It is of fae magic.” She reached for Esme’s hand, but her eyes lowered behind thick lashes, and her voice hushed. “Perhaps you can. I do not know any more than Cryptic.” Halcyon rose. 
 
    Esme stood and tested her newly healed thigh muscles, which contracted without complaint. She forced a smile. “Good as new.” 
 
    Halcyon brushed Esme’s shoulder. “May you find your answers.” 
 
    The women struggled to move through the dense silence to the door. From previous experiences, Esme recognized the same extreme thickness of the air when a client’s ailments couldn’t be treated as Gram’s heart intended. 
 
    When the two faeries stood on the porch, Esme swallowed against tightness inside her throat with a question that raised new, raw pain that couldn’t be ignored. “Why didn’t Thayne come with you?” 
 
    The pair looked toward the hedge at nothing Esme could see, as if they avoided her gaze. 
 
    Esme reached for the Halcyon’s arm, but she stepped from the porch. Esme entreated, “Please. Do you know something?” 
 
    “Said he had no reason to,” Cryptic croaked, then lumbered after the healer. The empty message swelled Esme’s throat and even her breath hurt. 
 
    The fae women faded to invisible as they walked toward the hedge. Esme could no longer see the guards along the boundaries. Had they left? Was she unprotected? Her heart sped. No, he gave his word. His court gave their word to Grammy, and Esme took comfort in that. 
 
    But there wasn’t. She felt alone. And lost. Was she fae or witch or both? She’d expected the faery wise woman to be able to tell her more, or at least give some guidance. Grammy’s journals answered nothing. Only that one story about the young man who planted the holly bushes seemed like a viable clue. 
 
    Esme darted inside, picked up the phone, and dialed her mother. Her only hope. After several rings the answering machine engaged. “Mom, please pick up if you’re there.” Esme held her breath, then burst out, “I need to know about Dad’s magic. Call me. Love you.” 
 
    She hung up and stood before Gram’s altar. Arms raised, she felt prickles of power surging through her. Power she’d not learned how to use. What kind was it? Fae or witch? And if fae, what if it was a dangerous type she couldn’t control? She clamped her arms to her sides and stepped away. 
 
    Esme paced between hearth room and kitchen. Her face burned and a loud pulse beat against her eardrums. She stared at the phone, willed it to ring. Several passes later she snatched it and dialed Mom again. A loud click caused her heart to skip a beat. “Mom? Are you there? Mom?” 
 
    Another click disconnected. 
 
    Esme pleaded into the dead receiver. “Mom? Why?” She glared at it in disbelief. She knew Mom would never talk about Dad, but couldn’t she hear Esme’s desperation? Her fingers tightened around the receiver. Her arm ached to throw it across the room. 
 
    Dove let out a piercing cry. 
 
    Esme flinched and dropped the phone. Unable to contain her frustration inside the small cabin, she threw on a coat, and raced outside, Dove on her heels. 
 
    The cold air cooled Esme’s aching throat. She gulped it down. Icy air crystallized each problem, but didn’t show how they connected. How could she get her mother to help her? She needed Mom’s support. She’d lost Gram, and now her mother as well. Without them, Esme’s fears swarmed. 
 
    And she’d lost Thayne. That felt like a knife in her gut. She needed him, but she didn’t know why. 
 
    Her alarming magical power pressed against her bones and muscles, against the inside of her skin as if it would erupt at any moment. She clutched her arms across her chest to hold the magic in, afraid what might happen if it came out. Soon her limbs ached with the pressure. The magic wanted out. Could she keep control? She swung her arms, hoping to relieve the stress. 
 
    She jogged to the trailhead and into the woods. Alone, afraid, and without direction, she ran faster and faster. Maybe she could leave whatever it was inside her behind. Her breath grew shallow, her mind numb on a runner’s high. Encouraged and desperate, she ran faster. Gasping for air, blocking out the problems, the pressure, everything. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen: Labyrinth 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thayne swirled his mug of dark roast root as he sat alone at his table in the dining cavern. At midmorning only the cooks were present. They prepared egg and potato casserole for the onslaught at breakfast upon sundown and began to simmer rich stews for the main midnight meal. Thankfully, those workers tended to be old matrons who posed no threat to Thayne’s need for silent contemplation. 
 
    At intervals, one of the plump women scooted out to top off his cup and politely reminded him they’d be glad to serve him whatever food he wished. 
 
    He thanked them, but had no appetite. He’d intended to accompany his best healer and sibyl to visit Esmeralda. After what happened yesterday, he couldn’t bring himself to go along. 
 
    Esmeralda’s alarmed reaction to his kiss controlled his thoughts. Her expression had conveyed so much mistrust and anger, even more frightening than his images of her as a wild boar in nightmares. What foul magic lay in her talisman to cause her to act that way? 
 
    He’d laid open his deepest personal emotions, something he did sparingly as a king-in- training, and not at all since his appointment. The horror in her face pummeled him to the ground. Had he been awkward displaying his feelings and triggered her negative response? The denial of personal feelings left many regents inept and was the reason so many marriages were arranged, like when his sister was given to be the bride of a Summer Court lord in the desert, whom she barely knew. 
 
    Thayne tried to dismiss the rejection, reminding himself that fate had cast him a good hand. If that black amber held dangerous magic, possessing it might sway him in a direction unfavorable for his court, turning him into a wrathful power-monger. He clenched a fist. That was only a weak and convenient excuse. As king he should be brave enough to step up to that challenge. And regardless of his abilities, he’d gladly put himself at risk to spare Esmeralda the turmoil she struggled against. 
 
    Perhaps, being a mortal, she was too different from him and the sensations of their kiss frightened her? He’d embraced her with the hope she was part fae, and of a compatible sort. He sipped his brew. No, another lie. When he kissed her, he didn’t think of anything so far-reaching that would support the safety of his court. He couldn’t deny how the gleam of her long dark curls and full lips pulled him in. And her determined spirit as well. The softness of her body in his arms, the way she pressed against him, and the tiniest murmured moan against his lips that spoke to him of her desires and dreams. 
 
    Why had the moment gone so wrong? He cycled through these possible reasons without discovering anything other than he truly cared for Esmeralda. He wanted her with him, something only possible if she gave up the talisman or if he could help her learn to contain her powers. 
 
    When Halcyon and Cryptic arrived in the dining area, he dropped his brooding and stood to wave them to his table, hopeful for good news. “Were you able to help her?” he asked before the two faeries even had time to bow. Out of respect for their advanced wisdom, he waited for them to position their food trays and sit before he retook his seat. 
 
    The healer gave a slight smile. “I was able to completely mend the poisonous autumn fae bites. She will suffer no lasting effects.” 
 
    “Good.” Thayne nodded and addressed the older woman. “And what caused the icicles to be corrupted?” 
 
    She met his gaze slowly and with a tortured expression, as if she would avoid doing so were it not expected decorum while conversing with a regent. She passed an additional cloud layer before her eyes, no doubt an effort to hide her feelings. “The corruption was of her own makin’. Both fae and witch powers dwelt at her altar, through items she chose as conduits.” 
 
    He studied the sibyl. “That is not a surprise. We had the property well-guarded, so I didn’t suspect outsiders were the cause. And what about her powers? Could you discern whether she used witchcraft or fae ability?” 
 
    “The woman owns a strange magic I’ve not seen but a few rare times. Tendencies of both fae and witch. So tight woven, so strong, as if one fights to win over the other. I can’t tell what sort the fae tendency harkens to.” 
 
    He steepled his fingers, the garnet rings glittering in the lantern light, and asked a dreaded question. “Is Esmeralda possessing winter fae magic, since some say she brought winter early?” 
 
    Cryptic smirked. “With all that evil in her?” 
 
    Thayne glanced at Halcyon, who squirmed in her seat. He asked, “How can we learn which fae power fights her witch force?” 
 
    Cryptic’s flat lips puckered, and she struggled to keep eye contact. “My King, nothin’ more I can do. She must learn who and what she is by lettin’ her magic surface, as was true with the other waywards I’ve seen.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell Esmeralda that?” Halcyon faced the sibyl with searching eyes. “So she might handle the newness better.” 
 
    The sibyl grunted and gave a sly smile. “’Cause I don’t like mortals.” 
 
    He slapped a hand on the table and leaned closer, holding Cryptic on task by the strength of the magic in his regent’s stare. “You will fully serve my orders to keep this court safe. Once her powers become visible, what then? What can you do to help…to protect our court from her magic?” 
 
    Under the intense force flowing from his gaze, she trembled slightly, her voice barely audible. “My King, I…I don’t know. I’ll read up on it in the elders’ writings.” 
 
    “I want you to make that your primary task, delegating all routine chores to the other seers.” He cast his eyes to Halcyon, and the sibyl dropped into an exhausted slouch. 
 
    The pert healer met his stare without difficulty. “My King?” 
 
    “You will work alongside the sibyl to determine any physical support that Esmeralda might need as a consequence of Cryptic’s doings.” 
 
    She gave a sharp nod. “Yes, my King.” 
 
    He sat back. “What was her demeanor? Her reaction to these findings?” 
 
    “She was clearly upset as we left.” The healer gestured to her co-worker. “I considered returning to supply her with a calming potion, but Cryptic said the girl needed to meet her magic’s darkness square.” 
 
    Thayne shook his head. “In that case, both of you need to pay regular visits to Holly Cabin to check on her.” He gathered his mug, rose, and leaned close. “And take guards with you.” 
 
    Rather than hope, the pair’s findings brought Thayne more concerns…and fewer choices. He’d contacted Esmeralda’s blood while stabilizing her bite wounds. From that he could identify and track the sounds of her emotions to determine her status. Her murmur during their kiss had let him peek at the dreams he wanted to be part of. He shuddered, thinking of what agony her tortured cries would convey to him as her wayward powers continued to surge. 
 
    Thayne strode into the central gathering area and motioned for Captain Shade to join him. Without a word exchanged, they bounded up the Grand Ravine’s wall, and two king’s sentries fell in behind. 
 
    Progress through the woods was slowed by a whipping wind that slapped tree trunks. Thayne circled the ravine, pausing and listening. When he thought he identified faint notes of Esmeralda’s song, a limb crashed ahead and negated his reading. “Damn!” Delusion and melancholy imbued her song. She was far from Holly Cabin. His senses burned with needles of white-hot ice. He rushed past the obstacle and caught a single familiar note. Standing completely still, he fully enlivened his tracking sense with frost. Three more quiet notes vibrated off a distant chestnut tree with the melody he hoped for. The desperate cry of her cat confirmed his reading. He sprang after the noise, running the distance of a couple miles well ahead of his staff. 
 
    At the distant edge of the Winter Court forest, which was blanketed with fresh snow, Esmeralda leaned against an old chestnut. Her cat hissed at Thayne. Esmeralda’s eyes stared blankly, and she didn’t seem to recognize him. Hair stuck to her face, wet with sweat, and her chest heaved. 
 
    “Esmeralda? Are you all right? It’s me, Thayne.” 
 
    Her head snapped toward him, but still no recognition showed. She tilted her head back and rambled, “Who are you? I smell courage and fear. Why? Why are you afraid? I’m afraid. I don’t know who I am…what I am. Can you tell me? No one knows. I may never know. Shouldn’t want to know. Need to run from what I am…too dangerous.” Underlying tremors filled her words with suffering that stabbed Thayne. 
 
    The guards appeared and Thayne held up a hand to keep them back. 
 
    She detected him using heightened smell, a sense common among fae. But laced with that wild witch’s energy, her sense of smell was unpredictable. 
 
    He applied glamour to cover his emotions, all except caring and acceptance, and moved forward in a slow, steady pace. 
 
    Her witch’s amber cast a purple glow. “Courage left. Fear’s gone. Who are you? I don’t know you.” She writhed against the tree. 
 
    If he could only get hold of her hand. Only twenty feet. 
 
    She lurched away from the trunk, crouched and ready to run. “I’ve never met you. No man—” 
 
    He froze and shifted his glamour to mimic the exact kindness he remembered from Grammy Flora. 
 
    Esmeralda’s eyes sparked with purple light echoing from the black crystal, and a smile spread across her face. “Grammy?” Her voice softened. She held out her arms and walked to Thayne. 
 
    He gently took her hand and led her from the woods to a snow-covered meadow. The heat from her skin steamed against his cooler touch. With his free hand, he summoned the snow into eight-foot drifts crisscrossing the field to form a meandering maze of paths. The Field of Insight and meditation had served as a training tool for many Winter Court guards. Thayne used it when he needed to pinpoint his own purpose under his father’s tutelage. He appealed to the force of winter within for the field to allow Esmeralda to know her powers sooner and suffer less. He swallowed hard. If not, they’d be making a speedy trip to Halcyon and Cryptic. He hated to let Esmeralda travel the maze without him beside her, but it was the only way. 
 
    “Esmeralda, in order to know who you are, you must journey through this labyrinth. I will stay nearby to make sure you’re safe. I’m going to let go now, and you’ll walk ahead. We’ll still be able to talk. Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, Grammy. I hear you fine.” With her eyes staring blankly, she stepped forward. 
 
    He led her to the entry and placed her hands on the mounded white wall. 
 
    The warmth from her body formed a glare of ice that shone like a mirror. She flinched and reached out to the hazy image of herself that glowed with a purple aura extending from the talisman. 
 
    Itchy fern frost crept along Thayne’s arms and neck. He held his breath, hoping the image wouldn’t frighten her. “Follow the wall and keep moving,” he encouraged in a soft voice, while he motioned for Shade and the guards to spread around the perimeter. Once she felt her way forward, Thayne took on an invisible glamour and lessened his emotional resemblance to Grammy so he seemed farther away. He stirred a wind and jumped with its force onto the drift that formed the walls of the maze. From that high vantage, he followed Esmeralda to keep her safe and hopefully learn what plagued her. 
 
    On the ground, she ambled along the snowy walls, turning them to mirrors of ice, seemingly entranced by her own likeness. 
 
    “Keep going through the maze,” Thayne urged, trying his best to float his feet lightly and not let his boots crunch against the packed snow. 
 
    Esmeralda responded and moved hand over hand and foot over foot until she reached the heart of the labyrinth. There she paused and the snow bank illuminated vivid purple. “Grammy, I see Daddy! He’s here with me.” 
 
    Thayne crept as close as he dared. 
 
    An image of a man with the same coloring as Esmeralda appeared. He took her into his arms, and she stepped onto the tops of his boots. The man danced her in a circle and sang a haunting tune, though joy and hope filled his voice. “In your heart’s dreams, we’ll meet again, my little one. I’ll come to you out of long ago, for little girl kisses soft as snowflakes.” 
 
    She danced and laughed. In her laughter Thayne read pure love from her heart. The transparency and clarity of her voice brought a profound deepening of awe at the strength of her love. 
 
    The man’s purple light cradled hers. 
 
    After a few minutes he ended their dance. “Esmeralda, my little one, you must learn from my mistakes. Like me, you’re a wayward with both fae and witch powers. You must give up one. Only then will you be whole and safe from the madness that killed me. Promise me you will.” 
 
    “If I do, will we still be able to dance?” she asked. 
 
    “No. That must end. Promise me.” 
 
    “No!” she let out a scream pierced with agony and fell back against the far drift. 
 
    The man vanished. The talisman’s glow muted to black. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen: Lavender’s False Peace 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Esmeralda!” Thayne vaulted over a wall of snow into the center of the labyrinth. Her scream had exploded with desperation and real physical pain. “Esmeralda, are you all right?” 
 
    She lay against the icy ground, twitching and groaning. 
 
    He knelt beside her and took her hand. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open and locked on him. “Daddy?” 
 
    “Esmeralda, it’s me, Thayne.” Unsure how to help, his first response was to warm her. He massaged her cold fingers, willing any possible heat of his own to pass to her, but tremulous hoarfrost spiked along his skin. He let go, afraid his winter magic would only cause more harm. 
 
    Whether alarmed by the coldness of his touch or some delusions brought by her own surfacing magic, she flinched free and scooted backward. 
 
    He kept a distance to not threaten her. “Are you hurt? It’s Thayne.” 
 
    His guards entered the circle, and Thayne raised a palm to still them. 
 
    “Thayne? The Winter King?” Esmeralda blinked her eyes. 
 
    “Yes. Can you see me?” 
 
    “Not much. Purple mist is everywhere. Just see your outline.” 
 
    “How do you feel? Does anything hurt?” 
 
    “My head aches, like something’s pushing on the inside of my skull.” She attempted a slight movement of one hand toward her chest, grimacing. “And my heart, like it’s hitting against my ribs. Where am I?” 
 
    “You’re safe inside the Winter Court’s Field of Insight and meditation. I’m here with my guards. Can you move your body?” 
 
    With exertion contorting her face, she lifted her rigid limbs a few inches, then let them drop against the cold, hard surface. “Stiff and swollen. Really bad in the joints.” 
 
    “Your black amber is bringing your powers to the surface.” He moved closer and gently held her hand, suppressing his desire to rub feeling into her knuckles and wrist. If only he knew what sort of fae magic she possessed. When the spirit of Esmeralda’s father had appeared, his warning didn’t include information about what type he’d passed on to his daughter. “That’s why it hurts. Will you let me take you to visit Cryptic and Halcyon so they can ease the pain?” 
 
    “No.” She pulled away and hid the talisman in her palm. “I don’t want them to take it.” 
 
    “I promise they won’t, but you need the care of a healer.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I can heal myself.” She tried to stand. Thayne steadied her with an arm around her waist, but with her first step, her knees locked and she fell into him. 
 
    He held her tighter, supporting her weight. “You’re not well. Please come with me to get treatment.” 
 
    “Okay,” she lowered her voice to a whisper. 
 
    Thayne motioned to a sentry. “Go ahead and tell the healers and Cryptic we’ll be along shortly.” 
 
    The guard saluted and manifested invisible wings. The translucent feathery limbs spread and whipped him from the labyrinth into the forest beyond. 
 
    Thayne bent and lifted Esmeralda into his arms. He sensed the violent energy writhing inside her, like hundreds of snakes that wanted out. He shielded himself from the unknown evil with a casement of his own power and a thick net of frost coating his skin. He nodded to Captain Shade, who understood the unsaid order to follow suit and be ready in case he was needed to hold her. 
 
    Along with their small band of guards, they unfurled hidden wings and, in haste, beat the air to rise from the snowy maze. A startled nye of pheasants squawked and flapped to the far side of the meadow. Once inside the dense woods, Thayne touched down with extreme care. 
 
    From the slight impact Esmeralda’s groans interrupted the quiet of the forest and shot daggers through Thayne. She clutched at his neck and shoulder. 
 
    Her pain laced with anguish seemed too real, as if a part of him. Should he hand her over to Shade? Although it seemed a wise choice, Thayne couldn’t bring himself to act on it. 
 
    A cat meowed loudly and sprang from behind a trunk. 
 
    Thayne’s heart jumped until he recognized it as Esmeralda’s smoke-gray cat. “Captain Shade, will you please gather the cat for a guard to transport?” 
 
    Once the animal was safe and secure, Thayne took a bracing deep breath and sped along the trail. 
 
    At an intersection he slowed to negotiate the turn toward the Grand Ravine. Panting, he paused to catch his breath. Alarmed at his unexpected weakness, he leaned against a tree. Why was he susceptible to her powers? 
 
    Esmeralda shivered, her muscles and magic jumping beneath her skin. 
 
    “My King, are you okay?” Shade asked. “Do you want me to take her?” 
 
    “No, but stay close.” Thayne mustered strength and set off toward the Winter Court. 
 
    The captain’s footfall sounded close behind. Usually, Thayne could easily outrun any of his guards, even Shade. Not now. 
 
    When they descended into a deep depression along a streambed, Thayne partially opened his wings to help him balance under the load of weight and magic. 
 
    Esmeralda dipped her head low against his shoulder. 
 
    After a mile they moved from the creek and merged along an incline to the Ravine’s rim. 
 
    Thayne extended his wings wider for the extreme descent, with their tips striking trunks as his boots skidded down the slope. Beads of sweat on his forehead and scalp immediately froze into crystals threaded into his brows and hair. The ice pinched his skin. 
 
    Finally, in the main gathering area, he swerved into the healers’ cave. There, he handed Esmeralda over to the waiting arms of a male orderly who laid her on a shearling-padded cot. 
 
    She resisted and reached her arms toward Thayne, although her eyes darted across the area. A slight energy connection remained between him and Esmeralda. 
 
    Shaking uncontrollably, Thayne sank onto a nearby cot. To ease her fears, he allowed his gaze to feed their connection but couldn’t chance more direct contact with her erupting power. 
 
    On her ashen face her eyelids bunched tight. With upper arms squeezed to her sides, one hand, knuckles white, gripped the talisman at the center of her chest. Her other hand fastened onto the opposite elbow. She licked her dry, cracked lips and muttered a stream of incoherence. 
 
    A sentry lay the gray cat at her side, although she didn’t recognize it. 
 
    The healing staff surrounded her. “Esmeralda, it’s Halcyon. Do you remember me, dear?” the head healer asked in a gentle tone, although her almond eyes narrowed to slits and lines dug between her brows. 
 
    Esmeralda blurted, “Don’t take my talisman.” 
 
    “I won’t, dear.” Halcyon touched a hand to her patient’s forehead. “I’m going to reduce your swelling so you feel better. Is that okay?” 
 
    Esmeralda nodded, though her hand remained tight on the crystal. 
 
    “You’re much paler than I saw you last, but your skin is hot to touch. From that, as you know being a healer yourself, you’re needing balance. First, some water.” She helped Esmeralda drink from a tin cup and barked directions to of her female assistants, “Bring out the lavender poultice and jars of the dried herb as well as vervain, myrtle, meadowsweet, and loosestrife.” Halcyon continued to the orderly. “Make a low fire in the pit so we can smoke the air she breathes to bring quickest relief.” 
 
    Grayson arrived beside Thayne. “My King, you do not look well. Odor about you indicates you have been affected by threatening powers.” The adviser sniffed with his long, crooked nose like a bloodhound until he faced Esmeralda. He jerked his spine stick-straight, and his ash-gray eyes pierced Thayne. “You have brought danger to our court. What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    Thayne welcomed a mug of apple mint tea from one of the healers and engaged her as a chance to ignore Grayson. The adviser had overstepped his role by criticizing him in public—an issue he’d deal with later. 
 
    The blaze in the fire pit warmed the area, which helped calm the overactive frost throughout Thayne’s body. 
 
    As the orderly stirred the flames down to smoking coals, Halcyon tossed handfuls of dried lavender blossoms onto the embers. The sweeping bell sleeves of her gown fanned the medicinal fire. The herbs sparked, then smoldered, filling the air with floral sweetness that pulled on Thayne’s eyelids and reminded him of how little he’d slept in the past few days and nights. 
 
    A murmur from Esmeralda made his eyes snap open. Her shoulders settled against the shearling and her limbs relaxed. He smiled, seeing her released from torment. For as long as he could remember, Grammy Flora grew and harvested long garden rows of lavender, and Holly Cabin always smelled of the fragrance from miles away. Was that to keep her granddaughter’s wayward fae and witch magic in harmony? 
 
    Halcyon then opened another jar and sprinkled the fire with small pinches of the herb. A crisp, sweet scent drifted past Thayne. 
 
    “Hold up!” Cryptic flashed into the cave, her stringy hair bunched as if she’d been under duress. She met Halcyon at the fire pit. “Add no more. She needs to let her powers out.” 
 
    The lithe healer shot the sibyl a quizzical expression, hand poised above the smoking embers, then looked to Thayne. 
 
    He pushed to stand, glad to feel somewhat stronger after the tea. Grayson remained glued to Thayne, and together they joined the pair. Thayne drew the group back into a small enclave which served as an office. He related what had happened in the Field of Insight, what the spirit of Esmeralda’s father had said. “She must choose one of her wayward powers, either that of fae or witch, letting go of the other, or she will die.” 
 
    Cryptic gave a smug smile. “As much as I expected from the elders’ writings.” 
 
    “How is she to do this?” Thayne asked. 
 
    “Just as I said, it’s all up to her,” the sibyl replied. “I can’t do no more.” 
 
    Thayne clenched a fist and glared at her. “Or won’t because she’s part mortal. Which is it?” 
 
    The sibyl cowered and Grayson stepped in front of her. “Sibyl Cryptic acts with wisdom. It is not in the interest of this court to open the vile powers of a wayward witch into our midst. Raclaw may desire such, but we are more civilized and value safety of our fae above all else.” 
 
    “It is my wish that the safety of the Winter Court is upheld.” Thayne’s voice resonated off the rocky walls as he glared from one to the next. “But also we must honor the good relationship we maintained with Grammy Flora and keep her granddaughter safe. Until I deem otherwise, that is our course of action. Do I make myself clear?” Anger coursed through him. With hands on hips, he stared them down until receiving acknowledgements. Then he addressed Cryptic. “How can we aid Esmeralda?” 
 
    “By leavin’ her to learn her powers. No more peace herbs to sedate the girl.” 
 
    “Surely you don’t mean that?” Halcyon implored, shaking her braided crown. “Thayne brought her here doing just that, in a state which threatened her life. We cannot allow such suffering.” 
 
    “You are both right,” Thayne said. “Holly Cabin has smelled strongly of lavender for some time, more than two decades. I think Grammy Flora purposely used the herb to help her granddaughter cope with being a wayward. But if she must rid herself of one of the two powers, she must be able to distinguish between them. And we must find a way to help her.” 
 
    “I disagree. This is but a simple matter.” Grayson peered down his nose at Thayne and a sly grin curled the lips of his pinched face. “Take her black amber. You are strong enough. And she seems fond of you, so you can take advantage. A large portion of her powers, likely both types, are stored within that crystal. She will be left with little or nothing. A non-magical mortal, and then no threat to us.” 
 
    “No. That must not happen,” Thayne asserted. The old adviser’s narrow-mindedness upheld protocol of the past regime and was overdue for adjustment to the way Thayne wished to rule his court. He could not connect Esmeralda with the word mortal. Living as a witch, even though having a finite lifespan, she would be able to interact with fae. The thought of her becoming unable to see him without glamour was not the outcome he wished. 
 
    Grayson crooked a single gray brow, its wiry hairs arching into lines of his forehead. 
 
    Luckily, Thayne had plenty of other credible reasons to oppose the adviser. “I felt the strength under her skin waiting to be surface. If she could utilize that force, she’d be a formidable opponent when I tried to take her talisman. And if I were successful, that empowered gem would become my albatross. I’m certain of it now after carrying Esmeralda here today and tasting the strength of her powers.” 
 
    Halcyon’s eyes widened, but she said nothing. 
 
    “I’ll forever be guarding her black amber against theft from other courts, or from my own desire to employ its powers. Even if locked away, I’d always be tempted. And I doubt I’d be able to overcome its allure and destroy it. There must be another way. How can we help free her of the wayward power?” He studied their faces. With his breath kept shallow, Thayne’s power surged. He controlled the gaze of each, their lips quivering and eyes narrowing under the strain. 
 
    None supplied an answer. 
 
    Thayne had no more patience. A stream of icy daggers shot from his fingers and slashed the floor at his feet. “If Esmeralda is to wisely release one of her two powers, she must be able to distinguish between them. I trust Grammy Flora did her best to show her granddaughter how to be a witch. We will make certain she knows what it’s like to be fae.” He barked at Grayson, “Tonight marks the first quarter moon. Call the court to a grander celebration than planned. Alert the cooks to prepare a feast and open the spearmint wine. Tell the bands to be ready to take the stage.” 
 
    Thayne stomped out and paused briefly to check on Esmeralda. 
 
    She petted her cat, who had curled against her side. 
 
    Avoiding many who wished his council, Thayne headed directly to his chambers to find the item he needed from his mother’s jewel case. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen: Crimson’s Ring 
 
      
 
      
 
    Strange new sights greeted Esme from every direction in the home of the Winter Court. As if looking through tinted sunglasses, a purple haze impeded her vision in the healers’ cave and through its wide mouth to the outside. She blinked, trying to clear her sight, unsure whether it was natural to the magic of this place, or from the treatment they’d given her. Either way, the colored light remained. 
 
    Dove snuggled tighter against her thigh, and Esme sat up on her cot to stroke his fur. Purple tinged his gray color, and clung to her own skin, pulsing like an aura. Could her own magic be responsible? 
 
    Hard to know, since nothing felt normal. Although not as bad, her head ached and her skin crawled, under pressure from the wayward magic inside her. At least now her thoughts made more sense. Hindered with stiff joints, she slowly lifted Dove into her lap and hugged him close to feel more grounded. Everything had changed except him. 
 
    In that snow field, a purple aura had covered her father’s spirit. He seemed so real, it was hard to believe he was dead. She didn’t want to believe. She’d just found him. Something she’d wanted to happen for as long as she could remember. He’d held her while they danced and she could feel him. His smile, the gleam in his eyes, and the warmth in his voice all told her he loved her. 
 
    Anxious healers buzzed around, checking on her and offering water, smiling apprehensively. 
 
    When Esme found a quiet moment, she touched her talisman. It had brought her and her father together. And her powers had also surfaced; she became a wayward. That was certain, not only from what Erebus stated but also from what she felt inside her body. The reference book had described the confusing mix of power correctly as volatile and deviant. The dissimilar fae and witch components fought within her, confused her thoughts, and blocked all but her keenest sense: smell. 
 
    The thick fragrance of lavender coming from the smoky fire pit reminded her of Grammy. Had she known Esme was a wayward and kept the cabin scented with it to ease the ill effects of a wayward’s warring magic? Gram had always sent Esme home after her visits with lavender everything: sachets, jars of lotions, tea, and candles. Esme sighed and rubbed her cheek against Dove’s soft head. Gram had known. It now made more sense that she’d arranged Esme to meet with Erebus, by guiding her to purchase the black amber at the gem show and by leaving Holly Cabin to her. Realizing Gram’s forethought and care that extended into a future she wouldn’t know, Esme blinked back tears that seeped into her eyes. The knowledge gave her comfort and faith that this frightening path she followed was a direction Gram had chosen for her. Esme trusted Gram more than anyone else. Esme sucked in a deep breath. That didn’t mean the path would be easy. 
 
    Her father had made it clear, that she must give up one of her two powers or she’d die from madness. Or worse. He hadn’t said what that meant, but panic swarmed through her at the nightmarish possibilities. She’d already felt the dizzying powers surging through her and tried to run them out of her body. Her lips quivered. He’d said giving up one power meant she’d lose her connection to him, the father she’d longed for and cried for all these years. He hadn’t explained why, but she trusted him. She always had in her dreams. Now that she actually felt close to him, she must sever their relationship. Forever. Could she do that? She swallowed and her throat tightened into a sore lump. 
 
    “There’s me lass,” Relic’s friendly voice called as he entered the cave and hobbled with a cane past the fire, a wide smile expanding his already round face. “I hear you’re to be our guest o’ honor on First Quarter Night. That be grand news.” 
 
    “I am?” With effort, she swung her legs to the floor, and attempted to move toward him. 
 
    “Sit yourself back down an’ I’ll join you. You’re needin’ to rest up a bit more to enjoy the fun.” 
 
    “What happens on First Quarter Night?” She grinned as she smelled the pleasant scent of dew mixed with rummy butterscotch that she remembered from her childhood, now magnified and bubbling with cheery kindness. 
 
    “Lots of good food, a real feast, and lively music and dancin’ after we’ve all had a swig or three.” He chuckled between wheezes and scratched the sparse gray hairs on his balding head. “Did I say some real tasty food? And plenty o’ everything to last till first light o’ dawn.” 
 
    “Sounds fun, but I don’t know if I feel well enough for a party.” 
 
    “I heard you had one rough day. I reckon some good vittles will mend what ails you.” 
 
    A faery woman, nearly as rotund as Relic, bustled up. “True ’nough, I work some as a cook, and we’ve been makin’ quail pies that’ll melt in your mouth and warm your belly.” She tucked wisps of gray hair into her bun and adjusted her eyeglasses. 
 
    Thayne followed close behind but remained silent with an amused expression as he watched the older fae pair. 
 
    Relic’s blue eyes twinkled as he held out a hand to the woman. “Esmeralda, this be my wife, Yalda.” 
 
    The old woman lifted the edges of her starched white apron and curtsied. “Pleased to meet ya.” 
 
    Dove jumped from Esme’s lap and brushed against Yalda’s legs, which were covered in thick wool stockings. 
 
    Esme couldn’t help but smile, though it made her head throb with greater pressure. She held her temples and kept the grin. “Hi, Yalda. You smell familiar, like the lemony thyme in Gram’s garden. Have I met you before?” 
 
    “Oh, maybe a time or so.” Yalda’s chubby cheeks flushed pink. “I used to like to dance round that plant in me younger days. There’ll be plenty o’ dancin’ tonight, for sure. Maybe I can get this old codger to give me a spin.” She poked Relic in the ribs. 
 
    Esme laughed. “That I want to see.” 
 
    Thayne chuckled and offered his arm. “The sun’s just setting. Let’s go to the dining hall.” 
 
    She accepted his help and leaned against him as her stiff legs failed to cooperate. 
 
    In the center of the wide ravine, a group of male faeries laid a bonfire. Dozens of lanterns lit two stage areas on either facing hillside, and workers scurried back and forth setting up drums and other instruments. 
 
    A short walk past the common area, they entered a wide dugout filled with long planked tables and bench seats. Serving as columns, massive tree trunks and exposed roots braced the open front section, while the back had been cut from the limestone bedrock. Lanterns hanging from the ceiling cast a festive yellow glow, and a central double-sided fireplace warmed the massive room. Servers laid platters and covered dishes on the long table closest to the kitchen. 
 
    Aromas of roast meats and herbed root vegetables tempted Esme’s nose, but her stomach churned and pained with the battle underway inside her. She held her abdomen. “It smells so good, but I don’t think I have any appetite.” 
 
    “Please have a seat at my king’s table. You, too, Sire Relic and Yalda. Please join me.”  Thayne gestured to a solitary table near the hearth where the stern male faery she’d seen at the healers’ cave already sat. 
 
    He stood and bowed stiffly when they approached. 
 
    Thayne helped Esme onto the bench, then took a seat beside her, with the grim faery on his other side. “Last night you asked me what it was like to be fae. Now I want to give you a more complete answer. While you presently feel ill from your clashing magic, I have a fae charm that will silence the witch inside you for a short while. Grammy Flora showed you what it’s like being a witch. I would like to show you what it’s like to be fae, to help you better know the two magics so you may wisely choose between them.” 
 
    Esme’s eyes widened as he withdrew something from his pocket. In his palm lay a silver ring wrought with delicate leaf prongs which held a pale blue opaque stone. “This belonged to my younger sister Crimson, who was born a mortal.” 
 
    The faery beside Thayne flinched and his gray eyes popped. “My King, pardon my interruption, but my role as your counsel deems it necessary for me to inform you that this action is ill-advised.” 
 
    “I do not wish to accept your advice on this matter, Grayson. If you cannot contain your opinion, please find another table.” Thayne continued to Esme, his tone softened. “While my mother was fae, far back in her lineage a mortal’s blood became mixed into the family and exhibited again in Crimson. My mother’s sibyls crafted this ring for Crimson to wear so she might experience a close approximation of life as a faery. The aragonite gem encouraged inclusion and combatted her loneliness. Sadly, the one thing it couldn’t do was give her immortality. The charm fed from mother to daughter. Although my mother has passed, I hope a little of her magic remains for you tonight, if you’re willing.” 
 
    With trembling fingers, Esme took the ring. The aragonite’s smooth surface glimmered, as if commanding her to move forward and choose fae or witch, and leave her father behind. She gave an uncertain smile, knowing Thayne intended only to help. “It seems to be alive.” While she understood and appreciated Thayne’s intent and did want to learn about the fae world, fear of the unknown gripped her muscles and turned them to bands of steel. “The effects are temporary? Only as long as I wear the ring?” 
 
    When he nodded, she slipped it onto her ring finger. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen: First Quarter Night 
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment Esme placed the ring on her finger, the battle inside her ceased. Her skin tingled softly and glowed as if lit from within. She extended her fingers, now moving freely without stiffness, and stared at a star-like brilliance that almost lifted away from the smooth, light blue aragonite. 
 
    She looked up and everything and everyone in the dining hall appeared altered. She drew a hand reflexively to her talisman and gasped. “What happened?” 
 
    “Did the ring work?” Thayne asked. “Tell me what you see? Describe how I look.” 
 
    “Like before, your eyes have purple and green streaks, but they’re much brighter. The same with your hair, the black is more iridescent. And you have braids with silver and garnets along your face. Your skin is different, still pale but like there’s light underneath, luminous. And…oh, this is so cool…you have tattoos of white frost along your neck and on your hands.” 
 
    “The magic’s working.” When he smiled, the glow under his alabaster skin heightened, in sharp contrast with his black leather jacket and pants. “For now, you have The Sight and see our world as it truly is without glamour.” Translucent black wings tucked close to his shoulder blades. She’d felt them around her when they kissed, though she’d never seen them. Could he fly? Before she could ask him, the question was overwhelmed by new wonders in every direction. 
 
    The plain black, gray, and winter white clothing of the fae was replaced with remarkable costumes that, upon closer inspection, were actual extensions of their bodies. Many of the younger women wore ice crystal body jewelry in an array of blue and white hues. Frost patterns, like sparkling embroidery, threaded along collars, cuffs, and hems, then continued onto the faeries’ skin. 
 
    Details of the dining area appeared different. Elaborate carvings of holly leaves and berries now festooned the root and trunk columns. The hanging lanterns rotated and emitted sparkling light. Previously rough plank tables shone with richly polished luster. The platters of food brimmed with greater abundance: roast fowl, tureens of creamed soups, golden loaves, dozens of berry pastries and cakes. 
 
    Esme sat in awe at the transformation and beauty of the fae world. 
 
    From across the table, Yalda startled Esme with a touched on her hand. “Gorgeous, isn’t it?” The matronly faery’s chubby cheeks flushed a delicate rosebud pink and her eyes shone like stars. Silver frost flowers trimmed her white pinafore apron. 
 
    Esme nodded, dumbfounded. “I had no idea.” She noticed her own hand that Yalda had touched. The fae ring shone with a star on fingers that had lengthened, delicate and graceful. She looked down and discovered she wore a beautiful dress of frost lace, tight in the bodice and spilling into a flared skirt. Her hair, adorned with sparkling ice crystals, had grown more than a foot, spiraling to her waist. 
 
    Relic let out a peel of his tinkling laughter, with soft undernotes of crystal wind chimes that Esme had loved since childhood. Like his wife, his cheery face radiated with more color, touched with the ruddy shade of ripe raspberries. 
 
    “Esmeralda, welcome to First Quarter Night,” a female voice said from the far end of the king’s table. A woman Esme struggled to remember seemed to recognize her. “I’m Marzanna, the hostess at the pizza place when you and our king had dinner the other night.” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” Esme’s eyes widened. Vines of frosted leaves curled around the faery’s curvaceous body as if growing from her skin. Small transparent wings, tipped with frost, fluttered like chiffon. Once past the surprise of Marzanna’s appearance, Esme recognized several in the crowd who she’d seen working in town, never having any clue they were fae. 
 
    A crowd of a few hundred flew or walked into the dining hall, some so fantastical that Esme stared. 
 
    Thayne touched her hand. “Let’s fill our plates.” He rose and offered her his arm. 
 
    Almost too excited to be hungry, Esme took small samples of everything. 
 
    “Be sure to get a big helpin’ of me wife’s quail pie.” Relic motioned to a row of golden-crusted meat pies, and Esme accepted the large slice he offered. 
 
    Back at their table a server poured a pale liquid into pewter goblets, and Thayne held up a hand. “Only a third full for our guest. She may find our wine too strong.” 
 
    Esme swirled the glass under her nose. A smooth mint bouquet made her long for a beautiful frozen forest pond that seemed familiar, yet she couldn’t remember visiting. Detailed in her mind’s eye, its stillness was protected on all sides by high hills and thick mist. She chanced a tiny sip and skated across the ice, and the chill in the air tickled her cheeks. With a gasp she set the goblet down, unsure what to think of the strange drink or how it would affect her. 
 
    Thayne leaned close. “What did it taste like?” 
 
    She thought for a moment. “Like mint and cold and magic.” 
 
    He chuckled. “As it should taste. Like the magic of winter.” 
 
    She cautiously forked a bite of Yalda’s pie. “Does the food here have that much magic?” 
 
    “No, but it’s amazing, nonetheless,” he replied with a grin. 
 
    The crust of the pie flaked and melted in her mouth. The sagey quail meat warmed her throat and eased the persistent soreness. She sampled each new dish and found most to her liking, but kept returning to the meat pie, finishing her entire piece. 
 
    After those at the king’s table began the procession through the desserts, Captain Shade approached their table. Goblet in one hand, he braced himself with the other. “Misssses Meralda, how’re ya likin’ our First Quarter’s Night?” The endings of his words slurred. His narrowed-brimmed hat, festooned tonight with a hatband of ribboned gray smoke, hung low over one eye. Wings of the same smoke jutted at odd angles through the back of his jacket that had been buttoned wrong. 
 
    “It’s wonderful. I never knew it was like this.” 
 
    He lifted his glass and took a deep drink. “You gotta have some more wine ta really see. Don’tcha, Cobweb?” He spun around as if looking for the faery who wasn’t present. “Cobweb, come ’ere.” 
 
    A spritely, short faery zipped to the king’s table and bowed her head, goblet also in hand. Her hair of long silver threads floated in all directions, as if charged with static. “My King, and Esmeralda, Sire Relic, and Yalda, how nice to see you all on this lovely, wintry First Quarter Night filled with fine food and spearmint wine, which I thank our king for authorizing us to enjoy before Solstice, and thank you, Miss Esmeralda for bringing the season’s change to us early.” Her animated movements caused her hair to twitch and catch the light like dew-covered spider’s webs. Esme understood how the faery had received her name. 
 
    A whirlwind of sound, like hundreds of flutes, swept into the dining area. 
 
    “Time to dance.” Shade tugged Cobweb’s arm toward the door. 
 
    Heartened by their happy state, Esme took another and larger swallow of the spearmint wine. Would the next taste give the same result as before? Did it affect the winter fae like it did her? Her mouth exploded with the peace of a sunny winter’s day. She cupped a hand to her lips, and, for a second, was afraid to swallow until giggles rose up her windpipe and bubbled through the liquid passing down. 
 
    Esme floated on Thayne’s arm to the bonfire where music captured her feet and set them in motion. Together they swept in circles around the crackling blaze. Flutes, both shrill and mellow, blended with drums and percussion sounds she’d never heard. 
 
    Lazy snowflakes, large as dinner plates, drifted through the air. Fae children caught them and traded amongst each other. 
 
    In the arms of a partner, Halcyon whirled past. Her layered gown, which Esme had admired before, now included edgings of white crystals and a diaphanous train that lifted into the air with each turn the couple made. What would it be like to work as a fae healer with access to all this magic? Under the effects of the wine, the thought slipped away when Thayne spun her under his arm. 
 
    It seemed as if the spin ended at Holly Cabin with the pink of dawn kissing the horizon. They stood on her front porch with Dove rubbing against her bare ankles. 
 
    Thayne took her hands into his. The northern lights in his pupils ebbed. “Though I’m sorry this night had to end, Crimson’s ring did as I’d hoped and showed you what our world is like. Keep the ring and take it off when you’re ready. I think you need some time alone with the sensation of fae. You have a decision to make, between fae and witch. At least now you know one from the other to make a wise choice.” His words said one thing, but his quivering expression quite another. He didn’t want her to choose life as a witch. 
 
    Esme glanced away, unable to answer the look in his eyes. She wanted to please him, but it was important she decide what was right for herself. How would she learn a whole new life as a faery? Everything in his world overwhelmed her. And it seemed unlikely she was a winter faery. What with the malevolent wayward power that threatened so forcefully to kill her, she seemed aligned with the Autumn Court. The Winter Court was strange enough. She’d never be able to accept the life of the Autumn Court. Did Thayne expect her to let go of her witch blood without knowing what court she belonged to? She shivered. The risk was huge. She could end up part of the Autumn Court and without connection to Thayne, her father, or her mother. And Grammy was gone. A heavy weight pressed against Esme’s chest, and her breathing grew shallow. 
 
    Thayne’s hands slid from hers. 
 
    The movement snapped her focus to the present moment, and she reached her arms around his shoulders. Not wanting to think about the decision she faced, she pressed her lips against his, wishing the kiss could last forever. 
 
    He met her kiss with passion, pulling her to him with both arms and wings that sheltered her from the world. Did he read her fears? 
 
    Her senses expanded into realms she’d glimpsed when they’d kissed before. She hungered to see more, know more. A soft blanket of snow cushioned her feet in a forest where no harm could come to her if she were his. 
 
    His hands moved along the curve of her back and held her hips tight against his. His tongue probed her mouth, as if also desperately seeking something. 
 
    She pushed into him, wanting him and his world. She drank in new smells she’d never known: sugary sweet snowflakes, buttery melting frost trickling down cupped leaves, and tangy crick water that rippled over smooth stones. 
 
    With the music of each image, Thayne’s energy sang, louder and faster, mingling with her own senses. His need to define his independence almost overwhelmed her own, then altered into a hypnotic harmony. 
 
    He broke away and stepped back, only their fingertips touching. “I have to stop. It’s unfair to you. You must decide without my influence.” Through their tenuous touch, she felt both his yearning and his regret. 
 
    “Thank you…for everything,” she murmured, unable to sort out what had happened between them during the kiss. 
 
    A sad grin lifted one corner of his lips. “Normally I cast a charm and blow the lavender from the pot in your bedroom window across the house at night to help you sleep. Now that we know it blocks your realization of powers, I will refrain. There will be pain again like you felt before.” 
 
    “Is there any way, before I decide, to know what type of fae I might be?” she asked. “Other than my father or mother telling me, which may not be possible?” 
 
    Thayne lowered his head. “I’m afraid not. If it could be known, Cryptic would have found out.” 
 
    “Making a choice without knowing that scares me. I’m so grateful you showed me the Winter Court tonight, but I don’t know what the other courts are like. What if I choose fae over witch and end up in the Autumn Court? Can faeries change courts?” 
 
    He gave a slow nod. “They can, although the two minor courts will exact reprisal, far worse with the Autumn Court than the Spring.” 
 
    “What might be expected?” 
 
    “A fine or work penance to the Spring Court.” His voice dropped to an almost inaudible utterance. “In the other, physical mutilation.” 
 
    She bit her lip. “Do you have any guess what sort of fae magic I have?” 
 
    He looked to the hedge, as if checking on his guards. She expected it was an excuse to avoid eye contact. “The clues I’ve seen indicate either my court or Raclaw’s.” He twisted a large garnet ring around his finger. His chest heaved and he continued. “What I’ve witnessed seems to point toward the Autumn Court. I really wish I knew with certainty. More than anything. But I don’t.” 
 
    “If I choose fae and end up in that court, will you help me change to yours?” 
 
    “I will do anything I can to help you, with that or if Raclaw makes another attempt on your black amber. Or with the Burnhard criminal case.” He offered a weak smile. “I need to go. If you are in need, call out to the Winter Court patrols in the hedge. I will be notified and come at once.” He kissed her on the cheek and slipped quickly back into the forest. 
 
    The hedge where he vanished lay silent, as if nothing unusual had happened that night. Had it been real? Esme looked at her hand for the ring. Still there, points of light from the aragonite mesmerized her. 
 
    Dove meowed at the door. 
 
    Facing the potential dangers, Esme shivered. Everything had seemed so safe while she was at the Winter Court. Sibeal’s threat, if Esme didn’t drop her involvement in the potential murder case, haunted her as she opened the door and went into the bedroom. 
 
    She hadn’t slept but didn’t feel tired. In the dresser mirror, she caught sight of herself and gasped. With every motion her dress, hair, and even her skin glittered. Her complexion glowed with inner white light, and her cheeks were the exact pink of Grammy’s rambling roses. Her image was beautiful. She stepped sideways to prove it wasn’t a trick of magic. The image moved with her. Only her eyes looked the same, the cobalt-blue eyes of her father. Would that soon be all that remained of her connection to him? She looked down, wishing there was another way. 
 
    A thin ray of sunlight streamed through the window and jogged her thoughts. She checked her cell phone for messages from Rowe or Logan but found none. She’d been out of touch over the Thanksgiving holiday and First Quarter Night at the Winter Court and hoped they’d found a lead. 
 
    The phone’s display reminded her it was Saturday. The market would open in three hours. Right after Thanksgiving, it was the most important shopping day of the year. Panic shot through her. Her mind raced. Was gaining respect as a hedge witch healer in the coven still her goal? Her father had forced a decision on her. Which way did she want to go? She wasn’t ready to decide. Even if she could choose between fae and witch, how would she expel one out of her? Without answers to looming questions, keeping to her established path seemed the logical choice for now. 
 
    However, she wasn’t ready for the market. She’d made a few new lines of candles and sachets, but wanted to create products infused with real powers so customers would trust in her abilities. Her attempt at consecrating the altar and declaring herself a witch had failed miserably. 
 
    The image of herself as a faery gave her an idea. With the magic ring, what if she could use the adder’s tongue like Halcyon, to heal wounds in a matter of minutes? That would win her plenty of customers. She turned to where Dove curled on the bed, eyes closed. “We have work to do,” she proclaimed and marched to the hearth room’s storage shelves with the cat complaining as he followed. 
 
    Esme searched through the jars without luck, then noticed several accordion file folders stuffed with uneven pages on the top shelf. Using the kitchen step stool, she climbed up and found collections of leaves Gram had pressed: trout lily, may apple, lamb’s ear, Indian tobacco, dock, and adder’s tongue. Esme pulled the correctly labeled folder down and set to work enlivening the dried leaves in trays of water. 
 
    In the garden she couldn’t find any unfrozen soil and almost gave up until Dove cried out from under the holly bushes along the front porch. There, the ground remained soft. Did that have some connection to the remarkable story in Gram’s journal about how the young man had planted them in the frozen earth? Esme portioned the damp dirt into plastic containers with the softened leaves in another. In less than an hour, her coven sedan was packed and ready. 
 
    One critical matter remained—Crimson’s ring. She didn’t dare go to the market looking like a faery, and she didn’t know how to use glamour to camouflage her appearance. She’d performed the preparatory adder’s tongue treatment while having some fae sensibilities. Would that be enough to charm the leaves? She’d have to take the risk. What did she have to lose? She’d already failed at the last market day. Another failure wouldn’t change anyone’s opinion. 
 
    She slipped off the ring and stored it in Gram’s dresser. Esme transformed at once. Snarls tangled her hair, and she wore a rumpled coat and dirty jeans. She quickly cleaned up and dressed in coven-appropriate clothing, a skirt and sweater set. 
 
    She headed to the door, and Dove wailed to go along. “I’m sorry. You can’t be at the market. You were so tired before. Enjoy a nap.” 
 
    As Esme drove to the market, several bats darted along the roadside. She clamped the steering wheel and was thankful for the occasional Winter Court guards, who seemed to keep Raclaw from attacking. Still, she stepped on the gas and arrived safely though frazzled. Tripping over herself, she managed to set up her booth just in time for an onslaught of tourists. They scooped up her candles and lotions, unlike her witch clients who questioned the products with doubtful comments. At least she’d likely turn a profit today, even if she did nothing to help her reputation as a hedge witch. 
 
    At lunch hour she chased out to grab a sandwich from a food vendor’s cart in the common area. With the election a week away, political signs for candidates running for Council seats hung everywhere. The majority of banners were for Sibeal Soot, and it pleased Esme to see Kandice Kelly wearing a Tyne Tynker button prominently on her stylish suit. Esme searched for Rowe or Logan with no luck. 
 
    When Esme returned to her booth, the tow-headed, loudmouth man who’d accosted her last Saturday studied her product tables. She set her uneaten sandwich down and braced herself for the worst, being lambasted again for providing products that contained no efficacious magic. 
 
    “So does the new coven root doctor have anything this week to back the claims to her title?” he smirked, then chawed on his wad of tobacco a moment. “Same old, same old. No witch-fire.” 
 
    Although he wasn’t the client with whom she wished to make her first attempt using the adder’s tongue, she didn’t have much choice. The alternative meant a sound defeat for today or maybe forever at earning respect in the coven. She met the man’s gaze. “Yes. I do have a way to heal wounds completely in a matter of minutes. I’d be glad to demonstrate if—” 
 
    “Matter of fact, I do have a puncture wound from mendin’ a barbed wire fence that’s festered and botherin’ me bad.” He lifted a hefty work-weary hand, its palm bandaged and glanced at her. “Name’s Joel.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Joel. Let me gather my supplies.” Esme smiled to herself—he’d taken the bait—though her hands shook as she turned away to gather the adder’s tongue and soil. 
 
    When she moved back, not only did Joel display a clearly purulent gouge to the heel of his palm that was worse than expected, but Councilman Oscar Burnhard also stood in her booth. Sweat beaded along her hairline. Though she told herself to breathe deeply, only shallow puffs moved in and out of her lungs. Still, stress raised a painful ache in her throat. “That does look bothersome. Keep it laid flat while I apply these leaves.” One would’ve covered the injury, but with Oscar standing there, the stakes had tripled. She placed three neatly over the entire swollen area and closed her eyes to pray to every god and goddess she could think of, while applying gentle pressure. Following Halcyon’s healing practice, Esme covered those on the man’s hand with a clean white towel. 
 
    While she held the dressing in place, a strange sensation came over her. She glanced down at her talisman, now encased in a purple glow. As if she didn’t have enough problems. Why did her wayward powers start up their internal fight again at this critical moment? She needed her head about her. At least the purple aura added to the effect of her procedure to wow onlookers. To enhance the effect and avoid Oscar’s stare, which she felt burning through her, she stood still, pretending to be entranced, and listened to the rumblings within her.  
 
    What she detected surprised her. It wasn’t the expected writhing mass of internal pressure. Instead, a new sort of connection to nature. The open container of soil drew her attention. In small flashes, this experience paralleled her sensations with the spearmint wine—a sort of knowing from a familiar past she didn’t remember. Her fae magic. It was present and clear to her. 
 
    She directed Joel, “Two minutes longer,” but didn’t know if that’d be enough time. She checked her watch and after a minute, under scrutiny of the two men, regretted the length she chose. She hunched over the watch to avoid interaction. 
 
    Finally, the allotted time passed. She removed the leaves and submerged them in the garden dirt. Chewing the inside of her cheek, she stared at the man’s puncture wound. 
 
    Slowly, the swelling receded. The redness lessened. 
 
    “I’ll be damned! It’s workin’,” Joel declared, spittle dribbling from the corner of his mouth as he shook his head. 
 
    Oscar’s normally ruddy face blanched. Grimacing, he stroked his triple chin. 
 
    After a minute, the wound’s skin knitted together. 
 
    Joel’s face lit and he boomed out, “Missy, you got the moon-rise and witch-fire both in you.” He slapped a broad hand across Oscar’s back. “Councilman, looks like we got ourselves a new root doctor in town.” 
 
    “Hmm, perhaps so,” Oscar mumbled and struggled past the horde of customers spilling into Esme’s booth. His odor of bitter vengeance remained long after he left to stand and glare at her from across the hall where Sibeal and a pack of other older witches loitered. 
 
    The rest of market day kept her busy selling out of most products and healing an array of skin wounds and ailments. Despite that, her appointment book for home visits listed no new clients. Many coven members bought products and addressed her kindly but often glanced to where Sibeal and Oscar stood guard. Esme wondered whether fear of those two kept coven members from becoming her regular clients. She bristled at Oscar’s attempt to undermine her. Would her limited success today be enough for the Council to grant her ceremonial standing at next Saturday’s esbat? Did she still want that honor? She’d longed for the honor, but now her head swirled with doubt and confusion. After all, she used fae magic to heal injuries today. Esme cringed at the dilemma, and aching muscles reminded her what her father said: using wayward magic would end badly. 
 
    She drove home churning these thoughts back and forth, but generally happy to have money in her pocket. And even more grateful for Gram’s forethought which gave Esme the freedom to choose a wise direction, whether fae or witch, that would spare her from life of a wayward. 
 
    She parked in front of Holly Cabin, filled her arms with a stack of empty crates, and stepped with care across the ice to open the door. “Dove, I’m home! And with plenty of cash to buy you Fancy Feast.” 
 
    She took one look around and dropped the crates from her hands. The house had been ransacked. Everything from Gram’s bookcases lay in ruin on the floor, jars and crocks broken with their contents scattered, books soaked with the spilled collection of various waters, and her energy trap scattered across the table. The house itself seemed intact, although all magical items, save for the altar, had been destroyed. 
 
    This couldn’t have been Raclaw’s doing. Thick glaze ice coated everything outside. 
 
    Amid the chaos, the house seemed oddly quiet. She picked up a broom she might use as a weapon. 
 
    “Dove, where are you?” Esme tiptoed over broken glass through the hearth room but saw no sign of him. Had he slipped out, frightened, when the perpetrator entered? 
 
    Debris of smashed scrying glasses and charmed mirrors littered the floor of the bedroom, as if every shred of magic in the place had been purposely broken. Her heart beat with a wild jerking rhythm. 
 
    Dove lay sprawled on the bed, limbs at odd angles, neck snapped. 
 
    A scream rolled from the pit of Esme’s lungs, but crashed into the air as a choked, dry sob. She cradled the lifeless body into her arms, wishing either of her magics could bring him back to her. 
 
    She collapsed onto the bed and discovered a postcard where Dove’s body had lain. It read, “You were warned.” She turned the card over. “Vote Sibeal Soot for Coon Hollow Coven Council on December’s Esbat.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen: Be Free 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thayne was startled awake from a jag of pain between his eyes, a momentary shift in his royal magic. The energy around him resettled. The change had come from his sister’s aragonite ring, now quiet. Esmeralda must’ve taken it off. 
 
    He analyzed the surrounding energies, vast, subtle, and all in between. The Winter Court lay in deep daytime slumber, although his own internal powers thundered. 
 
    Without the ring, Esmeralda would soon fall prey again to her battling wayward magics. He hoped the temporary reprieve afforded by the ring wouldn’t allow the onslaught to rush harder against her mind and physical body. He twisted one of his garnet rings, uncomfortable that she must fully face her dueling powers in order to choose between them and discard one. Had the experience he provided helped her decision process? 
 
    Worried about Esmeralda enduring unavoidable suffering, Thayne couldn’t rest. He listened for her unique song that could provide a clue about her emotions. Nothing. Only empty silence, which left him uneasy. 
 
    During intervals of waking, he normally checked this way on the welfare of his court. At those times he often heard distant melodies from local animals. Some expressed delight with the plunder of their foraging and hunting, while others, stalked by prey, sent whimpers of fear that cut the air like arrows. He’d routinely checked their forest home for over a hundred years, even as a boy, taught to always keep the court safe. 
 
    For the first time, no sounds reached him. Had Raclaw, in some frustrated attempt to gain Esmeralda’s black amber, cast a shielding spell over the Grand Ravine? Thayne’s gut knotted thinking she was in danger. 
 
    He pulled on clothes he found crumpled in a chair, and fumbled with his boot laces. He headed out the door and tossed on his black leather jacket against the freezing mist that spit from a gray sky. Not weather that would favor Autumn Court magic. If not them, then who cast the evil over his court? He gave a nod to the pair of king’s sentries at his door. 
 
    On the far side of the ravine, a tall shadow slipped along the healers’ cave, paused in a crevice, then darted inside the entrance with speed that’d not be detected by normal fae. However, Thayne noticed the two trailing steel gray braids of his adviser. The stealthy behavior concerned Thayne, but he didn’t want to voice incorrect suspicions. Choosing not to involve the guards, he announced, “I need to take a walk to clear my thoughts. No need to accompany me. I’ll get Captain Shade.” 
 
    Thayne scurried along the ravine and into Shade’s rooms at the officers’ quarters. Although past noon, Shade hadn’t gotten more than a couple hours of sleep after last night’s party, but Thayne didn’t trust anyone else. 
 
    The captain snored in a fetal position, pillow tossed onto the floor and blanket wadded at the foot of his bed. 
 
    “Shade.” Thayne shook the captain’s shoulder and received a sputtered grunt in reply. “Wake up. A spell is threatening our ravine.” He whispered, “I just saw Grayson slink in stealth mode from the outer wall into the healers’ cave.” 
 
    One chocolate-brown eye flashed open, and Shade rolled onto his back. As soon as the second lid lifted, he was on his feet. “Gimme a minute to dress,” he said with a voice hoarse from too much song. 
 
    Thayne stepped out and paced the sparsely-decorated sitting room. 
 
    Shade appeared in his somber work garb of Carhartt pants and jacket, eyes bloodshot from imbibing too much of last night’s spearmint wine. “I’ll lead the way.” He combed long fingers through his straggly blue hair and settled his pork pie hat into place. 
 
    Shade took them toward a lesser traveled rear path out of the Ravine. Whether from anxiety or lack of sleep, the pair grappled for footholds on exposed roots. Even coated with ice, the steep trail should’ve posed little problem to winter fae. 
 
    Thayne dug his boots harder into the traversing roots and spread his wings for balance. The higher they climbed, the thicker the ice, as if a force tried to keep them in the ravine. Flying out wasn’t an option since trees grew too close along the walls to allow full wing expansion. 
 
    Several minutes later, they arrived at the top and stared at each other, panting. 
 
    Thayne motioned a few yards beyond the rim, where the ground lay free of frozen precipitation. He stepped past the demarcation, and was assaulted by a raucous mortal sound laced with screeches of vengeance coming from Holly Cabin. 
 
    “Trouble?” Shade followed and touched a palm to the enclosure, then squinted in the direction Thayne looked. 
 
    “Yes. Mortals resonating revenge. We need to go.” Thayne glanced down at the sleeping Winter Court, unable to detect the peaceful melodies of his own fae. “The Ravine is sequestered by winter fae magic. It’s not harmful, but seals us off. Did your patrols set the spell?” 
 
    “No, my King. I got reports from the head guard at dawn’s shift change. Though not in a right state of mind at the time, surely I would’ve taken note of this. To my thinking, this is more of a confine than a shield. What did you say Grayson was up to?” 
 
    “Slinking and darting around the healers’ cave in stealth shadow form. I can’t think of a reason he’d have to cage the court. Leave the spell for now. I see no imminent danger. Breaking it will take time we don’t have.” Thayne started toward Esmeralda’s house. 
 
    “Has Grayson been acting odd in any other way?” Shade asked while they ran. 
 
    “He’s always odd. Nothing unusual.” The remembrance of Grayson countering Thayne in public yesterday made him bristle. He tried to evaluate other recent interactions they’d had, but the noise from Holly Cabin grew deafening. 
 
    Halfway to the hedge, a short streak of pale gray whipped past and almost tripped Shade. “Good goddess! Gale, is that you?” 
 
    Thayne paused, as did the messenger who gasped for breath as she sputtered, “Can’t get in the Ravine. Kept circling to find a way. Holly Cabin’s being looted.” 
 
    “Is Esmeralda safe?” Thayne blurted. 
 
    “Yes. Our patrols followed her to the market.” Gale’s tiny chest heaved. 
 
    “Who’s looting the place?” Shade asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “We don’t know.” 
 
    Thayne glanced back toward his court. If Gale was blocked from entering, the restricting spell posed a greater threat than he initially thought. It seemed unthinkable Grayson could be responsible for putting the court in such danger. Did the spell connect to the criminal activity at Holly Cabin? Thayne didn’t know which threat he should deal with first. Maintaining safety of his court must always be top priority. He opened a fist and icy daggers fired from his fingers to pierce through a fallen trunk. Again, his head and his heart gave opposing answers. For the moment, both Esmeralda and his winter fae were secure. Although enclosed, the court contained no apparent internal danger. But with Raclaw desperate for the black amber, and that very stone causing Esmeralda tremendous suffering, she seemed at greater risk. 
 
    “My King?” the captain touched Thayne’s shoulder and broke his deliberation. 
 
    “To the hedge.” Thayne set off at top speed, leaving Shade behind by a few seconds. 
 
    At the boundary between forest and lawn, they met Sergeant Bracken. No vehicles were parked in Esmeralda’s driveway. 
 
    “Did you see who entered?” Thayne asked both him and a patrol who’d joined them from his post farther along the hedge. 
 
    “Yes. An older mortal, a witch. She didn’t take anything and left no more than ten minutes ago. Since we’d not seen her before, we peered through the windows. She destroyed much inside, selectively and fast, in the matter of only a few minutes.” Though Bracken’s midnight eyes held steady, his blue-white face contorted. “No type of ice we applied stopped her. I sent Gale to inform you.” 
 
    Thayne took a step toward the house, then turned. “What did the woman look like?” 
 
    The sergeant deferred to the patrol, who replied, “Plump body, graying dark hair falling from a bun, and a narrow-shaped head with small eyes set close to her long nose.” 
 
    Thayne winced. The description sounded like the sibyl witch who’d eyed him at the market. This could be bad. He zipped to the door, passed a hand over the lock, and entered. Debris cluttered the floor, kitchen table, and counters. Most of the contents of Grammy Flora’s bookshelves lay in ruin. Yet furniture and the altar remained untouched. Hot bile roiled from his stomach and collided into a tempest upon meeting vapors of his magic’s thick frost. 
 
    “Dear Goddess Mother,” Shade hissed. 
 
    “All the magical items were destroyed.” Thayne raised an open palm and briefly closed his eyes. “There’s a soul present.” He hurried through the littered hearth room to the main bedroom. The sight on the bed, the blue-gray cat with its spine broken, made Thayne draw a hand to his mouth. He bent and touched the soft fur but found no pulse. The cat’s soul cried in torment, wafting through the air amid vibrations from Crimson’s ring. Following a trail of fae magic, he located the ring, unharmed, in an open dresser drawer. He smiled and touched the aragonite to a garnet in one of his own rings. 
 
    “Strange she didn’t destroy the ring.” Shade wiped a tear from his eye. 
 
    “I know that witch. She’s strong, clearly.” Thayne motioned to all the broken glass and mirrors littering the floor. “Able to recognize traces of fae magic, but not strong enough to touch Crimson’s ring.” He lifted the connected rings high, where the cat’s soul struggled. “Be free.” 
 
    The captain examined a postcard from the bed. “Sibeal Soot?” 
 
    “Yes. A coven sibyl.” 
 
    “Seems she’s running for Coven Council and stood up for by Oscar Burnhard.” 
 
    Thayne’s sorrow transformed into white-hot rage as he methodically replaced his sister’s ring in case Esmeralda had need for it. 
 
    “He’s the one Cobweb and me saw killing Eugenia, when Miss Esmeralda brought winter down.” Shade touched a hand to his pork pie hat, a gesture of respect to the dead cat. 
 
    Fern frost stiffening his neck, Thayne faced his captain. “I want you to take me to where you saw the body buried. The high priest can’t find it. We must. Direct Sergeant Bracken to utilize Gale and gather patrols, already outside the Grand Ravine, to stand guard around the rim.” 
 
    Shade saluted and they traveled back to the forest edge. 
 
    Bracken accepted his orders without question although his bushy brows pushed together. 
 
    “Someone placed a spell upon our homeland.” Thayne took a deep breath and measured his words. The officer needed some explanation to perform his duty though not enough to induce panic. “We were able to leave, but Gale couldn’t enter. Everyone inside was safe when we left. We’re going to Eugenia’s property. We’ll return as soon as possible to break, or counter, the confining charm.” 
 
    The sergeant touched a tentative hand to his cap, his lips quivering. “My King, travel safely.” The frightened look on the sergeant’s face underlined Thayne’s own feelings—he was expected to put the smallest concerns of court first, regardless of right and moral actions which involved outsiders. The fire in the pit of his stomach belied what he’d stated. In truth, he didn’t know the degree of danger his court faced. 
 
    The group disbanded and set off on their respective routes. Gusts of frigid winter air pushed them along the trail. The gray sky dropped snow ahead on the path to the murder site, as if prompting Thayne and Shade onward. Thayne gulped cold air to quell the fire spewing from his stomach. 
 
    He took a huge risk, not only with the court’s safety, but with his own position as ruler. If harm, however slight, came as a result of his negligence, he could be dethroned. Without an heir, Grayson stood as second in line. 
 
    Even knowing this, Thayne couldn’t reverse his decision. Something illogical and intuitive pulled him to do what was right to save Esmeralda. Even though she seemed genuinely afraid and reluctant to deny her witch powers and accept the fae part of her. He couldn’t blame her, faced with odds she might become aligned with the Autumn Court. What sort of life would that be? There was no guarantee or shred of hope she would ever be his. Yet that didn’t matter. He had to serve what was right in his heart. 
 
    They passed an intersection and a tinkling voice called after them, “My King, Cap’n Shade, may I be of service?” 
 
    They slowed enough for the whir of Cobweb’s white gossamer hair to catch up. 
 
    “Glad to have you with us, Captain Cobweb,” Thayne said. “We’re en route to Eugenia’s.” 
 
    “Oh?” Uncharacteristic hesitation shook through the diminutive officer’s voice. “I was returning from patrol in the eastern woods when I ran into Sergeant Bracken, and he told me where you were headed, and I’d be glad to show you a short cut.” 
 
    “Please do,” Thayne replied. “We don’t have much time.” 
 
    She sped forward and took a half-hidden path. Her way proved difficult to navigate with close brush and a stream crossing, but did avoid a length of turns on the main trail. The three stepped from the woods and across the short distance to disturbed ground behind Eugenia’s shed. 
 
    “From what I know, the body was here once, though not now.” Thayne stooped with palms outspread over the frozen soil. “I feel several threads of witch magic, but can’t determine one from another. Can either of you detect anything?” 
 
    Shade bent his lanky frame low, while the other captain floated her hair wide, spinning a delicate web across the area. 
 
    “Plenty of unnatural elements, blood and sweat included,” Shade reported. “No body and no hints of where it went to.” 
 
    Cobweb gripped handfuls of turned dirt as the other two moved away. “I’m not reading anything either, so step back to the trail and let me try something else.” She groaned as her hair lengthened and extended in every direction, reaching far along sides of the shed and into the forest. 
 
    Some strands shook, whether from her or from the distant connection, Thayne didn’t know. He stepped carefully between lines of the web and followed those vibrating the most. One web quieted at its point of attachment to a vacated groundhog burrow. Another trembled increasingly as it entered the woods, encouraging him until he discovered its terminus on a half-broken branch swaying in the sharp wind. One more web shook as visibly, and he followed it toward the side of the shed. 
 
    Voices, coming from inside the distant house and also from near the shed, reached Thayne. He donned a glamour of invisibility and continued around the corner. There, the web attached to a rusted tractor mower deck half-embedded in the ground next to the building’s foundation. While the discarded machinery remained motionless, Thayne’s fae sense couldn’t mistake the desperate cry of a bound soul calling from underneath. Like the pained plea from the spirit of Esmeralda’s cat, this spirit sang with piteous wails that jerked Cobweb’s filament. 
 
    Thayne signaled Shade to go invisible and join him. Together they pried up the crumbling metal and placed it to the side. They found freshly disturbed ground, although the discarded deck appeared long-neglected. The rueful song now clambered over his ears, beseeching him for freedom. His gaze fixed to the spot, Thayne said to Shade, “I think we found the body.” 
 
    “Let me get Cobweb.” 
 
    Careful not to disturb evidence, Thayne held a palm over the grave until the soul vibrated against his hand. Then he yanked upward, and exhumed a bloodless head with sunken eyes and matted gray hair still partly twined in a braid like Eugenia always wore. He withdrew his magic and the skull fell against the earth. 
 
    Cobweb rounded the corner, her hair still extended and streaming behind her like a train. She wrinkled her pug nose. “Ugh, nasty business with mortal graves, but at least we found Eugenia and might prove the murder somehow, though the mower deck’s been sitting here for well over fifteen years.” 
 
    “Shh. Voices. Coming from the house. Cobweb, glamour,” Thayne ordered in a hushed tone, then crept to the building’s front corner. 
 
    Two tall men, coven witches in old-fashioned double-breasted suits, strolled toward the shed. One Thayne recognized from placards and newspapers around Bentbone as the new Coon Hollow Coven high priest Logan Dennehy. The other, a stranger. 
 
    Seconds mattered. He waited a few pounding beats of his heart to gauge their interaction, which seemed easy and casual. While his hearing was acute, no fae ability would help Thayne with evaluating this situation. He had to go with his gut and assume the other man was Rowe, who Esmeralda had said helped with the investigation. Thayne signaled Shade to make a bird call. 
 
    The captain called loud and clear with the baleful cry of a mourning dove who’d lost its life-long mate. 
 
    The violated soul wailed a harmonious melody. 
 
    As intended, the birdsong drew the men to the partially exposed body. 
 
    Sounding winded, Logan exclaimed, “We’ve found her.” 
 
    The other man grimaced and then placed his hand over his mouth. 
 
    Logan sighed, pulled out his portable phone and took pictures. “Poor Eugenia. Right under our noses. How did we miss her?” 
 
    His dark-haired companion replied, “Evidently camouflaged by plenty of spells. There are footprints all around the body—useful evidence against Burnhard. But who exposed this? Are we in danger?” His brow knitted, and he scanned directly through Thayne’s invisible shape toward the woods. 
 
    “You’re right.” Logan looked up. “This could be a trap and not real evidence at all. It’s too easy.” 
 
    How could these mortals allow some ridiculous doubt to invalidate their finding? Thayne made a difficult choice to break one of his father’s cardinal rules—never expose your true identity to a mortal, other than a wildwood healer. He took a step back and dropped his glamour. “I uncovered the grave. It is not a trap, but the murdered remains of Eugenia Trustwell.” He bowed to the pair. “I am King Thayne of the Winter Fae Court.” 
 
    The men jumped back and stared, shoulder to shoulder, their mouths gaping. At last, the dark-haired one stammered, “Did…did Esme ask you for help? She works with The Cousins. Um…I’m Rowe McCoy, and this is Logan Dennehy, high priest.” 
 
    “She didn’t ask.” Thayne met Rowe’s gaze squarely, prepared to accept whatever negative consequences might come of exposing himself. “Justice needs to be upheld so she stays safe. She deserves to live without threats from a murderer. Her home was ransacked today, which she will learn upon returning home from the market. Please be there to reassure her that she will be safe now. I have duties in my court.” The last sentence stung Thayne’s lips. 
 
    Logan gave a nod. “I certainly will. Thank you for coming forward. It is my honor. Is there any way we can contact you about this case in the future if we have a need?” 
 
    “Enter the woods between Holly Cabin and Alice’s home and call my name. You will be answered.” Thayne stepped forward. “There is one thing I must do for Eugenia’s soul before anyone else touches her body.” He rested a garnet setting in one of his rings onto the pallid forehead of the corpse. As he floated his other hand into the air, he proclaimed, “Be free now.” The soul silenced as it took flight. 
 
    “What did you do?” Rowe asked, eyes wide. 
 
    “Freed her soul. It was trapped by murderous death. And further weighed down by knowledge that Burnhard paid the sheriff hush money to hide a gambling ring he rigged with black magic.” 
 
    “Incredible.” Rowe scanned from air to garnet to the deceased remains. “We cannot do that. Not even those of us who are empowered.” 
 
    Thayne nodded, feeling a reply unwarranted and too difficult. The potentially dangerous situation at his court kept him quiet. 
 
    Logan dialed and said into his phone, “This is High Priest Logan Dennehy in Coon Hollow. I need to have the State Police witness and gather evidence for a murder in which our local sheriff may be implicated.” 
 
    Thayne gave a slight bow and walked into the forest. His pulse quickened inside his wings, prompting him onward. He didn’t have time to analyze the possible consequences of his actions. His court needed him without delay. 
 
    Once Cobweb and Shade were at his side, silent and shooting him blank stares, they took off into a run toward the Winter Court. 
 
    As they passed Holly Cabin, Thayne wished he could spare Esmeralda the pain of seeing her home torn apart and worse yet, her beloved cat dead. He ached to be present when she arrived, to at least lessen the horrific experience for her. Time wasn’t on his side. He had to trust Rowe and Logan would comfort her with positive news. Thayne tripled his fastest speed, never before having the urgency until Esmeralda needed him. With luck, I can get back to her home before she returns from the market…if I can quickly solve the dilemma faced by my court. I can do this. I’ve got to. For her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty: The King’s Ring 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the Grand Ravine’s rim, Thayne and the two captains stopped where Sergeant Bracken stood watch with at least two dozen guards. 
 
    Before the sergeant had time to exchange salutes, Thayne asked, “Has anyone been able to penetrate the shielding spell and enter?” 
 
    “No, my King. Many have tried and failed,” Bracken reported. 
 
    Shade asked the officer, “What parameters of the spell have you tested?” 
 
    “It stops passage of sound,” Thayne replied. 
 
    “Yes, but not vision, least from this side.” Bracken pointed to the far rim. “Over there is a vantage point to see into part of the gathering area. The few faeries up and about seem to be carrying on normally. Our attempts to draw their attention failed, so I suspect their view is shielded. Additionally, weather patterns seem different. The worst of a snow squall is somehow getting trapped in the upper portion of the ravine, almost like additional screening. A strong faery must’ve set this, or a collective group.” 
 
    Thayne and Shade tested the demarcation with their hands, while Cobweb attached filaments of her hair. 
 
    “It’s elemental, filled with tiny quartz particles that took on energy of last night’s first quarter moon,” Shade said. 
 
    “Rutilated or tourmalated?” Thayne asked. 
 
    “Tourmalated, definitely. The tourmaline needles are filled with astral power.” Shade dug through his jacket pockets and pulled out several crystals. “I only have rutilated. No use against this unless someone’s got the other quartz.” 
 
    Thayne scanned those assembled. “Is anyone in possession of a tourmalated quartz?” 
 
    After a period of checking clothing and packs, the guards returned empty stares to Thayne. 
 
    He eyed the large garnet on his index finger, the king’s ring, which had belonged to the Winter Court king through many centuries. “Add your support after I begin,” he directed Shade and pressed the gem against the confinement. From the point of contact, cracks materialized and radiated a foot along the transparent surface. 
 
    The captain connected his clear stone, flecked with rutilated inclusions, to the cracking circle. The diameter doubled, but the wall held. 
 
    Focusing his breath and mind, Thayne pushed his power into the garnet. His finger bearing the ring became translucent and frost crystals tumbled down his arm. Where they dropped from his elbow, dried leaves that caught the residue shattered upon impact with the intense cold. 
 
    The circle’s diameter expanded, inch by inch. 
 
    Thayne set his jaw and leaned into the constraint. Surfacing his power, frost barbed the skin along his spine. Cracks widened and splintered a few feet. He shoved more strength into the garnet. Spikes of frost spread down his legs, piercing dense muscles of his thighs and calves with intense pain. He groaned and panted, sweat freezing along his brow. 
 
    In one final attempt, he mustered any remaining might and thrust his all into the king’s ring. A guttural howl of pain rushed from his lips. The sound echoed along the length of the magical internment.  Sharp snaps deepened into rattling bursts. A network of spidering fractures crackled across the obstruction. The magical barricade crumbled. So did Thayne. 
 
    Shade caught him as he collapsed. “My King? Are you all right?” 
 
    “Let me help.” Cobweb rushed to them and wrapped tendrils of her white hair around Thayne. 
 
    Through half-closed lids, he saw glowing strands remove the excesses of frost from his body and halt further damage. 
 
    Within moments, the out-of-control icy power in his extremities returned to normal functioning levels. He put weight into his legs, testing his abilities, while Cobweb expelled his dangerous frost our through her hair into the air. Thayne called, his voice shaking, “Let’s descend and check thoroughly for any wrongdoing.” 
 
    “Can you get yourself down?” Shade asked Thayne, as the guards waited. 
 
    Thayne shifted away from the captain’s support but kept a firm handhold on his shoulder. Weakness shivered through his lower back and thighs. “Not completely.” 
 
    With the captain’s wings partially unfolded and his arm around Thayne’s waist, the pair slowly traversed the decline to the healers’ cave. 
 
    The sergeant organized inspection of the court. 
 
    On more level terrain, Thayne steadied himself and hobbled the few feet to where Halcyon conferred, back turned, with two of her staff. When the subordinates’ faces lit and broke their conversation, he touched the director’s arm. “If I may have a cane and a word.” 
 
    “Oh, my! Yes, of course. Karina, please get the king a cane.” Halcyon motioned to a storage nook, then faced him. Lines marred her smooth forehead, and her almond eyes zipped up and down his body. “What has happened to my king? How may I help?” 
 
    “I broke a tenacious confinement spell surrounding the Ravine. I’m just a little spent, that’s all.” 
 
    She escorted him to a cot and with a gentle but insistent hand, guided him to sit. 
 
    Shade leaned against a nearby supply cart. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Thayne protested as the healer rolled up his pant leg to reveal blue craze lines crisscrossing beneath his skin. He gave a quick glance at the damaged vessels, then focused on the healer. With responsibilities to both court and Esmeralda, he couldn’t afford to fully acknowledge the severity of his injuries. 
 
    “No, you aren’t,” she protested. 
 
    Shade scrunched his face. “That’ll be some purdy bruises.” 
 
    “Bruises aren’t going to stop me,” Thayne retorted. “Apply your salves and do whatever to patch me up, while I ask some questions. Please remove your staff from the area so I may talk openly.” 
 
    She snapped orders to three workers to bring supplies and provide necessary assistance with complex procedures. All three worked longer than Thayne wished medicating and bandaging the most severely affected areas on his limbs. 
 
    When at last the staff left the cave, Halcyon administered an assortment of topical lotions to lesser injuries, and wafted him with inhalants. 
 
    Thayne lowered his voice. “Just after noon I saw Grayson enter this area. Do you know why he was here?” 
 
    Halcyon stopped her application and met his gaze. “Our main storeroom was broken into, sometime after we secured it to attend the moon celebration. The two daytime healers on duty said no one entered.” 
 
    Leaning heavily on the cane, Thayne wrestled with his weak muscles to stand. 
 
    Halcyon rose and touched his arm. “A large bottle of fairy weed digitalis has gone missing. In small doses it’s used to treat off-kilter heart rhythms, but more is deadly, fast and irreversible.” She searched his face. “A fearful knowledge just now flickered in your eyes. Like what I saw when you brought Esmeralda here, both of you under extreme stress. Is she in danger now?” 
 
    “Yes, I read the sounds of her agony. Maybe from Grayson or some other source. I don’t know.” He lifted his chin toward Shade. “We have to go back to Holly Cabin—now.” 
 
    “When her wayward powers unleash, you read her easily.” Moisture clouded Halcyon’s eyes, and she briefly squeezed Thayne’s arm. “Go in safety.” 
 
    He puzzled about her observation. 
 
    “Beg pardon, my King and Captain,” the voice of Sergeant Bracken called from the cave’s mouth. “Requesting permission to enter.” 
 
    “Permission granted,” Thayne replied, and Shade stood to greet the officer. 
 
    “I have news to report. Adviser Grayson left the Ravine as we entered.” 
 
    Halycon’s riddle would have to remain unsolved. Thayne leaned on the cane and lengthened his stride out of the cave as much as the bandages would allow. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-one: Breaking New Ground 
 
      
 
      
 
    A knock on the cabin door shot a bolt of fear through Esme. She threw aside her grief. In its place the wayward powers restarted their battle. An erratic pulse thudded against her temples. She struggled to grasp the broom, then staggered to the hallway entrance. Peering into the hearth room through the front kitchen window, she glimpsed a state patrol car parked on the drive. It wasn’t the sheriff. That was encouraging. She went to the door and cracked it open. 
 
    Two stiff-shouldered officers touched the wide brims of their hats. One stepped forward, his jaw twitching. “Ma’am, I’m Detective Spence, and this is my partner, Detective Brown. Are you all right?” The concern carved into his lined face gnawed into her gut, and her skin itched with the powers seeping out. 
 
    “Esme, it’s safe.” Rowe stepped into view. 
 
    She swung the door wide and collapsed onto his comforting arm. Like before, her muscles and senses weakened, as her keen smell tuned to the smallest emotions. 
 
    “It’s okay. It’s all over.” Rowe patted her shoulder. “We found Eugenia’s body and sufficient evidence to press charges. Logan’s there now with other officers. Can these patrol detectives take a look around?” 
 
    Esme uttered an unintelligible affirmation and stammered against a tightening in her throat, “Sibeal and Oscar killed Dove…Grammy’s…my…cat.” She hid her face in the cozy woolen smell of Rowe’s suitcoat, even if it offered only a momentary escape. 
 
    Footsteps beat with halting rhythm across the wooden floors as the men picked their way through the rubble. She couldn’t accompany them, fearful they’d point out more horrid details. She’d seen enough. More than enough. 
 
    “Esme, I’ve supplied the detectives with your statements about witnessing the murder of Eugenia Trustwell.” Rowe’s authoritative citrus-pine scent comforted her. “They’ll want to take your direct testimony.” 
 
    She pulled back from Rowe, blinking to rid her vision of a gathering purple film. Why did they want her testimony? She stared into space, lost. Then a shred of understanding hit. “Did you say you found the body?” 
 
    “Yes. It had been moved and hidden with magic under some old farm equipment.” 
 
    After all the difficulties, she almost didn’t believe the news that would free her from living in fear of Oscar, Sibeal, and their allies. With her perceptions transforming as her wayward strength surged, his revelation seemed like a cruel dream. Esme focused on his face in attempt to regain lucidity. “Are you sure? How did you find her?” She shifted isolated thoughts past each other like puzzle pieces without success of connecting. Could Rowe’s finding make the Autumn Court more determined to take her talisman, or worse—strip her of her powers. 
 
    Rowe touched her arm, his eyes flitting across her face. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Umm, yes.” She rubbed her temples. “Just a little shook up. I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “We noticed disturbed ground under one edge of a mower deck.” Rowe lifted his fedora and ran a hand through his hair, nervous tension exuding from his scalp. Was he telling the truth or was her sensory input confused? The detectives didn’t seem to question his statement. Rowe and Logan had combed the area repeatedly. It seemed illogical they’d missed the mower. 
 
    “Ma’am, do you feel well enough for us to take your statement now?” Detective Spence asked, while his partner took photographs. 
 
    Esme nodded and slunk onto a chair he pulled out at the kitchen table. With fae and witch powers shifting inside her, she concentrated on a mental picture of the gruesome scene with Oscar and the body he dragged, both drenched in red freezing drizzle. 
 
    As the detective fired dozens of questions, she took care to check her memory before answering slowly and completely, measuring each word. It was her duty to give an accurate account. The truth would free her. 
 
    After several minutes, Spence put a hand over hers, which she realized was clamped tight to the table edge. “That’s all I need. Relax. I know it’s hard. You did great.” 
 
    Esme let out a slow exhale and slumped against the back of the chair. 
 
    “Do you have someplace else to stay tonight?” he asked. 
 
    Her mind went blank. She pressed her temples in a poor attempt to still the magic crawling through her skull. “Can’t I stay here?” With her unpredictable wayward magic rumbling, she didn’t want to chance acting out at Alice’s. Worse yet, she might harm the dear old lady. 
 
    Spence looked to Rowe before he answered. “If you feel safe, it’s okay with us. We need to take pictures and gather evidence for a few minutes, then we’ll be out of your way.” 
 
    Rowe leaned close. “We’ll remove your cat…if you want.” 
 
    “No.” She choked and coughed. “I want to bury him, for Gram.” 
 
    Rowe gently took her elbow. “Let’s go wait in my car while the detectives work.” 
 
    She allowed him to guide her to the passenger seat of his huge black sedan. The leather seat cradled her, and she sank into the cushion. 
 
    After a few minutes the smell of stress left Rowe, and she asked for more clarification, “Didn’t you check the mower before?” 
 
    He faced the porch for a moment, then replied, “Yes, and never noticed anything with the dark magic camouflage. The body was discovered by your friend Thayne, King of the faery Winter Court.” 
 
    Esme sat up, her gaze fixed on Rowe. “You saw Thayne?” 
 
    “Yes. For a few minutes. Fascinating man. I wish we could’ve talked longer, but he didn’t stay. He said he located it to stop what was happening to you. And he freed Eugenia’s soul before he’d let us examine the crime scene. Seemed like a man of honor, more than I expected from all the talk of The Cousins being tricksters.” 
 
    She smiled and rested against the seat. “They drive hard bargains with precise language you must grasp or you’ll end up fooled.” 
 
    “Strange. He didn’t ask for anything in return, just for us to be here to relay the information and reassure you.” 
 
    They sat in silence, waiting for the detectives to finish. Despite the two magics fighting inside her, Esme thought about what Thayne had done and found some calm. She welcomed long, deep breaths and closed her eyes against the growing purple haze of her wayward energy. Thayne had given up on the bargain he’d pressed on her. In exchange for exposing the murderer, he’d badly wanted her witch’s amber. Rowe was correct; Thayne had broken a cardinal rule of The Cousins for her safety. Knowing he was truly on her side warmed her. 
 
    Noise on the porch and Rowe stirring beside her alerted Esme. 
 
    “The detectives look to be done. If it’s okay, I’d like to come back in a couple hours, around seven, with my girlfriend Jancie and some dinner. We’ll help clean up your place and stay to eat with you.” 
 
    “That is so kind. Thank you.” Esme smiled even though it shot sharp pain from one temple to the other. Although happy for the concern and help, she hoped her wayward affliction wouldn’t incapacitate her by then. “I don’t know how much of an appetite I’ll have. But you’re welcome to come.” 
 
    Despite dizziness taking control as Esme moved from the car, she managed to navigate her way onto the porch where she said goodbye to the detectives and Rowe. 
 
    After they left, she shut the door and sank into the hearth rocker, head spinning and magic writhing under her skin. The time to decide had arrived. Fae or witch? Or madness and death? She still didn’t know what choice to make. 
 
    Crimson’s ring offered a way to buy time. Did Sibeal destroy it? Or take it? Esme hadn’t checked. With the room whirling around her, she staggered from chair to loveseat to doorframe, sliding along the hallway wall to lean over the bedroom dresser where she’d stored the ring. Inside the top drawer, she touched the pale blue stone. It twinkled its inviting magic at her. Did she dare put it on? Just until I can make a choice. My wayward powers are coming on so fast now. The next time I let them surface, will they come on faster and kill me before I can—. 
 
    She jerked her hand away and slid the drawer closed. In the mirror she caught a glimpse of the black amber pulsing with purple light. The oscillations of light matched the waves of pain cutting through her brain, a hypnotic cycle. 
 
    She pulled herself from the crippling display and made her way to the hearth room’s phone. She dialed her mother’s number. With each ring, she willed Mom to answer until the machine picked up. At the beep, Esme sobbed, “Mom, if you’re there please, please pick up. I need you. I need to know what type of magic Dad had…that I have. It’s hurting me. Killing me. Please pick up.” Tears streamed from her eyes as she set the silent phone down. 
 
    The hearth room was a disaster, books and valuable stored supplies broken and jumbled together, just like herself. Her goals had shattered, her health and life now crumbling. Hopeless, she let her gaze drift mindlessly, not fighting the wayward powers. 
 
    Amidst the destruction, the altar, like the aragonite ring, remained untouched. A sign? A slight smile spread across her lips. Both altar and ring were spared ’cause they contained fae magic. Could the altar help her choose the correct path? She dropped to the floor and sifted among the strewn books. Weak, with her heart beating a wild, erratic dance that gouged her lungs, she groped for the volume about prayers until at last she located its worn red cover. 
 
    She thumbed through several bookmarked pages and skimmed the prayers. Satisfied, she gripped the edge of the washstand that held the altar and pulled to her knees. Her arms shook as she drew the crimson cloak from the washstand’s towel bar around her shoulders. After three tries, she sparked a match and lit the two candles. 
 
    She read from the book with a thick, halting voice that sounded nothing like her own: 
 
      
 
    Goddess of Fate, Faerie Queen Goddess, I, Esmeralda Underhill, invoke you. Lady who ordains the ebb and flow of every tide and the wine in the cup of all life, I call upon you. Please, please help me to know my own fate clearly, to understand the signs, and divine their meaning. May fae folk, in your name, bring good opportunities in which my life may serve life, my happiness and good fortune be of benefit to many. 
 
      
 
    She raised the vase of twigs representing the World Tree as an offering, then drew the sign of an equal-armed cross onto the altar cloth using samples from the four elements: air’s feather tip, fire’s dab of oil, water from winter’s first snow, earth’s garden pebble, and most importantly holly berries carrying the spirit of fae. She picked up the wooden whistle, pressed it to quivering lips, and played a long but trembling note to reverberate her wish into the spirit world. 
 
    The talisman stone beat chaotically against her chest, sucking the air from each breath she took. Her appeal to the fae spirit didn’t work. She’d chosen incorrectly. Death grappled for her life force. 
 
    Maybe her father would be able to help, if she could find him. She rubbed the throbbing black amber and waited. Nothing happened. Perhaps she needed to be outside, like before. The moon hadn’t risen, leaving the outdoors pitch black. She needed light to help see through the purple mist clouding her vision. With an altar candle, she lit a lantern and forced her withering body to stagger from the back porch. 
 
    “Daddy, help me.” She wandered aimlessly searching for a sign of him. “Daddy, I’m dying. Help me.” 
 
    The holly berries along the cabin sang a tender dirge and smelled of the sweetest sorrow. 
 
    “Daddy, what am I to do? I chose, like you told me, but it didn’t work.” 
 
    A purple glow outlined a male form in the forest. 
 
    She crept closer, too fast for her unsteady legs, and fell. 
 
    “My little one, let me help you up.” Erebus appeared at her side. He set the lantern aside on a tree root and lifted Esme into his vaporous arms with a surprisingly strong embrace. “Can you dance with me one more time?” 
 
    “I wish I could. I’m dying.” She clung to his broad shoulders, her legs limp as he held her weight against him. 
 
    “No. I won’t let my little one die. Dance once more before we say goodbye.” He turned them slowly in place and sang next to her ear, “In your heart’s dreams, we’ll meet again, my little one. I’ll come to you out of long ago, for little girl kisses soft as snowflakes.” 
 
    Although her body hung like a rag doll, she sang the lyrics with him, tears streaming down her face. At least she was with him, a wish she’d clung to throughout her whole life. She could face death now that her wish had been granted. She relaxed into him, gave up the struggle against the wayward force claiming her life and kissed his cheek. 
 
    At once he ended their dance. “Do not give up like that. You must not die.” His voice strong and commanding, he gently lowered her to the ground and helped her sit up. He offered her two flat rocks from his jacket pocket. “Now, you are close enough to see your fae and witch powers separately. Take off the black amber and use these to smash it apart. Keep the power you chose and release the other. Goodbye, my little one.” 
 
    Blinded by purple fog and tears, she cried, “No. Can’t I go with you? Please.” 
 
    “No,” he roared with a voice that shot fear through her and rustled tree branches behind him. “Hurry. I only have a little time left. I can be visible only long enough to warn you. I want to know you’re safe.” 
 
    She removed the talisman and set it on the larger rock. Holding the other aloft, she peered at him and squeaked a goodbye. With all the strength she could muster, she smacked the raised rock downward, but her arm swerved out of her control and missed the gem. 
 
    An arm clad in a sleeve of camouflage fabric shot out from the darkness toward the black amber. 
 
    “Watch out!” her father yelled. 
 
    Esme yanked her talisman clear, holding it to her chest as she stared into the glowing golden eyes of King Raclaw. 
 
    Although human-like in form, he hissed through a hideous grin of fanged bat teeth. “Give me that amber or I’ll kill you.” 
 
    She backed away on hands and knees. 
 
    As the king took a step toward her, his hands clawed the air and long, gray nails pushed past his fingertips. 
 
    Too weak to retreat, she clutched the talisman tighter and cast a glance at Erebus. “Dad, what do I do?” 
 
    “Your wayward power! Turn it on him.” The ghostly form of her father swept between Esme and the autumn king. “I can only cloud his vision.” 
 
    The black amber pulsed against her hand. The energy it contained was hers. If fae kings fought for her hafling power, it must be strong. Could she use it now? If only she could control its chaotic force long enough to stop Raclaw’s attack. 
 
    The king lurched closer, his pointed ears twitching in her direction. “Give it to me. You were trying to destroy it. If you don’t want it, give it here. I know what to do with that precious power. My Autumn Court would dominate all of Faerie. Maybe over man, too.” He licked a pointed fang with his long, brown tongue. 
 
    With a deep inhale, Esme pulled the talisman’s energy inside her. The magic burned her fingers. She didn’t let go. It flamed along the veins of her forearm. She winced, but held fast. Her upper limb shook, and she braced it with her other hand. 
 
    “You can’t even use its power.” Raclaw slashed a fingernail through her father from head to torso, divided the filmy mass, and stepped across to Esme. “Give me the amulet.” 
 
    What remained of Erebus lay on the ground, oozing and shapeless. 
 
    Esme’s internal power stormed. Raclaw had harmed her father. Her eyes burned with both wayward force and rage. 
 
    Raclaw’s camouflage clothing confused his outline. But the intense stench of his greed told her he was directly above her. 
 
    She pulled hard on magic still within the talisman. Only a little came to her. 
 
    A double-jointed hand of daggers jerked above her head. 
 
    She yanked the remaining wayward energy into her with a burst that couldn’t be contained in her arm. She dropped the empty amber. Her arm ached, overloaded. She flung its contents, a shard of sizzling purple light, at Raclaw’s gleaming fangs. 
 
    With a spine-chilling scream, his raised hand slashed downward at her. 
 
    Esme rolled to one side, her overcharged arm clamped to her side. 
 
    The king missed her. His sharp nails lodged in the frozen ground. 
 
    Taking advantage, she hurled more blasts at his screeching mouth until he slumped down, silent. 
 
    Esme’s body convulsed. She rolled to one side and vomited a purple gunk, then grimaced at its vile acid odor. She lay against the earth, doing little more than breathing, wanting to die. 
 
    A rustling made her open her eyes. From Raclaw’s wounds, her purple wayward energy bled out and wafted back to the talisman—only two feet from him, farther from her. 
 
    Fearful he’d regain consciousness, she gritted her teeth and willed her body to crawl to the talisman. 
 
    With the black amber secure in her hand, she crept on hands and knees to the flat rocks her father gave her. She set the talisman on one and hoisted the other high. With a jag of purple air erupting from her mouth, she smashed the gemstone. 
 
    It shattered into dozens of shards. Purple flames spewed from it into the sky. The haunting mist cleared from her vision. 
 
    Sparks landed on Raclaw’s injured face and woke him with a start. He gave a guttural groan. “No. It’s gone. No.” He dragged himself back into the forest. 
 
    The mass that had been Esme’s father soaked into the ground, until only a wisp of purple smoke remained and whisked away. 
 
    Silence and stillness blanketed her. She lay down for many minutes, welcoming the quiet into her body. She listened and watched for any sign of Raclaw or his Autumn Court. Nothing moved. The battle had ended. 
 
    She’d beaten the autumn king. On her own. Pride and triumph soothed her soul. Her shallow breath eased and passed freely in and out, a marvel of tranquility. The icy ground cooled her feverish cheek. Could I be a winter faery? 
 
    Heartened, she sat up, pulled wobbly legs under her, and stood as if she were a newborn fawn. Upon rising, all of her senses ached with hypersensitivity, and a torrent of emotions pummeled her: anger shouting the loudest, followed closely by paranoia, dread, and confusion. These weren’t emotions of the winter fae. Hateful feelings like these belonged to the Autumn Court. She let out a remorseful moan. This can’t be happening. I’m not one of them; I beat the autumn king. Why didn’t I die and stay with Daddy? 
 
    “Miss Esmeralda, you’re suffering.” A man’s voice called. 
 
    She jerked the lantern upward. “Who’s there?” 
 
    “Please let me help you.” The winter fae adviser who’d sat at the king’s table stepped from her back porch. 
 
    “What do you want?” She eyed him warily, squinting against the intensity of his image. 
 
    “Only to help. If you remember me, I’m Grayson, adviser to King Thayne. He sent me to deliver some medicine from Halcyon, our healer.” He sidled up to her and took her elbow, leading her toward the house. “Let’s go inside where you can be more comfortable and take this medication.” 
 
    Unsteady, Esme allowed him to support her. When he touched her, a wave of uncontrollable tremors and nausea assaulted her. Sensing a vile energy about him, she yanked her arm free and pushed him away. The effort cost her. Her mind plunged into darkness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-two: Javelin of Ice 
 
      
 
      
 
    Oblivious to the pain surging through his muscles, Thayne raced toward Holly Cabin, slowed only enough that Captain Shade was able to keep pace. Approaching the hedge, Thayne detected familiar sounds of Grayson’s footfall, the snuffle of his long nose, the click of teeth as he set his jaw. Accompanying these noises, Thayne’s stomach twisted as he read covetous intent, spiked with malice, exhilaration, and indemnification. 
 
    Latching onto a shred of the advisor’s fear, Thayne swept through the closed door, arm raised and loaded with a javelin of ice. 
 
    Gripping an amber glass bottle, Grayson leaned over Esmeralda. Her mouth agape, she lay motionless and pale on the floor amid the shambles of Sibeal’s raid. 
 
    Thayne hurled the lance at the adviser’s hand holding the poison. Upon impact both hand and bottle sublimated into vapor, then whooshed up the chimney flue. 
 
    Grayson let out a blood-curdling scream, blood dripping from his severed wrist. He cowered, slinking backward from Esmeralda’s body, as if the acquiescence might grant him a scrap of favor. “Bad news. The black amber’s gone. No vibrations anywhere. Sought it for you, my King. Don’t know what the wench did to it,” he muttered. 
 
    Thayne ignored his rising surge of anger at the traitor’s insincere and late attempt at alliance. “What have you given her? How long has she been unconscious?” While holding a jag of ice fixed on the counsel’s heart, ready to snuff out the man’s life if need be, Thayne scanned Esmeralda. She appeared pale, like when she’d consumed the icicles, except that her cheeks and lips flushed vivid pink. Was the poison torturing her body? Thayne’s own heart ached to go to her, help her, comfort her. 
 
    Grayson cowered, not offering a reply. 
 
    Shade dropped to Esmeralda’s side, checking pulse and heart. “Miss Esmeralda? It’s Cap’n Shade. Can you hear me?” 
 
    She didn’t respond. 
 
    Yet, again, Thayne remained trapped in a decision between head and heart, court and love. 
 
    He couldn’t expect Shade to control Grayson. When fully functional, his magic outmatched the captain’s. Without any heirs to the throne, the adviser possessed power greater than any in the court, save Thayne. There was no quick way to determine if the injury had diminished Grayson’s powers sufficiently. 
 
    Fury crept with bitter fingers along Thayne’s already-damaged blood vessels. Pain cramped deep into his muscles. He couldn’t afford to waste time on Grayson now to determine nuances of his guilt. 
 
    With an agonized yell, Thayne surfaced power into his king’s ring. The additional glacial energy further damaged his outer tissues with excruciating pain. His body could only endure seconds of this punishment. Only one shot. He confirmed his aim. A bolt of garnet light, translucent with strong polar haze, discharged. He wavered and slumped to the floor. 
 
    The moonstone of Grayson’s court ring lost its flashy chatoyance and turned dull gray. An enormous quantity of the counsel’s magic vaporized. How much, Thayne wasn’t able to determine for wrestling with his own pain, but enough for Shade to take command. 
 
    After a glance between them, Shade secured Grayson with gray shadow ropes, one tight at the elbow above the severed hand to stop bleeding. 
 
    Thayne focused on maintaining consciousness. He had to help Esmeralda. He crawled beside her and took her limp hand into both of his. “Esmeralda, it’s Thayne. Please come back to me. Please.” He gave her cheek a gentle slap, then kissed her parted lips, not caring if the taste of the faery weed lingered upon them. The chance to put his love for her first was bliss, no matter the consequences. 
 
    She remained motionless and silent. Not even the slightest song from her body could be heard. 
 
    His tears fell onto her crimson cloak. The dark, wet spots matched the shade of his king’s garnet. The hue prompted him to use the gemstone. A great risk, but the only thing left to try. And energy he couldn’t afford to call up again. If a shred of her life remained, his wintry magic would jolt it back. If her fae blood was aligned with any court other than his own, horrendous injury would claim her last breath. 
 
    His body weakened, he propped himself with his free arm and pressed the king’s garnet against her lips. The red of the stone deepened their flushed pink to a vivid crimson, as he filled the ring with power. 
 
    Her mouth twitched. The slightest breath blew against his finger. She gave a soft moan. 
 
    “Esmeralda, can you hear me? I love you,” he said, his voice quiet but urgent. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open, now the palest of blues rather than their usual cobalt. What change had come over her? She squinted, her face tortured as she croaked, “I chose fae…for you…and me. I love you…but—” A film of moisture glistened across her eyes. “I have autumn magic…fearful, annoyed, angry feelings…at all I see, feel, hear...” 
 
    Thayne lay on his side next to her, released a brief, mournful cry, and held her hand. Pulling her pain into him, he shuddered. It was all he could do to spare her some suffering as she passed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    A ringing phone sounded in the back of Esme’s mind. She convulsed as it reverberated off the inside of her skull and ricocheted throughout her body. What kind of hell was this, where every normal noise rang like a fire alarm, every glint of light made her squint in agony, and every touch felt like sandpaper across her skin? Only her sense of smell seemed as before, uniquely able to detect emotions. Thayne smelled of fear and sadness, certain she was dying. 
 
    She clung to life, barely, at least now…this minute. But she was dying. Her lungs breathed air that rushed in and swept out with deafening volume and grating pressure. She lay perfectly still. Even the motion of her lips to speak shot off an assault of sensations. She wanted to squeeze Thayne’s hand, but moving energy into her fingers caused a violent rush of blood through her arm. The best she could offer was meeting his gaze, in attempt to convey a sad smile with her look, which caused a scratchy feeling behind her eyes. Despite the torment, she appreciated these last moments to express what was in her heart. 
 
    “Ma’am, this is Cap’n Shade. Your daughter is right here. I’ll let you talk to her.” Shade’s voice ebbed and flowed in oscillating vibrations as Esme worked to grasp his meaning. 
 
    Shade passed the receiver to Thayne, and he held it to her ear as he lay beside her. 
 
    “Rebecca, are you okay?” her mother implored, her voice urgent and quivering with so many frightened emotions Esme grew light-headed and nauseous. 
 
    “Mom?” She flinched as the sound of her own voice rippled through her bones. 
 
    “Yes, it’s me. Are you all right?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know. I saw Daddy.” Esme paused, disconcerted by the odd vibrations coursing through her. She spoke more slowly, pronouncing one word at a time, one syllable at a time. “Grammy left me her cabin…so I could see him.” 
 
    “She what? I got your message. I was out of town for the holiday. What is going on? Erebus is trouble, even dead. Do you need me to come there? I’m getting my purse and coming to bring you home right now.” 
 
    “Daddy’s magic, my magic, he warned me about it. Could kill me, if I didn’t—” 
 
    “What did he have you do? Rebecca, tell me.” Metal clanked in the background like steel girders being moved by a crane. 
 
    “He made me choose witch or fae. Or the wayward magic would kill me.” 
 
    “Did you choose?” 
 
    “I picked fae,” Esme’s voice cracked. “But I have autumn fae magic.” 
 
    A muffled cry echoed from the receiver and pounded against Esme’s eardrum. “No!” 
 
    “Mom, I’m dying. My autumn fae magic is killing me.” 
 
    “Your father had winter magic. Why didn’t you choose to be a witch, like Grammy, like me, or like I used to be?” Mom uttered a weepy whimper. “Now, I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to see you again. What have you done? Why, Rebecca? Why didn’t you ask me first?” Her mother continued on in a torrent of words that swam together, but Esme tuned it out. 
 
    Her father had winter fae blood. She was a winter faery. 
 
    Thayne’s eyes lit. He’d heard what her mother said. Though her senses were still under some strange and frightening attack, she trusted the hope that vibrated from him. 
 
    She wasn’t going to die. What she’d hoped for had come true. With a yelp from the shooting prickles across her face, she grinned at him. 
 
    He propped on an elbow, picked up the phone, and said with a weak smile, “Mrs. Underhill, this is Thayne, King of the Winter Court. Please do come, and I assure you, you’ll be able to see your daughter whenever you wish. You’re more than welcome to be a guest at our court’s celebration as we accept Esmeralda.” He listened and agreed to whatever her mother replied, then said goodbye. 
 
    Afraid to move but eager to try, Esme turned her head. “What is happening to me? Everything, every sensation is magnified so much it’s frightening and hurts.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen a mortal or wayward become fae, but I think your body’s getting accustomed to the change. I hope. Maybe Halcyon can ease the transition.” He gently took her hand. “Does this hurt?” 
 
    “A litt…lot.” She tried to lie, but the word shifted on her tongue. 
 
    He leaned over and tentatively brushed his lips against hers, then kissed with the slightest pressure. 
 
    After a momentary rush that tingled every nerve ending in her lips, the sensation of touch expanded. She identified new feelings that never existed before. And a new emotion from him she’d never noticed—a citrusy burst of self-awareness, autonomy. 
 
    He pulled back and studied her face. “Did that hurt?” 
 
    She smiled. “Um, at first, yes. It exploded like a firework. But after a few seconds, I felt each amazing spark.” 
 
    He touched a hand to the side of her face. “Slowly, you will understand what your new body is capable of.” His movement revealed white bandages extending below his jacket cuff. Another covered one side of his neck. 
 
    “You’re injured.” 
 
    “It’s nothing. I’ll heal. I’ve countered a lot of strong magic today. As a lesson to help you, if you bring too much power to the surface for extreme tasks, it can harm your physical body. Don’t worry, though. Most of the time you only get minor bruises and weakness.” With a groan, he rose and hobbled to the door while addressing Shade. “I’ll call the guards to help you take Grayson to the Grand Ravine to be dealt with. Have Halcyon or one of her staff bring treatments to help Esmeralda.” 
 
    Once Shade and Grayson left, Thayne and a guard helped Esme to bed. As she passed the dresser mirror, she paused to look at her newly transformed self. Like before, while wearing Crimson’s ring, her hair hung a foot longer in loose curls. Her lengthened joints, most noticeable in her fingers, increased her height by a couple inches. She liked the effect on her neck, now graceful like a swan’s. Her lips and cheeks needed no lipstick or blush, permanently flushed against paler ivory skin. In all, her new appearance seemed wondrous, with the exception of her eye color. Becoming fae had robbed her of the cobalt irises like her father’s, a reminder that their connection had severed permanently. She caressed Dove’s lifeless body as she lowered onto the bed. 
 
    “I’ll take him to the back porch and apply a protecting shield of ice, then come back to help,” Thayne said, then he and the guard left. 
 
    He returned alone and magically cleared away debris littering the floor and dresser top. 
 
    “Oh, Rowe and his girlfriend are coming by to clean up and bring dinner, in—” she strained her head from the pillow to see the nightstand clock “—about an hour.” 
 
    “And your mother’s on the way, too.” Thayne sat on the edge of the bed and tilted his head, lips twisted to one side. “You need to stay quiet for a while until your mind accommodates to the enhanced sensory input. You should stay here in Holly Cabin, and I will too, in the other room, in case you need something.” 
 
    “But you’re injured.” 
 
    He laughed. “Knowing Halcyon, she’ll arrive with baskets full to treat us both. And with the witch murderer soon to be charged, I won’t need to fight danger from him. What happened to your black amber? Clearly Grayson wanted it and couldn’t find it.” 
 
    “Daddy told me to destroy it. In the process, Raclaw himself attacked. I used my wayward power and fought him off before I broke the talisman. After that, my witch strength floated away.” She recounted her fight with Raclaw. 
 
    “Wow. I wish I’d been here. I sensed you were in danger, but I had no idea. You handled it well. And we have no worries about Raclaw’s court now that the talisman is gone.” He let out a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Then you really never wanted my talisman for yourself,” she mused, “Just like you said.” 
 
    He smiled. “Faeries don’t lie. Truly, though I was tempted to use its power to advance my court, I was afraid to possess it. I’ve wanted so long to make choices of my own free will. The strong power in that stone would’ve only clouded my decisions, further imprisoned my choices.” 
 
    She grimaced and reached for his hand. “I understand. I still want to follow my dream of being a healer, like Gram. Will Halcyon teach me the ways of the fae?” 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll be thrilled to teach you and also learn the ways of a hedge witch.” He sat upright. “But now I need to apply some glamour over you so Rowe and his friend aren’t frightened. Or would you rather appear as a faery?” 
 
    “Rowe seems curious about fae, but I think it’s best to keep my change quiet. I need to be a witness in a murder case, without any way to be discredited.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” He sprinkled a fine mist of snow over her, which returned what she could see of herself to a normal appearance. “You’ll need to learn how to do that yourself. Many lessons, but an eternity of time. Rest now.” He moved into the hearth room. 
 
    Esme struggled with the thought of eternal life and lost track of present time. 
 
    A knock sounded at the door, and Thayne answered. “Esmeralda’s resting in bed. She’s had a hard day. Please come in.” 
 
    Rowe and his girlfriend Jancie, also a witch, appeared at the bedroom door to briefly say hello. “You must be tired,” he said with a questioning stare, and Esme hoped none of her fae characteristics or mannerisms showed. Worn out from being bombarded with heightened sensations, she was glad to have an excuse not to socialize and leave that to Thayne. 
 
    He’d already cleaned the cabin before they arrived, so they shared the meal the couple brought. 
 
    Jancie prepared a tray for Esme and sat with her while she slowly ate a tiny portion. Jancie talked about her own difficult time becoming accepted by folks in Coon Hollow Coven. She was a witch with very different magic from another coven. 
 
    Although weak, Esme smiled and nodded, interested to know a woman her own age who stood strong with her own heritage against the established ways here. It’s so hard to talk with this pain. I wish I could tell her how much her story gives me hope. I’m still determined to be that sort of woman. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-three: Mystic Moonstone 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the setting sun licked the rim of the Grand Ravine, Esme stepped out from her temporary apartment in the healers’ quarters. Although determined to live in Holly Cabin and embrace her grandmother’s heritage, Esme accepted the room while she learned to be fae and the ways of their healers. Six days had passed since she’d made her choice. She’d adjusted to her altered sense of smell the quickest, which was not a surprise. Other sensations still seemed a bit too much, but at least nothing ordinary made her flinch in pain. 
 
    She joined Halcyon and her staff in a nearby garden. Carved holly leaves and patterns of fern frost glistened on the focal totem. 
 
    The lead healer met Esme with a smile that lifted the corners of her almond eyes. When the last few assembled, they set off toward the wide central gathering area. 
 
    Esme lingered behind a moment, paying a silent goodbye to Dove, who she’d buried at the totem’s base earlier that week. He would love being in the forest, where he and Grammy could roam wild and free together. Oh, if only…if only they both could be here now, with me, to hug, to love, to share this vital moment. And Daddy…Daddy, why did I have to lose you? 
 
    With a deep breath, Esme lifted her head and followed the healers to an area of long benches, filled with several hundred winter fae, facing the larger of the two hillside stages. She did still have her mother, and although they’d not always gotten along, she had joined them to offer her support. That meant a lot. So often and so bitterly Esme had longed for that support. Her soul sang like a mourning dove that had located its lost mate. Esme met her mother where she sat in the front row and pulled her into a close hug. 
 
    “Look at you, Reb—Esmeralda,” her mother corrected as she pulled back and cautiously admired Esme. Despite the awkward hesitancy, Mom’s voice rang genuine and warm, wafting around them on a honeysuckle cloud that shimmered against her winter white sweater and skirt. “So lovely. That dress. Is it made of frost?” Esme appreciated Mom’s attempts to make amends, though her wide eyes revealed the fear behind her smile. At least real compassion for Esme prompted that anxiety, carried on whiffs of talcum powder, a mama still hoping to keep her baby from harm. 
 
    “Yes, the lace is frost.” Esme dropped Gram’s red cloak from her bare shoulders. “Two faery seamstresses sewed the dress, then guided me to extend the lace from the strapless bodice onto my skin. That part was fun. My wings are starting to come in. I’m eager to see what they look like.” She briefly turned to show the nubs at her shoulder blades. 
 
    Mom blinked back tears, the turned up ends of her shoulder-length gray hair shaking. “Honey, I’m so sorry for keeping your identity from you. I thought as long as you didn’t use the wayward powers, you’d be safe. Your dad, being one, knew better. I’m glad he helped you…and my mama.” 
 
    “Me, too. I know it must be difficult for you to watch me accept a different way of life, and I’m so grateful for your support.” Esme then took the open seat beside Mom and grasped her hand. 
 
    Clear notes of a lute heralded the start of the festivity. A trio of pipers walked across the stage, an elaborate wooden platform large enough to hold at least fifty musicians. Partially dug into the hill, the stage was protected by an extended roof now decorated with sparkling snowflakes and tiny stars. Winter forest wildlife cavorted and scampered in carved relief along the stage skirt. 
 
    Thayne swaggered proudly, head high, to command center stage. He looked amazing in his ceremonial clothes, with the sweep of a crimson cloak draping from his broad shoulders past black shirt and tight leather pants to tall boots. A neat goatee and mustache enhanced the contours of his angular face. He shimmered with garnets from the clasp at his throat, wrapped into the braids decorating the silver streaks of his black hair, and on all but two of his fingers. Curiously, those held two rings with milky white stones. 
 
    His translucent dark wings fluttered from slits in his cloak. He held up a hand to quiet the crowd’s whooping enthusiasm. The natural shadow of his eyelids gleamed a more vivid purple, far past his sharp, black brows. As his gaze met Esme’s, green and purple patterns of northern lights danced across his irises. 
 
    The winter fae also dressed in their best. Ice crystals dangled from ears and hair, whether worn loose or intricately braided. Preened wings of iridescent feathers, delicate cobwebs, or sheer gossamer adorned their backs. But all wore happy expressions and cheered wildly until Thayne began to speak. 
 
    “It’s wonderful to see our court gathered for such a happy occasion. Please join me in welcoming a special guest, Sharon Freestone.” He gestured to Esme’s mother. “It’s rare for mortals to see our ceremonies, but you are mother to our newest member, Esmeralda Underhill, and are most welcome. We will have much to celebrate this night. 
 
    “First, the matter of the king’s adviser, Grayson. He has attempted to take the life of one of our own, as well as conspiring with witches who conduct black magic and commit heinous crimes of murder and racketeering, illegal in the mortal world, forbidden in ours. For these infractions, he has been stripped of court powers, title, and acceptance. He is to be banished at sunrise tomorrow. 
 
    “His vacancy will be filled by a dear and trusted friend, whom I have relied upon in many difficult situations. The guard corps will face a real loss, but I will gain a valuable aide by my appointment of Shade to serve as my adviser.” Thayne waved a hand to the side stage, and the newly appointed counsel stepped forward, dusty pork pie hat in hand and blue hair sticking out at odd angles over his ears. 
 
    Thayne removed one of the white-stoned rings from his finger and placed it on Shade’s. Following a clasping of hands between the two, the pale stone shone with a blue flash that must charge the moonstone with court power. With a lopsided grin, Shade waved to the hooting audience, then took a seat at the end of Esme’s row. 
 
    Thayne stepped closer to the stage edge and looked at her. “And now, it is my honor to present a new member, Esmeralda Underhill, to the Winter Court.” After pausing for the fae to applaud, he continued. “We are all extremely grateful for your good deed in bringing us an early winter.” In response, wings fluttered and hands clapped. “Esme, please join me on stage.” He motioned to the steps, and somehow she walked to him without ever feeling her feet hit the ground. A lightness lifted her stomach, and she knew no fae magic was responsible. 
 
    He took her trembling hands into his. “As I touch you,” his voice lowered, and the hall grew silent, “I directly feel your power entering my skin, now as a strong winter faery, but also before as a wayward with vast, warring energies. It is a sign to me that we belong together. If you would have me as your husband, I’d be honored. Together, we can help each other discover new paths, new freedom, new happiness.” 
 
    Esme opened her mouth, but words stuck in her throat. Scarcely in command of her senses, her composure hung by a thread, although that thread glimmered with starlit frost. She managed to squeak, “Yes, I will.” Nothing had ever felt so right, so empowering and free. 
 
    He removed the other milky ring from his finger. As he moved the delicate ring near her, the moonstone flared a brighter blue than Shade’s. Thayne flinched, then chuckled. “Proof that I can’t lie. Our powers truly connect. And now I understand Halcyon’s riddle. She knew before me that you and I were connected.” When the ring did touch her finger and slid into place, the surface glowed in myriad shades, from pale sky blue to rich cobalt that reminded her of her father’s eyes. Thayne kissed her gently, then pulled her into a tight embrace, as the crowd whistled and cheered. He ushered her to the side as he addressed his court. “And now, as is our custom at every ceremony, we will have Ivory, our raconteuse, share a story.” 
 
    Ivory, a petite old woman who Esme had met at last night’s dinner, slipped through mist gathering along the ground to take center stage. To those gathered, she bowed her head of flowing white hair that extended to her knees. Smiling, she cleared her throat and spoke with a bird-like warble that silenced the entire ravine. “For this ceremony, I have an especially grand story to share with you all, one that most certainly Miss Esmeralda will appreciate. I was blessed with a chance to have dinner with her, and something she said jarred loose a memory from this old head of mine.” With cheeks round and red like apples, she glanced at Esme before telling the story. 
 
    “We all are grateful she brought us an early winter, when our magic shines best and we delight and play in the gusty gales, frost artistry, and squalling snow. But what no one can seem to explain is how she did it, least of all Esmeralda herself. But I have the answer.” With an impish grin, Ivory raised a gnarled finger. 
 
    The winter fae leaned forward in their seats, and Esme pulled Thayne a step closer. 
 
    “If you will recall, the last time we enjoyed such a quick start to our season, it was exactly twenty-eight years ago. The ground froze solid weeks before Thanksgiving. A young man, a witch who was visiting the area to turn a dollar doing odd jobs and construction, brought the sudden and lasting chill with him. Some of you know’d him as the one who planted them holly bushes at Grammy Flora’s. Darned berries sing from the tops of their lungs, if they even have lungs, all winter long. Well, he planted them in frozen ground, and the bushes not only lived, but took root, doubled in size, and set fruit in a matter of weeks. Some of you know’d him as a wayward witch who, though a right nice chap, was tormented with his two magics and couldn’t commit to building himself the family he wanted. And one of you know’d him as Dad.” The raconteuse story-teller again faced the couple, her eyes leaking and skin luminescent with joy. 
 
    Esme cupped a hand to her thumping heart. 
 
    “Like father, like daughter, two wayward witches, possessed with winter fae magic, added weeks more to our season of reign.” Ivory extended her arms to the group. “A fitting story to welcome our future queen.” 
 
    The fae rose and applauded wildly as the old woman hugged Esme on her way from the stage. 
 
    Following her, the couple descended the steps to where court members seemed to float across low-hanging frozen mist. 
 
    “Hold up!” The rotund form of Cryptic, the sibyl, hauled herself up the opposite stage steps, hands waving down both the couple and crowd. Although still wearing her usual coarse gray shift, sections of her wiry hair had been tamed into several adorned braids. From the mist clinging to the uneven hem of her dress, a pale gray shape bobbed and jumped. “On my morning meditative walk, something soft kept brushing my ankle. Nothin’ was there but this bit of shadow.” She groaned and reached into the low fog and brought up a handful of translucent gray in the shape of a cat. Cryptic lumbered to meet Esme, who ran onto the stage and accepted the filmy mass of bluish-gray fur. “I’m thinkin’ this here wee ghost belongs to you. Don’t know why it chased down a mean old faery like me to find you. Maybe to give me a chance to do you a good deed, after I treated you so poorly.” 
 
    Esme gently held the weightless Dove to her chest and patted the sibyl’s shoulder. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Another gift fitting our future queen!” Thayne roared above the happy din from his court. “Now let’s all celebrate. Uncork the holly berry wine, and let our good wishes for Esmeralda color the fog crimson tonight.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
     Esme turned her face to the full oak moon, then she and Thayne entered the Coven Council meeting building. A lot would be decided at tonight’s December esbat. She shivered, remembering the last time she entered the red brick converted school house to face Oscar Burnhard minutes after she witnessed him dispose of Eugenia’s body. She wore full glamour to obscure her faery identity, and hoped it also hid her tremors. 
 
    Thayne, totally invisible, touched her shoulder. 
 
    In the packed Council chamber room, the accused councilman wasn’t present, held without bond in jail. But his cohort Sibeal Soot was there, along with the two other candidates for council. Voting had taken place by secret ballot throughout the day, with results to be announced shortly. Esme wished Sibeal had been removed from the ballot, but the charges of breaking and entering hadn’t stuck. As a faery, Esme no longer feared the seer, but nothing could undo what she’d done to Dove. 
 
    Arms extended from the wide sleeves of his black robe, High Priest Logan stepped onto the altar dais. “Everyone, let’s form our circle.” He walked the perimeter of the pentacle’s circle, reciting solemn appeals to the gods and goddesses of the four winds. At the center, he raised his hands to the heavens and proclaimed, “As it is above, so it is below.” He flung his arms down and touched the floor, then rose and took a position at the altar set at the northern point of the circumference. 
 
    After a nod from him, three men removed offerings from the altar and strengthened the circle. One sprinkled consecrated water on each member, the second carried a smoking incense-burner round the perimeter, and the third walked the same path with a lit altar candle. 
 
    When the offerings were replaced, Logan nodded to two women, standing near the doorway, to step forward. He anointed them with the four elements of nature and admitted them into the circle. 
 
    “Now it is time to announce the results of our Council election.” Logan separated his robe and removed a paper from an inner pocket of his suit coat. “By eighty percent majority, I welcome Tynewell Tynker to the Council. And by a slight margin of two percent, Sibeal Soot will take the other open seat.” 
 
    Murmurs floated back and forth, and people drifted in and out of the circle. 
 
    Esme stared at the paper, shocked. How could Sibeal have deceived so many? 
 
    Logan raised his arms, and his voice rang deep and clear above the noise. “Please maintain our circle.” He waited until the rustling ceased and continued. “This oak moon esbat is a time of going within to assist you in healing and tending to your internal self. This is a time of transformation, as we go within, accept new members, appoint new leadership in our coven.” He seemed to be closing the meeting without mentioning her coven promotion. Had the other council members vetoed granting her ceremonial status? 
 
    Esme pressed her lips tight. After her success at the market with the adder’s tongue fae healing, she badly wanted to pursue her goal to work as a healer. Able Winter Court members all worked in the community, under guise of glamour. She badly wanted to do the same, as a healer in the coven but using her fae magic rather than the witchcraft she’d given up. She could feel both her heart and her goals shrink within her. Unable to endure more, she turned toward Logan and took a step into the circle, a definite breech of ritual protocol to do so without direction of the high priest. 
 
    Although Sibeal and her gang of old cronies hissed at Esme’s action, most of the other witches nodded to her with knowing smiles. Apparently word had gotten out that she’d been pivotal in bringing justice against Oscar. 
 
    The high priest also looked her way and lifted an open palm. With a wide grin, his voice rang loud and clear through the large room. “Especially befitting the significance of this esbat, the Council has chosen to grant Miss Esmeralda Underhill ceremonial status. Since the time of her permanent residence here, a month ago, she has made significant contributions to the welfare of Coon Hollow Coven. She stepped forward as a witness to maintain our rights and high standards of safety. As a healer, she’s quickly stepping into the shoes of our dear departed Flora Freestone, her grandmother. Please welcome Esme as a respected wildwood mystic. Her transformation is evident; let yours also be so.” Esme wondered if Rowe had told Logan of his suspicions, that she was now a faery. 
 
    A second later, her doubt vanished, and his words sank in. She was really a wildwood healer, a root doctor, a mystic—all titles for healers who used the hedge. Maybe not a hedge witch, but that only mattered for what she put on her business cards. She jumped and clutched Thayne’s arm, then was swept up into a hug by the woman who’d bought her products at the last market day. 
 
    Alice and Gertie waved to her from across the circle with little Lottie bouncing between them. 
 
    Logan beamed as he ended the celebration. “Spend time with the oak moon and embrace this time of transformation.” He walked to the center, as the members wavered, ready to mingle. “I call forth the powers that cast this circle.” He thrust one hand up to the sky and the other to the earth, fingers open. “All that was taken to cast our circle is now returned.” 
 
    As soon as he closed the circle, witches from all around the room surrounded Esme with warm hugs and kind words of congratulation. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Two years later 
 
      
 
      
 
    Esme relaxed against the driver’s seat as she drove away from her last of eight client visits for the day. Tired but deeply satisfied, she smiled. Today she’d eased rheumatism, tendonitis, gout, two cases of severe migraines, invoked a charm that brought an out-of-work father employment, and evicted two unwelcome ghosts. 
 
    Thankfully, when Esme became fae, she didn’t forget the basics about root doctoring Grammy had taught her. And Halycon’s fae healing techniques worked well on mortals. However, it took some time for Esme to advance further and use the hedge, a spatial plane interwoven with powers from witches and the three otherworlds. Before, as a witch, she’d tried in vain. Guided by her newly exposed fae intuition, the secrets of the hedge opened to her. After some experimentation, she adapted methods from Grammy’s journals and references to grasp the mystical hedge powers from the other side, that of the fae world. 
 
    In the fading sunlight, her moonstone engagement ring glittered with love. Her hands on the steering wheel appeared short and sturdy from the glamour that kept her looking like Grammy’s granddaughter who the coven folk knew. No one questioned whether she was truly a hedge witch. In any case, she never claimed that title, calling herself a mystic healer, wildwood mystic, or root doctor. Those more generic names could apply to any healer, fae or witch, who used powers of the hedge. 
 
    Esme suspected a few of the Hollow’s highly empowered witches detected odd energy emanating from her. The two seers, who possessed keen insight into energy variations, might guess her true identity. Keir, a childhood friend of Rowe and Logan’s, welcomed her every chance they met and often worked alongside. Sibeal bristled every time Esme crossed her path. But Esme’s courageous voice as a witness that unraveled Oscar Burnhard’s web of criminal acts kept his friend Sibeal in check. 
 
    The sun dipped below the tree line, and Esme turned her old Airflow into the driveway of Holly Cabin. With a happy sigh, she dropped her glamour and greeted the evening routine. A special warmth surrounded her heart. Independence no longer meant being alone. 
 
    Thayne waved and met her near the front stoop to unpack baskets and crates of doctoring supplies. 
 
    While he worked, Esme organized products for tomorrow’s full morning of home visits. He brought in the last load and looked at her expectantly, as she said, “I just need to make notes for the afternoon, the supplies that are low I need to make.” She used Holly Cabin as her workplace and joined Thayne nightly in the Grand Ravine for court dinner. Sometimes afterward, they returned to enjoy the privacy of the tiny cabin. 
 
    Tonight, as Esme moved her pen across the page, her moonstone ring flashed with a spectacular brilliance she’d never seen. “What’s with this?” She held it out to him. 
 
    He grinned and placed his hand bearing the king’s ring over her sparking stone. A starburst of red burst from the huge garnet. “We’ll have some news to celebrate with the court tonight.” 
 
    She tilted her head, brows lifted. 
 
    “This signifies the time has come for us to marry.” He touched his chest over his heart, and his face lit with a wide smile. “I felt energy here today, but didn’t understand.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    “I thought it was only a myth that old fae like Yalda and the other matrons rattle about—love’s beacon. Not something regents often get to enjoy. I’m lucky to have found you.” 
 
    “We’re both lucky.” She shook her head. “For so long, I thought I could only reach my goals through my own determination. Relationships only brought me down, kept me there.” She touched both her heart, then his. “I’m ready to let love’s beacon guide us.” 
 
      
 
    ***The End*** 
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    Using rare, inherited magical skills, Larena communicates with trees and crafts their wood into enchanted furniture, which bring blessings to future owners. An unscrupulous witch, working with the corporation for a share of the profits, sabotages Larena’s mysticism to curtail her livelihood. One charming vulture, Reid Peterson, preys upon her heart. Armed with only grit and attitude, Larena fights to stand her ground. 
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    The Enchanted Bookstore Legends are about Lyra McCauley, a woman destined to become one of five strong women in her family who possess unique magical abilities and serve as Scribes in Dragonspeir. The Scribes span a long history, dating from 1,200 to present day. Each Scribe is expected to journey through Dragonspeir, both the good and evil factions, then draft a written account. Each book contains magic with vast implications. 
 
    Lyra was first introduced to Dragonspeir as a young girl, when she met the high sorcerer, Cullen Drake, through a gift of one of those enchanted books. Using its magic, he escorted her into the parallel world of Dragonspeir. Years later, she lost that volume and forgot the world and Cullen. These legends begin where he finds her again—she is thirty-five, standing in his enchanted bookstore, and Dragonspeir needs her. 
 
    When Lyra reopens that enchanted book, she confronts a series of quests where she is expected to save the good Alliance from destruction by the evil Black Dragon. While learning about her role, Lyra and Cullen fall in love. He is 220 years old and kept alive by Dragonspeir magic. Cullen will die if Dragonspeir is taken over by the evil faction…Lyra becomes the Scribe. 
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    Joyce Runsey spends her life savings to open a yoga studio in an historic Victorian St Augustine house, only to discover the property is haunted. A female ghost’s abusive and very much alive husband still tortures her by using dark witchcraft. The disruptive energy thwarts Joyce’s ambition to create a special environment to train students to become yoga teachers. 
 
    Joyce engages in a deadly battle with not only the tormented spirit, but also the dangerous husband. To protect her students from harm, she must overcome mounting obstacles. An unknown swami pays an unexpected visit to give advice on how to free the anguished ghost. Can Joyce comprehend and follow the wise man’s guidance in time to save everyone who depends on her? 
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