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        A newbie Crossroads Keeper and her supernatural posse battle the forces of chaos in this fantasy series filled with adventure, humor, a smidge of romance, and new-found family ties.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARACTER LIST

          

        

      

    

    
      MAIN

      

      Alex Blackwood - Newbie Crossroads Keeper main character. Much more powerful than she knows … or wants to be.

      

      Chronos - Greek Titan and god of Time. Father of Nyx and grandfather of the Fates. Also related to Alex.

      

      Conor - He’s a Barghest Hellhound shifter and Guardian of the Crossroads. Friend to Maia and Alex’x romantic … something.

      

      Demeter - Greek goddess and one of the Crossroads creator triune. Persephone’s mother and Hecate’s best friend.

      

      Hecate - Greek goddess and founding member of the divine triune who created the Crossroads several millennia ago.

      

      Larry the Kibble Guy - Magical Familiar and Alex’s partner. Small poodle with bright pink ears, a smart mouth, and a crap-ton of magical power.

      

      Maia Blackwood - Alex’s aunt and the former Crossroads Keeper until her untimely death. She may be a ghost, but she has Alex’s back.

      

      Nyx - Greek goddess of Chaos. Daughter of Chronos, the Titan god of time. Mother of the Fates and grandmother of the Oneiroi. Has an evil plan or three.

      

      Olympe - Mother Superior and Crossroads Keeper. Warrior nun. Daughter of Demeter and magical mentor to Alex. (Book Three)

      

      Persephone - Greek goddess and one of the Crossroads creator triune. Demeter’s daughter and Hades’ wife. A bit of a flirt, to say the least.

      

      Princess Aine - Exiled Fae princess with a plan. Daughter of King Donal and rightful heir to the Fae throne. (Book Two)

      

      The Fates - Three Greek goddesses and Alex’s crazy divine relatives. Atropos: Dangerous mean girl and scissor happy lifeline cutter. Clothos: Mother goddess and weaver of the web of life. Lachesis: Nuttiest of the lot. Measurer of the span of each life … and everything else.

      

      Vincent Ianotti - AKA Vinnie the Vampire. Former New York City mob moss and current restaurant owner. Maia’s friend and Alex’s honorary uncle.

      

      Zeus - King of the gods. Brother of Demeter, husband to Hera, and relative to Alex. He’s got a divine rebellion on his hands.

      

      MINOR

      

      Abel - Vampire. Vinnie’s right-hand man and leader of his blood harem. Looks like an angel – but definitely isn’t one.

      

      Alan Allman - Half Fae attorney, but lives his life as a human. Mostly. Maia’s love interest and Alex’s attorney.

      

      Billy the Squid - Ginormous supernatural squid who lives in Sylvan City’s massive lake ... when he’s not tentacling around town in his favorite cowboy hat. Member of the supernatural posse.

      

      Calliope - Servant to Clothos, friend to Alex.

      

      Charon - Ferryman of the Underworld’s Fiver Styx. Has the hots for Persephone. (Book Two)

      

      Chion - Calliope’s older brother and a bit of a catch. (Book Three)

      

      Chris Fernwood - Earthbound Fairy. Widower. Conor’s friend ... until he isn’t. (Book One)

      

      Crazy Sam - Cowboy ghost from the Wild West. And yes, he’s pretty darn crazy, but a good ghost, at heart.

      

      Danu - Celtic goddess of the Fae. Lazy and more than a bit crazy, but she comes through in the end. (Book Two)

      

      Flower - Tiny Fae fairy and servant of Princess Aine. (Book Two)

      

      Goblin Royal Family - Yima: Grenoble’s evil stepmother. Methol: illegitimate king and half-brother to Nitus (now Grenoble), whom he deposed and left for dead. Modi: Grenoble’s feisty sister; she is bound for great things. (Book Three)

      

      Grenoble/Nitus - Goblin with a royally sad past. Follows Maia home from the French Crossroads. Larry’s best friend and partner in crime.

      

      Grigory - Barghest Shifter and Grenoble Crossroads Guardian. Friend to Olympe. (Book Three)

      

      Grindle - Powerful dark witch and Alex’s paternal grandmother. Not a nice lady, at all.

      

      Hades - Greek god. Persephone’s husband. A bit of a goober, until he finally gets his act together.

      

      Helen Grimby - Wannabe Crossroads Keeper. Alex’s mother and Maia’s older sister. A nasty piece of work.

      

      Heli - Human daughter of Zeus. Demeter’s rude assistant. (Book Three)

      

      Henri - A marvelous French chef. Best in all the Crossroads.

      

      H.H. Holmes - Revenant and really bad dude. (Book One)

      

      Hera - Greek goddess and wife to Zeus. Not a nice goddess, at all.

      

      Icelus - Greek god and grandson of Nyx. One of the Oneiroi, three divine brothers with powers over sleep, dreams, and the unconscious. Wolf shifter.

      

      Leonard Allard - Revenant. French police officer in another life. A good guy and Alex’s friend.

      

      Lir - Kelpie shifter. Olympe’s handsome friend with benefits. He and his herd are a big help. (Book Three)

      

      Manny - Yeti. Tough Sheriff of Sylvan City.

      

      Momus - Zeus’s cherub messenger and a nasty little dude. (Book Three)

      

      Morpheus - Greek god and grandson of Nyx. One of the Oneiroi, three divine brothers with powers over sleep, dreams, and the unconscious. Always up to no good.

      

      Prince Cair - Younger son of the Fae realm’s King Donal. Persephone’s latest love interest. He wants more from her than mere kisses. A bad seed. (Book Two)

      

      Queen Elizabeth I - An ancient Tudor ghost. Friends with Maia. She is the leader of the Crossroads ghosts and a royal snob.

      

      Rafe - Hellhound shifter. Conor’s cousin. He comes through in the Underworld. (Book One)

      

      Rhea - Titan wife of Chronos. Close relative of Alex’s. Very close.

      

      River Trolls - Greta O’Connor: Runs her family’s funeral home. Grumpy, grouchy, but braver than most. Gina O’Connor: Greta’s sister. (Book One)

      

      Sister Reine - Strict head nurse of the Grenoble convent infirmary. Not a nice nun. (Book Three)

      

      Sister Zoé - Olympe’s right-hand priestess. Daughter of Aphrodite. (Book Three)

      

      Talon Grimby - Necromancer and Alex’s father. Dead, but definitely still up to something–and it’s not good.

      

      Tyre - Indigo Fae warrior. Friend and protector of the San Antonio Crossroads and its Keepers.

      

      Yselle - King Donal’s housekeeper and Larry’s old friend. (Book Two)

      

      Sundry other bit players.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HECATE’S HEIR - BOOK ONE

          

          THE CROSSROADS KEEPER SERIES

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Hecate’s Heir]
        

        When a Crossroads Keeper dies, Alex inherits a legacy in a supernatural world she never knew existed. She is heir to a goddess’s creation … and the goddess needs her help to save it.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THIS BOOK…

          

          HECATE’S HEIR

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Alex discovers she is heir to a goddess’s creation ... and the goddess needs her help to save it.

      

      When a Crossroads Keeper dies, Alex inherits a legacy in a supernatural world she never knew existed. A surprise fireside chat with the goddess Hecate awakens Alex’s magic and binds her to a Crossroads as its Keeper.

      The wily goddess paints a rosy picture of Alex’s new life, explaining that her oath-bound Keeper duties are merely those of a supernatural traffic cop. She’s in charge of overseeing the comings and goings of the gods, supernaturals, and even ghosts who use her Crossroads to travel the ley lines. While the work sounds pretty tame, Alex quickly discovers that being a Crossroads Keeper is more of a learn fast or die kind of job.

      When nightmares powerful enough to kill plague her dreams and undead creatures from the Underworld use the Crossroads to bring chaos to her community, Alex realizes she must put her newly inherited Keeper powers to the test …or die trying.

      Aided by her magical Familiar, a feisty poodle with good looks and a bad attitude, and Conor, a too-sexy Hellhound Barghest shifter, plus a posse full of quirky supernaturals, Alex takes the fight to the Underworld, where she and her team must defeat a dark goddess and end her plans for world chaos.

      

      Mythical Greek gods, quirky supernatural creatures, a newbie Crossroads Keeper, and a sassy, snarky ... and magical pink-eared poodle battle the forces of chaos in this urban fantasy series filled with adventure, humor, a smidge of romance, and newfound family ties.

      

      Join my VIP Reader’s Club newsletter for the latest information on upcoming releases, bonus content, discounts, and more.

      For more information about my books, along with purchase links, please visit my website at: www.samanthablackwoodnovelist.com
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      Conor lay on the Crossroads courtyard in front of the small Greek style temple, covered in sweat and groaning softly. His body writhed in a tangled mass of limbs, his skin bare and human in some spots and covered with thick fur, black as midnight, in others. While his throat was now human enough to groan instead of whine, his snout was still present, razor-sharp teeth very much in evidence.

      My, what big teeth you have, mused Vinnie as he bore witness to his friend’s suffering. Hesitantly, he touched the soft fur on Conor’s back haunch, wrinkling his nose at the overwhelming smell of dog, human sweat, and the magic of the shift. “You alright, buddy?” He murmured.

      Lifelong habit made Vinnie hide his concern, so his question came out sounding like an accusation. Of what, he didn’t know. It was the second time that day that Conor had shifted involuntarily into his wolf-like canine form. Each time, the transition back to his human form had been longer, messier, and more painful. Used to be, his friend could shift in seconds.

      They really needed to find the new Crossroads Keeper soon. Without a Keeper to stabilize the powerful ley line magic, the Crossroads Guardian—his best friend, Conor—would lose his humanity and go rogue. To stabilize its magic, the Crossroads needed to be fully staffed like … yesterday. Otherwise, Vinnie had a few weeks, or even less, before he would have to end his friend’s life. It would be a mercy, really.

      Once Conor’s vocal cords were human enough for speech, he growled. “You’re not getting your fangs in my veins anytime soon, you bloodsucker.” Once the transition back to his human form finished, Conor rolled to his side, wincing as he shook off the effects of his involuntary shift. He knew that Barghest shifter Guardians like him needed a Keeper partner, or the Crossroads magic would overwhelm their shifter natures. And their sanity. His Hellhound shifter ancestry helped, but it obviously wasn’t enough. With a pained breath and several muttered imprecations, he climbed slowly to his feet.

      Vinnie unobtrusively helped Conor up and held on until his friend regained his balance, but remained silent and kept his face turned away, so Conor wasn’t obligated to acknowledge his help. The dapper vampire let go as soon as he could and took a step back, before casually pulling an expensive French cigarette from his suit jacket pocket, then absently rolling it between his fingers. He couldn’t smoke any more, since his turning, but holding a cigarette was a habit he’d never broken.

      His voice laced with concern he couldn’t hide this time, Vinnie murmured, “We really need to find the new Crossroads Keeper and get her in place soon, or this Crossroads will go rogue—as will you. Does Maia have any ideas? Or is her niece’s location still protected by that damned dark magic the girl’s mother is using to hide her?”

      “You think I don’t know we need to find her?” Conor sank onto the temple steps and ran a hand through his messy hair. “Maia says she still can’t get a fix on Alex’s location, but the magic keeping her hidden is weakening by the day. Hopefully, we’ll find her in time…” He sighed wearily and dressed in the clothes he’d shed several hours earlier, upon realizing another involuntary shift was about to occur.

      Vinnie stared intently at the cigarette he rolled between his fingers while his friend dressed. He pursed his lips as he watched the Barghest shifter brushed loose fur off his jeans, then finger-combed his long, midnight-black hair, before tying it into a loose ponytail. “You know, if you cut your hair short, it would save you time in your personal hygiene routine.”

      Conor grinned toothily and replied. “Oh, suck it, vampire breath.”

      “Technically, that would be blood-breath, you jerk,” Vinnie retorted with a matching grin. Then his nose quivered and he sniffed the night air. “Speaking of blood…”

      “Yeah, I smell it, too. And it smells burnt. Like over-cooked meat.”

      Both men followed the metallic ash scent to its source, which was less than ten yards from the temple steps.

      “Well, would you look at that?” Vinnie muttered as he gazed down at the bloody mess of random body parts at their feet. Human body parts. “That’s fucking disgusting.” He wrinkled his nose. The smell of the congealing blood staining the courtyard did nothing for him. He liked his blood fresh and straight from the source, thank you very much. Sipping a warm serving from a crystal whiskey glass would also do, in a pinch.

      Conor crouched down and scanned the body parts, carefully avoiding the crimson puddles surrounding them. “One leg, one arm, and a head this time. Plus a couple dozen fingers and toes.”

      “What do you mean ‘this time?’” Vinnie gave Conor a narrow-eyed glare. “Have you found miscellaneous body parts lying around the Crossroads courtyard before tonight? If so, why didn’t you tell me?” The vampire stuffed the now tattered cigarette into his trouser pocket, squatted down next to his friend, and studied the body parts intently. The ends of each body part were sliced cleanly through. “This was done with a knife or something similar,” he murmured. Thankfully, not with Barghest teeth, he admitted to himself with relief. His friend hadn’t gone rogue. Yet.

      Conor slid his gaze to Vinnie and gave him a grim smile. “You don’t have to say it, knucklehead. I can tell what you’re thinking—that I’m losing control of my shifts—and maybe my appetite. Unlike my Hellhound ancestors, however, I can control my Barghest form’s craving for fresh meat.” Conor’s lips quivered in disgust. “Besides, humans taste like shit, and all those zippers and buttons and things get stuck between your teeth.”

      Vinnie smoothed back his straight, black, and heavily pomaded hair. “I don’t even want to know how you can discuss the flavor and culinary difficulty of eating humans like you’ve had … uh, past experience with it. However, since we have now established that YOU didn’t leave part of your dinner here, where the fucking hell did these body parts come from?”

      The vampire gave his shifter friend an annoyed frown. “And how come I’m just now finding out that this isn’t the first time we’ve had an unexpected delivery like this?” Seeking the source of the burnt smell clogging the back of his throat, Vinnie stood and cast his gaze over the surrounding area. Where the body parts and blood ended, ash took over; a fine, gray ash extended several yards in all directions. “Ugh, this place reeks of smoke and there are ashes everywhere. Have you taken up smoking again, you son-of-a-Hellhound?”

      “I never smoked, and you know it. I’m not stupid enough to do that, considering how sick smoking can make those with magic.” Conor snickered and added, “unlike a certain vampire I know.”

      “Fuck you.” Vinnie fingered the abused cigarette in his pocket. The never-lit cigarette. He’d been a chain smoker in life. After all, what self-respecting New York mob boss back in the 1980s didn’t smoke like a chimney? Once he regained his senses after being been turned, he’d tried to resume his old habit. His mouth puckered at the memory; the results had been spectacularly unpleasant. He shrugged philosophically. Blood filled those cravings now. You lose some, you win some.

      The two men stood in amiable silence and studied the scattered body parts, both sets of eyes drawn to the lone head amongst the carnage. Conor absently poked the head with his foot, causing it to tumble unevenly across the smooth flagstones, picking up a coating of gray ash as it rolled, until it stopped, face-up.

      Conor admitted, “I’ll tell you the truth—I found a few pieces of someone two nights ago after a shift.” He shrugged. “It was just an arm and a foot, and I didn’t want anyone jumping to the same conclusion you just did, so I buried them.”

      Vinnie nodded his understanding. Then the head stopped face-up, and he froze, his keen eyes focused on the face. It was a familiar one. He bent over, nostrils flaring, and sniffed at the blood on the head.

      Rearing back with a grimace, the vampire shook his head and swore profusely. “Fuck. Fucking fuck. Fuckity fuck.” He turned an intense gaze on his friend. “We have a big problem.”

      Conor’s eyebrows rose in admiration. “Well, that was an eloquent swear session, even for you, for whom ‘fuck’ serves as a major prop to support your severe lack of adequate language skills.”

      “Fuck you very much,” Vinnie growled. “Didn’t you hear the part about having a big problem?”

      Conor shrugged and toed the remains again, and a severed hand flopped out from under a leg. “So, what’s this big problem we have—besides the obvious? And don’t think I’m going to clean this mess up by myself, bud. I did my part by cleaning up last time.”

      Vinnie snorted. “It’s who at least some of these body parts belong to. That’s the problem.” He jerked his chin at the head. “That’s Big Paulie.”

      Conor’s questioning gaze swung between the head and Vinnie. “Who? You know this guy?”

      “I knew him,” Vinnie muttered, frowning in confusion. “Big Paulie here was head of the New York branch of the Carbone crime family back in the day. The head of the Giotti Family had Big Paulie whacked back in the 80s.” The vampire pursed his lips. “I never did like that Giotti fool—especially after he used one of my family’s restaurants to carry out the hit. I told my kitchen staff to be sure to spit in his food whenever he came in.”

      Conor snickered and shook his head in disbelief. “You sure you didn’t drink some spiked blood tonight, Vinnie? If this Big Paulie guy died almost forty years ago—and several thousand miles from here—why is his fresh-looking head … and various other parts of him littering our Crossroads courtyard here in San Antonio?”

      Vinnie rolled another cigarette in his fingers. The smooth feel of the paper and potent aroma of tobacco were soothing counterpoints to his growing unease. He didn’t remember taking the fresh cigarette out. He almost put it between his lips, then remembered. Bad idea. When he had tried to smoke a cigarette after his turning, he had been violently ill for days. Couldn’t even smell or taste blood for an entire month afterwards. As a vampire, it made for a miserable existence if you couldn’t taste and appreciate the complexity and nuances of the blood you drank, especially when it was the only thing your undead tastebuds tolerated. He had lost many things when he lost his humanity, but he missed cigarettes the most. And good New York pizza. Fuck.

      “Oh, it’s him. It’s Big Paulie,” Vinnie assured Conor. “I once punished Paulie for whacking one of my guys by taking the idiot on a little blood vacation.” The vampire snickered. “His blood, my vacation … get it? Anyways, I never forget a blood donor. Paulie’s blood was quite memorable. You could taste the evil in it.” He leaned over the head, scented the air, then nodded firmly. “This is Paulie. I can smell it. I don’t know how it’s him, or what he’s doing looking like he hasn’t aged a day with his head rolling around on our Crossroads, but I have a couple of theories. And you won’t like them. And no, I’m not telling you my ideas. Yet.”

      The friends bickered as they set about cleaning the bloody mess. It didn’t take long before the flagstones gleamed cleanly in the moonlight, nothing left of their earlier grisly burden. Both men agreed to keep their findings to themselves. For now. After all, who could they tell? The former Keeper was several months dead, although her spirit still haunted the Crossroads. The stubborn ghost wouldn’t leave without fulfilling her promise to Hecate: to find the next Keeper and train her—before it was too late.

      Conor rolled his shoulders and rubbed his back, grimacing as his joints cracked. These involuntary shifts were hell on his human body. Of course, he mused grimly, there was the distinct possibility he wouldn’t have to worry about a human body for much longer. If he went rogue, he’d be stuck in his Barghest body for good—or until Vinnie put him out of his misery. He put his grim thoughts aside. He wasn’t the only one in mortal danger if Maia couldn’t locate the new Crossroads Keeper soon.

      Maia’s niece, Alex, was the next Keeper—even if she didn’t know it yet. Her life force was inextricably bound to the Crossroads, just as was his. If Maia found her niece in time and Hecate bound her as Crossroads Keeper, it would save both their lives. Alex would inherit a goddess’s troubled creation … and it would be Conor’s job to protect her.

      Conor stared bleakly at the body parts littering the cobblestones, his nostrils quivering at the lingering drifts of smoke and ash in the air. “I may not like your ideas, Vinnie, but I need to hear them. We need to get this mess sorted out. There’s enough to worry about, trying to manage this Crossroads without a Keeper in place.”

      Vinnie sighed and nodded his agreement. “Hopefully, the poor girl doesn’t run the other way when she rediscovers the supernatural world and her expected role in it. Alex was just a child when her mother stole her from Maia’s legal custody. She has got to feel abandoned by her aunt. And I’m damn sure her mother told her some fucking shit about how she regained custody and how Maia didn’t want to see Alex anymore. That girl has no idea of how truly needed—and loved—she is.”

      Conor nodded mutely. What more was there to say, really? Without Alex, their Crossroads would fall.
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        * * *

      

      Maia sighed in exasperation, even though she had no breath with which to feel it, so the sigh didn’t help her feel any better. If she still had living fingers, she could better manipulate the Tarot cards spread across the table. As it was, her ghostly fingers could only move a few cards at a time. Shuffling the damn things was out of the question.

      Grief and frustration at her recent death filled her, not for the first time. Try as she might, the only thing she recalled from that fateful night was a moment of terror when a strong magical force with ill intent seized her mind. Then nothing. Nothing for a long while. When consciousness returned, she found herself without a physical body, but thankfully, she still had all her mental faculties. After a violent death, many ghosts went mad and turned into mindless ghouls, endlessly replaying the moment of their death. She was lucky to have her sanity, so she could fulfill her promise to the goddess she had served her whole life.

      Using her psychic energy, she turned over another card. She absolutely must overcome her sister’s dark magic and discover her niece’s location. If she failed to find her so the goddess could bind her, the Crossroads would fail, and Conor would go rogue. If not bonded with the Crossroads soon, Alexandria would wither and die, and she would never know why. Maia couldn’t have that on her conscience, any more than the whole mess already was. She grimaced as the old thought pattern repeated in her head. How could she not have realized her scheming sister, Helen, would resort to kidnapping Alexandria to prevent her from inheriting the Keeper heritage that she felt should rightfully be hers?

      She flinched when the next card she turned over revealed the Angel of Judgement. She should have tried harder to find Alex after Helen kidnapped her. While Helen was Alex’s biological mother, Maia had gained custody when Alex was just a toddler. After Helen tried to kill her daughter—the first time.

      Maia wiped non-existent tears from her translucent face. Alex had been her responsibility, and she had failed her—then and now. She had failed the Crossroads, Conor, and the Council by dying before she found Alex and trained her for her destined role as the next Crossroads Keeper.

      No point in crying over spilled milk, she mused. Too much depended on her breaking through the dark magic spell hiding Alex and her mother. A faint thread of soul connection had always assured her Alex was still alive. But it was growing weaker by the day. She turned over another card and Death revealed his skeleton grin. “Well, fuck,” she muttered.

      “Vincent’s foul language habit is wearing off on you,” Conor said as he entered the room.

      Maia wheeled around, a hand to her chest. “Don’t creep up on me like that! You scared me to death!”

      Conor grinned and Maia rolled her eyes as she realized the unintended humor in her last sentence.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you, Keeper. My apologies.” Conor bowed his head respectfully.

      “My Keeper role ended at my death, as you well know,” Maia replied blandly. She peered closely at Conor’s face. “What’s up? You look like you’ve seen a ghost … oh shit, I did it again. Of course, you’ve seen a ghost. Me.”

      She tried again. “I mean, you look upset, my dear. Has something happened at the Crossroads?”

      “Oh yeah. Something’s happened alright. Ever heard of a man named Big Paulie Carbone?” Conor raised his brows inquiringly.

      “No. Should I have?”

      “Probably not, but I thought I’d run the name by you, anyway.” Conor approached the table, sighing when he realized the tarot cards told a tale of trouble. Again. “Paulie was a gangster in New York back in Vinnie’s time. He was head of the Gambino crime family—until he turned informant for the FBI.” He studied the Death card on the table thoughtfully. “We just found him, or rather parts of him, scattered across the Crossroads courtyard. Vinnie identified Paulie from his former life in New York, when he headed his own, ah, Family.”

      Maia tried to take a deep breath to clear her mind, then remembered she no longer needed to do that. This whole ghost thing really was a bummer. Fuck. Okay, maybe Vinnie’s predilection for profanity was rubbing off on her just a little. “So, how did the man die? And what do you mean ‘parts of him?’”

      “We found a head, a leg, an arm and a hand, plus a few other bits and pieces. Looks like someone cut them off with a sharp knife. Based on the amount of blood present, the attack happened in situ at the Crossroads. Recently.”

      Feeling herself go white … well, whiter, Maia asked, “So, someone cut the poor guy up and left him at the Crossroads? Why?” She touched the Death card and frowned thoughtfully. “Don’t the New York crime families like to keep things ‘in house’, so-to-speak? Why would they kill him here in San Antonio? I was at the Crossroads earlier today and didn’t see anything. He must have been killed after that.”

      Conor tapped tense fingers on the table. “Well, that’s the thing. Vinnie insists Big Paulie died in the 1980s, when a rival crime family whacked him. His body is buried in New York. At least, it was …”

      Maia’s stomach sank. Well, not really, since she no longer had one, but it sure felt like that. “Are you sure it’s him? What if Paulie didn’t die back then? Maybe the Feds faked his death and he’s been in the Witness Protection Program all this time. They could have moved him to San Antonio at some point. Maybe the bad guys he testified against finally located him and took him out.”

      She knew she was grasping at straws and sounded like a character on one of those crime shows she still liked to watch when someone took pity on her and turned on the TV. That damned little ‘On’ button on the remote still resisted all her ghostly efforts.

      Conor sank into a chair at the table and toyed with the Tarot cards, shuffling and reshuffling them. “Nope. Vinnie said Big Paulie’s face hasn’t aged a day since the last time he saw him—alive—over forty years ago. He also told me that, as head of a crime family himself back then, he was informed of the details of the hit and allowed to view the body. He says the Families do that to erase any doubt about the need for a successor to be appointed.”

      Maia eyed Conor and sat, hovering her form over a chair opposite him, and envying his ability to shuffle the cards. “How can Vinnie be sure it’s Big Paulie? It could be someone who just resembles him. A son or other relative, maybe.”

      Conor shook his head regretfully and put the cards back on the table with a snap. “Nope. Not possible. Vinnie and Paulie had some ‘history’ back in the day. Paulie disrespected Vinnie’s Family over something or other, so Vinnie ‘punished’ him by turning the poor guy into a vampire’s pincushion. Vinnie says he never forgets the taste or smell of a blood donor. It’s definitely him.”

      With a supreme effort, Maia slid the top Tarot card off the newly shuffled deck and turned it over. The Tower appeared, crouching ominously on a hill with lightning spearing the battlements. Chaos was coming. Well, fuck.
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      Alex maneuvered her car into the small parking lot behind the restaurant and counted herself lucky to snag the last parking space. She turned off the car and rested her head on the steering wheel, blowing out a stressed breath.

      Why did her co-workers feel the need to throw a going away party for her? And why, oh why, had she agreed to attend? She’d only worked at the museum for six months and always kept a personal and social distance from those she worked with.

      She did her job and did it well. She helped where needed and stayed out of office politics. If only it had been as easy to stay away from her department head, whose hands did the talking for him—typically by being placed in inappropriate places on his female subordinates’ bodies. When Alex hesitantly mentioned it to an attractive young co-worker, she shrugged and said, “That’s the price you pay for working with one of the most brilliant minds in Medieval European History. Most of us stay just long enough to burnish our resumes, then leave for another museum or university job.”

      What the hell happened to the #MeToo movement? Alex wondered. Then again, museum work culture progressed as slowly as the shift from Medieval Times to the Enlightenment. Considering Dr. Hanson’s Medieval History specialty, Alex thought, his opinion of women as objects made for his pleasure made more sense.

      Of course, Alex, being a product of the 21st century and never one to think before speaking, did not react well to Dr. Hanson’s ‘hands on’ approach with his female staff. The last straw for her was waking from a fainting spell to find his hands on her shirt ‘checking for a heartbeat.’ On her boobs. Both of them. That scene did not end well, and, for once, she didn’t regret her tendency to talk first and ask questions later.

      The female staff had all clapped as she gathered her things and walked out … after telling Dr. Hanson exactly where he could put his hands next and advising him it wouldn’t be much of a stretch, as his head was already occupying the same space.
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        * * *

      

      The fatigue and headache plaguing Alex for several weeks had gotten worse lately, dragging her down, making her mental processes slow, and lowering her emotional defenses. And then she fainted at work. Maybe she could blame illness for her harsh words and ask for her job back? Nah, she didn’t regret them at all and couldn’t blame not feeling well for her smart mouth, as that had been getting her into trouble for years.

      A sigh escaped as she checked her makeup in the rear-view mirror. Her large green eyes stared back, dark circles staining the light olive skin underneath them. She pulled her long black hair into a messy knot and fastened it with a jeweled clip. That would have to do, she thought, before grabbing her purse and heading through the parking lot toward the front of the restaurant, mentally girding herself for a girl’s night out, which was so not her thing.

      Alex didn’t do close relationships. She’d experienced too much loss to open her life or heart to anyone else. She’d loved her aunt, who raised her, with her whole heart. When her aunt died just before Alex hit her teenage years, Alex had grieved deeply.

      Upon her aunt’s death, Alex’s mother briefly returned from her travels, moved Alex from the only home she’d known, her aunt’s sprawling estate in sunny, warm San Antonio, to an elegant riverfront condo in frigid Connecticut. Her uncaring mother stayed just long enough to install a live-in babysitter and a housekeeper before re-embarking on her working international travels, sourcing antiques for her high-end antique store in Westport.

      Her mother had remarried when Alex was fifteen, and light came back into her life in the form of her warm and caring stepfather, who treated her as his own daughter from the beginning. When her stepfather passed away during her college years, breaking Alex’s heart yet again, she hung a ‘closed for repairs’ sign on her heart and kept her distance from people. She was happiest when alone. Or at least that’s what she told herself.
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        * * *

      

      As the door to the restaurant closed behind her, Alex gave her name to the hostess, a tall, elegant woman in a black sheath dress that looked like it cost more than Alex’s entire wardrobe. Probably does, Alex reflected glumly.

      “Follow me,” said the hostess, smiling and looking both snotty and welcoming at the same time. She turned and led Alex toward a large booth in the back of the bar area.

      Boy, tonight is sure going to be a lot of fun … not, Alex thought, trailing after the hostess toward her oh-so-fun going away party. Ears ringing from the pounding music produced by a pretty decent live band mixed with the buzz of dozens of conversations, Alex’s nose wrinkled at the overpowering smell of fruity drinks and fried bar food wafted from the tables she passed. She spied the booth filled with her former coworkers up ahead, took a deep breath, pasted on a smile, and approached the already laughing group.

      After the second expensive, fancy cocktail, Alex admitted to herself the farewell party her co-workers had organized for her wasn’t horrible. The women in the booth surrounding her had really let their hair down, included her in their group gossip, and were dishing dirt on Handsy Hanson, their nickname for her former boss.

      They had given her a farewell gift that was both embarrassing and potentially useful: a canister of pepper spray snuggled tightly in a bright pink rubberized holder, complete with a neon green reflective wrist strap.

      As Alex tipsily bid farewell to her former colleagues, she realized she was in no shape to drive, so she called a ride-share service, hoping she remembered the location of her car when she woke up in the morning.

      Maybe the alcohol would keep the nightmares at bay tonight, and she’d actually get a good night’s sleep. Yeah, right.
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      Alex reached out and hit the alarm button again, with the same results. None. The annoyingly strident noise disturbing her sleep continued blaring. Head pounding with a vicious headache, she fought her way through the darkness remaining from the familiar nightmare that haunted her dreams more nights. She peeled open one eye and peered towards her nightstand … where her phone bounced along the surface as it continued to ring and buzz. Oops, not the alarm clock then, but the phone. Sigh.

      To stop the sound piercing her aching head, she accepted the call and croaked a tired greeting. “Hello, Alex Blackwood here.”

      A tinny voice with a deep and very Southern drawl asked, “Oh, did I wake you, Miss Blackwood? I figured you are on Connecticut time, so it’s an hour later there….”

      Irritated and in pain, Alex snapped at the caller. “It’s seven thirty in the morning here, so this better be good. If this is a telemarketer, I’m going to curse you and all your male progeny to eternal itchy balls.”

      “Oh! Oh, ma’am, I’m so sorry to have got you up with the roosters!”

      Alex heard an audible swallow at the other end of the line. Probably thinking about those itchy balls, she mused, smiling at the thought.

      She yawned and stretched, her limbs aching with a fatigue that no amount of sleep cured. “Well, I’m awake now, and I’m assuming you have a legitimate reason for calling.”

      Peering at the clock on her nightstand, she confirmed that, yes, indeed; it was the ungodly hour of seven thirty. In the morning. Considering she had crawled tipsily into bed after two o’clock in the morning, and had the old familiar nightmare when she did, she was severely sleep deprived, hung over, and more than a little cranky. She might just curse the caller and his progeny, whether or not he was a telemarketer.

      “I apologize again, ma’am. My name is Alan Allman. I’m your aunt’s attorney, and the executor of her will.” Regret and sadness filled the caller’s next words. “I’m afraid that I’m the bearer of sad news. Your aunt Maia passed away several weeks ago, here in San Antonio. She … um. She had no emergency contact listed, and so it wasn’t until the police reached out to me last week, after finding my name in her personal records, that I learned of her passing.”

      Raw pain deepened the attorney’s voice. “I’m also a long-time friend of your aunt. You may not know this. In fact, I’m fairly sure you don’t, but she loved you very much. Also, you are her sole heir.”

      Alex pulled the phone away from her ear and peered at it in pained confusion. She hesitantly put the phone back to her ear and took a deep, shaky breath. “But … my aunt died fifteen years ago. My mother and I moved to Connecticut after her death. How could she still have been alive all this time?”

      A mournful sadness at losing the woman she thought of as her ‘true’ parent, her heart-mother, filled her thoughts. Her childhood, spent at her aunt’s verdant estate in San Antonio, had been idyllic. Her mother was an infrequent visitor during those years. Scenes of books read together with her aunt, tea parties under the weeping willow by the koi fountain, kind words, comfort cooking, and hearty hugs hello and goodbye swept through her until the familiar pain of a migraine pounded the memories away, as it always did.

      Only, this time, the pain was muted, leaving her with the pleasant memories, instead of the need to bury them to avoid the blinding pain she usually experienced whenever she thought of her childhood.

      Alex glanced at the partially open blinds. The first blush of dawn shafted rosy light through the slats. Sun rose late in the fall and winter months in Connecticut.

      Her aunt’s attorney cleared his throat. “I’m so sorry, my dear, but I’m afraid your aunt has been alive and well these past years. She never stopped searching for you after your mother took you and fled. I’m so sorry your mother told you your aunt had died. Maybe she thought it was for the best. However, by taking you from your aunt, who had primary custody of you, she made an unfortunate decision that has affected your life. Your aunt loves … loved you so much. She made a home for you here, where you were … are wanted and needed.”

      He hesitated and murmured so softly Alex almost missed it. “More than you know.”

      “Hold on a minute. I need to think.” Alex padded into the bathroom and splashed her face with water in a vain attempt to wake up and wash away the shock of Alan’s words. The cold water just made her face wet and ran down to dampen her nightgown. Legs dragging with tiredness, Alex sighed, shuffled back to the bed and sank down on it, her hand to her still-aching head.

      She eyed the phone on the nightstand with trepidation and considered hanging up. But that wouldn’t make the revelations of the last few minutes go away, though, so she picked up the phone with a sigh. “Hello again, Mr. Allman. Sorry about the delay.”

      “Oh no worries, dear! And, please … call me Alan. I’m so sorry to be the bearer of this news⁠—”

      “Yup. I get it—uh, Alan. Moving on. I knew my aunt had custody of me. I was told this was because my mother traveled so much for work. So, my mother lied? My aunt didn’t die and leave me with my mother?”

      Alex realized her words had been too harsh. Dying hadn’t been her aunt’s fault, but she had felt so abandoned and lonely afterwards. Yes, she had her mother, but there was never the same connection there, not even after all these years. And the nightmares she suffered ever since moving to Connecticut as a child were all about loss and abandonment. Go figure. A deep well of anger rose at the lies her mother had told her over the years—and the impact they had had on her life.

      She drew in a deep breath and slowly let it out, trying to think through the piercing sense of loss. The pain was as fresh as it had been fifteen years ago when her mother visited San Antonio while her aunt was away and shattered her world.

      “Your aunt is dead.” Her mother’s voice had been flat and matter-of-fact. No emotion—just the facts. “I guess you’ll have to come live with me in Connecticut. I’ll be hiring a live-in sitter, so you’ll have company when I’m away.”
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        * * *

      

      Mind racing in time with the pulse of her headache, Alex’s eyes closed, her heart filled with renewed pain and grief. Her world shattered and reformed, the broken pieces not fitting together as before.

      “So, you say that I’m my aunt’s heir? And she just died recently. Are you sure? Of course, you’re sure.” She gasped as the realization hit her. “Oh, wait, is there anything I need to do regarding her funeral? Can I do it from here, or do I need to come to San Antonio? What am I saying? Of course, I need to come there, at least for the funeral and, uh, the reading of the will. I’m sorry, I’m still not awake. This is all a bit of a shock. And I’m not feeling well.”

      I’m still hung over, Alex thought wryly. And the attorney’s information was a massive, freaking huge shock. Boy, did she need to have a serious talk with her mother.

      Alex had a fiery temper at the best of times. She knew she hadn’t inherited it from her emotionless mother and wondered, for the hundredth time, if she got it from her father, her aunt, or another relative. How many other family members had her mother kept from her?

      She pounded her fist into the bedcovers, startling her dog awake. Larry yawned and stretched, then his long, pink ears perked as he realized trouble was brewing.

      With barely controlled anger, Alex asked, “So, what do I need to do next, uh, Alan?” The attorney had asked her to call him by his first name, so she would try.

      He launched into further apologies. “Again, I’m so sorry for your loss, Miss Blackwood. I understand your anger at discovering the truth this way. I took the liberty of arranging for a funeral home to collect your aunt’s body from the morgue. I’ll text you their contact information so you can speak to them directly.”

      After a tense pause, during which Alex heard papers shuffling at the other end of the line, as if the attorney was hesitant to explain further. Finally, he got to the point. “I must tell you that your aunt left very specific instructions about her funeral. Perhaps it would be best for us to meet in person, so we can go over everything before you make the funeral arrangements. I know this is likely an inconvenience, but the sooner you can travel here, the better.”

      “Can you please … just give me a minute?” Alex pleaded. “I need a minute.”

      The anxiety in the attorney’s voice had set tiny alarm bells ringing in Alex’s mind. It sounded as if he not only wanted her to travel to San Antonio immediately, but needed her to do so. Strange. Good thing she had quit her job a few days ago.

      Alex smiled slightly, the memory of telling her boss where he could stick it after one too many handsy ‘accidental’ boob touches flitting through her mind. Well, one was too many, but she put up with his behavior longer than she should have because she had really needed the job. After quitting as manager of her mother’s antique shop six months ago, she still hadn’t found her niche, despite her master’s degree in Medieval European Studies with a minor in Business Management.

      Alex hadn’t told her mother about her latest job loss. She didn’t want to listen to her ask snidely if she was ready to come back to work at her ‘real job’ yet. I’ll eat Larry’s dog food before I go back to work for my mother at her fancy-ass antique shop, Alex vowed fiercely.
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        * * *

      

      Overwhelmed by the attorney’s torrent of information and the raw grief it exposed, Alex collapsed back onto the bed as her vision narrowed. Her headache pounded again into migraine territory. She’d always been in reasonably good health. Lately, however, tiredness and fatigue, along with frequent, incapacitating migraines, plagued her days—and her nights.

      Larry’s head nuzzled under her hand, offering comfort and a loyal, if rather small and furry, shoulder to lean on. She absently stroked his soft, curly fur.

      Alex heard Larry’s deep baritone voice in her mind. “I’m up for a plane ride, but don’t put that ridiculous rhinestone collar you bought on me for the trip, or I’ll poop in your shoes. Again.”

      A smile curved her lips at Larry’s gruff demand. She gave him a last pat, then rose from the bed before speaking into the phone again.

      “Well, I’m between jobs at the moment, so I can arrange flights within the next few days, if that works?”

      “Oh, that would be wonderful,” Alan said. “If you like, I can arrange your flights for you and cover the cost from your aunt’s funds. It’s no trouble! You can, of course, stay in your old rooms in the carriage apartment at the estate while you are in town.”

      Again with the enthusiasm, she thought warily. Not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, especially considering her current bank balance couldn’t feed said horse more than a bag of carrots, she responded, “Sounds great! Thank you. Just text me the flight details, and I’ll be there.”

      As she hung up, Alex thought about her aunt, risking the painful migraine that attacked whenever she did so. Why had her mother lied? Pain spiked through her head. That was her last conscious thought as she fell back onto the bed and into a well of darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Alex woke to her rescue dog, Larry, aka Larry the Kibble Guy, hater of rhinestone collars, licking her face. She scrunched up her lips so Larry couldn’t put the ‘French’ in French poodle by licking inside her mouth. Yuck! She knew the little stinker did it on purpose. He’d told her so the first time he did it when she had brought him to the car after adopting him from the animal shelter where she volunteered. Yep. The sassy little guy had literally told her so … in words delivered straight to her mind.

      That first time, she thought she was going crazy. Dogs could not talk … mind-to-mind or otherwise. Nevertheless, as she had settled Larry into her car for the ride home, a strange, deep male voice in her head had said, “I’m a freaking French poodle now, so I figured French kisses are the way to go? No?”

      She had flicked a shocked glance at Larry and spotted the ball of fluff smirking at her from the passenger seat. “Did you just … talk to me—in my mind?” She had whispered disbelievingly.

      “Who did you think I was talking to you?” Larry had replied. Out loud. “Unless you’re used to hearing odd voices in your mind, that is.” The obnoxious canine had studied her intently, tilting his head in mock confusion. “But you’re not crazy, are you?”

      The conversation had gone downhill from there. As had many conversations with her canine companion since.

      Alex smiled at the memories as she stroked Larry’s pink ears. “Hey, boy, I know you said you would be up for a plane ride. Have you ever been on a plane? Here’s the deal. I’ll bring you with me and I promise, no rhinestone collar if you agree to no French kissing. Oh, and no pooping in my shoes. Again.”

      Paws crossed daintily on the duvet; Larry considered the offer. “Gotta put a time limit on the ‘no French kissing’ requirement and the ‘no pooping in your shoes’ one, too. I never make open-ended commitments. Let’s say, no Frenchies or shoe poos for one month. How’s that sound?”

      She laughed out loud, then winced as the pounding in her head returned with a vengeance. “Okay, no French kissing or shoe pooping for one month, in exchange for me not making you wear the rhinestone collar. But I honestly don’t see what’s wrong with it. At least it’s blue.” She snickered. “Velvet.”

      Larry curled his lip, revealing very sharp-looking, sparkling white canine teeth. “You freaking know I’m really a massive Rottie-Pitt mix inside—where it counts. It’s bad enough someone permanently dyed my damn poodle ears and tail pink. I keep telling you … on the inside I’m rough and tough, a real junk-yard dog, and not a prissy poodle, but do you listen?! NO! I might as well be talking to the wall.”

      He jumped nimbly off the bed and trotted into the hallway, nose in the air. “If you don’t feed me soon, I’m going to starve literally to death.”

      Alex watched Larry prance out of the room with amusement. “I know you’re a huge dog at heart, bud. Give me a sec and I’ll be down to feed you a junkyard-dog-sized portion of kibble.”

      She knew Larry’s comments were meant to distract her from her anger at her mother’s duplicity and fresh grief over her aunt’s passing. She took a deep, cleansing breath and resolutely turned her thoughts to preparing for her trip.

      Uh oh, she had forgotten to mention to her aunt’s attorney that she’d be bringing her dog. She would keep the talking dog part to herself. She hoped it wouldn’t be an issue.
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      After feeding Larry breakfast and getting dressed, Alex threw back some painkillers for her worsening headache and huffed out to her parking space, prepared to take on her mother. No car. Shit.

      Then she remembered leaving it at the restaurant the previous evening after drinking way too much and having fun with a group of coworkers she got to know better in one night than in the six months prior. She sighed and called an Uber. So much for stalking straight over to her mother’s house to demand answers, she brooded. She would have to pick up her abandoned car before she could get her huff on again.

      Later that afternoon, Alex sat in her car in front of her mother’s condo. The scudding gray clouds overhead matched the raw wind buffeting her small Honda. She shivered. It had been six months since she saw her mother face-to-face. Not since she had caught her mother in a lip-lock with Alex’s now very much ex-fiancé.

      Her hands tightened on the padded steering wheel as she realized that the anger and betrayal she harbored toward her mother the moment she caught her kissing the man who had proposed to Alex only the week before was the strongest emotion she’d felt concerning her mother in a long time. Perhaps ever.

      She snorted and shook her head. Well, at least until now. Discovering that her mother stole her as a child from her loving aunt, told her that her aunt had died, and then brought her to this cold condo in icy Connecticut definitely topped the fiancé kissing thing—by a thousand miles.

      Gray and black shadows writhed at the edge of her vision, and she gasped as a sharp pain pierced her head. There was more to her mother’s lies about her childhood, but Alex’s mind shied away, not ready for the pain the memories of her time in San Antonio brought with them.

      Alex’s thoughts traveled back to her childhood when she first arrived in Connecticut at twelve, after her aunt’s supposed death. Her mother’s distant personality, combined with her long absences, caused several lonely years. She had realized, even then, that her preference for being alone was a safety mechanism based on her fear of loss and on having to fend for herself emotionally since she was an adolescent. On the plus side, it had made her fiercely independent. On the minus side, it had made it hard for Alex to open herself to close relationships.

      Memories of her stepfather surfaced and she smiled sadly in remembrance. When Alex was fifteen, her mother had surprised the hell out of everyone by remarrying.

      She had never understood why her loving, lively step-father had married her cold-hearted mother. Of course, her mother had slipped on a mask of pleasantness around her new husband. But Alex had always known that’s all it was—a mask. One of many that woman wore.

      Why couldn’t her stepfather see that? She never discussed it with him, though. The man had treated her as his own daughter right from the start. He had stayed home whenever her mother traveled. When her mother would leave on yet another trip, he’d smile at Alex and say, “Well, Shorty, now we can have some fun.” And they always did.

      Tears slipped down Alex’s face as she sat in the chilly car with her memories. She had loved her stepfather fiercely and would never have hurt him by asking him what he saw in her mother. She sighed as she realized she hadn’t wanted to disturb the status quo. As an awkward teenager, she finally had the love of a loyal family member again—something that had been missing since her aunt died.

      Several years later, her stepfather’s cancer had robbed him of his health. Alex’s love for the man who had helped heal her heart forced her to move back home, where she acted as his primary caregiver until he passed away.

      Her eyes filled as she remembered her stepfather’s last words to her. “Alex dear, remember that family isn’t about blood, it’s about heart. And my heart has always belonged to you. You are the daughter of my heart. My heart-family.”

      Alex had moved out of the condo the day after her stepfather’s funeral. The same day the moving vans her mother arranged had arrived to take everything that had belonged to her stepfather away to give to the charity shop.

      She had hated her mother that day. And not for the first time—or the last. She had vowed to herself that day never to open her heart to anyone again. The pain of each loss was just too great. Her aunt. Her stepfather. Her only heart-family. Both left her way too soon.

      Alex shook her head, wiped her eyes, and sniffed up her emotions. Feelings did no good when dealing with her mother, as the stone-cold bitch had none that Alex had ever seen.

      Autumn’s chill fingers reached for her when she climbed out of the car. She wrapped her coat more tightly around herself, then stalked up the flagstone path to her mother’s front door.
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        * * *

      

      Alex pounded her fist on the deep burgundy door, ignoring the highly polished brass knocker in the shape of a cat. No answer, just like the ten times she had tried to reach her mother by phone that morning. She had left six increasingly agitated messages, with no call back. After picking up her car, she had driven straight to her mother’s luxury Saugatuck River waterfront condo. She pounded on the door again. No answer.

      Perhaps her mother was around back. She trudged down the narrow path, then poked her head around the side of the building. The icy wind off the river scoured her face, and she spied the yacht moored at the dock, tightly covered in its blue cold weather shroud.

      She had already peered in the garage window and spotted her mother’s sleek Jaguar nestled inside. Determined, Alex rapped on the front door again. Still no answer. Her mother was home, she was sure of it.

      She was ignoring Alex.

      What. The. Fuck.

      Alex slapped the front door hard, making her hand sting. “I know you’re in there, Mom! Why did you lie to me about Aunt Maia? We need to talk! Now!”

      Still no response.

      With one final rap on the door, Alex stalked down the steps. She glared at the condo and saw a shifting shadow in a top-floor window. Her mother’s cold eyes were watching her leave. As she climbed back into her car, she shivered—and not from the frigid winter air.

      Alex vowed to keep trying to reach her mother. She wanted answers about what happened fifteen years ago, when the woman had lied, her aunt had supposedly died, and the nightmares and headaches started.

      One way or another, she would find out what happened to her mother’s sister, Maia—the woman she had always thought of as her heart-mother. If she had to travel to San Antonio to get those answers, so be it.
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      Calculating ice-blue eyes narrowed in thought, Helen watched her daughter stalk away. She stroked Choy’s soft fur, and the lithe Siamese cat purred and stretched under her hand.

      Helen realized the lies she told Alex about Maia’s death all those years ago had finally been exposed. Now that her daughter was aware of the lies, she wouldn’t stop until she discovered the whole truth about what happened back then.

      Several weeks ago, Helen felt it when her sister had died, just as anyone in a Keeper family line would—as any twin would. She knew then that change was on its way.

      A strangled breath escaped her when a familiar agony pierced her soul. She had lived with this pain ever since the morning of her twelfth birthday, when Hecate chose her twin sister, Maia, as the next Crossroads Keeper instead of her.

      She had been so sure the goddess would choose her. Her own mother had encouraged her in this belief. “Helen, it’ll be you,” her Keeper mother told her as she stroked her long, blonde hair just before the choosing. “You may be the oldest only by a matter of minutes, but the goddess always chooses the oldest daughter. Always. Plus, you have the strength of character needed. Your sister takes after her father. She’s weak.”

      When the goddess Hecate had turned to her sister Maia with a smile, Helen’s life plans had been destroyed. The rest of her childhood went by in a jealous blur. She had tried more than once to end her sister, always being careful to make sure it would look like an accident. Accidents happened, right? But that damn Barghest, Conor, had thwarted her actions every time. Conor had protected Maia and kept her safe, as was his duty as Guardian of the Crossroads—and its Keeper.

      On an unseasonably cool and overcast morning in August, just after her eighteenth birthday, Helen had left the estate for an Ivy League university half-way across the country, determined to put the Crossroads behind her. There, while enrolled in her master’s program, she met her first husband, recognizing him as a powerful magical force the day they met.

      Helen smiled in reminiscence. Talon had been a powerful mage, and tall, dark, and deadly handsome. He was a popular professor, and she had been his graduate student, but she’d made sure he fell for her. They married less than a year later, right after her graduation.

      Choy let out a yowl as Helen’s hands clenched in his fur. Despite Talon’s depth of power, his magic couldn’t conquer the Crossroads. It couldn’t make her Keeper. He’d died trying. But their child, Alex, would have both his magical power and hers. She would have another chance at her destiny, through her daughter.

      Painful memories of that time flooded back. Helen remembered how, upon Talon’s death, the Supernatural Council had turned on her. They accused her of instigating Talon’s attack on the Crossroads. Of trying to steal the role of Keeper from her sister. She denied it, of course, but she knew they didn’t believe her. They had no proof, though. She had made sure of that.

      With a bitter smile, she recalled her last appearance before the Council. The words of the Council Elder who’d read out her judgement echoed in her mind.

      “Defendant Helen Grimby, while we cannot prove your direct involvement in this terrible attack, neither does that absolve you of your part in it. Your Keeper ambitions have been clear since you were a child. But it was not to be. Hecate and the Crossroads made their choice, and it wasn’t you—will never be you. Do you understand?”

      Helen discarded her denials, as they both knew them to be untrue. “I understand. May I go now?”

      “I haven’t finished, defendant,” the Elder chided. “Our laws differ from human ones. We don’t need to prove you guilty ‘beyond a reasonable doubt’ to mete out punishment. That said, the Council rules you guilty by association, if not in fact. You are hereby convicted of attacking this Crossroads and attempting to overthrow its rightful Keeper.”

      Helen gasped in outrage. “You can’t⁠—”

      The Elder raised her brows, her black eyes cold as she studied Helen. “Oh yes, we can, young lady. And we will.” Taking up the parchment in front of her, she read off Helen’s punishment.

      “Defendant Helen Grimsby, you are hereby ordered to relinquish full physical custody of your daughter, Alexandria, to your sister, Maia, from this day and henceforth. You will be allowed one supervised visit per month. You will immediately remove yourself from the vicinity of this Crossroads by at least a thousand miles and remain at that distance. The monthly supervised visit with your daughter must be arranged in advance and will require written permission from your daughter’s guardian prior to each visit. Lastly, you shall not be allowed at this, or any, Crossroads for the rest of your natural life.”

      The Elder flourished a quill pen and signed the judgement, before holding it and the pen out to the clerk to be brought to Helen for her to sign acknowledging her punishment. With a hostile glare, the Elder asked, “Does the defendant understand and agree to these terms?”

      Realizing she had no choice but to agree and accept her punishment, Helen nodded her understanding. Besides, she reflected with an inward smirk, the ruling would save her from years of childcare. She could ‘reach out’ to her daughter once the girl was old enough to understand. Once Alex’s magic flowered, Helen could use her daughter’s magic to take her rightful place as Keeper of this Crossroads.

      After the trial was over, Helen happily handed Alex to the care of the Council and left without a backward glance at the screaming toddler.

      With her newfound freedom, Helen planned to travel the world, biding her time until Alex reached adolescence, when she would again attempt to gain the Keeper heritage through her daughter’s blood sacrifice.
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        * * *

      

      Helen forced her thoughts from past events. She grimaced and turned away from the window and the cold, dark weather it revealed … and from the memories of her first failed attempt to gain her rightful heritage.

      Her second attempt at the Keeper’s role had also failed. If her plans for that choosing had worked, Hecate would have accepted her adolescent daughter as a blood sacrifice and chosen Helen as the next Crossroads Keeper. Unfortunately, her plans had gone disastrously wrong.

      Apparently, contrary to all Helen’s arcane research on divine offerings, Hecate did not accept human sacrifice. In fact, the goddess got more than a little pissed at those who thought to offer them. After that attempt, Helen had been incredibly lucky to escape with her life … and with Alex.

      Upon her return to Connecticut with a grieving Alex in tow, she had done what she could to cover their tracks. Helen had planned to bide her time until Alex’s magic emerged. Her disappointment when Alex’s magic never manifested, even as she entered adulthood, was intense.

      At first, she thought her daughter was a late magical bloomer. But, as the years passed, with no sign of latent power budding, Helen lost hope. Her burning need to take her rightful place as Keeper dimmed, the embers banked. Her Keeper aspirations still burned deep within her, though. Waiting. Biding their time.
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        * * *

      

      Velvet slippers shushed across the thick carpet as she paced in front of the bed, memories of multiple failures looping through her mind. Choy watched her warily, his diamond-blue eyes narrowed to slits.

      Helen touched the pendent at her neck as memories surfaced of her second attempt to make the Crossroads accept her as Keeper. After the plan to sacrifice her adolescent daughter had so spectacularly failed, she had improvised.

      She had made sure Maia was away on an extended trip, visiting a Keeper friends in France, during her next attempt to make the Crossroads hers. After that spectacular failure and knowing she would soon suffer Hecate’s wrath, Helen had decided to escape … and take her daughter with her. Until she could try again.

      Over a nice lunch, she had told Alex that her Aunt Maia had died during her trip to France and wouldn’t be returning to the Crossroads … or to her. She had quickly spirited the grieving teenager away to New England. She had paid a dark witch handsomely to bury her daughter’s memories deep and to hide them both from Maia’s searching and Hecate’s wrath. Helen was patient, willing to bide her time until her daughter reached adulthood and gained her full powers. Then she would try for the Crossroads again.

      In the meantime, Helen hid Alex and herself from the searching, vengeful eyes of her sister, Maia, and from the angry Crossroads goddess, Hecate. Neither would ever give up searching for Alex, but the memory magic and protection wards Helen had purchased at great cost had hidden them well for over a decade. But no longer, it seemed.

      Pendant clutched tightly in her grip, Helen sighed heavily. Since Maia’s death several months earlier, the magical protection and memory block the pendant contained was weakening. It had been created using dark magic … and a small amount of Maia’s blood. While Maia had lived, the magic in her Keeper blood contained within the pendant had created a magical barricade against all seekers, keeping Helen and Alex hidden from the supernatural world. It had also obscured Alex’s memories of the childhood years she spent with her Keeper aunt at the San Antonio Crossroads … as heir apparent to a goddess’s creation.

      A cruel parody of a smile stretched Helen’s lips as she lost herself in memories. It hadn’t been hard to supply the dark witch with a sample of Maia’s blood. Helen had bloodied her sister often enough when they were children. Understanding the magical properties inherent in someone’s blood, even as a child, she had hung on to it.

      As long as Helen wore the blood-magic pendant and fed it small amounts of her own power, it blocked the Crossroads’ power to call to its own. Maia’s search had been in vain as long as the power in the pendant remained strong. Even the goddess Hecate could not penetrate magic bound by a living Keeper’s blood.

      But with Maia’s death, the magic in her Keeper blood was dissipating. Based on Alex’s presence at her house that morning, Helen knew the pendant’s power had weakened enough that those seeking her daughter had found her. Potent Crossroads magic would soon draw Alex—Hecate’s heir and chosen Keeper—home, where she belonged. Helen couldn’t fight that, but perhaps she could take advantage of it. One day.

      Patience Helen, she counseled herself. She had always known her plans to use her daughter’s magic to gain the Keeper role would be a long game. She would have to enlist competent help this time, since her late husband had failed so spectacularly at his mission all those years ago. She would wait to see how things played out this round. No harm in making some plans for the future, though.
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      The plane’s landing gear thumped into place during the approach to San Antonio’s airport. As the plane banked into the sun, the headache plaguing Alex for the past several weeks reached migraine status. She narrowed her eyes at the stark sunlight filling the cabin. Thankfully, fatigue had forced her to sleep for most of the flight.

      She took a deep breath of the dry, stale cabin air and stretched her arms over her head, yawning deeply. At least the flight had been comfortable, she reflected. Her aunt’s attorney had arranged for First-Class seating for her and Larry. Nice.

      The final landing message burbled softly over the plane’s speakers. “Please put your tray tables up, and chairs in an upright position.”

      A disgruntled Larry eyed her from the soft-sided crate stuffed under the seat in front of her and mind-spoke his displeasure. “Oh, look. She awakens. I thought you would never stop drooling and catching flies. My legs are asleep. If I don’t get to stand up and stretch soon, they’re going to fall off. Then you’d have to carry me everywhere like one of those stupid pocket dogs.”

      Alex returned Larry’s surly stare with one of her own and mind-spoke her reply. “You’ve complained this whole trip. If you don’t stop whining, I’ll cut your legs off myself. Then I’ll get a little skateboard, strap you on it, and wheel you everywhere.”

      Larry sneezed violently, splattering dog snot all over her shoes. Alex sighed and wiped at her one pair of good shoes with a tissue. Well, at least he hadn’t pooped in them this time. Probably because he couldn’t. Yet. Alex sighed deeply, feeling jet-lagged and irritable.
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        * * *

      

      After a whirlwind of packing and preparation, she was minutes from landing in a city she hadn’t visited in almost half her lifetime. She looked out the small window at the rolling Hill Country fields, which soon gave way to tiny houses and streets as the plane approached the city.

      Familiarity settled in Alex’s heart and a pleasant buzz stirred her blood. Her fatigue and headache receded. This trip to San Antonio felt like coming home, even though she hadn’t been here for over fifteen years.

      She had been a grieving adolescent when she left the city. Her typically absent mother had flown in on what Alex thought was a normal—if infrequent—visit. A few days into her stay, her mother had told Alex that her legal guardian—her Aunt Maia—would not be returning from her vacation in France. Helen had coldly explained that Maia had died in a car accident on the winding roads of the French Alps.

      Alex had broken down in tears at the loss. Maia had been her mother figure and primary carer for most of her life; she didn’t know what she would do without her. When Alex had tentatively asked if they would be staying in San Antonio, her mother—or Helen, as she insisted Alex call her—had merely looked annoyed.

      “Of course not, Alex. You’re just a kid, so you’ll have to come live with me in Connecticut. Obviously, I can’t leave you here by yourself, and I’m certainly not moving back to this godforsaken backwater.”

      When Alex asked why they had to leave, her mother had responded through pinched lips. “Because I said so.”

      The way her mother had looked when she uttered the phrase had terrified Alex, so she never asked ‘why’ again. Her mother had never used that phrase or tone with her before, her parenting style being more ‘let’s just be distant acquaintances’ than ‘because I’m the parent, and I say so.’ So Alex had shut up, and packed up, while mourning her aunt, her heart-mother, with every breath. Then she had flown away with the woman who gave birth to her.
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        * * *

      

      Dwelling on memories of her childhood resulted in sharp spikes of agony piercing Alex’s already pounding head. She drew in a shaky breath, then forced her thoughts to the present. The migraines attacked any time she thought about that chaotic and grief-filled time in her life. And the nightmares followed. It’s no wonder those memories are hazy and painful, and better left in the past, she reflected.

      The plane touched down with a firm bump and a hard reverse thrust of the engines. As it taxied toward the distant terminal, Alex winced at the sounds of passengers prepping for a quick departure, her head pounding in time with the slam of the overhead compartments.

      A wave of sadness and apprehension washed over her. With her one human connection to San Antonio dead, her duty now was to arrange a funeral for a heart-mother she’d mourned a long time ago. So why did it feel so much like she was coming home?
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      Alex collected her luggage from the carousel, tightened her grip on Larry’s leash, and looked around for the Arrivals signs and arrows, hoping they would lead her to the exit.

      Larry sneezed with gusto and mind-spoke his grievances. “Good god, what a disgusting mélange of smells in this place. It’s almost worse than on the plane. I have no idea what that kid sitting behind us smashed into my fur with his grubby little hands during the layover, but I need a bath. Maybe a massage, too. And find me some grass, pronto, or there’ll be a yellow puddle on that nice lady’s shoes in a minute.” Long muzzle opened in a doggie smile, pink tongue hanging out, Larry gazed with longing at said lady’s expensive shoes.

      Tugging Larry away from the target of his shoe-peeing fetish, Alex sighed. Larry was so not a good traveler. Who would have thought? A talking poodle with pink ears and tail who thought he was a junkyard dog inside, where it counted. No wonder he had issues.

      As she exited the Arrivals tunnel, a line of anxious and excited faces appeared, most seeking the familiar form of a friend or family member. Mixed in were bored-looking limo drivers holding signs with names, waiting for their fares to find them. Alex did a double take. There was a sign with her name on it. A very non-bored looking tall, leanly muscled, dark-haired man, whose bright amber eyes met hers with recognition and a growing heat held the sign with her name on it. A small smile hovered on the man’s lips and he gave her a quick nod, then strode forward and reached for her luggage.

      Alex took a hasty step back, hauling her luggage and an annoyed Larry with her. “Wait, how do you know it’s me, er, I mean, how do you know I’m the person named on your sign? I’ve never met you before … I don’t think.”

      Good god, I sound like a moron, she thought, as she fought a rising blush.

      Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome merely deepened his smile and asked, “Are you sure we haven’t met?” He winced and added, “Darn, that sounded too much like the ‘you look familiar, do I know you?’ pickup line, didn’t it?”

      Alex’s blush deepened and a pleasant warmth settled low inside. “Um, should I remember you? Do you … I mean, did you know my aunt?”

      The man straightened with an apologetic grimace, then rubbed his hand across his mouth, his desire to start the conversation over obvious.

      “My apologies, Al—Miss Blackwood. My name is Conor, and yes, I knew your aunt. I was her Gaurd … uh, friend. We were best friends, in fact. You knew me when you were a child. It’s okay if you don’t remember me, though. I understand.” He grinned and held out his hand. “How about if we start again? Hi, my name is Conor. It’s nice to meet you.”

      A jolt of energy thrummed when Alex’s hand met Conor’s. She jerked her hand back quickly, shaking it to ease the tingling in her fingers. Lord, she’d better get a grip. She had just left one long-term relationship with a man whose good looks and marriage proposal did not make up for his total scumminess.

      Several months previously, upon arriving unexpectedly at the antique shop she managed for her mother, Alex had walked in on her fiancé with his tongue down her mother’s throat. Other than stopping by later that day to collect her things and tell her mother she quit, Alex had never discussed the matter … or anything else with the woman. After that romantic disaster, it had seemed politic to swear off men, at least for the foreseeable future. Okay, at least until now, she admitted.

      Damn, she shouldn’t be thinking about getting it on with her late aunt’s best friend. Wait, how old did that make him? He didn’t look a day over thirty-five, which would mean he was in his late teens or early twenties when Alex last lived in San Antonio. Was Conor her late aunt’s boy toy?! What was it with the older women in her family? Gross. Better stop this mental conversation right now. Moving on ….

      “Uh, okay. It’s nice to meet you, Conor,” she stuttered. “I’m assuming my aunt’s attorney, Mr. Allman, asked you to pick me up? That was very thoughtful of him. And you. But I’d have been quite happy to take a taxi, so as not to put anyone … you out.” Okay, Alex, time to shut up, let him have your luggage and get the ride to the estate over with so you can hide in embarrassment under the soft covers on the big bed in your childhood room. Amazed, Alex realized she had recalled the bed and her room at the estate clearly—and with no ensuing migraine—for the first time in years!

      Larry sniffed Conor’s leg, growled softly, and mind-spoke a warning. “If this guy doesn’t get a move on, I’m going to pee on him. Maybe I’ll just pee on him right now, just because.”

      “Larry! No!” Alex jerked out of her reverie and tugged hard on Larry’s leash, pulling him away from his pant leg pee mission. “Poor guy has been holding it since our layover. Is there some grass we can get to quickly, so he can do his business?”

      Conor gave Larry a hard stare, then grabbed the handle of Alex’s suitcase and led her to the exit. “There’s a small patch of grass at the end of the concourse. Will that do?”

      Alex shot Larry a glare. “Yep, it’ll do, right, Larry?”

      Larry grinned, hanging his pink tongue so far out of his mouth it was even with his long, pink ears, then mind-spoke his agreement. “It’ll do, Alex. If you could just put your tongue back in your mouth and stop drooling at Mr. Man here, so we can get a move on before my bladder bursts.”

      Alex snorted and pulled on Larry’s leash before following Conor’s broad shoulders out of the terminal and toward Larry’s potty opportunity.
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        * * *

      

      The comfortable seat in the expensive black Mercedes cradled Alex in a soft embrace. She subtly stroked the supple black leather and sniffed. The luxury vehicle still had that new car smell. Conor slipped into the driver’s seat and closed his door with a firm thud, startling Alex out of her car envy.

      As Conor guided the car smoothly into traffic, Alex asked, “Is it far to my aunt’s house from here? I … um, I’m afraid I don’t remember the drive.”

      Conor threw her an enigmatic glance before returning his full attention to the road. “It’s not too far. We’ll be at the estate in about thirty minutes.”

      Alex stared out of the window at the changing scenery as Conor merged expertly onto the highway. There were more cars than she remembered. Lots more. The highway intersections, with swooping lanes arching gracefully above and below the roadway they traveled on, both confused and delighted her. From the highest of the arches, Alex saw the San Antonio city skyline stretch out in all directions. Everything appeared bigger, brighter, and more vibrant than her few faded memories. Or her nightmares. Alex shook off that thought and concentrated on drinking in as much of the vibrant city as she could see from her window.

      Larry shifted on her lap, where he had insisted on sitting for the drive, his unique doggie scent wafting up and reassuring her. He broke into her thoughts to tell her, “I think I’m going to be sick. The fool is racing up and down these highway ramps and changing lanes like a race car driver. A bad one. That crashes.” He licked his lips, then rubbed his muzzle against the window, leaving a smeared nose-print on the clean glass.

      Alex pulled Larry away from the window and apologized to Conor. “I’m sorry, Larry is smearing up your window with his nose. He says, um, he’s acting like he doesn’t feel well. The poor guy doesn’t travel well. Will we be arriving soon—or can we stop somewhere?”

      Conor threw Larry a narrow-eyed glare and issued a verbal warning. “If you get sick in my car, mutt, I’ll make you regret it.”

      Larry gave Conor an excellent stink-eye, then turned his back and laid down in Alex’s lap before heaving a huge put-upon sigh.

      Alex could swear that Larry understood every word Conor had said to him. And, judging by Conor’s quickly smothered grin, she almost suspected Larry had mind messaged him a few choice swear words in return.

      As Conor steered the car smoothly onto the exit ramp, he glanced at Alex and winked. “Sometimes you just have to be firm with fluffy little tyrants like Larry.”

      Alex felt Larry’s low growl vibrate under her hand. She grabbed his scruff and shook it gently. “Umm, perhaps we should change the subject. Larry is getting irritable, and that’s always a bad thing.”

      “Getting irritable? Is that mutt ever in a good mood?”

      Larry’s growl intensified, and Alex had to use firm pressure to keep him on her lap.

      “Okay, sorry, that was uncalled for,” Conor admitted with a wry glance at the snarling dog. “I’m not acquainted with Larry. For all I know, he has a sunny disposition hidden under all that pouffy fur.”

      Alex blew out an exasperated sigh and rolled her eyes. It was as if both man and dog were involved in a virtual pissing contest to see who could push the other’s buttons more. “Okay, you two, I’m tired and getting irritated. Can you both please just shut up and be nice, at least until we arrive? You don’t have to be besties, but a little politeness goes a long way.”

      So much for her initial attraction to Conor, Alex brooded. If he and Larry didn’t get along, any chance of a relationship was doomed. Larry was heart-family, first and always.

      Larry peered sideways at Conor from behind his fluffy pink ear. Conor peered back. After what seemed like a long time, but couldn’t have been more than a few seconds, Conor shifted and turned his gaze back to the road. The tension in the car dropped several degrees, and Alex sighed with relief.

      With a soft snort, Larry put his head under Alex’s hand, demanding pets, and mind-spoke assurances. “Don’t worry, Alex. We’ve called a temporary truce. We’ll work out the details for a more permanent one later. I told him that if he hurts you, he’ll have me to answer to and that while I may be small while I’m in this stupid poodle body, I’m mean. And sneaky. I’ll bite his ankles bloody, then I’ll crap in every one of his expensive shoes if he breaks your heart.”

      Alex smothered a snicker and mind-spoke her reply. “What did he say in response? Besides, he can’t break my heart. I don’t have one anymore, remember?” Her eyes widened in shock. “Wait just a damn minute, can you mind-talk to him? I thought you could only do that with me.”

      A cheeky grin curled Larry’s lips, and he smeared another wet nose-print on the window before mind-speaking his reply. “Conor and I have … ah, a few things in common, so yes, I can mind-talk to him. I’ll let him explain what those things are.” The annoying poodle would not say any more about the topic for the rest of the drive, despite Alex’s pleading. He simply curled up in her lap and pointedly went to sleep.
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      Power buzzed in her blood, vaguely at first, as if she’d just knocked back a triple cappuccino. As Conor neared the estate, vital energy flooded Alex for the first time in weeks. In forever. In fifteen years. The headache and fatigue that had dogged her for months completely disappeared. As her mind cleared, memories of the estate, of her aunt, came flooding back, and sudden tears pooled in her eyes. She blinked rapidly to dispel them before they fell and completely embarrassed her, then rested her head on the cool glass of the window and stared out at the strange, yet achingly familiar, landscape slipping by the car.

      A wispy cloud passed over the sun, darkening the sky’s brilliant blue for a moment. Alex shivered, despite Larry’s warm body covering her lap. She had just remembered so much, but there were shifting shadows writhing in the corners of her mind. There was so much more to remember. She was sure of it.

      As Conor turned onto the estate’s private road and the ornate wrought-iron gates came into view, Alex sat up and tried to take in everything at once. The gates opened and the sleek car drove through them, then followed the driveway through stands of live oaks and palm trees and alongside colorful flower beds until the mansion came into view.

      She gasped at the beautiful architecture and stucco and brick walls of her familiar childhood home. Her eyes widened, and she put a hand to her chest as her heart contracted—then expanded. In seconds, the heart she thought she no longer had grew so big that it filled her vision, raced in her blood, and poured into her mind, until nothingness took over.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alex awakened slowly. She yawned and stretched, her hands sliding across the familiar nubby silk of a dusky rose comforter. When she opened her eyes, the ornately carved bedposts and burgundy-colored canopy over her head came into view. She was in her childhood bedroom, which was on the second floor of the carriage house, an annex to the main residence reached by a colorfully tiled outside stairway.

      Larry’s muzzle rested on her chest. When she reached down to pet him, he placed a paw on her arm and murmured, “Sleeping Beauty awakens.”

      She frowned and asked, “How did I get up here? The last thing I remember is driving through the estate gates and feeling overwhelmed.” When her mind caught up with her thoughts, she gasped. “Oh god, don’t tell me. I passed out, didn’t I? Did  … did Conor carry me up here? I’m so embarrassed! How am I going to look him in the eye again?”

      Larry licked her face and settled back on his haunches. “I don’t think it’s his eyes you keep ogling, you perv. But yes, you passed out in the car. Then Conor carried your ungainly form up here and placed you on the bed. He wasn’t looking at your eyes, either. I’ll have you know.” He snorted and shook his head, his pink ears flapping. “That Hellhound … er, man needs a good peeing on!”

      Alex sat up and swung her legs off the bed. Her head spun with a wave of dizziness, but it quickly passed. The strange energy that had infused her as she approached the estate still buzzed in her veins; she felt great for the first time in weeks. Months. Fifteen years.

      Larry jumped off the bed and shook himself as Alex took stock of her childhood room. Nothing and everything looked the same. The last bit of daylight filtered through the palm trees outside, spreading dappled spots of brightness on the familiar, worn Oriental rug under her feet. Her desktop was clean, with the comfortable office chair her aunt had purchased especially for her on her tenth birthday pulled up in front of it. Her luggage rested in front of a large, ornately carved wooden armoire that hulked along the far wall.

      As she unpacked her clothes into the hauntingly empty armoire and the bureau next to it, Alex reflected on her many years away from the estate. The last time she’d been here, both pieces of furniture had been full of her favorite clothes—not that they’d fit anymore or be in fashion. It just felt strange, as if the fifteen years that had passed since she had last been here was both a longer and shorter time than she remembered.

      She showered in the familiar rose-colored bathroom, where the sharp herbal scent of lavender and lemon shampoo brought back pleasant childhood memories. No painful headache steered her mind away from her childhood memories, or from the day she left the estate to live with her mother, after she was told of her aunt’s supposed death. The day her mother kidnapped her from the only true mother she had ever known.

      Once dressed, Alex strode out of her room and trotted down the stairs, more determined than ever to get answers. She had a feeling she wouldn’t like most of them. Maybe more than most.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            SHIFTING FACES, SHIFTING PLACES
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      The sun had set while Alex showered and changed, but the heat of the day still radiated from the wrought iron rail under her hand as she descended the carriage house stairs. Low lights broke the darkness on the pathways that spread out before her, some leading toward the gardens, others to the raised pond and fountain in the courtyard.

      Determined to get answers, Alex took several steps along the well lit path leading to the mansion’s front door, then hesitated. Would she find Conor there? She wasn’t even sure he lived on the estate grounds. Damn it. Now what?

      Larry, walking calmly at her side, suddenly froze and let out a rumbling growl. Then she heard it. A low, pained whine came from deep in the gardens, down a dimly lit path in leading away from the main house. Larry took off like a shot towards the tortured sound. Alex wheeled around and jogged after him. Larry had a sixth sense about danger; she doubted he’d be leading her into it.

      The pained whine came again, this time ending in a hair-raising howl. Maybe Larry’s sixth sense wasn’t working, Alex worried, as she hurried toward the source of the sound.

      She heard scuffling ahead and slowed as the narrow garden path opened into a large, open area, surrounded by tall trees and thick undergrowth.

      Larry’s white fur stood out in the darkness as he ran toward the center of the open space where two wide paths met and formed a courtyard in front of a stone structure. Graceful marble columns fronted the building, soaring two stories to an orange-tiled roof. Alex spied a pair of ornate wooden doors almost hidden in the shadows of the portico, marking the entrance to what she could only call a Greek temple. The doors stood ajar, but the entrance itself remained in darkness.

      Low stone walls edged the paths leading off the temple’s courtyard. They arced off into the darkness. Pathways to nowhere … and everywhere, thought Alex, familiarity stirring in her chest.

      Larry drew her attention; his long muzzle was nosing a jumbled pile of clothing on the ground at the edge of the courtyard. The clothing had Larry’s intent attention. When the clothing moved, Alex realized with a shock that something within was alive.

      Larry pranced nimbly out of the way as the nightmare creature growled and  swiped at him. He barked urgently at Alex. “Stay back! I don’t know how much control he has right now.”

      Alex approached as far as she dared, then peered at the writhing figure. The light of an almost full moon shone on a jumble of fur and bare skin covered with scraps of cloth. The creature turned its head away from her and growled. “Get away, Alex. Go back to the house.”

      Never one to listen to commands, Alex was always more likely to do the opposite when given one … especially when her gut told her this agonized creature was once well known to her. She cautiously approached and crouched down before placing her hand on the soft, thick fur on the creature’s haunch. “What can I do to help? You’re in a lot of pain, aren’t you?”

      A large, shaggy head turned toward her, and she gasped in shock when Conor’s agonized amber eyes stared up at her out of a face that was eerily his, yet not.

      “I warned you to go back to the house, Alex. My control isn’t good right now, and I don’t want to hurt you.” As Conor spoke, his features shifted and became more human. Alex’s memories stirred and the wreathing fog covering them lightened.

      “You won’t hurt me,” she murmured. Alex didn’t know how she was sure of that, but she was. The nightmarish creature in front of her was Conor, stuck in between his Hellhound Barghest and human forms. Her hand was still unconsciously stroking the thick fur on Conor’s leg when she froze in shock. How did she know that? And what the hell was a Hellhound Barghest? And why was she petting him?

      She yanked her hand back and scrambled away from Conor, then watched with horrified interest when he groaned and his limbs and body tightened, back arching in agony. Within moments, the creature … Conor had reshaped into fully human form. Fully naked human form. Alex pulled her gaze from below Conor’s waist and focused on his weary face, which, although covered with sweat and lined with the remnants of pain, wore a sardonic grin.

      “You don’t listen very well, do you?”

      “Um, no. It’s not one of my strengths.” She pulled off her sweatshirt and handed it to Conor, leaving her in a thin tank top.

      Conor used her offering to wipe his face instead of covering his groin, then sat up and draped the sweatshirt over his very naked lap.

      Good, thought Alex, but with a trace of disappointment. At least that was one less distraction. “Thanks for covering up,” she murmured, despite a strange sense of having been here before … having seen Conor transform before.

      The dark, misty corners of her mind still filled with secrets were giving them up at a rapid rate. Overwhelmed by the barrage of surfacing memories, Alex scrunched her eyes closed, then shook her head.

      Slowly, she put words to her memories. “You’re a Barghest, a type of Hellhound shifter, right? You serve as the Guardian of this Crossroads. Your job is … was to help my Keeper aunt protect and manage the Crossroads.” By the end of her speech, Alex realized she had stated facts, so she nodded once to confirm her words.

      “It seems your memory of the supernatural is returning quickly,” Conor stated. “You remember this estate holds a Crossroads and that your aunt served as its Keeper.” He eyed her with caution. “Do you remember anything else?”

      Alex shook off her memories and stood, then glanced at the temple that dominated the center of the Crossroads courtyard. The temple’s marble columns shone white in the stark moonlight while the open doors they guarded remained shadowed in darkness.

      Her thoughts writhed and twisted, darting in and out of her conscious mind as the tenacious fog in her brain shifted and thickened. She paced the courtyard, trying to get a grip on her memories, until a sharp pain lanced through her skull.

      With a frown, she ignored the growing pain in her head and answered Conor. “I think that’s enough memories for one night, don’t you?”

      Wanting a distraction from Conor’s concern and her treacherous memories, Alex crossed the courtyard and climbed the temple’s steps. She paused just before reaching the gleaming stone columns and peered toward the enticing entrance they framed.

      Conor leapt up and ran towards her, shouting, “NO!”

      Larry followed close behind, barking a warning at her.

      Alex ignored them both. As she reached the massive columns guarding the temple’s entrance, an urge she didn’t understand made her reach out and touch a carving on the closest pillar. The deeply incised carving showed a woman in Greek robes holding aloft a torch. A large black hound stood at attention at the woman’s side.

      As Alex’s fingers brushed the cold stone folds of the woman’s robes, a powerfully bright energy lit up the entrance between the columns. The energy enveloped her, pulling her forward into the temple, then further, straight into the blue flames flickering on an altar at the center of the sacred space. The pain from the flames was sharp and swift, quickly burning straight into Alex’s soul. She screamed as her nightmare came to life around her.
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      The room Alex found herself in was as familiar as her own bedroom at home in her Connecticut apartment. After all, she had spent enough nightmares here. A vaulted ceiling arched overhead. Stone walls were barely discernible in the gloom. The flickering light from a massive fireplace burned orange, then blue. As in her nightmares, strong cords bound her to a column … which, now she thought about it, looked suspiciously like the one she had so foolishly touched moments earlier.

      She fought the familiar fear etched deep in her bones and struggled to free herself from the column. Glancing toward the fireplace, she expected to see the dark figure from her nightmares tending the flames, sending an inky black smoke swirling towards her, smothering her. Instead, the fire burned a clean, bright orange, interspersed with bright blue flickers, and the dark figure from her nightmares was nowhere to be seen.

      Okay, this is different, she mused. The nightmare memories receded, allowing coherent thought to return. Her fear ebbed slightly, then she remembered the ties binding her to the damn pillar. She tugged at the rough ropes fruitlessly. Not everything about the dream had changed, then.

      She took a deep breath and analyzed the situation, realizing immediately that she didn’t feel the same desperate need to escape the ties binding her to the pillar as she usually did in her nightmares. This might be because there was no smothering black smoke surrounding her, causing her to retch and cough, then awake back in her bed, covered in sweat, chest heaving in fear.

      Alex’s heart raced at the memory of the nightmare’s all-encompassing darkness. She pressed her back into the pillar’s warm, soft stone. Wait … warm stone? Soft stone? In her dreams, the marble pillar was always so cold and hard. She gasped and drooped to her knees as the ties that bound her suddenly fell away. Fear had her scrabbling away from the column as fast and far as she could, until her back hit the smooth surface of a wall, as far from the fireplace as she could get.

      Closing her eyes, scolded herself. Get a grip, girl. Time to pull up your big girl panties and look at the nightmare’s strangely soft and warm column. Nope. Not yet, she brooded, maybe not ever. She would just hang out here in the corner of her nightmare room until she woke up. Wait, damn it … this time she hadn’t been asleep.

      She clearly remembered finding a half-shifted Conor, then climbing the temple’s stairs and touching the carving on the column, before being drawn into this place. Instinctively, Alex realized the scene before her was real, while her previous nightmares had merely been distorted memories, mere dark echoes of it.

      A rich, feminine voice came from the direction of the column she had been bound to moments earlier, startling her. Alex realized she’d better stop theorizing and pay attention. She reluctantly brought her eyes up to the column and gasped. “Holy shit!”

      In front of the large stone column, seeming almost a part of it, stood a stunning woman in flowing white robes. She was tall and graceful and, as she moved, the robes draped about her figure swirled in gleaming golden folds. The woman’s hair and eyes were as black as night, her body carved in strong, elegant lines, but with the warmth of living skin instead of cold stone. Her beautiful olive-skinned face was solemn, but there was a gleam of wicked humor in her gaze as she approached Alex, who still cowered by the wall.

      The regal figure reached down and gently drew Alex to her feet, with a murmured, “Welcome home, child.”

      Alex rose and stared at the woman in awe and remembrance.

      The woman smiled, her fingers squeezing Alex’s hand in a firm grip. “I’m so glad you’re back where you belong.”

      Knowing the woman’s words rang true, but not quite why, Alex merely nodded.

      Her commanding voice echoing from the stone walls, the woman’s next words both bestowed a legacy and bound Alex to it. “Alexandria Blackwood, you are my priestess and heir. I hereby bind you as Keeper to this Crossroads. Now that you have returned to accept your inheritance and take up your duties, all is … or soon will be, well and good.”

      A dark shadow passed over the woman’s features and she gripped Alex’s hand more tightly. “This Crossroads is in danger, Keeper, as are those bound to it. I know you can feel the evil threatening this place. You must fight it, Keeper … Alex, you must save this Crossroads, your heart-family, and yourself … before it’s too late.”

      As the woman’s last words rang in the air, an intense wave of raw magical power flowed through her hands into Alex’s, where it filled her physical body and then entwined with her soul. Alex staggered back, knowing that her world had just been changed irrevocably.

      Her throat tight with fear, she swallowed roughly, then gathered the courage to reply to the awe-inspiring woman before her. “That’s, uh, that sounds like a big job, being a Keeper. Don’t you, like, interview for it? Choose the most suitable candidate? At least a willing one?” She frowned at the intriguingly familiar woman and asked, “Who are you, anyway? Uh, if you don’t mind me asking.”

      The golden-skinned woman chuckled deeply and a fleeting look of sympathy crossed her lovely face. She squeezed Alex’s hands once more before letting go and turning away. With a regal wave, she gestured towards a sitting area before the fireplace, where a short-legged round table sat between low, backless couches. Food and wine filled the table’s surface. “Come, my priestess Crossroads Keeper, let us sit and refresh ourselves.”

      Alex could swear the furniture and food hadn’t been there a minute ago. Whoever this woman was, she was powerful … perhaps even a goddess. Ah, who was she kidding. This memory, turned nightmare, was very real. Deep in her bones, Alex knew who this woman was—and even where she was. Shrugging off the tangled memories, Alex gingerly approached the closest couch and sank down onto its plush surface.

      The woman lounged smoothly on the other couch and reached for the wine. “Would you like a glass, dear? It’s Etruscan, their best vintage.”

      Alex nodded wordlessly and accepted the full wineglass with shaky hands. She took a sip, then spluttered, choking on the sharp, rough edge of the beverage, which wasn’t wine by any stretch of the imagination. “This isn’t wine, at least not like any I’ve ever had.”

      Another memory surfaced and the awful truth struck Alex. “You keep calling this place a Crossroads … we’re in the Underworld, aren’t we? Oh, no…”

      A sharp, amused laugh burst from the woman. “No, my dear, this drink isn’t pomegranate juice or any magical beverage that might trap you in the Underworld. In fact, this isn’t the Underworld at all, but a place between the worlds that you have correctly discerned is called a Crossroads. But Crossroads exist in the In-Between. Outside the realms, if you will.”

      After a brief hesitation, the woman asked, “You have been here once before, as a child, Alex. Do you remember?”

      Alex’s instincts told her the woman was telling the truth, but she couldn’t quite pin down the memory in the shifting fog of her mind. One burning, unanswered question filled her as a name appeared, then disappeared, lost in the darkness of her mind once again. Frustrated at her faulty memory, she blurted, “Are you who I think you are?”

      The woman smiled, her wise, knowing gaze confirming Alex’s suspicions even before she spoke. “I am. My name is Hecate, and I’m the goddess of the Crossroads, among other things. My priestesses and heirs, the Keepers—such as yourself—stand sentinel in my stead at the meeting of these magical pathways.”

      Hecate patted Alex’s hand and added, “As Keeper, your job is to guard this Crossroads and guide travelers between the realms, along the intricate web of ley lines that meet at this place.” Leaning forward, her gaze intense, the goddess added, “Your powers, child, are unique, and they are so needed right now.”

      Alex’s head spun, and it wasn’t from the nasty wine. She admitted to herself what she already suspected. She was sitting here having a freaking fireside chat with an actual goddess. A goddess who was calling her a priestess with unique powers. She was a Keeper, just like her aunt before her had been. More of the gray fog cleared from the recesses of her mind, and a fresh memory surfaced.
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        * * *

      

      Over fifteen years ago, several weeks before her aunt’s supposed death, Hecate had called an adolescent Alex to the Crossroads and drawn her into the In-Between. Alex remembered sitting in this room as a child—the same room that had haunted her nightmares for years after she left San Antonio to live with her mother.

      The regal goddess had explained to Alex that she was the next chosen Keeper. She would be her Aunt Maia’s successor, when the time came. Alex remembered being so proud, honored—and scared. To be chosen as an heir to a goddess’s creation was terrifying.

      She recalled the childish plea she had made to her aunt after her conversation with Hecate. “Aunt Maia, I don’t know if I can do this. Being a Keeper is a big thing and a huge responsibility. I don’t know if I’m strong enough … or good enough.”

      Her aunt had stroked her hair and smiled fondly. “Alexandria, you are the strongest, best person I know. You will be a great Keeper. One of the best. I’ll teach you all I know, but I’m sure you’ll go even further in knowledge and power than I.”

      “Listen child, next week, I’ll travel to the Crossroads in France to discuss extra tutoring for you with a good friend. She is the Keeper at the Grenoble Crossroads and is one of the most powerful and knowledgeable Keepers amongst us. I’m sure she’ll agree to help me ensure you get the type of training that will match and challenge your … uh, very unique powers.”

      Sorrow pierced Alex’s heart at the next memory. Her aunt had never returned from that trip. She had died on the winding roads of the French Alps. Wait. No, she hadn’t. That was a lie her mother had told her that when she came for her. Helen had also told Alex she was just an ordinary human and there were no such things as goddesses or divine inheritances. Her mother had repeated her lies often enough that, eventually, Alex had believed her.

      She closed her eyes against the painful knowledge. It must have been her mother stoking the fire during her nightmares, fanning the flames and covering her memories with smothering smoke. There were other dark memories from that time lurking under the creeping fog. Instinctively, Alex recoiled from them, knowing she wasn’t ready for them all. Yet.
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        * * *

      

      Alex’s thoughts jerked back to the present as Hecate shifted and rose to her feet, holding her hand out for Alex to take. Alex shook off the memories, both light and dark, and rose, slipping her hand into Hecate’s. “I’m so sorry, goddess. My mother⁠—”

      “I know, dear,” Hecate murmured as she squeezed her hand. “None of this was your fault. Your mother stole you away from your heritage—jealous, once again, that it couldn’t be hers. But you are here now, and we can work together with your aunt to ensure you get the Keeper training needed to help you defend and protect this Crossroads against the coming darkness.”

      The goddess hesitated, as if reluctant to say more. “As I mentioned before, Alex, your powers are … unique. You will eventually need more training than your aunt can provide, but that’s an issue for another time.”

      She led Alex toward the stone columns in the middle of the space. “Come now, I’d better get you back to your Hellhound Barghest Guardian before he damages himself. He’s been throwing himself at the gateway since I brought you here.”

      Alex demurred, her voice firm. “He’s not MY Hellhound Barghest. He is … was my aunt’s Guardian. Not mine.”

      The goddess shook her head and chuckled knowingly. “The Keeper’s position isn’t all you inherited from your aunt, my dear. I’m sure she’ll explain everything when you see her.”

      Fresh pain jolted through Alex at the loss of her aunt. Whether Maia had died fifteen years ago, as her mother had told her, or much more recently, as her aunt’s attorney said, the woman was just as dead. Irritation welled at the goddess’s cavalier words. “Wait, you said my aunt will help me learn my Keeper duties and mentioned ‘when I see her,’ but she’s dead.” Accusation rang in her voice. “I thought you’d know that, being a goddess and all.”

      Instant regret, tinged with fear, filled her. Oops, did I just tell off a goddess? Hopefully, I live to tell the tale. Damn this mouth of mine. Sigh.

      As they reached the columns, Hecate pushed Alex between them, and her world spun into darkness. The last thing she heard the goddess say echoed, as if spoken from a great distance. “You had better talk to your Barghest about your aunt. It seems he’s been rather lax in his duties.”

      Nausea rose, so Alex closed her eyes as her body and soul traveled both too far and not far enough. After several discombobulating moments in transit, the magical momentum transporting her from the In-Between ceased.

      She opened her eyes and squinted at the moon’s silvery brightness as it slanted between the columns on the temple’s portico. She pressed her hand to the closest column when a wave of dizziness hit her. As she dizzily traced the carved surface under her fingers, an arm slid around her waist. The world tilted and she let go, sliding to the cool marble floor in a dead faint.
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      Helen realized the moment Hecate bound her daughter as Keeper of the San Antonio Crossroads. She felt the wrench deep in her soul, but more practically, the heat and light generated by the deep red ruby set in the dark magic pendant she wore confirmed it.

      Memories of the powerful dark witch she had paid handsomely to create the pendant filled Helen’s thoughts. The witch headed a coven with a terrifying amount of power. Over the years, the pendant had served its purpose well. It had clouded Alex’s memories and hid them both from the seeking magic of the Crossroads, the goddess Hecate, and her Keeper sister, Maia.

      The dark witch had imbued the gemstone with Maia’s blood, linking it to her life force. The powerful blood magic twisted and blocked Maia’s Keeper magic. Through her, it had also blocked the power of the Crossroads, and even that of the goddess who created them.

      The pendant had worked well for the purpose over the years, but Helen admitted to herself the damned thing was now taking on a life of its own. Instead of cooling when Maia had died, as its magical power drained away, the pendant had warmed and cooled erratically. Since Alex had banged on her door two days ago, demanding answers about the past that Helen was not prepared to give, the magic in the pendent had become even more unstable.

      Helen reeled from the painful knowledge that Hecate had bound her daughter—not her—as the next Crossroads Keeper. The gemstone set within the pendant around her neck brightened and heated painfully. As the searing light reflected in her feline Familiar’s bright eyes, Helen screamed in anger, pain, and frustration and ripped the red-hot pendant from her neck. Choy ran. He knew better than to be around for one of Helen’s rages.

      Normally, Helen maintained icy control of her temper, leading many to believe she didn’t have one. However, the rage that generated her temper burned fiery hot underneath her cold exterior and had ever since the goddess awarded her sister a heritage that should have been hers. A heritage that her mother had always assured her would be hers. One she knew in her heart would be hers one day—even if she needed to take matters into her own hands. Again. This time, she had no intention of failing.

      Her frustrated scream echoed in the high-ceilinged room as she cast the pendant into the fireplace, where it exploded. Oily black flames flickered, then winked out as normal orange flames replaced them.

      The searing pendant had left a deep, weeping burn on Helen’s chest. She went in search of Choy. As her feline Familiar, the cat would help her work enough magic to soothe and heal the wound.

      Helen’s Keeper plans, long dormant, had reawakened. This time, she must choose collaborators with stronger magic than her late husband, Talon, had. She vowed the Keeper role at the San Antonio Crossroads would ultimately be hers, no matter the cost.
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      Alex heard anxious voices arguing over her prone form and felt Larry’s rough, wet tongue licking her face. Ugh, so she had fainted. Again. Conor must think she was a hot mess, fainting at the drop of a hat. He’d definitely bulk up his lean muscles if he kept carrying her up to her room. Not that she minded the muscles—or the carrying part, if only she could be awake for the process. Hmmm, she considered.

      Not able to pretend unconsciousness any longer, she let out a breath and slowly opened her eyes. Hard, cold points of light winked in the night sky while the moon hung amongst them, gazing down on her with indifference. She felt the smooth marble of the temple portico under her back and realized she was still at the Crossroads. Okay, if Conor carried to her room this time, at least she would enjoy … er remember the process.

      Larry’s cold nose nudged under her hand, demanding her attention. She obliged, stroking him gently while she considered her return to consciousness.

      A deep voice commented dryly, “I think the girl is about done with her nap.”

      The sardonic words cleared Alex’s mind. She sat up and felt Conor’s arm wrap protectively around her shoulders, while Larry stood sentinel by her other side.

      Alex frowned at the speaker as she took in his familiar appearance. The man was very well-dressed and very pale. He was stocky, his face blocky and with a badly reset nose, crooked from many breaks. In what appeared to be an unthinking habit, the man ran his fingers through his thick, black hair, which was slicked back in a style reminiscent of the 1950s. A diamond in the signet ring on his left hand glinted in the moonlight as he extracted a cigarette from his pocket and began twisting it through his fingers.

      Her eyes widened in shock as familiarity deepened to knowledge, and her voice shook when she spoke. “Uncle Vinnie? Is that really you? I remember you!” She frowned at the man and scolded him. “Why are you being rude? You used to be such a nice man. Well, okay, not really nice, but you did always give me pizza whenever I called you out for saying something especially obnoxious.”

      Another memory surfaced and Alex snapped her mouth shut before she could get it, and herself, in any more trouble. Her Uncle Vinnie was a vampire. I really should think before I speak, she brooded. One can dream.

      With a wicked twinkle in his dark eyes, Vinnie reached down and hauled her to her feet. He quickly enveloped her in a firm, if slightly chilly, hug and gently patted her back. “Mia cara! Sweetie, it’s so good to see you again!”

      The vampire finally released her from his embrace, then held her at arm’s length as he studied her with a mixture of deep sadness and almost fatherly pride. “Look at you, all grown up and so beautiful.”

      At a low growl from Conor, Vinnie quickly released Alex and stepped back, squeezing her hand and chuckling merrily as he let her go.

      Conor put his hand under Alex’s elbow, as if worried she might keel over at the slight breeze that riffled the night air. Then he yelled at her. “What were you thinking, Alex?! I told you to stop, but noooo, you had to prance over and touch that damn column. You disappeared into the temple. I tried to follow, but the doors slammed shut. I couldn’t get in. You were just gone. Don’t you ever think before you act?”

      Since Alex knew that not thinking before acting was one of her many shortcomings, Conor’s words touched a little too close to home, sparking an angry defensiveness. She stepped away from Conor’s supportive arm and glared at him. “What I do, or don’t do, and when I do it, is really none of your damn business. You can’t tell me what to do!”

      Alex rubbed a hand over her tired eyes and thought, good god, now I sound like a toddler. In a slightly less argumentative voice, she continued. “Anyway, I’m back from, uh, where I went, and I’m perfectly fine. Really. Well, except for the fainting part. But I’m okay now, so can we just drop it?”

      Conor’s gazed sharpened, his amber eyes intent. “Back from where? Where were you? In all the times I stood sentinel on the temple portico for your aunt while she worked Crossroads magic, the temple doors never closed. She never disappeared into thin air. I could always see her inside the temple as she carried out her duties.” He groaned in frustration and threw up his hands. “I can’t protect you if I can’t see you!”

      Alex winced at Vinnie and Larry’s questioning gazes, plus Conor’s accusing one.“Um, I’m not sure I’m supposed to tell you all where I was, or with whom.” Then she palmed her face in remembrance. “Oh, wait—yes, I am. I’m supposed to tell Conor something.” She shrugged. “And I suppose it doesn’t matter if the rest of you hear it, as well.”

      Tilting her head, she gave Conor a threatening glare. “I was in the In-Between, getting bound to this Crossroads by Hecate. She told me to tell you that you are being ‘lax in your duties’ and you need to explain something to me about how my dead aunt is going to help me learn my new Keeper duties.”

      Damn it. She had blown keeping secret her time in the In-Between chatting with Hecate all to hell. Now they knew the goddess had bound her to the Crossroads as Keeper. That she couldn’t just leave, no matter how much she wanted to. Alex heaved a sigh as she glanced between the men … and dog ranged across from her. This mess really wasn’t something she wanted to deal with right now. Or at all, if she was honest.

      The best defense is a good offense, she mused. She narrowed her eyes at Conor and asked, “What was Hecate talking about when she told me to ask you about my aunt helping me? I was recently told my aunt is dead. Really dead this time, not dead fifteen years ago, like my mother told me. Is she … not dead … this time, either?”

      Alex grimaced and shook her head in confusion. “Boy, my Aunt Maia really does ‘not die’ a lot, doesn’t she? And it seems you all lie a lot, if you lot are in on this whole ‘dead but not dead’ charade.” She stamped her foot and demanded answers. “Explain yourself, Conor.” Oops, there she went, running off at the mouth again.

      A hunted look entered Conor’s eyes, and he avoided her gaze.

      “Cat got your tongue?” Alex grinned wickedly, knowing that a Hellhound Barghest, with its canine ancestry, would absolutely HATE the feline reference.

      “Girl, you haven’t lost your smart mouth, that’s for sure.” Vinnie’s lips curved in amusement as he gestured to Conor. “Since it looks like your Guardian is currently wrestling with a lack of words, allow me to be the bearer of both bad—and good news. Bad news is yep, your Aunt Maia really did kick the bucket this time. Good news is that she may be dead, but she sure ain’t gone. Her spirit didn’t cross over. Your aunt’s ghost still hangs out here at the estate. Says she still has a job to do. I know she can’t wait to see you.”

      Vinnie rubbed a tired hand over his face and grimaced. “Just so you know, Alex, your aunt never stopped searching for you after your mother kidna—er, took you to live with her up north. Maia told me earlier this evening that she wanted to let you settle in before she came to see you. She doesn’t know how much you remember of your childhood, or about the supernatural world, so she didn’t want to appear as a ghost and scare the shi—er, crap out of you.”

      Alex’s heart fell, then leapt at Vinnie’s words. Her aunt was dead. The hope that Hecate had kindled when she said her aunt would help train her in her Keeper duties fizzled. But her aunt’s spirit was still here, as a ghost, so she’d at least get to talk to her and tell her how much she had missed her all these years. How much she loved her.

      So many questions tumbled around in Alex’s mind. Feeling disorientated, she leaned against the closest stone column, pressing her head against its cool surface. How could a ghost train her in her Keeper duties? Duties she wasn’t at all sure she wanted anyway, so maybe it didn’t matter. Maybe her aunt could request whoever was in charge of things to send over an experienced Keeper and give her a pass?

      Now she had most of her memory back, Alex had remembered that Keepers typically trained from childhood so they could safely handle the complex and powerful magic required to manage and protect a Crossroads. They also had a dedicated team to help them learn and handle the job, including a magical Familiar and a Hellhound Barghest assistant, plus mentors, trainers, etc. How the hell was she expected to handle the Keeper’s job with no training or experience? And how was she supposed to keep her commitment to emotional independence when working with a team to protect the Crossroads appeared to be a job requirement?

      She instinctively knew that being a Keeper was a calling, a lifetime commitment, as well as an oath-bound duty. It wasn’t something you learned ‘on the job.’ Especially not when a Crossroads was in grave danger, as Hecate had warned.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alex banged her head lightly against the hard stone of the column, trying to stop the vicious round of thoughts from overwhelming her. “Well, I’ve about had enough surprises, fireside chats with ancient goddesses, and being yelled at tonight. I’m going to bed. I’ll see you all in the morning.” 

      Vinnie raised his hand in farewell. “Until tomorrow night, mia cara. Sleep well, my dear.”

      Oh yeah, of course, she reminded herself, Uncle Vinnie is a vampire. She wouldn’t see him again until the sun set at the end of the new day. A day which, judging by the position of the moon and a faint lightening of the sky in the east, wasn’t all that far away.

      With a half-hearted wave, she turned away and trudged through the gardens until she reached the stairs leading to the carriage house, Larry trotting at her side. She sank down on the bottom step and put her head in her hands.

      Larry nudged her hand aside and touched her cheek with his cold, wet nose, before swiping a damp lick from her chin to her brow.

      “Ugh, Larry, we talked about this. I thought you promised no kissing.”

      “I promised no French kissing, which is an entirely different thing, as you well know.” Larry gave her face one last lick before settling on the step next to her and pressing his warm body into hers.

      Alex brushed her hand over Larry’s soft fur. “What am I going to do, Larry? I didn’t sign up for this crap. I don’t know the first thing about being a Keeper, and I certainly don’t want to have a ‘team.’ I don’t want to lose my independence. My heart is an island and all that, remember?” She heaved a disconsolate sigh. “Maybe it would have been better if my memory didn’t come back and I stayed in Connecticut.”

      “That’s bullshit, and you know it,” Larry stated. “You were living a half-life in Connecticut, not knowing your true nature or heritage, not realizing the enormous amount of power and potential within you, separated from your heart-family and from your destiny.” Larry snapped his jaws in exasperation. “Why the hell do you think you have a talking dog? I’m not just an oddity, I’m your magical Familiar! Many supernaturals—including Keepers—have one, as I’m sure you’ve figured now that your memory is returning. And I’m yours!”

      Alex nodded in mute acknowledgement and sighed wearily. “It’s been a long day … and night. Can we please head upstairs and go to bed, Mr. Familiar? I’m done with the heavy oath-bound destiny crap for the night.”
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        * * *

      

      As Larry snored next to her on the bed, Alex’s mind whirled, racing through a maze of conflicting thoughts and impulses. She had come to San Antonio to grieve and bury her aunt, then fly back to her normal, independent … and not lonely, she reminded herself, life in Connecticut. But her arrival at the estate earlier in the day had opened a window into a world that she hadn’t remembered existed until the day’s events uncovered her childhood memories. She’d flirted with a Hellhound Barghest and reunited with her Uncle Vinnie—the vampire. An ancient and powerful goddess had transported her to the In-Between for a fireside chat. And said goddess had bonded her to the Crossroads as its Keeper, she grimly recalled.

      The memories, the knowledge and weight of new responsibilities and new-old relationships, weighed on her mind and heart. She thought longingly of her original plan: to grieve her aunt, settle her estate, and skip town, back to being alone and happily independent, in cold, boring Connecticut. The impulse to stick with that plan settled into her mind. She sighed in relief, then wondered why the thought of returning to Connecticut filled her with a cold emptiness.

      She lay awake until the first golden light of a new day filtered around the edge of the heavy curtains, before slipping into an exhausted sleep.
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      Larry’s head popped off the bed when a firm knock sounded at the door. Alex merely pulled the covers over her head and mumbled, “Go away!”

      The knock sounded again, louder and longer this time.

      Alex heard Conor’s muffled voice on the other side of the door. “Time to rise and shine! It’s almost noon. Your aunt has asked me to ask you to join her for lunch in the main house.”

      Alex’s stomach growled. Food sounded good. She couldn’t remember the last time she ate. Larry, the traitor, jumped off the bed and skittered to the front door, whining and wagging his tail.

      “I thought you didn’t like Conor?” Alex groused.

      “I don’t, much. But I like food, and I’m dying for a pee. Unless you’d rather I pee on your shoes?” Larry scratched at the door and stuck his nose in the crevice at the bottom.

      The knock came again, more of a pounding this time. “Alex, I know you’re in there!”

      Alex dragged herself off the bed and stumbled groggily toward the door. She raised her voice in annoyance. “Don’t get your tighty-whities in a knot! I’m coming. Larry needs to pee, so I’d suggest moving away from the door, or he’ll run you over.” She opened the door and Larry darted out, barreling past Conor on his way down the stairs.

      Conor eyed her tousled appearance, nonplussed. “I guess I woke you up.”

      Alex rubbed her hair, realizing it was a total rat’s nest. “No shit, Sherlock!”

      “Um, well, okay. Sorry. I’ll let your aunt know you’ll be about a half hour.”

      Alex moved aside as Larry came bounding back into the room, having checked and left his messages on the shrubbery at the bottom of the stairs.

      “I’m starving! Where’s the dog food you brought for me? It’s only kibble, but it’ll do for starters.” Larry cocked his head and eyed Alex critically. “You might want to look in a mirror before you answer the door next time.”

      Connor glanced at Larry and smothered a grin before sobering and meeting Alex’s gaze. “So … half an hour? I’ll stop back by and show you the way in case you don’t remember.”

      “Make it forty-five minutes,” Alex replied, just to be contrary. And because she hadn’t had her caffeine fix yet. She was so not a morning person at the best of times, and she’d been up most of the night. She closed her eyes and groaned as the memories of the night before surfaced.

      “Okay, I’ll see you in forty-five minutes,” Conor agreed. “Oh, and I’d suggest wearing something dressy. There’ll be a few guests at lunch who are old-fashioned. They prefer formal attire for mealtimes.” He muttered, “Even if they don’t actually EAT the meals.”

      Alex frowned, puzzling over Conor’s last statement as she shut the door. Oh! If her aunt was a ghost, perhaps the other lunch guests were ghosts, too. So, no food required for them. Hopefully, the kitchen staff wouldn’t forget to provide some noshes for the living guests … and coffee. She needed a caffeine fix, badly.

      After a nice, long shower, Alex dressed in a pretty sundress printed with huge, yellow sunflowers. Not very formal, but the best I can do, she mused. She had purchased the dress the previous year while on vacation in Aruba. It had been her first trip away with Sean-the-scumbag-ex-fiancé. Alex shook her head to dispel the thankfully no longer painful image of Sean and her mother kissing up a storm behind the old-fashioned cash register in her mother’s antique store.

      Speaking of old-fashioned things, Alex wondered idly just how old the ghost guests she’d be meeting at lunch were. She grabbed her purse and faced the front door just as a heavy knock sounded.

      “I’m back Alex. Are you ready?”

      She swung the door open abruptly, her eyes narrowed at Conor. “What! Are you implying that, because I’m a woman, I’d inevitably be late getting ready?”

      Conor took a hasty step back, surprise and wariness reflecting on his face.

      With a small sigh, Alex apologized. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap at you. I know you’re only trying to help. It’s just … last night was a lot, you know?”

      Conor’s face softened, and his gaze heated as he eyed her dress appreciatively. “Yes, I imagine it was. Having your memory magically suppressed for fifteen years, then coming back here, getting your memory back, and receiving a crash course in the supernatural—and your role in it, all in one day, must have come as a total shock.”

      “You can say that again.” Alex muttered as she shut the door behind her and started down the stairs, Larry at her heels.
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        * * *

      

      Conor led her around the front of the mansion and through the main doors into the grand foyer, where the ceiling soared two stories above their heads. The heels of Alex’s sandals made clicking sounds on the smooth, cream-colored marble floor as they crossed what seemed like a mile of tiles. Alex glanced around as they walked, taking in the graceful curve of the staircase leading to a gallery on the second level. Huge paintings and tapestries jostled for wall space with mounted swords and other weapons, piquing Alex’s educated eye with their ancient beauty and undoubted value.

      “Lunch is being served in the library today,” Conor said, before adding, “It’s Friday, so the normal crowd is here for the weekly poker game.”

      Alex flicked Conor an amused glance as they passed under the massive oak staircase, before taking a left and heading down a long corridor lined with massive carved oak doors. “Poker? My aunt hosts a weekly ghostly poker game. Why am I not surprised?”

      Conor grinned in amusement. “They play for haunting rights at Vinnie’s Italian restaurant. Vinnie doesn’t mind since it gives him bragging rights as the most haunted bar in San Antonio. It’s even on the haunted ghost walking tours, so the hauntings sure bring in the tourists.”

      “Okaaaayyyy … that’s interesting.” Alex couldn’t manage any more than that, as the idea of ghosts, let alone ones playing poker for haunting rights, boggled her mind a bit. It seemed her aunt hadn’t told her everything about the supernatural world when she had lived at the estate as a child. “What other surprises am I in store for at lunch? Poltergeists? Goblins? Demons?” Alex gasped as a scary thought struck her. “Oh god, please tell me they’re not playing Strip Poker!”

      Larry, trotting at her side, snorted a laugh. “Can you imagine?”

      “Unfortunately, I can,” Alex whispered with a grin.

      Conor snickered quietly and gave her a sideways smile before stopping outside a highly polished oak door. He knocked lightly, then whispered, “Ghosts have excellent hearing. Kind of like vampires. To answer your questions, poltergeists, no. Not usually, anyway, unless Crazy Jack shows up. Goblins, yes, just one. Demons, no. They hate poker. And everyone plays with their clothes on.”

      “Okay, great,” Alex muttered, nodding nervously. She cast a worried glance at Larry and asked Conor, “Are they going to have a problem with Larry being here? Uh … goblins don’t eat dogs, do they?”

      Larry, standing to attention at her side, gave her a disgusted look and mind-spoke a scathing reply. “Put on your big girl panties, woman. Don’t show fear to the ghosts, don’t meet the goblin’s eyes, and be careful not to walk through any ghostly apparitions. They hate that. And, for the record, I can handle a goblin with one paw tied behind my back.”

      The door swung open silently and Conor ushered Alex into the room. Larry pranced along at her side with his tail held high.
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      Alex gazed around the enormous room in awe, trying to take in everything at once. The two-story room was elegantly decorated. High above her head, a wide, filigreed wrought-iron balcony seemingly floated in mid-air, creating a second floor along two walls. Both floors featured floor to ceiling bookshelves filled to the brim with books, the far wall broken only by tall windows streaming with light. She would love to spend an afternoon in the massive library, browsing the titles and curling up in a comfortable chair with a stack of books.

      She realized she was procrastinating and being rude to her aunt and the gathered guests, so she shifted her focus to a large, round table in the middle of the room. Speaking of floating, several translucent figures occupied the card-strewn table, each hovering a few inches above their assigned chair and intent on their game.

      Alex stood awkwardly just inside the door, not wanting to interrupt the players. Conor cleared his throat and all eyes in the room immediately turned toward them, the motion of the game ceasing as the players appraised the new arrivals.

      One of the translucent figures rose and kind of floated across the room. Alex’s eyes filled when she recognized her aunt’s familiar form—the casually elegant blouse and trousers the woman … ghost wore complimented her trim, if translucent, figure. Her heart contracted as a montage of happy childhood memories surfaced from the fog in her mind. Her aunt’s signature perfume, which she recalled from the many hugs they shared during her childhood, filled the air. Maia had always been a hugger. Alex decidedly was not, but she recalled those loved-filled hugs with a sad pang.

      “Alex, my dear, it is so good to see you!” The ghost caressed Alex’s cheek, sending a chill through her skin. “Oh, I have missed you so much, my dear! I’m so sorry that I didn’t do a better job of protecting you! I’ve been searching for you ever since … never mind. Now is not the time to speak about such things.”

      The ghost moved back and studied Alex, her gaze filled with loving warmth. “You have grown into a beautiful woman, my dear. I have missed those inquisitive green eyes of yours. And your hair has kept its color—black as a raven’s wing. With your olive coloring and now you have those curves … oh my, you must have all the men interested in you, my dear.”

      Alex blushed scarlet at her aunt’s praise, both overjoyed to see the woman she considered a mother figure after so many years and embarrassed by her motherly teasing. “Aunt Maia!” Alex whispered, her tears spilling over. “Mom told me you had died, and that’s why I had to go live with her. I mean, I know you’re dead now, but I thought you were dead then—when she took me away from here.” She hesitated and asked the question foremost on her mind. “Was her taking me really a kidnapping? I mean, she is my mother.”

      Maia's lips tightened, her gaze filling with regret and a snap of anger. “Yes, Alex, I’m afraid your mother stole you away illegally. You were just beginning to walk when the courts awarded me full custody of you, both in the human and the supernatural world. Both judged your mother unsuitable to raise you.”

      Sadness filled the ghost’s gaze and she shrugged helplessly. “After she took you, your mother had a powerful witch place a dark magic shielding spell on both of you. The witch must have used my Keeper blood for the spell because, no matter how much I tried, even with Hecate’s help, I could never locate you. Until recently. Once I died … for real, this time, the black magic spell weakened enough that we were eventually able to pinpoint your location.”

      Maia pursed her lips and waved off further explanation. “We can talk more about this later, dear. For now, come and meet our current residents! Most have been vacationing with us for quite a while. The staff will bring lunch for you and Conor; I know you must both be hungry.”

      Larry nudged Alex’s leg with his cold nose and mind-spoke a request. “Tell her not to forget food for your Familiar—namely, me. I’m starving.”

      Alex smiled and reached down to stroke Larry’s soft topknot, assuring him she heard his hungry demand. There was so much to take in … and so much still unsaid. She suppressed a sigh and decided to corner her aunt later and ask her questions. Lots of questions.

      Maia gestured toward the table. “Come with me, dear. I want to introduce you to my friends.”

      As Alex followed her floating aunt, she asked what she knew Larry would consider the most important question of all. “Aunt Maia, could we get some food for my, uh, dog Larry?”

      “Of course, dear,” her aunt replied as they reached the table. “I’ve already ordered something I’m sure Larry will enjoy. Conor mentioned him to me when you both arrived.” The ghost’s eyes softened as she gazed at Larry. “I’m so glad you found each other before your arrival. Since you’re already magically paired, it’ll make things easier.”

      Make what easier, Alex wondered, as she studied the ghostly assembly ranged around the table. Oh, and the goblin. How she had missed him when she first entered, she didn’t know. The stocky creature crouched in a child’s booster seat. The size of a chunky toddler, the goblin’s thick, pale green skin and dark green hair served as counterpoints to the green baize felt covering the card table. His protuberant eyes studied her with a fierce and slightly feral curiosity.

      Maia pointed to the goblin. “This is Grenoble, Alex. Grenoble, this is my niece, Alex.” The ghost gave the little goblin an affectionate pat, which the creature accepted graciously. “Grenoble followed me home from my trip to France … the one I was taking when your mother abducted you, and he’s been staying here ever since.”

      “Grenoble is really very sweet, but he does like his meat raw, Alex, so I’d suggest keeping Larry well away from him.” The ghost shot the goblin a warning look.

      Grenoble nodded politely at Alex, and in a slightly insulted voice, rumbled, “I would never eat a Keeper’s Familiar.” Casting a derisive glance Larry’s way, he added, “Besides, he’s got way too much fluffy fur. I’m sure it’d get stuck in my teeth.” The goblin smiled, showing off an impressive set of extremely pointy, if slightly green, teeth.

      Larry stood tall, tail pointing straight up, and let out a low growl before mind-speaking an angry retort to Alex. “The green dude can try to eat me, but it wouldn’t end well for him. It would be HIS flesh between MY teeth, not the other way around.”

      Alex glanced down and met Larry’s gaze, saying aloud. “Behave, Larry. We are guests here. No shenanigans.” She mind-spoke a firm admonition. “No eating the residents … and no crapping in anyone’s shoes.”

      Larry smiled big, hanging his tongue out as far as it would go while eyeing the goblin appraisingly. The goblin returned Larry’s appraisal with one of his own.

      Alex fought an embarrassed blush and apologized to her aunt. “I’m sorry for Larry’s attitude, Aunt Maia. And for not mentioning that I was bringing a dog for my stay. I hope it’s alright.”

      “Larry is your Familiar, dear. Of course, it’s alright.” Maia gave Larry an amused look. “I wouldn’t expect you to travel without him, nor, I’m sure, would he let you do so.”

      Larry side-eyed Alex. “Can we talk about this stuff later? I’m so hungry that I’m gonna start gnawing on that goblin if we don’t see food shortly.”

      Alex flicked Larry an annoyed side-eye, then turned her attention back to her aunt, who proceeded with introductions of the ghostly guests.

      “Alex, this is Seth, Wilbur, Connie, and Elizabeth. Everyone, may I introduce my niece, Alexandria.” With a proud smile, Maia added, “Alex is the newly bonded Crossroads Keeper. She’s here to take my place.”

      As the ghostly guests nodded and murmured their greetings, Alex studied their wide-ranging attire. Several time periods were represented: the Regency elegance of Seth’s finely tailored cutaway suit jacket contrasted with the blue workman’s overalls worn by Wilber and with Connie’s very 1950s pink sweater twinset and poodle skirt. Her eyes widened as they reached the last guest.

      This ghost was less translucent than the others; in fact, her body appeared almost solid—vibrant color infusing the ghost’s face and clothing. She hovered over a chair, as did the other ghosts, but the rich folds of her velvet and brocade skirts covered the whole lower portion of the chair, hiding it completely. Her back was stiff, and her bust prominently displayed in a tight-fitting, low-cut, and beautifully embroidered bodice. A giant white ruff surrounded her neck, making it look as if her head sat on a round white tray. The ghost’s deep red hair hugged her head in an intricate series of curls and braids, on top of which sat an impressive, jeweled crown.

      Larry’s sarcastic words in her mind pulled Alex out of her fascinated study of the regal ghost. “Your mouth is open and you’re catching flies, dudette.”

      Promptly shutting her mouth, she tore her gaze away from the Renaissance era ghost, and looked a question at her aunt.

      Maia’s eyes twinkled with merriment. “This is Queen Elizabeth the First, dear, but she prefers Liz.”

      Okaaaay, Alex mused, working hard to cover her shock. We have a Queen of England in residence. Better watch my manners. She swiftly rifled through her returning childhood memories, but they didn’t include ghosts or goblins, or even poker games. Obviously, there was a heck of a lot about the supernatural world that her aunt hadn’t shared with her during her childhood years at the estate.

      The overwhelming anxiety she had experienced the previous evening returned in force. A deep, cleansing breath helped relieve some of the stress. Larry pressed his warm body against her leg reassuringly, which helped even more.

      Maia pointed toward the ceiling, where a ghost dressed like an Old West cowboy, right down to the chaps, spurs, and bolo tie, hung upside-down from the second-floor railing. “Last, but not least, that’s Jack, but he prefers Crazy Jack.”

      Crazy Jack cackled and waved his translucent Stetson hat. “Welcome home, girlie!” With a wild hoot, the ghost released the railing and circled the massive, glittering chandelier hanging high over the table, before settling himself amongst its gleaming brass branches.

      Conor, who Alex had completely forgotten about once they entered the room, spoke from her side, startling her. “We apologize for interrupting your poker game, Maia. If you’d like to finish your current hand while I see about getting lunch served?”

      “No worries, Conor. We just finished our last hand. Liz won. Again.” Maia’s mouth curved in a reluctant smile. “She has haunting rights at Vinnie’s bar for the next three weekends! The rest of us are going to get rusty at our haunting skills if we don’t start winning soon.”

      Grenoble gave a sour grunt of agreement, then hopped nimbly onto the table and collected the cards and poker chips, before jumping down and scurrying over to a carved oak sideboard set against the far wall. After putting away his bounty, he opened a drawer, retrieved a stark white damask tablecloth, and loped back to the table. With an expert movement, the goblin covered the table before hopping nimbly back into his booster chair. He patted his protuberant stomach and smacked thick, green lips. “What’s for lunch today, Keeper Maia? I’m starving!”

      Maia smiled indulgently at the little goblin. “Food is coming soon. Patience, my friend.” She returned her warm gaze to Alex and patted the chair next to her. “Sit here next to me, dear.”

      Conor took a seat beside Liz, greeting her as an old friend and laughing at something she said.

      Alex sat next to her aunt and gazed nervously around at the other guests, while Larry jumped up on the empty chair on Alex’s far side.

      “Git yer fluffy ass off my chair, you mangy cur! Nobody sits in Crazy Jack’s chair.” The cowboy ghost extricated himself from the chandelier, then swooped down and planted his translucent form in the chair, right on top of … or rather inside of Larry.

      Larry quickly jumped down and shook himself off. “It was worth a try, Alex,” he whispered, blinking innocently up at Alex. He sat casually at her feet, as if the cursing ghost meant nothing to him, but the chill in his eyes told another story.

      Several servers entered the room in a procession. They carried several huge round steel platters topped with food, which they placed on stands in the center of the table. The rich, garlicky, cheesy scent of New York-style pizza tickled Alex’s nose, and she inhaled deeply.

      Maia grinned at Alex and gestured at the fragrant food. “Your Uncle Vincent instructed his restaurant staff to bring over pizza with your favorite toppings for lunch today.” She pointed at the iced bucket that a server had placed on the table. “There’s your favorite soda, Dr. Pepper, too.”

      The pizza smelled wonderful, so Alex helped herself. Her heart softened knowing that Uncle Vinnie had indulged her love of pizza—and even remembered her favorite childhood toppings. She hadn’t had Dr. Pepper in fifteen years and wasn’t a big soda drinker anymore, but she accepted a can, opened and proffered by an attentive server. After a long sip of the frothy beverage, bubbles tickling her nose, Alex’s mind filled with memories of her childhood—and this time, no vicious migraine steered her mind away from them. Progress.

      Larry nudged her leg. “Hey, can I get a couple of pizza bones down here, please, before I expire from hunger?”

      Alex discreetly slipped a crust under the table to Larry’s waiting mouth and mind-spoke a rebuke. “You already ate a full bowl of kibble, you glutton, so don’t act like you’re starving.”

      “There’s starving and there’s starving,” Larry replied via mind-speak, since his mouth was busy with the chewy crust.

      A stately silver-haired man, dressed in a butler’s elegant suit, paused next to Alex’s chair. He bent and placed a china plate filled with fragrant chopped meat on the floor next to Larry and murmured, “Your main meal, Sir Larry.”

      “I could definitely get used to this,” Larry mumbled as he tucked ravenously into his lunch, not even sparing a glance for the butler.

      Alex thanked the man on Larry’s behalf. “Thanks. I appreciate you preparing something special for my furry companion.”

      The butler gave a stiff nod. “You are quite welcome, ma’am.” After giving Alex a polite smile, he marched around the table to Grenoble and placed a similar plate on the plastic tray attached to the goblin’s booster seat.

      Alex watched in horrified fascination as Grenoble buried his face in the meat, chomping and slurping messily, his hands gripping the tray tightly, as if afraid someone would snatch his food away at any moment. She started as a sharp voice penetrated her bemused study of the greedy goblin.

      “What we would like to know, Alexandria,” Liz asked in a distinctly queenly English voice, “Is what you are going to do about the body parts that have begun appearing at the Crossroads. We can’t have random bloody arms, legs, and heads just turning up willy-nilly. It’s very unsightly—and likely a symptom of something nefarious, which we just cannot have.”

      Everyone stopped talking and gazed at Alex expectantly.

      Alex frowned at her half-eaten pizza. Appetite gone, she placed the food back on her plate and eyed Liz with annoyance. The arrogant ghost’s ‘queen’ was definitely showing, she brooded. “Uh, body parts? At the Crossroads? This is the first I’m hearing of them. And what, exactly, makes them my responsibility?”

      Liz peered down her nose at Alex, which was quite a feat, considering the ghost wasn’t much taller than Grenoble. “The goddess Hecate has bonded you as Keeper of this Crossroads, has she not? That makes anything that happens at this Crossroads your responsibility, young lady.”

      Maia made a shushing motion toward Liz, then turned to Alex with a worried look that she quickly covered with a smile. “We can talk about all that later, dear. Let’s just enjoy our conversation while you enjoy your lunch.”

      Sure, Alex mused, as she played with the half-eaten slice of pizza on her plate. Let me just enjoy my food while envisioning random bloody body parts. Not for the first time, she wondered how she had found herself in this mess … and how soon she could extricate herself.

      “You gonna eat that?” Larry’s familiar voice in her mind distracted Alex from her gloomy thoughts. “If not, can I have it?”

      With a sigh, she lowered the rest of her lunch under the table to Larry’s waiting jaws.
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      When the luncheon broke up, the ghosts said their farewells before drifting off through the room’s walls and ceiling. Alex wondered where they were going, then recalled her aunt’s earlier words. Apparently, these ghosts were guests. They resided on the estate on some sort of extended vacation … although some of their stays stretched centuries. I guess they’re off to do whatever ghostly stuff ghosts do while on vacation, she mused.

      Sudden movement on her left startled Alex out of her ghostly activity reverie. She realized Grenoble had vacated his booster seat and now crouched a few feet away from Larry, who stood stiffly at her feet and was returning the goblin’s intent stare.

      Alex reached down, intending to scoop Larry up onto her lap, but he shook his head and moved away. “Grenoble and I were just mind-talking about going for a walk together,” Larry informed her, without breaking his stare-down with the goblin.

      Frowning, she flicked her gaze between the two starers, before mind-speaking her concerns to Larry. “Is that a good idea, bud? Going off with a raw-meat eating creature who probably thinks of you as a snack?”

      Maia tilted her head inquiringly at Alex. “What is it, dear?”

      Turning her back on the Familiar/goblin staring contest, Alex leaned close to her aunt’s translucent ear and whispered, “Uh, Larry wants to go for a walk with Grenoble. I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.”

      “Don’t worry, dear, Grenoble never breaks his word. He’s already told you he won’t eat a Keeper’s Familiar. Honor is very important in goblin culture; Larry will be perfectly safe with him.” Maia patted her arm and floated towards the door, gesturing for Alex to follow. “Why don’t you and I have a nice chat in the kitchen?”

      Alex rolled her eyes and followed her aunt from the room. As she strode past Larry, she shook her finger at him. “If you get eaten, I’ll never forgive you. Run if he looks hungry.”

      Her cheeky Familiar grinned, then fell into step with the little goblin. His parting, mind-spoken words provided her with little reassurance. “Never fear, Alex. You won’t get rid of me that easily. Plus, like I said, I could take this little green dude with one paw behind my back.”

      Alex sighed as she watched Larry’s tail swish down the wide hallway as he kept pace with his goblin companion. She worried that her pink-eared poodle partner would one day bite off way more than he could chew. Hopefully, today wasn’t that day. Well, on his own fluffy head be it, she reflected.

      “Alex? Are you coming, dear?” Maia’s insistent voice drifted down the hallway from the opposite direction.

      As she hurried after her aunt, Alex decided it was time to ask some questions. Okay, a lot of questions. Hopefully, her aunt would have answers—and be willing to share them with her.
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        * * *

      

      Alex followed the ghost’s floating figure down several increasingly familiar hallways until they emerged into a kitchen large enough to cook for an army. An enormous stone fireplace sat empty while modern stainless steel appliances and custom-made oak cabinets with marble countertops lined the walls. Someone had extensively remodeled the kitchen since Alex had last been here. For some reason, that saddened her.

      Clutching the door frame, she swayed dizzily as long-forgotten childhood memories flooded her mind. The kitchen filled with love and laughter as she and her aunt mixed cookie dough in a ceramic bowl. The scent of just-baked cookies cooling on racks placed on old wooden countertops. Her aunt lightly tapping her hand when she attempted to steal a too-hot cookie.

      Tears threatened and loneliness settled deep in Alex’s bones. Her stepfather. Her aunt. The only family she had ever loved with her whole heart, and who had loved her in return, were both dead. Maia was really and truly dead this time. It’s better to be alone, she reminded herself, than risk having my heart broken again.

      An enormous scrubbed-pine table, surrounded by sturdy pine chairs painted in bright Fiesta colors, filled the middle of the room. Alex smiled at the familiar furniture, recalling the many times she sat at the table doing homework while her aunt bustled around the kitchen. Her favorite chair had always been the purple one.

      When Maia grinned and gestured toward the purple chair in invitation, Alex’s heart warmed. Her aunt remembered her favorite chair. The chair’s woven seat creaked a sigh as she sat, as if welcoming her backside back after too many years away. The scent of beeswax filled her nose as she smoothed her hands over the table’s worn surface, its sweet fragrance familiar and comforting.

      Maia sat … or rather, hovered just above a chair across from Alex and gazed at her sadly. Translucent tears tracked down the ghost’s wavering face. “I never stopped loving you or searching for you, my dear. I’m so glad I—we finally found you and have you back home … back where you belong.”

      She paused and fought for control, before whispering brokenly, “You may not be my blood daughter, Alex, but you are my heart-daughter.”

      The many years apart fell away and Alex crossed her arms on the smooth pine table, buried her head in them, and cried for all the time … and memories she had lost. The light touch of her aunt’s chill hand as it stroked her hair made the tears come faster. “I felt so alone after Mom told me you died,” she sobbed. “I was so mad at you for leaving me. I mean, I knew it wasn’t your fault, but still. And Mom was no help; you know how emotionally cold she is. Don’t get me wrong. She paid for live-in sitters, provided lovely clothes, the best schools … but I know she did it out of duty, not love. Even as a child, I knew that much.”

      After crying herself out, Alex reluctantly sat up, took the tissues that hovered in her aunt’s ghostly grip, and wiped her eyes. The empathy in her aunt’s gaze almost broke her again, but she sniffed up her feelings and continued. “When Mom remarried a couple of years after I went to live with her, I was glad. Her new husband, my stepdad, Ben, was so nice to me right from the start. He talked to me as if my opinion mattered. We did things together—sailing, hiking, just talking. Ben was my heart-dad. When he died, I had my heart broken a second time. First you, then Ben. I swore I’d never care for anyone like that again. And I haven’t. I can’t. Do you understand, Aunt Maia?”

      Fixing her aunt with a fierce glare, Alex ground out, “I thought you died fifteen years ago, and I mourned you then. Come to find out, you’ve been alive and well all this time … until a few months ago, when you died—for real, this time. I came here to mourn you a second time. To plan your funeral and settle the estate. That’s it.”

      She shook her head and shrugged helplessly. “I wasn’t expecting Conor or Vinnie … or you—your ghost, I mean. And I sure as hell wasn’t expecting to meet an ancient Greek goddess … or be bound by her to this place as a Crossroads Keeper. It’s all way too much.”

      Choking on a sob, she gazed pleadingly at the grim-faced ghost. “I’m not ready for relationships again, Aunt Maia. I don’t know anything about the supernatural world—beyond the little you taught me as a child—which I’m just beginning to remember. There are so many holes in my memory … and in my heart. I can’t be what you all want. I have no experience, no training, no magical power. I can’t be a Keeper or build a team to protect the Crossroads. Hecate must be mistak⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare say that! Any of it!” Maia shouted, her translucent figure vibrating with anger. The ghost became more solid, color flowing over her, filling in her pinched features and form. “Your Uncle Vinnie. Me. Even Conor. We are your heart-family and always have been. After your mother … took you, we never stopped loving you or looking for you. Your heart may have been broken too many times, but it’s not dead, no matter what you think.”

      Maia clasped her hands and firmed her lips, visibly trying to calm herself. Color leached from her cheeks as she faded back into translucence. She fixed a narrow-eyed look on Alex. “As for your heritage as a Keeper, dear, it’s in your bloodline and has been your destiny since the goddess first bestowed the honor upon you as a child.” She pursed her lips and admitted, “I agree that you lack training and knowledge—it would have been easier if you were raised to be a Keeper. But your mother stole that from you, just as she stole you from me … and from the rest of your heart family. Don’t let my selfish sister’s actions wash your divine inheritance away in a sea of doubts.”

      Rising from her seat, Maia drifted around the table and stopped next to Alex’s chair. She smiled gently at her niece and placed a chill hand over Alex’s warm one. “You are so magically powerful, my dear—more powerful than I ever was. That’s why your mother took you. She was jealous of your magic, just as she was jealous of Hecate choosing me as the next Keeper instead of her all those years ago. My mother raised my sister to believe the Keeper position was hers by right. When Hecate chose me, instead, your mother became bitter and spiteful.”

      The ghost grimaced and shivered in remembrance. “Let’s just say you weren’t the only one with an unhappy childhood at the hands of my sister, or, as I like to call her—Helen the Cold-Hearted.” Maia patted Alex’s hand and murmured words of encouragement that sounded a lot like an order. “You absolutely cannot allow your past to determine your future, my dear.”

      Her aunt’s words pierced Alex’s heart and she gasped, realizing she was still angry with her aunt for dying all those years ago, leaving her to be raised by her uncaring mother. She had only discovered her mother’s lies a few days ago, during that fateful early-morning phone call from Maia’s attorney informing Alex of her aunt’s recent death. Alex had been devastated upon learning that her heart-mother hadn't died during her long-ago trip to France—and that they had both been denied building a lifetime of memories because of her mother’s lies.

      “I’m so, so sorry, Aunt Maia. I don’t blame you for anything that has happened. Not anymore. I’m just … so used to loss, to being alone, and to guarding my heart. My childhood experiences have made me a loner—and very independent. I’m so used to setting my own course that I’m not sure I can change. I like my apartment, my volunteer work at the animal shelter, and my life in Connecticut.” Even as she uttered the last sentence, Alex knew her protestations rang with untruth.

      During Alex’s diatribe, her aunt had floated around the kitchen, alternately nodding and shaking her head. “I understand, dear. I really do.”

      Resolutely, Alex turned her thoughts away from family matters to concentrate on her supposed divine inheritance. She flicked a glance at her aunt before returning her gaze to the soggy tissues still clutched in her hand. “Listen, Aunt Maia, I’m not sure exactly what happened with the goddess last night.” When Maia rolled her eyes, Alex shrugged and acknowledged the untruth of her last statement. “Okay, I do know what happened. I also know that Hecate—and you, both think I’m the chosen Crossroads Keeper … but I really don’t think I’m cut out for the job. At all.”

      Heaving a frustrated sigh, she continued her protest. “Damn it, I don’t even know what the job actually IS. I’m soooo not prepared for this, at the best of times. Plus, Hecate mentioned something about a dangerous darkness infecting the Crossroads that I need to deal with. And what’s this Queen Elizabeth—I mean Liz, mentioned about body parts littering the Crossroads and me being responsible for figuring that mess out, too?” Alex gave her aunt a mute look of mingled defiance and defeat.

      Her aunt’s ghost took a deep breath—or at least appeared to. Alex suspected that her dead aunt didn’t really need to breathe. Momentarily distracted, she mused, do ghosts breathe?

      After heaving another unnecessary sigh, Maia said, “Alexandria, dear, I know this is all a bit more than you are prepared for, and I’m really sorry about that. And I’m afraid there’s more I need to tell you. This approaching danger the goddess mentioned … she warned me about it several months ago. Conor and I were investigating things when I died.” After a brief hesitation, the ghost continued, her tone deadly serious. “Here’s the thing. Uh … my death wasn’t natural. Someone murdered me, Alex—and I think it was because of the trouble brewing at the Crossroads.”

      Alex reared back and stared at her aunt in shock. “What!? Murdered?! Do the police know? Are they investigating? Do you think the body parts are part of it, too?”

      The ghost met Alex’s horrified gaze straight on, sadness and grief lurking in her eyes. “My death was by magical means but the killer made it look like natural causes, so no, the police are not investigating. The body parts are a new wrinkle. The first parts showed up last week, and Conor found and buried them without telling me. A few days ago, more parts appeared while Conor was at the Crossroads … uh, experiencing a bad shift. Vinnie heard Conor’s groans and went to help, so they found the latest parts together.”

      Maia shrugged helplessly. “I’m not sure how Liz found out, but she has been in residence a long time and has her ways.” She subsided with a sigh, a pensive expression resting on her translucent face.

      A small splinter on the side of the table drew Alex’s attention. She picked at it distractedly and spoke in a flat voice. “Liz said it’s my responsibility as Keeper to sort out the situation with the body parts. I’m assuming she is correct?”

      “Well, technically, yes. She’s correct,” Maia replied reluctantly. She pursed her lips and added, “I’m sure my murder is connected to these body parts, as well. It’s just too much of a coincidence, otherwise, wouldn’t you say?”
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