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			About This Book

			Quinn is cursed. Bobbi’s a magical screw-up Together they might save two worlds.

			As ley-lines swell, thinning the veil between worlds, the witches of Hidden Coven guard their most precious resource—magic.

			Protected by dark wards and guided by a mad seer, the coven is still vulnerable to the attacks of a true demon intent on seizing the coven’s power.

			In this complete series of five novellas, Bobbi begins as a novice spell-caster, more powerful and dangerous than anyone guesses. She will have to become the warrior and protector that the divine Lady sees in her. 

			She’ll lay her life on the line.

			She’ll even question her sanity.

			Is it all worth it to save a coven that doesn’t seem to want her? 

			Quinn has his own demons to fight, including his cold-hearted mother and a mystical illness that threatens to take him down. Together, Bobbi and Quinn confront the family secrets that set their story in motion long before they were even born. 

		

	
		
			Book 1

			Inborn Magic

		

	
		
			
Incantation

			My will into fire. It was a simple spell. What could go wrong? I tilted my head, studying the three spell ingredients on the grass—an amethyst, a posy of fresh buttercups catching the last rays of sunlight, and a candle in a glass votive—all sitting with me inside a ring of salt.

			I had no idea if that was right. This was a seat-of-the-pants adventure. 

			Damn, it’s humid. 

			A proper witch left her hair long and loose for rituals. Mine hung like a damp towel around my neck. The grimoire suggested spells were best done sky-clad, but public nudity made me self-conscious. Even in my secluded backyard, I wore a long t-shirt and panties. 

			I peeled the shirt from my damp skin and rearranged the ingredients again, laying the flowers across the amethyst. Buttercups were a visual aid to represent heat and light. The crystal would bend my sympathetic magic to ignite the candle and POOF! I’d have fire. 

			Light into heat, heat into flame.

			I frowned at the wilted flowers. Did withered buttercups retain their affinity with the sun? Would a carnelian stone be better than the amethyst for fire magic? Maybe. I dithered and I knew it. 

			This was the problem with independent learning. I had no one to ask about the finer details of spell weaving. The only decent instruction book I’d found was Miss Abernathy’s Grimoire, an ancient, hand-written tome of dubious origin. Miss Abernathy said to “use a crystal attuned to your spirit and the cycle of seasons.” What the hell did that mean? How could I tell if a stone was attuned to me, let alone the season?

			I sighed. The afternoon wore on toward dusk. The amethyst would have to do. At least it had grounding properties. If nothing else, I could use some grounding. This whole process left me jumpy.

			Carefully, I poured more salt on the circle around me to keep out bad spirits. Better not to chance it. Not that I expected demons to be interested in my lowly attempt at magic, but Miss Abernathy’s first rule of conjuring was “try your best and prepare for the worst,” one of her frequent and slightly patronizing platitudes.

			The ground was warm and damp under me with the loamy smell of recent rain. I crossed my legs and stretched the kinks from my neck before closing my eyes and trying to relax. Turning my mind inward, I pushed away hundreds of fledgling thoughts vying for my attention. My connection to the ground evaporated as I tuned out the itch of grass on calves and thighs. Waves of light and shadow swirled across the canvas of my closed eyelids, splitting and melding like breakers on a beach. 

			This has to work. 

			The number of near-disasters and odd coincidences in my life came to a head last month. I could still feel the strain of my clenched fists while Charles, my cheating ex-boyfriend, choked and clawed at his throat. I hadn’t touched him, but his eyes bulged, and his face turned red before realization made me stop. I had done that to him. 

			That fiasco spurred me to finally take up the reins of my education into the dark arts. 

			Wrong thoughts. 

			I shoved Charles aside and focused on the sensation of my body parts dropping away one by one. My toes disappeared first, then my calves. A light breeze prickled my sweaty skin, breaking my concentration. 

			Deep breath in. I began again.

			Goodbye toes, calves, thighs, shoulders…

			My mind floated in a whorl of light and dark, free but anchored to the secret well inside me—a space between my heart and my womb where I imagined all my memories, hopes and dreams were stored. I dipped into that well, drawing on the power I found there.

			I opened my eyes. The last rays of sun glinted off the crystal.

			“Ignis.” My voice rang like a church bell heard two counties away. 

			The amethyst glowed, so dark purple it was nearly red. The rest of the world blurred and darkened as I looked down a long tunnel at the stone and posy. 

			Light into heat, heat into flame. Power of the sun into fire!

			Something inside me broke, like the membrane around a yolk, spilling power through my veins.

			“Ignis!” I shouted. 

			The amethyst gleamed.

			The flowers blackened and smoked. 

			Light into heat, heat into flame! 

			The candle wick sparked. A giddy surge of power washed over me. It was amazing. Exhilarating! Every fiber of my body tingled with a brilliant intoxication. I held up fingers that glowed from within. I was the fading twilight, even as I bathed in the twilight. I was the power. Magic rushed through me, flooding my veins, bolstering me until I felt like a leaf tossed on the wind. I laughed with pure joy. 

			Then the wind became a tornado. 

			Magic turned livid. Light flared with a white-hot screech. Pain shot through me. The candle shattered in an explosion of wax and glass, slashing me with dozens of tiny blades. But the pain went much deeper. This new force bit my soul, tore a piece of me away, and shredded my power.

			I tried to scream but heard only a desperate gurgle from my throat. 

			I couldn’t move.

			The magic I’d unleashed thrummed, drowning out all sound and thought. I tried to unlatch the razor-sharp tendrils biting into me, binding me to the magic. But they clung to my secret well. I’d laid open my sacred space, and it was now violated by power I couldn’t control. I was caught, held tight in an invisible iron grip. 

			And it sucked my magic dry.

			Frozen, I teetered back and hit the ground.

		

	
		
			
Salvation

			The pain of my face rubbing against the ground woke me. My body spasmed with cold that had nothing to do with the weather. My thoughts rolled like sludge. I tried to sit up but my arms and legs didn’t respond. I breathed deep. At least my lungs worked. 

			Shards of glass littered the ground and clung to my skin and hair. A war drum pounded in my head. I felt a desperate need to blink, but couldn’t force my eyelids shut. 

			How long had I been out? My limited view took in the back end of the yard, the fence and tall cottonwood tree now lost in shadow.

			I tried to move my legs. Nothing. The effort left me shaking again.

			The ground felt solid and rough under my bare legs. A whispering breeze chilled my damp skin. I could feel these sensations, but I couldn’t move.

			You are a strong, intelligent woman. You got yourself into this mess. You can get yourself out.

			I tried to calm the panic tightening my chest by going through the spell’s instructions again. What had Miss Abernathy said about such things? I’d read a quarter of the massive grimoire, written as it was in fine, cramped script, but I remembered that only advanced witches could affect permanent change. Most spells wore off over time. 

			I’d have to wait it out. Or someone would eventually find me. Tomorrow, when I didn’t show up to open my shop, Danielle would come looking for me. Or she’d call my dad and he’d come. I wished I’d put on something more than a thin t-shirt and polka-dot underwear. 

			I was cold, but reason told me I wouldn’t freeze to death, not in August in Pennsylvania. Unfortunately, reason had left me when the candle exploded. Fear replaced it. 

			A car door slammed. Feet crunched on my gravel driveway.

			“Are you sure this is the place?” asked a deep voice. A woman answered too softly for me to understand.

			I’d left my windows open and the doorbell chimed clearly through the house. I was torn between the need for help and wariness of the strangers. But surely, someone who wished me harm wouldn’t ring the bell? 

			After a short wait, feet crunched on the gravel again.

			Back here! Back here! I screamed in the silence of my mind, willing the pair not to leave. I couldn’t be left alone again. I’d die here. I felt it with every beat of my heart. My body would shut down, bit by bit, and I would die.

			The footsteps continued past the driveway to the back gate. The latch rattled and stuck. The deep voice swore. Tears blurred my eyes, and my heart pattered erratically. I feared the strangers at the gate, but I feared they’d walk away and leave me frozen and alone even more.

			The gate swung open with a creak, and footsteps thumped as the couple ran toward me.

			“Are you all right?” Her soft hands touched me, looking for injury. “Quinn! She’s bleeding!” 

			An upside-down face appeared in my line of vision, giving me only an impression of long dark hair and big eyes.

			“Can you move?” she asked. “Are you hurt? My name is Abilene. This is my brother, Quinn.”

			“Abi, give her some air. She’s spell-locked. Look at the circle of salt.” The deep voice reflected irritation. Suddenly, I was very conscious of my polka dot panties. Then the rest of his words sunk in. 

			Spell-locked?

			 “Your name is Barbara. Is that right?” Abilene said.

			Bobbi, not Barbara. No one had called me Barbara in a long time. But how did these strangers know my name? Was it a coincidence they’d found me when I needed help? Or had they been looking for me? 

			“You’re caught in a serious magical backlash,” she said. “We’re going to help you.” They stepped back to confer. My senses were in hyper-drive and their whispers grated like sandpaper on a sunburn.

			“We have to take her to Mom,” Abilene said.

			“No.”

			“Quinn, I can’t do it on my own.”

			“It’s not an option. She’s a complete unknown.”

			“She’s a novice. Look at the setup. Crystals for God’s sake. She’s a complete amateur. No way she’s a threat.”

			Amateur? I would have taken offense, except she was right. 

			A long silence crept by before Quinn’s face appeared in my line of sight. In the dark, I saw only the angular shadow of his chin and jaw.

			“We’re going to help you, but we can’t do it here. I promise we mean you no harm. We have to take you to someone who can unlock your aether. Do you understand?”

			I didn’t understand, but he radiated calm authority. My fear and panic eased so suddenly, I wondered if they’d drugged me.

			“I’m going to pick you up now.” Strong arms supported me under shoulder and knee as I was hoisted up and held against a solid chest. Moments later he laid me gently in the back seat of a car. 

			“She’s shivering,” Abilene said. 

			“Her wellspring is dangerously dry,” Quinn said in clipped tones. I heard the keys as he tossed them to Abilene. He slid into the seat beside me and snapped, “Drive.” 

			Abilene drove too fast on the country roads, skidding around corners. Quinn covered me with a blanket. I shook violently. Was I having a seizure? He rubbed my arms and legs, then gave up trying to calm my shaking and pulled me bodily onto his lap. His warmth drenched me in comfort.

			“Easy,” he whispered, tucking my head under his chin and wrapping his arms around me. “It’ll be all right.” 

			Somehow, I believed him.

		

	
		
			
Detention

			Time dragged by in a haze. An icy ball sat in my chest, radiating cold through my bones. I wanted to sleep, let the cold take me…

			“Stay awake,” said a gruff, male voice. 

			Someone shook me. Quinn. I could smell him—deep woods and male sweetness. I clung to the scent, the only sensation penetrating my fogged brain.

			I was fading. That was okay—cold, but painless. I’d see my birth parents and sister again. It had been so long…I could hear her calling “Bobbi!” in her little girl voice…always yelling at me for teasing…

			Hard hands jostled me. Voices murmured. We were moving again. I tried to tell them to let me go. My face thumped against Quinn’s chest. Running. Hard footsteps. Stairs? Strange smells, clean but unfamiliar. A bed. Finally. I drifted…

			“You’ve got yourself in a right pickle.” The new voice vexed me. A woman. Something hot pressed to my lips, and liquid burned my throat. The drink jolted me back to life, reigniting the searing cold inside me.

			Shadows flitted past my eyes. Hands probed, testing for a pulse and rubbing life back into my cold limbs.

			“Barbara? Can you hear me?”

			Bobbi! I wanted to scream. It seemed important. If I was going to die here, I wanted die with the right name. 

			“I’m Jane.” Her hands pressed my stomach and moved upward, past my chest to my neck. She peered into my face, too close for me to see more than a smudge of nose and eyes.

			“My daughter says you lit up the night with that spell you tried. You lost too much magic and your wellspring is locked tight. I’m going to fix you now. There may be some pain, but then you’ll feel better.” 

			She seemed familiar, like the few vague memories I had of my mother. Maybe it was her posture, or the faint scent of sage clinging to her clothes. Her hands returned to my stomach. The warm touch soothed until she slammed a fist into my chest. Shattering pain jolted through me. Then everything went black.

			Again.

			*

			I woke to daylight streaming through a small window. I sat up and the memory of my ordeal hit me. Bandages covered the worst of the glass cuts on my arms. I tested the rest of my limbs. Hands working. Check. Toes pointing. Check. All seemed in order, and yet, I felt like a disjointed collection of badly used parts.

			The roof slanted over my head as if I were in an attic, but the room was clean and airy. I wondered if I should wait for someone to come for me or get up and find my hosts. 

			My hands trembled. I lay back on the pillows, thinking about the series of bad decisions that brought me to this strange place. Learning magic wasn’t like learning to write computer code or even like educating oneself in history or math. Magic couldn’t be self-taught. Or it shouldn’t be, I now realized. I owed someone a big thank-you for bringing me back from the edge of disaster. Time to find out who my saviors were.

			I stood and waited out a touch of lightheadedness. Someone had changed my shirt and left a pair of cotton shorts folded on a chair and canvas runners on the floor below. I dressed, wishing I had a brush or even a bra. Without a mirror, I ran a hand through my tangled hair and opened the door. 

			In a hallway with staircases at either end, I passed several closed doors. Could one of them be a bathroom? I was past the point of needing one. 

			Indistinct voices filtered up from below. I peered over the landing. A man and a woman sat around a small table, drinking tea from earthenware cups. 

			“Abi says she’s powerful,” he said. 

			I recognized his voice from last night. Quinn. The memory of his arms holding me in the car and his soothing voice came back in a rush of…what? Embarrassment? Attraction? Apprehension? He sat with his back to me. I studied the strong lines of his shoulders and the dark hair that curled despite the short cut. 

			“We should keep her here,” the woman said, “until we know more.” 

			I remembered her name. Jane. The one who’d unlocked me. She must be some powerful witch if the others deferred to her. 

			She didn’t look like a witch. A silver bob framed her lined face. She wore a printed dress with a knit sweater over her shoulders, despite the heat. Glasses hung from a chain around her neck. She looked like she’d be right at home baking cookies for a herd of grandchildren, except for her flat expression of distaste.

			I looked around the room. The rustic decor had touches of floral and lace. Statues of the eternal gods—male and female—sat on a plain wooden altar next to candles and shallow bowls. Those would be filled with salt, water, and earth for castings. This was definitely a witch’s house. I looked at the altar with greedy longing. Here, I could learn from real magic users.

			Quinn shook his head. “She has to go. The sooner the better.” 

			And I thought Quinn and I had hit it off.

			“I’m telling you, she can help,” Jane said.

			“She’s completely untrained!” Quinn thumped his mug on the table.

			“If we don’t welcome the untrained, then we have no purpose.”

			“Our purpose is to protect those who already live within the coven’s ward.” 

			“She can’t leave.” Jane’s lips set in a firm line. “I won’t let her.”

			Whoa, what?

			Quinn leaned back in his chair. “You won’t keep her here if she doesn’t want to stay. I’m not even sure the ward will contain her. Abi can still sense the aether she let fly last night.”

			Damned right, you won’t keep me.

			Jane seemed to consider his words. “I won’t let her leave. Not yet. I’ll put a confusion spell on her, if I have to.”

			Was she serious? Could Jane really keep me here against my will? And why not? They obviously knew a whole lot more about magic than I did. 

			I had to get out. Looking for the door, my gaze lit on the altar again, and I wavered with indecision. I really wanted to know more about magic. On the other hand, a confusion spell didn’t sound like something I wanted to learn about, at least not from the wrong side of the incantation.

			Why couldn’t Jane and Quinn be the good people they appeared to be? That would be so simple. But I heard my brother’s admonishing voice in my head.

			“You’re too trusting.” Ryan had warned me away from that cheating scum, Charles, and I hadn’t listened. Ryan also said I only learned not to play with fire by getting burned. Maybe it was time to change that.

			I inched away from the banister. 

			“Mother, you can’t keep her against her will,” Quinn said, his voice low and dangerous. “The Thirteen will never allow it.”

			“The Thirteen will do as I say. If I want her to stay, she’ll stay.”

			I didn’t know who the Thirteen were, but I wasn’t sticking around to find out. Jane might have helped me last night, and I was grateful, but I wouldn’t be anyone’s prisoner. No way. No how.

			I tiptoed down the back staircase, my need to flee at odds with my need to stay quiet. The stairs led to a rustic kitchen with a wood stove in the corner. The earthy scent of dried herbs hanging among the pots and pans filled the air. Not one modern appliance marred the old-fashioned room. No dishwasher, microwave or mixer. 

			I snuck out the door in hopes of walking to town or flagging down a passing car, but found no driveway or road, only a path snaking toward a garden. Flowering bushes mingled with herb plants in a wild tangle. Quickly, I lurched away from the house. I needed to hide before Quinn and Jane realized I’d skipped out. 

			The path led to a small shed. No, not a shed. An outhouse. I cracked open the door and the ripe scent confirmed it. Not one to look gift potties in the mouth, I slipped inside and relieved my bulging bladder. 

			Back on the path, I wondered where I was. How far had we driven last night? I had no way to know. No phone to call my father either. Nothing but my feet to get me home. 

			I tried to run, but my legs felt like rubber. I settled for a brisk walk. The path curved around an orchard of pear trees and came out…

			…into a medieval town square.

		

	
		
			
Disorientation

			A cobblestone street swept in a circle around the square. At its center, a small fountain flowed over a pile of rocks into a pool. Cottages lined the outside edge of the road. Many had tiny gardens, walled to keep out rabbits and bursting with vegetables and herbs. The first people to catch my eye were dressed in homespun fashions that mimicked medieval-wear and added to my confusion.

			A crazy thought nearly unhinged me. 

			Have I traveled back in time? 

			After last night, I was ready to believe anything. But no, some of the villagers were dressed in jeans and t-shirts. A few women wore long tie-dyed skirts and flowing hippie blouses. Not a time shift, but something was definitely off about this place.

			Everyone engaged in purposeful activity. One woman, dressed like me in shorts and a t-shirt, knelt in her garden to pull weeds. A teen boy chopped wood. An older woman hung towels to dry on a clothesline. She smiled and nodded as I walked by her cottage. Several dogs ran through the square and a grey tabby cat watched all the activity with a lazy gaze from the top of a stone wall. 

			I headed toward the fountain, where a young woman with brilliantly blond hair filled a bucket from the pool. She offered me a wooden cup.

			“Drink the gods’ water, ya?” Her round cheery face eased my nerves.

			“Thanks.” I took the cup and drank. The water was crisp and cold. I hadn’t realized how thirsty I was. 

			“My name is Olga. These are Olga’s buns, ya?” She held out a basket of hot cross buns. 

			“I’m sorry, I have no money.” 

			“No matter.” The woman shoved a bun into my hand. Hesitantly, I took one and bit into the doughy sweetness.

			“Delicious,” I said, with a full mouth. Olga beamed.

			“They are special good-morning treat. Pick-me-up buns,” she winked. “You hungry, you thirsty, you come see Olga, ya?”

			“Ya. I mean, yes.”

			Olga beamed again and moved on.

			The food did revive me. I wondered if Olga laced her buns with caffeine or something more mystical, but I welcomed the boost.

			I followed the road around a bend, munching my breakfast, and came upon a group of children sitting under a tree, listening to a man sing a silly song about a cat who kept coming back to the accompaniment of his guitar. I remembered it from a TV show I’d watched as a child. 

			“…Buuuuuut, the cat came back the very next day,” the man sang and all the children laughed. 

			I hurried down the road that swung past more cottages and more people busy with morning chores. Another ten minutes of walking found me back in front of the fountain. Olga grinned and offered me another bun.

			What the hell? Was there no way out of this place? My need to flee became palpable, a frantic bird caged in my chest. I followed the cobblestones again. Unease grew in me by the second. 

			I looked for any kind of intersection. Before I hit the main square again, I stopped, breathing heavily in the morning heat. Sweat trickled into the hollow of my back. The fountain square was just around the bend ahead. Jane’s house would be to the left. I glanced down that path. No one was after me yet. I headed right, into the thick forest. 

			I had to find the main road.

			Stealth wasn’t my forte. I cracked branches, stumbled over roots and crushed wildflowers in a mad dash to get away. I left a trail a blind man could follow, but speed was my best defense.

			Already thirsty, my head throbbed like the worst hangover I could remember. What had I done to myself last night? Obviously, the spell had backfired. And it hurt. A lot. I hoped I hadn’t done any permanent damage. 

			I jogged until a stitch in my side left me gasping. Bending to relieve the pain, I sucked in air. A buzzing noise filled my ears, reminding me of the failed spell. Could I still be under its effects? I shook my head, but the noise remained. That was definitely magic. Someone was casting a spell nearby.

			My legs burned with exertion, but thoughts of Jane’s threat urged me on. I slowed to a walk, gulping air. The buzzing blended with another sound. 

			Rushing water. I scanned the trees, looking for the river. My body screamed for hydration. I stumbled on.

			A thick fishy smell overlaid the forest scents. It had to be the Anneke River. I could follow it downstream all the way to Ashlet, where it ran through town. All the way home. Unless I was east of Ashlet. Then I could be wandering into more wilderness. 

			Indecision didn’t stop me long. I could only think of getting to water. I blundered through greenery. The rushing sound increased but so did the buzzing. 

			The river flowed just ahead, and water glittered between leaves. I eased my pace. Something was wrong. I felt an odd pressure in my head, and the buzzing noise had grown too. I opened and closed my jaw, trying to pop my ears. 

			Moving forward, every step was an effort as if I moved through molasses. The air seemed to push against me. I pushed back, hands held wide in front of me. One painful step at a time, I forced myself forward.

			I had to…get to…the river.

			The buzzing sound screamed across my skin, raising the hairs in alarm. I couldn’t stop. Every second in this place confirmed my need to run.

			Just…a little…farther. 

			The ground sucked at my feet. The sky weighed on my head. 

			One step more. Water was only a leap away. Water meant freedom. And sweet, sweet hydration.

			Something hit me from the side and I fell face-first into the brush.

		

	
		
			
Temptation

			I hit the ground. Breath burst from my lungs. A large, hard body crushed me. I thrust my elbow into flesh and heard an “oof!” Kicking backward, I scrambled away, raking dirt and ripping nails.

			“Barbara! Stop!” The voice rose in anger. My desperate mind took a minute to register it. Quinn.

			He pulled me to a sitting position. My brain still fogged, I slapped away his hand. We stared at each other, neither blinking, neither moving, both of us struggling to catch our breath. 

			“Are you crazy or just stupid?” His voice echoed as if from far away. The buzzing bothered me like a swarm of gnats. He grabbed my hand and yanked me farther into the woods, away from the water’s edge, until the sound dimmed. 

			We sat on a boulder and he thrust a bottle of water at me. I gulped, not caring that most of it spilled down my neck. I wiped my arm across my chin and, for the first time, I looked into the face of my savior—my would-be captor and now attacker. 

			He was angry. His brow pressed down, lips thinned in fury. Short, dark hair curled in the humid heat. A strong jaw and prominent cheek bones highlighted his almond-shaped eyes, so dark blue, they were almost black. It was an interesting face, one I could imagine fitting in anywhere in the world, though handsome enough to always stand out. 

			His chest heaved from the run and my eye was drawn to an iridescent beetle charm on a leather cord around his neck. It rose and fell, catching the light as he caught his breath. Had he run all the way from Jane’s house to stop me? From what?

			“Quinn, right?”  

			He nodded.

			“What the hell was that?” I waved weakly toward the water. “And while you’re at it, where the hell am I?” 

			“Barbara, right?” he said, mimicking my questioning style.

			“Bobbi,” I rasped. “Call me Bobbi, not Barbara.” 

			“Bobbi, then.” He crossed his arms and glared.

			Away from that awful buzzing sound, my mind cleared. I froze. My hand clamped around the water bottle.

			“Did you put a confusion spell on me?” My muscles shook with fatigue, but rage was a great motivator, urging me to run again. “Tell me now! What have you done to me?”

			Quinn held out his hands. “I didn’t do anything to you.”

			“Why’d you tackle me?” 

			“Because you were too stubborn to stop when you felt magic about to crush you.” His eyes lashed me. “You did feel it, didn’t you? That pressure?” 

			I nodded and he grunted as if I’d confirmed my incompetence. 

			“It’s a ward, the boundary of coven lands. A protection covering the entire island. Any witch with a bit of sense would feel it and know to stay away.” 

			A ward? Like an invisible barrier? It seemed impossible, but hadn’t I been the one trying to conjure fire last night? How could I believe in one kind of magic and not the other? And I could feel it. The incessant buzzing pressed like opposing magnets.

			“But you come and go. Doesn’t it hurt you too?”

			“No, I’m keyed to it. Like anyone who lives here. You’re not. If you tried to cross, it would…” He frowned. 

			“It would kill me?” I could still feel the pressure of that awful magic squeezing the breath from me, even as it lured me into its trap.

			“Maybe not. You’re pretty tough.” He smiled faintly. “But it would hurt like hell.”

			I glanced at the river. My stomach turned in knots.

			“Seems drastic. What if a regular person,” I didn’t know the proper term, “stumbled on it. You could hurt someone.”

			Quinn shook his head. “The ward includes an obfuscation element too. A mundane would be turned away long before the ward could hurt them.”

			A million questions vied for my attention. I’d never felt so ignorant in my life. But I needed one thing out of the way first.

			“I heard you this morning. Jane said she would keep me here. Against my will.” I tried to push as much venom into those words as possible, to let him know I wouldn’t be used so easily. He studied me. I crossed my arms over my thin t-shirt as much in defiance as to hide the fact that I wasn’t wearing a bra.

			“Am I a prisoner here?”

			“Not at all.” He raised an eyebrow. “I’ll take you home as soon as you’re ready. I give you my word. You shouldn’t chance the ward alone, but I brought you through safely last night. I can do it again.” 

			I wanted to trust him, but reason—with my brother’s sardonic voice—urged me not to. Quinn noticed my hesitation and frowned. 

			“I won’t let Jane or anyone else hurt you.” Calm assurance flowed with his words, and my panic eased. Quinn wasn’t so bad.

			“I have a lot of questions.”

			“You can ask them.” His tone implied he didn’t need to answer.

			“I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what’s going on.” It was a dangerous gamble. Quinn obviously wanted me gone and fast, but the longer I delayed leaving, the longer Jane might get her way.

			“Fine.” He leaned against a tree, a picture of ease. “Shoot.”

			I took a deep breath and tried to order my thoughts.

			“What is this place?” 

			He leaned in. I jerked away, but he smiled, plucked a leaf from my hair and let it drop. 

			I hardened my frown. He wasn’t going to charm his way out of answering my questions.

			“This,” he sighed and waved one hand at the trees, the village and the ward, “is the Hidden Coven.” As if that explained everything.

			“So, you’re witches?” 

			Quinn gave me a pass for the dimwitted question. “So are you.”

			“Yeah, I got that part.” Even if I was in sore need of training. “How did you find me? Last night, I mean. How did you know I needed help?”

			“My sister, Abilene, is a sensate. She can sense magic in all its forms. And you gave off a pretty powerful surge. She was in Ashlet when she felt it. We found you by the residual aether. Abi said it was like a bright cloud around your house. That’s how I tracked you this morning, too. I’m not as strong as Abi, but I can read a magic signature, and you’re still humming with it.”

			I was a beacon of ignorance. Terrific.

			“And my name? How did you know it?”

			I expected more hocus-pocus, but he only shrugged and said, “Google.”

			I blinked. Could this day get any weirder?

			“Jane is your mother, right?”

			Quinn nodded.

			“She said I need to stay. Why?”

			Quinn chewed on that question for a long minute before answering. Was he trying to come up with a lie or only choosing his words carefully? 

			He finally huffed out a breath and said, “Jane wants you to stay for the same reason I want you gone.” His eyes hardened. “The coven is in danger. It takes a lot of energy to protect us from our enemies. I think you’re an unnecessary risk to our security. I don’t like strangers. And I don’t like surprises.” He ran a hand through his short hair as if he was used to a longer cut. “But you’re a very strong witch. Jane thinks you can help us…”

			“I can’t! I’m barely a witch at all. You saw. I can’t even light a candle without blowing things up!” I held up my bandaged arms as proof.

			“And that’s why I want you gone. You’re an unknown. A liability. It’s my job to keep this coven safe and you do stupid things like tap your wellspring dry and blunder into wards.”

			“Gee, Quinn, why don’t you tell me how you really feel?”

			He closed his eyes and gripped his odd bug necklace as if he found solace or wisdom in the touch.

			“I’d like to help you, but I can’t risk it. Not now. I’m sorry.”

			“You don’t get to decide.” 

			I startled at the new voice. Jane stepped from the shadow of a tree. Instinctively, I took a step backward. Quinn didn’t even turn to face Jane, as if he’d sensed her before she spoke. 

			“Mother, she’s too dangerous.”

			I grunted back a hysterical laugh. Of all the witches standing in these woods, I was the least dangerous.

			“Exactly why we can’t let her go home without proper training.” Jane strode up to Quinn. She stood no taller than his shoulder, but she stared into his face with determination. “She unleashed her aether. There is no turning back. What if Koro found an untrained witch with her power? She wouldn’t stand a chance. And neither would we.” I looked from the small pale woman to her tall fierce son. 

			“Who’s Koro?” I asked.

			Jane turned to me, but ignored my question. “Let us give you some basic training.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “No confusion spells?”

			Jane’s flat expression gave nothing away. “I won’t force you, since my son objects so vehemently.” She didn’t look at him. Her steely gaze never left my face. “Please stay for a week. Let us teach you.” 

			Magic boot camp. It seemed like a small price to pay to learn how to control my magic. But could I trust them? 

			“I have a business to run and family,” I said. “They’ll worry if I’m gone for long.”

			“I’m sure you can arrange your affairs,” Jane said. “But before you decide there’s something you should see.”

		

	
		
			
Divination

			My energy waned. On the trek back to the village, I had to stop several times to rest. I felt as if someone had pulled a plug, and bits of me were swirling down the drain faster than I could catch them. Jane seemed impatient with my slow pace. She walked briskly, stopping to look back with a frown every time I paused for a breather.

			“You ran your wellspring dry last night.” Quinn helped me over a log blocking the path. 

			“My wellspring?” He’d mentioned this before but it still didn’t make sense.

			“The source of your aether.”

			“Could you speak mundane please?” I snapped. Exhaustion made me cranky.

			“Every witch has magic deep within her. Call it a life force or even a soul.” He touched the beetle at his neck. I wondered if he knew how often his hands strayed to it. “That’s your aether. The wellspring is the vessel holding that power within you. Put simply, aether is pure magic. The wellspring is the cup that contains it.”

			“And all witches have this aether?” I asked.

			“Everyone does. But not everyone can access it, not even all witches.”

			I remembered connecting to the amethyst, then the dreadful pulling sensation, as if my vital organs were being sucked from me. 

			“Is that what hurt when my spell went wrong? Did I somehow damage my wellspring?” I imagined a crystal goblet shattering, spilling my soul.

			“You weren’t properly grounded for that spell.” Jane waited for us to catch up again. “Magic is greedy, and since you weren’t connected with the earth’s natural power, the spell pulled everything from you. Good thing your wellspring was so deep or you would have died before you severed the link.”

			I frowned. “I don’t remember severing it.”

			“Well, you did. More proof of how strong you are.” She seemed smug, as if my strength reflected more on her good judgment than my deeds.

			I mulled it over as we broke through the last bit of brush before the village square. They kept saying I was a strong witch. I didn’t feel strong. I felt scared, weak and vulnerable. 

			The village was even busier now. We passed an open-air kitchen where a young witch fed vegetables into a giant pot hanging over a fire-pit. Standing by a wooden chopping block, two more women kneaded dough. They smiled and nodded respectfully to Jane but waved flirtatiously at Quinn as we walked by. The people here were every shape, color and age. I heard several different languages spoken as we made our way toward the village center. 

			I wondered about the organization of witches on a global scale. How had this place existed without anyone knowing? Were there other covens? Other supernatural beings? My mind shied away from that. I wasn’t ready for vampires or werewolves. 

			Olga still stood at her little cart by the spring. She handed me a cup of water with a wide smile, and I gulped it down.

			“Have another cup,” Jane said. “You’ll feel better.”

			It did help. The coolness spread down my throat and tingled in that place I imagined as my wellspring.

			Olga handed me another bun, took in my haggard appearance and piled a second one in my hand with a wink.

			“Thank you.” I took a bite and savored the cinnamon sweetness.

			“Go easy on those,” Quinn said. 

			“Do they really help with fatigue, or is that my imagination?” 

			“They’ll give you a burst of energy all right, but in your state, you’ll crash hard when they wear off.”

			I took another big bite. They were so good, I’d take my chances. 

			“Come with me,” Jane said. She headed down a path no wider than a deer trail that I hadn’t noticed on my first run through town. Quinn motioned for me to follow. Once in the trees, the path widened. A young man sat on a low wall blocking our way. When he saw us, he jumped off the wall and stood ram-rod straight.

			“Morning, Karl,” Quinn said. “Everything quiet?” 

			Before answering Quinn, Karl bowed to Jane.

			“Good morning, Mistress.” Jane returned the greeting with a nod, and he turned his attention to Quinn. “All’s quiet, sir, but I just came on duty. Ben said that last night was rough. Siranda is unsettled.”

			 An uneasy feeling settled in my gut. Why did they need a guard so close to town? Wasn’t that what the giant invisible ward surrounding the entire coven was for? Or did the guard protect something hidden in the woods? And who was Siranda?

			A long wail erupted from the trees and Karl grimaced. “She’s about to start up again.”

			The sound continued for several heartbeats, a cry halfway between the howl of a wolf and the lament of a mourner. Power sizzled through the ground under my feet, similar to the buzzing of the ward, but less aggressive. I recognized that signature. Magic. 

			The wailing continued in a terrifying harmony.

			We entered a clearing with two stone hills, typical of old tomb cairns. The ground encircling them was well-trodden. Several paths led away to cottages tucked between the trees. Guards sat by the opening to each cairn. More witches lounged on lawn chairs outside the cottages, but no one spoke to us.

			We circled the first cairn until a small opening showed a hollow inside. Quinn nodded that I should go in, but he was tense and frowning. Clearly, he didn’t want me here. 

			Jane pushed between us. “Come. Meet Siranda.” 

			I ducked under the low arched doorway. My eyes took a moment to adjust to the darkness. 

			A wraith-thin woman with milky eyes huddled on a pile of rags. Mouth agape, drool running into her greasy hair, she broke into a wail that scraped along my nerves. Collar bones stuck out of her thin shirt as her body arched into the scream. Then she fell back against the rags, pointing a skeletal finger upward.

			Pictographs glowed red in the dim light, covering the ceiling and walls. Slowly, a new drawing appeared at the tip of Siranda’s outstretched finger—a stick figure hanging from gallows.

			“She’s a seer,” Quinn whispered behind me. “We brought her from Romania when her coven kicked her out. Had this cairn brought with her stone by stone.”

			“Why’d they kick her out?” I asked. 

			“She foresaw the obliteration of the coven and called for the sacrifice of the matriarch’s granddaughter.” He looked at Siranda with a mixture of pity and unease. “I’ll wait for you outside.” He turned and left.

			Jane shrugged. “Siranda’s circumstances bother him. My son is a soft center covered in a hard shell.”

			“Like a Tootsie Pop,” I said. 

			Jane smiled tightly. “And just as sweet.”

			I wasn’t sure “sweet” was a word I’d use to describe Quinn. Serious, maybe. Reserved. Definitely sexy. But I supposed even baby scorpions were sweet to their mamas.

			“Why don’t you clean her up and clothe her properly?” I asked. I could understand Quinn’s distaste. Siranda looked like a half-starved beggar.

			Jane reached over and lightly touched Siranda’s arm. The seer shrieked and threw herself against the wall. 

			“That’s why.”

			Siranda muttered and tugged her hair. I turned my attention to the drawings that covered the walls.

			“They’re moving,” I said. The stick figures jerked in repetitive motions. Amazing. They were all variants on the same theme. People tied to stakes, burning in fire, beheaded by swords, hung on gallows. Each of the victims wore a pointed hat. 

			“These are all witches.”

			“Yes,” Jane said. “Witches dying horrible deaths. The return of the Inquisition. In her more lucid moments, Siranda speaks of this future. A flux is coming, a time when magic will be a driving force in our world again and it won’t go well for us. Mundanes have a hard time believing in monsters. But witches? Witches are only a small step away from the devil and so from God. Much easier to believe in witches and blame us for all the evils in the world.”

			“You don’t know it will be like that.” My voice was quiet in the small space. 

			“Don’t I? I know mundane courts of law will do nothing to protect us when magic starts to fly. So I will protect what is mine.”

			Jane’s bland expression contradicted the fanatic conviction shining from her eyes. My argument bone tingled, and I wanted to stand up for the general goodness of humanity, but part of me knew she was right. Mob mentality often did rule. Now that I’d unlocked my magic, would the pitchfork wielding villagers come after me? 

			I moved across the room to study the undulating pictographs. They were mesmerizing. On the far side of the cave, a blackened scorch mark oozed across the ceiling, pushing the stick figures aside.

			“What’s that?” I asked. 

			Jane hesitated. “That is our worst nightmare. A demon who would see us all dead or enslaved.” Her eyes blazed fierce fire. “Even now, he seeks to penetrate into the heart of the coven, to seize the power we control—if only he could find us.” 

			“Koro?”

			Jane nodded, her face grim.

			The black shadow slithered toward us, stopping here and there, like a dog sniffing for a trail before moving on with the hunt. I had the uncomfortable feeling that it knew we were watching it.

			“But who exactly is Koro?” My mind conjured up horrors best left in the pages of pulp fiction.

			“None of your concern,” Jane said abruptly, dividing the line between real witches and wannabes like me. But she was right, this wasn’t my problem. I could go back to my world and leave all this craziness behind. Or could I? Could I go home and forget all I’d seen here? Could I give up magic, now that my wellspring had been opened?

			Our voices had roused Siranda. She turned milky eyes on me and raised a finger.

			“You!” Her mouth opened impossibly wide and she shrieked.  

			“You! You! You!” The sound cut like knives. She stood on crooked legs and raised clawed hands. Her mouth twisted with hate. 

			“You kill me!”

		

	
		
			
Protection

			Siranda tore at her face. Red lines of blood scored her cheeks. She yanked hair and ripped her shirt. Her wail began again, loud, dreadful and shocking.

			Jane pushed me outside. Two attendants rushed from a nearby cottage to deal with the seer’s tantrum. 

			“What was that?” I gasped, glad for the bright light and fresh air. 

			You kill me. I shivered at the memory of her absolute hopelessness.

			“She’s prone to fits.” Jane watched me curiously. “You shouldn’t take offense. Most of what she says is gibberish. It’s a difficult art to weed the truth from her ramblings.”

			Quinn wasn’t as nonchalant as his mother. He frowned and glared at me.

			Goody, I’d broken his seer. Just one more reason for him to dislike me.

			Jane marched past Quinn, stopping to say a quiet word. 

			“Are we done here?” I wanted to go home.

			“No. Jane wants me to show you the core,” Quinn said. “She wants you to truly understand our struggle before you make a decision to stay or go.” 

			“What’s the core?” I wrapped my arms tightly around my chest. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for another lesson in Magic 101.

			“It’s best if I show you.”

			Thankfully, the path cut downward here. I couldn’t manage an uphill climb, not even with Quinn at my back to steady me with a hand every time I stumbled.

			Jane waited at the door of the second cairn. 

			“This is the core,” Quinn said. Another attendant sat beside the arched doorway. She offered water from a cooler and I drank gratefully.

			My head buzzed in that now familiar signal. I stood near great magical power.

			“I don’t want to go in there.” I had no idea what waited inside, but instinct told me it wasn’t good.

			“I got you through the ward last night,” he said. “I’ll protect you from the worst of it.” He held out a hand with a grim smile. “Don’t let go.” 

			With shaking fingers, I took his hand. It was strong and warm. A wave of comfort flooded through me. The man was a drug.

			Jane entered the cairn without ducking. I stooped, took a step inside and stopped. 

			Holding onto Quinn like a lifeline, I let my eyes grow accustomed to the low light. On the path, I had sensed power coming off this place. Inside, there was no mistaking its weight. My chest constricted. I fought to steady my breath.

			A man and a woman sat cross-legged on the stone floor, eyes closed, hands pressed to the ground and lips moving in a constant rhythm.  

			“They’re vestals. Bond-mates to the core.” Jane’s dark eyes missed none of my reactions.

			The vestals’ words were unintelligible to me and filled the cave with a slithering, discordant incantation. Their haggard faces were lit by the giant…thing suspended in the middle of the room.

			The core.

			Shaped vaguely like an anatomically correct heart, the core pulsed with magic. Purple veins of power throbbed within its orange glow. Two veins, each as thick as my arm, reached from the heart to the vestals’ heads, like dark umbilical cords, but the cords didn’t support life. They drank it. I could feel the greedy flow of magic. The whole structure, shimmering and translucent, might have been a mirage, but I didn’t want to touch it and find out.

			I gripped Quinn’s hand harder, wishing I could pull it inside me, wishing I could wrap his protection around that fragile space I was beginning to recognize as my wellspring. 

			Instead, the core’s cunning magic crept inside me. I could taste it—sour and stinging like popping candy. Its scent burned my nostrils. The thumping beat drowned out all other sound.

			Another vein separated from the core and reached for me. Its tentative probe wavered before my eyes. I knocked it aside, too horrified to scream.

			My breathing stopped. I gagged. Choked. Fought for air. 

			Over the roar in my ears, I heard Quinn yell my name. I doubled over, sucking for breath. And my heart beat again. But it wasn’t my own tempo. My treacherous organ beat to the tune of the core’s pulsing song. I belonged to it. 

			And part of me welcomed the possession. The magic promised strength and euphoria.

			With a tender prod, the purple vein kissed my cheek, seeking a connection.

			“No!” I lurched out of the cave, breaking Quinn’s grip and the grasp of the insidious heart. Outside, I ran into the trees, stumbling in my haste to be away from the cloying magic. My foot caught on a root. I fell and retched into the bushes until bile stung my throat. 

			Blood recoiled in my veins. The sky spun around me. I was painfully aware of my heart beating in frantic palpitations, but at least it was my own again. After a moment, I breathed deeply and lay back in the cool grass.

			Quinn sat beside me and gently raised my head and shoulders into his lap. 

			“Are you all right?” He looked odd upside down. His bug necklace dangled in front of my nose.

			I nodded, not trusting my voice. 

			“You’re a sensate, like Abi. I’m sorry. I didn’t expect you to attract the core so easily. If I’d known, I would have created a proper shield around you.” He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped my lips. Lovely. I snatched the cloth and turned away.

			I am a sexy, intelligent, woman. I closed my eyes and almost puked again. I am beautiful and strong. Bodily functions are a part of my beauty.

			I rolled away from his grasp and pitched into the trees. If I had to throw up, I wanted a thick screen of foliage between us. I massaged my wounded pride and mopped sweat and saliva from my face.

			That’s when I saw the grave markers scattered among the trees. I turned slowly. My eyes darted from stone to stone, some almost hidden in the undergrowth. Each had an engraved name, dates and symbol for the witch buried there.

			Jane appeared beside me. She laid a hand on one of the gravestones.

			“Sensate magic is a blessing and a curse.” Her tone was accusing. “It’s a powerful gift, but one that can cause you great harm if you leave it untrained. As you just saw.” She waved a hand over her shoulder at the cairn. “Most vestals study for months before they can commune as easily with the core as you did.”

			“That was easy?”

			“Easy for you. It takes months more to learn how to shield yourself enough to stay sane.”

			“Fun. Why do they do it?”

			“The core is an engine of sorts. The elders who started this coven, the Thirteen, conjured it over twenty years ago. It projects the ward and cloaking spell to keep this island hidden. Like all engines, it needs fuel. We’re standing on a ley-line.” She crouched and laid both hands flat on the ground in imitation of the vestals. “Can you feel it?” The question seemed simple, but her eyes were intense. Was she testing me? 

			I nodded. 

			“The core needs help to access the ley-line. The vestals act as conduits for the magic. They draw it from deep underground and feed the core. But as you felt, the core is hungry for magic. All magic. And unless you protect yourself, it can steal your aether too.”

			I stared at her in shock and splayed my hands across my stomach as if that could protect me from those hungry purple veins.

			“My husband lies here.” She stood and touched the stone again, a rough moon-shaped marker. I choked back a dozen questions. This place demanded a hushed reverence. “That would have been your fate, if you had given yourself to the core. We’ve lost too many witches to it.”

			I could feel the echo of the core’s lure. It had been easy to succumb. These witches—this coven—kept poking holes in my perception of normal. Every time I was ready to believe in them, believe in their goals, they jabbed me with another injustice.

			“What a waste.” I couldn’t keep the disgust from my tone. 

			Jane’s placid expression darkened. “You couldn’t understand. You think because you bungled into some raw power, you know what it’s like to live with magic. Your ignorance is only outmatched by your arrogance.” 

			Her words shot me and hit bone. I couldn’t deny that I was ignorant, but Jane had the monopoly on arrogance.

			“What my mother is trying to explain,” Quinn said from behind me, “is that those witches sacrificed themselves. It’s a sacred duty. A voluntary duty. The vestals live and die knowing they protect the rest of the coven.” 

			I turned, counting the graves. Twenty-three sacrifices to their precious core. Too many.

			Quinn placed a hand on his father’s gravestone. How old had he been when his dad chose to sacrifice himself?

			“Each of them knew the risks,” he said.

			“Hush, child. It’s not her business.” Quinn glared. Either he didn’t like to be called child, or he disagreed with his mother’s assessment.

			“How many vestals are there?” I asked. The idea of being shackled to that core sickened me. 

			“Twelve right now,” Quinn said quietly. “Though we have several more in training.”

			“And will they end up here too? Does the core devour them all?”  

			“Not all.” He pointed at the graves. “They were well-trained volunteers. Many more have lived through their service to the core and retired in good health. The core isn’t a killer. It’s just a vessel, a giant battery funneling magic from the ley-line to the ward. Those who are strong enough to be a link in that chain survive. It’s an honor to serve, and retired vestals are treated like heroes.”

			“Well, that’s a relief,” I said. “Do they get gold broomsticks?” 

			Jane scowled. I’d pissed her off and I didn’t care. I was tired of being the emotional piñata. Information, sensations and forebodings overloaded my synapses. I needed time to process.

			Jane, ever watchful, saw the quiet frustration on my face. She spoke a hushed word to Quinn and left, passing by the attendants who rushed in and out of Siranda’s cairn. The seer was quiet, but the silence felt like the calm before a storm.

			“What did she say?” I asked.

			“She’s going up to make lunch. You’re welcome to join us.” His tone gave no indication if he wanted me to or not.

			I looked around at the graves. So much death. I didn’t know if these fallen witches were brave or foolish.

			I had no idea what motivated Jane to show me these things, but teaching me magic was only the tip of her plans. The way she watched me—like I was a chimpanzee that surprised everyone with full speech—made me nervous. And what did the coven need so badly to hide from? They had enemies; that was clear enough. But surely a group of trained witches could take on one man. What was it about Koro that scared them enough to sacrifice themselves guarding against the possibility of his attack? 

			Jane had called him a demon. That had to be hyperbole. Jane also thought the whole world sought to prosecute witches. How far of a leap was it from the Inquisition to demons? And where did the seer fit in?

			“What happened to Siranda’s coven?” I asked. “She foresaw their doom, right?”

			Quinn nodded. “They died. Most of them anyway. The girl she called to sacrifice caught a mutated form of tuberculosis and passed it on to her entire coven. Their homes were burned by a neighboring village, but Siranda was already gone by then.”

			So, Siranda wasn’t just white eyes and bluster. 

			And I was going to kill her. 

			I was no murderer. The only way I could be responsible for her death was through blundering incompetence, something I seemed to excel at lately. My chest ached from my battle with the core. Jane’s revelations had done nothing to calm my fears. This place was dangerous. These people played with forces I couldn’t begin to grasp. 

			But I couldn’t go away knowing my ignorance could cause harm.

			“Jane said she would train me. If I stay for a week, will I know enough to get through the ward myself?”

			“Yes and no.” Quinn narrowed his eyes. “We will train you, if that’s what you want. But I won’t let you come and go at will. I won’t key you to the ward. And when you leave, you go blindfolded. You won’t be able to come back.”

			“I see.” I already figured Quinn wasn’t the trusting sort, but this was a new level of paranoia.

			His tone softened. “You have a gift. And we will teach you to use it. But we can’t let our guard down. Not now.”

			“Because of Koro.” 

			He nodded. I had a choice to make.

			“Is there some place I can make a phone call?”

		

	
		
			
Intersection

			Coven island was truly off the grid. No electricity, no running water. No Internet or cell phone connection. The little guy who wandered around asking “Can you hear me now?” never made it to this place. 

			“You should get a couple of bars out there,” Quinn said, handing me his phone. We stood at the end of a stone jetty that cut into the river. The ward hummed like a high intensity electrical grid.

			“Is that the Anneke River?” I asked. “No, never mind. You can’t give away your secrets. I get it. My status is strictly need-to-know.”

			Quinn’s stony expression said he didn’t trust me. Well, the feeling was mutual. But I had made my decision. I was staying, at least for now. I didn’t need to trust Quinn or Jane. I only needed to learn from them.

			“How do I get through the ward?” I asked. Quinn had said it probably wouldn’t kill me, but those weren’t odds I could accept. 

			“I’ll create a mini-ward around us, like a shield.” He pulled me toward him. His grin was a bit feral. “Don’t worry. I don’t bite. Usually.” 

			I answered him with a smile of my own, but the corners of my mouth wobbled. Quinn brought out a paradox of emotions. He could be soothing or unnerving. Right now, he made me nervous. For that matter, the giant invisible fence made me nervous. Not usually a jittery person, I had no outlet for these uncomfortable feelings.

			Quinn pulled me tight against him, my back to his chest. He tensed in response to the touch. Good. He was uncomfortable too.

			“I can’t project the shield far, so you need to stay close.” His voice rumbled beside my ear. He stood six inches taller than me, and I felt completely enveloped by his embrace. The nervous jumble in my gut morphed into something more slippery and nebulous. 

			With our left hands clasped tightly and wrapped around my middle, Quinn worked his mojo. Raw power rolled off him like waves of heat off a summer road. The air shimmered and thickened. I was acutely aware of every inch of his body touching mine, from collar, to chest, to long thigh.

			“Walk slowly,” he said gruffly. 

			We shuffled down the gravel jetty. His knees bumped the back of my thighs with every step. We stumbled and my head knocked his chin. My ears popped and we broke through the coven’s ward. 

			“You have to do this every time you leave the island?” I squirmed, wanting to shake out my arms, but Quinn held me fast.

			“No. The ward is keyed to me. I only needed protection for you.”

			“Well…thanks.” I didn’t know what else to say. He’d been my white knight so many times, I’d lost track.

			“I’d like to give you some privacy, but if I drop this ward, I’m not sure I’ll be able to rekindle it.” His voice sounded strained. The heat of the day seemed to melt us together. I dared not turn to look at him. I dared not move. 

			“That’s okay. No private calls to make.” I fiddled one-handed with the phone. He punched in the password to unlock it. I dialed my store first.

			“The Woolery, how may I help you?” a cheery voice said.

			“Hi Danielle, it’s Bobbi. I won’t be coming in today.”

			Quinn shifted. The button of his jeans grated against my back. I closed my eyes and tried to focus on the voice at the other end of the phone.

			“Hey, boss. I kinda figured that. It’s already past noon. Are you sick?”

			I thought about saying yes. It would be a small lie. I felt crushed from my magic bombshell, but Danielle was a busybody. She’d want to bring me soup and muffins. 

			“No. I’m fine. I just had a family emergency, and I’ll be out of town for a few days. Think you can hold the fort?” 

			Quinn’s breath tousled my loose hair.

			“Me? Hold the fort? You mean I’m in charge? Oh, wow! That’s awesome!”

			Awesome. Right.

			“I’ll be back on Monday. Don’t burn down the shop before then.” I tried to make it sound like a joke, but Danielle attracted disaster. 

			“Sure. No prob. Have fun. I mean, sorry about the family thing. Hope it works out.” 

			“Thanks. Is Molly there? Can I speak to her?”

			“Just a sec.” I heard the phone clatter on the counter.  

			Molly McFadden ran the knitting bee that met at the shop three times a week. She’d been a friend of my mother’s, and I’d known her all my life. She wasn’t technically an employee, but she’d keep Danielle from getting in too much trouble. The family emergency excuse wouldn’t fly with her because she was also my dad’s new live-in girlfriend, a situation I was still getting used to. Molly knew my entire family consisted of my dad, my brother Ryan, and two sisters, who’d both moved out west and I almost never saw.

			The brisk wind coming over the water zipped through my thin t-shirt. I shuddered and Quinn gripped me tighter.

			“Bobbi? Are you okay?” Molly’s voice came through a crackle of static.

			“I’ve got a bad connection here,” I said, already looking for an excuse to cut the conversation short. “I was supposed to help Dad with the goat fences this weekend. Tell him that I’ll be there next week instead.”

			There was a long silence on the line. 

			“Are you in trouble?”  

			I sighed. I could actually hear Molly pursing her lips. The woman was damned perceptive. 

			“I’m fine, really.” I didn’t know how much to tell her, but she wouldn’t be satisfied with half-truths. “Look, I’m just taking some time off. I’ll tell you all about it when I get home. I promise.” There. Maybe she’d think I’d met some guy and run away with him. She’d like that.

			“Fine. Come for dinner on Sunday.” 

			We said goodbye and hung up. I turned slightly, conscious of my body sliding against Quinn’s. His slow smile tugged at some hidden girl parts that I hadn’t thought about in a long time.

			“You own a store?” he asked. I wondered how much of the conversation he’d heard.

			“The Woolery on Main Street. In Ashlet,” I clarified, in case we’d come farther than I thought last night.

			“I know the place. There’s usually a clutch of old hens inside, knitting and eating scones. Somehow, I can’t picture you there.” He cocked his head as if looking at me in a new light.

			“We don’t always knit. Sometimes we spin yarn.” 

			He quirked up one eyebrow. It was a good look, cheeky and sexy at the same time.

			“I like wool,” I said lamely. The eyebrow stayed raised and I felt the need to justify. “My mother gave me a rescue sheep when I was eight. I fell in love with all things woolly.” That would be my adopted mother, but I didn’t get into specifics. Quinn had his secrets. I could have mine.

			“I get it,” he said. “Witches are often in tune with natural things—fibers, rocks, plants. And animals probably sense power in you too.”

			I shrugged. My palm was slick with sweat where it pressed against his. 

			“Here’s the deal,” I said. “I’ll stay for a week, but I can’t promise more. And no one is going to mess me up with confusion spells, got it?” 

			“A week,” he confirmed. “No funny business.”

			“And I expect to learn some real magic.” 

			“Agreed. Now I need to let go of this shield.” His complexion had turned wan. His free hand snaked between us and groped for the bug charm. “Let’s get you back to Jane’s house for a rest. This evening we can talk more about your training.”

			I nodded and we stumbled back through the ward, an awkward eight-limbed beast. Somewhere in that shuffle, my fear and distrust chafed away. I was a witch, and this oddly seductive man was going to teach me everything he knew about magic.

		

	
		
			
Veneration

			We didn’t make it to Jane’s house. As soon as we stepped into the square, people surrounded Quinn, pestering him with questions about everything from a lame donkey to missing candles for the Lammas festival to a squabble between two women over a cat. Olga popped a couple of buns in our hands while Quinn doled out orders, advice and sympathy in equal measure.

			“Sorry,” he said, wiping crumbs from his hands. “I’ve got to take care of a few things. Go back to Jane’s and rest. No one will bother you.”

			“I can help with the donkey.” 

			Quinn frowned. Last night’s trauma had faded like a nightmare upon waking, but my muscles ached as if I’d overdone it at the gym. The walk to the jetty and back had tired me. But I wouldn’t sleep, not with so many new ideas spinning in my head. And I didn’t want to hang around with Jane. Honestly, she scared me a bit.

			“You shouldn’t overdo it.” His scowl was impressive. 

			 “Really, I’m fine, and I’m pretty handy around a hoof. My father keeps a rescue ranch.” He nodded reluctantly and handed me off to a young witch named Aidan. 

			“At least eat something,” he called. I waved him off, shoving a bun in my mouth with a grin, and followed Aidan.

			We headed down the one village street and turned off at a large weathered barn. With creamy skin and a pink button nose, Aidan was a boy in the last throes of childhood. His shoulders had yet to fill out and his hands seemed too big for his gangly arms. He wore a sullen, wary expression.

			“Stubby’s around back in the small pasture.” He scuffed his shoe against the barn door, not meeting my eye. “I tried to put him on stall rest, but he won’t stay alone in the barn. He’s pretty sick. He’ll probably die.” He said those last words with such nonchalance that my heart went cold. I touched his sleeve and he raised his head. Aidan’s gaze burned with sorrow. The expression was so raw, I took a step back.

			“Well, let’s see if we can’t fix him up,” I said with a smile I didn’t feel. I knew what it was like to get overly attached to farm animals.

			Stubby turned out to be a fat donkey with a black cross on his shoulders. He stood evenly on all fours as he grazed, but when I approached he hobbled sideways, clearly favoring his front right leg. I picked up the foot and the sour stench of thrush hit me. 

			“When was the last time someone picked out his feet?”  

			Aidan shrugged. “Dunno. I just help out when Bruce is away.” 

			Typical. Most people get a donkey and never look at its feet, thinking because it doesn’t have shoes, it doesn’t need foot care. I didn’t know who Bruce was, but I’d give him a talking to when he got back.

			“Well, let’s get him into the barn.”

			After much cajoling, begging and cursing, we managed to get Stubby into a stall where I picked out his feet. I sorted through supplies in the tack room but found no antiseptic wash. This village really was off the grid. I wouldn’t find anything as handy as iodine here. I settled for old fashioned soap and water, but made a mental note to ask Quinn about getting proper supplies for the donkey. They must have some kind of first aid here. 

			Then I set about cleaning all the stalls so the infection didn’t spread. Aidan sulked around the barn. 

			“Here.” I put the handles of a wheelbarrow in his hands. “Why don’t you muck out that stall?” He nodded, but when I looked up a few minutes later, he was gone. I didn’t care. I’d grown up around rescue critters and enjoyed barn chores.

			I knew I should be tired but my second wind had come in, and I coasted on Olga’s magic treats and adrenaline. For the rest of the afternoon I tidied the tack room and barn, and then threw cracked corn in the yard for the chickens. I found cabbage and apples for the goats. Sweeping up hay and dust was like meditation. The gentle swap-swap of the broom lulled me. 

			It had been one hell of a twenty-four hours. Even though my fire spell had bombed, it had unlocked some secret part of me. My wellspring. The source of my aether. 

			Magic. 

			A hysterical laugh burbled up from my throat. 

			Light into heat, my ass. It turned out magic didn’t follow the rules. It was rude, erratic and unfathomable. Spells, wards and covens—Quinn spoke of these unbelievable things with ease. I envied him. He’d been born to this life and knew from childhood that he had this power within—power to affect real change in the world. At almost thirty years old, would I ever be comfortable wielding my aether? Would my wellspring ever feel as integrated into my body as my heart and lungs? 

			Would I ever stop blundering into wards?

			“You look like you’ve been dragged behind a horse,” Quinn said from the doorway. My broom jerked to a stop. I followed his gaze down to my clothes. A smear of mud had dried across my shirt. The white shorts were green with donkey slobber. 

			“Came close to it.” I leaned heavily on the broom. “Turns out Stubby is short for stubborn.” The donkey glanced up from his stall, munching hay as if nothing could be farther from the truth.

			“Here, I figured you’d want this.” He handed me a bottle of water and I drank it down.

			“So, when do I start learning magic?” I asked, putting away the broom. “Not that I mind taking care of the animals, but I’ve got a lot to learn in a few days.”

			“Tomorrow.” He studied me with a small smile. “I wanted you to rest today, but I guess that didn’t work out.”

			I shrugged. “Barn work is cathartic.” And I did feel better. My muscles, cramped from the locked spell, had warmed and loosened. I felt like me again, only bone-weary tired.

			“Well, let’s get some real food in you before Olga’s baked supplements wear off,” he said. “And Jane’s waiting.”

			That sounded ominous. 

			*

			In the end, Jane had to wait a little longer. I found clean clothes in my room, but I had to shower off the grime before I put them on. I had done too much today. My legs were jelly and my stomach painfully empty. The need for food warred with the desire to hide in my room. I didn’t have energy to spar with Jane, and the thought of seeing Quinn again set other conflicting emotions fluttering. Mostly, I wanted to sleep and forget them all for a few hours. I glanced longingly at my bed before heading out the door. 

			Argumentative voices reached me as I came down the stairs. Just what I needed. I almost turned back for my room when I recognized Abilene’s soft tone. I hadn’t thanked her yet for helping me. Jane cut her off, though too quietly for me to understand her words. Then came a man’s voice I didn’t recognize.

			“Siranda is upset. You should have never brought in an outsider.” 

			Quinn answered in a low rumble. He hadn’t wanted me to meet Siranda either. 

			“I don’t care!” The man’s voice rose in exasperation. “Something’s not right! She’s unstable.”

			I didn’t want to intrude on a private conversation, but Quinn had made it clear they all waited for me. I steeled myself and walked into the room, cutting off the conversation. All eyes turned to me. 

			“Hey, everyone.” I flapped a hand in a wave. The upset man composed his expression. He pulled a hand through his hair in frustration. Dark curls fell across his forehead as he let go. 

			“Bobbi, this is Gavin,” Quinn said. “He’s the head of the vestals and my brother.”

			“Foster brother,” Gavin said. 

			Abilene made a snorting noise. “Here we go.”

			“What? Can’t have her wondering why one brother turned out with such an ugly mug.” It had to be a family joke. I could see Quinn as a child, punching his brother’s shoulder in retaliation for the insult. Adult Quinn only glared. 

			Gavin was shorter, with a slim build and an elfin face, but neither brother was ugly. 

			I held out a hand to shake Gavin’s but he only nodded and moved to sit at the round wooden table. I thought I had made another enemy, but he winked at me and grinned.

			“Don’t worry about him,” Abilene said. “Gavin doesn’t touch other people, ever.”

			I could think of a few situations that would be made awkward by that phobia. Before I could comment, Jane brought in a platter of food.

			Supper consisted of simple, whole foods: bread, raw vegetables, cheese (from the goats, I suspected) and cold meats. I was so hungry, my hands shook as I filled my plate. Quinn offered me wine, but I preferred the crisp spring water that Olga called gods’ water.

			“I hear you made quite an impression on my seer,” Gavin said as he heaped sliced meat onto his plate. “You don’t have plans to kill her, do you?”

			Bread turned to paste in my mouth. 

			“Gavin, that’s enough.” Jane’s reprimand cut like a whip. “We don’t interrogate guests, at least, not until after dessert.” 

			Gavin grinned.

			I pretended to enjoy the family banter, but I was glad when the rest of the conversation centered on the daily workings of the coven, with no more talk about Siranda or the core. I fiddled with my napkin. The muscles in my legs tingled with the need to move. Exhaustion had come and gone, leaving me hyper-aware and fidgety. The room swayed. I watched my fists open and close as if they belonged to some other body.

			I had the irresistible urge to run.

			When Abilene started another story about someone I didn’t know, I stood up, knocking my chair to the floor. Four startled faces jerked up at me. 

			“Just need some air,” I mumbled and headed out to the back garden. 

			The evening was bathed in that peculiar silver glow, just after twilight. I ran like a giant monster tramping down the neat path. My feet seemed too big. Gauzy emotions mugged my brain. I found a clearing with a fountain dedicated to the pagan god and goddess, and sank before them. The goddess winked at me. It might have been a trick of light. 

			What was I doing here? The last twenty-four hours had been a hodgepodge of strange events, all linked, but seemingly random. Had I really gone from nearly dying last night to picking out donkey hooves this afternoon? 

			My skin buzzed. Muscles twitched. Night sounds echoed painfully in my head: whining crickets, wind chaffing leaves, and water murmuring. 

			“You okay?” 

			I jumped. Unlike me, Quinn moved through the trees like a forest cat. 

			“I’m fine.” My reaction was immediate and insincere. “Just tired.”

			“You’re more than tired.” He sat in the grass beside me. “You shouldn’t have worked so hard this afternoon.”

			I clasped my hands in my lap, trying to calm the tremors.

			“I feel strange. She didn’t…Jane, I mean. She hasn’t done anything to me, has she?”

			Quinn pressed his lips tight. “No.”

			“How can you be sure?”

			“My mother’s magic is as familiar to me as my own. I would know.” He didn’t say Jane would never do such a thing. “Besides, she got what she wanted. You’re staying.”

			“So, why do I feel like I’m drunk and hungover at the same time?” My voice cracked. I was scared. Really scared. I’d seen too much, done too much in such a short time. I felt like my spirit lagged behind my body, somehow out of phase with time. 

			Quinn laid a hand on my knee, warm and soothing. I gripped his fingers.

			“Aether is energy, your life force, if you will. You depleted too much of your vital energy, and now you’re paying for it. Here, drink this.” He pulled a silver cup from behind the statue of the Lady and filled it from the fountain spring. I drank greedily. My stomach was both overfull and achingly hollow. 

			I felt a puff of magic from him, and Quinn lit a lantern sitting beside the fountain. The flame only heightened the shadows all around us.

			“Frankly, I’m surprised you made it through the day. Your wellspring was dry when I found you last night. You’re very strong.” His eyes were in shadow, but I felt the weight of his gaze. “But completely draining your well could kill you.”

			An admonishment. I’d been careless again. 

			“So train me. Teach me how to use magic without killing myself.”

			He pulled away. “Tomorrow. You need to rest and replenish your strength.” He tried to rise, but I grabbed his hand.

			“No. Please stay. I can’t possibly sleep like this. And I don’t want to go inside just yet. I feel like…” I dragged a hand through my hair, not caring if I left it a tangled mess. “I feel like I’m about to break into a million pieces. Please, Quinn.”

			He took my measure. His gaze trailed from the fear in my eyes to the tremors under my skin, and he sighed. Poor guy. I was such a chore.

			“We can draw some energy from the Lady, so you can sleep. Hold out your hands.”

			He turned my palms up. His hands, warm and smooth, cupped mine from below. Lantern light glinted off the beetle on his necklace. 

			“Normally, we’d consecrate a circle before starting any kind of magic training, but the god and goddess are deeply rooted in this ground. They won’t let any harm come to you here.”

			I thought about the pain of my last attempted spell and my shoulders tightened. I tried to pull my hands away, but he caught them.

			“Relax,” he said. “This will help. Picture your wellspring. Do you have any feeling for it?”

			I nodded, not trusting my voice. When I had tried to light the candle, magic had sprung from my inner depths. Now, I searched for that spot again.

			“Focus on it. Don’t try to touch it. Just be aware of that space inside you.” His deep voice gave me shivers. He was a black silhouette sitting before me, broad at the shoulder and tapering to a slim waist and long legs that merged with the shadows.

			I tried to block out my sense of the man, to focus on the energy inside me. My aether. Such a strange word. But magic by any other name was still magic.

			“Close your eyes.” His voice rumbled with hidden potential. The rest of the garden fell silent, as if the night creatures waited with hushed breath. “Feel your center. Imagine that same center in the heart of the earth. Dig deep for it. This is the Lady’s wellspring. I will help you find it.”

			He turned my hands and pressed my palms to the ground. An instant connection tingled through my fingers.  For a moment I was aware of the massive, awe-inspiring being that was the Earth. Then heat surged up my arms. I gasped when it hit my lungs. 

			“Don’t fight it,” he said. “Just let it flow into you.”

			 The Lady’s lifeblood sang in my veins.

			“Good,” Quinn said. “Now open your eyes.” I did. A nimbus of light surrounded us. 

			“Can you see that?” I asked.

			“Yes, that’s the glow of your aether mingled with the Lady’s. It’s beautiful.” His eyes held mine.

			I laughed. Magic radiated through me like every soothing memory I had. I lay back, confident that the soft ground would catch me. The stars seemed brighter now. Crickets resumed their happy chatter.

			Quinn leaned over me. The nimbus of light circled him too. His aether or mine? It didn’t matter. My fingers, still tingling, reached up and caressed his skin, feeling velvet under the rough prickles of a new beard. I opened my mouth to speak about the wonders I saw, felt and heard. I never got the chance.

			His lips covered mine, warm and eager. Magic jolted me again. His chest pressed me to the earth, connecting us both while his mouth opened enough to make me eager for more. His tongue brushed mine. A low sound growled from his throat. He broke away, tucking his nose into the soft hollow beneath my ear. He kissed the pulse in my neck. 

			“I wasn’t expecting you,” he whispered, hot against my skin. “Never saw you coming.” 

			You never do. Not the real passions. Those hit with the force of an earthquake, sudden, terrifying and all-powerful.

			I tilted my head up, wanting to taste him again, but he cleared his throat and moved away.

			“That was a good start. We’ll try again tomorrow,” he said, “when you’re feeling rested. Goodnight, Bobbi.” And the forest cat disappeared into the trees as if he’d never been.  

			I lay against the Lady Earth, with the pungent smell of crushed grass the only evidence of a kiss I might have imagined.
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