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PROLOGUE

October 31, 1722




Under a new moon, on Samhain night following the thirtieth anniversary of the day the first witches stood to the gallows in Salem, the youngest of a coven of four held a lantern aloft and followed her three sisters in magick into the forest. The night was perfect—as if made for the work they planned to do.

Above, scudding clouds cast solemn portents across the moon-dark sky. Below, tendrils of dark fog snaked along the path that opened to them as they made their way to the heart of the thicket where several ley lines crossed one another. The convergence made for the perfect spot to perform certain types of spells—particularly those of protection that utilized the lines as part of the spell’s boundary. 

Protection was the focus of this night’s work.

Those with knowledge of the craft ought not to live in fear of the corruption working to convince good folk that all with power would use it to harm rather than help. But they were.

 Children ought not to sicken and die of that which a properly brewed draught could heal. But they were.

 Dark forces ought not to slither into a settlement, stir up hate and judgment, and then ooze out again, leaving sorrow and death behind. But they were.

Witches ought not to be hunted like rabbits, then stoned or hanged or drowned merely for what ran freely through their blood. But they were.

If the coven of four were successful this night, Haven would be safe from the sinister presence that hunted those with magickal promise, stole reason from the minds of those with none, and set them against each other. 

If they failed, there would be death on both sides. To stand by and do nothing ensured failure, so Cassia walked through the darkness with hope in her heart and magick in her blood. 

Power hummed through her body, more and stronger than she’d ever felt before. Stronger, even, than the one time she’d thought it necessary to call upon the darkness of her craft. Dark magick served to balance against the light, and so, Cassia reasoned, her single foray into the shadow arts shouldn’t count as a stain on her soul but as a guidepost to mark right and wrong. 

Besides, Caleb Roundtree had earned his punishment. If he didn’t want hairy palms and hellfire dreams, he should learn to keep his hands off young girls who didn’t welcome his advances—which was most of them.

The young women of Haven certainly appreciated his abrupt change of habit, so Cassia felt the effort worthwhile. With her eyes trained on her coven mate’s back, the young witch neither saw nor felt anything out of place when doom crept close enough to latch itself to her skirts. 

And so, Cassia carried the essence of evil into the clearing where her coven would call the quarters, cast the circle, and implore the gods and goddesses to protect the witches of Haven from persecution.

The night held its breath against the four as they gathered to manifest their intention.

Laurel, the leader, touched the wood beneath the cauldron, setting it aflame with little more than a thought. The next in line, Hyssop, poured in the skin of water she carried, stirring it with a finger until the liquid increased to fill the vessel. Dahlia swept a circle around the cauldron clean of twigs and leaves while Cassia set out the four crystals the coven intended to enchant.

With the sight as her gift, Dahlia had seen how the spell should be done. With her knack for weaving together pieces of magick, Laurel would stand as focus for the power. With her gift of the silver tongue, Hyssop had crafted the wording of the spell, leaving Cassia, who had a way with them, to brew the potion.

Once imbued and placed along critical points of the ley lines, the four crystals would protect the settlement known as Haven against the hatred spawned by the influence of pure evil. If the spell worked, wise women could practice their healing arts without being called upon to die for using them. Gifted children would stop disappearing from their beds. Haven witches would be forever safe. 

“It’s time.” Her eyes dark as the night sky, Dahlia took her place to the north. From her pouch, she drew a fistful of salt and let it flow to the ground. “Spirits of earth, heed my call. Bless this night. Bless us all.” With her breath, Dahlia lit the green candle and placed it in the first corner. 

From her pouch, Cassia drew three feathers and placed them on the ground. “Elements of air, we call to thee. Winds of change, heed our plea.” With her breath, she lit the yellow candle and placed it in the eastern corner.

From her pouch, Hyssop drew a fistful of ash and let it flow to the ground. “Spirits of fire, grant your power. On this night and in this hour.” With her breath, she lit the red candle and placed it in the southern corner.

From the skin, Laurel poured the last small stream of water on the ground. “Elements of water, cleanse and clear. Wash away all doubt and fear.” With her breath, she lit the blue candle and placed it in the western corner. 

A line of white fire arced and flared to surround them.

“In this circle born of light, we cast our spell this sacred night.” 

The four witches moved like shadows against the firelight, their ritual a complicated and graceful dance. They chanted as Cassia added ingredients to the bubbling brew. Garden sage, rosemary, mint, and more sank below the liquid surface, each addition changing the color of the mixture until Cassia declared it ready.

Skyclad—her dark robe now a puddle on the ground—Laurel dipped a delicately carved cup into the brew and drank. As the potion warmed a path to her belly, her magick welled up strong and pure and more than she’d ever commanded before until it glowed both within her and without. 

“From me to thee.” The cup passed to each witch in turn until it returned to Laurel’s hand. “Blessed be.” She poured the remaining potion back into the cauldron as Dahlia brought out the objects they planned to infuse with protective magick: wide spears of amethyst crystal the size of a baby’s head. One for each witch.

Shining like a torch in the night, Dahlia returned to her position at the north of the circle and bade each coven member to follow suit. At Dahlia’s nod, Hyssop began the chant.

“Guardians of good, hear our plight, imbue these stones with your light. From north to south, from east to west, protect this Haven at our request. Banish evil, repel the dark, clear each mind, let goodwill spark. By moon and sun, by day and night, guard this place with shining light.”

As the words of the spell rose into the sky, the four felt the power begin to build and hum. Laurel’s skin tingled as the magick rushed up her body and gathered as if waiting for the right moment to be set free. Encouraged, she lifted her stone high with cupped hands and let her head fall back. 

“Earth and air and fire and water, listen now to your daughter, mighty power lend to me, as I will, so mote it be.”

A shaft of light—white for purity—shot out of the gathering sky, lanced into the crystal, flared down through her body like molten steel, and shot toward the other crystals waiting to be charged. 

As Dahlia had predicted, each crystal took in the light, pulsing as if connected to some mystical beating heart. Fully cleansed and charged, Cassia’s crystal chimed like the tinkling of a bell, flared brighter, then banked itself to a warm glow. 

Still standing in the brightness, Laurel felt like she’d been washed clean from the inside out. She rode the power, or maybe it rode her as she let the magick flow. What Dahlia would remember later was the sound of her coven sister laughing with delight right before the shadowy thing rolled up from out of what seemed like nowhere and tried to swallow Laurel whole. 

Laughter turned to shouts of surprise, grunts of determination and pain as the blackest heart fought to cast out the light. 

When Hyssop would have dropped her crystal to rush to her friend’s aid, Laurel shouted, “No. We have to finish this. Stay where you are.” She gritted her teeth against the pain and, as the focus, concentrated on channeling white magick no matter what happened to her.

Blood glittered red and wet in the light and flew in a wide arc as the dark thing raked claws down Laurel’s body, flaying her flesh to the bone. A shriek of anguish tore her throat raw, yet she still croaked, “Don’t stop.” 

Two more crystals chimed at almost the same time, leaving only Laurel’s crystal to complete the charge. As if the noise were a signal, her eyes going darker than the hideous shadow still tearing at Laurel’s skin, Dahlia saw the spell fail, saw the settlement of Haven swallowed by a madness that spread out across the land. She saw innocent women swinging at the ends of ropes, lying drenched and lifeless at the water’s edge. She saw fire, smelled brimstone, heard the cries as flames licked and caught, burning whatever it touched to cinders and ash. Each future that played out behind Dahlia’s eyes was worse than the last.

Cassia and Hyssop stood frozen with fear as Laurel stumbled. Nearly beyond help, determination to finish the spell the only thing keeping her going, Laurel held the last crystal aloft. Her life and power waning, the light grew dim. If it went out, they’d failed in their only chance. 

As all the possible futures fined down to a single choice, Dahlia struggled to keep her crystal in the band of light while channeling all of the strength she could send toward Laurel. With chaos and destruction still playing out behind her eyes, Dahlia cast a new circle to form a shimmering curtain around Laurel. It wouldn’t hold for long, but hopefully, long enough to finish what they’d begun. 

Contained between the original circle of light and Dahlia’s protection, the dark shadow gathered into itself to take the physical form of a red-eyed figure with claws for hands. It circled closer to Cassia and the crystal she held, raked nails along the shining wall, howling with delight when claws sank in and began to shred the barrier. 

The sound tormented Dahlia’s nerves and narrowed her vision to two possible futures that rested on one hideous choice. Full of sorrow, she called Hyssop and Cassia to join her, took their crystals from them, and called on every ounce of her power. 

Glowing like stars, she sent the three charged crystals arcing across the night sky, expanded her secondary protection to push the mad thing back through the circle. Screaming with fury, it prowled and tore at the barrier again, but the crystals were beyond it now, except for the one Laurel still held. Drenched in blood, Laurel wavered and locked her gaze on Dahlia’s. A moment of understanding passed between them as, being the eldest, they’d always shared the deepest bond. 

Seeing the sorrow in her friend’s eyes, Laurel smiled. 

“I’m done anyway. Do what you will, and know your oath holds true. What I have, I give to you, and freely.” 

“What?” Hyssop sensed something terrible was about to happen. 

“I’m sorry.” Ignoring Hyssop, Dahlia spoke only to Laurel, looked deeply into her eyes, and drew upon the last of her friend’s life force to complete the spell. The crystal flared, chimed, and fell as Dahlia dropped the barrier she’d cast, then caught and lowered Laurel to the ground. 

Cassia cried out, “No!” She ran to Laurel’s body, gathered up the limp form. “What have you done?”

“Only what I must.” 

Demon or sorcerer, shade or shadow, Dahlia couldn’t tell, capered outside the circle, its howl and laughter combining to a soul-chilling sound.

“Scream and cry, dream and die,” it promised, its voice a sibilant hiss.

But Dahlia had seen the way. Grim-faced, she snatched up the remaining crystal, dipped it in Laurel’s blood, and, with a touch, dropped the barrier. “Perhaps so, but not today.” 

Cassia stood the closest when the circle dropped and looked like easy prey. The dark thing focused on her as Dahlia had seen it would, and when its claws would have met yielding flesh, they struck a tone from glowing crystal instead. 

Guttural laughter slid out from between pointed teeth to mock Dahlia’s efforts as it turned toward her and drew back to strike again. 

Graceful as a bird riding the wind, Dahlia pivoted, whirled up, and thrust the crystal into the dark thing’s back as she passed by. Claws slipped past her by no more than a hair’s breadth. The evil creature’s laughter cut off as if cleaved with a sharp knife. 

Her eyes darkening as the sight blew through her, Dahlia heard Laurel’s voice supplying the words to the spell and repeated them as they came. 

“By the light and by our power, from this day, from this hour, for a hundred years times three, to this crystal now we bind thee.”

“By the light and by our power, from this day,” Cassia repeated as she stepped to Dahlia’s left.

“And from this hour, for a hundred years times three,” Hyssop left Laurel behind and joined her magickal sisters, standing to Dahlia’s right. 

“To this crystal now, we bind thee.” 

As they repeated the spell the third time, the clearing echoed with the thunder of their voices and then with the dark thing’s screams as the crystal drew it in until it was gone. Silence fell, and with it, Laurel took her last breath.

“No.” Hyssop buried her face in her hands. Sobs shook her shoulders. 

“We did it.” Cassia sank to the ground, her knees shaking too hard to hold her. “But at what cost?”

More than you know, Dahlia thought. She had one final step to take before the night was done. A step that would seal her coven’s fates and her own. 






CHAPTER 1




RUE CHANNING NEVER saw it coming.

Which was odd since she’d been born with the gift of sight, and if anyone should have known she was on the edge of a major life change, it would be Rue. But that’s not how it all went down on a Tuesday that started like any other day.

Alarm. Snooze. Alarm. Yoga. Shower. Clothes. Breakfast. Coffee at her favorite kiosk. Errands. Work.

She did the same things in the same order every weekday morning. After work, her routine varied by the day but not by the week. A creature of habit, Rue liked things to be just so. It worked for her to drop off her dry cleaning on Monday, knowing it would be ready on Wednesday and that she could hit the grocery store sales on Thursday. 

A place for everything and everything in its place wasn’t just a motto she tried to live by. It was what kept her feeling safe and comfortable. In Rue’s opinion, life's little surprises were hardly ever good ones. And since most of the unwelcome surprises in her life came from episodes of seeing, she did her level best to minimize the chances of anything triggering a vision. That meant surrounding herself with the familiar. Not that she had any real control over her sight, but her routines helped her think she did. 

Those lifelong habits, combined with a love of books and an eye for detail, made Rue good at her job. Never in the history of school libraries had one been so ruthlessly organized or the books dusted so regularly. If some students and faculty found her boring, Rue didn’t mind. Boring was just another word for dependable, and she liked being someone people could count on.

On that fateful Tuesday, Rue nipped into her favorite bakery for the single chocolate croissant she allowed herself each week.

“Hey, Liz,” she said to the proprietor. “How’s the family?” 

“Just great.” Liz pulled out her phone and showed off a video of a cherub-faced child taking her first wobbly steps. 

“She’s growing so fast.” If Rue felt a pang of regret over not having a husband and children of her own, it quickly evaporated. She’d built a good life for herself with very few surprises, just the way she liked it. Babies, in her opinion, were surprises on legs. 

“She’s adorable.” Nothing less than the truth. 

The flaky pastry disappeared into a bag as Liz asked her usual question. “Read any good books lately?” 

This was their routine, and after recommending a newly released suspense novel, Rue’s day continued just as it should—according to plan. She ate the croissant at her desk, finished her coffee, and channeled a whisper of magick into the ongoing repulsion spell she’d cast to keep students from canoodling in the study carrels.

The sight might be her strongest talent, but it wasn’t her only one. As a blood-borne witch, inherited magick ran through Rue’s veins. Not that she used her powers often because, frankly, they weren’t that strong. Goddess knew her mother had drilled that point home over the years. Besides, magick carried consequences that almost always went against Rue’s quest for predictability, so she mostly tamped down what little power she had and pretended it didn’t exist. If there were times when she longed for more than the few simple spells she felt comfortable with, that was just too damned bad. 

A few minutes before the end of first period, Rue’s life deviated from the path she’d set herself. In a big way.

The vision hit just as she reached up to slide a slim book back on the shelf. 

In flashes, Rue saw shadows and mist. A night-dark forest. Bright magick lighting crystals. Something lurking. Something coated in darkness and evil. The thing waited, then rose up. Rue heard chanting. Saw a red-eyed figure, saw slashing claws and blood. Felt the miasma of hate as the thing capered about with murder in its black heart.

Kill the good. Slash. Kill the light. Slash. Kill the witch. Slash. 

Her point of view changing abruptly, Rue became the witch being attacked, felt her skin split. Saw the blood running and pooling. Knew she was dying. Her vision going black, she fell. 

“Miss Channing.” Rue heard someone say as she batted at the hand gently touching her arm. “Miss Channing, are you all right?” 

It took an effort, but Rue peeled her eyelids open enough to see the earnest face of Carolyn Jenkins looming over her. “Sorry. I’m okay,” Rue lied. 

What else was she supposed to say to the small cluster of students who’d just watched her keel over right in the middle of shelving Hamlet? The truth? That she’d experienced a vision so powerful it knocked her out? No. If even one student learned she had the gift of sight, they’d tell someone, and that someone would tell someone else. Before long, a parent would hear the news and go to the school board. And then, Rue didn’t need a vision to tell her she’d get the sack. None of that sounded like a good idea.

“I skipped breakfast, and my blood sugar dipped. I’m perfectly fine.” Ignoring the offer of a helping hand, Rue scrambled up to prove the point. Physically, she was fine. Emotionally, not so much.

Nodding, one of the students said, “That happens to my Grannie sometimes, too.” 

Ouch, Rue thought and made a mental note to toss the jar of expensive face cream she’d been using in the trash. Clearly, it didn’t work for shit. Or maybe to a fifteen-year-old girl, anyone over forty qualified as grandmother-aged. Rue didn’t find either possibility especially reassuring. 

Thankfully, the bell rang to signify the end of the period, and the students filed past the school nurse on their way out. Recently hired while the regular nurse took off the last few weeks of the school term to care for her husband, who’d been in an accident, Rue knew this one by name only. They hadn’t had reason to deal with each other until now.

“They didn’t need to call you. Like I told the kids, I’m perfectly fine.” Rue flicked her hand toward the door. Go sit on your pediment and leave me alone to think a minute, you gargoyle—Rue allowed the uncharitable thought to roll around in her head but bit it back from coming out her mouth.

 Built almost as wide as she was tall, Roxanne Mara lifted half of a tweezer-defying unibrow and said, “People who are perfectly fine don’t normally keel over in the middle of the day, and you look a little pale.”

Since Rue had just experienced being murdered in great detail, she figured pale sounded about right but fell back on her earlier excuse. “I skipped breakfast.” Rue went to her desk to put some distance between herself and the nurse. The woman had surely heard every teenage excuse in the book, so she could probably spot a lie at fifty paces. 

“Look.” Rue pulled a granola bar from the stash she kept in the bottom drawer, unwrapped it, and took a bite. “I’m eating something, okay? Problem solved. You can go back to your...” lair was the term that came to mind, but Rue chose “office.” 

She might as well have been talking to an actual gargoyle, given the response her statement generated. Nurse Mara merely blinked. 

“What did you see?”

It took an effort of will, but Rue shuttered her expression. “I don’t know what you mean. I skipped lunch. I’m eating something now. That’s all there is to it.”

“Bullshit.” Roxanne Mara refused the pat answer. “Tell the truth.” She flicked a finger in Rue’s direction.

“I had a vision.” Shocked, Rue heard the words fall like stones from her lips even though she tried to clamp them tight. 

“Yes. I know. Tell me.”

The compulsion to do so overrode Rue’s ability to refuse. A dozen questions crowded her head, but the only one that came out was, “What did you do to me?”

Roxanne shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Tell me all of it.” 

When Rue glanced at the door, Roxanne flicked her finger again. With a loud click, the door locked itself. 

“Now,” Roxanne ordered. “Leave nothing out.”

Unsure she was doing it of her own volition and resenting the nurse more with every passing second, Rue described what she had seen and felt. “And then, I died,” she ended the recitation.

“Do you know what this means?” If Roxanne’s voice sounded excited, it hadn’t told her face because her expression never changed. 

“It means you know too much about me, and if you tell anyone about my visions, I’ll be out of a job.” 

“Your job just became the least of your worries. I’m afraid you’ll have to come with me.” A hand with a vice-like grip landed on Rue’s arm. “And I’m afraid it has to be right now.”

“Like hell, I will.” Rue tried to pull free, and when the pressure on her arm only tightened, she did something she knew she shouldn’t and cast her repulsion spell at the woman who was now dragging her bodily toward the door. “This is kidnapping.”

“Cute.” The nurse, who was definitely more than a nurse, merely shrugged off Rue’s best attempt at magick. “But not that cute, and this is not a kidnapping. I’m taking you into protective custody.”

Rue’s mouth fell open, then closed with a snap. “By what authority?”

“Mine.” Roxanne dragged Rue out into the hall. “It’s for your own good.”

“Screw you, you crazy bitch. I’m not going anywhere.” Brave words when Rue’s feet barely touched the ground, and no one they passed seemed to notice anything amiss. She fought against the vice-like grip on her upper arm and didn’t manage to budge so much as a single finger. “You can’t do this to me. I have a lease. And a job. And my dry cleaning will be ready tomorrow.”

“We’ll take care of it.”

“We?”

“I’ve said too much already. Just get in the car.” A van with dark-tinted windows pulled up in front of the school, and the rear door slid open. The man driving it looked a lot like Roxanne in terms of size and shape. He must, Rue thought, be part of the mysterious “we” she’d mentioned. 

“At least let me go home and pack.” Her mind racing through possibilities, Rue thought she might catch Roxanne off guard by pretending to go along with the ridiculousness of being abducted. “I’ll need my things. It won’t take long, I promise.” 

In her head, Rue worked out a scenario where she’d go in ahead of Roxanne, quickly lock her out in the hallway, and then call for help. 

“Oh honey,” Roxanne shook her head, “I was born at night, but it wasn’t last night. Do you really think I’d be foolish enough to let you out of my sight? Get in the car.”

When Rue went for her phone, she barely got it clear of her pocket before it flew out of her hands. It landed on the ground and, before Rue could move a muscle, Roxanne stomped it to tinkling pieces beneath her heavy shoe. 

“Get in the car.” The order came again, this time through gritted teeth and with a bit more heat. When Rue didn’t move fast enough to suit, Roxanne practically tossed her across the back seat and slammed the door. Rue heard the snick of it locking behind her. 

“See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” With an agility she shouldn’t have possessed, Roxanne vaulted into the front passenger’s seat, closed the door behind her, turned around, and offered a cheeky smile. “Child-proof locks. You’re safe now.”

“Safe from who? It’s usually the guy in the white van offering candy a person has to watch for.” Rue glared at the driver in the rear-view mirror. “Not the other way around.”

“Good thing we’re driving a black van, then,” Roxanne said as they pulled out onto the street. “Did you want candy?”

“No, I don’t want candy. I want to go home.” Crossing her arms, Rue sulked. 

“You saw the Shadespawn in your vision, did you not?”

Rue rolled her eyes. “I guess. If that’s what you’re calling it. Him. Her. It. I don’t know.” She shuddered. “I call it pure evil, but whatever.”

“Names have power,” Roxanne warned. “Both in the using of them and the defining. Don’t give it more than it has already.”

When signs for the interstate whizzed past the dark-filmed side window, Rue thought she’d better pay attention to the route they took. Any piece of information might be the one to save her if she got the chance to call the police for help. She banged on the windows every time they stopped at a light, hoping to attract attention.

“Give it a rest, would you?” Roxanne turned around. “No one can see or hear you. Not when we’re on official business.”

“How does kidnapping fall under the umbrella of official business?”

“Is not kidnapping.” The driver finally spoke, his accent one Rue couldn’t quite identify. “Is protection. We protect. You don’t die. Is good. Is simple, no?”

Simple? There was nothing simple about any of this, Rue thought.

“Consider yourself part of the Witchness Protection program.” 

If that was supposed to be a joke, Rue wasn’t laughing. Not that Rue’s thoughts mattered as upstate New York slowly dwindled in the rear-view mirror, so she decided to keep them to herself. Better if she remained alert, took mental notes as they traveled, and looked for a way to get free. Maybe she could concoct a spell to unlock the door.

“Won’t work.” 

Did Roxanne read her mind?

“You can’t do magick in here. Van’s got a damper on it. For your safety.”

Pissed off and powerless to do anything about it, Rue folded her arms over her chest again and spent the next hour coming up with various escape scenarios and imagining the many ways Roxanne might meet a gruesome death.

Somewhere north and east of Hartford, she announced, “I have to pee. I suppose you expect me to use a bucket or something. For my own safety, of course.”

“If it weren’t too late, I’d tell you not to give up your day job for a career in comedy.” Roxanne tossed over one shoulder, then turned to the driver. “Take the next exit.”

He nodded. “It has Burger King.”

Her voice as soft as Rue had ever heard it, Roxanne said, “Our final royal feast.”

Ten minutes later, Roxanne stood outside the stall while Rue tried to pee. She hadn’t really needed the bathroom that badly but had hoped for a chance to escape. Sadly, escape was not in the cards, and within no time, Rue found herself speeding down the highway again, sharing the backseat with at least a half dozen bags of fast food and two loaded drink carriers.

“Is plenty of food,” the driver caught Rue’s eye in the rear-view. “You are welcome to choose.”

While Rue wasn’t usually the type to stress-eat, the scents of flame-broiled meat and fried onions tantalized her. She held out a few minutes, then gave in and pawed through the bags to learn there was more than she’d estimated.

“There are ten bags of food here. What did you buy? Five of everything?”

Head bobbing, the driver confirmed. “Except onion rings. Those I got extra.”

“Grab me a whopper, one of those rings, and an orange drink,” Roxanne sat sideways in the seat while Rue found the items and handed them forward. “Don’t forget the dipping sauce.” 

“Do you eat like this all the time? Your arteries must be almost as hard as rocks by now.”

Why that comment sent Roxanne into gales of laughter, Rue couldn’t say.








CHAPTER 2




“OW!” RUE FLINCHED when the infuriating woman in the backseat leaned forward and plucked a few strands of her hair. They’d switched seats during another pee break in the middle of Massachusetts—a humiliating affair where Roxanne had accompanied Rue into the woods and offered instruction on proper squatting techniques to avoid wetting her feet with an errant stream. 

“What did you do that for?” She rubbed the sore spot, spun, and glared over her shoulder. “Rude!”

Not as rude as being kidnapped by the school nurse and forced into the magickal version of the Witness Protection Program for no good reason, but still. 

“I need to make sure you’re of the blood. If not, you have no shot at getting past the protective barrier, and all of this will have been for nothing. Now, hush up. We’re almost there.” 

“Almost where?” Having asked where they were taking her twice already, Rue wasn’t expecting an answer.

The guy driving the blacked-out cube van answered. Finding his voice again had only taken him six hours and two more pee breaks. “Laurel Haven.” He named the town like Rue should be impressed. Having never heard of the place, she wasn’t.

“You really don’t have to do this. I’ll be fine. No one even knows I saw anything. I don’t get why you’re taking me to…what did you call it again?”

“Laurel Haven. Maine.”

“I knew the Maine part. I saw the sign when we crossed the bridge, didn’t I?” Annoyed, Rue stopped using her indoor voice. “I also know my rights, and you can’t just drag me off to some ridiculous town in the back of beyond and expect me to stay there.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Roxanne said from the back seat. “If you get to Laurel Haven, you’ll stay until…well, you’ll stay. That’s all there is to it.”

“If?” Rue picked up on the operative word. “What does that mean?” She swiveled in her seat to look behind the van and see if they were being followed.

“You sure?” the driver turned to give Roxanne a quick look. When she put the strands of hair into her mouth, rolled them around on her tongue, and nodded, he nodded back and kept on driving without talking while Rue’s blood pressure spiked into the red zone. 

She shifted her purse for cover and reached for the door handle. No child locks on this one. All she had to do was wait until the next time the van slowed down, hit the locks, shove the door open, and make a jump for it. Getting a little banged up couldn’t be worse than getting kidnapped, right?

“Ow,” she said when her fingers met the handle, and a tingle of electricity shot up her arm. 

Roxanne chuckled without mirth. “You’re not going anywhere, Missy.”

“Missy? Really? Is that the best you could come up with?” Rue thought she caught the hint of a smile playing around the driver’s mouth. “You sound like my mother.” 

And speaking of her mother, Rue realized all was not lost. Iris Channing wasn’t the kind of witch to let her only daughter go missing without putting up a fight. “She’ll find me, you know. She has the power to rescue me, and when she does, she’ll make you pay for what you’ve done. You won’t stop her.”

“Find maybe.” The driver glanced at his partner in the rear-view mirror. “Rescue not.” 

“Iris won’t come to Laurel Haven,” Roxanne said, sounding certain, but Rue also detected a hint of condemnation, which she found odd.

“How do you know my mother’s name?” 

They’d been watching her, that’s how. Probably ever since Roxanne had taken on the temporary position. Or maybe before. Fingers of icy dread crept up Rue’s spine. Was she in a car with people coldblooded enough to injure a man to get his wife to take a leave of absence? And then scarf down Burger King like it was nothing?

But why would Roxanne Mara continue to maintain all this was for her safety? Nothing about this day made sense. 

She was, however, heartened by the sight of a truck with a slide-in camper parked in a turn-off. If people visited this godforsaken spot for camping, it wouldn’t be too hard to catch a ride back to civilization at some point.

While Rue filed that information away for later, Roxanne craned her head to stare at the camper the whole way past. “And then there were three,” she spoke in a low tone.

Three what? Rue wanted to ask. 

Not that she had much of a chance. The van stopped just ahead of a sign welcoming people to Laurel Haven. Roxanne exited and walked several feet, her head down as she focused on the hair she’d spit back into her palm. Then, for no good reason Rue could see, she tossed her hands in the air and did an oddly graceful little dance before returning to her seat. 

Nodding to the driver, who hit the gas, Roxanne turned to Rue and said, “Hold on.” 

To what? And why? Rue just about had time to wonder before an unseen force shook the van like a child’s plaything. 

“Gah,” Rue said in the seconds before time turned in upon itself.

Rue felt weird. Like she’d been asleep for weeks, or worse like she’d been taken apart and put back together without all her pieces in the correct places. Her mouth was dry, her toes itched, her fingertips tingled, and some sort of gluey substance kept her from peeling back her eyelids.

Once she’d used the back of her hand to rub the gunk away, she blinked and then moaned as nausea hit like an oncoming train. “I’m dying,” she growled, thinking the end couldn’t come soon enough.

“No, you’re actually not,” came the voice of her captor. “I told you she had enough in her. I knew she was one of them.”

One of whom? Rue wondered as darkness swamped her again.

When she woke later, this time feeling halfway normal—if you didn’t count the flipping sensation in her belly or the sour taste in her mouth—Rue thought the van had stopped but didn’t dare open her eyes again to check. 

“Are we there yet?” So what if she sounded like one of her students on summer break? 

“You can open your eyes.” Roxanne declined to answer the question. “The worst of it should have passed by now. Eat this.”

“This” turned out to be something that looked like a protein bar, and at first, Rue’s stomach rolled over at the mere thought of eating, but when she forced a bite, it tasted like everything wonderful. 

“What’s in this, and where can I buy more of them? I’d like a case or two.” Refreshed, she sat up straight, tucked the rest of the bar into her purse for later, and looked out the window. “Oh.” 

From the top of the rise, Rue took in the view. Postcard-perfect, the town of Laurel Haven bottlenecked a wide finger of land—looked more like a thumb to Rue—that jutted out into the Atlantic. Hemmed in by the rocky coastline, there was only one road in or out. Picturesque as the town might be, it wasn’t the end of the earth, but it certainly felt like it. 

“Honey, we’re home.” 

Rue wasn’t sure if the driver was talking to her or Roxanne, who let her window down and took a deep breath of sun-warmed air. 

“Smells good.”

Rue also sniffed. “Smells like prison to me.” 

“You might as well quit banging that drum because you’re home now, same as we are. Get used to it.”

With most of the buildings weathered gray by salty winds, the town looked familiar. During her early years, she and her mother moved around a lot. Maybe she’d been here before. Or else Laurel Haven simply looked like any other coastal town Rue had seen in travel books—her only means of experiencing the world once she’d moved out of her mother’s house. Travel meant change, which didn’t align with her need for predictability.

As they drove past the library—a Gothic piece of architectural confection complete with a pair of spires arching into the blue sky—Roxanne tilted her head and leaned out the window to stare up at its face. 

Because it’s what you do when you see someone looking up, Rue followed suit.

Two pillars marked the entrance to the building, the tops out of proportion to their bases. Large, empty cornices supported by curved corbels topped each pillar. A pair of stone gargoyles should have sat there. Rue could almost picture them now, hunched against the elements, framed by the base of the twin spires. The sun glinted off the windows, making them sparkle in the pink tones of late afternoon light.

“Nice building, but it’s missing something,” she blew a strand of dark hair out of her eyes and turned back to the library, her gaze lingering on the empty cornices. “Needs gargoyles.”

Letting out a short laugh, Roxanne reached over to squeeze the driver’s hand. Rue had less than three seconds to wonder what that was all about before they pulled into a parking space. 

“This is where you’ll be staying,” Roxanne beamed and pointed to a two-story building with a shop below and what Rue assumed were living quarters above. She took in the weathered, gray siding and peeling paint around the windows with deep misgiving. Like everything else in this town, it looked drab and dreary, as though it had been abandoned for the past fifty years and scoured dry by salt and wind. 

“What do you think?”

They couldn’t keep her here, Rue decided. She’d make nice, pretend to go along with this farce of an abduction for the time being, and as soon as she had her captors lulled into a false sense of security, she was out of there. 

“It’s nice, I guess. Looks like it was built to last.” What else could she say? 

“Laurel Haven needs you.” Except Roxanne didn’t sound entirely sure of that fact. “Chosen one.”

“Excuse me?”

Roxanne shook her head, and her tone turned brisk as she handed over a set of keys. “This one is the key to the apartment. It’s up those stairs.” She pointed to a set of wooden steps mounted to the side of the building. “There are two units. You’re in the second one. You’ll see the key is marked.”

Looking down, Rue saw the number two stamped into the head of the key. “What does this one go to?” Since there were two, she held up the other. 

“You’ll need to make a living, so that’s the key to the shop.”

Eyebrows shooting toward her hairline, Rue looked at the wide, filthy window and the shop door with its faded paint. She pulled her wallet from her purse, opened it, and counted. “I have seventeen dollars and change.” She grabbed her debit card and waved it in Roxanne’s face. “Plus maybe two thousand in my savings account, and since I just paid all my bills for the month, three hundred in my checking. If you think that’s enough to open up a shop of some kind, you’re delusional.”

“You won’t need that anymore.” Unperturbed, Roxanne snatched the debit card from Rue’s fingers and snapped it in half. “Or any of the other credit cards you’re carrying. They’ve all been closed, and your money’s been moved to a personal account at the Bank of Laurel Haven. You can go in and sign the necessary forms once you’ve had time to settle in.”

“You expect me to live in an abandoned building that looks like it could fall over at any moment and open a shop with…” she calculated her balance if, as Roxanne had said, her credit cards had been paid in full, “seven hundred and six dollars and change?”

Didn’t matter, she guessed. This was a temporary situation. No way could they keep her here against her will. She’d go along with the absurdity, lull her captors into relaxing their vigilance, spend a night since she was tired from the day’s ordeal, and take off at first light. 

“Have I ever steered you wrong?”

“In the two weeks I’ve known you?” Rue gave Roxanne a look she’d perfected on high school students over the past twenty years. Roxanne shrugged it off as if she were made from stone. 

“Since you’ve already had a long day, I suggest you begin with the apartment. Take the keys. Go inside, and make yourself at home. I can’t go in with you for reasons you'll soon understand. You have to do this part on your own, but I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised.”

“I doubt it. But I guess there are worse places to live.” And it’s only for one night, Rue thought. Two at the most. Her mind ran back through the sequence of events that had landed her in this situation. Looking back, she failed to see anything she could have done to change the outcome. 

“Could you get on with it?” The rough tones of Roxanne’s voice broke Rue out of her memory trance. “I’ve got someplace to be.” The look she exchanged with the driver, whose name Rue still hadn’t heard, spoke of shared secrets. 

The utter arrogance of the woman.

Annoyed, Rue grabbed her purse, the only thing she’d managed to bring with her, and snatched the keys Roxanne still dangled. 

“Fine. Have a nice night.” The satisfaction she felt when she slammed the car door lasted about half a second before trepidation pushed it aside.

Roxanne leaned out the window and tossed Rue a small packet wrapped in brown paper. “Put this under your pillow to keep the dreams away. You need a good night’s sleep.” Up went the window, and the van pulled away from the curb.

“You could have at least said goodbye.”

In the history of days, this was the worst one ever. Rue hated Laurel Haven. She hated Roxanne, she hated the hideous building she was supposed to live in, and she hated the stupid sidewalk under her feet because it didn’t feel like home. Nothing felt the same. 

And where the hell were all the people? Not a single soul walked the streets, and now that the van had pulled away, dusk falling on the apocalyptic silence was unnerving. One night to sleep and plan, and then, she was out of there. How bad could it be?

With that cheery thought in mind, Rue strode toward the rickety-looking steps, tested the first to see if it would hold her weight, and found it deceptively strong. At the top of the stairs, she faced a pair of solid doors, fitted the key into the one with a brass number two screwed to the face, and with low expectations, twisted her wrist to unlock the door.

As the key turned, Rue felt a shift as if the door and the rooms behind it took a deep breath. 

“What the hell.” She took two steps inside her apartment in New York and hung her purse on the rack by the door out of habit. Still holding the paper-wrapped package, she made it as far as the sofa before the day overwhelmed her, and Rue’s mind shut down. She dragged a knitted throw, the only thing she had from the grandmother she’d never known, from its customary spot, curled up beneath it and cried until the healing sleep came. 








CHAPTER 3




SUN SLANTING THROUGH the skylight tickled uncharacteristic warmth across Rue’s cheek the next morning, waking her to the new day. She blinked, then rubbed the crust out of her eyes and wondered why she’d gone to sleep on the sofa. In her clothes, no less. Everything in her head felt muddled and stodgy. Like her brain had turned to a damp sponge. That thought brought up the theme from Spongebob Squarepants.

It took a superhuman effort and singing the chorus of another song out loud to dislodge the stupid theme song from looping through her mind. Clearing that mess out of her head left enough room to realize she was running late for work.

Rising, she folded the throw, replaced it on the back of the sofa, and took care of her morning routine. 

Or a version of it, anyway. She’d already missed the alarm and snooze portion of her day, so she wandered into her bedroom, changed into stretchy clothes, and ran through a scaled-down yoga session to reduce the stiffness in her muscles. She was, Rue decided, too old to sleep on the couch. Every joint creaked, and the break in routine left her feeling discombobulated. What she wouldn’t give for a long soak in a deep tub.

Somewhere in the middle of breakfast, the events of the day before slammed into Rue’s head but were dismissed as nothing more than a bad dream.

A detailed bad dream. 

Too detailed. 

“Shit,” she grumbled when she dropped her spoon into her cereal bowl, and milk fountained out to splash across the table. “Double shit.” For once, Rue didn’t bother to clean up right away. Instead, she raced to the front window to open the curtains and satisfy herself she was in her apartment in New York. 

Except, of course, she was not. Her mind spinning out, she looked at the familiar room behind her, then back out the window to see the town of Laurel Haven spread below, just as dingy and deserted as it had been the day before.

Yesterday had not been a dream. Or if it had, it had been a nightmare she couldn’t wake up from. 

“I was kidnapped by a school nurse as part of some witchness protection program and dragged off to Bumfuck, Maine against my will. That happened.” Rue wasn’t sure who she was trying to convince, but those were the facts as she currently knew them. “And they’ve made an exact replica of my apartment.”

That last fact was the one that put her over the top. Except it wasn’t entirely true.

While the apartment looked more than similar to the one Rue had left behind, she noted enough little oddities as she moved about the rooms to be sure she was not at home. She’d always liked those puzzles where you have to find the differences between two images. She’d just never expected to be living in one of them. 

The bathroom was bigger. Big enough to hold the deep and sparkling white soaking tub she’d wished for not a half hour before. Even better, the slightly larger shower boasted an extra set of body jets—none of which she’d noticed when she’d come in earlier to pee—if they’d even been there then, and wasn’t that a question for the ages? Tempted for a moment by the thought of soaking her bones instead of just sluicing water over them, Rue almost broke her daily routine and went for a bath. But the idea of that felt so scandalous she shook it off. 

“Well, the water’s hotter here,” she winced at the scalding pain when she stuck her hand under the spray and then adjusted the shower faucet. “And the pipes don’t rattle. I guess that’s a couple points for the plus column, but it’s too quiet.” Which was why she’d resorted to talking to herself to make up for the lack of street noise. 

Dressed and ready—for what Rue had no idea—she headed back to the kitchen and noted a few minor differences she’d missed earlier there, too. The pot-filling faucet above the range was a nice touch, and the refrigerator was a newer model. She checked the cabinets, finding them filled with her own pots and pans, plates, even silverware, and the food she’d left behind. 

Creepy.

A strong but slightly skewed sense of deja vu swept over Rue, leaving her more than annoyed. How had Roxanne and the nameless driver magickally replicated her apartment? Had they hired a crew to pack and move everything from New York to Maine during the same six hours they had taken to haul her to this backwater hole in the wall? Impossible.

Having familiar surroundings might make the transition easier should Rue decide to stay. If that was their thinking, she supposed she should consider it a thoughtful gesture. You know, if she ever chose to forgive them. Honestly, one lousy vision shouldn’t have put her in enough danger to warrant all of this.  

Alone with nowhere to be and nothing gainful to do, Rue brooded over coffee, then over the rest of her soggy cereal, and then over the view out her front window. 

“Where are all the people?” Other than a stray dust devil, the street lay as deserted as a ghost town. Hell, for all Rue knew, Laurel Haven was a ghost town. 

She paced away, then back to look outside again until she couldn’t take the boredom anymore. Going for her purse, Rue found the keys where she’d dropped them on the table below. Hadn’t Roxanne mentioned some kind of shop? She could look, couldn’t she? Looking didn’t mean she’d decided to stay.

Muttering dire things about Roxanne and the mystery driver, Rue stomped down the stairs, walked around to the front of the building, and stood staring at it from the empty street. 

“Open a shop, she says. Support yourself, she says. Who’ll buy my nonexistent wares? The whole frigging town is abandoned. But sure, I’m protected from the scary bad dream. Right.” Since no one was there to hear them, Rue indulged herself in saying her thoughts aloud.

Continuing the bitter bitching session, Rue fitted the key to the lock, twisted it, and felt that same breathless intake as she had when she’d entered her apartment upstairs. The knob turned, and for better or worse, Rue stepped inside.

When asked later, she’d swear her peripheral vision caught the motion of the last items sliding into place. 

“Nope.” Everything in her rejected the vision before her eyes. Shelves of books marched down the left side of the shop while a coffee bar, a small cluster of tables, and several comfy chairs took up the right. It was perfect, fully stocked, and ready for retail right down to the chalkboard of coffee prices nailed to the wall. “Just no.”

“Why not?” A face popped up from behind the serving counter. A face framed by a short wing of hair so blond it was nearly white, sliced with ruthless scissors into a blunt line that angled across cheekbones sharp enough to cut. A face that reminded Rue of one she’d seen somewhere before. If not for the smile that reached eyes of smoky blue, Rue would have thought the look a bit severe and quite affected. 

“Why not what?” popped out of Rue’s mouth. 

“Indeed.” Mischief lurked in that smile. 

Rue shook her head to bring back a sense of sanity. “I’m Rue. Rue Channing.” Raised to be polite, she held out a hand. “And you are?”

“Tansy.” The woman hesitated for a second before shaking Rue’s hand. A spark of electricity rose at the contact. Outside in the square, a bell clanged two times. A strong sense of import ran through Rue as if meeting this woman was fated. Maybe they’d meant something to each other in a past life or were meant to mean something to each other in this one. And, if she wasn’t mistaken, similar emotions also ran through the woman named Tansy. Either that, or she was trying to hold back a fart because she had a funny look on her face. 

“Tansy Shackleton. I think it’s simply fabulous that you decided to open a bookstore. New and used, which is even better. We haven’t had one in Laurel Haven for,” Tansy took a moment to think, “maybe ever. At least not in my memory.”

I guess we’ll brush right past what happened when I turned that key, Rue thought, but only said, “I’m not sure it was an active choice, and that’s a long time to go without new books.” 

“We have the library, but this will be better, I think. You might want to consider adding tea to your coffee bar menu. We have a lot of tea drinkers in town.  And since there’s that cute little kitchen back there, I thought I could bake up some treats to sell.”

Rue’s brows lifted. “Do you work here?”

“I do today. If you want me, anyhow. If not, you’ve only to say the word and I’ll go.” Coming out from behind the counter, Tansy tilted her head sympathetically. “It’s okay if you’re not ready to make decisions yet. It’s also okay to take a minute to get your bearings, Rue. You practically reek of uncertainty. Do you want to talk about it? Or are you one of those people who prefers to brood in silence? You can probably tell which side of the fence I live on.”

“You’re a talker.” Rue smiled to take the sting from what might not sound like a compliment. 

“Guilty. But I’ve found that most disagreements come from a lack of open discourse, so I’ve decided not to participate in any form of willful miscommunication, even if it means I could talk the twigs off a broomstick. You can tell me to shut up if you like. Everyone does. I don’t take it personally.”

Whether Rue wanted to be charmed or not, she had no defense against Tansy’s offbeat but cheerful energy. Since the woman seemed prone to prattle on about any and everything, she’d be the best person to pump for information about how to escape from Laurel Haven. 

“Tell me about yourself,” Rue invited, thinking the more she learned, the better. “What made you decide to come here today? And how did you get in?”

Tansy’s grin got wider if that was even possible. “I didn’t think you’d be up and around yet, and, in my capacity as caretaker for the property, I wanted to set a few things to rights before you came in, except you showed up a lot earlier than I expected, so I didn’t make it out in time.”

“I get it. You’re my landlord.”

Tansy’s laugh was like a spark in a dark room. “Not exactly, but I didn’t plan to be inside when you used the key. My presence may have skewed things a little.”

“Skewed what exactly? I feel like I came in at the middle of a movie. And I have no idea what the story is about. Say things that make sense,” Rue ordered.

“It’s just that you love books, and I love to bake. I think that’s why you ended up with this half-and-half deal.”

“If this is what you think making sense sounds like, I can tell you it doesn’t.”

“No, I suppose not. But since the cooking side of things was my doing, I think you’re stuck with me. At least for now. On the plus side, I bet this thing makes amazing coffee,” she pointed to the intimidating hunk of shining metal that looked too new and entirely out of place, given the age of the building. “If I know Laurel Haven as well as I think I do, we’ll do a fair business with coffee and cookies. A little kitchen like this will pay for itself in no time. I like to talk, and I know everyone in town, so I’ll keep the customers happy, and you can indulge your love of books while we wait for the rest…for whatever comes next.”

“You keep mentioning my love of books.” Since just standing there in the middle of the shop had begun to feel odd, Rue took a seat at the coffee counter and watched Tansy buzz around with a cleaning cloth she’d conjured up from somewhere. Not that anything actually needed cleaning. The place was spotless. “What makes you say that?”

“Given the chance to open any type of business in the world, you went with a bookstore. I’d say that speaks to a love of reading. Am I wrong?”

“No. It’s just that I didn’t choose anything. I opened the door, and here it was.”

“Exactly,” Tansy nodded. “Now you’re getting it.”

Spinning, Rue looked back toward the door where she’d turned the key not five minutes before and noticed the filthy windows now shined. What the hell was up with that?

“Getting what? A stroke? Or am I dead, and this is my special version of hell?”

“You’re not dead.” Shrugging, Tansy turned her attention back to the coffeemaker. “It’s just that things work differently for…well, for us. You’ll get used to it in time, I’m sure.”

By us, Tansy must have meant witches, meaning she probably was one as well. That explained a lot. Or nothing, but Rue couldn’t even consider beginning to process that information right now. “By things, do you mean super-intimidating coffee makers? Or maybe you already know how to work it.”

“Not yet, but I’ll figure it out. I have an affinity for kitchen stuff. Shouldn’t take me long to get it going.” So saying, Tansy pulled a bag of coffee beans from under the counter. When she opened the bag, the shop was filled with an aroma that was so seductively dark that Rue forgot to be annoyed.

Intrigued, she joined Tansy behind the counter. 

“Are you sure that’s where the beans go?” she asked when Tansy spilled half the bag into the reservoir on top of the machine. 

“Looks like the most logical place.” Unconcerned, Tansy filled another reservoir with water.

“Maybe there’s an instruction manual.” There wasn’t. Or not in any logical place Rue could think to look. Not that it mattered. Looking for it gave her something to do at a time when sitting still seemed impossible. She had no idea why she was contemplating how the machine worked. She should be halfway back to the town line by now.



