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Witch

Witch’s Circle, Book Three

Mell Eight


Prologue

“MAGIC IS ABOUT precision, Kana,” Dad said, his voice firm, but understanding. He gently repositioned Kana’s hand around the chalk. “Now, hold it steady, but not too tight. Pivot with your feet and keep a stiff elbow. Now place the chalk to the floor and spin.”

Kana spun, the chalk scraping along the smooth floor as he tried to keep his arm completely still and allow his momentum to direct the chalk. When he finished a complete turn and the two lines of the circle intersected exactly, Kana pulled the chalk back and grinned up at Dad.

“Very good!” Dad crowed. “Look how exact this circle is compared to the one you drew before.”

Kana stood to look. Where the previous circle was a wiggling wave that suddenly arced to force the two ends to meet, his new circle was almost perfect. A few bits were still slightly skewed, but overall, it was a circle whereas the old one was more of an awkward oval.

“Practice makes perfect, though,” Dad continued. “You need to draw at least ten circles a day, until it becomes second nature. An imperfect circle will lead to an imperfect spell, and an imperfect spell can be very dangerous.”

Kana nodded. Dad was right. Kana’s wobbly circles were harder to call magic into, and the results didn’t always match what he wanted the spell to do. If Dad said Kana needed to write ten circles a day, Kana knew he ought to instead do twenty. He had to perfect his spell circles so the coven and his mother would accept him as a witch.

“Dad?” Kana asked, reminded of a question that had been bothering him since Dad began this lesson. “Momma’s the witch in the family. You don’t have any magic, so how come you know so much?”

Dad’s smile was a little sad as he patted Kana on the shoulder. “It’s a long story. I’ll tell it to you when you’re older. Now, why don’t you draw your ten circles for today, and then we can go out for ice cream?”

Ice cream? Kana grinned and hurried to a clean spot on the floor. Ten good circles in return for some ice cream was a great bargain! He put chalk to the floor and got to work.

*

FOUR YEARS LATER, when Kana was thirteen, Atlantea, one of the head witches on the coven council, pulled him out of class. His parents’ car had been found at the bottom of a ravine, their bodies still inside. Her arms were warm and comforting as Kana cried, but it was also the only time he could remember her ever being nice to him. Certainly after the funeral her cold attitude toward him returned.

Kana quickly learned the magic lessons his dad had been giving him were lessons he should have been receiving from the coven, but they had refused to include him. He was a male witch and therefore not worth the coven’s time, according to them. Why and how his dad had been able to provide those lessons instead, Kana never learned, but he was grateful for every one as he fought his way into the high school’s magic classes.

Thoughts of his dad soon faded, however, beaten down under the onslaught of the coven’s vitriol, but Kana knew someday he would be free of the coven. Someday, all the magic lessons he had been hoarding would be of use, and until then he would continue to perfect his spells through constant practice and repetition.

And then, once he was eighteen, Kana had forced them to allow him to cast the spell to call his familiars. He had run away right after that, tired of the coven’s mistreatment and knowing it would only increase after he walked out of the testing room with two cat familiars—cats being the strongest familiars, and Kana had received two of them. His only choice was to leave, so Kana had run as far and as fast as he could.

*

THE FIRST RAINDROP hit Kana in the head, and he curled into a tighter ball, desperately wishing he were anywhere else. He was shivering cold in just a T-shirt and jeans in mid-autumn, and rain was definitely not going to help.

After two years of constant running, his money was gone. Kana had nowhere to sleep, aside from the dirty back alley where he was currently squatting, and certainly nowhere to get out of the rain. He needed a job so he could get some money, but Kana couldn’t remember the last time he had showered, let alone had clothes clean enough a hiring manager would even let him in the door. If Kana had chalk, he could spell himself for long enough to get hired, but these days whenever he scraped together a few dollars, he had to use the money for food and maybe a trip to the laundromat. Money never lasted long enough for Kana to splurge on something like chalk.

Wet! Sora, one of Kana’s cat familiars, howled in disgust through their mental bond as the rain started falling in earnest. Put up a blocking spell!

Kana uncurled just enough to glance down at the ground, where before the sun started setting he had been idly drawing circles and pentagrams into the muck. Those circles were already deformed, the muck not stable enough to hold the shape for more than a few seconds. He certainly wouldn’t be able to draw a complex rune, especially as the rain washed away what was left of his circles.

How? Kana asked. Even if I had something to write with, there’s nowhere flat or clean enough to put it.

Draw it with magic, then, Mika, Kana’s other familiar, said with his own whine as a rumble of thunder sounded overhead.

With magic? Was that even possible?

Another rumble of thunder sounded overhead, and the rain began pounding down on Kana’s head, the drops cold and painful as they hit any exposed skin. Kana pulled magic down his bond with Mika and let it gather on the tip of one finger. He drew a circle in the air, trying to push the magic to follow his finger and remain behind. The circle faded before he got all the way around.

Hold it with your mind as well as your magic, Mika said.

Kana tried to still his shivering so his hand would stay steady as he moved it in another circle. This time, as he drew with his magic, he held the image of the circle in his mind as well. The circle stayed, glowing in the air.

Kana grinned, but tried not to wreck his concentration as he let his heart jump in excitement at it actually working. He drew the star next, all five lines intersecting at exact angles. When the pentagram hung in the air, as perfectly connected to the circle as if he had drawn it on a flat surface with chalk, Kana allowed himself to let out a breath of relief. He drew the runes in quickly, before the shivering and the rain made it impossible to concentrate, and the spell took hold with a rush of warmth as if Kana were sitting at the beach in the sun on a warm summer day. Raindrops skidded around him, repelled from his body as if he and they were opposing sides of a magnet.

Kana finally uncurled and sighed as warmth settled into his bones for the first time in days. Mika and Sora uncurled too, both of them purring happily in Kana’s lap.

Magic circles without chalk… What a crazy concept, but it had worked! Kana had no idea why he hadn’t heard of that before. There were so many opportunities that opened up for him if he didn’t have to spend money on chalk or time to find a suitable surface to draw his circle. A spell to make him appear less dirty, a spell to help keep Mika and Sora hidden so he could go out and about with them without worry about their getting spotted—or even so he could get into a shelter for the night without his “pets” being a problem—and— Kana sucked in a breath at the thought. He could draw a spell on a resume that would prevent anyone from looking too closely at his name or high school, both of which he had to lie about in order to stay hidden. With that, he might be able to get a real job, something not under the table and therefore grossly underpaid for the work involved.

But first, he had to practice. A complex spell like what he wanted to do for his resume wasn’t a couple of simple runes; no, that would require multiple combined runes with very specific flourishes, and he would have to be competent enough at holding such a complex spell in his mind all while increasing the amount of magic he pushed into the circle to compensate for not being able to smudge any herbs or light candles to boost the spell. His wobbly, barely there circle that was mostly keeping the rain off said he wasn’t ready for that just yet.

But he would be ready soon, Kana swore to himself. He just had to practice.

A cleanliness spell was easy, only a couple of runes. Kana fixed what he wanted in his mind, then slowly and carefully pointed one finger and moved it through the air to draw it out.

One day he wouldn’t need to actually draw the circle, Kana realized as he completed the last rune and the lingering sour smell of unwashed human and cat faded from inside their magical cocoon. He ought to be able to push the circle held in his mind directly into action without the extra steps of drawing it out, and Kana knew he would one day. For now, though, he needed to stop thinking such lofty thoughts and focus on getting the most basic aspects of this new magic down exactly. He could only build up to the stronger versions he was envisioning if he had a solid base to work from, which meant lots and lots of practice was in his future.

More thunder rumbled overhead, and a flash of lightning obscured the next circle Kana was writing. This one was just for practice—and to see if he could dissipate the circle without casting it as easily as wiping his hand through a chalk-made one.

Kana grinned when the spell vanished, the magic dissipating exactly as it should.

With this magic, Kana had a future again, and his grin didn’t fade until he drifted off to sleep, images of circles dancing through his mind.


Chapter One

“HEY, KANA?” JOHANNA called as she walked into Kana’s workroom. Kana quickly held up a finger to stop her, focusing intently on the potion gently bubbling in the center of a spell circle hovering about six inches above his worktable.

The spell circle itself was taking most of Kana’s concentration. He had invented it only recently, after both electric and gas stoves as well as a real fire had all proved to have too many inconsistencies with their heating, thereby leaving some of his potions lacking in power or simply not working at all. After six months of research, failed attempts, and a good bit of grumbling, Kana had worked out his mobius strip-style circle.

Normal spell circles vanished once they completed the tasks written into them via runes and Kana’s intent. His mobius strip made the spell incapable of completing itself, constantly spinning back to the beginning without end. The only problem was how much concentration and magic the spell required. Kana’s channels between himself and Mika and Sora were wide open and starting to ache as he continuously pulled magic from his familiars for the spell.

Thankfully, the potion was just about at the right consistency. He only needed another minute for it to be perfect. Kana watched carefully, and the second it looked exactly right, he reached out with a gloved hand to take the hot potion away and cut off the magic powering the spell. Mika and Sora both let out relieved sighs when Kana tightened the channels between them again.

Kana set the potion aside to cool, and finally turned to Johanna, pulling the glove off to drop on his worktable while he waited for her to stop staring at him and collect her thoughts again.

Johanna was Kana’s research partner and boss at the hunter’s compound. She was over six feet tall, and every inch of her body was toned muscle. She might spend most of her time sitting at a desk doing research for the hunters, but she was as capable of wading into a battle as anyone. Her skin was deep black, and her thick braids were dyed red. She was beautiful, but she definitely appreciated that Kana wasn’t interested in her.

“That spell—” She cut herself off and shook her head.

“I don’t recommend it, and I don’t think I’ll be using it again any time soon,” Kana replied, and his voice sounded as tired as his magic felt. “It’s not practical, even though it solves the heat source issue. I’ll keep looking for a new solution for that, instead.”

Johanna shook her head, her grin wry. “If it’s too difficult for you, it’s an impossible spell for the rest of us,” she replied with an easy shrug. “You’ll find it eventually. Anyway, didn’t you once work as a journalist or something? Before you started here?”

Kana nodded, wondering where she was going with this. He had worked for one of the local news stations, which had TV, online, and newspaper, and was part of a national conglomerate as well. About a year ago, the station had interviewed a hunter for their morning news segment, but a vindictive witch had magically erased the footage and ensured all fingers would point at Kana as the culprit. Kana hadn’t been upset to lose the job, despite how hard he had fought to get it in the first place, because his life had completely changed at that point. He had gone from being alone, and in hiding, to living openly as a witch with the local werewolf pack. The job that had helped spring him out of poverty had served its purpose, and Kana was ready to move on. Luckily, his current position as a researcher with the hunter’s association had come around not long after, and using his magic in addition to his research skills—finding research interesting had led him to a journalism degree in college—had been too exciting to pass up.

“Oh, good,” Johanna continued with a smile. “Looks like one of the local news stations finally figured out we’re here. They’re sending somebody over first thing tomorrow to inquire about doing an interview, and we need someone who speaks the lingo to tell them to shove off.”

Kana frowned, having flashbacks to how he had gotten involved with the werewolves in the first place. His previous job had callously sent him on a very similar fact-finding trip to the local vampire coven, starting the journey that had eventually led him to where he was now. He wouldn’t take any of it back, but he wasn’t about to put someone else through a similar situation.

Also, there was only one station that seemed interested in regularly interviewing the magical community, and Kana wasn’t certain he was ready to face his old coworkers again. Nor was he willing to do them any favors, considering how his old boss had written him off so completely when he was forced to quit. Although it was gratifying to hear Johanna wasn’t interested in moving forward with any sort of interview.

Kana sighed. “I don’t know if my being there will only encourage them. Especially if they’re the people I used to work with.”

Johanna shrugged. “You at least know the lingo. If it was me, I would think I was telling them to pound sand, and next thing I knew we would be front page news.”

Kana giggled and Johanna laughed with him. “All right,” Kana replied. “I’ll do it, but you’d better be ready to jump in and save me if they get aggressive.”

“Please,” Johanna said with a snort. “You could shove them out of the house and back into their cars before they blinked, and you know it. Now, finish whatever you were doing with that potion and head on home. Your wolf is probably waiting for you.”

Kana laughed again. He reached out and gingerly touched the side of the flask, and when it was cool to the touch, he picked it up and handed it to Johanna.

“It’s a strengthening spell for your weapons. I followed your recipe, but I changed the main herb combination.”

“Oh?” Johanna asked as she took the flask from Kana. She carefully sniffed the mouth. Her nose wrinkled, and she frowned as she thought. “I can still smell the ginseng and peppermint oil, but what is that horsey smell?”

“Ashwagandha,” Kana answered.

“Indian ginseng?” Johanna mused. “Interesting idea. You mind if I run some tests on this combination to see if it’s more effective?”

“That’s why I gave it to you.” Kana smiled at her, but Johanna didn’t notice, her eyes focused on the viscous liquid in the flask.

She glanced up at Kana briefly, blinked in surprise to see him still there, and waved toward the door with her free hand. “Go home. I’ll see you tomorrow before the news people come, and I’ll let you know how the tests go if we finish them before you’re able to join us.”

Kana put a few of his tools away and cleaned his workspace but obeyed Johanna’s orders. The lab he worked in wasn’t a private space, but there were so many labs in the hunters’ building Kana often had the room to himself. The hunters’ association had converted an old McMansion into a research space as well as living quarters for most of the researchers on staff. Construction had taken nine months, and the building still smelled of new paint and construction dust.
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