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            CINDER

          

        

      

    

    
      Two months ago

      

      
        
        Dear Ash,

         

        If you’re reading this, I never made it back.  

        I know you planned to organize the library in Dad’s absence, so I hid your favorite sigil book next to this journal in hopes that you’d find it should I go missing too. I really did leave in search of our parents. I didn’t lie about that, but there are other things you need to know. You and Ember.

        Our parents lied to you about the curse. They lied to us all. Every High Priestess that came before Mom lied too. You aren’t the miracle baby she made you out to be. There’s a reason why you’re the only third daughter to survive.

        Mom didn’t have the heart to kill you. 

        The curse wasn’t that every third daughter of the High Priestess would die in infancy. It was that she would go insane and murder everyone in the coven.

        I know it’s hard to believe, but Mom showed me the curse. It was in the dark grimoire in the safe. 

        The dirty secret of our coven is that if the High Priestess has a third daughter, she murders her. It has happened several times over the centuries, and the knowledge about the real curse is passed orally from the High Priestess to her oldest daughter. That’s why I now know. 

        Mom has been searching for a way to break the curse since you were born. She was certain she’d figured out how to end it for good without harming you. The witch who hexed us harnessed the power of three demons, and only three demons can break the curse. 

        Mom and Dad went into the woods to summon one. They cut a deal with him. I overheard them talking about it. They promised their souls in exchange for him delivering the fiends responsible. The demon required the grimoire, so they took it back to the woods, but the one they bargained with was a trickster. He took the book and our parents, but not before I tore out the page identifying the only demons who could break the curse. The ones who created it. 

        The witch who cursed us moved to Boston and joined the Magic Society there. I broke into their library, and that’s where I discovered what she had done. She had promised her own soul and her firstborn’s in exchange for the power, but she never planned to hold up her end of the deal. 

        She vanquished the three demon brothers but hid their skulls. Without their bodies intact, they can’t reform in Hell. They’re trapped in a dark prison and never got to collect her soul. The only way to break the curse is for us to release them. They are the only ones who can help. 

        I’ve located Discord’s skull, and I’m going to release him. I’ll convince him to take me into Hell so I can find Mom and Dad. I hope to bring them back right away, so you never have to read this, but if I don’t return, you have to release the other two. We can end this. I know we can.

        Love, Cinder

      

      

      

      My hand shook as I scrawled my name at the bottom of the page. Every word I’d written was true, but I never dreamed I’d have to write it down. To not only drag the morbid skeletons from my family’s closet and dance with them, but to record the evidence for anyone’s prying eyes to see.

      That’s why I planned to hide the journal where only Ash could find it. If anyone else discovered what my ancestors had been doing all these years—what Ash was destined to do if we didn’t stop the curse—they’d destroy us. They’d have no other choice.

      “Hey.” Chrys knocked on my open door, making me jump. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Why wouldn’t it be?” I forced a smile and slipped the journal into my nightstand drawer before sliding it closed and resting my hand on the surface.

      “I texted you twice and called when you didn’t reply.” She stepped into my bedroom and leaned against the doorjamb, tucking her jet-black hair behind her ear. She wore black jeans and a midnight blue sweater that made her eyes pop.

      “We’re supposed to see a band tonight, remember?” She raised her brows, a sly smile pulling up one corner of her mouth. “Patrice is going to introduce me to the bass player.”

      “Right. I’m supposed to play wing woman. Sorry, my phone must be on vibrate.” I drummed my fingers on the nightstand, contemplating how much to tell her. Chrys was my closest friend. She knew me better than anyone, and I could tell by the look on her face that she knew something was wrong.

      “It might be good to get your mind off things.” She sank onto the bed next to me and bumped my shoulder with hers. “Take a break from your worries.”

      I sighed, tilting my head toward the ceiling. “I can’t tonight. I… I’m going away for a while.”

      She shifted her weight, curling her right leg beneath her left and angling toward me. “Your parents again?”

      I nodded. “I found another lead.”

      “Are you leaving tonight? I’ll go with you.” She tugged her phone from her back pocket. “I’ll just let Patrice⁠—”

      “No.” I shot to my feet. “You’ve got a bass player ready to finger your strings. Go have fun.”

      She shrugged. “He can finger me another time. If my bestie is chasing feral fowl, I want to be there. You need to stop isolating yourself, Cin. It’s not healthy.”

      I paced to the closet and opened the door. “I have to do this alone.”

      She returned the phone to her pocket. “No, you don’t.”

      “Believe me, I do.” I grabbed a backpack and laid it on my dresser. “It’s a dangerous place, and I won’t risk another coven member’s life on my ‘wild goose chases.’”

      “I didn’t mean…” She sighed and rose to her feet. “I’m not afraid of a little danger. Besides, what could be more perilous than downtown Salem on Halloween night? All those tourists who suddenly think they’re witches, packing into every restaurant and bar in town.” She exaggerated a shudder. “It’s a nightmare.”

      “I’m serious.” I shoved some pants and two shirts into my bag before throwing in a pair of undies. I bit my lip and grabbed two more pairs…just in case.

      “I am too.” She rested her hand on my shoulder. “If this place is as dangerous as you say, then you’ll need backup. Let me help you.”

      “I’ll be fine.” I shrugged off her touch and grabbed a set of knives from my drawer. “It’ll probably turn out to be nothing, just like my other leads.”

      Yes, that was a lie, but best friend or not, I couldn’t tell her I had used dark magic to bind myself to a demon, much less that I planned to summon him, follow him to Hell, and fight my way back out again. She’d call on the roots from the nearest tree and tie me to the ground before she’d let me do something that stupid.

      She narrowed her eyes, staring at me intently. “You’re doing it, aren’t you? That fake confidence thing? I swear you could convince Hecate that you’re the mother of magic if you wanted to.”

      “Shh.” I glanced into the hall and lowered my voice, speaking through clenched teeth. “It’s not fake. It’s magic, and I told you that in confidence.”

      “And you promised never to use it on me.” She crossed her arms.

      “I’m not. I swear.” I drew an X over my heart. “If you’re convinced to let me do this alone, it’s because you know me well enough to understand I won’t do it any other way.”

      Persuasive magic was a powerful ability that blurred the line between light and dark. I only ever used it passively, making myself appear confident, in control, like I knew exactly what I was doing, even when I didn’t. I never dared affect another’s free will, nor would I ever.

      Chrys was the only person who even knew I had this power, and I never should have confided in her. People got weird when they knew someone could manipulate their decisions with magic. Go figure.

      She dropped her arms to her sides, her features softening. “I know you’ve always been independent, but since your parents disappeared, you’ve given hard-headed a whole new meaning. Will you at least tell me the general vicinity of where you’re going in case you end up missing too?”

      I opened my mouth to give her a vague response, but every smoke alarm in the house screeched in unison, saving me from adding another layer of lies.

      “Sorry,” Ash called from the kitchen.

      I closed my eyes for a long blink. “Let me check on her.”

      My boots thudded on the hardwood as I strode down the hall and crossed the living room, passing a bookcase filled with candles and totems. My youngest sister stood in the kitchen, her blue hair tied in a knot on top of her head as she dumped an entire bag of flour into a fiery skillet on the stove.

      “They weren’t kidding when they labeled this ‘all-purpose.’” She fanned the smoke away from her face and turned toward me. “You should’ve seen the flame I shot from my fingertip. It was the biggest one yet.”

      “Ash.” I tilted my head and padded toward her, taking her shoulders in my hands. “You know you’re not supposed to use your fire magic unsupervised.”

      “You were right down the hall.” She moved the skillet to a cool burner and dragged the trash can toward the stove. “Besides, the grease was the problem. If I’d tried to light the stove before I set the skillet down, it would have been fine.”

      “You still have to be careful. We might be fireproof, but our house isn’t.” And it was time to refresh the binding spell Mom had cast on her. The last thing I needed was for her to burn the entire city to the ground before I could get back with our parents.

      A pang of guilt stabbed my chest. Our mom had been binding Ash’s fire magic since she was little, trying to stop the curse from coming to fruition. It would be easy for a deranged witch to go on a killing spree if fire were hers to command, so we tempered it. Well, Mom did until she disappeared. She’d shown me the spell when she told me about the curse, making me promise to keep Ash’s magic at bay if anything were to happen to her.

      So, once every six months, Mom made sure my sweet little sister had the self-esteem of a hairless mole rat. Now it was my turn, and my stomach soured at the thought. I could only imagine what it felt like to grow up thinking you were defective. To watch your sisters’ powers grow while yours misfired every time you tried to use them.

      “You’d think I’d know better by now. This is ruined.” She dumped the contents of the skillet into the trash. “I’ll order a pizza as soon as Ember gets home.”

      I glanced toward the hallway, making sure Chrys wasn’t within earshot. “I need you to go downstairs and set up for some sigil magic. I’m following another lead tonight.”

      “What lead? How did you find it?” She set the pan in the sink and rested her hands on her hips.

      “It’s better if I don’t say.” I lowered my voice. “I’ll need speed and strength, as usual. And immunity to poison. Fast healing, and how’s your work on the protection sigil coming along?”

      “I think I’ve mastered it.” She crossed her arms. “Tell me you’re taking Ember with you this time, or Chrys at least. Someone who can fight.”

      I smiled softly and tucked an errant strand of hair behind her ear. “I plan to negotiate, not fight.”

      “Cinder…”

      “You know I can hold my own if it comes down to that.” I pressed my lips together, holding her gaze until she sighed heavily.

      “Fine. Give me fifteen minutes to clean this mess and get set up.” She turned to the sink and scrubbed the pan.

      “Thank you, Ash. You’re the best.”

      She let out a dry laugh and shook her head, and I returned to my bedroom, where Chrys still sat on my bed.

      “You don’t have to do this alone.” She squeezed her hands into fists. “The whole team should be helping to find your parents.”

      She was right. They should be helping, and if I wasn’t certain my parents were in Hell because they’d summoned a demon, I’d have the entire coven searching every hidey hole and dark witch’s lair within three hundred miles.

      But I was certain, and it was imperative that no one else found out.

      “I need to do this alone. Please let me.” I looked into her eyes, asking her to let her friend leap head-first into a danger the rest of the coven could never fathom. “If it doesn’t pan out, I’ll loop you in on the next one.”

      She rose, her gaze saying she wasn’t convinced. “Cinder…”

      “Hingham.” I rested my hand on her back, gently pushing her toward the door. “Hingham is the general vicinity of my lead. Now, please go have fun with Patrice and your bass player. Let go of your worries for a little while.”

      She pursed her lips. “Fine. But if you die, I’m hiring a necromancer to bring you back to life so I can kill you myself.”

      I laughed. “I would expect nothing less.”

      “Call me if you need backup.” She paced down the hall, and I waited until the door clicked shut to take the journal with my letter from my nightstand drawer.

      I lifted my mattress and slipped it and Ash’s favorite sigil book beneath. Two bottled spells, which I’d mixed while Ash was at the store, sat in my drawer, and I uncorked the one filled with purple powder.

      I set my intention and sprinkled it over the mattress. “Heavy weight, keep this object in place. Don’t lift or move until my spell is removed.”

      Magic gathered in the core of my being, tightening my muscles until I sent it outward, onto the bed. I gave the mattress a push, but it didn’t budge. I couldn’t lift it either. Good. Now no one would accidentally come across what I’d hidden beneath.

      Next up was the most powerful cloaking spell I had ever cast. Should I not return, I couldn’t chance Ember or another coven member using a spell to find clues about what happened. I could easily see my middle sister taking matters into her own hands and going after the demons herself. With her hot temper, she’d either vanquish them before they could lift the curse or she’d piss them off and get herself killed. I couldn’t let that happen.

      If my plan didn’t work, Ember would become High Priestess and Ash would need to know what she was cursed to become. They’d need each other for balance. Ash could temper Ember’s impulsiveness long enough to complete the quest. She’d have to.

      “The stronger the magic, the more likely you’ll be the only one who can break it, little sis. This is for you.” I took a deep breath and uncorked the next potion. “My shroud is strong and stings like bees. Cloak this room from all who seek, except for Ash and her magical sleuth. Only she can discover the truth.”

      My magic built, fire coursing through my veins as the spell swirled within my psyche. I let it grow until nausea churned in my gut and the hoagie I’d had for lunch threatened to make a reappearance. My head throbbed, pressure expanding in my skull, making it feel like it was about to crack open.

      “As I will it, so mote it be.” I flung the powdered potion into the air, and magical gray smoke billowed above me, stretching downward to engulf my entire bedroom. All the air in my lungs came out in a rush, and I bent, resting my hands on my knees and dragging in a breath.

      “Holy mother of magic.” The spell was stronger than I’d thought it would be, but that’s what I got for dabbling in magic so gray that it bordered on dark. Hopefully Ash would look for the sigil book the human way and wouldn’t try too hard to remove the cloak. This spell would fight back.

      I raked in another breath and straightened. It would take at least an hour to recover from casting a spell that strong. Thankfully, Hingham was a ninety-minute drive from Salem. I would be good as new by the time I reached Discord’s skull, and thank the goddess for that. I doubted Isabel, the witch who cursed my bloodline, would make it easy to acquire.

      With my plan in place, I rummaged through my sock drawer and found Mom’s sachet of powder for the magic-binding spell. I finished packing and slung my backpack over my shoulder before heading to the kitchen, where I poured tequila into two glasses and dumped the powder into one.

      Swirling the glass to mix it, I headed downstairs and found Ash in her sigil studio, pouring magical ink into a well. She set her tattoo machine on the table next to her other supplies and spun around to face me.

      “Let me grab—” She lowered her brow as her gaze locked on the glasses. “Tell me you’re not drinking before you head out on a magical quest.”

      “We both are.” I offered her the tainted glass. “Do a shot of liquid courage with me. This one could be a doozy.”

      She accepted the glass and sniffed the contents before pretending to gag. “Tequila? No, thank you.”

      “It’s just one.” I held up my glass in a toast. “To the biggest flame you’ve ever conjured.”

      “And the grease fire that almost burned the house down.” She clinked her glass to mine and dumped the contents into the sink.

      The back of my throat heated with my slow exhale. That was the last of Mom’s potion. I’d have to mix a new batch and find some other way to get Ash to ingest it, and I didn’t have time for that.

      I tossed back my shot and shuddered as the warm, sharp liquid opened my sinuses. It was fine. Mom had cast the spell on her the day before she and Dad summoned their demon. Ash would be good for another month, and I would be home well before then.

      She ducked into the library and came back with a thick, red book. “Don’t look at me like that. I wasn’t about to let you do two shots and drive away to Hecate knows where. Come sit. I need to look over the protection sigil to make sure I get it right.”

      I sat in a chair and laid my arm on the table. Ash’s eyes darted back and forth as she absorbed the information on the page. My little sister was the smartest person I knew and the most skilled spell-caster I had ever encountered. If she had more self-confidence, she could be the most powerful witch in our coven, even with her fire magic bound. I told her that constantly, but she refused to believe it.

      “Got it.” She laid the open book next to my arm. “I’ll keep it here for reference, though, just in case.”

      “Dad would be proud to see how well you’ve done without him to guide you.” I laid my hand on hers. “He will be proud when I bring him home.”

      “It’s been five months. What makes you so sure they’re still alive?” She dipped the needle into the ink and turned on the machine.

      I wasn’t. Not in the slightest. Even with the veil as thin as it was in Salem, we rarely dealt with demons. And light witches never summoned them…until now.

      I had followed our parents into the clearing when they’d taken the grimoire to the demon they’d conjured. I’d hidden behind a tree to witness the trade that was supposed to have happened.

      The grimoire and their souls in exchange for a meeting with one of the demons who had cursed us.

      But demons were the vilest, most untrustworthy creatures on either side of the veil. If I found the one who tricked our parents, I would come home with his head on a stake. And the three who helped Isabel curse us? As soon as they undid the horror they’d committed on my bloodline, I would send them straight back to the dark prison where they could rot for all of eternity.

      “I just am,” I finally said.

      “That’s about as convincing as a vampire saying he’s gone vegan.” Ash pressed the needle against my skin, the sharp pain jerking me from my thoughts.

      “I was there when they were taken, remember?” I winced as she dragged the needle down my arm and looped it upward toward the bend in my elbow. “If the people who took them had wanted them dead, they’d have killed them on the spot.”

      Ash finished the speed sigil and rested her hand on the table. “I’m not a little kid anymore. If you’re making all this up to spare my feelings, don’t.”

      “I’m not making it up. I swear I was there. They were alive when they were taken.” Whether or not they still were was debatable. I had no idea what happened to a witch when they crossed the veil, but demons could come to our side unscathed. Logic said it worked both ways.

      “Where are you going?” She drew the strength sigil on the other side of my forearm quickly. It was one she’d mastered years ago.

      “The less you and Ember know, the better.”

      “This is utter bullshit, you know? They’re our parents too.” She tapped my shoulder, and I turned, giving her access to my upper arm.

      “I know, but as High Priestess I have to⁠—”

      “Maintain certain secrets. I get it.” She dipped the needle into the ink and began the protection sigil. “It’s still bullshit.”

      “I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “You better be.” She finished the protection and resistance to venom sigils and took a lighter from her pocket.

      “I’ll activate them later.” I tugged my sleeve down and rose to my feet. With my vim still recovering from the mega-cloaking spell I’d just performed, it would draw out all the protection Ash had given me before I made it to my destination.

      “Don’t forget.” She returned it to her pocket. “They don’t work unless they’re lit.”

      I grabbed my car keys from my bag. “I won’t. Tell Ember I love you both.”

      She gave me a pointed look. “You can tell her when you get home.”
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      “Hiding a skull this far from home is a bit excessive, don’t you think?” I mumbled to myself as I rolled my black sedan to a stop behind the church and tightened my grip on the steering wheel.

      I supposed Boston was a bit closer to Hingham than Salem was, but still. According to my map app, it would have taken Isabel at least six or seven hours to walk it. And the other hiding spots were even farther away. The woman must’ve been insane.

      Then again, if I’d promised my soul and my first-born child’s to a trinity of demon princes, I supposed I’d go to any lengths to avoid paying the price.

      The really sad thing was that this whole ordeal…the curse on my bloodline, the promise of souls, the skulls hidden all over…it was all because the man Isabel loved didn’t love her back. How horrible it would be to place all your self-worth into someone else’s hands.

      I started to feel sorry for her for a minute there, but I snapped right out of that pity party. Plenty of people had been rejected over the eons of our existences, and ninety-nine percent of us didn’t resort to cursing an entire bloodline. No, Isabel didn’t deserve my sympathy.

      Leaning forward, I peered up at the sky and took three deep breaths, centering myself. Wispy clouds stretched across the nearly full moon like silver cotton candy, and an owl hooted from a nearby tree. My stomach growled, protesting the fact that I’d left before Ash could order the pizza.

      I was famished, but I’d had to leave before Ember got home from work. Otherwise, she’d have given me the same speech about how I shouldn’t be doing this alone, and who was she to lecture me?

      If Ember had her way, she’d bust into the church with her sword ablaze, setting off whatever wards or magical traps Isabel had cast centuries ago and getting us all killed in the process.

      And Ash…

      Her self-esteem was so fragile. Sure, she was level-headed enough to handle the truth if worst came to worst, but hopefully, I could take care of it all so she never had to know. If I’d told them both what I was up to, they’d have insisted on coming with me and then what?

      Someone from our family had to stay in this realm to run the coven if I didn’t make it back. As the second oldest, that duty would fall on Ember, and Hecate have mercy, she would hate the job. Hopefully, Ash would be her voice of reason, but if they didn’t work together…

      No, I couldn’t think like that. I had to get the skull, summon the demon, go to Hell, find our parents, and come home. In and out. Quick as lightning. Easy-peasy. Sure, Cinder. Keep telling yourself that.

      With one more deep, centering breath, I shut off the engine and climbed out of the car. The owl took flight, its wings rustling in the quiet night as I crept toward the church, a two-story wooden structure, beige, with a steeple. A waist-high black fence surrounded the yard, and the gate creaked when I opened it, the sound reminiscent of a nineteen-eighties horror flick.

      I half-expected to see rotting zombie hands jut from the earth in front of me, but the grounds remained silent. A single incandescent light bulb burning above the back door cast a warm glow around the entrance, contrasting with the silvery sheen from the moon. A set of four wooden steps led up to the doorway, and a dark brown cellar door lay to the right of it.

      Stilling, I closed my eyes and focused inward, searching for the bond I had created with Discord.

      Yeah, I know. I know. The only interaction a light witch should have with a demon was to vanquish him, but I didn’t have much choice in the matter. Isabel’s map was rudimentary at best, giving five possible locations for three skulls if you could decipher her squiggly lines and smudged ink. And a cartographer I was not.

      I’d snapped a photo of it when I was inside the Boston Magic Society’s library, but a five-year-old could have drawn a better map. The damn thing was about as useful as a wad of wet toilet paper.

      I was all about working smarter, not harder, so I might have copied down a few dark spells while I was there. And yes, maybe one of those spells had to do with binding a demon to yourself, and I might have used it to find Discord’s skull. Big deal. These were desperate times.

      Even light witches had to get a little dark sometimes.

      Hell, I was planning to summon a demon prince. That in itself could get me exiled, so why not add a little spice to the good-witch-gone-bad concoction I was cooking up? It was better than my little sister going mad and killing us all.

      I took a few more steps toward the entrance. Another deep breath. More focusing inward. “C’mon, Discord. I know you’re in there somewhere.”

      A tingle formed at the base of my sternum, and a low vibration spread upward through my chest, heating me from the inside out. “There you are.”

      I followed the tug toward the cellar door and hovered my hands above it. No signs of magic pricked at my palms to indicate a ward, so I tapped a knuckle against the wood. When nothing happened, I dared to press my fingertips against the surface, then my palm. I brushed the back of my hand over the latch, half-expecting to get the shock of the century, but again, nothing happened.

      “Okay, then.” I gripped the latch and pulled the door open.

      A rush of power tingled across my skin, covering me in goosebumps from scalp to toes. I pushed forward, slowly, carefully descending the steps as the remnants of a centuries-old spell clung to my body. Weird. This was a passive ward. The funk of magic filled the stale, musty room, reeking like a gas station toilet that hadn’t been flushed in months. Stay away, it seemed to say, though its voice felt hoarse, like it hadn’t been used in a very, very long time.

      Pausing at the base of the steps, I waited as it dissipated, whatever effects the caster had intended dissolving around me as the spell unraveled.

      Interesting. The mundane had probably been in and out of this cellar door hundreds of times. I highly doubted they’d felt—or smelt—the spell like I did, so it must’ve been cast as a warning for any witch who might venture inside in search of the skull.

      A warning for most, or possibly a beacon for Isabel’s descendants. The seventeenth-century equivalent of a blinking neon sign with a big red arrow that said here lies skull number one. It didn’t matter either way. I’d made it through Isabel’s first line of defense, but I had no doubt it would only get harder from here.

      Moonlight streaming in from the open door provided the only illumination in the space, so I lit a fireball in my hand to better see my surroundings. Exposed ductwork lined the ceiling, and metal tubing ran down the walls, enclosing the wiring that had been added long after the structure was built in the late sixteen-hundreds.

      To my right, a staircase leading up to the ground floor stood next to a shelving unit, but the tug in my gut pulled me to the left, toward an empty wall. I ran my hands along it, searching for a seam or other proof that a door had been plastered over, but I couldn’t find anything physical to suggest another room lay behind the wall.

      Nothing physical, but the intensity with which my bond with the demon insisted I go through meant magic must’ve concealed the space. I opened the front zipper pocket on my backpack and pulled out a small envelope filled with powder.

      Ash normally packed all our travel potions into glass bottles. Some of them were volatile and would eat through paper or melt plastic, so she preferred not to take chances. This spell was simple, though, and it did absolutely nothing until the incantation activated it. I poured a bit of the powder into my hand and returned the rest to my backpack.

      “Magic cloak, I now revoke.” I blew the potion onto the wall, and the surface wavered as if I were watching it from the other side of a blacktop highway in the middle of the summer. I counted to three, and the centuries-old shroud slipped away, revealing a wooden wall and a waist-high door with a rusted iron padlock.

      “You were one strong witch.” I crossed my arms, shifting my weight to one leg as I appreciated Isabel’s handiwork.

      Not only had her cloak lasted over four hundred years, but it changed with the times. Drywall didn’t exist when she cast it, so this spell had adjusted the shroud’s appearance to blend in with its surroundings throughout the centuries. How much vim must that have taken? I couldn’t imagine.

      Footsteps sounded from above, bringing my focus back to the present. I could contemplate super-duper complex spellcasting later. Right now, I had a demon prince to summon.

      I hovered my hands first over the door and then over the lock, searching for signs of magic, and Hecate on a hellhound, was there plenty of it. A smart witch would cut her losses and leave it the eff alone, but Discord’s skull lay on the other side of this door. The tug in my gut grew stronger, threatening to turn me inside out if I didn’t get the damn thing open ASAP.

      The door at the top of the staircase opened, and a swath of light penetrated the room. “Who’s down there?” a deep voice commanded.

      Crap. Out of time. I grabbed a dagger from my thigh holster and beat the pommel against the antique lock. Rust rained onto the floor as it busted, and a pulse of sharp, dark magic shot outward, blasting into me. I careened backward, my body slamming into the shelving unit, the air whooshing from my lungs with the impact.

      A can of wood lacquer toppled from the shelf, smacking my shoulder before rolling toward the stairs. The man took two steps down and flipped a light switch, bathing the room in an orange glow.

      “I have a gun,” he said as he took three more slow steps downward.

      I highly doubted a priest in Massachusetts was packing heat, but why take chances? I grabbed another envelope of powder and tossed half the contents at him. “Standing tall or on your knees, in the name of the goddess, I force you to freeze.”

      His eyes widened as his body immobilized. I had a good ten minutes to get the skull and get the hell out before the spell wore off, so I clambered to standing and dusted off my pants. I was lucky the ward only knocked me off my feet and didn’t melt my face off. What was I thinking busting it open like that? That was such an Ember move.

      Oh, yeah. I’d connected myself to a demon. The need to get to whatever lay beyond the door had activated something primal inside me. I hadn’t been thinking when I’d done that.

      The tug in my gut pulled me forward, my feet moving long before they received the signal from my brain. No use fighting it now.

      I did take a moment to check for a second layer of wards before I yanked the door open. It seemed the single blast was all Isabel had had the strength to cast after the mega-shroud she’d put on the wall. Or maybe she was counting on what awaited me inside the tunnel to do the heavy lifting.

      A deep whine emanated from the darkness, and as I crouched to enter the passageway, the sound turned into a growl. I lit a fireball in my palm, illuminating the dirt walls around me and signaling my location to the snarling beastie guarding the room at the other end of the corridor.

    




This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/image-7-discord-and-cinder-ebook.jpg
USA TODAY B

CARRIELY ¥

FIRE \X/ITCHES OF SALEM





