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      “Do I know you?”

      I glanced up from the book I wasn’t reading to find one of the inmates—I mean patients—of the Northern Wisconsin Mental Health Facility hovering at the edge of my personal space. In a place like this, people learn quickly not to get too close to anyone without warning them first. Bad things happen, and they happen fast.

      “I’m Willow,” I said. “Willow Black. But I don’t think we’ve met.”

      I’d seen the woman around. The others called her “Crazy Mary,” which was very pot/kettle in my opinion, but no one had asked me. She was heroin-addict skinny. I gathered she’d done a lot of “self-medicating” on the outside. A lot of nutty people did. When you saw things, heard things that no one else did, you’d think you’d be more inclined not to take drugs that might make you see and hear more. The opposite was true. Trust me.

      “Mary McAllister.” She shuffled her feet, glanced at the empty chair next to me, and I nodded. She scurried over, sat, smiled.

      She still had all of her teeth, which was an accomplishment around here. I had mine, sure, but I was only twenty-seven. Mary had to be . . . it was hard to say. I’d take a stab and guess between thirty and sixty. Give or take a few years.

      Mary looked good today. Or as good as she got. Her long, wavy graying hair had been brushed free of tangles. She’d had a shower recently, but she still wore the tan jumpsuit issued to problem patients. The more you behaved like a human being, the more you were allowed to dress like one. I, myself, was wearing hot-pink scrub pants and a white T-shirt that read nwmhf, which placed me somewhere between Mary’s solitary-confinement jumpsuit and the jeans and Green Bay Packer designer wear of the majority of the visitors. Not that I ever had visitors, but I’d observed others.

      Mary had been incarcerated a while. The powers that be didn’t like to call us “incarcerated,” but a spade was a spade in my opinion, and if you couldn’t waltz out the front door whenever you wanted to . . .

      Mary spent a lot of time either doped into zombieville or locked away from everyone else. She was schizophrenic, but around here that was more the norm than not. Sadly, Mary was on the violent side of the spectrum—hence the doping and the locking away.

      “Willow.” She rubbed her head. “I don’t think that’s right.”

      “What isn’t right?”

      “Your name isn’t Willow.”

      “It is.”

      “No!” The word was too loud. She hunched her shoulders, glanced around to make sure none of the orderlies were headed our way. None were.

      Yet.

      My name hadn’t always been Willow. It was something else. Before. But very few people knew about my past, or lack of it. Mary McAllister certainly shouldn’t. Unless she was part of it.

      I’d been abandoned at birth. Found beneath a black willow tree on the banks of a babbling brook. Luckily for me it had been July, and there’d been a huge town picnic nearby. I’d been found almost immediately, or I’d have been dead.

      I’d often wondered why the State of Wisconsin hadn’t named me Brook instead of Willow, though I guess Brook Black is as much of a tongue twister as Brook Babbling.

      “Your hair was red.” Mary leaned in close. “Your eyes were hazel.”

      Mary might seem good today but she was still talking crazy instead of truth. Even if I’d dyed my hair from red to blond, which I hadn’t, I didn’t think I could change hazel eyes to blue, unless I wore super expensive contact lenses. As I didn’t have enough money for new shoes, and putting anything near—never mind in—my eyes wigged me out, that hadn’t happened either.

      “You have me confused with someone else,” I said. ‘That’s okay. Happens to everyone.”

      Mary shook her head. But she didn’t argue any more than that. The silence that descended went on so long, I nearly went back to my book.

      “I know what you are.”

      I hadn’t shared what I was with anyone, though I guess it wasn’t a secret that I was here for the same reason Mary was.

      “What am I?” I asked.

      Might as well get the truth out in the open, although murderer was harsh. The man hadn’t actually died. No thanks to me.

      “A witch,” Mary said.

      I laughed, but when her eyes narrowed I stopped. I’d been in here long enough, with people like her, to know better.

      “Why would you say that?” Had I done something to her without realizing it? Or did she just think that I had?

      “Because I’m one too.”

      “When you say witch, you mean . . . ?” I’d been thinking bitch but⁠—

      Mary cackled like the Wicked Witch of the West.

      Maybe not.

      That interpretation made more sense. If Mary thought she was a witch, it followed that she’d think I was as well. Which meant everyone in here was a card-carrying broomstick rider—at least according to Mary.

      “You see things, then they happen.”

      Since becoming a resident of this facility I’d told no one of what I saw when I looked into the water. I’d stopped insisting that those incidents had ever occurred. I wanted to get out of here while I was still young. So how did Mary know about my visions?

      “I don’t understand what you mean.”

      There wasn’t much that could be done about what was wrong with me. No amount of medication made the visions stop. Talking about them with my shrink certainly hadn’t. Pretending I didn’t have them was my only option, and I was getting better at it.

      “You know any spells?” Mary lifted a bottle of water to her lips and sipped. The sun sparkled in it like a beacon. Images danced.

      I closed my eyes, turned my head. “No.”

      “We’ll have to find some.”

      “Find spells? How? Where?” I should have asked, Why? My first mistake.

      The sound of water splashing onto the floor made my eyes snap open. Second mistake.

      The puddle on the ground at my feet reflected the ceiling tiles and the fluorescent lights for just an instant before I saw something that should not, could not, be reflected there.

      A room with books, books, more books. I recognized the library here at the facility even before I saw myself at the center—green scrubs, blue shirt, bare feet. I was alone. On the floor lay a volume. The title: Book of Shadows.

      I seemed to be searching for something, or maybe someone. I appeared frantic—pale, scared, trembling. What had I done this time?

      Then a face appeared in the water, blotting out both me and the library. A man slightly older than me. Long-ish dark hair, scruffy beard. I’d seen him many times before. He was important, but I didn’t know why. He would keep me safe; he would save me. But I didn’t know from what.

      “Ladies.” The mouth in the vision formed the word; those lips curved.

      Strange. It was almost as if⁠—

      I lifted my gaze. He stood in front of us. Had I conjured him from my vision in the water?

      I snorted. Conjured. Right. Mary’s witch talk was invading my head.

      “Something funny?” he asked.

      I reached out, my fingers trembling as they had in the vision, and he took my hand with a gentle smile. A spark flared where we touched, and I tried to pull away, but he held on, though his smile faded to a frown. From the zap of electricity? Or my odd behavior?

      This could not be him. He wasn’t real. Even though he felt very much so.

      I got to my feet, lifting my free hand toward his face. He was so tall I had to stretch. In my dreams of him I’d known he was big, strong. How else would he protect me from . . . whatever it was that he would?

      He stilled, gaze on mine, but he didn’t stop me from touching him. I pushed aside his tangled hair. The tiny golden hoop in his ear made my eyes sting.

      “It really is you,” I whispered.

      Then I fainted.
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian Frasier caught the girl before she hit the ground, swung her into his arms then stood there uncertain what to do with her.

      The other woman, older, wearing a tan jumpsuit, which seemed to have come from the In Custody Collection, beckoned. Sebastian followed her to a room halfway down the hall.

      The Northern Wisconsin Mental Health Facility had been built to follow the Kirkbride Plan of asylums in the mid-nineteenth century. Psychiatrist Thomas Kirkbride had had the idea that the building itself could aid in a cure. With long, rambling wings that allowed for sunlight and air, the structures were massive enough to provide both privacy and treatment. Built of stone, they were set on equally large grounds, often former farmland where the inmates could work as a form of therapy. They were damn hard to escape from, which was why this one had been designated by the state as the go-to facility for the criminally insane.

      Inside the room were two beds. Made. Two dressers—one with stuff on top, one empty of everything but dust. Two closets—one also with stuff, the second just dust.

      “That one’s hers.” The woman jabbed a skinny finger at the bed next to the non-dusty dresser.

      Sebastian laid his burden upon the mattress she’d indicated. He’d thought the girl an employee—nurse, orderly, maybe another doctor. She was dressed in scrub pants and a facility T-shirt. No ID tag, but he didn’t have one either. At least not yet.

      Nevertheless, her lack of one, and this being her room, meant she was patient not staff. She hadn’t looked crazy. But he should know by now that a lot of them didn’t. Her companion wasn’t one of them. Sebastian knew a lifer when he saw one.

      “I should probably . . .” He glanced around for a button, a phone, some way to call a nurse, but he didn’t find one.

      He peered into the hall. No nurse. Although he apparently wasn’t very good at spotting them.

      Only one name hung on the door, Willow Black.

      “Is this Willow?” He returned to her bedside.

      “Yes.”

      “Has she been ill?”

      Though Willow was tall, she was also very thin, her skin so pale he could see a fine trace of veins at her temple. Her hair was so light a blond it seemed silver, and her eyes before they’d fluttered closed had been such a vivid blue they’d seemed feverish.

      He set his palm on her forehead, but he couldn’t tell if she had a fever that way. The only way he’d ever been able to discern one with his sister had been to press his lips to her forehead.

      In this case . . . bad idea.

      “Would you get . . .” Sebastian paused. “What’s your name?”

      “Mary McAllister.” The woman’s gaze remained on Willow and not on him.

      “Would you get a nurse, Mary?”

      “Nope.”

      “Why not?”

      “First time she sees you and her eyes roll up, she goes down. You think I’m leaving you alone with her? I might be crazy, but I’m not crazy.”

      “I’m Dr. Frasier, the new administrator.”

      Mary eyed him up and down. “Sure you are.”

      At six feet five, two-fifty, Sebastian was huge, and his hands, feet, biceps reflected that. People often backpedaled the first time they saw him. He didn’t blame Mary for being leery, though she didn’t appear scared, just protective. Considering the fey frailty of Willow, he could understand that. Even if he worked here, that didn’t mean he wasn’t a creep.

      “You’re right,” he said. “You stay with her; I’ll get someone.”

      “If you’re a doctor, why do you need to get anyone?”

      “I specialized in psychiatry.”

      Mary gave him another once-over. Sebastian didn’t look like a psychiatrist. Although, really, what did one look like? He’d never met any who looked quite like him.

      He could have tried to fit in better. Wear a suit and tie rather than a leather jacket and motorcycle boots. But as he’d driven his late father’s Harley from Missouri, wearing a suit and shiny shoes would have been awkward. He could have changed. Should have changed. But there’d been an accident near Platteville, then construction north of Wausau. He’d been lucky to get here on time.

      He’d figured he could transform himself—as much as was possible considering his hair, his beard, and his dead sister’s earring, which he would not take from his ear, ever—in his office. But he’d been distracted by Willow Black.

      As a result he was still wearing a black leather jacket and black dusty boots. His overly long hair was matted from the helmet, and he hadn’t shaved in several days. The guard at the front door hadn’t wanted to let him inside until Sebastian had shown his license. Then the man had hesitated so long, frowning at the years-old photo of Sebastian sporting a nearly shaved head, a completely shaved face, and no earring that Sebastian had become concerned he’d never get inside.

      “Head doctor’s still a doctor,” Mary said.

      Sebastian did have medical training. Not that he’d used it much.

      He sat on the bed, then set his fingers to the girl’s wrist. Her pulse fluttered too fast. Which could mean anything or nothing.

      Now what? He had no stethoscope, no blood pressure cuff, no thermometer. He was out of options.

      “You have any idea what happened?” he asked.

      “She saw something that upset her.”

      In the hall there’d been the two women and himself. Sebastian might seem big and tough and scary, but he’d never had anyone faint at the sight of him before.

      Mary shook the half-empty bottle in her hand. “I dumped it on the floor.”

      “Accidents happen.”

      “Not an accident. I wanted her to stare into the water, to see.”

      “Microbes?”

      Mary wouldn’t be the first psychiatric patient he’d met who was a germophobe. She was probably nearer the hundredth.

      Mary cast him a disgusted glance. “The future.”

      “You think Willow can see the future in the water?”

      “I know she can.”

      “And does Willow believe this too?”

      “She’s never said so.”

      “Can’t imagine why.” Sebastian returned his gaze to Willow’s beautiful, still face. What was it about her that called to him? His ridiculous need to save everyone, which had gotten worse after he’d been unable to save his sister?

      “Why do you think Willow can see the future?” Sebastian asked.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      As the explanation probably involved headache-inducing kooky talk, not really. Sebastian was saved from answering when Willow began to come around.

      Her eyes opened. He was struck again by how very blue they were. Sebastian had never seen eyes the shade of a tropical ocean. He’d never seen an ocean—tropical or otherwise—although he’d always wanted to. It was on his to-do list.

      Willow smiled as if she knew him, as if she’d known him a long time, and just as she had before, she reached out to touch his face. He should have gotten to his feet. He should not have let her touch him, but he was captivated by her eyes. Her palm cupped his cheek, and his heart stuttered.

      “You’re here.”

      Her voice made him shiver. Or maybe it was just her words, which also indicated that she thought she knew him. And that couldn’t be true no matter how much he might want it to be.

      “Miss Black, I’m not⁠—”

      Her fingers flexed, her nails scratched against his three-day beard. “You are. I’m touching you. You’re real.”

      “You have difficulty understanding what’s real and what isn’t?”

      Her smile deepened. “Never.”

      Sebastian lifted his eyebrows, and she laughed. This time his stomach twisted, and lower, in a place that had no business doing so anywhere near a patient, he leaped.

      He stood so fast he bumped into Mary and had to grab her before she landed on her ass. “Sorry.”

      She gave him a look like his mother always used to whenever he’d thought something he shouldn’t. Mothers were like that. Then she took his place on the bed next to Willow.

      “Run along, doc. She’ll be fine now.”

      “Doc?” Willow repeated.

      “Sebastian Frasier,” he said. “I’m replacing Dr. Eversleigh.”

      “Shiny new paper pusher,” Mary muttered.

      “Among other things.” In a small place like this, the administrator also treated patients, just not as many as the rest of the doctors. It was one of the reasons he’d accepted this position over the others he’d been offered. Sebastian liked being a practicing psychiatrist. He also liked being the boss.

      His superior, Dr. Janet Tronsted, was in charge of state health services. When she’d appointed him the administrator of this facility she’d said, “You’re in charge. Unless there’s a problem, you won’t be seeing me.” Then she’d peered at him over the top of her vintage cat’s-eye reading glasses. “You do not want to see me.”

      He had to agree. Her reputation preceded her. She was hands-off as long as you did your job. If you didn’t, her hands would be around your throat—figuratively, he hoped—and they’d definitely be all over your record. You’d be lucky to get another job anywhere. Ever.

      Someone called his name in the hall. “Should I send a nurse to check you out?”

      “No.” Willow sat up. She wasn’t as pale. Her hands didn’t shake. “I’m embarrassed more than anything. I . . . uh . . . didn’t eat breakfast.”

      “Mary thought you might have had a vision.”

      “No,” Willow repeated, scowling at Mary, who scowled right back.

      Did that mean she hadn’t had one now or that she never had?

      Sebastian’s name was called again—louder, closer. Not the time to press the issue. Really not his issue but her doctor’s. He made a mental note to find out who that was and have a chat.

      “It’s nearly lunchtime,” he said. “You should eat.”

      “I will.”

      As he had no more reason to stay beyond a strange desire to keep staring at her, Sebastian left. He headed back the way he’d come, just as the nurse who’d been calling for him barreled around a corner and bounced off his chest.
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      The man I’d been dreaming of my entire life, the one who would save me from . . . Lord alone knew; the one who was the one was a psychiatrist.

      My psychiatrist most likely. He was replacing my former doctor, who’d told me the “new guy” would be my “new guy.”

      There was no way that the visions I’d had of him, of me—the lingering looks, the touches, the kisses, the . . . anything—would come to pass. What psychiatrist falls in love with his patient? Especially a patient like me?

      “What was it about him that made you swoon?” Mary asked.

      “Wasn’t him.”

      She scooted closer on the bed. “What then?”

      I didn’t have the usual urge to get away, even though she had me trapped. There was something about Mary I trusted. As I hadn’t met her before today—in reality or in dreams—I had no idea why. However, I’d had feelings like this before about people—both good feelings and bad—and I’d learned they were too accurate to ignore.

      “Tell me about your vision.”

      I considered denying that I had visions, but I figured if I did, Mary would just keep tossing water around until I stopped.

      “We need to keep it between us. Telling the shiny new paper pusher that I have visions is a good way to get me locked someplace I can’t have any.”

      Another lie. I could have them anywhere, but all I needed was for Mary to tell anyone—everyone—that I could see the future. From what I’d observed of Mary so far, she talked a lot. Usually to the corner, but still. She’d been lucid enough today.

      “Okay. What did you see?”

      “Our library.”

      “What’s so scary about that?”

      “Who said it was scary?”

      “You fainted. Or do you always faint after a vision?”

      “One had nothing to do with the other. I really didn’t have breakfast.”

      “You never do,” she said, making me wonder how long she’d been watching me before she approached. “Let’s go to the library.”

      In my vision it had been night. There’d been a full moon shining through the skylight, and I’d been alone. Did that mean I was supposed to wait for the full moon and go alone or didn’t it?

      Couldn’t hurt to check the place out in the light with a buddy. Why Mary was suddenly my friend I had no idea, any more than I did about a lot of things.

      I let her help me up. In truth, I needed her to. When she continued to hold my hand as we walked down the hall I realized I needed that too. I couldn’t remember the last time anyone had. Which might be all the explanation necessary for my new—my only—pal.

      Mary appeared as starved for affection, as in need of a friend, as I was. If she thought I was a witch, if she thought she was too, so what? There were people in here who thought they were famous historical figures.

      Why was it whenever folks went off the deep end they imagined themselves as Napoleon or Cleopatra?

      Same goes for reincarnation. Farmhands from the sixteenth century were never reincarnated. But Anne Boleyn got recycled a lot.

      The library wasn’t far away, unusual in this facility, which had so many wings I don’t think I’d yet seen them all. A lot of them had been closed off from lack of use. Northern Wisconsin might be vast, but the number of lunatics wasn’t. Or maybe lunatics hid in the woods and didn’t come out. I should have.

      Not that it was bad here. It was just . . . here. And I didn’t want to be.

      What I would do once I was released was a mystery. I’d finished high school—wasn’t easy, but I’d done it. I’d gotten a job at a nursing home. I was good at taking care of people. I had been considering applying for aid so I could go to nursing school, and then it had happened.

      I’d seen the vision of my own death—the man who would do it and what he would do. The stabbing, the branding, the burning. I’d felt the knife go in, smelled my own flesh sizzling, seen the mark he’d imprinted on my skin with his ring—the head of a snarling wolf. Then the scent of gasoline, the snick of a match, the blaze as my body caught fire.

      When the man from my vision appeared in real time I didn’t wait for him to pull the blade that would end my life. I’d pulled my own and tried to end his.

      I’d explained to my court-appointed lawyer that just because the guy had no ring or knife that night didn’t mean he wouldn’t come on another night and kill me as I’d envisioned.

      He’d lit on that word—envisioned—used it to get me placed in this facility and not prison. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t been labeled crazy before. There was a reason I craved companionship, affection, a friend, some hint of family. None of the foster families I’d been assigned to had ever wanted to keep me.

      Even as a baby I’d been a problem. You’d think someone would want to adopt a pretty little girl like me. They had, until I woke up shrieking in the dark. Baths freaked me out. So did streams, lakes, rivers, and water in cups, glasses, bottles, and puddles. When I started talking and told them why, things really got strange.

      “Now what?” Mary asked when we reached the library.

      “You wanted to come here.”

      “What else did you see?”

      “The Book of Shadows.

      She hurried off in the direction of the B’s.

      The first time I’d told one of my foster moms that I’d dreamed her oldest would break his arm falling down the stairs, and then it had happened, she’d thought I pushed him. I ended up back at the group home. Counseling soon followed. It helped. I’d learned how to zip my lip.

      Still, shit happened around me. Most of it bad. And when I tried to warn people that the bad was coming, I only got sent back faster.

      “It’s not here.” Mary’s words were louder than they should have been. Her eyes darted this way and that. The guard—a solid older woman—glanced our way.

      I smiled. “I’ll help her find it.”

      The guard didn’t appear convinced. I led Mary into the stacks.

      She shoved her fingers into her hair and yanked. I tried to pull her hands down. She tried to put her elbow through my throat. I managed to deflect it.

      “I saw the moon,” I said.

      Mary stilled. Her hands lowered.

      “In my vision. It was the full moon.” I pointed at the skylight. “Streaming in.”

      “Ah.” Mary nodded. “The book probably won’t be here until the moon is full. No point in searching.”

      “All right then,” I said.

      “Is there a problem?”

      Peggy Dalberg, my caseworker, stood at the end of the row. As her office was right across the hall she’d probably heard Mary’s shout. If not, someone had told her about it.

      “No,” Mary answered. “The book won’t be here until the full moon.”

      Peggy didn’t appear surprised. I’m sure she’d heard worse—and probably not just from Mary.

      I wasn’t certain how old Peggy was, though she spoke of grandchildren, and her hair was more silver than gold. Short. No-nonsense. Like Peggy.

      If she’d ever had a waist, she didn’t anymore. She wore soft colors, soft fabrics, loose and flowing tops and skirts paired with boots in the winter, Birkenstocks in the summer. I bet her grandchildren loved to sit in her lap. I would have. Her blue eyes were kind, and I liked them. I liked her.

      “What book?” she asked.

      “Book of Shadows,” Mary said.

      Peggy glanced at me, then back at Mary. “You’re interested in Wicca?”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to that. Mary had talked about witches, not Wicca. They were similar, but not the same, though I wasn’t sure of the difference. Still, I’d seen a Book of Shadows in my vision, so it would probably be a good idea to discover just what it was.

      “We are. Yes. Definitely.”

      Peggy urged us to take seats along with her at a nearby table. “Wicca is a pagan religion where the main tenet is to harm none.”

      “That’s nice,” Mary said, but her fingers twisted together with increasing agitation.

      I offered my hand, and she took it, calming visibly when our palms met.

      Peggy lifted her gaze from our joined hands to my face. I shrugged. For some reason Mary and I had a connection. I couldn’t explain it. But one of my main tenets had always been: If it works, keep doing it.

      “I practice Wicca,” Peggy said. “I could teach you more about it if you’d like.”

      “You’re a witch?” She certainly didn’t seem the type, but what did I know?

      Peggy laughed, and Mary’s fingers tightened around mine—once, very hard. I stifled a wince.

      “Yes and no. Many followers of Wicca consider themselves witches. Though Wicca is a religion, and witchcraft is a skill set.”

      Peggy must have seen my confusion because she continued. “The Wiccan group I belong to meets in the woods and strives for peace and goodness. We try to become one with the earth, we are soothed by nature.”

      “Soothed how?”

      “Healing herbs.” She spread her hands. “They work.”

      Probably best not to question too closely which “herbs” she was talking about.

      “A day in the sun, a few hours beneath the moon, time spent on or near peaceful water pacifies the soul.” Water wasn’t peaceful to me, and the time I’d spent in nature hadn’t been all that soothing. Of course sleeping on cement and peeing behind a bush probably wasn’t the kind of “nature” she was referring to.

      “If Wicca is a religion, then what’s witchcraft?” I asked.

      “Spells and magic.”

      Mary squeezed my hand again, but she didn’t speak. I had to. “You believe in magic?”

      Peggy glanced over her shoulder toward the guard, but since Peggy had taken charge of us the other woman had lost interest and stepped into the hall. The door was open but she was too far away to hear anything we said.

      “Everyone should believe in magic. Otherwise what’s the point?”

      “Believing in magic is what landed a lot of us in here.”

      “What landed the two of you in here wasn’t magic.”

      Technically, she was right.

      “What’s a Book of Shadows?”

      “Every Wiccan group—sometimes called a coven—has its own Book of Shadows where they record their recipes for healing, the rituals they’ve performed. Some individuals keep a personal one as well.”

      “A witch’s diary?”

      “If you like.”

      “Why would there be one in the library?”

      “I’m not following,” Peggy said.

      “Mary was searching for a Book of Shadows.”

      To be fair, she’d been searching because I’d told her to, because I’d seen one here in my vision. Something I couldn’t tell Peggy, even if she did practice Wicca and believe in magic.

      Mary was getting agitated again—chewing on her lip; her free hand twisted a lock of her hair. I should probably stop asking questions, but I couldn’t help myself.

      “Why would one of those be here?”

      “It wouldn’t. Or at least it shouldn’t.” Peggy gently took Mary’s hand, the one that was twisting hair, and lowered it to the table. “Mary, why were you looking for a Book of Shadows?”

      Mary glanced at me. Certainly Peggy knew that I had visions—or thought I did—but I was supposed to be getting better. Admitting I’d seen the book in one of those visions was not going to help my case.

      I shook my head—barely—but people like me and Mary got very good at reading the smallest of hints.

      “I’m a witch,” Mary blurted.

      Oh, boy. She hadn’t read that one very well.

      “I know.” Peggy patted Mary’s hand. She didn’t sound condescending, which, considering that she was one too, was impressive.

      I waited for Mary to mention that I was a witch as well, but she didn’t.

      “I wanted to start my own Book of Shadows,” Mary said. “But I thought I should read one first.”

      Mary might be crazy, but she was far from stupid.

      “Good idea.” Peggy released Mary’s hand, which went right back to her hair and recommenced twisting. Peggy pretended not to notice. “I’ll bring mine for you, all right?”

      Mary’s raised hand stopped twisting and lowered to the table. “Thank you.”

      Did the Book of Shadows I’d seen in the vision belong to Peggy? Was Peggy the individual I’d been searching for beneath the full moon that night?

      That was the problem with a lot of my visions. I didn’t know what they meant until the situations they illustrated actually happened. Even the ones I thought I understood often wound up being confusing when they became a reality. Those about Sebastian Frasier for instance.

      Peggy glanced at her watch. “You have therapy, Mary.”

      “No. We have Wicca lessons.”

      “Come back afterward and we’ll start then.”

      Mary’s lips tightened.

      “I promise,” Peggy said. “But if you don’t go, you know what’ll happen.”

      Mary left without another word.

      “What’ll happen if she doesn’t go?” I asked. It had never occurred to me not to go to therapy.

      “Therapy is a requirement of her being here rather than in prison. If she doesn’t go, she could lose that privilege.”

      “Do you think it’s a good idea for you to teach her about Wicca when she thinks she’s a witch?” I asked.

      “I think I’m a witch.”

      I thought we were talking about two different kinds of witches, but Peggy didn’t seem to get that. And why would she? In her mind witchcraft was a skill set not a delusion. Of course a woman who envisioned the future shouldn’t throw the delusion stone around so freely.

      “Wicca is about balance, communing with nature and finding peace. Mary could use all of that. Or any of it. Couldn’t you?”

      Probably wouldn’t hurt, but I was still twitchy about Peggy’s magic comment.

      “You aren’t going to teach us how to conjure a spirit or turn water into wine or anything, are you?”

      “That’s Second Book of John not Book of Shadows.” My mouth fell open, and Peggy laughed. “You think because I practice Wicca that I don’t know the Bible? They aren’t mutually exclusive.”

      “Aren’t you more about the goddess than God?”

      “Why does divinity have to be exclusive rather than inclusive?”

      “Got me.” Though I had a feeling statements like that had led to more witch hunts than witchery.

      “The earth is a gift that we worship.”

      That one had idolatry issues, but whatever.

      “If you aren’t interested in learning, that’s fine.”

      “No, I am interested. Very.”

      The more I knew before the full moon arrived the better.

      “Mary thinks she’s a witch,” I said. “And I doubt she’s talking the Wicca kind.”

      “Mary thinks everyone’s a witch. It’s one of the reasons she’s here. Maybe if she learns what witchcraft is, what Wicca means, she might stop seeing broomsticks in every corner.”

      “Not if you teach her a spell that makes one fly.”

      Peggy’s gaze sharpened. “Do you believe that I could?”

      “Do you?”

      We held each other’s gaze for several beats, then Peggy shook her head. “When I say spells, I mean rituals.”

      “That word just shouts serial killer.”

      “How did we go from a peaceful Wiccan chant beneath the moon to a serial killer?”

      “It’s a lot shorter trip than you seem to think.”

      “A ritual is merely a pattern for doing things.”

      “Said every serial killer ever.”

      Peggy’s lips twitched. She found me amusing. So few did, it made me like her even more.

      “Religion is based on rituals. The Rosary for instance, the seder. Rituals help people to feel included, safe, protected. A ritual is always the same. The way to keep it the same is to write it down, to practice it over and over, to share it with others of like mind. Wiccan spells, rituals, written in a Book of Shadows, is how we do that.”

      “Which would make each Book of Shadows similar to a book of the Bible.”

      “An interesting but fairly accurate analogy.”

      “You should probably keep that to yourself, unless you enjoy having your feet slow roasted over an open fire.”

      Something flickered across Peggy’s face so fast I wasn’t sure I’d seen it. Probably just a bird’s shadow as it flew across the skylight above.

      Probably.
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        * * *

      

      The nurse, who was also Sebastian’s assistant, Zoe, had been looking for him because he had his first therapy session in less than a half hour.

      Zoe was short, round, bespectacled, and far too young for the job. Not that Sebastian was ancient at thirty-two. He just felt like it.

      He’d thought he would have more time to get acclimated. Of course if he hadn’t been drawn to the two women in the hall he would have had it. Instead he’d had to hurry into his office, shed his boots and leather jacket, glance at his schedule, his messages. Before he was even able to find his patient files, let alone read them, Mary McAllister walked in.

      “What’s wrong?” He got up from his desk so fast his chair spun backward and hit the wall. “Is Willow all right?”

      Mary’s lips curved as if she knew a secret. He hated that expression. He’d seen it on the faces of many of his patients, and they were usually right. They knew a secret and he had to pry it out. The secret was often bogus—as in lies, fantasy, delusion—but not to the patient.

      “She’s fine.”

      “Then what are you⁠—?”

      Mary took the chair in front of his desk, and he understood. She was his first therapy session.

      He shut the door, tried to get his act together. Why was he so concerned about a young woman who wasn’t his concern? Although . . . He glanced at the stack of files. Maybe she was. And wouldn’t that just be fantastic?

      Sebastian hitched a hip onto the front of his desk and rubbed a hand over his face. The scritch of his beard made him wish again that he’d shaved. Though maybe he’d just let it grow. The calendar might read August, but a chill already haunted every dawn.

      He’d heard snow could arrive this far north as early as September. A layer of fur on his face might be welcome. He’d lived his entire life in Missouri—not the South, though it tried to be. The weather was definitely nicer than here. He could feel the difference already.

      Sebastian dropped his hand. Mary was watching him.

      “Where you from?” she asked.

      “Missouri.”

      “Never been.”

      “I’ve never been this far north,” he said, the words echoing his earlier thoughts about beards and snow.

      “Is it warm there?” she asked. “Missouri?”

      Sebastian nodded.

      “You should probably keep the beard.”

      Sebastian blinked. Had she read his mind?

      Mary smiled as if . . . she’d just read his mind.

      “Coffee.” He stood. “Would you like some?”

      She shook her head, her gaze steady on his face. He felt as if she were leading this session and not him. Probably because she’d participated in a lot more sessions than he had.

      Be it on one side of the desk or the other, Mary knew how things went. With a new doctor, there was small talk. Where are you from? What’s it like? How’s the weather? Then . . . slightly larger talk.

      “What am I in for?” She laughed at his expression. “Been here.” She waved back and forth between them. “Done this.”

      Again with the mind reading.

      He went to the coffeepot on top of the file cabinet in the corner of his office. Dry as his mouth. Damn.

      “Why don’t you tell me what you and Dr. Eversleigh were discussing in your last session?”

      “Same thing we always did.”

      “Which was?”

      “Why I tried to kill my son.”

      Sebastian wished again that he’d had time to read her file. The tendency toward infanticide would have been good to know about beforehand.

      “Did you come to any conclusions?”

      “Not really.”

      Sebastian returned to his chair, which put the desk between himself and Mary. He wasn’t concerned. Even if she’d somehow managed to find a weapon in a place where they spent a lot of time and money making sure there weren’t any, he outweighed her by over a hundred pounds. He’d played football in high school, boxed in college at Mizzou. Since he’d become Dr. Frasier, he’d commenced judo lessons. He hoped he could continue them here.

      He’d wanted to learn a less violent method of self-defense. In theory his size should discourage aggressive behavior in patients. In practice, crazy people didn’t care how big he was. He preferred using a pressure point application over a right cross.

      “I haven’t seen my son in a long time.”

      What was “long?” To some psychiatric patients, time was fluid, even imaginary.

      “Or at least I don’t think I have.” Mary rubbed her head. “Sometimes things get fuzzy.”

      Case in point, Sebastian thought.

      “Were things fuzzy when you tried to hurt . . . what’s your son’s name?”

      “Owen. And no, well, yes.” She smacked herself in the forehead with the palm of her hand.

      “Mary,” Sebastian said sternly. “Stop.”

      Instead, she did it again. Just once, then her hand fell to her lap and entwined with the other. “Things were staticky. I could see fine, so not fuzzy. But buzzy.” She wiggled her fingers by her ears. “Loud.”

      “All right. I know it’s hard to think when that happens.”

      Her gaze flicked to his, and she snorted. Sebastian couldn’t blame her. It had never happened to him.

      “It can be difficult to deal with small children when your mind isn’t exactly ...” He paused, searching for a word.

      “Your own.”

      That might explain a few things.

      “Whose mind—?” he began, and she continued right over him.

      “Owen wasn’t small. He was fifteen at the time.”

      “Teenagers.” Those he had experience with.

      After his parents had died in a boating accident—drinking and driving was equally dangerous on the water. Too bad no one had given the kid who had plowed into his dad’s fishing boat that memo—Sebastian had taken care of his sister, Emma. He had been twenty; she had been fifteen. He hadn’t done a good job. He’d failed her and she had died. He still wasn’t over it. He wasn’t sure he ever could be. Or should be.

      “Teenagers can be very trying,” he continued. When they weren’t heartbreaking.

      “Can’t blame him for acting up. I was no good. People painted him with the same brush. Small town.” She shifted her bony shoulders. “Happens.”

      “Do you remember the inciting incident?”

      “The what?”

      “What set you off? What made that day the day? What did your son do that was the final straw?” Observers might say there’d been nothing, but there was always something—even if that “something” was only in the mind of the beholder.

      “The voice told me to.”

      There you go. The inciting incident as well as the explanation for her mind not being her own. Sebastian was two for two without even reading her file.

      “Shouldn’t have listened,” Mary continued.

      “Why not?”

      She rolled her eyes. “It got me put here.”

      No remorse about trying to kill her son, only concern that what she’d done had affected her in some way. Sebastian had no doubt that when he perused Mary’s file he’d see the word psychopath stamped in big red ink. She wasn’t his first.

      “In here I can’t help anyone,” she said.

      “Help?” Psychopaths helped no one but themselves.

      “They’re out there.” Mary stood and smacked her palms on top of his desk, leaning closer. “They’re killing people.”

      “Who’s they?”

      “He whispers to them.”

      “Same voice that whispered to you?”

      Mary nodded as her gaze went to the window at his back, darted right then left. Sebastian wanted to glance that way, but he shouldn’t take his eyes off Mary.

      “The more they kill the closer he gets.”

      “Who is he? Where is he?”

      “Roland.” Her gaze met his. “He’s in hell now, but he won’t be for long. He’s coming.”

      Sebastian got a chill, and that was just foolish. Mary was talking nonsense. She needed her meds adjusted and fast.

      Still her words, her fear, her utter conviction rattled him so much that when she sprinted for his window, he sat there almost too long, barely managing to catch her before she went headfirst into the bars that protected the glass.
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      “That’s a shame,” Peggy murmured as Mary was carted past the library kicking and screaming.

      “She was fine when she left.”

      I contemplated Sebastian Frasier, who stood outside his office looking as if he’d kicked a puppy, or maybe been kicked by one. He’d taken off his leather jacket to reveal jeans and a white button-down. But the shirt was untucked and streaked with what I really hoped was dirt but might very well be blood. From this distance, it was hard to tell.

      “With Mary, fine doesn’t last very long,” Peggy said.

      “What do you think happened?”

      “Hard to say. I’m going to have a word with Dr. Frasier. See if I can convince him not to medicate her into the stratosphere.”

      I could hear Mary screaming that “he” was coming. That she had to stop him. Stop them. Had she done anything like this before? I didn’t know. Screaming fits were so common, I didn’t pay much attention to them.

      “You think that’s a good idea?”

      “Meditation might help more than meds.”

      Mary screamed gibberish then something metal crashed to the ground. A door slammed, and the volume of her shrieks became muted.

      “Good luck with that,” I said.

      Peggy sighed. “Maybe once she winds down, we can⁠—”

      “We?”

      “She trusts you.”

      “I just met her!”

      “You seem to have a connection.”

      I’d thought the same. I’d also thought how crazy that sounded, yet here was my caseworker saying just that. I wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      “She was more like herself with you than I’ve ever seen her,” Peggy continued.

      “Did you know Mary before she came here?”

      “No.”

      “Then how do you know what herself is?”

      “I don’t. You’re right.” Peggy bit her lip. “She’s calmer today.” Her gaze shifted toward the continued thumps and screams. “Or at least she was.”

      “Because you said you’d teach her about Wicca, and she thinks she’s a witch. You were playing into her delusion.”

      Why did I feel like the psychiatric professional here?

      “What delusion is that?” Peggy asked.

      “That witches exist.”

      “I’m right here.” Peggy faced me. “Look, denying the existence of witches, of Wicca, is not only a lie, but it also isn’t helping. You think she hasn’t been told that before?” She threw up her hands. “That’s working out really well for her.”

      “You’re a caseworker,” I said. “Not her doctor.”

      “I’ll talk to her doctor.”

      “You think he’ll give the okay?”

      “If he doesn’t,” Peggy said, starting in Sebastian Frasier’s direction, “I’ll turn him into a toad.”

      I followed, hanging back enough that I could hear what was said, but not be considered part of the conversation.

      Peggy marched right up to him, hand outstretched. “Dr. Frasier. Call me Peggy.”

      His gaze went to Peggy’s ID tag, which listed her full name and title. The guy hadn’t been here long enough to have a staff meeting. His first duty as administrator had been to deal with Crazy Mary. Lucky him.

      This close I could see that the stain on his shirt wasn’t blood but dirt. I was more relieved about that than I had reason to be.

      “I’m Sebastian.” He shook Peggy’s hand, then glanced at me.

      I’d paused a few feet away and pretended to read whatever had been posted on the corkboard nearby. I wasn’t fooling him, but he didn’t tell me to run along either, so I stayed.

      “You don’t want to be called doctor?” Peggy asked.

      The corner of his mouth lifted in time with one shoulder. “Seems silly when my degree is younger than my shirt.”

      “I wanted to talk to you about Mary.”

      “We should probably step into my office.”

      “I just wanted to get your permission to teach her the tenets of Wicca.”

      “Pardon me?”

      “Wicca,” Peggy repeated. “It’s a peaceful religion⁠—”

      “I know what Wicca is. But—” He paused. “You?”

      “Me,” she said, unperturbed.

      “She hears voices.” He peered in the direction of the continued screaming about said voice, which was apparently named Roland. “Though how she hears anything above that racket, I’m not sure.”

      “I don’t see what hearing voices has to do with Wicca.”

      He frowned. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “I don’t hear voices,” Peggy said. “No one in my coven does. We aren’t crazy. Not even a little bit.”

      “I still don’t⁠—”

      “Drugging her hasn’t worked. Therapy hasn’t worked. Telling her she isn’t a witch hasn’t worked.”

      “She isn’t a witch. There’s no such thing.”

      “I’m a witch,” Peggy said quietly.

      I waited for the doctor to argue that point. He didn’t.

      “I apologize if I insulted you. I meant the flying, magical, nose-twitching, pot-stirring, Macbeth-type witch.”

      “I’ll give you that,” she said. “I’m just thinking that if I teach her the Wicca way, it might override the witchy way. Meditation, herbs, chants, the study of our history—all peaceful. What could it hurt to try?”

      “That seems like an awful lot of time and energy for one patient.”

      “I’d like to try it for more than one.” Peggy gestured to me, and I approached. “Willow wants to learn too.”

      “You do?”

      I nodded.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t have any pressing commitments.”

      He gazed down the hall toward Mary’s room again. “Maybe you should keep your distance from Mary.”

      He was probably right, except I didn’t want to. We needed each other.

      “She’s better when she’s with me,” I said.

      Dr. Frasier frowned. “I don’t think⁠—”

      He was going to say no, and suddenly I was desperate for him to say yes.

      “I’ll show you.” I headed for Mary’s room.

      “She’s out of control.” Dr. Frasier hurried along at my side. “She tried to jump through my window.”

      “A lot of us do.”

      He cast me a quick glance. He wasn’t sure if I was kidding. Neither was I.

      Peggy caught up as we reached Mary’s room. I opened the door and walked right in. Dr. Frasier began to protest, but it was too late. Mary, who’d been banging her head against the wall, saw me and sprinted in my direction.

      The room was small. She reached me very fast. Her hands came up.

      “Don’t—” the doctor began.

      Mary hugged me, and I hugged her back.
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        * * *

      

      Once Mary was asleep, Sebastian, Willow, and Peggy stepped into the hall.

      “Well?” Peggy asked.

      The change in Mary had been remarkable. The instant Willow appeared, she stopped shouting and banging her head. The minute they touched she calmed completely. When Peggy asked her the difference between Wicca and witchcraft she seemed to know. Or at least she talked a good game, and she hadn’t before now.

      “I’ll think about it.”

      Peggy wanted to argue, but she didn’t. Instead she glanced at her watch. “I have to go.” With a wave at Willow she did.

      Willow started to go too.

      “Not so fast,” Sebastian said. “I wanna talk to you.”

      “I should eat lunch.”

      “I’ll have something brought to my office.” He didn’t know if he could but it sounded good.

      He led Willow into the room. Someone had cleaned up the mess. He and Mary had knocked over a plant, hence the dirt on his shirt. He was just glad they hadn’t broken his coffeepot. He was really glad she hadn’t dived headfirst into the iron bars. His first day was shaping up real well.

      Was he being sarcastic or not? He wasn’t sure.

      “Sit,” he said, then went to the door on the opposite side of his office.

      Zoe looked up from her computer, her eyes appearing goggly through thick lenses. He wondered if she’d talked to anyone about Lasik. He didn’t imagine it was easy to get dates with glasses like that. Being short and pudgy probably didn’t help either.

      “Could you bring Miss Black and me a sandwich or something?”

      As Zoe nodded and got to her feet, rather than scowling and calling him names, Sebastian figured he hadn’t requested anything he shouldn’t have.

      “How well do you know Mary?” He returned to his desk.

      “I’ve seen her around. They call her Crazy Mary.”

      “Pot, kettle,” Sebastian murmured, and Willow laughed.

      The sound was so light, so young, so out of place here that he could do nothing but stare at her, entranced. Which made the beautiful laughter stop.

      Zoe came in then with a tray of sandwiches, chips, apples, and milk. Sebastian felt like he was back in kindergarten. He kind of liked it.

      “Thank you, Zoe.” He smiled at his assistant, and she stumbled, colored. She shoved the tray into his hands and fled, shutting the door firmly behind her.

      “You need to be careful,” Willow said.

      “Careful?” His gaze flicked over the tray, making sure all the utensils were plastic. They were. He made a mental note to put the kibosh on the sandwich wrap. A determined deviant could do some serious damage with that. Paper or tinfoil was less of a threat as a murder weapon.

      “Any new man in town is going to be the subject of every young, single woman’s fantasy.”

      “Huh?”

      “You’re hot. You’re single. There isn’t a lot of that in this neck of the woods.”

      “I don’t think this discussion is appropriate.”

      “You’re probably right. But be careful anyway.”

      “Zoe’s too young for me,” Sebastian felt compelled to point out.

      “I don’t think she agrees.”

      Sebastian was mystified at the conversation. But he usually was in conversations like this.

      He offered an apple.

      Willow’s lips twitched. “You trying to tempt me, Doctor?”

      “Tempt?” he repeated stupidly. Had his brains leaked out of his ears in the past half hour?

      “Apple?” She plucked the fruit from his palm. “Serpent? Garden? Temptation? Ring any bells?”

      She took a big bite, and temptation became a close, personal friend as he watched her chew, her lips impossibly pink, her teeth just-right white. He wanted a taste.

      Sebastian’s hand clenched against the sudden urge to smack himself in the head like Mary had. He glanced away, his gaze catching on the files atop the cabinet. At least he and Mary hadn’t knocked those all over the ground too.

      Needing a distraction, he moved to that stack and shuffled through them. Sure enough, one of those files was Willow’s.

      “You’re my patient,” he said.

      “Yep.” The crunch of the apple punctuated the word.

      “So is Mary.”

      “Okay.” More apple-crunching.

      Sebastian turned. “You said you don’t really know her, but⁠—”

      Willow held up her hand. “She likes me. I like her.”

      “She’s dangerous.”

      “So am I.” Willow took a last bite of her apple and tossed the core into his trash.

      Sebastian glanced at the stack of files again, his fingers itching to rifle though hers, but that would be rude. At least while she was watching.

      “You can read it if you want.”

      What was up with the mind reading?

      “It’s nice of you to befriend Mary, however . . .”

      He couldn’t tell Willow what Mary was in for. Privacy rules abounded. But what if the voice—Roland—told Mary to kill Willow too?

      Though Mary had said she shouldn’t have listened when the voice told her to kill her son, that didn’t mean she wouldn’t rethink the decision if it told her to kill someone else. Those imaginary head voices were notoriously persuasive, as well as fickle. Today one might ask you to kill your child. Tomorrow the same one, or perhaps another, might decide any stranger would do.

      Sebastian had worked in psychiatric facilities for years. A lot of the patients heard voices, a lot more of them were homicidal, but he’d never been consumed by the urge to share privileged information before like he was right now.

      “I know why Mary’s here,” Willow said.

      Sebastian had heard that trick before. He wasn’t biting. If she knew, she could tell him. “Why?”

      “Attempted murder.” Willow picked up a sandwich, took off the wrapping and tossed it after the apple core.

      “You don’t seem worried.”

      Her ocean-blue gaze flicked to his, then back to the triangle of bread and what appeared to be ham and cheese. “Listen, you’re going to read my file, so I may as well tell you that I’m in here for the same reason.”

      “You tried to kill your son?”

      She’d just opened her mouth to take a bite. Instead, she closed her mouth without doing so. “Mary tried to kill her son?”

      Shit. Sebastian had thought he was so smart he’d never fall for a leading question, then he’d dived right off that cliff. The idea of Willow having a son had surprised, and disturbed him, so much, he’d blurted his question before he could even think of holding it back. What business was it of his if she’d been married and had a child, or even if she hadn’t been?

      Well, it was his business, but only in relation to how that status affected why she was here and if she might ever get out.

      “I can’t—” he began. “I shouldn’t have⁠—”

      She held up her hand again. “Don’t sweat it, doc, I won’t tell.”

      Her not telling anyone about his gaffe didn’t make his gaffe any less wrong. But that was water under the bridge now.

      Water. He straightened, the movement causing the edge of the desk to dig into his backside, but he ignored the uncomfortable sensation as another one took its place.

      Mary had said that Willow saw visions in the water. Was that Mary’s delusion or Willow’s?

      “I didn’t try to kill my son,” she said. “I don’t have one. I don’t have any family.”

      “Everyone has a family.”

      “No.” She set the sandwich down untasted. “Everyone has parents. But not everyone has a family. I learned the difference a long time ago.”

      Thunder rumbled—distant but threatening. The sky had gone a nasty, swirly greenish-blue. As Sebastian had just ridden a Harley for several hundred miles, he’d studied the weather along his route. There hadn’t been a hint of rain for the next week. Not that he trusted meteorologists. They’d have better accuracy if they read tea leaves.

      “I should go.”

      He tore his gaze from the storm, which seemed to be hovering, billowing, not moving, something that storms didn’t do. Storms meant wind and wind caused movement. But this storm . . . not so much.
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