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This one is for my wonderful, witchy mother, who saw the ghost, too. In loving memory of Janet Louise Moning, December 30, 1939–September 15, 2023.


For my tribe: Sara Smith, Kimberly Cousins, Sally Short-Blondiau, Nora Luna, Andrea Sullivan, Dawn Mosley, Nicole Garcia, Sue Ramjatan, Alicia Emley, and Anne Wessels-Paris for standing steadfastly by my side, through the darkest years of my life.


For Carrie Edwards, Brenda Steele, and Jeanne Meyer, who were there in the beginning, decades ago, supporting my freshman efforts to write a novel with their unwavering belief, enthusiasm, and friendship.


For Stacy Testa, Genevieve Gagne-Hawes, and May Chen, my dream team, who waited with extraordinary patience, compassion, and support while I fled murder house after murder house.


I wouldn’t be here today if not for the helping hands of strong, brilliant, talented women.


I know this: If you bring forth what is within you, what is within you will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within you, what is within you will destroy you.


I know also the power of a “coven”—a gathering of likeminded women who passionately support each other’s hopes and dreams through trial and triumph.


United, we are capable of wondrous magic. United, we are capable of anything. And so we are feared.


And so we have been burned.
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In the beginning, God created Man.

However, contrary to the common telling.
God did not say, “Man, thou must have a mate.”

God said, “Oh, shit, what did  I just do?”

So, God created a better model and said unto his initial creation, “Behold, I have created People 2.0, with fewer bugs and glitches. I give you women.”

And Man was pissed.


— It’s Wonderful Wiccan Way of Life


Sacred is the soil
Holy is the sky
Divine is the water
Hallowed is the fire
Above is the Cailleach
Whose breath is life
Below is the darkness
We are the light
Blessed be my life


—A light witch’s prayer





PART I



There are few things more intrinsically debilitating than feeling simultaneously as if you’ve escaped hell yet been evicted from paradise. Sometimes it’s an intimate relationship that does it. You despise what they did to you, yet ache for the love you thought was real. You never suffered such agony, yet never felt more thrillingly alive. You love, and you loathe, with the same breath.


In my case, it was a House, with a capital H.


And even now, far removed from that exquisite, terrible place and time, some nights as I drift to sleep, dreams reach for me with dark, ravenous tentacles, and, suddenly, I’m in the rear courtyard of the house at Watch Hill, poised with my hand on the knob of the conservatory door, admiring, despite my horror, the glassy pool reflecting gently swaying oak branches hung with sprigs of drying lavender tied with ribbon, cobalt bottles clinking on jute cords, and strands of fairy lights.


I smell the rich, earthy dampness of leaves and coffee grounds composting in the garden, the drugging opulence of night-blooming jasmine, I feel the unevenness of cream and slate pavers, warm beneath my bare feet, note cobwebs that need sweeping from the cubby above the door, the wisteria draping the garage that wants trimming, and it’s all so lovely and real, it terrifies me, as if the house is trying to suck me back to it because it’s not done with me. It will never be done with me. I was the sweetest thing the evil in those walls ever tasted.


It frightens me so much that I refuse—even in dreams—to enter my beloved greenhouse, where once I crushed herbs and mixed potions, practicing the ancient magyck of the Cailleach, while Rufus whuffed softly, watching from his perch in the jackfruit tree.


I jerk myself violently awake, deathly afraid and utterly certain, should I step through that dream door, I’ll wake up at Watch Hill, only to find I never escaped at all—that my freedom is, in fact, the dream.





1



FRIDAY, MARCH 25


The house at watch hill was a patient beast, born of dichotomy, a familiar stranger, a beautiful monstrosity. It seduced before it terrified.


But back then, I knew little of the dangerously fine line between good and evil, and I’d yet to suffer betrayals so staggering, so utterly unforgivable they make you willing to cross it. Nor did I know anything of traps so exquisitely baited you’d march straight into hell with a smile on your lips and wonder in your heart.


I knew only that my life was an endless shitstorm of problems, and if I didn’t solve the immediate one of needing a new job, yet again, it was going to get infinitely worse. “But the sign outside says you’re hiring,” I said with an edge of desperation in my voice that I despised. “And your hostess, Claire, said you’re down two waitresses.”


The man behind the desk, in an office wedged into a corner adjacent to the walk-in freezer at Sophie’s House of Pancakes, looked nearly identical to the one I’d just left at the Scrambled Diner, and the one before that at the Saucy Egg Café. Same longish crew cut, dingy white shirt, and stained tie, same quick slip of his gaze to the left as he replied, “I forgot to tell Claire I filled both those positions this morning.”


“You’re lying,” I said softly.


Tightly, he replied, “I am not.”


He was. And I was beyond weary. Four prior interviewers had also miraculously secured new employees moments before I’d walked in, and service positions weren’t easy to fill around these parts. “Mr. Schumann, just tell me the truth. If you’re not going to hire me, that’s the least you can do.”


My fifth interview today was going to end in a no too, and I dreaded the thought of having to go all the way into Indianapolis to find work. With traffic, it would take me over an hour to get home and gas money I couldn’t afford, and the further into the city I went, the more likely they were to insist on references.


“It’s because you heard my mother’s ill, isn’t it?” I pressed when he made no reply. Small towns gossip endlessly. Someone’s husband knows someone’s cousin two towns over, who knows someone’s girlfriend three towns to the east, whose brother one town over is the sheriff, and the next thing you know, they’re discussing your personal business on the police scanner, a thing Mom and I try really hard to avoid.


He shifted uncomfortably behind his desk, choosing his words with care. “Ms. Grey, your mother isn’t just ill. She’s dying of cancer, and while I’m very sorry about that, there’s not a town within sixty miles of Frankfort willing to hire you. You don’t show up for work. You leave in the middle of shifts. You beg for extra shifts, then don’t cover them. How many jobs have you lost in the past year? A dozen? Two? I need waitresses I can count on.”


Mr. Schumann was exaggerating. No one would hire me within thirty-seven miles, which was twenty-three shy of his alleged sixty. Carmel, Indiana, where I was currently trying to get a job, any early morning job, to supplement my afternoon and evening jobs cleaning houses, offices, motels, and anything else I could get paid to clean, was forty-two miles from my house. Whenever I got fired, I expanded outward in the smallest increments possible. The further I worked from home, the longer it took to get back to Mom when she needed me.


“I’m not irresponsible,” I said. “I only miss a shift when I have to take Mom to the hospital. I’m a hardworking, committed employee who’s grateful to have a job and does everything in her power to make each shift.”


“I’m sure you do. But trying,” he said with a patronizing smile, “and succeeding are two very different things. I didn’t try to go to college to earn my business degree. I showed up every day and did the work. It’s not fair to the other waitresses to have to pick up your slack. I run a business, not a charity.”


Bet you didn’t have a dying mother you had to support while you were privileged enough to take those classes! I wanted to retort, but that would destroy any chance I had of changing his mind. I counted to ten before replying firmly, “Yes, I’ve had to rush home to take my mother to the hospital, and I’ve even had to miss shifts on occasion if they change her chemo appointments. But I’m willing to work doubles to make up for it. If you’ve heard about Mom, then you also must have heard that I’m a terrific waitress. The customers love me, and so do the other waitresses.” They knew I was in an impossible position and hated seeing me get fired. Women got it; we’d been caretakers since the dawn of time, when Adam, convalescing from his missing rib, conned Eve into climbing a tree to pick him an apple, and the fairer sex has been taking the fall ever since. We knew life was challenging and could be deeply unfair. Compassion went a long way.


He said curtly, “What’s the point? If I hire you today, we both know you’ll only end up getting fired. I’ve heard sometimes you don’t even last two weeks. All that paperwork alone is an inconvenience. Then I have to start the hiring process all over again, which means more forms to fill out. It’s not just the waitresses you burden.”


Sometimes I hated my life. Especially on days like this, sitting across the desk from a man maybe ten years older than me who, by dint of an associate’s degree in business from a local community college, was manager of this store and two others, as he’d loftily informed me when I’d walked in the door, whereas I— twenty-four years old, with no college degree, few saleable skills, and no time to acquire new ones—was reduced to pleading my case in order to keep food on the table and a roof over our heads while watching my mother die slowly and in escalating pain. How dreadful that Mr. Schumann might be inconvenienced by paperwork.


I clipped out, “The point is that, at least during those two weeks, I can afford to buy my dying mother food and medicine. That might be a small thing to you, but it’s everything to me.” Dying of cancer was one thing. Dying in pain or of starvation was another. Not on my watch.


He opened his mouth and closed it again, eyes narrowing, resenting that I’d just made him feel like a callous asshole.


He was a callous asshole, and I didn’t care what I made him feel, so long as he hired me. This was my only day off; I took one every three weeks, and I was supposed to be spending it at home, with Mom, cherishing what little time we had together, trying to cram a lifetime into those hours. But I’d lost yet another job yesterday and didn’t dare go home until I knew I had something slated for tomorrow morning that guaranteed us a paycheck, especially since I’d dropped my cell phone in a deep fryer two days ago and had to spring for a new one. Even the cheap dumb phone I’d replaced it with was an expense not remotely in my budget. I was still pissed at myself about it, but it had been my third shift that day, I was clumsy-tired, and I couldn’t be without a phone in case Mom needed me.


“I’m sorry, but the position isn’t available.”


To you, he didn’t say, but we both heard it. I wasn’t above pleading. I wasn’t above anything when it came to my mother. “Mr. Schumann, please, just give me the cha—ahhhhhh!” I doubled over in my chair, clutching my head.


“Spare me the hysterics,” Mr. Schumann said tightly. “I won’t be manipulated into hiring you when I know I can’t count on you. I have budgets to meet, profits I’m expected to turn. Franchises don’t run themselves. I’m on the fast track to owning my own stores.” When I remained hunched over, twitching and jerking silently, he growled, “What are you doing?” Then, sounding ever so slightly, and quite belatedly, in my opinion, worried, “Do you need a doctor? Answer me!”


I was pretty sure I did. But answering him was out of the question. I felt simultaneously as if my head might explode, an elephant was standing on my chest, and the skin all over my body was about to burst into flames, while deep in the pit of my stomach something enormous and searingly hot had begun whipping its head from side to side, a great fiery dragon rousing from sleep, only to find itself trapped in a cage. Pain was stabbing, burning, and exploding in every part of my body, and I had no idea why.


I tried desperately to inhale, but my lungs were tight and hot, burning as if blistered, and refused to inflate. I did, however, get a sudden rush of the acrid smell of smoke and the bitter taste of ash on my tongue. It occurred to me I might be having a heart attack or a brain aneurism, which, as young and healthy as I was, seemed highly improbable and unequivocally unacceptable.


Panicking, in agony, I lurched from the chair, staggered about in a wobbly circle, then crashed to the floor where I lay writhing, flapping at myself as if trying to put out flames, thinking with horror, This can’t be happening. Mom needs me. She’ll die without me!


That she was going to die with me, too, was something I fully understood.


But I was her Charon, ferrying her across the river Styx, with all the tenderness and love in my soul, and I would, by God, see her safely and gently across that dark divide.


That was my last thought before I passed out.


When I regained consciousness, Mr. Schumann was looming over me with a scowl.


“Bob, what on earth is going on here?” exclaimed a woman beyond my range of vision, sprawled as I was half beneath the desk, staring up at the underside, observing with vague disgust the gum stuck to it in multiple places. Either I’d continued flopping around after I’d passed out or he’d tried to toe me out of the way. I’d have believed either.


“I didn’t touch her,” he said defensively, glancing at whoever stood in the door. “I don’t know what happened. She had some kind of fit and fell down. She landed like that. Exactly like that,” he stressed.


I performed a hasty mental check: my head felt normal, my heart was beating as regularly as a metronome, my body was no longer a marshmallow toasting over open flame, and my lungs were working again, but that fiery dragon still raged in my stomach, tail whipping acid and nausea into a froth. Groaning, I inched from beneath the desk, leveraged myself into a sitting position, and scraped hair from my face.


Mr. Schumann—clearly as inconvenienced by my “episode” as extra paperwork—said stiffly, “Can you get up now?” In other words, could I get the hell out of his office before I caused any more problems for him? Although I couldn’t imagine how I’d made any problems for—oh!


Yanking my skirt back down and smoothing it, I glanced hastily at the door to determine who else had seen my underwear.


Another waitress, fifty or so, with kind, concerned eyes. “Are you okay, honey?”


I nodded. “I think so.”


“I’m Mae. Here, I’ll help you up,” she said, stepping into the office and offering her hand.


Accepting it gratefully, I rose and quickly locked my knees to steady myself. I didn’t feel so hot.


“Can I call someone for you?” Mae said.


I shook my head gingerly, hoping it wouldn’t spike that hellish headache again. Who would she call? I had no family other than Mom, and no time for socializing. Este was the only friend I’d managed to keep through the years of incessant moving. “I’m fine. I must not have eaten enough today. Low blood sugar.”


Gently, Mae offered, “Buy you lunch?”


I winced inwardly, hoping I didn’t look that broke. I wasn’t. I had a meager nest egg tucked away, enough that if we ended up on the street, I’d be able to get Mom back off it while I lived in my car. Pasting a bright smile on my face, I said, “I’m good, Mae. Thanks, though. I really appreciate it.”


Deciding the presence of a waitress with obvious seniority— she’d called him by his first name—might be enough to guilt him into reconsidering, I turned back to Mr. Schumann and said fervently, “Please, Mr. Schumann, I need the job. Just give me one week to prove to you that I—”


“If you’re well enough to walk, there’s the door. Use it.” He cut me off sharply, gesturing at the exit. I think Mae must have shot him a dirty look, because he added grudgingly, “Though, if you’re not well enough … of course we would call you an ambulance.” His words trailed off to an indistinct mutter, so deeply did he resent saying them, but he could hardly permit a woman who’d been seen in his office passed out on the floor with her skirt up to die on the premises. It might require some kind of paperwork.


The dragon in my stomach chose that moment to snort a burst of flames, and pressing a hand to my abdomen, I braced myself for the return of the crushing migraine and pain of being burned, but it didn’t come. Locking gazes with him, I said in a rush of quiet ferocity, “I’m a good person and a hard worker. My mother’s illness is not my fault, nor is it hers. I’m just trying to take care of her until I no longer have that privilege. You will hire me and you will give me a chance to prove myself!”


“Hire her, Bob,” Mae said quietly. “We’ll figure it out.”


Oh, God, something was seriously wrong with me, I thought, horrified, because for a moment, I thought I saw flames shimmering in his eyes. Then they were gone, but his gaze seemed strangely glassy as he said, without inflection, “Of course, Ms. Grey. Can you start tomorrow? Breakfast shift?”


The thoughts Maybe I have a brain tumor and Wow, Mae has major pull with the boss, collided inside my head. If I did have a tumor, it’d damn well better be slow-growing. “Oh, yes,” I exclaimed. “Thank you so much. I won’t let you down.”


We both knew I would. It was only a matter of time. Mae knew it, too, yet I suspected, like me, she’d once desperately needed a helping hand. I hoped she’d gotten it and also hoped, one day, I’d be in a position to repay her kindness.


Gathering my purse and keys, with a warm smile, I thanked the older woman profusely as I hurried out.


By the time I got to my car—an ancient Corolla with 177,000 miles on it, dents galore, and a missing fender—I was fine.


Mostly. I was still feeling uncharacteristically, wildly emotional. Even when I had PMS, I only got a smidge testy. We Greys were steady, pragmatic women; no extravagant feelings, no fiery she-dragons in our bellies.


As I opened the door and got in, carefree laughter rang out, and I glanced through the windshield to see two women a few years younger than me getting out of a shiny BMW they’d just parked a cautious distance from my beater, wearing Purdue sorority jackets with outfits that would have bought me and Mom groceries for a month, carrying purses I’d have pawned in a heartbeat.


I stared, trying to imagine what their lives were like. No dying mother. No crushing debt. Working toward a degree, partying with friends. Free. Light. Virtually weightless; bright, buoyant feathers drifting on a summer breeze infused with abundant opportunities and limitless choices.


I couldn’t begin to fathom the kind of world they inhabited, any more than I could stand listening to happy, mindless pop music, and there was no point anyway. My life was what it was. I cranked the key the requisite three times to get the engine started, and as it sputtered to life, my phone rang.


“Is this Zoey Grey?” a man asked when I answered.


Something in the tone of his voice sent such chills up my spine; I didn’t even snap my usual caustic It’s Zo. Like no, like I did every time someone messed up my name. “It is.”


“This is Tom Harris with the Frankfort Fire De—”


“I know who you are. I used to serve lunch to you and your crew.” Four jobs ago. “What’s wrong?”


“You need to come home. Now.”


I violated every traffic law known to man as I pushed the Toyota’s beleaguered, straining engine, zigging and zagging through traffic with reckless audacity.


Tom wouldn’t tell me anything on the phone except they’d been called to my house for a fire.


I spent the frantic forty-two-mile dash assuring myself it was merely a small kitchen fire, easily contained. Since I’d lied about having renter’s insurance—okay, so I’d also forged paperwork, but dying mother, remember—to secure our current lease, I’d have to figure out a way to pay for repairs. As I pondered various methods of increasing my income and dealing with the landlord (who would learn of the fire soon enough, everyone talked about everyone in our town), somewhere deep inside me, in a place that was frighteningly dark and still, I knew I was only buying time, minutes and miles, to continue pretending Mom was alive, cradled in a firefighter’s arms or tucked beneath blankets on a stretcher, waiting for me. Life would go on, and nothing else would happen to further fracture my fragile hold on hope or sanity.


At a stop sign two blocks from our house, I nearly broke down. Put on the brake and sat, choking on suppressed sobs, blinking furiously, trying to pull it together while drivers bottlenecked behind me and began honking angrily.


Finally, I moved forward again, only to find my street barricaded, three fire trucks blocking it, and a dozen firefighters standing in a weary, sooty half circle, staring across the street at the charred wreckage of my house. Gawking neighbors milled about on lawns, shaking their heads. That poor Zo Grey, they would say. She never had much, and now she has nothing, nothing at all. And feel better about their own lives, such as they were.


It took me repeated clumsy attempts to unfasten my seat belt and open the door, my hands were shaking so badly, but I finally managed and began to walk unsteadily down the street, gaping, with shock and horror, at the smoking ruin of our home. A total loss, the insurance company would call it. Provided the landlord actually had insurance and wasn’t already planning to sue me. He could get in line.


The fire chief hurried forward to meet me. “Zoey, honey, I’m so sorry,” he said quietly.


Dragging my gaze from the smoldering heap, I searched his eyes. “But you haven’t found—” I swallowed several times before I was able to force out, “A body?”


Tom opened his mouth and closed it again, glancing over his shoulder at the still-popping, hissing remains, before looking back at me, hoping I wouldn’t make him say it.


Fisting my hands at my sides, nails digging into my palms, I said more strongly, “Did you find a body?”


He exhaled gustily. “It burned too hot. Too fast. Didn’t stand a chance. We did everything we could. The roof and three of the walls had already collapsed by the time we got here. The fourth went while we were getting the hoses ready. No, we haven’t found a body. Yet. But, Zoey,” he added softly, “we will.”


“Zo,” I corrected him numbly. “Like no.” I knew they would. Mom had difficulty walking unassisted; the cancer had spread to her bones. She no longer cooked, and she never left the house. She wasn’t about to give me more to worry about.


I’d kissed her cheek that morning, promised her Alfredo pasta for dinner—always high calorie, cancer is a hungry bitch—and ice cream topped with the final jar of strawberry jam we’d made last summer. Told her to call me if she needed me for any reason, however insignificant. I’d apologized for having to go interview on what should have been one of our rare days together, and she’d apologized for being so sick that I needed to. There’d been so much love in our house this morning. There always was.


I stared past Tom at the embers of my life, the heaps of splintered, blackened trusses and beams, the ashes listing soddenly into a leaden March sky, trying to process that my mother was no longer dying of cancer.


Joanna Grey was dead.


I had no place to go, no bed in which to sleep, no idea what to do next. I had nothing but the clothes I was wearing and the purse on my arm. I got briefly fixated on the inane observation that I had no toothbrush, tampons, or Q-tips, no soap or shampoo— and God, those things were so expensive—then detoured into tallying the myriad painful absences in my world that actually mattered.


All trace of our life together was gone. Our photo albums, our ancient laptop, my diaries, the cheap mementos and magnets we’d collected at various Cracker Barrels as we’d traveled from state to state, the birthday cards, the steno notebooks of silly notes and drawings we’d left each other over the years when we’d been on different shifts, before she got too sick to work. Oh, God, my old phone! Mom had ingrained her deep distrust of cloud storage in me. Every photo of her, every voicemail and text she’d left me was gone, destroyed the moment I’d dropped the only smartphone I’d ever owned into a vat of boiling oil.


It was as if my mother had finally been fully and completely erased from the life we’d taken such diligent pains to erase ourselves from, time after time, as we’d fled from town to town, careful to leave no trace behind. It was too much to bear. I didn’t even have a piece of her clothing. Nothing to bury my nose in, inhale the scent of the woman who gave me life, an exquisite perfume of safety, love, belonging, home. Nothing to remember her by or clutch to my heart while I sobbed.


Everything—ash.


“Your mother died of smoke inhalation, long before the flames reached her,” Tom said gently.


Balling my hands into fists again, I smiled faintly, bitterly at the kindness of his lie. Tom Harris was a good man.


But I knew better.


What I’d felt in Mr. Schumann’s office was the death my mother had suffered. The sensation that my body was about to burst into flame, lungs tight and hot, burning as if blistered, refusing to inflate, the acrid smell of smoke and the bitter taste of ash on my tongue. Impossible though it was to explain, I’d experienced my mother’s death, as if our love was so deep, so strong that I’d empathically shared, to a lesser degree, the final, horrific moments of her life. I could find no other explanation for what I’d suffered at the precise moment our house was being devoured by flames.


My mother hadn’t died easy.


Like witches of yore, Joanna Grey had burned alive.


“Mom,” I whispered, and began to cry.
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Alisdair


Once I wore my past, a crown of thorns, a cloak of penitence.


I killed those who did not deserve to die, coveted what they had, and took what should never have been mine, pillaging without a backward glance. A brute of a man, I hammered my way through the centuries, pounding to dust all that did not yield to my will.


Now, with nothing but time to contemplate those centuries, I see myself for who and what I am, and know I deserved my fate. Yet not at my enemy’s hands, for my enemy is no better than I. In truth, my enemy merits far greater punishment.


Still, once, we were two of a kind.


I suspect, were humans confined to solitary, as I have been, and forced to face themselves for a long enough period of time, they would either descend into despair and terminate their miserable existence or get a fucking clue and evolve.


I met despair unwillingly, was dragged kicking and raging into that dark, devouring vortex until the time came when I craved nothing more than to cease to exist—a release I am forever denied.


I reviled despair, held it in contempt, perceiving it as I did all emotion: weakness. I struggled against it, swinging my mighty hammer to obliterate it.


The harder I fought, the more obdurate despair became.


At last, weary of battle, tired of closing my eyes to avoid the bloody wreckage of my life, I dropped my hammer and opened them. Wide.


The abyss of despair stared at me, and I stared back, unflinching. Then, with a snort of laughter, I leapt into that bottomless gorge of madness.


To my surprise, I found the abyss had a bottom and, in the depths of that merciless chasm, I discovered the still place.


There, I came to understand one does not do battle with despair.


One must walk differently within it. One must step sideways, lightly, as if passing over the surface of quicksand, and as you continue stepping sideways, it becomes a sort of instinctual dance, older than time itself. A dance that can carry you beyond the moment, through the dark night of your soul, into the dawn.


For as your spirit moves in those slow, certain steps you were born knowing, steps imprinted in the very essence of your being, you begin to remember the finest of who you are, who you might have been were circumstances different, and who you might yet be, because it’s possible— each fragile fresh dawn you draw breath—to choose again.


Impossible, however, to forge a new path wearing the accoutrements of self-inflicted punishment, regrets for deeds that can’t be undone. You must relinquish the past, never forgotten, eternally part of your spirit, but only in the manner the cocoon precedes the butterfly.


Some deem stillness and dancing opposites.


They are two sides of the same coin, and that coin is the currency of life.


You must learn how to be still. You must remember the dance.


Then, to do more than exist—to truly live—you must learn how to do both at the same time.


The young witch who approaches Watch Hill has mastered stillness.


But she has not learned to dance. She can’t even hear the music in her blood.


My enemy awaits her.


It amuses the fiend that the fledgling Cailleach will never once see me, although she will certainly behold me.


I—who was once the most deeply feared warrior on any battlefield, in any century—am powerless to help her, and soon she will know life as I do.


Hell without end.
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SUNDAY, APRIL 10


I was a knot of dark, tangled emotions when my plane touched down in New Orleans. Since the day of the fire, they’d been raging out of control. Gone was pragmatic, steady Zo. From the ashes of my mother’s fiery grave, a wild thing had arisen.


The horrific, wholly inexplicable sensations I’d experienced as I’d somehow shared my mother’s death hadn’t revisited me, but the crusty dragon birthed in my belly at that moment had neither departed nor calmed. Rather, she grew testier and more volatile with each passing day. I attributed the fractious inferno to grief, as I did everything lately.


The evening sky was indigo and orchid, and the city, silvered by recent rain, was lavender grit, bougainvillea, neon signs, and gently decaying architecture. As we taxied through the narrow cobblestone streets to the Hotel Monteleone, where I’d be spending the night before leaving for Divinity, Louisiana, tomorrow afternoon, I listened to my cab driver tallying the places in the city I should take care to avoid. New Orleans was magical, with countless experiences to be savored, but a solitary traveler, he warned, should give wide berth to certain pockets of the city. I took mental notes of those areas, although I had little intention of leaving my hotel.


If tonight was anything like the nights preceding it, I’d be in bed, crying, trying to decide what to do next, pretending I had a choice, any choice at all, other than lining up three new jobs and working to exhaustion to pay Mom’s medical bills for pretty much the rest of my life. They’d begun refusing treatment until I’d agreed to leverage my future, putting all accounts in my name. At least now I wouldn’t get fired all the time. There was that depressing bright spot.


The Monteleone soared up from the grimy street, an elegant ivory Beaux-Arts hotel embellished with elaborate moldings, attended by impeccable doormen who ushered me inside. After registering at the front desk and peeking into the rotating Carousel Bar & Lounge (very cool) and the restaurant, Criollo (way above my pay grade), I was surprised to find the accommodations James Balfour had reserved for me were luxurious. The attorney had spared no expense on my trip from Frankfort, Indiana, to New Orleans, coupling a business-class ticket with the Eudora Welty suite. I wandered in bemused silence from spacious bedroom to marble bathroom with a deep garden tub to the inviting parlor that looked out over the Mississippi River, pausing occasionally to pass a wondering hand over the cool crystals of a lamp, the plush velvet of a chair.


Mom and I never had much, and now I stood in an elegant Old World hotel room furnished with antiques and chandeliers, about to journey to a small town a few hours from New Orleans where—according to Mr. Balfour—a distant relative had recently died, leaving me an inheritance the attorney was unwilling to discuss by phone.


I’d been uneasy until Mr. Balfour clarified that the line of descent was maternal. Mom never talked about family. I knew nothing of my grandparents on either side, and one of the few things I knew—or rather suspected with a high degree of certainty, both from things Mom had said and not said about my father—was that he was the reason we’d been on the run for the first fifteen years of my life, moving constantly from one small town to the next, a state over, or up three states before down to a new town, always in the northeast of the country and usually in Midwestern farmland or the foothills of the West Virginia mountains.


The mere mention of my father would bring darkness to my mother’s eyes that lingered for days. Then something happened—I assumed he’d died and she’d learned of it—and we began staying longer in the same place. I’d spent all of my junior and senior years at the same high school in Brownsburg, Indiana, where I’d once attended part of fourth grade and all of seventh.


When Mr. Balfour insisted that I come meet with him, after researching to ascertain the firm and town existed—although there’d been little information online about either—I decided I had nothing to lose and possibly something to gain. It was conceivable a far-removed cousin on Mom’s side had left me something.


Desperate for a distraction from grief, and in no mood for another night in the cramped, unfurnished studio I’d leased after the fire, where I’d been tossing and turning on a blowup mattress on the floor, I’d decided it was possible, however implausible, the trip might yield a small financial gain. I could certainly use it. When they’d found the remains of Joanna Grey, despite it being a fraction of a full-size body, the funeral home had still charged me full price for the cremation, nearly wiping out my nest egg.


I dropped my duffle onto the bed, hung the few clothes I owned in the closet, arranged my toiletries in the bathroom, and gently placed the urn holding Mom’s ashes on the dresser. It was all I had left of her, and I’d been unwilling to leave it behind in the impersonal, empty studio, unable to quell the irrational fear someone might take that from me, too. Sinking to the edge of the bathtub, I buried my face in my hands, aching to crawl into a real bed for the first time in weeks, where I would weep until exhaustion deepened to fitful slumber.


More agonizing than the grief I felt were the shameful waves of relief that sometimes crashed over me, for the fire that had ended my mother’s life had also ended my incessant, gnawing fears about which part of her body cancer might attack next, how badly she would suffer, how much more painful her life and mine would become. Whether it would progress, as the doctors assured us it would, to her brain. She’d been so terrified of that, as was I. Our situation was bad, destined to get worse before it was over.


It hadn’t.


It simply ended in the middle, abruptly and without warning, a bookmark halfway through a novel on a bedside table we’d had every intention of finishing. I’d been so focused on the death I knew was coming for her, I’d not once considered some other death might take her away from me sooner. It wasn’t fair. It was bullshit. It made me so angry at times I felt my head might explode. I’d been cheated; she was stolen from me before her time. I’d understood the parameters of our life: Mom had cancer and at least another year to live. We’d had plans for that time. We’d gotten none of the lingering goodbye we’d expected. She’d promised to tell me more about my father, said there were things about the Greys I needed to know before she died.


A blessing, I would muse eventually in the bleary-eyed, cottonbrained hours of dawn, after I’d wept myself dry. I knew the horrors the future held for her, for both of us, had she lived.


Still, there are blessings that flay to bone.


You must promise me, Mom had begun insisting in recent months, that you won’t grieve me when I’m gone. You’ve paid too high a price already. Live, my darling Zo. Live. Be irresponsible for once in your life. File bankruptcy and seize every opportunity that comes your way. Find a husband, have babies. You’ll be such a wonderful mother!


Mom had wanted desperately to hold a grandchild before she died, avidly encouraging it. She’d made it clear she had no issues with me having a baby without a husband on the horizon. It would be just us, three generations of Grey women. Before she’d gotten so sick, I’d often thought I might one day do that. I loved our life. Wherever we landed, in whatever town, we always found a bit of land, grew a garden, and found some kind of work. I loved the bond we shared, her uplifting way of looking at the world no matter how hard things were, and I looked forward to being a mother. I imagined the joy of holding my own child might eclipse all other joys, and there would be nothing I wouldn’t do for my daughter or son, no price I wouldn’t pay to see them grow strong and thrive, love and be loved. To share that experience with my mother had been a nearly irresistible pull in my blood.


But Joanna Grey, quiet and grateful for life’s many gifts, haunted and hunted yet cheerful and kind, frail in body yet formidable in will, would never hold a grandchild. I’d failed to grant that wish, and countless others. I’d failed to save her. I’d failed the devotion of being at her side, holding her hand, assuring her of how deeply she was loved, that she was the best of mothers, so that the last earthly words she heard were ones that warmed her heart and comforted her soul. I failed to ease her gently into that good night.


I tossed my head, shuttered those thoughts. I knew they would return all too soon, with a thorny cluster of others I couldn’t deal with, so I pushed up from the edge of the tub and stared at my reflection in the mirror. Glittering amber eyes stared back, and I knew the edge in them, the wildness, the hunger. As close to need as I ever got. I’d learned to need nothing at a young age; it was easier when your life was always vanishing in the taillights of a hastily packed car.


I made the impulsive decision to treat myself to dinner downstairs at Criollo, further proof of my volatile emotions. I should have been hoarding every cent I had, but should didn’t carry the same weight it once had. Easier to take risks when you were the only one who might suffer for them and could live on cans of tuna and boxes of crackers for a few weeks to recover from the splurge.


I showered, did my hair and makeup, then slipped into one of the two new dresses I’d bought on sale. I had two pairs of jeans, five shirts, seven pairs of underwear, and two bras, one white, one black. I could travel carrying everything I owned. It was a strange feeling. No family, few possessions, no home. I simply couldn’t conceive of a world without my mother in it. I felt invisible. I hungered to be seen. Touched. Made to feel alive to counter how dead I felt inside.


Around my neck, I dropped the amber pendant I’d been wearing the day of the fire, added the matching earrings, slid into sandals, grabbed my purse, and headed downstairs to the hotel restaurant, where I would eat crab cakes and crawfish, maybe try Criollo’s legendary bread pudding, have a drink, and find something luscious and chocolatey on the menu.


I’d not been able to promise Mom I would be irresponsible. I’d been taking care of us for so long, I knew no other way to be. Nor could I convince myself to weasel out of debt by filing bankruptcy because, well, I wasn’t a weasel. Yet. Perhaps, after a few years of drudgery, I’d grow whiskers (and balls) and slink away any way I could.


Not grieve her? Impossible.


But I could fulfill the most important part of what she’d asked of me. What I knew deep in my heart was all that mattered to her, if somewhere, unseen, she lingered, watching over me.


Live, my darling Zo. Live.


Later, I would recall that when I walked into Criollo that night, I felt strangely as if I were attending a debutante ball and, for some inexplicable reason, I was the diamond. I would also know why.


As the hostess escorted me to my table, eyes followed me, and I was gratified to see many of the men watching me were the type I found attractive.


I never had time to date. The loss of my virginity was a dreadful, awkward affair I preferred not to think about, but it hadn’t dissuaded me from trying again. Rather, it refined my selection process. No more boys. I liked men, even then. I’d never had bad sex again. I’d decided then and there that in the future, I would make sex all about me, what I wanted it to be.


I had no time for a relationship, but there were nights I needed something for myself, something that was all my own and only about me, and I’d hungered for it so badly, I was nearly wild with it.


Sex had proved a viable petcock for a system about to blow.


I hadn’t needed it often. Sometimes I’d make it six, seven, even eight months before the pressure built again and I hungered to feel seen, caressed, cherished for a time, if only my body and only an illusion. On those nights, I’d prowl, tense and volatile, searching for the right man, one that made lust burn in my veins, was willing to exchange first names only, no personal talk, no strings attached, and most definitely, no tomorrow.


They weren’t easy to find. I have a type; I like self-possessed, strong, magnetic men, and I like them to have a bit of an edge, a hint of wildness. Hidden depths, layers, an indefinable quality of … more. I also like them tall, dark, and muscular. On the rare occasions I indulge, I shoot for the stars.


Sometimes, it took me days to find the elusive fruit for which I hungered, but tonight I marveled as I glanced around the restaurant; I seemed to have fallen in the berry patch. Either that, or men just came darker, hotter, and more to my liking in the Deep South.


Ever vigilant of wasting time, I’d perfected a siren’s call that never failed me. Once I made my decision, I gave the man what I thought of as the Look, and we’d end up in his bed, or up against a wall, in a bathroom stall, anywhere that wasn’t home with my mother.


I don’t think I’m all that, but men seem to appreciate my tangle of long coppery chestnut hair and unusual golden eyes. I have clear, healthy skin, and I’ve always been mostly happy with how I’m built. My body is strong from hard work, lean and proportionate for my five-foot-eight frame. However, I don’t think my success rate has much to do with how I look. Men are kind of … well, easy. We women know, for the most part, if we want to get laid, we can. Men don’t have that assurance, and a lot of them seem to have figured out that hitting on a woman too aggressively can get them in loads of trouble these days. So I take the risk out of it for them by making the first move. I like doing it. It makes me feel strong, a woman making her own choices, in control.


It’s a simple look, really, easy to put into my eyes, perhaps because by the time I get around to doing it, I’m a gasket about to blow. I’m surprised more people don’t do it. Especially women. I once tried to explain it to a co-worker, who’d stared at me, baffled; said nobody could read a look and eyes didn’t talk.


Yes, they do. Saying too much, too often. I rarely meet a person’s gaze, preferring to focus on noses, blurring the irises and pupils. On the rare occasions I do lock gazes with a person, I tend to get hit with a messy tangle of emotions, sometimes images, rarely pleasant.


If a man ever gave me such a blatant, sexually loaded, I-want-to-devour-you look, I’d be lost. None ever has. Yet, I hope.


Over an appetizer of shrimp, blue crab, and avocado, I studied the room, gaze drifting from table to booth, peering into the smaller, more private dining rooms on the sides, never lingering overlong. For a change, the dragon in my belly seemed … placid, content, even, as if rumbling soft approval of my plans. Probably just grateful I was finally about to do something besides cry. If so, it was a sentiment we shared.


I had a luxury suite upstairs, a king-size bed, a Jacuzzi bath large enough for two, plus an enormous walk-in shower. I wasn’t about to waste it all. Mom herself had encouraged me to seize my opportunities, and Criollo was certainly teeming with them. I was finding it difficult to narrow down my decision, and I’d never had that problem before. If Frankfort was famine, New Orleans was feast.


There was an older man, forty or so (age doesn’t matter to me; it’s what they exude), thick dark hair touched with silver at the temples, wearing an elegant suit, yet I could tell his body was strong and rugged beneath it. The dichotomy intrigued me, made me think all civility might fall away with the shedding of that suit and he’d be pure animal in bed. Plus, I could count on him to be experienced.


Then there was the man seated near the bar, in his late twenties, who I decided was Mediterranean, wearing a muted scarf with a collared chambray and jeans. He had a lean, athletic build, and I knew he’d be pretty much the perfect casual sex but not necessarily the best sex. Still, the waitresses were lingering nearby, vying to bring him his next drink. He, too, had presence. I was surprised to realize most of the men in the restaurant did. I’d never been in a room with so much palpable masculine energy before.


At a table near the door was a man, probably thirty-five, with short black hair, the shadow of a beard framing his wide jaw, and a mouth I could kiss for hours before unbuttoning that crisp white shirt to drag my tongue across his beautiful dark brown skin. There was something watchful and refined about him that intrigued me. His gestures were fluid and precise, he was kind to the staff (always a big hit with me), and I got the sense he was a man who concealed his strengths, played his cards close to the cuff in public, which made me insatiably curious to know what he was like in private.


Then there was a man unlike any I’d chosen in the past, perhaps thirty, blond with ocean-blue eyes, leaning back, legs outstretched in a booth in one of those side rooms with the dimmed lights. He intrigued me, despite my preference for dark men, because of something in his eyes and the way he moved, with power and grace. He wore faded jeans, a blue T-shirt, and boots. As I stole another glance at him, he stood and stretched over the table, accepting a bottle being passed from booth to booth in that private area, and his shirt slid up, affording me a glimpse of his cut stomach. My gaze lingered appreciatively on the leanness of his hips, the muscular ass, the broad shoulders. He threw his head back and laughed and, before drinking, shouted out a toast with a sexy Irish accent. I wasn’t entirely sure what he’d said, but I liked the sound of it and decided perhaps it was time for something different.


When the waiter returned to take my entrée order, I declined to place it and requested my bill. I’d order room service later. My appetites had changed.


I waited until the blond sat back down and let my gaze rest on him. The moment he turned my way, my chin would notch down, I’d glance up from beneath my brows with a sheen of challenge, the promise of a wild side. I would put all I felt into my eyes, let it gather intensity and radiate toward him. The hunger, the frustrated energy that desperately needed an outlet, the pain, the grief, the passion, the loneliness born not of weakness but from the appetite of a strong young woman seeking an equal in sensuality, intellect, and competence. I wouldn’t send it to him wending gently around guests, delicate and inquiring.


I’d slam it into him.


I’d say with flat ferocity, I want you. Come to my bed. No apology, no ego, no games. Only hunger and lust and the burn of my passion, and I will be kind though not necessarily gentle, and you will never forget this night.


The blond man’s head began to turn toward me, and tensing with delicious anticipation, I notched my chin down.


As his gaze was about to collide with mine, abruptly another man slid into the booth next to him, obliterating my view of the blond with his dark, powerful frame. He said something to the man, punched him on the shoulder, as if in consolation, then turned his head and locked gazes with me.


And I do mean locked.


I was caught, trapped, ensorcelled, spellbound, powerless to look away. I stared helplessly into eyes dark as a raven’s wings, into a face more formidable than handsome, and the instant he knew he had me bound, he caught the tip of his tongue between his teeth in a smile that dripped challenge, and flung his words across the room at me, sharp as knives.


He said, I want you. Come to my bed. I know how wild you hunger to be. I’ll meet you in those untamed lands, and I’ll be kind but not gentle, because gentle isn’t what you want. You want to feel intensely, dangerously alive, to recover dreams you’ve been forced to abandon, faith you’ve lost, power that’s been stripped from you by the incessant, mundane demands of the world. Fuck me, woman. I’ll give you all that and more, and you will never forget this night.


The breath whooshed from my lungs in an incoherent sound, and for a moment, I couldn’t form a thought.


Then, as my brain cleared, my first thought was incensed: How dare he interfere with my strong, aggressive woman-in-charge-of-her-own-life moment? I was as offended as I was—


Oh, God, he was rising, collecting his drink, and heading toward me, and I had no idea how I’d failed to see him while scanning the restaurant. The presence he exuded was staggering, more than the other four men combined.


Dozens of heads swiveled to follow him as he strode my way, and I got the sudden impression that something was going on in Criollo tonight that I didn’t understand. As if threads of cohesiveness stitched together each moment that had passed since I’d entered the restaurant, with each person in that room, and everyone else could clearly see the fabric of this night but me.


Then he was at my table, staring down at me, and the fanciful thought burned off, mist in the sun.


I said before that I have a type. This man typified the type. This man was the mold for it, and they’d broken it after they’d made him, and every other man I’d chosen in the past had been only a shadow of him. The kind of edge I looked for—this man had in spades. His edges had edges. There was a kind of … were I fanciful, I’d say an aura that surrounded him, silvery and seductive and stitched somehow of both luminosity and utter absence of light, as if he wore a full moon’s brilliance purled to midnight as a cloak.


“I’m Kellan.”


“Stop,” I said hastily, before he could say more. “No last names.”


“I had no intention of offering you one.”


I scowled, both pleased (he knew the rules) and irritated (he seemed to be the one making them). I’d always thought I would savor it, absolutely lose my mind, if ever a man gave me the kind of look I used.


I thoroughly resented it.


Would I have chosen him, anyway, if I’d seen him? Yes. That wasn’t the point. The point was, he chose me; it chafed, and now there was no way I was going to have sex with him, despite the fact that the blond was currently gathering his coat to leave and the Mediterranean man was already gone.


Then there was the fact that the bastard’s look had been so much more polished than mine.


“They always come when you summon, don’t they?” Irish accent, like the blond. Sexy as hell. When he twisted a chair around and dropped into it, it creaked beneath his weight. Maybe six foot five, two hundred and forty pounds. I like big men; they make me feel like I can go crazy on them in bed and not worry about hurting them. My mouth went dry.


“I didn’t ask you to join me,” I said flatly.


“Nor have you told me to leave.”


“Leave.”


He stood instantly.


“Sit down,” I snarled.


Amusement glittered in his dark gaze. The chair creaked again. My mouth was absolutely parched.


“You prefer to choose,” he murmured. “It makes you feel strong.”


That was it exactly. I’d been in control of so little in my life, I needed this one thing. And I hadn’t fully understood it until this moment, when the man made the choice for me.


“Losing control because the world has taken it from you in infinitesimal degrees, without warning and without your consent, in demeaning ways, is one thing. Losing control because you choose to, because you’ve met someone you can let go with, break free, obey no rules, tithe to neither god nor demon, that’s entirely another.”


“And I suppose you think you’re that someone.”


“I was watching you from the moment you walked in and knew exactly what you were looking for. Ian, the blond you’d settled on, is a good man, without question. I’d want him at my side in a fight, and I trust him running several of my companies. But he’d leave you just as unsatisfied as they always do. My guess is that’s how you prefer it. Playing it safe. You never choose anyone you might want to see again. How’s choking down that same bland appetizer, over and over, working out for you? Ready for a meal yet?”


Implying he was the meal. And how subtly he’d just made it clear he was wealthy and Ian worked for him, not vice versa. “Oh, fuck you,” I growled.


Wolfishness and mockery shaped his smile. “Your suite or mine?”


“You think you know me. You don’t know me,” I shot at him.


“You don’t know you,” he fired back.


It’s funny. We think we want a man who sees us. Who gets us. But wheel that rarity up to the table, and we get downright defensive, erect barricades left and right. He was correct. My life had been composed entirely of responsibilities, bills to pay, too much to do, too few hours in the day, a dying mother, no time to wonder what I wanted or might one day become, if given the chance.


I’d wanted Joanna Grey to live. I’d become what she’d needed me to be.


Without her, I was floundering.


In a strange way, it felt as if, the day she’d died, I was born. That she’d had to become a thing of the past for me to become a thing of the future; for me to even understand I could have a future. It was the only explanation I could find for the countless volatile emotions waking up inside me. I must have put myself into a shallow trance to survive. Numb was eminently capable. Empty of want, of need, one could give endlessly, completely. And I didn’t regret it. I’d do it over and over again.


Yet here I was, a blank slate at twenty-four. Each day I awakened, my brain kicked on, and the only thing I had to ask myself was: What do I want to do? Granted, I was buried in debt and didn’t have all that many choices, but suddenly, there was nothing and no one else to consider. I had no idea how to live this way. I’d become obdurate as ice to deal with my reality. Thawing was a melty, messy process I was rather beginning to despise.


“I’m Zo,” I said irritably.


He laughed. “Could you sound any pissier telling me your name?” Then his smile faded, and his gaze darkened with challenge and frank carnality. “Tell me, Zo—what do you want to do?” he said in a low, rough voice.


I wanted to stand up, tell him to go to hell, and walk away. Yet I knew, even from our brief exchange, this man wasn’t the kind to offer anything to a woman twice. And since the moment he’d dropped into that chair across from me—no, from the moment he’d knifed into my head with his damn look—I’d been burning with lust. The dragon in my stomach was snorting and stomping and turning in voracious circles. We were in complete agreement about this man, and I was the new Zo, who was going to live and not miss opportunities.


I leaned forward and told him in exacting detail what I wanted to do. What I wanted him to do to me.


Muscle working in his jaw, eyes glittering, he rose and offered me his hand. I shivered when he laced his fingers with mine.


Presence was an understatement. People make so much noise about IQ: intelligence quotient. I’ve never found myself impressed by that number. I look for AQ: awareness quotient, and Kellan’s was off the charts. He saw. He knew. He put things together, divining patterns in the smallest of details. Later, I would learn his IQ was astronomical, too, so much so that he had difficulty communicating sometimes and could work himself into a lather about it. Later, I would learn many things about Kellan, some of which I would refuse to believe, for if I did, they would terrify me.


I didn’t emerge until late the next afternoon, barely able to walk and barely meeting my driver in time.


Kellan fucked as if I were both woman and wolf, lady and whore, hummingbird and hawk.


He saw me. The good and bad, the selfless and selfish. The woman who’d bled out, without reservation, for the mother she loved, and the quiet rage it made her feel at pretty much the whole world. The lonely orphan and the she-dragon that needed no one and nothing but the chance at command of her own destiny and soul.


He saw the hunger and fear and pain, and the unbreakable vow I’d made to myself that all I had been to date in my life was not all I would ever be.


He was, hands down, the best sex of my life, making good on his promise that I would never forget this night, and I’ve had my share of good sex. It’s the only place in my life I’ve permitted myself to be selfish and utterly unrestrained. To take as I desire, to give as I choose, to demand and bestow explosively, pouring through my hands, from the very core of my being, an inferno of passion, releasing the countless things I don’t permit myself to say and, often, refuse to acknowledge I feel. The anger, hope, joy, fear, every shade of emotion—I drench their bodies with it. I forget myself. Nothing exists but the moment, their body, mine. Releasing all that pent volatility recharges me. I stand up from sex-soaked sheets far stronger than I got into them.
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