







“Right. That’s the worst-case scenario � 
a bad high priestess.”

Nana stood, lifted her arms, and turned her face heavenward. “Crone, open their eyes!” When her arms dramatically fell limp at her sides, she faced Johnny. “The Lustrata cannot be beaten in a priestess Eximium. When Seph finally decides to share that she is the Lustrata with the council, they’ll scoff. And when she goes before the Elders as part of that competition—what if they realize she’s marked by a vampire?”

“Stained,” I corrected.

“It’s a mark, Persephone, a mark,” Nana insisted. “You know as well as I do that it would compromise you. Having the authority of a high priestess will only entice the vampire back to your door.”

I realized Johnny’s spine had stiffened.

I’d been outed!
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CHAPTER ONE

“What do you mean, you nominated me?” I held my breath.

“Oh, dear. Shouldn’t I have?”

Lydia Whitmore, a dear old witch who lived about ten minutes from me, was on the other end of the phone line. I could imagine her startled expression. With her kindly smile and snowy hair, always secure in a precise bun, her looks epitomized those of the cookie-baking granny. She also cornered the local market on being the goody-goody, saccharine-sweet variety of witch—what society’s more mundane humans wanted all us witches to be.

She had called to inform me that the Witch Elders Council had announced their plans to find a replacement for Vivian Diamond, the Cleveland Coven’s high priestess who had mysteriously gone missing.

Not that it was a mystery to me: I’d handed Vivian over to the vampire she’d betrayed. Chances were she’d be missing a very long time.

To determine the new high priestess the Council was, according to Lydia, planning a formal competition called the Eximium. Lydia had, incredibly, nominated me as a competitor.

“Lydia, I don’t want to be the high priestess.”

“Pshaw and gobbledygook!” Lydia said. “You’re perfect for it, Persephone! Knowledgeable, experienced, personable. And such a charming smile, dear. You’d make a fantastic high priestess.”

“I’m flattered,” I said, rubbing my brow, “but I can’t do it. I wouldn’t have time right now.”

“Oh, that’s right! You have the child, don’t you?”

“Yes,” I said. My new role as foster mother wasn’t the only reason I had no intention of getting involved with the Council, but maybe it would be enough of an excuse to dissuade Lydia.

It had only been three weeks since Lorrie Kordell, a wærewolf who used to kennel in my basement during full moons, was murdered. Her daughter, Beverley, ended up with me. We’d had the funeral a week and a half ago, and Beverley started school that following Monday. The legal gears and wheels to officially establish me as Beverley’s guardian had been set in motion and we were just starting to get a sense of what “normal” was going to be for us. Beverley needed stability and the security of a routine to ground her despite all that was new in her life. “I don’t want to start anything that will take more of my time from Beverley right now.”

“How’s she doing, poor thing?”

“She’s still grieving, and she will for a while, but she’s tough stuff. We’ll make it.” I truly cared for Beverley. When her mom got a job in the city and quit kenneling here, I’d missed more than just the popcorn and Disney nights I’d shared with the kid. “So, Lydia,” I asked, intentionally changing the subject, “how’d you end up nominating entrants for this � eggzemmyoom thing anyway?”

“Because I’m the oldest!” Lydia laughed. “WEC wants savvy, smart, and pretty young women as covenheads nowadays, what with the internet and media always poking around the high-profile urban covens.” She pronounced the acronym for the Witch Elders Council as weck, like a kid who can’t make R sounds saying wreck. “They know I deserve the authority, but can’t keep up with the social scene. This is their way of coddling me for what I can’t do.”

Over the last few years I had become friends with Lydia, who happened to be the previous owner of my old saltbox-style farmhouse. She’d sold off pieces of her land and bought a double-wide, then stuck the For Sale by Owner sign in the front yard. We met shortly after I called the number written on the sign. One-level living suited her knees better, she’d said. The only downside, according to her, was “trading the charm and earthy smell of a root cellar for a sterile, wire-shelved pantry.” A kitchen witch, she canned the vegetables she grew in her garden and made the best black raspberry jelly I’d ever tasted, period. When she shared her scrumptious goodies, they always came with a little checkerboard gingham ribbon tied around the neck of the Mason jar. I was certain that fabric came from her worn-out dresses. She could’ve walked onto the set of Little House on the Prairie and assumed a place as an extra without being questioned. All she lacked was a sunbonnet.

“I tried to tell them from the start that Vivian was a no-good hustler,” she continued. “I tried to stop her from being in Cleveland’s last Eximium, but my objections went unheard. After she reconfigured the membership into nothing more than a who’s-who list of wealthy local socialites, though, they understood.”

“I know,” I said. Lydia didn’t know the half of it. Vivian had done wrong by the coven, but that was only a minor part of her no-goodness. Vivian not only set me up and used me in attempt to gain an Elders Council seat, but she had murdered Lorrie and been responsible for the near-death of Theo, another friend of mine. That’s why I’d turned her over to the vampire.

Truthfully, it wasn’t like I could have kept him from taking her, so “I turned her over to the vampire” may be overstating my role in the situation.

My part of it aside, the vampire had taken her and she hadn’t been seen since. Now, Hallowe’en was coming and there was no high priestess to conduct the all-important annual Witches Ball. It was the single biggest fund-raiser of the year for the coven and its largest publicity opportunity. Having a stand-in or temporary priestess just wouldn’t suffice—or so Lydia claimed the Elders had said.

“I wonder what happened to her,” Lydia mused.

“I think she disappeared after she dropped Beverley here. Maybe the role of godparent was too much for her.” That was the angle the media had taken. Any story that left me out of the loop was a good one and I was sticking to it.

“Will you adopt her, Persephone?”

“Sure, if she wants, but I think we’ll just keep me as the legal guardian. She needs to settle in and just be a kid.”

“See, dear, you’re such a responsible soul! You should be the one to lead the coven, not a stranger to the area. You know Clevelanders are slow to warm up to outsiders, and I don’t want another fast-talking swindler misusing the privilege.”

Vivian had carried a vampire’s mark—I call it a “stain”—and that should have prevented her from attaining any authority in the first place. Under the influence of a vampire and in authority over witches? Totally bad idea. Vivian had pulled it off only because of a magical stake she created to keep her vampire master at bay. Now, due to her involving unsuspecting but responsible little ol’ me in her plot, the stake was destroyed, she was with the vampire, and I, too, carried a nefarious stain.

Ethically, I didn’t deserve being high priestess any more than Vivian had, but that wasn’t something I wanted to advertise. “Lydia, honestly, I don’t want the authority.” Not the whole truth, but not a lie either.

“That’s exactly why your name’s in. They asked me to nominate someone local from the coven to take over and I gave them your name—”

“But I’m a solitary! I may be local, but I’m not really part of the coven! I never even attended the esbats, let alone the sabbats or—”

“You’re still the best person for the job, Persephone Alcmedi, and if you want out, you’ll have to come to the Covenstead and formally decline it. Good day.”

The phone went dead in my hand.

So � if she didn’t get her way, dear old granny-witch was going to be difficult.

It’s always the sweet ones you have to watch out for.



CHAPTER TWO

I’d been to the Covenstead only once, almost a decade ago when I officially signed the adult roster and designated myself as a solitary—a witch who practices solo with no coven affiliation, but who still can vote on matters affecting the witch community. Back then, the building, situated on four semirural suburban acres, was little more than a concrete-block cube with garage doors on four sides that could be opened to let nature in while keeping the rain out. Now, a surprisingly attractive circular building topped with a geodesic dome was centered on the manicured lot. Stone walls rose from subtle “natural” landscaping that surrounded the dome; a wide paved parking area ringed the grounds. The rest of the terrain was as meticulously perfect as a golf course with large elder, ash, oak, and thorn trees in each corner. The acreage could easily accommodate outdoor rituals and the indoor facility offered the coven comfortable shelter during cold northeast Ohio winters. All in all, it seemed the perfect blending of witchcraft symbolism—nature, the circle, the triangle—enhanced for the comfort of those who could afford it.

Vivian had left her legacy by exploiting the deep pockets of her preferred flock. They bankrolled the bulldozer-demise of the old structure and funded the construction of the modern gymnasium-sized facility to replace it.

As I drove around it, the repeating triangle shapes of the dome reminded me of the Earth’s global geodesic lines, the ley lines. One ran across the back of my rural twenty acres and its energy fueled my house wards as needed.

I parked my Toyota Avalon—I loved all things Arthurian and chose the model for its evocative name, not its style or gas mileage. Cool early evening air swirled around me as I opened the door and got out. Rain was expected later tonight. It was my plan to get home and cut some corn stalks for decorations before it started falling.

The Covenstead had four pairs of oversize wooden doors—each placed to coincide with a compass point. The giant E carved into the middle of the pair of doors in front of me confirmed I was approaching the eastern entrance, as if the darkening evening sky behind me wasn’t clue enough. Over the entry was a wooden plaque elaborately carved with a leafy “Green Man” face and the inscription: “Merry Meet and Merry Part.”

Despite its weight, the door opened inward easily with a push.

Inside, it was nearly pitch black. Overhead, dim pinpoint lights twinkled like stars in the heavens and illuminated the points of a pentacle inlaid in the floor. Made with the deep, reddish tones of cherrywood, the symbol was centered on an otherwise pale pine floor. The flooring where I stood just inside the door and that of the area surrounding the wooden circle was of a durable exposed aggregate, a pebbly mix of earthy shades. The room seemed so vast it felt like an empty sports arena, thrumming with potent silence.

Hello? The ley line whispered timidly to my senses, as if it were hiding far away.

The ley line on my property had spoken to me once, the first time I walked in the rows of corn behind my home. Since then, it always sent a barely noticeable pulse in greeting when I ventured into the cornfield, like a neighbor waving from across the street. Those who weren’t sensitive to magical energy simply didn’t feel it. They wouldn’t hear it calling either. Those who were sensitive to it usually felt it as an indication of something bad, the sort of feeling most folks described as “this place gives me the creeps.”

“Hello,” I whispered back.

The smell of ylang-ylang filled my nostrils and I could sense remnants of energy. As I stepped farther in, eyes adjusting to the dimness, my every footstep seemed amplified.

I became aware of sound to my left.

Several stairways led up to a railed catwalk encircling the structure about ten feet above the floor level. How convenient: a well-placed media area where cameras could get a good view of rituals below. My, my, Vivian and her crowd had thought of everything, hadn’t they?

But the sound I heard came from below. Wide descending stairs between the eastern door I’d entered and the southern door to my left leaked light and what was now discernable as chattering people and a ringing phone. I started down.

“Venefica Covenstead.” Pause. “Yes, we received your fax.”

At the bottom of the stairs were arrows, universal restroom signs, and the glass wall of an office area, its door propped open. Inside, a bleached blonde sitting at a desk rolled her thick-lined eyes as she held her pen poised above a pad of paper. She seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place her. Another woman stood leaning on an elbow-high counter and a pair of women sat on cushioned seats along the wall flipping through New Witch and Green Egg magazines.

“Okay,” the receptionist said. “I’ll make a note of that in your file, Ms. Taylor. � you’re staying at the Motel 6 near the airport. Sure, we’ll contact you there.”

The woman waiting at the counter sniggered at the words “Motel 6” and turned to me. She looked me up and down, taking in my hiking boots, jeans, black tee, and dark flannel shirt in a quick assessment. “Getting the grounds ready for the winter?”

“The grounds?”

She flapped a hand in the air. “Here. The Covenstead grounds.” She sounded annoyed with me, as if I weren’t keeping up.

She thought I was the groundskeeper? I said, flatly, “No.”

“Don’t tell me you’re here to sign in for the Eximium?” She crossed her arms, made a second up and down evaluation of me, and laughed.

Okay, so I had been outside preparing to cut fodder shocks when roughhousing with Beverley and Ares, our black Great Dane, took precedence. Then Nana had yelled there was a call for me. After taking Lydia’s call I came straight here. I wasn’t expecting a dress code. “And if I am?”

“Are you?” she asked curtly.

She was tan, tall, and rail thin. Her glossy blue-black hair was straight and down to her elbows. Her expertly applied makeup was done in natural colors, except for fire-engine-red lipstick. The expensive white blouse was crisp; the flipped-up cuffs gave it a nonchalant flair. Her dark designer jeans were tight and pressed so they had a razor-sharp line down the front; the bottoms were folded up in wide cuffs to show thin ankles—a dainty gold chain around one—and pumps that matched her lipstick.

Lydia’s earlier comment came back to me, the one about WEC wanting “savvy, smart, and pretty young women” as covenheads for good media exposure. But only someone wearing her ultra-stylishness as a mask would bother to iron jeans like that.

I stuck with my short answers. “Yes.”

“And are you staying at the Motel 6 too?” she asked with an utterly insincere smile.

“No.”

“Good. I hope you procured more prestigious accommodations. A high priestess does have to have some pride, you know. I’m at the Renaissance downtown. You?”

She was really bugging me. “At my home, actually.”

“Oh.” She drew out the word and her blue eyes narrowed. “You’re the local nominee. How nice.” She put out her right hand. “I’m Hunter. Hunter Hopewell.”

Everyone in the room looked up when Hunter put her hand out to me. I knew something was about to happen.

Witches, especially pushy aggressive witches, do this . . . thing. It’s similar to the guy-code, machismo, pissing-contest-in-a-handshake, where the strength of the grip proves who’s the manlier. In the witch version, since the right hand is projective, she was going to zap me with her aural energy to see if my own was weaker or stronger. Though I know about this, I don’t have cause or desire to practice it, so I hesitated, considering.

I thought of a conductivity demonstration back in high school. The whole class linked hands and on one end, someone touched the experiment’s low-voltage electricity source. On the other end, someone touched the metal chalk tray. Everyone got shocked. In my class, I was the one to touch the metal. Knowing what was about to happen made that assignment fun at the time. Like most teens, I had enough of a juvenile sadistic streak to enjoy seeing certain classmates get a low dose of electricity.

Calling up that sadistic inner teenager, I threw a jolt of my own into my palm, reached out, and grabbed Hunter’s hand with that same amount of high school glee.

Nothing happened.

She squinted again. The corner of my mouth crooked up. The nothing that happened meant we were even. Or, at least, that my new stain nullified her jolt.

The phone buzzed and the receptionist answered with, “Yes?”

“I didn’t catch your name,” Hunter Hopewell said, releasing my hand.

“I didn’t drop it.”

The receptionist placed the receiver in its cradle and turned her seat toward us. “Lydia will see you now.”

Hunter moved to go around the desk.

“Oh, not you, Ms. Hopewell. I meant Ms. Alcmedi.”

That the girl knew my name and pronounced it correctly surprised me. I thanked her and then it hit me where I knew her from. “Mandy, right? From Vivian’s coffee shop in Cleveland?”

A sheepish smile flashed across her round face and disappeared.

“You changed your hair.” It had been an indistinct pale brown.

She petted the unhealthy length of platinum blond hair stretching over her shoulder. “Yeah. Vivian’s idea.”

I wondered if Vivian helped her make any other bad choices. Poor girl. A compliment should’ve sprung to mind, but it just didn’t. The overprocessed frizz she was stuck with couldn’t flatter anyone and I couldn’t just lie.

She appeared as if she might cry. “Are you okay?” I asked.

“I just miss her so much.”

“Oh.” What was I supposed to say? If I tried to console Mandy after I’d helped the vampire get Vivian, the words would taste ashy.

“I’ve been Vivian’s intern-slash-protégé for almost two years. You’d think that, of all people, she’d give me a hint before she split.” She rolled her eyes again even as she wiped at the corners. At least someone had thought well of Vivian. “I didn’t think you’d remember me,” she said.

I did. The coffee she’d made me had been terrible. Of course that had been the day I found out about Lorrie’s murder, so maybe it was my mood souring my palate more than the beverage. Shrugging, I said, “I didn’t at first. The new color threw me. I’m surprised you knew me.”

“Vivian didn’t often talk to people in her office at the shop. �” Mandy paused. “How’s the kid?”

“Adjusting well,” I said and started around the desk. “Thanks for asking.”

“I was here first,” Hunter protested.

“Yeah, I know,” Mandy said through gritting teeth. “You’ve been here exactly thirty-three minutes and”—she glanced at the wall clock—“fourteen seconds.”

“So the local contender is getting preferential treatment already,” Hunter declared. “Why do you people bother having an Eximium if you’re just going to hand it to your local contestant?”

From the office doorway, I looked over my shoulder at her quizzically.

She said, “I was here first and I should be seen first.”

“Wah. Get over it,” Mandy said.

Hunter made a derisive sound and ratcheted her chin up.

“You know,” I said to Hunter, “a high priestess ought to know the difference between pride and conceit.” I shut Lydia’s door.

Sitting meekly in an oversize chair behind a massive mahogany desk, Lydia gave the impression of frailty but I knew better. She stood to greet me. Her usual summertime gingham dress had been replaced with a white turtleneck under a wide-collared forest green sweater, paired with a long, tan corduroy skirt. It was obvious the changing season had left her cold.

After a quick hug, I sank into the seat across from her and asked, “Are they all like that?”

“No, thank the Goddess, but she is the worst.”

“Good.”

“No, Seph. Actually, that’s bad.”

“Why?”

“Because, dear, she’ll take the Eximium and become high priestess � with you opting out of it and all.”

A hard frown tightened my face. I suspected I was about to be inveigled. I’d have bet that she knew I’d protest the nomination. She likely waited to call me about it until Hunter walked in the door, knowing that I’d rush down to decline. Meanwhile, Lydia had made Hunter wait so she’d be irritated and our paths could cross on those exact terms because then I’d be more motivated to concede and be in the Eximium. Damned sneaky old witch.

“What?” she demanded, gauging my hard expression. “Don’t tell me you didn’t instantly size her up and peg her for what she is.”

“Lydia.”

“Jolted you, didn’t she?”

“She tried.”

“I knew it!” Lydia’s expression brightened considerably and she smacked the desktop. “Got nowhere with you, did she?” She tapped gnarled fingers on the desk. “She’s jolted everyone in this office, except poor little Mandy. Even reached across the desk trying to shake Mandy’s hand, but Mandy ignored her. She just kept typing and said, ‘If you want to impress me, stick both of your thumbs up your ass and walk on your elbows.’ ” Lydia chuckled. “She can be so bland, that girl, then she spouts something like that!”

When I stopped laughing, the moment sobered and I said, “Seemed like Mandy was going to cry there for a moment.”

Lydia sighed. “She’s lost without Vivian.” Leaning closer, she put one arm up on the desk, cupped her mouth with a hand, and whispered, “She’s moody too. Probably bleeding.” Leaning back, she went on at normal volume, “Still, if Hunter couldn’t jolt you, that just confirms to me that you need to be in this competition!”

I couldn’t tell her the reason I nullified her jolt was more likely due to the vampire stain I now carried. “This is all very � I don’t know. But—”

“I know, I know. You’re here to opt out.” She pulled open a drawer and began digging around. “Vivian was so organized and in a week I’ve managed to undo it all. Poor Mandy is so aggravated with me.” Her delicate digging turned into rough rummaging. “Where is that form?”

“Form?”

Lydia nodded, still searching in the drawer.

“Why do I have to fill out a form? I didn’t fill one out to be nominated.”

“You don’t fill it out. I do. The Elders require formal notification if they have to make the local choice themselves.”

“I don’t understand coven politics.”

“Of course not; you’re a solitary.” She shut the drawer and opened another. “I had it a second ago. �”

“Why can’t you just pick someone else?”

“Not allowed. If my choice refuses, then the Elders come in a few days early to evaluate everyone from the coven and nominate one of them.” She fixed me with an expression of annoyance. “A waste of time, to be sure.” She resumed hunting through the newly opened drawer. “Vivian filled the coven with influential people who would run it like a country club, where exclusivity is more important than spirituality. The rest of us were pushed aside and belittled. Some moved away, some became solitary. Some have their own covens now, though not WEC endorsed.”

“The Elders will surely include them in the evaluations. I mean, one of them will be more suitable, right?”

Lydia shut the drawer forcefully. “I know what I’m doing. And I know that with you out, Hunter will take the Eximium. She will be the high priestess. She strikes me as the type who will use the exposure to further inflate her ego.”

“Lydia, I don’t want the coven left to further internal disintegration. I can see this means a lot to you and I do want to help, but I have enough responsibilities. I’ve had a lot thrust upon me recently. Other than Beverley, I have to take care of my Nana now and—”

“Demeter?”

“Yes, she—” I started to go on but she cut me off again.

“I thought she was in a home?”

“They kicked her out. I’m sure her pushy attitude and nicotine cravings had nothing to do with it.”

Lydia caught my sarcasm. “Oh, of course not.”

“Wait—you know my Nana?”

“I used to. A long time ago, dear. A very long time ago.” She smiled fondly as if at a good memory. “Plucky as ever, is she?”

“Plucky? Um, more like mulish and obstinate. You should visit—”

“Oh, I don’t think she’d appreciate that.”

“Why not?”

“Well, we didn’t part on the best of terms.” She paused. “That was her on the phone, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

“Didn’t even occur to me at the time.” Lydia relaxed into her chair, the warm-hearted smile on her face continuing as she waxed nostalgic.

“As I was saying,” I forged ahead with my list of duties. “In addition to Nana, there’s Beverley, the dog, the house and yard, and my newspaper column is now nationally syndicated.” My column devoted to making readers aware of the plight of those maintaining their “normal” lives despite being wærewolves was finally paying off. The syndication was, unfortunately, thanks to the vampire who stained me, but still, my broker was going to be a happy boy. He might even learn to pronounce both my first and last names correctly. “So the pressure is high.”

“That’s the one under the pseudonym of Circe Muirwood, right?”

“Yeah.” Lydia, who had sold the house herself and not used an agent, had asked me many questions before she agreed to sell me her farmhouse, citing it was her responsibility to make certain that such a decidedly witchy home not end up in the wrong hands—what with its nearby ley line and all. And in the interest of keeping it in the right hands, she’d been interested in how I’d pay the mortgage and whether my work was steady. I’d told her about the column.

“You’re casting a rather positive light on wærewolves with that column, aren’t you?”

“Yes. Many of my friends are wære.” I was accustomed to people being negative about them for no good reason. “Does that bother you?” Maybe it would get me out of the competition.

“Not at all. I’ve been close to many wæres in my time, it’s just that, well � Demeter isn’t fond of them.”

“Witches and wæres—” I began.

Lydia joined me in finishing, “—weren’t meant to mingle.”

I laughed.

Lydia did too, then we sobered. “Is that still her mantra?” she asked.

“It certainly was, but lately she has been warming up to one of my wære friends. Surprised the heck out of me.”

“How does she feel about your column?”

“It’s my main income and the means through which I’m supporting her, so she can’t gripe. Of course, that won’t stop her.”

Lydia was silent, considering, but her disappointment was clear. “I see. You do have a lot of irons in the fire.” She tapped her hand gently on the table. “I had hoped you would do this. I trust you because you haven’t been subjected to all the politics or tainted by them.”

“If things were different, Lydia, I would do this.” What Lydia didn’t realize was that I was tainted. Bearing the stain of the master vampire Menessos meant I couldn’t do this. Shouldn’t do this. It would be unethical. Plus, I was already afraid Menessos would find some reason to further insinuate himself into my life. Becoming a high priestess with political clout might be reason enough.

And there was more. According to Nana and Johnny—a wærewolf friend who was oddly knowledgeable about mystical things and yet another complication in my life, albeit a pleasant one—I was the Lustrata. The walker between worlds. I was still learning what, exactly, that meant. Johnny had moved into the attic room, at first as a guard of sorts, but also to help guide me in this new role. Nana had been insisting that I present myself as the Lustrata to the Council. I wasn’t about to do that until I knew what in Hades being Lustrata meant. Who knew how this Lustrata stuff would affect being a high priestess, politically, personally, spiritually, whatever.

I exhaled resignedly; I’d come out here to decline this and should—

Wait. This sly she-devil of a pagan was full of tricks, wasn’t she? “Lydia, since you fill out the form, I came out here for what? To sign it?”

Her regret disappeared, replaced by peevishness. She crossed her arms and turned away, brow furrowing. “You didn’t have to come out.”

About to give her my I-don’t-appreciate-being-made-to-jump-through-hoops speech, I stopped when, beyond the door, someone yelped loudly.

I started out of my seat to see what was going on.

“Sit down, Persephone,” Lydia said gently.

“But—”

“Hunter just jolted someone else. Another contestant must have come in.”

I eased back into my chair. “Can’t you disqualify her or something?”

“This is the way high priestesses have come to be, dear. Best with their broomsticks. By wick and by wand. Oh, the tests have evolved with the times, but if she earns it, proves better than her peers, she leads. Even if she’s too young. Even if she’s a persnickety, silver-spoon-fed Midwestern girl who doesn’t have a chance at understanding the nuances of this city and these people.”

We sat in silence.

Beyond the door, Mandy shouted, “Ow!” Followed by, “You bitch!”

Lydia looked woefully at me.

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll do it.”



CHAPTER THREE

Desiccated cornstalks shifted in the night breeze, the sound scraping my ears as I stood at the edge of the field behind my home. Hallowe’en was coming. One week. I stood on the cusp of seasons, feeling the world adjusting, preparing for hibernation and the barren cold.

The goddess Persephone, my namesake, descended into the underworld for six months of every year. Her mother, the goddess Demeter, caused the world to grow colder and dormant, creating winter, while she mourned her daughter’s absence. Like my namesake, I’d departed from my “normal” world and entered another.

But I wouldn’t be returning. At least, not as the same person I was before leaving.

My life had become the polar opposite of what it had been a month ago; a warped caricature of what I used to know. Everything was backward, as if I’d been hibernating all this time only to awaken just at the onset of the world’s bitter, frozen season. The green world was dying, a contradiction to the forced growth in my life.

Nevertheless, Hallowe’en was my favorite holiday and I was going to make the best of it. That meant decorating for harvest with pumpkins and gourds. It meant making caramel apples. It meant that, despite the coming cold, I would create a warm home environment � for Beverley.

So, my feet were planted at the edge of the cornfield. The predicted rain hadn’t yet come, but I could feel it in the air. The wooden handle of my sickle felt smooth in my sweaty hand. A pile of stalks lay nearby, neat and stark against the dark grass. Night had fully come. The moon was new early last week; now it was officially a first quarter moon, a sharp crescent glimmering between thick, gray clouds. I was gathering cornstalks to make fodder-shocks for my front porch. Collecting them under a darkened sky matched the season’s tone.

Unlike the front-yard Chinkapin oaks that had already begun dropping their golden leaves, in the grove the white ash and white oak trees still held most of their purple, bronze, and red ornaments. Something about the ley line crossing the field there helped them hold on to their leaves a little longer.

Amid their roots lay the access point I used to power my home wards. Though it was not a nucleus—an intersection of lines—it was close to such a hub and the earth-energy flowed strong. I could tap it due to lifelong training, learning to feel and discern the different energies, to draw out the latent energy stored in gemstones and crystals and shape it to my will. My experience had grown to incorporate bigger sources, like the line. I hadn’t had cause to use it for more than the wards except twice: once to save my friend Theo’s life and once to re-establish my home’s innate security against vampires.

As Nana was prone to say, Once is a mistake, but twice is a habit. I didn’t want using the ley line to be habitual.

Thinking of habits, I allowed my gaze to drift toward the house. Beverley’s light remained on. Nana was still reading to her. I’d barely spoken to Nana since returning from the Covenstead, but a long discussion was inevitable. I would have to tell her what had happened, but it could wait a bit longer. I didn’t want to further interrupt our new evening customs.

Our evening regimen started with Beverley going upstairs to shower with Ares on her heels so he could lie on the bathroom floor, waiting. Nana followed her up and, when Beverley finished, Nana helped her comb and dry her glossy, dark hair. They always played a board game, then ended the day with Nana reading aloud while Beverley settled in. They both seemed to enjoy the routine; I’d watched them, undetected, from my darkened room. Beverley was getting a better version of my Nana than I had known growing up, like Demeter 2.0 or something.

I didn’t want to mess it up, not even for one evening. Getting Nana’s input about the Eximium was important to me but, at the same time, I didn’t want to tell her about it at all. She’d surely find a reason to be against my decision.

The breeze increased, but didn’t flutter the corn. Only the treetops danced.

Come.

The ley line spoke!

The grove’s branches swayed, beckoning me. Then all at once the field was inviting me, stalks undulating, tassels nodding, pennant-like leaves waving me in, encouraging me to step into the row, into the arms of the stalks.

Intrigued, I laid down the sickle and succumbed to the summoning. Immediately the row stilled as the dried leaves reached high, making an aisle for me, opening as if this procession of one moving toward that seat of power in the grove was a most welcome guest.

My steps, punctuated by the crunching of dead weeds underfoot, released aromas that combined the smell of harvest: the scents of soil and a field of vegetation left to deteriorate and rot, withering in the wind of ever-cooler days. In the embrace of the stalks, my fingers trailed outward, feeling their dry husks, the texture of the season.

The ley line sent a pulse to acknowledge me. I expected a faint hiccup, like a little gust of wind, but this was much stronger, like the tremor of a small earthquake under my feet or the bass drum at a rock concert thudding out its rhythm against my chest.

Something was different. Why?

You are different.

I walked on. Great. The ley line knows I’m stained. Just what I wanted, to feel more like a freak.

As I reached the edge of the grove, rain began sprinkling down.

If it began to pour like the weatherman predicted, I’d be drenched before I made it back to the house. Eyes on the sky to gauge the clouds, my toes struck an exposed tree root. For all the pomp of my journey here, my arrival was doomed to gracelessness. In my attempt to catch myself, my palm grazed the ridged bark of the ambushing oak. I stumbled into the grove and went down on my knees.

In an instant, a blue-tinged field formed around the interior of the wood and the space surrounding me.

The smell of saltwater filled my nostrils and the cry of gulls and the crash of waves filled my ears. Raindrops beaded and rolled on the lightly glowing exterior surface. Its spherical shape made it seem as if I was inside a bubble. What the hell was going on? A blue mist rose from the ground not far in front of me. It swirled rapidly together, twisting and pushing like some creature inside a balloon, stretching and growing.

“I pray thee, forgive me this trespass.”

The voice was female, soft and melodic. In a few seconds, a two-foot-long mermaid floated before me. Her lower half was layered in pearlescent blue scales. The skin of her upper half was a shade paler and gleamed like it was embedded with glitter. Her raven hair lifted as if she still floated in water. She wore only pearls, a dozen necklaces of various lengths, one strand rounding beneath each breast.

“I am Aquula.”

“You’re � you’re a mermaid? In my cornfield?”

She giggled and it was the sound of pebbles clinking as the tide recedes. I glanced up; the rain was hitting heavier on the bubble.

“I am a fairy.” Her childlike voice came in a whisper, as if sharing a secret. “A water fairy.”

Historically, it was customary for witches to call upon the fey as quarter guards for their circles. In modern times, however, calling the fey could get a witch killed.

Allergic to asphalt and iron, the fey had wanted to return to their own realm completely. They no longer wished to be bound to witches who could jerk them without warning from that world—where time ran differently—for the purpose of protecting a circle. Long before the other-than-merely-humans had come out of hiding, back in 1971, the Concordat Munus affirmed that the fey had, for lack of a better term, unionized. They were not to be summoned by witches ever again, or the witches would suffer the consequences. Elementals had agreed to stand—in spirit form—as our protectors in place of the fairies.

While the fey remained free to visit our world, such sojourns were rare due to their allergies.

I’d seen fairies on TV, but never in person. I was drawn to study her otherworldly face, so delicate and innocent. But I knew the fables. The fey only look frail. That misconception of frangibility had led humans to lose their fear of something very dangerous. “Why are you here?”

“I am here because of Menessos.” She followed his name with a tremulous “Ahh �” sounding like a lovestruck teen.

“Oh. Great.” There was no enthusiasm in my tone.

“He is quite lovely, is he not?”

Okay, so he was the walking, talking body double for Arthur Pendragon, my myth-based fantasy man who had romanced me in my dreams for as long as I could remember. He might be hot, but he was still a vampire. My fingers tapped on my thighs. “I suppose.”

“Suppose?” She flipped her tail and seemed to swoon, falling slowly to the side, her hair gliding fluidly up. Outside the bubble, the rain fell harder still. “He is gorgeous to my eyes, but I forget myself.” She floated upright again. “Thou art Persephone and thou hast tempted him back into the circle.”

That was what Samson D. Kline had told me, shortly before Menessos beheaded him. Later, Menessos confirmed it. “I didn’t know he’d been refraining at the time.”

“Regardless, I thank thee.”

“I’m glad you’re happy about it.” Maybe she would keep him busy and away from me.

“I am his southern quarter guardian, and now I know I shall see him again.”

Did she not know of the Concordat?

“The guardians of the north, east, and south are fearful, now that he hath returned to the circle. But I yearn for his beckoning.” She paused, expression dreamy.

I realized she and the other three “guardians” did indeed know of the agreement with the witches. I already knew Menessos was not just a vampire. He was a vampire-wizard, a sorcerer. I had no idea how or if the Concordat applied to him and it sounded as if the fairies were none too sure themselves.

Her expression turned serious and she eased forward to slip a cold hand to my wrist. Her dark eyes, eerie with much larger irises than a human’s, searched my face. “Be warned, sweet Persephone: the others have taken to plotting. And while I would do naught that would earn my master’s wrath, the others seek only to dispense with their binding by any means. Thou art precious to him, else he would not have entered thy circle. This hath not occurred to my counterparts, sweet Persephone, but it will,” she said gravely. “I beseech thee to take precautions and protect thyself.”

“I will now,” I said.

“I cannot linger.” Even as she said the words, the rain slacked off.

I wondered if my world was, to the fey, like my personal meditation world where a jackal named Amenemhab counseled me. “Go, Aquula. And thank you.”

She faded back into a mist. With a low pop, the bubble burst. The smell and sound of the ocean faded. While the fleeting raindrops pressed the mist back into the earth, the branches overhead shielded me.

I sat in the grove thinking. Vivian’s stake had been destroyed by my hand. Menessos owed me. Acceptable repayment, as far as I was concerned, would simply be him staying the hell away from me. But if his enemies were going to think of me as a tool to be used for retaliating against him, maybe I needed to call in the favor he owed me.

I started back into the rows of cornstalks to make my way back to the house; it was barely sprinkling now. A few steps in, I heard a twig snap elsewhere in the field.

I stopped.

Probably a deer � unless it was one of Menessos’s loyal beholders. If he commanded, any of those vampire-wannabe-muscleboys would keep an eye on me for him.

This was my land, my twenty acres, damn it! I should feel safe taking a walk here, not paranoid.

Of course, if it were the fey already making their move . . .

Or � Menessos himself had told me of his enemies searching for ways to manipulate him via the connections he made �

A breath caught in my throat.

As I started moving slowly through the field toward the house, distant steps mimicked the rhythm of my own, attempting to disguise their presence. My hearing was definitely improved by the damnable stain I’d received, but I was far from grateful for that or any other “enhancements” it granted.

I came to an abrupt stop to avoid walking face-first into the broad web of a corn spider, then heard a snap behind me. Silence.

Stay calm. Think.

Gauging the last sound, I guessed my pursuer was about fifty feet behind me.

Adrenaline flooding my system, my flight instinct screaming, I bolted under the web and forward, using the biochemical boost to run for my backyard as fast as I could, swatting stalks out of my path. Though running blindly, I knew my steps were swifter than ever before.

Another bonus from the stain.

Air flowed more easily and deeply into my lungs, oxygen and adrenaline passed quicker into my muscles. My body was functioning like a new and improved machine, every component of the whole working more efficiently and smoothly, as if some residue that had always impeded the higher level of operation had finally been cleaned away. Like a long overdue oil change.

Was that residue my humanity? My soul?

I stopped dead in my tracks.

Another huge corn spider, black and yellow, hovered in the center of a dazzling web less than an inch from my nose.

Dropping to my knees, I fought to control and quiet my breathing and crawled underneath and beyond the web. I could hear steps approaching, following, but cautiously. Still, I’d be found. It was only a matter of time.

It was close. I sensed it.

I shot up and ran. Behind me I heard squealing, swearing, flailing. A big spider and its web across your face can elicit a startled reaction even from the toughest. But it wouldn’t stop whoever it was for long.

I took off again, sprinting through the crackling stalks, feet sure under me even on the rain-slicked soil. I pushed for more speed, telling myself this was a race, not a chase. And I ran, ran for the clearing ahead, ran for home.

My mind flashed on a different cornfield in my memory, reminding me of how as a child I’d fled like this on an equally dark night. Then, I was running away from all the fear and uncertainty in my life. My mother had gone, left me with Nana. I felt so unloved and everything was terrible. Instead of walking to Nana’s apartment after school, I left the little town behind, tromped through woods, crossed a wheat field, a dirt road, and pushed into a cornfield. I never considered going back. Not even when night set in. I grew cold and scared, but instead of stopping, I literally began to run.

I collapsed that night, exhausted and sobbing, between the rows. The Goddess came to me there. The memory reminded me of Her comfort. That was something to hold on to, something to be inspired by.

I’ll make it. I will!

My pursuer was gaining ground behind me, panting breaths like a locomotive rhythm in my ears. I suddenly felt exposed, like playing “It” and I so hated that game. It is just behind me � if it catches me, I’ll be It! I could no longer trick myself into thinking this was just a race. Fear kicked in and a different chemical flooded into my bloodstream and seemed to soak up my energy. My breaths didn’t do enough. My legs felt like lead.

Call on the ley! But I couldn’t think of a spell-rhyme.



CHAPTER FOUR

“Persephone!”

“Johnny!” Expending the oxygen to call out cost me. I could feel my pace slow.

My pursuer was right behind me. I felt fingers grasping at my back, reaching for my flannel shirt.

“Persephone!”

Johnny was closer now. Thank the Goddess!

I burst from the cornfield and slammed right 
into Johnny. I think he tried to hold on to me, but I fell. Breathing hard, all I could smell was the grass in my face. My heart thudded against my rib cage like a Bumble Ball.

“Someone’s out there.” I rolled onto my back.

“I know, I can smell ’em. Erik.” He nodded at Erik—the drummer for Johnny’s band Lycanthropia—whom I hadn’t noticed until then. The stalks rustled as Erik stormed into the field.

“Are you all right?” Johnny crouched beside me.

“Yeah.”

He grinned and said, “Yeah! The way you came across that field—holy shit! I didn’t know you were a speed-demon. I bet you could outrun a wære. Does the U.S. Olympic Committee know about you?”

Fighting to catch my breath, I couldn’t laugh at Johnny’s wisecrack. Besides, all I could think was: the speed, the hearing, that extra sense—Goddess knew what else—were undeniably “gifts” of Menessos’s stain.

“Hey, what’s with the frown? You sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah, fine. Just catching my breath.”

“Frowns always happen for a reason,” he said. Straightening up from his crouching position, he stared down at me and crossed his arms. “Fess up.”

“Just winded and scared.” I sat up, in the damp grass, still breathing hard. “It’s nothing.”

That wasn’t true. There was plenty to frown about. Johnny didn’t realize I still carried Menessos’s stain. He thought the stain had been burned away by the pain and consequent empowerment the stake had brought me. Johnny was partially right: I could have been unstained, but the vampire’s bonding had fused itself to pieces of me I didn’t want to part with.

Johnny didn’t know the stain was now integral to my being. I could not be free of it without losing too much of my self.

I hadn’t told him because he was still licking his wounds over his fight with Menessos. While I knew Johnny genuinely cared for me, he wasn’t fond of the flowers and art and not-so-small fortune’s worth of other gifts that the master vampire sent me after I destroyed the stake rather than use it to end Menessos’s existence.

How could I say to him, “By the way, Johnny, I can still feel Menessos in the marrow of my bones”?

Maybe if I understood more about this Lustrata thing . . . but all I had were questions and no answers. Nana said the Lustrata was supposed to have a stain in order to have a reason to be a part of the vampire’s world. Maybe Johnny thought I’d just pick one up from a more agreeable vampire later.

“C’mon, tell me what’s causing that furrow in your brow or I won’t help you up.” Johnny stood over me, somehow combining his teasing smile with stubborn concern as only he could. His eyes, tattooed with the markings of the ancient Egyptian god Horus—the Wedjat—twinkled in the light that came from the house. He wore tight black jeans and an unbuttoned black-on-black shirt, flat black with stripes that were just a bit shinier. Under it, a white tank clung to his lean body, revealing the curve of pectorals, the dip under the sternum, the wave of abs. In the near-dark, it was all just levels of shadow, but those contours made me yearn to touch him, to rip off the shirt and reveal the myriad tattoos underneath so I could trace them with my fingers, with my tongue. The tight jeans with their pocket accent chains and scarlet wolf’s-head patches paired with the leather biker boots completed Johnny’s bad-boy rocker style. Oh. Yeah.
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