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Chapter One

Rebecca

Have you ever been left at a party because your best friend ditched you to hook up with some random guy? Well, that was me now. Walking home in the dark without shoes, ‘cause you know, party shoes aren’t exactly made for walking. I was stewing a little, but I’m sure I’d get over it especially if Sasha had a juicy story to tell me tomorrow. Juicy stories eased the pain, but if she thought she would be getting out of this without a little bit of retail therapy, then she was dead wrong.

The walk wasn’t all bad, though. It was helping me do some serious, sobering up. That would save me from the late night lecture from Mom. You would think being twenty-one would give a girl a little leeway, but that just wasn’t the case. It was a ‘my house, my rules’ kind of thing, but I couldn’t afford to move out, so I had to deal.

The world seemed so different at night. Not a single moving car or person in view. The city seemed quiet, almost as if it had decided to slumber as well. The light at the end of the street had been green for at least ten minutes, and if a car didn’t come along soon, it’d stay green until the morning.

A cool gust of wind washed over me. It carried just the tiniest hint of smoke. That was something else I enjoyed, a good fire on a cold night. I wondered which one of our neighbors was up at this hour. Hopefully whoever it was, was having a better night than me.

I was tired of walking. My shoes felt like they weighed a million pounds as I carried them in one hand, and my purse was weighing me down like someone had tied a cinder block around my neck. Oh yes, Sasha was going to pay for this. She owed me big time, and I wasn’t going to let her forget it. At least the rando had been hot, not ditch your best friend hot, but still hot.

Hanging a quick left brought me onto Pine Street. The smell of smoke intensified and I wondered for the first time if the scent wasn’t coming from a chimney. No sirens were headed in this direction, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. With the entire neighborhood asleep they might not notice if a house was burning down.

This night just kept getting better and better. Not only had I been ditched, but I might actually have to use my powers. That always left me feeling drained, and I hated it. Life was so much simpler without magic. No covens, no councils, just the ability to live your life the way you wanted. Instead, if you were like me, there was a certain sense of responsibility that needed to be lived up to. Responsibility wasn’t exactly my thing.

A fire would be a nice chance to slip back into my family’s good graces. My little sister Rachel was always doing stuff like that. Lost your cat, she’d find it. House burning down, not if Rachel was nearby. It was like she had some kind of sixth sense about these things. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t hate her for stealing the spotlight. She was beautiful, smart, and her magic was stronger than mine.

Still, that didn’t mean she had to be right about everything. It also didn’t mean that she had to rub her good deeds in my face while Mom and Dad were around. Yes, you were the perfect sister, and I was the one they wished would step aside. Who knows maybe if I just disappeared it would be better for everybody.

Another left put me on Cherry Avenue. Yeah, so our streets were named after trees and fruit, get over it. I learned to deal with it when I was a kid. Not everyone got to live on a street with a cool name. Those were just the breaks.

A hint of orange caught my eye, and I realized that I had forgotten about the fire. It was just like me to get so wrapped up in myself that I tuned out everything around me. A bright flicker of orange flashed across my vision again, and then I started running. My shoes fell from my hand, and my purse would have followed if it wasn’t hanging off one shoulder. Subconsciously I moved the strap over my head to secure it as I picked up the pace.

This couldn’t be happening. It had to be a nightmare. Seriously, it was one of those dreams where you were giving a speech in class, and everyone started laughing, and then you realized that you were naked. Sure, it didn’t make a lot of sense. I mean, there was no way you were getting into a school naked these days. Just walking through the doors, you passed more security than they did at San Quentin.

That didn’t make the dream any less terrifying. Just like knowing my magic-using parents could put out a simple fire, didn’t make seeing our house in flames any easier to see. No one was out in the yard, did they even know what was happening?

My speed picked up as the adrenaline pumped through my system. I wasn’t going to lose them. Not tonight, not ever. I passed some flaming plants on the way to the front door. It would have been easy enough to extinguish them, but I had a feeling it was going to take everything I had to deal with what was happening inside.

Two of the windows had been broken on the front of the house. Flames licked hungrily at the panes as I crashed into the front door. The wood was warm as I nudged my shoulder into the door. I turned the knob not even thinking about the fact that I hadn’t used my key yet. The door swung open, and a blast of heat caught me right in the face. It was that same feeling you got when you opened the oven after it had been on all day.

My hands came up as I took a step back. Water flew from my fingertips. It might not be enough to put out the flames, but it was a start. A path to the stairs was open even as the flames tried to reclaim the damp carpet. This was my chance, it was now or never.

Ducking through the door, I rushed to the stairs. The steps flew under my feet two or three at a time. When I reached the top, I sent another blast of water down the hall. “Mom! Rachel! Dad!” I continued shouting their names as I ran.

Rachel’s bedroom was the first one on the left. The knob felt relatively cold. I remembered that was a good sign from some movie I had watched. I readied my magic and turned the knob before throwing the door wide open.

A scream froze on my lips. Everything was fine until you looked at Rachel’s bed. That was where normalcy ended, and lunacy began. She was lying there in her favorite pink jammies. All of her clothes were still on, but that really wasn’t much of a comfort. Blood had soaked through her sheets and was dripping onto the wooden floor below.

There was no way she could be alive, but I had to check before I left her there. Mom and Dad would never forgive me if I saved them and let her die. They’d both rather be dead as long as their girls lived.

The flesh of her neck was clammy against my fingers. I knew she was dead, but I still waited to see if there was a pulse. After a minute of feeling nothing, I resigned myself to the fact that my sister was dead. Trying my best to ignore the ragged wounds that had torn through her body I picked up the comforter from the foot of the bed and covered her with it. This would be my last chance to tuck her in.

Tears were streaming down my face, and the smoke was finally starting to get to me. My magic could help with that, but I wasn’t sure that I wanted it to. They were all gone, they had to be. Despite how much shit I gave them on a daily basis they were my family, and no one had the right to take them away from me.

There was blood on my hands. Not just any blood, but Rachel’s blood. If I ever found out who did this, I’d end them. It didn’t matter to me if the Witches Council put me in the ground afterward. Killing the people responsible was worth it.

The top half of the hallway was a dark cloud of rolling smoke. The door to my room was open. A quick glance confirmed that it was empty, but someone had ripped it apart. Maybe they were looking for me. With a thought, I blasted the glass out of the window and cast a spell to start sucking the smoke out. It wouldn’t last for long, but it should be enough to get me into my parents’ room before I passed out.

My parents’ room was much of the same. All of their drawers had been ripped out and overturned. Whoever was behind this wasn’t exactly subtle. They probably didn’t know about the safe, which was a small blessing. Possibly the only blessing that would come out of tonight.

Dad was pinned against the far wall. I didn’t know what was holding him there, but I couldn’t look. One of my hands shot out and made a grabbing motion before I pulled it towards me. Dad’s body ripped away from the wall. The sound it made would haunt me forever, but I couldn’t leave him there.

Kneeling beside him and feeling for a pulse quickly confirmed the worst. My vision was blurry from the tears. I wiped hurriedly at my eyes leaving streaks of blood and tears across my cheeks. I was sure that I looked like a serial killer from some B-rated horror film. No one was going to see me here and screw them if they had the guts to say something.

Now all I had to do was find Mom, and I could get out of here. The floorboards were warm under my feet. It wouldn’t take long before the entire house burst into flames. Despite our advancements in fire prevention, nothing would stop this house from being a pile of ashes by morning.

Mom was lying against the wall in the closet. The safe was open, and our family’s most prized possession was clutched in her hands. The grimoire looked untouched. It made me wonder if this had been a robbery at all. Maybe this had been personal. Someone that hated the family? Still, whoever did this could be searching for the book. I was never going to let them have it.

Kneeling down by my mom I reached out and placed a hand on the grimoire. I gently pulled it away from her and held it against my side. “Oh, Mom. Why did this have to happen?” Reaching out I touched her cheek. Was this really it? Would I never see any of them again?

I knew what she would want me to do. Secure the book and rally the coven. I wouldn’t let her down, not this time. I gave her one last look and then started to stand. Her hand clamped down on my wrist forcing me to drop the grimoire. Her bloodstained face looked up into mine, and when our eyes met, she let go. I could see how much that small amount of effort had cost her.

She coughed, and a little bit of blood trickled down her chin. “Take the book and run. Never come back to this place.” It came out gravelly, but her words were filled with power.

“Maybe I can save you.”

She waved me away, and then her arm slumped to her side. A coughing fit tore through her body. Her eyes pleaded with me to just do this one thing. "Don’t argue with me this time, Rebecca, just do what I damn well said."

I picked up the book, and then leaned in and gave her a small kiss on the forehead. “I love you, Mom.”

“I love…” She started coughing again, this time she didn’t stop until her body went into spasms.

That was it. She was gone from this world. At least she knew that I loved her, and I could continue on knowing that she loved me too. I tried to close her eyes like they did in the movies but it didn’t work. All of what happened tonight was starting to catch up with me, but I couldn’t break down. Not here and not yet.

Standing again I looked in the safe. The cash was still there. That was good; I was going to need it to disappear. I grabbed everything that I could get my hands on. Then I used one of my mom’s shirts to make a sack. I had to leave now before anyone came back to check on their handiwork.

Turning I started to leave when something tapped against my ankle. I looked down at Mom, and while I had been getting things out of the safe, she managed to write a word on the wall in her own blood, or maybe that note had been there all along. It was hard for me to remember anything other seeing her laying there when I walked in.

I double checked to make sure she had actually left this world, before turning back to what she had written on the wall. The writing was smeared, but it got the point across. I ran out of the room the word burning on the tip of my tongue. “Ash.” My mother’s second in command. She was right, I had to leave and never come back.


Chapter Two

Rebecca, Three Weeks Later

The house looked empty from the outside, but that didn’t mean much. With all of the windows heavily covered, they could have been having a party inside, and no one would have known about it. That didn’t really change much for me, I needed to get in there and get the package Rubio wanted. That or I needed to come up with fifteen grand.

Since the money didn’t materialize when I thought about it, that meant I needed to make a choice. Did I risk going inside or do I keep running and hope for the best? Living on the run wasn’t exactly fun. I bounced from one crappy rent-by-the-week hotel to the next. Never staying in a city big enough that I could be tracked easily. Cameras were everywhere in the big cities while the small town folks tended to shun them.

I was also getting tired of paying for everything in cash. Carrying large wads of cash with you wasn’t exactly safe, not to mention that paying for everything in cash meant working for cash. Most employers wouldn’t risk paying someone under the table, especially this close to the border. No one wanted to end up like that carwash chain that lost everything for importing illegals. It might have been the first time a CEO actually went to jail in our country. So, working for cash meant taking the jobs no one else wanted and getting paid poorly to do them.

Staying off the radar was more important than my feelings. Ash had already found me once in Florida and again Texas. She would never stop coming for me. Not until she had the grimoire or I was dead. So, shitty jobs it was unless I could get my hands on a new identity. That’s where Rubio came in. He had them, I needed one and now. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be sitting outside of this dilapidated stucco home trying to get my courage together to do what needed to be done.

The yellow paint on the squat one-story structure was faded and peeling. The waist-high chain-link fence had seen better days. Half of the post caps were missing, and the fence had been shredded in a few places. The grass inside of the fence had died a long time ago, although here and there a few tufts hung on for dear life. Some things were just too stubborn to die.

There was a metal security door covering the front entrance, and the windows had bars. A quick look at the neighbors confirmed that this was a little unusual for the neighborhood. That didn’t mean this was the good part of town. It probably just meant that some folks around here didn’t have anything worth stealing, or anything that was worth more than the expense of putting bars up.

The street was deserted minus a few parked cars. None of them had moved since I pulled to a stop down the block three hours ago. I told myself that I wanted to watch for a while so that I felt a little safer, but the truth was, I was still trying to psych myself up to go through with this. I’d never stolen anything in my life, and I really didn’t want to start now. I also couldn’t stand the thought of living on the run indefinitely.

So it was time to put on my big girl panties and man up. My Dad always used to tell me, when you have to do something you don’t want to do it’s better just to do it as quickly as possible and get it out of the way. That was good advice. I had the tendency to build things up in my head creating these insurmountable hurdles that didn’t really exist.

Slipping out of the car, I scanned the street. Was that what an actual tumbleweed looked like? They seemed so much cooler in the movies. Although if this were a movie, I’d prefer not to be stuck in a western with tumbleweeds. We all know that towns with tumbleweeds were never really empty, and something sinister was waiting just under the surface. That’s when the shooting normally started.

No one was shooting at me yet. Standing by my car, I spun in a slow circle looking at all of the houses around me. I didn’t see any movement. Maybe no one actually lived here. It could just be a stash house of some kind.

Since I was out of the car and starting to sweat in the midday sun, I decided it was time to just get this over with. Rubio had my ID ready, all I had to do was claim it. Walking across the street, I kept my eyes peeled for any kind of movement, anything that would send me scurrying back towards my car and away from here. I might have even been hoping to see something. Then I wouldn’t have to feel bad for not following through. Instead, the only sound was a dog barking in the distance the rattle of the fence as a gust of wind hit it.

With nothing jumping out to scare me, I kept moving forward. I couldn’t make out any runes or magical protections on the house. Just to make sure I cast a simple spell to detect magic. When the results came back negative, I didn’t know if I should be happy or terrified. There wasn’t anything holding me back, now it was time to act.

I pulled on the bandana that was hanging loosely around my neck and moved it up to cover my mouth and nose. It wouldn’t be enough to fully disguise me if they had cameras. But I didn’t plan on sticking around after the job. I’d had enough of the desert heat, and it was time to make a change before Ash had a chance to catch up with me again.

I stood in front of the door holding my breath, hoping that no one was home. It wasn’t likely, or Rubio could have hired any schmuck to do this. The knob on the security door didn’t turn, so the lock had to go. The magic came to me more easily this time, maybe because I was using it on a daily basis now. The blue orb of fire appeared in my hand the second that I thought about it. I focused on making it hotter and placed my hand on the lock.

Fifteen seconds later the lock had melted, and I had graduated from possibly being a package delivery person to the destruction of property. After I went inside, I’d be adding breaking and entering and theft to my nonexistent criminal resume. If you’re going to do something right, you might as well go big while you’re doing it.

To my surprise, the knob on the actual door turned when I tried it. I guess they figured if someone made it through a wrought iron security door then the flimsy wooden door wouldn’t prove to be much of a challenge. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all.

I pushed the door all the way open and listened. Nothing made a sound, but the smell from inside was enough to gag a dead cat. Someone had been squatting here, that or they forgot how to flush the toilet. I stepped inside, and the linoleum floor crackled under my boots. It looked like whoever was crashing here also didn’t know how to use a trashcan. The ground was littered with wrappers and paper plates with half eaten food left on them. At least I think whatever was on those plates had started as food. It was hard to tell when now it was all black with white fuzzies growing out of it.

The smell had my eyes watering, and I’d had a few unrequested gags burn my throat as my stomach rolled. Thankfully I’d been too nervous to eat this morning. All of my nerves disappeared when a man walked around the corner. He had a shotgun in his hand, but it was hanging limply against his side. It was like he carried it more out of habit than any thought that he might actually have to use it. He walked right past the hallway and into the next room.

I ducked down and moved into the living room. It seemed that I didn’t move a second too soon as the man with the gun started muttering something in Spanish about Rodrigo and walking towards the open front door. He paused in the doorway and scanned the street before trying to pull the metal door closed. The door just bounced off the frame and opened again. He tried to close it again with the same result. He let out a string of swears and then looked down.

I was only going to get one chance at this. If he figured out that he was looking at the metal from a melted lock before I got to him things might get more interesting than I wanted. The guard was still trying to figure out what he was looking at when a toilet flushed inside the house.

The man turned, shotgun coming up to his shoulder. He had a look of confusion on his face. I got it. How could Rodrigo be outside and taking a deuce at the same time? He couldn’t and that all became clear as his eyes located me during his wild spin towards the hallway.

The shotgun went off, but thankfully he had been moving too fast to swing it back to me. One of the interior walls exploded as the shotgun blast tore through it. My ears were ringing as I slammed my hand into the guard sending him flying backward. He hit the wall and slid to the ground. The shotgun falling out of his limp hand. I hadn’t tried to kill him, but I might have.

I’d never even killed a bug before let alone a person. I was just standing there over the man when the bathroom door crashed open, and a half-dressed Rodrigo stepped out. He took one look at his fallen compatriot and started shooting.

I dove back into the living room spattering bits of god knows what everywhere as I landed. Rodrigo was still firing off shots even though he couldn’t see me. That was kind of a dumb thing to do, but let’s just face it, most criminals weren’t exceedingly bright. The gun clicked empty, and I was moving.

A fireball appeared in my hand as I went around the corner. Rodrigo almost looked surprised when I slammed it into his chest. The fire consumed him completely leaving nothing but a trace of ash on the ground. I might not be the most powerful when it came to being a witch, but against a human, my powers were more than adequate.

If anything, the charred smell of Rodrigo improved the odor from inside the house. That was really saying something. I took a look at Mr. Shotgun, and he was still out. Just to be safe, I melted the barrel of his gun before walking deeper into the house. Time was of the essence now. I had the feeling if the neighbors called anyone about the gunshots it wouldn’t be the police.

Moving down the hall, I kept a fireball ready in my hand as I kicked open doors. The first three rooms had nothing. The fourth had a single table and chair in it. On the table was a small black box. Rubio wasn’t paying me to look inside, so I tossed the box into my bag and ran for the front door.

The yard was still clear outside, but I had the feeling that wouldn’t last for long. I jumped into my car and turned the key. I made a quick turn and punched the gas just as two cars appeared at the end of the block. When they didn’t stop at the house but continued to follow me, I knew this adventure wasn’t done yet. I tossed a fireball at the bottom of one of the cars. It was enough to melt the rubber of their tires. Sparks started to fly as the rims hit the ground.

The second car almost slammed into the first one but managed to miss it. Another fireball took care of my pursuit for good. I kinda felt like a badass as I sped out of the bad part of town. Not that this town had many good parts. The two cars on their rims trying to keep up with me finally gave up. OK, I didn’t just feel like a badass, I totally was one. That was if you could get rid of the smell and the bits of something gross that were hanging out of my hair.

You ever notice in the movies that the super-hot female assassin or thief never gets covered in goo. That doesn’t happen in real life. At least it hadn’t worked out that way for me. Maybe that was something that came with practice or after you reached the second level of badassery. If everything went to plan, I’d never find out. Rubio would have my new ID, and then I could find somewhere to settle down and get back to living a quiet life. It seemed like it would be easy to do, but I had a feeling despite this new ID the quiet life might still elude me for some time.

My rearview mirror was still clear. It looked like I had made it out of there just in time. While I could take on a few men with guns, I’d be hard-pressed to defend myself against a few cars worth of men with automatic weapons. Whenever I got somewhere I could settle down I was going to have to crack open the family grimoire and do some serious training. For now, I’d have to settle on making it to Rubio’s and hoping he felt like living up to his end of the deal.


Chapter Three

Rebecca

Rubio’s place wasn’t much better than the dump I just left. There was a check cashing place on one side and a Long John Silvers on the far side of the parking lot. At least there wasn’t half eaten food discarded all over the floor. There was some trash floating around the parking lot, Rubio should really have someone look into that.

The outside of the building was a faded deep pink color. It had probably once been the height of fashion, but now it looked like someone had thrown up a bottle of Pepto and it somehow coated the entire building. The bright neon sign from the check cashing place didn’t help the exterior’s image. Bright green and gold flashing lights didn’t exactly bring out the best in the vomit pink color scheme.

Still, if there were a place no one would be looking for me, this was it. He had a sign out front that said Private Investigator, but what he really was couldn’t be placed on the sign. Being a drug runner and human trafficker didn’t exactly win you community outreach awards. Neither did the feds’ war on drugs. Sadly Rubio seemed more honest about his attention. He was going to screw you over the first chance he got, but you had to know that before you did business with him.

Doing business with a slimeball like this hadn’t been my first choice, but I was in a new state with no cash and even fewer contacts. When I had first walked into his shop, there was this eerie feeling that I wouldn’t be walking out again. If I was a human girl that might have been the case. A quick lesson in fire and Rubio had a little more understanding of my plight and was more than willing to help as long as he got something first. Walking back into his building now, I knew I’d burn it to the ground if he tried anything again, but not without getting my ID first.

I entered the office carrying the requested package out in the open. A man sitting against the far wall watched me intently. He was there pretending to be a customer, but the bulge under his coat told me he was anything but. The receptionist looked at me with a mostly vacant expression and then went back to chewing her gum.

I didn’t have time for this crap, I needed to get out of here before Ash showed up. Stepping up to the receptionist’s desk I started ringing the bell. You know the little silver numbers they used to use in hotels to get the night manager’s attention. It had a harsh grating jangling sound, and the woman reached for it trying to take it away from me. Before she could get it, I picked it up and kept ringing it. Sometimes a girl had to make sure she had your attention.

The man from the seat moved towards me and started reaching inside of his coat. I tossed the bell into the air and then sent it flying towards him. It hit him in the belly doubling him over and sending his gun tumbling from his hand. I bent down, emptied the six-shooter, and then melted the barrel of the gun.

“Are we done playing games now or do I have to light one of you on fire?” The man held up his hand in a show of submission before heading back to his chair. The receptionist just stared at me dumbfounded.

Eventually, she found her voice. “Mr. Mancino is in a meeting right now, you can wait over there.” She pointed towards the chairs against the far side of the wall.

“You tell that fat bastard to get out here, or I’m going to take this package and throw it off the Hoover Dam on my way out of this godforsaken state.”

The door to Rubio’s office burst open, and the man himself came rushing out. His pants were unfastened and his shirt untucked. The shirt had a mustard stain on it he was valiantly trying to cover up with his tie. His forehead carried a hefty sheen of sweat, and he looked completely flustered.

“Jesus, what’s a man have to do to get a few minutes to himself around here,” he yelled at the receptionist while staring daggers at his security man.

A young woman moved past him and then ran for the door. The guard started to get up, but I motioned for him to sit back down and summoned a small ball of fire. The guard sat back down, and the door chimed as the girl ran out.

“Sorry, but it seems like your date wasn’t that into you.”

“Well, she would have been if you didn’t interrupt us.” Rubio started tucking his shirt in and then turned back towards his office motioning me to follow. The guard and the receptionist didn’t budge as I moved deeper into the lion’s den.

The room smelled sickly sweet. I had some gross ideas about why that was, but I’d rather not dwell on it. Rubio motioned for me to take a seat. A little scoff escaped before I could stop it. His eyebrows both shot to the top of his forehead in a questioning gesture.

“I think I’d rather stand.”

He sat down in his chair, and it groaned under his bulk. “Suit yourself.” His eyes turned greedy. “So you’ve got my package.”

I held up the box so he could see it.

“Give it here already.” He held out a hand for the box.

“Not until I get what I came for.” I let a little bit of fire dance across my fingers. “Double-crossing me would be a really bad idea.”

Rubio opened a drawer on his desk and started rummaging around. I couldn’t be sure he wasn’t going for a gun, so I snapped a shield in place and watched him. Eventually, his head surfaced, and he was holding a large manila envelope.

“Passport, driver’s license, birth certificate, and social security number. All of these will hold up to a little scrutiny. Now give it over.”

I held the package back as I took the envelope from him. “A little scrutiny isn’t exactly what I was going for.” I needed these to hold up to any kind of check a bank, or a potential employer would run on them.

Rubio’s grin widened. “Well, sweetheart, beggars can’t be choosers. By the way, you’re paying for this job, you’re definitely a beggar.”

If he kept this attitude much longer, he’d be begging me for mercy. I kept his package while I dug into the envelope. It was all here, everything that he promised. That was enough for me to reconsider burning down his building, but I wasn’t going to let him off that easy, not when I saw the name on the ID.

“Jinx Harper? You have to be kidding me?”

“It’s the best I could do with this kind of short notice. You don’t have anything to worry about if you use this to get a job, it will even pass muster with the cops. Now if you get into some real trouble and the feds get involved you’re totally screwed, but them’s the breaks kid.”

It would have to do. He was right, beggars couldn’t be choosers. I guess I’d have to find a way to get used to that name. Maybe if I stood in front of the mirror later and said it to myself, I’d get it down. Now I could get a real job and a bank account. Life on the lam just got a whole lot easier.

Still, this man disgusted me, and I didn’t even want to know what he had been doing with that girl earlier. She hadn’t looked terrified, but she sure hadn’t stuck around when she saw a way out. Maybe there was still time for a little payback. I’d love seeing just how much he wanted what was in the box.

I let a little fire kiss the edge of it, and Rubio let out a shout. I tossed the box to him at the same time the guard kicked in the door. He wasn’t armed, and I was a little more than impressed that he would come running when his boss screamed given the circumstances. Not many people would do that after they saw you melt a gun with your bare hands.

“Get me some water,” Rubio shouted as he turned the box over dumping the contents out on his desk.

I turned away and walked out of the office. Hopefully, that would keep them occupied enough for me to make a clean getaway.

“Don’t let me see you around here again!” Rubio shouted from his office as I walked out.

That was a worthless threat, but one I couldn’t let slide. He knew my new identity and if he let that slip to anyone it became worthless. I ran back into his office and saw the bags of white powder on his desk. I figured it would have been something like that. Drugs or cash had been my guess. Still, the sheer amount of what had fit in that little box staggered me. He’d been paid more handsomely for the ID than he deserved.

I grabbed his arm and sparked my magic burning the limb under my hand. “You will not speak about this transaction ever. Do you understand?” I ratcheted up the heat, and he began to scream. “If you do, I’ll find you.”

He just nodded and clutched the arm that I released. The box was still burning in the trashcan, and smoke was starting to fill the room. I wanted to leave before I got doused with whatever was going to come out of the fire nozzles on the ceiling. “Don’t let me down Rubio, I’m counting on you not to screw this up.”

The guard ran in with a pitcher of water as I left. Rubio would need some burn cream for the wound on his arm, and a doctor might wonder why it was in the shape of a handprint, but that was his problem to deal with. I got my ID, and I was about to start a new life as Jinx Harper. Hopefully, this would be just what I needed to get Ash off my tail.

I’d have to switch cars before I left town, but a quick stop by a parking garage and license plate swap or two, and I should be good to go. So far, everything I had paid for since I’d been in town was paid in cash so there wouldn’t be a money trail for Ash to follow.

Somehow she always found me. Ash was relentless in her pursuit. Did she really want my family’s grimoire so badly, or was this just about tying up loose ends? I shook off the chill that trickled down my spine and hopped into the car. Now, which way was that mall again?


Chapter Four

Ash

Ugh, what kind of self-respecting witch would come this far west? All of the real power was concentrated on the East Coast. All they had out here were endless miles of uninhabitable desert. It was a surreal feeling to be driving through such a wasteland only to see tiny towns had sprung up along the route.

These towns’ entire economies had to be based on people that only wanted to get the hell out of there as fast as possible. When the best job in town was gas station attendant or truck stop hooker, your life’s prospects weren’t exactly all that great. Burning the town down would probably be a kindness, but I didn’t have time for that now.

I hit the gas pedal hard wanting to put the stench of sex and desperation behind me as fast as possible. Another time I might have stopped to see if there was anyone magical worth recruiting to our cause but not today. Today was the day I finally got to destroy the exile. Her entire family had already been dealt with.

It still perplexed me how they had hidden the grimoire from me. It must have been that bitch’s dying wish to keep it safe, and now her daughter had it. Sasha was supposed to take care of her, but it turned out she didn’t have the stomach for what needed to be done. Not everyone had the balls to do whatever it took to seize power.

The Taft family had controlled our coven and its access to their family secrets for the last thousand years. When we decided it was time for a change, that all of us deserved access to their grimoire, they refused. Such an act could not be handled lightly. It hadn’t needed to come down to their deaths. They could have just walked away. Instead, they chose to fight, so I put them down like a farmer would put down a horse with a broken leg.

Ok. So, maybe it hadn’t been exactly like a horse. Farmers felt remorse when they had to kill one of their animals. I hadn’t felt a single ounce of remorse when I killed the Taft family. All I felt was a sense of glee and fulfillment of my destiny. All of that turned to ashes in my mouth when that bitch managed to hide the book from me, and now I was stuck out here in this godforsaken desert.

Red and blue lights flared to life behind me and then the cop hit his siren twice to get my attention. No one else was out on the road, so the cop had to be coming for me. I looked down at the speedometer and realized that I was going forty over the speed limit. That was another thing with these craphole little towns, they liked to write tickets, especially to out of towners. A police station with no tax base had to pay for shiny new cars somehow.

A well of barely suppressed rage was igniting inside of me. The anger bubbled and seethed until the roaring flames consumed what was left of my heart. Some of that internal fire came from not being able to track down Rebecca, but now the cop behind me was earning a fair share of my ire.

These small towns were such a joke, and the fact that you were still on a freeway and they dropped the speed limit from seventy-five to thirty-five in the space of a block just didn’t seem right. It was all set up in the hopes that someone wasn’t paying attention and then they could write you up a three hundred dollar ticket before they said good day to you.

I started to slow the car down and signaled that I was pulling over. The last thing I needed was for this cop to be feeling a little twitchy. My car wasn’t exactly free from contraband, so I had to find a way to make him disappear and quickly. Hopefully, he was just some mundane and not one of those pesky shifters.

The car drifted to a stop, and I rolled down the window. The cop sure took his time scanning my plates before he got out of his car. I watched in the side mirror as he straightened his uniform and then plopped a ridiculous hat on his head before approaching. What was it with cops and hats anyways? You seriously sat in a car for eighty percent of your day, why did you need a hat?

“License and registration please,” the officer stated coldly as he peered through my window.

“Will that really be necessary? I know I was going a little fast, but I have to get home my grandmother is in the hospital.” I tried to put on my best I’m sorry, but I’m in a hurry smile. The cop didn’t buy it, or just didn’t care.

“If you were going a little slower I probably could have helped you out.” He tapped his pen against his ticket book. “You were doing eighty in a forty mile per hour zone. That’s felony speeding and reckless endangerment. You should be grateful all you’re getting is a ticket. I could bring you in and impound your car.”

“You could try.” I let a smile spread across my face. What kind of alpha male didn’t enjoy a good challenge?

“Excuse me, ma’am?” Now the cop sounded nervous.

I didn’t have time for this. Every minute I spent talking to this officer was a minute my prey got further away. “I really must be going. I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist.”

The cop reached down to his gun and after a moment of hesitation pulled it free of his holster. He didn’t point it at me which was the only thing that saved his life. Still, an insult like that couldn’t go unpunished. “Officer, there is no need for the weapon. I truly intend on fully complying with all of your orders.”

“You do?” His confusion had reached new heights.

“I do.” Oh, the mundanes were too much fun sometimes.

He put the gun away and rested a hand against the window. I put my hand over his, and before he could pull away, I tightened my grip. It only took a second for the link between our minds to establish itself. Mind magic was a tricky thing, especially if you didn’t want to leave any traces. This spell would need to be perfect, but perfection might as well have been my middle name.

“I want you to go home. Before you go inside, you’ll erase any evidence of this encounter. Do you understand?”

“I understand, Mistress.”

The mistress part was a nice touch that I hadn’t been expecting. It almost made me feel kind of bad for what I was about to do next. So, maybe I didn’t actually feel bad, that was just something I was supposed to feel. I was actually kind of excited to see how this all played out.

“After you’re done destroying the evidence I want you to go inside your home and murder your entire family.”

“Please don’t make me do this.” Tears started to stream down his face as he pleaded for his family’s lives.

So the cop had a little bit of a spine after all, who would have known. I tightened my grip on his hand and leaned out of the window so I could stare directly into his eyes. “Go now, and do as I have commanded.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“That’s a good boy.” I released his hand, feeling better now that the spell had taken hold.

The cop slid his pen into his shirt and tucked his ticket book into his back pocket before turning to leave. He looked back at the car, shook his head, and then returned to my window. “I don’t normally do this kind of thing, but you’re free to go. Just try and slow it down, ok?”

“Thank you, officer.” I put the car in gear and pulled back onto the freeway. I couldn’t even remember what this town was called, but Cop Kills Entire Family should make a big enough headline that I could find it later. Just something else I could add to my wall. It was always nice to see my hard work appreciated by others.

I rolled up my window and cranked up the music. “I’m coming for you, Rebecca, and when I find you, you had better have that damned book.”


Chapter Five

Ash

It surprised me that the daughter of a witch so powerful couldn’t block herself from being tracked, but that was exactly what was happening. I slashed the rat’s throat filling the small golden goblet with blood. I tossed the body in the trash bin. That would be something for the maid to puzzle over in the morning.

The words for the incantation flew seamlessly from my lips. This sacrifice wouldn’t get me much, but it was enough to get what I needed. Moving to the bed, I unrolled a map of the United States. The map had been tattooed on to living human skin using demon blood mixed with the ink, and then it had been removed from the subject’s back, and a preservation spell was applied to it.

I hated to admit it, but the skin still felt fleshy under my fingers, and I hated it. If there was a line, I wasn’t willing to cross it was probably making stuff out of human skin, but I wasn’t above using the fruits of others’ labors. Only a fool wouldn’t use all of the resources available to them.

I dumped the entire goblet of rat blood onto the map and watched in slow fascination as almost all of the liquid was absorbed by the map. A few small spatters around the edges were all that was left. They drew together briefly in the center of the map and then moved across it towards the southwest. I looked at where the blood stopped.

The next biggest city was Tucson, but wherever she was, I hadn’t heard of it before. Not that it mattered, I wasn’t planning on putting down roots when I got my hands on the grimoire. I had a coven to run. This little trip was costing me dearly in time and face, but I’d make Rebecca pay for that.

The ink on the map shifted. The first time this had happened, I’d stared at the map in stunned silence. This time I’d been hoping for it but had known not to expect anything from the artifact. I wasn’t sure what drove the map to this second level of tracking, but I was grateful for it when it happened.

With the map zoomed in not only did I have a city, but I had the cross streets of a location. It was more than I had hoped for with such a weak sacrifice, but now it was time to go. Sleep could wait. I’d be there by morning if I left now. Sleep well Rebecca, in the morning I’ll most likely kill you, and then I’ll haul your head back across the entire length of the states just to show the coven I succeeded.

<<<>>>

Seven hours later I was slowing down as I pulled into the outskirts of the city. Maybe city was the wrong word. What did they call insignificant specs on the map, towns? This might not even qualify as that, maybe it was just a village. Either way, it was somewhere I didn’t want to be for long.

The good news when driving into an area this small was that it didn’t take long to find what you were looking for. It wasn’t as bad as a city made out of eight gas stations, two restaurants, and a couple of hotels, but it was close.

I pulled into the parking lot and let out a little laugh. Even a craphole like this had a payday loan place. Nothing said you were making a good investment like twenty percent interest compounded weekly. These were rates the mob would have killed to charge, and yet it was all nice and legal. All you needed was a check stub and verification of employment. Maybe that was a step up from a title loan? I mean this way you only got taken to collections for defaulting instead of also losing your car in the bargain.

Still, it wasn’t the check cashing place that really caught my eye it was the other office it was attached to. The place screamed shady in the worst possible way. Was this the place you went when the payday loan palace shut down your dreams. If it was, I might find something that I could use in there.

I got out of the car and stretched for a bit. Driving for seven hours straight wasn’t exactly a pleasant experience. My body was stiff and uncooperative. That wouldn’t work for me if things went sideways inside. Since I had no idea what I was walking into, it paid to be cautious. I kept stretching. I might have looked funny stretching in the parking lot, but a limber witch was an alive witch.

I’d picked up a friend from the shady shop while I was stretching. Guess he liked the view. But if he wanted to keep all of his teeth that leer he was wearing had better vanish pretty quickly. The man was under six feet tall but had wide shoulders. His flannel shirt was only buttoned at the neck, and he had a white T-shirt on underneath.

He smiled as I got closer and then called out. “Hey honey, you ever want to put that body to work, you just let me know. I’ve got a million guys that would pay top dollar to give that sweet ass a ride.”

I didn’t really think through what I was going to do, it just kind of happened on instinct. My hand rose up, and my hair streamed out behind me. It was one of those poses you only see in the Star Battle movies. When they do the close up on the main character’s face, and you can see them struggling with the emotions behind their actions. There wasn’t a whole lot of emotion behind what I did, just ruthless intent.

The man went flying through the glass door to the office a moment later. I walked through what remained of the shattered glass door, to find a woman kneeling over the unconscious man. When she saw me her hand moved up, and she shot me.

Well, at least she tried to shoot me. My shields snapped into place before the bullet hit. I had to give the lady credit. She wasn’t deterred by the fact the bullets were ricocheting off my shield, she just kept firing until one of the bullets slammed into her shoulder. She fell to the ground screaming just as a man opened the only door I could see from my vantage point.

The man didn’t hesitate, he opened fire with an automatic handgun of some kind. It looked like one of those guns from a gangster movie. Lots of firepower quickly but not a whole lot of aiming.

The bullets continued to bounce off my shield as I walked forward. The gun hit empty, and as he tried to reload it, I let loose with a burst of magic. “Enough!” I didn’t have a lot of time now. If the broken door hadn’t generated enough attention for someone to call the police the barrage of gunfire that had followed surely had.

I cast the same spell I had used on the first man sending the fat man flying backward into the office. His body made a sick crunching sound when it crashed into his desk. The first man was bleeding profusely, getting thrown through a glass door could have that kind of effect on you. The woman was trying to drag herself away using her one working arm. I wondered if some of the bullets her boss had so callously sprayed around the office had found her body as the perfect resting place.

It didn’t pay to leave witnesses alive. I cast a ball of fire at the man on the ground as I walked by. He didn’t turn into ash instantly, but he would disappear given time. The woman let out a wail of grief when she saw what I had done. I didn’t know if they were married or just had some kind of attachment, but I didn’t care. She wouldn’t either, in a few moments. I’d be sending her to join him soon enough.

If she cared about him so much, then it was fitting that they died in the same fashion. A quick spell gathered all the glass shards in the room together and a second cast sent all of the shattered glass slamming into the secretary. She died with a look of horror on her face. I let out a laugh at the expression. I guess it was pretty horrible, wasn’t it?

The fat man in the office was coming around. I pulled out a dagger as I walked towards him. He was going to talk before I left. Pain proved to be a wonderful motivator especially when the person being tortured was of low moral fortitude. They’d give anyone up if it saved their own ass. Nothing would save him now, but he didn’t have to know that.

“I’m going to ask you a question, and I expect an honest answer. If I doubt your sincerity in any way, well, let’s just say it’s going to hurt.”

“Screw you!” he gasped, using the desk to pull himself to his feet.

“Not exactly the kind of helpful answer I was looking for.” Darting forward I shifted the blade in my hand before slamming it into the side of his left knee. He crumpled to the floor before roaring in pain. “Now that the will you ever walk again question has been answered, I need you to tell me where Rebecca is.”

“Who?”

“You know who I’m talking about. Five-five, black hair, slightly Asian looking features. Something someone of your standards would probably call a totally bangable hottie.” After a quick glance around the office, I rolled my eyes. “Not that you see a lot of those in here.”

“I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

Oh, he knew all right. He just didn’t want to tell me. He started trying to pull himself up again using the desk as leverage to ease the burden of his one working leg. With one bad leg, he couldn’t watch me and struggle at the same time. That was a big mistake.

I slammed the knife down impaling his hand and pinning it to the desk. When he screamed he lost balance on his one good leg and fell to the ground. His hand ripped free of the knife. “That’s going to leave a mark.” I couldn’t help but laugh as he continued to scream clutching his hand to his chest.

The fat man regained enough composure to mutter, “Come a little closer, bitch, and I’ll give you a mark of your own.”

“Big words for a man that can’t get off the ground.” I knelt down and got right in his face. “You will tell me what I want to know.” Laying a hand on his forehead, I continued to talk. “I can make it all go away, all of the pain, all of your agony. All you have to do is tell me where she went.”

The spell took effect, and I could see the relief on his face. Now I could take his pain away or let it all rush back in instantly. Choices, oh the glorious choices. It didn’t take long before he finally broke.

“I don’t know where she went.” He looked into my eyes his expression pleading. “I swear.”

“But you do know something, don’t you.” I let a little bit of the pain creep back in.

“I do, but you have to promise to leave and never come back.”

“Done. After today I promise that you will never see me again. There is nothing that would bring me greater pleasure than never having to come back to this cesspool of a town again.” I eased his pain levels down until he couldn’t feel a thing. His face relaxed, and he started breathing easier. He might not be able to feel the pain, but he was still losing a lot of blood. If he didn’t bleed out first the poison on my dagger would finish the job.

“I made her a new ID.” He looked down at his ruined body. “Should have known it wasn’t worth it. She was too desperate. Desperation is normally a good thing in my line of work, but only just a hint of it. When they’re too desperate, you end up like this.” He waved the ruined remains of his hand through the air splashing my boots with blood and forcing me to take a step back to avoid more of it.

I didn’t care about this drivel, I needed to know who she was. “Her name, now!” I let some of the pain flood back in.

“Jinx. Her name is Jinx Har…” He started coughing.

“No!” I was so close, and now he was nothing but a worthless corpse. I pushed him over and let out a scream of fury. Would this girl never stop vexing me? She was the bane of my existence. If she would only die, everything that I wanted would be mine.

I felt it more than I saw it when the flames erupted from me. I was going to have to remember that for later. The entire office was on fire now. I made my way out of the building and shoved my way through the growing crowd outside. It was time to go.

At least this trip hadn’t been entirely useless. I had more than I did when I started, I had a name. There couldn’t be too many Jinxes out there. I’d have to put some of the coven’s resources to use, but with enough money, you could find anyone, even if you only had the first name.

I pulled out of the parking lot as the fire truck pulled in. You haven’t escaped yet, little rabbit. I’ll catch you eventually, and then the secrets of your family’s grimoire will be mine. That would have to wait. I’ve got a coven to run after all, and with a name, our mundane assets will be able to track her as soon as she used that new ID.


Chapter Six

Jinx, One Month Later

California had been nice. They were still doing a lot of recovery work there after the demon war. It was crazy to think of what this state might have become if the economic progress of this area hadn’t slowed to a crawl. It was hard to raise real-estate prices when people were worried a giant hole might open up again and start spewing demons out like Old Faithful shot water into the sky.

The same things could be said about Nevada and Oregon. They were close enough to feel some of the fallout, but not so close people fled in droves during the demon war. I’d had enough of the dessert, so Nevada was out. That meant Oregon was the place to be.

I’d spent less than a week in Bend before deciding to see what life was like on the other side of the mountains. The college towns seemed like a safe place to land. Blending in there would be easy. I was the right age to fit in, but I wasn’t so sure I was ready to form any relationships yet. There was still a chance Ash could find me, I just couldn’t risk it.

Eugene was nice, go Ducks, but it just wasn’t for me. Just up the road, a few hours was Corvallis home of the Beavers. Again, another great city but I just didn’t quite feel at home. The good news was Oregon was just full of fantastic cities. I knew that one of them would feel like home. Well, at least as much as any place could feel like home without your family.

So, today I was driving into Salem. The capital of the state, although not the biggest city in Oregon by far. It was a beautiful drive. Pine trees lined the freeway except for the small farms that dotted the landscape. People here still made a living on the land, but in the city, you had every amenity you could hope for.

I didn’t really have a plan, so I just drove into the center of the city and got out of my car to walk around. Salem felt cozy somehow. Almost like being wrapped up in a warm blanket. There was just this feeling of being in the right place as I walked the streets. There was an amazing park in the middle of town surrounded by businesses. All of the storefronts had huge glass windows with displays.

I saw the normal stuff you’d expect in a kind of trendy area. There was a microbrew and an art gallery. Right next to those were about four fashion shops, and then a couple of restaurants. What really caught my eye was the occult bookstore attached to something called Herbal Dynamics. It looked like some kind of medical dispensary.

It wasn’t like I was against books, but the occult had a pretty bad image. Witches were ok, but they had also been tied to demonic activity more than once. Something like that tended to put people on edge. So, seeing that kind of store, and on Main Street no less, was a bit of a shock.

If there was one thing I knew about, it was witches. So, the bookstore seemed like just the place to get started. Plus, if there was a local coven, I needed to make introductions and get permission to stay in their area. Witches didn’t appreciate surprises, so it was better to get introductions out of the way early.

The store had two displays, one on either side of the giant glass doors. The first display was of your normal everyday stuff. It had books and tarot cards, things you could find just about anywhere. The other window was filled with pictures of exotic plants. Plants that were hard to find fresh in the states. That was kind of a surprise to find them here. Not many people could compete at a retail level with online stores.

Hanging just below the open sign on the door was a Help Wanted sign. It almost felt a little too good to be true. What were the chances that I would drive into Salem and find a job doing the one thing I was qualified to do?

I opened the door to the store almost expecting it to fade away. I’d wake up tied to a table or in a cage with a roaring oven nearby being tended to by an old lady that liked candy too much. When that didn’t happen, I expected a jolt or some kind of ward to be active, but I didn’t feel a thing. Maybe this shop wasn’t run by witches?

The door jingled as I entered and a lady organizing a display turned to look at me. She smiled brightly. “Welcome to Trinity Books and Charms.”

“Charms?” I inquired.

“Sure. The owner has some pretty unique stuff for sale, although it tends to be on the pricier side of what we have to offer.”

Interesting, so there was a witch here. I wondered again why I didn’t sense any protective magic on the building. I’d never met a witch that didn’t ward the crap out of everything that they owned. It was second nature to most of them by the time they were adults.

I let my eyes wander around the shop when I realized the clerk had said something to me. “I’m Maggie by the way. Just let me know if you need help with anything.”

“I’ll do that, Maggie.”

I looked up in time to see a woman with black hair and pink streaks behind the counter. She gave me a nasty look and continued to watch me as I worked my way around the store. I felt like I had made a pretty good impression on Maggie, so as long as that wasn’t the owner, I still stood a shot at getting a job.

Turning around from a display that had seeds from various plants in it I found the woman from behind the counter standing there. She wasn’t smiling; in fact, she looked downright hostile.

“Is there something you need, witch?”

Oh, so she knew what I was, and by the looks of it, she didn’t want anything to do with me. The last thing I needed was a fight. If anything like that made the news Ash would find out where I was, and that was worse than not being able to stay in the city I had instantly fallen in love with.

“I’m actually just leaving.”

“That’s a good idea.” The woman with pink streaks in her hair said.

I choked down my anger and fought to contain my magic. Being a fire mage didn’t exactly come with built-in restraint. Fire was a hungry mistress, and if you let her, she would consume everything.

Who knows, maybe this was for the best? There were plenty of covens out there that would love a new member and even a few that wouldn’t mind a solo witch in their territory as long as it didn’t affect coven business. I’d just have to search harder to find a more welcoming place to live. I reached for the doorknob, fully ready to put Salem in my rearview for good.


Chapter Seven

Zoey

My wards triggered as soon as the witch touched the door. I watched her intently as she came in but if she felt what happened, she didn’t give any indication. My wards clamped down on magic, hard. The only way around it was to have on something that canceled out the wards. It would have to be something I made, which this witch didn’t have. My way around it was a bracelet that I always wore. I felt a little better off knowing I had full access to my powers while the witch didn’t.

I braced myself for the worst when Maggie engaged the witch in conversation. She had no idea what she was dealing with. I readied a fireball in my hand, but the witch only smiled at her and made casual conversation. Just before the witch turned to look at me, I snuffed the fireball that had been in my hand.

The last thing I needed right now was to try and battle an insurance company over a magically created fire that burned down half the block. If the witch could play nice then so could I. I’d just go over there and ask her to politely get the hell out of my store. If the witch refused, well then, I’d just have to take a more aggressive approach.

The witch was checking out my seed display. There was some pretty rare stuff in there. Some of it was a little more expensive than it looked like she could afford. It wasn’t that her clothes were ratty, she just had this nomadic gypsy vibe about her. Nomads liked to travel light and lean, which meant they normally didn’t have a lot of money.

“Is there something you need, witch?” She jumped a little when I said it. Not what I had expected at all.

“I’m actually just leaving.” She turned and headed towards the door.

“That’s a good idea.” I just couldn’t help but get in a parting shot. Any witch that left my city was a good witch. I only liked good witches.

Still, as she walked towards the door, the witch’s shoulders slumped. There was something in that walk that made her look defeated and small. It reminded me of how I felt when my world came crashing down. When my dad got sick, there was nothing I could do. I was lost and looking for answers. She looked that same way right now.

Just as she reached for the knob, I blurted, “Wait.”

The witch turned around just the faintest glimmer of hope in her eyes. It’s like she wanted to believe that everything was going to work out, but experience told her that things were just going to get worse.

“I really should be leaving.”

“You could, or you could tell me why you really came in here today.” I hoped my voice had lost the hint of anger that it carried before. After the events at Christmas, I needed to be more careful. Pushing people away was a side effect of that diligence that I didn’t like.

“Please, indulge me for a moment.” I motioned for her to come back into the shop and headed towards the back where I kept a tea station. I put a pot of boiling water on and started to prepare two satchels of tea mixed with herbs for a calming influence. I poured the tea and pushed a cup towards the witch.

“Oh really, I shouldn’t.” She pushed the cup back towards the center of the counter.

I picked up her cup and took a sip. “Suit yourself.” I hoped that gesture was enough to show her that I didn’t mean her any harm. Maggie walked by, and I stopped her. “Care for a cup of tea?”

“Sure thing, Boss. God, I love working here.” Maggie added a little cream and honey into her tea before leaving.

Now it was time to see if our witch felt like sharing. “So what brings you to Salem?”

The witch looked unsure but started to speak anyway. “Looking for work actually.” She seemed embarrassed to have said it. “And just kind of hoping to find the right place to settle down for a bit.”

“And your name is?”

“Not important.” She frowned.

There was power in a name, but that wasn’t what I was looking for today. “It’s only important if you want a job here. I can’t hire you if you don’t have a name.”

What in the holy hell did I just say? I went from almost roasting this woman to offering her a job. I wasn’t all that sure I actually wanted her in my store let alone as an employee. I’d have to be on guard all the time. You couldn’t trust witches, just like you couldn’t trust cats.

“A job?” She looked confused but recovered quickly. “My name’s Jinx Harper.”

She hesitated just a bit when she said her name. It was almost as if it wasn’t second nature to her yet. That was interesting and something I’d have to watch. I ran a background check on everyone that worked in my shop so that would let me know if any red flags were going to pop up.

“You may have noticed the sign in the window, and you said you’re looking for work.So, offering you a job seemed prudent.”

“But you don’t like me.”

That was true, but she was kind of starting to grow on me. “I’m starting to think that maybe I got a wrong first impression of you. Don’t get me wrong, most witches are fine, but when they show up in Salem by themselves, it normally means they are looking to claim a new territory.”

“I could see how that would put a damper on starting a casual conversation with any witch that just happened to come in your shop.”

“Exactly.” I smiled. “But that’s over now. Please tell me you can work a cash register.”

“I haven’t actually used one before, but it can’t be that hard. I promise that if you give me a chance you won’t be disappointed.”

That was the real question, wasn’t it? Did I want to give Jinx a chance? Every practical bone in my body told me it was a bad idea, but there was just something about her that made me feel like I should say yes.

“You’re hired. When can you start?”

“Tomorrow? I guess.”

“Good deal. I have to let you know it’s considered temporary employment until you fill out all the forms and I get my background check back. Once all of that has been returned in good order, I’ll bump your pay and give you a permanent schedule.”

“Background check?” Now she looked a little worried.

“It’s just to put me in compliance with federal laws. Have to make sure you’re a citizen and all that junk.” I just shrugged my shoulders. She could take the job or leave it. I wasn’t going to put my business at risk to help out a total stranger.

I could see the wheels turning in her head. “What time should I be here?”

“Let’s start at nine. I’ll show you the ropes, and then Maggie will take over.”

She still looked a little uncertain, but she held out a hand for me to shake. “See you tomorrow.”

I took her hand into my own. “Looking forward to it.”

It wasn’t often I made hires on the spot. They normally didn’t work out well. It had taken me three weeks and four interviews to hire Maggie. I had the feeling she was wondering what made this girl so special. That was just it, I didn’t know what made her tick, and I was a glutton for puzzles. It didn’t hurt that she reminded me of myself. I guess we would see where this went. Worst case, I’d fudge some info when her background check came back and tell her we had to go in a different direction.

This was going to work out, at least that’s what I kept telling myself. Gramps vibrated against my chest. The little pixie didn’t like what was going on one bit. He didn’t agree with my assessment of the witch. That or he just hated all of them. Guess we would find out which one of us was right at nine AM tomorrow.


Chapter Eight

Zoey

I got home from work at about nine PM. The first thing I did was get comfortable because I knew when I let Gramps out of my amulet he was going to go crazy. This was one of those times I kinda wished I’d tried the stuff they sold next door to my shop, but it just wasn’t my style. Gramps was pissed, but I could deal with it.

I opened the clasp and Gramps flew out and started buzzing around my head. The little guy was flying so fast it was starting to make me dizzy. I swatted at him affectionately. “Hey, cut it out.”

“It’s just…how could…what in the hell were you thinking?” Gramps finally came to a stop in front of my face his expression stern.

“I just saw a girl that was down on her luck. It kind of reminded me of when Dad got sick. Although I had you, and I get the feeling she doesn’t have anyone to turn to.”

“We aren’t a charity for lost witches. She has to go.” He folded his arms over his chest and huffed. That was his final position, and there wouldn’t be any arguing with him now.

Except I kind of liked to argue, and I wasn’t ready to send her away just yet. “Gramps, it’s not charity if I put her to work. It’s mutually beneficial.”

“Listen, I don’t know what you’ve heard about witches, but I’ll make it simple. They can’t be trusted. That’s none of them, all of the time.”

“That just can’t be true, Gramps. They even have a witch working with the FBI now.”

“And who do you think made that happen?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Probably that gosh darn Witches Council. They have their fingers in everything.”

“Well, it has to be a lot of work trying to control all those witches while still preparing for the next demon incursion.”

“Humph, I’ll believe it when I see it. Until then, I say they can’t be trusted, and they are beggars, the lot of them.”

“I guess we’ll get a chance to find out.”

Gramps started buzzing around again. “I’m just telling you that I have a bad feeling about this.”

“Gramps, you get a bad feeling every time you leave the house.”

“Have you seen what happens out there?” He flew around again and then went right back into my necklace.

Gramps was one heck of a character, but he was always there for me when I really needed him. It never paid to discount his advice, but this time I was pretty sure he was wrong. I was willing to let this play out a bit, just to see where it goes.

That didn’t mean I was going to trust this girl just because she brought to the surface some of my own less than desirable memories. Jinx Harper was the kind of name that almost seemed made up, or like it came out of some kind of fantasy story. It was like that movie where the guy got the license that said McLovin. I mean who needs a first name when you’ve got a last name like that.

Still, if her ID was hinky, then she was probably hiding something else. We all had our secrets, but if this one was going to affect my business, then I needed to know about it. Was she a plant? Did someone put her here to find out more about me? There was only one way to know for sure. I had to keep her close until I figured out what was going on.

There was no way I could risk taking another hit to my reputation like I did on Christmas. At least I couldn’t afford one this soon. Anything this witch did that caused a problem was going to reflect badly on me. I couldn’t have that, not if I wanted to stay and work in Salem. This whole business was a little risky, but sometimes you just had to take a chance on people.

I’d always been pretty good at reading people’s true motivations. I wasn’t perfect, I’d been blinded before. But each time someone disappointed you, there was an opportunity to learn something new. It could help you grow if you let it. So, I was going to take a risk, I hoped she was worth it.


Chapter Nine

Ash

“Mistress, I don’t think this is a good idea.”

It was a good thing Ellie had her head bowed in a show of proper respect, otherwise her comment could have been taken as a challenge. All challengers to my position as the head of this coven would be terminated on sight.

I let out a sigh. Leading was so much more work than I thought it would be. Everyone had an opinion, and as coven leader I had to listen to them, endlessly prattling on about whatever nonsense concerned them. All that mattered to me now was finding Rebecca, or Jinx, or whoever the hell she was now. They would all see that when I recovered the grimoire. That would seal my position as the coven’s leader for good.

I’d missed a golden opportunity outside of Tucson. Jinx couldn’t have been gone for longer than a day. The trail was hot, but I was slightly overconfident in the mundane firm I hired to track her down. Coming home had been a mistake but seriously, who picked up a brand new identity and never used it. It just didn’t make sense. The cyber firm I was paying cost a fortune, but they guaranteed results. So far they had come up empty. If things continued in that direction, it was probably time for a change in management. A permanent change.

Ellie was still kneeling waiting for me to speak. She was a good little follower, someone that was safe to keep close. “And why don’t you think it’s a good idea?” I didn’t care about her opinion, but part of being a leader was indulging the unintelligent opinions of others.

“It’s an unnecessary risk, Mistress. The trackers will find her, that’s what they do. We just have to be patient, and the girl will be ours.”

“Ours?” I let the word hang out there to make sure that she understood that there was no ours. The girl would be mine. “I understand your concerns, but the risk of the ritual is minimal. We have all of the proper protections in place, and I’m confident in my sister’s abilities.”

“As you say, Mistress. I will retire to help the others with our final preparations.” Ellie stood, bowed once, and then turned to leave.

“It was wise of you to voice your concerns when we are alone, Ellie. I appreciate the respect you have shown me today. Maybe later we can discuss what the coven can do to repay your loyalty.”

She didn’t turn, but I knew that I had her. Some people craved attention and others power. Ellie craved recognition. She didn’t have to be the best, but she still wanted to be recognized for her accomplishments, no matter how small. It was an attitude more of the coven could learn from. I’d heap praises down on all of them if they would only fall in line.

There was one last matter that I had to attend to before I could join the others for the ritual. Just thinking about how Jinx slipped through my fingers reminded me of the person that let her go in the first place. The one that swore her loyalty to me had pledged herself to the task, only to let me down in the end. Sasha.

She was still hanging right where I left her. Some people had a seating area in their quarters, I had a corner dedicated to dishing out punishment to those that failed me. Sasha hung there from a chain attached to a beam on the ceiling. The tips of her toes just barely scraping the ground. Her head didn’t move when I came in, which wasn’t at all what we talked about before I left.

Sleep was a privilege you earned. A simple thing that could be accomplished by following the rules I laid down for our little encounters. When you didn’t follow the rules, you got hurt. Sasha had proved to be good at getting hurt, but she was starting to come around. Hanging naked from your wrists and getting beaten throughout the day tended to have that effect on people.

I stopped in front of her and lifted her head. I saw her eyes roll, but they didn’t open. “That won’t do at all, Sasha.” Reaching across my body, I put everything I had into the slap. When my hand connected her head whipped back, but her eyes snapped open. She looked alert for the first time since I had entered the room.

“Good afternoon, Sasha.”

“Mistress, I must apologize, I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Oh, come now, Sasha, we both know that isn’t true.” I started walking around her in a slow circle trailing one finger around her shoulders. “It’s sad really; I was just starting to think that you understood the rules…”

“I do, Mistress. I do, I swear!” Sasha pleaded.

I smacked her again. “What have I told you about interrupting me?”

“That it’s rude, and I’ll be punished.” Her eyes followed me as I walked away.

I could hear Sasha struggling to turn her body so she could see what I was picking up from the table. It had been a small infraction really, almost nothing. Still, she needed to be shown the error of her ways.

A cat of nine tails seemed like the appropriate tool for the job. I was going to beat the impertinence out of her. By the time I was through she would feel like she died eight times, but her final life, her last life, that would be mine to control.

Sasha saw what I had in my hand as I walked back towards her, and she started to whimper. The fear was good. I could use that to control her. She needed to know that the only way she survived was if she bowed to me in all things. So, I let the weapon hang from my hand making sure she could watch it as I closed the distance between us. I wanted her to know what her outburst was about to cost her. She struggled against the chains, but there was nowhere to go.

I let the first lash fly and smiled as the hardened leather knots slashed open her creamy white back. “As I was about to say, it’s sad really. I mean once you understand the rules,” I hit her again, “then you are free to go.” I hit her again relishing the quivering mass of flesh in front of me. “You do want to go, don’t you?”

“If that is what you want, Mistress,” Sasha whispered.

That might have been just the right amount of reverence. “It is what I want. I want you to be out there.” I pointed towards the door. “Working with your sisters to make this the greatest coven the world has ever seen.”

I put the cat of nine tails back down on the table and walked slowly back towards Sasha. She gasped when I placed my hand over her wound, but she didn’t say a word. Good, she was learning. Another few weeks and I’d have the perfect little soldier.

My magic roared to life, and I let it wash over Sasha. The wounds on her back healed, but the mental conditioning would last forever. “Fire can heal if we want it to. Now tell me, Sasha, are you ready to dedicate yourself to me in earnest?”

“I am, Mistress.”

“Then try and relax, I have a lot to teach you today.” I walked back towards the table, and this time I picked up a small club. This would do nicely. Nothing put you on the road to recovery faster than trying to breathe with broken ribs. I hoped she’d still be alive after the ritual, but that wasn’t in my control, natural selection and all that. A smile spread across my face as the first blow smashed into her. They might not understand my devotion to the flame, but by God, they would learn.

<<<>>>

The five strongest of my sisters were kneeling around the pentagram. One sister at each point of the star. In the middle of the star, there was a goat tethered to a metal rod. It should be just the sacrifice we needed for the summoning.

“Sisters of the flame, I call on you to lend me your power.”

“We do, we will, we submit,” they intoned.

“Then we shall begin.”

Their power slammed into me like a semi hitting a compact. The sheer magnitude of it lifted me off my feet. Is this what it felt like to be a god? How amazing it must be to feel like this all the time. The sisters’ chanting is what brought me back to myself. My mind had begun to wander, something too dangerous to let happen now.

The sisters continued to recite the words, and I started working on channeling their power into the symbols etched on the ground. Nothing happened at first, and I was beginning to doubt that the ritual had worked. I’d never been invited to witness the summoning of a demon before, so I had no idea what to expect.

The symbols on the floor started to glow and then began to pulse with light. The light was white at first but turned red as I poured more of our combined power into the circle. A section of the floor seemed to fade away for a moment, and then it snapped back into place. Only now the goat wasn’t alone in the circle.

The ritual had worked. Together we had summoned an imp from the outer circles of hell. The ritual had been slightly riskier than I let on when talking to Ellie, but now that we had succeeded none of that mattered.

The risk when summoning anything was that you asked for one thing, but it wasn’t always guaranteed that you would get what you wanted. Demons didn’t like being in hell, so when a way out turned up, they swarmed towards the exit. Sometimes that meant asking for an imp and getting something much more powerful. We’d avoided the one major pitfall. Now it was time to get our information so we could send this demon back where he belonged.

“Imp, I have need of your services.”

The imp flew lazily around the circle testing the barrier keeping him locked in place. From time to time he would lash out with one of his claws and would glare at the barrier when it refused to break. His skin was a dusky grey color, and his eyes burned red. If you’ve never seen an imp before it’s hard to describe the exact nature of their body. I’d seen a few in pictures but never encountered one in person.

I was surprised that its tiny wings could keep it in the air. It must have been some kind of demon magic. The thing was about the size of a medium dog, I’d always imagined them as being smaller. It had two arms and two legs. Along with a head that was slightly too big for its body. Sometimes imps had horns, but this one didn’t. What it did have was a big belly, which meant it might not be all that into helping us for a free meal.

That didn’t stop the imp from ripping the goat apart with its razor-sharp claws. When the imp’s fury at being trapped passed, it landed on the remains of the goat and squatted there. Once it was comfortable, the imp looked up and fixed me with a glare. I knew a challenge when I saw one. It was time for me to take control.

Before I could speak, the imp addressed me. “Free me or send me back witch, I do not care to be part of your games.” His voice came out high in pitch, and he smiled as he said it.

“And yet if you want either of those things you are going to have to give me something.”

“I’ve got something I can give you.” The imp rose, grabbed its crotch, and started making thrusting gestures.

“Nothing says satisfaction like a big man.” I held out my fingers with a tiny gap between them and frowned. “Guess I’m still looking for one of those though.”

The imp launched itself upwards and slammed into the barrier repeatedly. It took everything I had to keep the shield in place. My sisters around the star were starting to fade, I had to make this quick.

“Tell me where I can find Rebecca Taft and you will have your freedom.”

“Eat donkey farts, lady.” The imp started to laugh hysterically.

I wasn’t too proud to admit that I lost it at that point. I sent a wave of fire into the circle and heated the flames to the point they glowed white like phosphorus. The goat burned to ash, but the demon itself was fine. It seemed skin created in the fires of hell had very few problems with heat. I let out a scream of rage and frustration. My sisters’ power was fading, and I had nothing to show for this gamble.

The imp smiled at me, and I glared back at him. “Next time we meet, I promise to end you.”

“If you had the juice to do that, it would already be done.” He blew me a kiss.

Disgusted I waved my hand, and the runes on the ground flared back to life. When the blinding flash of light was over the demon was gone. My sisters slumped to the ground gasping for air. They would feel better quickly now that their powers had been returned. I only wished I had something to show them for their sacrifice.

It took almost every ounce of self-control that I had not to let the disappointment show on my face. Sasha was going to have a very long night in store for her while I figured out our next move. Someone had to be able to find Jinx, I just needed to find the right person to ask.

“Thank you sisters, for all that you have done. The ritual was a great success.” There was no reason not to praise them. It wasn’t them who failed after all.

“Thank you, Mistress,” they replied together.

The door to the summoning room burst open, and Ellie ran inside. She came to a stop when she saw me watching her, but she wasn’t going to be deterred. She lowered her head just a fraction in submission and then continued her rush forward.

“We’ve got her.” Ellie could barely contain her excitement.

“What?” I stammered.

“The computer tech’s found her. You’re never going to believe where she is.”

“Out with it already!” If she made me wait any longer, she would be joining Sasha as my long-term guest.

“She’s in Salem. Salem Oregon.”

Well, that was something unexpected. I pictured her staying out on the West Coast, but in Oregon? That hadn’t really struck me as a viable option. Not to mention she picked a town with a name that didn’t inspire a lot of fond memories for witches. Was it message directed at me, or even a subtle threat? I’d show Rebecca what happened when I had the full weight of the coven behind me.

“Gather the troops, we’re going to get our book back.” For the first time in days, I felt that things were turning around. Oregon didn’t have a whole lot of witches if I remembered correctly. We could get in and get out before anyone knew we were there. Everything was coming up roses.


Chapter Ten

Zoey

Two weeks into her new job and Jinx had won me over. She’d mastered our register, the walk-in customers loved her, and she had a knack for putting together the herb packets that Maggie lacked. It was easy enough to move her into the back of the store for half her shift. It took a huge burden off my shoulders and actually left me with some free time.

Well, I kinda had free time, or at least I could say that I had free time that had been filled with something else. Gramps had been on my case to learn more about my magic. I’d been flying on instinct, but if we were going to stay put I had to do more.

Training with Gramps wasn’t exactly fun. He mostly yelled at me and made funny faces. Still, in the last week, I’d been able to connect with my magic in ways that I hadn’t before. It was almost like when you were out of shape, and you had to work your way back into a groove. I was stretching my magical muscles, and it felt awesome.

Maggie was working the counter when I came in. She had a big smile on her face, and I had no idea why. A quick scan of the shop didn’t show anything out of place. In fact, everything was stocked, the displays had been cleaned, and the floor looked freshly vacuumed. What in the hell was going on and where were my employees? Maybe the pod people got them.

Maggie saw me coming and held up a hand. “So, don’t be mad.”

There was never a good scenario that started with the words don’t be mad. If anything it served to put you on notice to expect the worst. In one way it might be one hell of a cunning ploy. Once you had the worst in mind, nothing else seemed as bad, therefore making you not as mad as you would have been originally.

“Spill.” I felt my good mood evaporating quickly. Gramps had spent the previous evening hurling rocks at me as I tried to blast them out of the air. I’d taken more than few a shots, and was still a little sore despite the healing I’d done.

“Jinx wanted to do something special for you, so I let her take off for a bit. She should be back in a few minutes.”

“Why would I be mad about that?” If that was all that was wrong, then she really should have just told me what it was from the get-go. I was envisioning the loss of some of my crops, or that we had a storage fire. Taking a few hours off on a slow morning was no big deal.

“I kind of told her that it could be a paid sabbatical.”

Oh, man. “Maggie!” Now I was a little mad. It wasn’t about the money really. It was the fact that she was probably still clocked in. That meant if Jinx got hurt doing whatever it was she was out doing then I was on the hook for it.

Maggie shook her head and pointed her finger at me. “I know what you’re thinking and don’t worry, I took care of it. I had her clock out, but we’ll have to add the time in for her.”

“Now that you’ve thoroughly freaked me out tell me again why I shouldn’t be mad? So far, this is nothing. The store looks the best it has in years, and if what I see here is correct, all our orders have been packaged and scheduled for pick up. Why would I be mad when nothing’s wrong?”

“Here’s the thing, Boss, and don’t freak out. Jinx kinda used magic to do it all.”

“She used magic to clean and put our orders together?” Could you even do that? I mean I guess you could, and if you didn’t have to spend time cleaning I didn’t know why anyone would ever want to.

“I know you have a thing about witches, and using her magic in the store was totally my idea. So, if you’re mad take it out on me.”

Was I mad? I didn’t think so. My magic crept out from around me almost like tendrils. I checked the wards I had in place, and they were still intact. I scanned the shop for any active magic and didn’t find any. I’d have to go over the shop when I was alone to make sure, but I think everything was untouched.

The fact that Jinx had been able to use her magic in here at all was a little concerning. Sure the wards were set to just muffle a witch’s power not to snuff it out, but casting with the wards in place was no simple feat. Jinx must have been experienced in the use of her magic or strong. I didn’t get the I wield god-like power vibe from her, so she was probably just skilled.

“I don’t care how you guys did it, the store looks great.” I leaned in close and gave Maggie a conspiratorial whisper. “Now tell me more about this surprise.”

Maggie started to crack up, all of the tension fled from her shoulders. “Sometimes you’re too much, Zoey. I can’t ruin the surprise, but I can tell you that it has to do with food.”

Today just kept getting better and better. “I do have a special place in my heart for good food.”

“Why don’t you go next door and check on your plants for a bit? By the time you get back, we should be all set up.”

Now it just kinda felt like she was trying to get me out of the store. It made me wonder if something really had gone wrong. Maggie had never steered me wrong before. She was the best employee a girl could ask for. This time I was willing to take it on faith, especially if that faith was rewarded with food.

Turning I head back out the door. “I’ll be back, and I’ll be hungry.”

“Don’t worry about a thing, Boss. I got this.”

I still felt a little weird walking out of the door I had just walked in. It was almost like I was playing hooky. It’d be nice to spend some time with Caleb. He wanted to tell me about some new kind of feeding method he was going to try. Mostly I just nodded and smiled when he got into his hydroponic nonsense. His plants didn’t need a new feeding system, they had me. Magic could do wonders for your garden.


Chapter Eleven

Jinx

Zoey walked out of the store and into the dispensary next door. I was going to have to ask her about that sometime. I wondered if the guy that owned it gave us a discount or something. If he did, it was time to share the wealth. What other secrets have you been holding out on me, Zoey Green?

It had been a pretty stressful two weeks, but the background check finally came back. I’d passed, somehow. I guess Rubio was a little better at his job than I gave him credit for. Not that I’d be sending that slimebag a present. Although, I would be keeping him in mind if I ever needed to make a switch in the future.

Now that Zoey was out of the way I could head inside. I waved from where I was standing by my car and Maggie came running out to help.

“Now that was some good timing,” Maggie said as she peered into the trunk.

“Tell me about it. I thought our little plan was done for.”

“I thought so too. When I told her that you were gone, she almost had an aneurysm.” Maggie gave me a nudge and started laughing. “The look on your face right there. It was just priceless.”

“Screw you.” I let out a laugh of my own. “Just help me get all of this crap inside.”

“This is enough food for a small army.” Maggie put her hand on her hip. “You do know there’s only three of us, right?”

“Hardee-har-har. Of course, I know there are only three of us. I brought these,” I indicated a bunch of to-go boxes, “so you could take some leftovers home.”

“It’d take me a month to eat all of this,” Maggie spoke with reverence.

I started loading up my arms with the grocery bags. “That’s kind of the point.”

Once we got everything into the breakroom, I started heating up all the warming trays. You know what they say, a girl can never have too many crockpots. Meatballs and sauce in one, veggie sauce in another pot, you know, just in case someone was actually into that kind of thing. I never really got the whole hey, I don’t eat meat kind of thing, but hey, if all you wanted to eat were veggies, may the gods’ bless you. I had two different kinds of pasta staying warm in another, and the final crockpot was steaming some fresh garlic knots.

It hadn’t taken me long to see that the girls that worked here didn’t eat a lot of home-cooked meals. Zoey was just too darn busy, and Maggie…well, Maggie was just a disaster in the kitchen. That left me with the job of fattening these two up a bit.

Both of them had treated me like family from my first day on the job. Cooking a little food was the least I could do for them. I missed my family so much, but I felt like I had finally found a place where I could be myself, or at least let a little bit of myself poke through the Jinx Harper shell that I was wearing.

Jinx was just a name. I was the same person inside that I’d always been. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. I was different. With what happened to my family, that was expected. Being chased by a psychopath named Ash hadn’t been expected, but if she were coming, then she would have been here by now.

The food was all set up. It would be fine for a couple of hours but we needed to be eating by then, or the pasta might not bounce back. I did one final check of the food and then headed out to relieve Maggie. She’d been watching the store while I was out. She deserved a break before we got started chowing down.

Maggie was talking with a customer when I came out of the back. I couldn’t tell who it was. All I could see from my angle was the back of her head. I gave Maggie a high five. “Why don’t you take a break, I’ve got this one, partner,” I said it with a slow drawl. It’s not my fault I fell asleep last night watching a movie with cowboys in it.

“Are you sure?” Maggie looked like he was ready for a break.

“Yeah, go ahead and take off.”

Maggie smiled and pretended to sniff the air as she left. “Something smells delicious.”

“Just keep your grubby fingers out of it until Zoey gets here.” I started to laugh, and then the person Maggie had been talking with turned around. The laughter died instantly on my lips, and I felt my mouth hanging open, but I was powerless to do anything about it.

“I was hoping we would find ourselves with a little alone time.” Sasha grinned. “It’s been a while.”

I reached out and grabbed her arm pulling her towards me. “What in the hell are you doing here?”

“I’m doing what my mistress commands,” she intoned.

Mistress? “Sasha, what in the hell are you talking about? Are you ok?”

Zoey walked in through the door, and when she saw that the register was unattended, she grabbed a seat on the stool behind it. What was I going to do? If Sasha were here, then Ash wouldn’t be too far behind. I had to get out, I had to run.

Zoey gave me a concerned look, and I realized that I was still gripping Sasha’s arm. I let go and tried to flash Zoey a reassuring smile before turning back toward Sasha. “What do you want?”

“You, silly.” She let out a little giggle that wasn’t at all like herself. It reminded me of one of the creepy dolls from a horror movie, or maybe a girl locked in the nuthouse. “My mistress says that if you leave now and come with us, if you do as she requested, then no one will be hurt. If you refuse, she can’t make that same promise.” Sasha went back to looking at the items on the shelf as if we were just out shopping together like we used to do as friends.

“So, if I go, you won’t hurt these people?”

“That is what my mistress offers. You have five minutes to make your choice.”

There really wasn’t a choice to be made. Zoey and Maggie had been so kind to me that I couldn’t risk putting them in danger. If I ran, Ash would probably kill them. It wasn’t worth it, this had to end.

Sasha set down the book she had been looking at and started to head for the door. There wasn’t anything else that I could do. I lowered my head in defeat and followed. Ash was going to kill me, but at least she’d never get her hands on my family’s book.


Chapter Twelve

Zoey

Something was wrong with Jinx. I knew it from the second I walked into the store. I’d never seen the woman she was talking to before, so maybe it was someone from her past. I gave her a casual wave and headed behind the register. There was no way I wasn’t keeping an eye on the situation.

Jinx had her hand clamped around the lady’s arm, but the mystery customer’s face didn’t show any discomfort. It was almost as if she couldn’t feel it. Something was wrong. I scanned her in the magical spectrum and let out a little hiss. Our newest guest was another witch.

That was the thing with witches they were kind of like cockroaches. They were hard to kill, and they traveled in packs. Just like cockroaches, they could be an invasive species. I used the same word to describe witches as an entomologist uses to talk about a group of roaches. What both of them had in common was they were an unwelcome intrusion.

The conversation didn’t look to be going well for my newest employee. She looked angry, and then her face shifted, and she looked completely lost. It was like she made a decision she knew that she would regret but couldn’t see any other way out of it. I’d felt that way so often I knew the look.

The mystery customer set down the book she had been holding and started walking towards the door. Jinx’s head fell, and she started walking behind the woman. Every step she took made her look more defeated than the last. I didn’t know what was going on, but I couldn’t let it stand.

I vaulted over the counter and rushed to Jinx. “I don’t know what’s going on, but you don’t have to go. You’re safe here.”

“But you’re not if I stay.” Tears were streaking down her face in earnest now.

“I can handle myself. As for you, your shift isn’t over so get back to work.” I snapped my fingers.

Jinx looked torn. Her eyes moved between her unwanted visitor and me. I could tell she wanted to stay, but she really believed what she said, that this woman possessed a threat to Maggie and me if she did. The decision was hers to make alone, but I wanted her to know a few things first.

“Jinx, we love having you here, please don’t go.” I smiled and put a hand on her shoulder. “Who else would I ever find that could clean the entire place like you did today.”

“I want to stay.” She looked at the woman waiting by the door. “I just can’t.”

“You can do anything you want. I’ve got your back.”

I could see her mulling it over. She was tired of running. I’d experienced the same epiphany just before Christmas. Sometimes you had to stand tall and put everything on the line. Even when it meant you might not be coming back. This was her time to make that choice.

The woman at the door looked at Jinx. Her eyes were devoid of all emotion. “Final offer, Jinx.”

Jinx’s cheeks flared brightly with rage. “Screw you, Sasha. I’m staying.”

“I hope your new friend doesn’t mind when we turn this city to ash. Our mistress will be here in an hour to deliver your reckoning.”

“I’d be happy to show her what a real witch can do,” Jinx spoke with firm defiance.

A tear rolled down Sasha’s check. “Good luck.” She walked out of the door.

I looked over at Jinx, and then back towards the door. What in the hell had I just gotten myself into? Witches, they never went anywhere without leaving behind a million problems. I couldn’t worry about that now. If we wanted to survive there was work to do. The first thing I needed was a little help boosting the store's protections, and then I needed to get Maggie out of here.

“You’ve got some explaining to do.” I fixed Jinx with a glare.

Her head fell again. “I know.”

Jinx spent the next ten minutes giving me the short and dirty version of her life since she found her family butchered. I’d spent a lot of time feeling sorry for myself, especially after Dad got sick, but this, this was a whole new level of screwed up. Jinx’s problems put my life into a whole new perspective.

Maggie refused to leave when I told her to, but I at least got her to promise that she would stay in the back of the shop until this was over. Maggie had a good heart, but when it came down to a magical battle, she was just cannon fodder.

It was time to get to work. I let Gramps out of my necklace. He was pissed but managed to bite his tongue. That was a rare occurrence for Gramps, and if it were any other time, I would have been grateful.

“Gramps, this is Jinx.”

“She sure is,” he tittered as he fluttered around our heads. “Witches are trouble, every last stinking one of them.”

“Is that a…” Jinx started as she followed Gramps’ daring aerial acrobatics with her eyes.

“Don’t say it, you’ll just get him all worked up.” I turned back to Gramps. “Just help me strengthen our wards, and I’ll make sure that you get cocoa and fudge.”

“And a slice of ham.” Gramps hovered in front of me and licked his lips. “You know, the kind were they drizzle it with honey before they cure it.”

“Fine, but let me put it this way. The quality of treats you receive will be in direct correlation to how well our wards perform.”

“If you have anything that protects against fire, that’s where you should start.”

“Hurumph, I’ve got something that can put out a fire.” Gramps grabbed his hose and started thrusting his hips around.

God, he really didn’t like witches. If anyone but Gramps had made that gesture in our direction, I probably would have frozen them on the spot, but with Gramps it was easy enough to tune out his over-exuberant antics. At least he hadn’t peed on her. I’d seen him do that before when he got really worked up. Pixies really did have bad attitudes. “Can the dick jokes, Gramps. You’ve got work to do.”

“Fine, but you call me if you need a reminder on how to put a fire out.”

Gross. No one needed a reminder of that display ever again. “If you come back over here before you’re done I’m going to give you a reminder of what shrinkage is.”

Gramps flew away to start working, and Jinx just looked at me as if she had never seen me before. “What are you?” she stammered.

“That’s a story for another time.” I put my arm around her shoulders and led her further into the shop. “Now tell me more about this Ash person.”

Jinx started to spill her guts, and none of what she was telling me filled me with hope or confidence. Still, no one screwed with my city or the people in it. If this bitch came onto my property, I wasn’t going to pull any punches. This was war.


Chapter Thirteen

Zoey

I was mad. I was mad at that girl for threatening my friend and my city, and I was mad at Jinx for bringing her problems with her. “What in the hell did you just get me into!”

Jinx screamed back. “I didn’t ask you for help. I was on my way out the door before you interfered.”

“Yeah, to die! I’m not going to let that happen.”

“Well if Ash brings the whole coven we’re all going to die.”

“Not in here we won’t.” My wards would stop a whole lot of magic before they gave out, and with Gramps adding a little bit more power to them I was confident that we would be ok.

“Unless you can fit the whole city in here, it’s not going to help much. Ash is relentless, and has no problem hurting innocents to get what she wants.”

“Then we’ll just have to take the fight to her.” It made sense. I’d be giving up the protection of my base, but it would ensure that no innocents were hurt.

“Are you freaking nuts! We can’t leave here. Out there we don’t even stand a chance.” Jinx paced up and down the entryway. She was a ball of nervous energy. If she wasn’t careful, she might lose control of her magic.

“I think we can. This is personal to her. She wants to show everyone that she can do this herself. She sent your friend Sasha here just to rub it in your face. Did you see what she did to that girl? The poor thing might as well be a robot.”

Jinx slumped to the ground. “I’m not ready yet. I just need more time.”

“More time for what? She’s coming Jinx, and I can’t do this alone.”

“I know it’s going to sound crazy,” Jinx was crying again, “but I always had this idea in my head that I would learn something in my mom’s grimoire that would give me an edge against Ash. Once I figured it out, I’d be able to reclaim the coven and make sure that Ash didn’t get to pervert our history.”

Jinx stood wiping the tears from her eyes using one arm. “That’s never going to happen now.” Her face hardened as a wave of resolve straightened her posture. “So we might as well kick some ass.”

“Let’s do this.” I started walking towards the back of the shop.

“Ah, Boss? The exit is this way.” Jinx pointed towards the front of the shop with a look of confusion on her face.

“Yeah, but my safe is this way.”

I reached the safe, spun open the lock, and peered into the dark interior. I kept a few charms that had been pre-charged in here. Of course, none of my customers knew that. They all thought these things were custom made over the course of a few weeks. Sometimes you had to embellish the truth a skosh to make top dollar.

I handed Jinx a medallion. “Just a little extra protection in case things go to shit.”

Jinx didn’t look too sure about the coin, but she tucked it in her pocket just the same. Now it was time to make one more attempt to get Maggie to leave. I knew that she wanted to help, but I’d never forgive myself if she got hurt.

“Maggie, plans have changed, we’re going out.”

“Are you sure that’s a good Idea?” Maggie asked concern dripping from every word.

“It’s probably not the best idea I ever had, but we’re doing it.” It pained me to say this about my shop, but it had to be said. “The store is basically going to be a decoy. I don’t want you in here.”

Maggie started to protest, but I cut her off. I slipped four coins into her hand. “Take one of these for yourself and give the rest to your family. I need to know you’ll be safe.”

Maggie started to cry. “Thanks, Zoey. You know this is the best and the worst job I’ve ever had.”

I pulled her into a hug. “I know, sweetie. Now get the hell out of here.”

Maggie took off without looking back. If Jinx’s former coven decided to burn this place to the ground, at least Maggie wouldn’t be here. I’d hate to lose all of my stuff, but I had insurance. So, go ahead and do your worst.

I motioned for Jinx to join me. “Let’s go, we have to hurry if we are going to make it in time.” Jinx followed me out the door, and we jumped into the Jeep. I double checked my wards and made sure the building was secure before I hit the gas.

Buzzing on my neck let me know Gramps had come along for the ride. I hadn’t even noticed him flying back into my necklace, but he was there now. I was grateful that he made the choice to come. I had the feeling we were going to need all the help we could get.


Chapter Fourteen

Zoey

The plan hinged on us picking the right road into the city. Which way would you most likely be coming from if you were Ash? I put my money on the north side of town, so that was the direction we headed in.

When we left the shop, I drove by the front of the building just to see if Jinx’s friend was still there. I didn’t see her anywhere, but that didn’t mean that she wasn’t watching. It would be even better if she were watching and told her boss we were running.

I drove until ten minutes before this Ash person was supposed to show up. I pulled the Jeep off the two-lane road and got out. Jinx followed me to the front of my baby and took a seat on the hood.

“So what kind of name is Ash anyway?”

“It’s short for Ashlyn. Ever since we were kids, she always wanted to be called Ash instead. She loves her magic, and ashes are all she leaves behind.”

“Well, at least we won’t be freezing our asses off once she gets here.” I’d forgotten to grab a coat when we left the store. It wasn’t exactly warm in January in the Pacific Northwest. There was actually still some snow on the ground, and when the wind gusted, I started to shiver.

Jinx put a hand on my shoulder, and I warmed up almost instantly. “Ash isn’t the only witch that knows her way around fire.”

That was a trick I hadn’t seen before, and one I’d have to learn for when I went on those long winter hikes. I hated getting cold feet, but it was a constant problem for me. Jinx had regained at least a little of her confidence. Part of her had to be hoping that she would win this confrontation and put an end to her family’s killer.

The only car heading in our direction was a black Lincoln Town Car. It was the kind of thing that you could hire to drive you around at an affordable rate. Just the kind of thing I would expect from someone too self-important to drive themselves.

The car pulled off on the opposite side of the road. Two women got out of the vehicle, and then the car made a hasty U-turn and bolted back in the direction of Portland. The two women stood there sizing us up. It was the first time I laid eyes on Ash, and she didn’t disappoint.

Her flaming red hair billowed out behind her in the constant breeze. She was wearing a massive fur coat over an emerald green pantsuit which matched the color of her eyes. While her eyes were green, they almost seemed to be on fire, like she could barely contain the inferno roaring inside of her. In short, she was beautiful and scary as hell.

“Rebecca dear, why don’t you save us all a little time, and just give up?” Ash called across the street.

“I’ve made my choice!” Jinx shouted back. “I’m not going to die without putting up a fight.”

“Ah, just like your mother. It didn’t work out too well for her.”

I’d had enough of this talk. Neither of our positions was going to change. “You made a mistake in coming here. This is my city, and you aren’t welcome in it.”

Ash seemed to notice me for the first time. Her eyes narrowed as she tried to size me up. I was an unknown, a wildcard, and hopefully just the ace in the hole that we needed to come out of this on top.

“I’ll give you one chance to walk away, my business is with Rebecca alone.”

“You made it my business when your presence here threatened this city and the good people living in it.” I pointed at Ash. “I’ll offer you the same choice. Walk away, and I’ll forget this ever happened.”

“Then it seems we are at an impasse. I never much cared for those.” Two fireballs appeared in Ash’s hands, and she threw one of them at me.

Apparently, having a pissed off pixie throwing rocks at you all night was just the kind of training you needed when it came to blocking magical attacks. The two fireballs turned to ice as I smothered her magic with my own. The chunks of ice fell to the ground ten feet in front of me and shattered. Ice skittered across the ground and stopped as it hit the toes of my boots.

If there was one thing I knew, it was that fire and ice didn’t like each other much. Water was an element that I was comfortable with. The snow and today's weather made this a rich environment to pull power and resources from and at the same time made it less than ideal for Ashlyn and Sasha.

That was the last time I got to think about anything as the battle roared to life around me. Ash had really screwed up only bringing Sasha with her. To be fair she didn’t know about me, but she should have.

Sasha sent a wave of fire my way, and I froze it in place. It almost looked like someone had created a flaming sculpture out of Ice. Probably would have won a few first place trophies if it had been sculpted. Well, that and we’d have to be in a crappy Hallmark Christmas movie.

The witch pushed hard against my magic and the ice melted into water before she staggered backward, her magic spent. I gathered all of the water and doused her with it before calling on a spell I had only seen once before.

During the city’s Christmas tree raising ceremony something happened to the tree when we tried to get it into the stand. Long story short, everything worked out, but I always wondered how it had happened. I’d figured it out eventually, and I used that knowledge now.

Roots burst forth from the ground and started to wrap around Sasha. She called on her magic, but the water and cold had affected her. It was easy enough for me to quench any of the fires she tried to conjure, and eventually, my roots pulled her to the ground and held her there.

Now I could finally help Jinx with Ash. I looked over, and the road was scorched with fire. A few huge pillars of flame shot into the sky as Jinx redirected one of Ash’s attacks. Jinx countered with a few fireballs of her own, but Ash seemed to absorb them. Jinx’s fire was actually making her stronger.

“Stop!” I shouted hoping Jinx could hear me above the roaring flames that Ash kept hurling in her direction.

“Not exactly an option right now,” Jinx replied quickly. The strain of deflecting Ash’s constant attacks was evident in her voice.

Sasha was out of the fight, but Ash was still very much in it. There had to be something I could do to slow her down. “Any ideas, Gramps?”

“You should call on your spirit animal,” Gramps sagely replied.

“Goddamn it, Gramps. I don’t have a spirit animal.”

“Oh, well then I guess you better use what you do have.”

That wasn’t exactly the kind of help that I needed right now. Gramps didn’t care if Jinx bit the big one, only if I did. That meant he was using this as another training exercise. We were going to have words when all of this was over. If he weren't careful, I’d make him start wearing clothes whether he wanted to or not.

Jinx was doing her damnedest to hold off Ash, but she wouldn’t be able to do it forever, at least not alone. What did we have around here that we could use? The water I had soaked Sasha with was gone, but that didn’t mean that I couldn’t make more. Sasha was still struggling on the ground off the side of the road. I didn’t care so much about her as the crusty remains of December’s snow storms that littered that side of the road.

So, I did the only thing I could think of. I summoned my mediocre fireball and tossed it at Ash’s feet.

Ash gave me a vicious smile. “You’re going to have to do better than that.”

“Oh, I plan to.” I kept tossing fireballs in her direction. Ash only laughed as she dodged them and continued to harass Jinx. She must have thought I was the worst witch in the world.

“I was kind of expecting a little more from you,” Jinx replied. A sheen of sweat had formed on her brow, and her arms were shaking from the strain of redirecting the flames Ash sent at her constantly.

Ash had gone back to ignoring me which was exactly what I wanted. I focused on the spell and waited for it to take a hold. “Just wait for it,” I muttered knowing full well Jinx couldn’t hear me.

The water I’d created started to pool around Ash’s feet. She looked at me a flicker of fear in her eyes just as the spell took hold. The water rose from the ground in one smooth motion, covered her with a sheet of ice, and then froze completely solid. Ash fell over in a heap but didn’t shatter into a million pieces like I hoped. I guess that kind of stuff only happened in the movies.

Granted, it was probably hard to breathe in there. Being trapped in solid ice would have that kind of effect on your lungs; it wasn’t like this was Carbonite. Not that she could do anything about it right now. I really wanted Jinx to be able to deliver the final blow.

Police sirens sounded behind us. Sheriff Stevens would be here soon. If we wanted to end this without any hassle from law enforcement, it had to be now. Jinx obviously had the same idea. She pulled a dagger from somewhere. The blade almost seemed to shimmer as it rose above her head. I watched in fascination as the blade started to come down, and then Sasha slammed into her.

Sasha took the brunt of Ash’s newest attack. Her back exploded in a ball of flame. The flames ate hungrily through whatever shield she had conjured. It smelled like cooking pork as I extinguished the flames. Sasha hadn’t been on fire long, but it was long enough. Jinx was holding her in her arms, tears streaming down her face.

Ash let out a scream of rage, but there was no way she was as pissed off as I was. I was too angry to talk, and she wasn’t worth the breath. The snow on our side of the road had been hardened into ice. Probably from the salt they mixed in when they plowed the roads. The salt melted some of the snow, but that meant it also refroze into huge chunks of ice at night.

With a thought, I shattered the ice from inside and then bound the ice to the fabric of Ash’s coat. At least she went all natural with her fur. Otherwise, this wouldn’t have worked. The jagged razor sharp chunks of ice flew in her direction.

Ash raised one arm and then spun in a quick circle. Flames covered her from head to toe and then with one last wicked laugh she was gone. I knew that it wouldn’t be the last time we saw her, but she was gone for now.

Jinx cradled Sasha in her arms. Tears openly streaming down her face “Why?” Jinx asked her.

“I owed you one,” Sasha whispered as her eyes fluttered closed for the last time.

Screeching tires pulled all of us out of our thoughts. Sheriff Stevens got out of his squad car and ran forward. “What in the hell happened here?”

“Powerline accident,” I said smoothly. It was better for everyone if word of this was kept to a minimum.

“And her?” The sheriff pointed at Sasha’s body.

“A tragic accident.” It was kind of tragic when you thought about the whole story. These two had been friends, and then enemies. With her death, they became friends again. It was heartbreaking and beautiful in its symmetry.

“I don’t know, Zoey. This is something a few words can’t cover up. I mean that’s a dead body over there.”

Jinx rose from where she had been sitting. She laid her friend gently on the ground folding Sasha’s arms gently over her chest. From this angle, you couldn’t tell that she was dead. It almost looked as if she were sleeping. Jinx said some words and moved her hands over the body.

At first, it didn’t look like anything happened and then blue flames seemed to burst out of Sasha consuming her entire body in seconds.

Jinx bent down and scooped up a few of the ashes and placed them in a glass vial before tucking the vial away in one of her pockets. “Sleep well, dear friend. You have been returned to the flame. Such is the circle of our lives.” She walked past us and climbed into the Jeep. She bent over, and I could see the Jeep shaking as she cried.

“What body, Sheriff?” The remaining ashes started to float away on the wind.

The sheriff was focused on the spot where Sasha had been moments before. His hand was rubbing hard against the stubble on his chin. He was trying to find a way to justify this to himself. It wasn’t easy for a man sworn to protect the law to overlook things like murder.

“Just tell me this is over,” the sheriff grumbled.

“I can’t do that, Sheriff.” As much as I wanted to tell him that this was over, it wasn’t, not by a long shot. The sheriff deserved the truth. Our relationship had always been based on me being honest with him, even when he didn’t like what I had to say.

“That’s what I was afraid of.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “You better get out of here before people start talking again.”

“Thank you, Joel.” I didn’t use his first name often, but I needed the sheriff to know how much I appreciated this.

“Just hurry before I change my mind.”

I gave him one last glance and ran to the Jeep. It never paid to look a gift horse in the mouth too closely. If things like this kept happening and the sheriff kept sending reports to his buddy in the FBI, it might not be long before they showed up. That was the last thing any of us wanted.

All I wanted was to get home and take a hot bath, but that would have to wait until Jinx was taken care of. She shouldn’t be alone right now. I put the Jeep into gear and started us rolling back to the shop. We would find a way to get through this together. Next time Ash showed up I vowed to be better prepared. Gramps was going to have to step up his game with how hard I was going to be training.

My necklace gave a little shake. “Yeah, yeah. You’ll get your damned cocoa, you pesky flying rodent.” I loved the guy, but when it came to sugar and bargains struck, he had a one track mind.

We rolled back into town doing the speed limit. More than a few people waved in our direction looking pleased. The longer they could go on living life, not worrying about the things in our world that wanted to harm them the better. One thing I learned about human nature through the years was, ignorance is bliss. I hoped to keep my city blissful for as long as possible.
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I have to start off by thanking my wife. She spends hours editing my books, and that’s after she comes home from working a full-time job. The woman is simply amazing. One of these days I hope to pay her back by bringing her home from the day job. We’ll get there I promise.

Next, I have to give a special shout-out to T.S. himself and his wonderful wife. I got to meet them at a writer’s conference recently, and they couldn’t be better people. It’s always nice when you meet someone in person that you met online, and they are the exact same if not better in real life.

I’d also like to thank the Ds and Kat. You three are awesome. Without your feedback and editing, I know that the book wouldn’t be nearly as good as it is right now.

I’d like to recognize my parents for being so supportive. Not everyone would tell their son to follow his dreams to write when he was leaving a well-paying job as a licensed broker. They did, and so far it’s been the best two years of my life. I can’t say how much it means to me that I have both of you in my corner.

Finally, I need to thank my four furry companions. They keep me sane when I’m trapped in my chair writing the words. They remind me to get up, get out, and take some joy out of the day. I love you guys!

If you haven’t had enough of me yet, well then, you made it to the special section of the book where I thank you, the reader. Thank you so much for taking a chance on Witching Hour. I hope you liked it and are looking forward to reading more about Zoey. Enjoy the holidays.


Author Introduction – Bradford Bates

Bradford Bates is a full-time author, husband to an incredible wife, and father to three furry rescue dogs. He lives in sunny Phoenix Arizona, trying not to melt in the oppressive heat of the summer. When he isn't busy writing the next book, you can find him playing video games, and watching scary movies.

Ascendancy Legacy

The Arena

Jar of Souls

Guardian of the Grove

Demon Stone

The Rising Darkness

Redemption

Ascendancy Origins

Rise of the Fallen

Butcher of the Bay

Night of the Demon

The Bozley Green Chronicles

Possessed

The Galactic Outlaws

Forced Compliance

Genetic Purge

Smuggler’s Legacy

Fortune Hunters

Star Talon

Lost Signal

A Galactic Outlaws Story

The Marchenko Incident

Smuggler for Hire

Origin Ice

Fallen Empire: Reapers of Justice

Shadow of the Empire

The Federal Witch Universe

Witching Hour

The Wild Hunt

Anthologies

The Happy Pumpkin

(Short Story in Tales from the Pumpkin Patch)

A Very Tricky Christmas

(Short Story in Reindeer Don’t Fly)

http://www.bradfordbates.com/books/

https://www.facebook.com/bradfordbatesauthor/

https://twitter.com/Freetheblizz

[image: ]


Author’s Note - T S Paul

I hope you enjoyed the latest selection in the Federal Witch Universe. Bradford and I brainstormed the basic character and how the story would flow and change. The alternate world that Jinx resides in is rich and full of potential. So much fun for a writer in the Federal Witch Universe. 
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Sneak Peak!

Coming up in Book 7 -  Agatha returns to fight an old foe and secrets from her past return to haunt her.
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The Forgotten Engineer

Engineering Murder

Ghost Ships of Terra

Revolutionary

Insurrection

Imperial Subversion

The Martian Inheritance - Audio Now Available

Infiltration

Prelude to War

War to the Knife

Ghosts of Noodlemass Past

Athena Lee Universe

Shades of Learning

Space Cadets  - Coming Soon Late 2017

Short Story Collections

Wilson’s War

A Colony of CATTs

Unicorns are Short

Box Sets

The Federal Witch: The Collected Works, Book 1

Chronicles of Athena Lee Book 1-3

Chronicles of Athena Lee Book 4-6

Chronicles of Athena Lee Book 7-9 plus the prequel

Athena Lee Chronicles (10 Book Series)

Standalone or tie-ins

The Tide: The Multiverse Wave

The Lost Pilot

Uncommon Life

Kurtherian Gambit

Alpha Class. The Etheric Academy book 1

Alpha Class - Engineering. The Etheric Academy Book 2

The Etheric Academy (2 Book Series)

Holiday Tales

Tales from the Pumpkin Patch

Night of the Living Turkeys

Anthologies

Phoenix Galactic

The Expanding Universe Book 2

Cupid’s Bow

Mysterious Hearts

Journal with a View: July - August - September

Prime Peek I

Snapshots of Life I

Haunted Hearts I

Taking it in the Road

Non-Fiction

Get that Sh@t off your Cover!: The so-called Miracle Man speaks out

Study Guide and Timeline: The Athena Lee Chronicles
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