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        YULE: Celebration of the winter solstice and a time of rebirth and new beginnings. 

        IMBOLC: Marks the halfway point of the winter season. Time to clear your heart and mind. 

        OSTARA: First day of Spring, or Spring Equinox. The balance between light and dark. 

        BELTANE: May Day, the midpoint between spring and summer. Celebrates passion, love, and sexuality. 

        LITHA: Midsummer or summer solstice. The longest day marks life at its fullest. 

        LUGHNASADH: (Pronounced Lunasa) Midpoint between summer and autumn. Marks the first harvest. 

        MABON: Autumn Equinox and the balance between light and dark again. Celebrates abundance. 

        SAMHAIN: (Pronounced Sahwin) Halloween. The veil that separates the two worlds is at its thinnest, allowing loved 

        ones to pass through to this world. 
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        Chakras are 7 energy centers in our body that correspond to the nerves and major organs at that point.

        When our chakras are open, energy can run through them freely, and harmony exists between the physical body, mind, and spirit.
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      Ian was teleporting back to the Battery in Charleston from the most extraordinary thing he’d ever seen.  Granted, he was a vampire, but he’d just watched Seraphina, the High Priestess of the Bohannon coven, pass through a massive portal of intricately woven branches and sticks, standing at least six feet high in the middle of the forest, then disappear. He’d teleported in a wide berth, high above the portal, and even dropped to the ground, walking around, but not through, the portal. He had no idea what lay on the other side or if he could still shadow himself from Seraphina once he went through. He didn’t even know if he’d be able to get back. He knew the portal was protected by witchcraft, and he was out of his league. But at least he’d found an answer to part of the mystery about where Seraphina went every year on the anniversary of her parent’s death.

      So many thoughts ran through his head as he sped back to the two younger Bohannon sisters at their home. He needed to talk to Eilish and Anya, tell them what he’d seen, and hope they had some clue as to where their eldest sister had disappeared to. Eilish needed that book of spells. It was the only thing that would help her finally take her rightful place as High Priestess. He loved her, and he’d die trying to help her.

      He finally got to the old Victorian house and landed unnoticed on the back porch. He rapped hard on the door and heard the sisters running in his direction. Eilish whipped open the door, Anya right behind her. "You won’t believe what I have to tell you. But I found where she goes."

      Eilish held the door open and ushered him inside before he was seen. She was thankful he'd shown up at the back door. "Get in here, quick. How much time do we have? Is Fina right behind you?"

      "Well, not right behind me. She’s a good hour’s drive from here. She drove to the Francis Marion Forest. Once she got out of the car, I shadowed and followed her. She took a clearly marked hikers trail into the forest a couple of miles, then veered off the trail. She went into the forest pretty deep."

      Ian began to pace back and forth. He kept shaking his head. "I was right behind her since I didn’t know where she’d go, but she disappeared."

      Eilish and Anya both looked at him and, in unison, said, "Disappeared?"

      Ian shook his head, his dark hair flying. "There was this… thing… like a huge piece of art; it was a perfectly symmetrical circle, made of sticks and branches. It was like, six feet tall, clearly carefully constructed by hand, and made to last. She walked through the portal, and she was gone."

      He threw up his hands. "At first, I couldn’t believe what I’d seen, but she never came back out. I teleported high above and couldn’t see her anywhere. She just disappeared into thin air. Then I dropped down and stood in front of it. All I saw was the forest, but she still wasn’t there when I looked through it. I didn’t know if I should try to go through; if it’s bound by magic, I might not be able to get back out. Where the hell did she go, Eilish?"

      Eilish held her hands over her mouth, trying to take in everything he was saying. "It's a portal to the Netherworld. She would have cast a spell to enter and cast another to exit. For anyone else, any human who should stumble upon it, it's just an oddity. They can walk freely through the circle. But if you’d followed directly behind her when the spell was still in play, you could have been trapped in the Netherworld. You made the right decision not to follow her."

      Eilish placed her hands on either side of her head as Anya bit at a nail. Eilish continued, "If she built a portal to the Netherworld, then that's where our parents are. Fina doesn't have the power to call forth spirits on her own, but the portal will grant her access. This explains a lot."

      Anya nodded. "Yes, but it's still limited. She can't call their spirits up whenever she wants. She doesn't have that power, but you do. Fina can only use the portal and would have to call upon them on the anniversary at the exact day and time of their death. That explains why she always waits until sunset before we can visit their graves... or what we thought were their graves."

      Ian was listening closely as he looked from one sister to the other. The fucking Netherworld? Good thing he didn’t try to walk through. "So, what are you saying? There’s another crypt beyond that portal with your parents? Can you and Anya get through? Will you be able to get me through because I’m not letting you go there alone?"

      Eilish nodded. "Portals for the Netherworld are rare, but if we know where it is, we can pass freely through and back. And somewhere on the other side of that portal lie our parents. But why? Why this whole charade of empty crypts in St. Phillips, unless that's where she hid the book? And if that's where the book is, she can only get access today and no other day. What the hell is in that fucking grimoire?"

      Anya stared at her sister. "What’s in that grimoire is the history of the Bohannons. Everything she needs to control the coven. But, if she isn’t meant to be the High Priestess, some of it does her no good. Henwen said it’s all you need. Why else would she have lied to us our entire lives, sis? The whole thing was a charade and a betrayal to us and the entire coven."

      She spun on her heels and walked right up to face Ian. "Can you take us there?"

      Ian looked down at the middle sister. "Well, you’re shit out of luck running through the woods without me now, aren’t you?"

      Eilish responded, "We'll need you anyway. Getting through the portal is just the beginning. We have no idea where our parents are. I doubt she’d bury them because she’d have to dig up the grave every year. She comes home too quickly for that. I assume it's a crypt, but how would she remove the slab? If Warrick was with her, maybe the two of them could do it, but she always goes alone. Maybe she has a spell. Maybe the book gave her a spell to give her the strength, but I’ve never heard of such a thing." She shook her head. "This makes no sense."

      Ian chimed in. "I can take you to the portal, no problem. And I’ll go with you because I can move the slab over the crypt. Just make sure you can get my ass out of there. But right now, I need to get out of here. We have no idea how long she’ll remain inside that portal, and the last thing I need is for Seraphina to find a vampire in her house. Do you have some spell to clear the air once I leave? I don’t want her to pick up my scent."

      Eilish nodded, "We'll burn sage; now go." She kissed him, and he returned the kiss with more passion than she was expecting.

      Anya threw up her hands, "Not now!"

      Ian broke the kiss and chuckled at Anya's panic. "I'm leaving! But I mean it; you two don't do this alone."

      Eilish nodded, and he threw Anya a kiss as he stepped out on the back porch and teleported away, disappearing before their eyes.

      Eilish watched him go, then turned to Anya. "You've got to admit that whole teleporting thing comes in handy."

      "Yeah, yeah, I’ll give the bloodsucker that much." Anya went to the fridge, grabbed the sweet tea pitcher, and poured them a glass. "You better get the sage before she comes home. Now we have another plan to come up with, and we’ll have to act like we know nothing and everything is normal. We need to figure out how to sneak out of this place."

      Eilish gathered the smudge stick and feather from the pantry, and with a nod, the stick of sage, lavender, and roses started to burn, its sweet smoke filling the air. As she began cleansing the house, chanting as she went, she looked over her shoulder at her sister. "Sneaking out is the least of our worries. We'll need to find where our parents are buried, then I'll have to call up our mother's spirit, and I'm pretty sure we'll have some explaining to do."

      Anya nodded as she watched Eilish cleanse the house. "We can always get Wynter and Rain to cover for us unless they’re fed up with all this drama. We’ll have to gather everything we need and keep it hidden so everything is ready when the time comes. You can do this, Eilish, I know you can, and I don’t think Mommy will be upset. But if she doesn’t have that book, I have no idea what we’ll do then. I wish Carter could come with us, but I don’t want to put him in any more danger than he’s already in. "

      Eilish stopped cleansing. "That’s a hard no to Carter! We don't know what we're walking into. Ian at least has a fighting chance."

      Anya shrugged. "Yes, my human bad boy is in enough danger as it is." Anya turned out the kitchen lights. "I don’t want to face Fina when she gets back. It’s almost midnight now; she should be arriving any minute. I say we go up and get in bed. Besides, I’m exhausted."

      Eilish returned the smudge stick and feather to the pantry. "I'm right behind you. It's better if we're in bed anyway. I'm not sure how I'd react around her right now." The sisters climbed the stairs as Luna followed behind them, each retreating to their rooms. Luna followed Anya, jumping up on her bed.

      Eilish pulled a clean gown from her dresser and noticed Emric pacing at the window. "You okay, Emric?"

      The apparition wrung his hands, "The soldiers! The soldiers! There are so many!"

      Eilish felt his despair. "It's okay. Everything will be okay."

      He nodded and stood guard at the window. "I'll keep an eye out, Miss Eilish. You sleep now."

      She smiled softly at him as she turned out the light. "Good night."

      She heard his voice in the dark. "Good night, Miss Eilish."
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        * * *

      

      Seraphina arrived home and backed the Caddy into the carriage house. She placed a protection spell over the door and walked toward the house. A few lights had been left on for her, but most of the house was dark. "They had better be home and in their beds." As she walked to the back porch and went inside, she noticed the smell of sage, lavender, and rose. It calmed her instantly, and she turned out the lights as she went. Walking up the stairs, she was greeted with silence. Before heading to her bedroom, she checked on Eilish by opening her door. As usual, she saw Emric standing at the window, always looking for something only he could see. Eilish was sleeping under a mound of blankets. She softly closed the door and went to Anya's room. As she peered in, she found her in bed, with Luna at her feet. Anya sat up as Luna leaped for the floor and curled around Seraphina's feet.

      "Glad to see you both following instructions for once. I’m home now; all is well." As she closed the door, the smile on her face was one of total smugness that, once again, she had fooled them all for another year.
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      Eilish and Anya had woken late and were rushing to get ready to walk to the shop. Eilish quickly grabbed a hot tea from the steeping pot and put it in a go cup. Seraphina watched as Anya rushed into the kitchen and asked Eilish to make her one as well. "The two of you think this job is a hobby. Get moving, I’m going with Warrick today, so I’m leaving you in charge."

      Eilish and Anya rolled their eyes and slipped out quickly when they had the chance.  Anya sipped her hot tea as they walked. "Well, at least she won’t be in the shop bothering us to death today. We should have time to talk and hopefully make some plans."

      Eilish agreed as they passed the house under renovation and saw Ian and Carter replacing the gutters. They made eye contact and continued walking, finally reaching Rhiannon's Circle. They quickly set up the register and unloaded the restocked merchandise from the back room.

      Anya flopped down on the stool behind the counter. "So, have you thought about Wynter and Rain covering for us?"

      Eilish brushed her hair back from her face. "Yeah, I didn't sleep much. We could ask them to cover... well, more than cover for us. If we're going to find the portal, the last thing we can afford is to have Fina be suspicious of our whereabouts. She thinks the 'infatuation with the warlocks', as she calls it, is over, that they got tired of waiting. So, I don't want to do anything that will re-open that can of worms. I am thinking, though, that maybe we have them come to the house, drive over, and pick us up. It's a lot to ask, but it would eliminate any questions from Fina. What do you think?"

      Anya grinned, "Well, I think that’s a good idea. It should help remove any suspicion. But then what? Maybe we can explain that we need them to drop us someplace. Then have Ian flap his bat wings and scoop us up. Aren’t you ever afraid when he does that whole teleporting thing? Like he will drop you or something?"

      Eilish smiled at the memory of being teleported. Ian was able to hold her with one arm as if she weighed no more than a feather. She loved the freedom of being transported through space. "No. He'd never drop me. You don't understand his strength, Anya. It's...supernatural. It's one of the advantages the vampires have over us." She closed the cash register and turned to Anya. "But having them come to the house is a good idea. I can let Ian know, and we can meet up with him after Wynter and Rain drop us off."

      "Great, I get to fly in the arms of the vampire." They laughed together. "So, when are we going on this big adventure? I know I shouldn’t make fun; it’s serious and a little dangerous. Well, it’s a lot dangerous because we have no idea what will happen once inside that portal."

      Anya sighed. "Can you call them now? Get them over here today since Fina won’t be in?"

      Eilish pulled her phone out of her hobo bag and dialed Rain. She heard Rain answer on the other end. "Hey. Do you think you and Wynter could drop by the shop sometime today? Anya and I have a big favor to ask."

      Rain sighed, "Heard Fina had you both in lockdown. The whole coven's been talking about it. You two still seeing the warlocks?"

      Eilish paused. "So... everyone knows about the warlocks?"

      Rain laughed. "Not from my sister or me, but yeah. They don’t know the specifics, but they knew something was up after Litha, then Fina was at the shop every day, and you two were practically invisible. The coven knows you're hooking up with someone, and it sure wasn't Zavian. He won't give me the time of day, by the way. After he couldn't take a hint, I asked him out, and you know what he said? Warrick said no. He asked Warrick! What a wimp-ass move. No wonder you're not interested."

      Eilish picked at the edge of a price tag sticker on a book as she talked. "I'm sorry, Rain. I know you wanted to go out with him."

      Rain huffed, "No, girl, I'm over it. Let me get with Wynter to see what her schedule is like. I'll let you know when we can come. Talk later, bye."

      Eilish dropped the phone in her bag. "Okay, well, that's done."

      Anya looked up, "Did they say yes?"

      Eilish shook her head. "Not yet; they’ll come by sometime today. I think it's something we need to ask in person."

      Anya shrugged. "Well, at least they’re considering it. From your side of the convo, it sounded like she had problems with Zavian. It makes me wonder what I ever saw in him."

      As two customers came into the shop, Anya went to help them. She hoped that Wynter and Rain would come in today. Eilish was right; this needed to be person to person.

      It was a slow day in the shop, and the girls took turns taking lunch breaks in the storeroom. It was late afternoon before Wynter and Rain arrived, eager to hear the latest gossip. Eilish was re-stocking the shopping bags behind the counter and stood up when she heard the bell. "Oh, hey. Glad you could make it." She called out to Anya in the storeroom. "Anya, Wynter and Rain are here."

      Wynter walked up to the counter and leaned on her elbows. "So, what's this big favor? If we're going to put our asses on the line, we're going to want to know some details." Anya returned from the storeroom and stood next to Eilish.

      Eilish nodded. "Fair enough. You already know Fina was angry when she discovered we saw warlocks from another coven. She thought keeping us restricted to the house would allow things to blow over. But you know the saying... absence makes the heart grow fonder. Anyway, we want to see them. I was thinking, like, maybe you two could drive over and pick us up. We'd tell Fina we're going for dinner and a late movie. Then you can drop us off and go back home."

      Rain leaned across the counter next to her sister. "And we get to meet them?"

      Eilish shook her head. "No. Never happening. The coven knows too much already. You know it would just create more chaos."

      Rain shrugged. "Well, you can't blame me for trying."

      Eilish looked from one to the other. "So, will you do it?"

      Wynter nodded. "Yeah, okay, but it will have to be Friday."

      Eilish nodded, feeling her pulse race. "Friday is good. We can do Friday, right, Anya?"

      Anya had been holding her breath, waiting for them to decide. "Oh, sure, we can do Friday. Not a problem; the warlocks are flexible." She gave them both a huge grin. "So, Zavian didn’t pan out, Rain? Too bad. But I’m sure you will find someone else better."

      Rain huffed. "Pickings are slim. Maybe see if those warlocks you're so hot and bothered over have some friends."

      Anya shrugged. "Well, I guess we could ask. By the way, thanks for covering. Does nine o’clock work for you to pick us up?"

      Rain nodded, "Nine works."

      As they left Anya grabbed Eilish and hugged her. "This is going to happen! Text Ian already!"

      Eilish looked back at her sister, her face showing an excitement that Eilish didn't feel. "I'll text Ian, but don't get too excited. We have no idea what we're stepping into. This could get us all killed."
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      Eilish and Anya watched the clock on Friday, waiting for closing time. They were both eager to get home and start this adventure. Ian had offered to teleport them both, but after some thought, Eilish had decided it would be better if he just drove them there and then led them through the forest. If he teleported them, neither she nor Anya would have a feel for where they were or how to get there on their own. As soon as the hands of the clock read 8:00, they flipped the closed sign and were out the door. They walked in a hurry, planning as they walked.

      Eilish told her sister, "I already put a flashlight in my hobo bag and slipped one in your backpack. We'll need to change clothes. I can't walk through the woods in sandals and a long skirt. I'll change into jeans and sneakers as soon as we get home. You too, Anya. You need long pants."

      Anya nodded. "No problem, I have plenty of overalls I haven't sliced up yet."

      Eilish bit at her lip. She was feeling hungry, but they couldn't eat dinner at home. They'd told Fina they would go for pizza and a movie. She wished she'd thought ahead to stick a sandwich in her bag. Maybe she could text Ian to bring them something, and they could eat in his truck during the drive. She rummaged through her bag to find her cell and sent him a message. Hey. Could you pick up a sub sandwich? Anya and I will split it. She waited a few seconds, then saw him respond with a thumbs up and a heart emoji.

      She had packed up the items she'd need to call on her mother in the Netherworld and had reviewed the books for passing through a portal. She had mixed feelings about what they would find. On the one hand, she was hoping all this sneaking around wasn't for nothing, but on the other hand, she had reservations about calling on her mother's spirit. She wiped her sweaty palms on her skirt. "Act normal," she said to herself as much as to Anya.

      Anya grunted, "I've never acted normal my whole life, but if you want me to act like myself, then you got it." As they ran up the front steps of the old Victorian house, they opened the door and could smell Fina cooking something Italian.

      Anya looked at Eilish, "Go on ahead, go get ready. I’ll go in the kitchen and remind Fina we aren’t eating at home tonight." Eilish nodded and ran up the steps to her room.

      As Anya entered the kitchen, she could hear Fina humming and watched her slicing slabs of Italian bread smothered in butter and garlic. "Don’t forget, Eilish and I are going to the movies with Wynter and Rain, and we’re going for pizza afterward, so we won’t be eating whatever you’re making that smells delicious."

      Fina popped a piece of the warm bread into her mouth and looked up at Anya. "I haven’t forgotten, it’s lasagna in the oven, and Warrick is coming over for dinner. It’s good to see you both giving up this senseless love affair with the other warlocks and going out with members of your coven."

      She grabbed her glass of sweet tea, grinning slyly. "So, is Zavian meeting y’all there?"

      Anya chuckled, "Hell no, Fina, this is girls’ night out. Eilish has a head start on me; I need to get ready."

      She was in no mood to tangle about Zavian tonight as she quickly ran from the kitchen and up the stairs. She popped her head into Eilish's room. "Fina bought it; I’m getting ready; it won’t take me long."

      Eilish tossed her trademark maxi skirt on the bed and shimmied into a pair of jeans. She dug through the dresser drawer and found a pair of socks, then looked through the shoes scattered on the floor of her closet to find her sneakers. She knelt to tie up the laces as Anya popped her head back in. "You ready?"

      Emric was pacing back and forth across the room. "A mission. A secret mission."

      Eilish looked up at him, "Shh, you can't talk about the mission. It's top secret, understand?"

      Emric saluted. "Secret. I always follow orders."

      Eilish looked at Anya and rolled her eyes. She stood up and grabbed her hobo bag from her bed. "Secret, even from Fina. No talking, Emric."

      He nodded. "Yes, ma’am, Miss Eilish. I understand. I'll stand guard."

      She nodded, "Yes, stand guard. That's good. Don't leave your post."

      He immediately went to the window and looked out, then responded. "Uh oh."

      Eilish sighed, "What now?"

      Emric stayed silent but pointed out the window.

      Eilish peeked out to see Rain's car pull up in front of the house. "That's okay. They're going to help with the mission. But good job, keep watching."

      The soldier returned his attention to the window, and Eilish knew he wouldn’t move until they had both returned. She grabbed Anya's hand. "Come on. Rain just pulled up." They heard the knock at the front door and Fina walking to answer it.

      Fina opened the door and smiled, "Good to see you, Rain; where is Wynter? Why don’t you come in?" Fina looked around Rain and saw Wynter wave from the car.

      Rain was quick on her feet and knew Seraphina would try to invite them both in. She looked down at her watch, "Oh, we can’t stay, Fina, but thank you. We don’t want to miss one minute of this beautiful, clear night."

      Fina nodded as her sisters came down the steps. "Rain is here to pick you up. I hope you have a fun night." She looked Eilish and Anya up and down. "Why on earth would you both wear jeans? It’s a humid night with very little breeze?"

      Eilish looked down at her legs. "Fina, believe it or not, the movie theater keeps their thermostat set even lower than you do. It's freezing in there."

      Fina grabbed Luna before she could run outside, and the two sisters exited the house as all three girls started talking at once as they made their way to the car.

      Fina shouted out behind them. "Have fun. Be safe."

      Anya looked over her shoulder and answered, "We will."

      Anya and Eilish climbed into the back seat, and Rain got behind the wheel. She looked over her shoulder into the back seat as she started the engine. "You're going to owe us big time for this one. Where to?"

      Eilish nodded. "We know. You can name your price when the day comes and consider it done. Just take us to Waterfront Park."

      Rain pulled away from the house as Wynter looked back at them. "That's not very far. Are you sure? I mean, we can drive you wherever you need to go."

      Eilish chuckled. "Good try."

      Wynter smiled. "Come on, you know we'll figure it out eventually."

      Eilish shook her head as she looked out the window. "You probably will, just not tonight."
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        * * *

      

      Ian parked his truck close to Waterfront Park. On his way over, he’d filled the gas tank in his black Ford F150 and stopped to pick up a turkey sub for the girls to share, along with several bottles of water. It was almost dark, so the park was emptying. He had to admit that he was nervous about going through this portal. He knew Eilish was a powerful witch and knew what she was doing, but he was a vampire, and he’d never known his kind to enter the Netherworld. He saw a car pull up and knew it was them. He stayed in the truck and waited. He didn’t dare get out; easier not to be seen. Eilish assured him the other witches were friends and were covering for them, but they didn’t know the real story, and they sure as hell didn’t know they were meeting a vampire.

      Rain pulled up next to the park, and the sisters got out.

      Eilish smiled, "Thank you for doing this."

      Rain nodded. "No problem, but you know, you do need to be careful. The covens don't mix for a reason. No one has forgotten that Fina killed the High Priestess from the Adelgrief coven years back. The other covens steer clear of the Bohannon coven for a reason."

      Eilish looked down at her sneakers. She hated lying to them. "We'll be okay."

      Anya and Eilish turned and walked to the rail around the park’s edge, overlooking the harbor.

      Anya looked at her sister. "So, what do you know about the Adelgrief feud?"

      Eilish shook her head. "Nothing. We were just kids when it happened. I’ve never heard Fina or Warrick mention it. I know as much as you, all from rumors."

      Anya spotted Ian's black truck parked nearby. She noticed he was intentionally looking the other way and paid no attention to them as they walked toward the water's edge. "He's here."

      Eilish nodded. "Let's just stand at the rail a few minutes; give Rain time to drive away."

      Rain watched closely as the sisters walked to the water’s edge. "They don’t look like they’re waiting for anyone. Damn, I want to know who these warlocks are. We don’t even know which coven!"

      Wynter was craning her neck to watch. "Look, we can’t just sit here; everyone knows we’re here. Drive down the block and park where we can still see them."

      As Rain pulled away, she chuckled. "This is exciting; I’d love to know who these warlocks are."

      Anya looked back to see their car head back the way they’d come. "Finally! This is like some spy movie, where we are trading international secrets."

      Eilish grabbed her hand, and they walked to the truck and quickly slid into the seat. Ian kissed her and fired up the F150. "Let's get you two out of here before we’re seen."

      As they took off, they drove past Rain and Wynter, and although it was dark, the sisters just looked at one another with shock on their faces. "Vampire!"
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      Eilish sat next to Ian in the passenger seat. Anya climbed into the back-passenger space as she muttered, "Jeez... you could live in here."

      Ian chuckled as she grabbed the bag with the sandwiches and opened it.

      "Oh my god, this smells so good. You sure you don't want one?" Anya unwrapped the sub, which had been cut in half, and handed one half to Eilish along with a pile of napkins.

      Ian shook his head. "No thanks. They smell disgusting."

      Anya had taken a big bite, a piece of shredded lettuce dropping onto her lap. "Sorry, bloodsucker... momentarily forgot." Eilish took smaller bites of the sandwich. She was hungry but also nervous about what lay ahead.

      Ian reached into the bag, withdrew bottled water, and passed it to her. "You okay, babe?"

      She nodded as she took the water. "Yeah, yes... I think so. I didn't sleep much. I just don't know what to expect, you know? I mean, this could be just like the experience at St. Phillip’s church. There may be nothing, or it's something, just not what we think it is." She took a drink of water. "A part of me just wants to run in the other direction. I feel like I'm about to learn something that will forever change my life, and I don't know if it's for the good; that’s the scary part. What's known can never again be unknown, and you know that saying, ignorance is bliss. My mind is twisted around this. I keep asking myself why? Why would Fina do this? None of the options in my head offer any reassurance."

      Ian drove to Francis Marion National Park, and they talked as he drove, trying to distract themselves from the mission ahead of them. He was trying to be supportive, but he wasn’t so sure about any of this. He had doubts and was beginning to understand why the vampires had never mingled with the witches. Still, he loved her and was in this until the end.

      When they arrived at the park, the parking lot was deserted. As he shut off the truck, he took her hand. "I’m going with you into that portal, and I’ll do whatever I can to protect you." Ian took her face into his hands and kissed her softly. "This is it, Eilish. This is your last chance to back out. I’m with you, whatever you decide."

      Eilish stared back at him in the dark. Her heart told her to run in the other direction, but her head insisted she find the truth. "I have to know."

      He slid out of the truck and walked around, opening both truck doors as the sisters tumbled out of the truck cab.

      Anya muttered, "You need a fucking ladder to get in and out of this thing."

      Ian grabbed her around the shoulders and squeezed her tight, kissing the top of her head. "You're such a fucking ray of sunshine, Anya."

      She laughed as she pushed him away. He knew they were both nervous and trying to lighten the mood. "Glad you both wore athletic shoes. It's a long hike. Flashlights?" The girls nodded as they dug out their flashlights. Eilish tossed the hobo bag over her shoulder. She'd need the supplies for the ritual.

      He locked the truck, and Eilish placed a protection spell on it. Ian looked perplexed. "You expecting company?"

      She shrugged. "More habit than anything, but you never know."

      He looked at them both, "Ready?" They nodded, but he didn't think either of them seemed very sure. "Okay then, follow me." He started down the well-traveled path, worn clear of brush from the feet of many hikers. The course was narrow, so they walked in single file, Ian leading, with Eilish behind him, her flashlight focused on the path ahead and Ian's work boots.

      They were only a few feet down the track when Anya started to sing, "Hi ho, hi ho, it's off to work we go..."

      Ian snorted, but Eilish snapped, "Stop it! This isn't funny, and I'm trying to clear my head. I need to be able to conjure Mommy."

      Anya reached out and laid her hand on her sister's shoulder. "Sorry. I'm nervous too."

      They walked along the trail, and Ian could spot the woodland creatures, startled by their presence. Anya had stopped singing and muttered under her breath about the roots and rocks along the path. They soon came to the large moss-covered stone that marked the entrance to the path Seraphina had taken. Ian stopped as the sisters paused behind him, lifting their flashlights to his face.

      "This is it. This stone is the landmark Fina used to leave the trail. We have to walk through the woods now to get to the portal. And by the way, Anya, if you thought coming this far was a bitch, you haven’t seen anything yet. It’s a long way in thick brush, so watch yourselves." He smiled at Eilish, "You ready to go on?"

      Eilish shined her flashlight into the deep woods with no sign of a visible trail. "This is the way?"

      Ian heard the doubt in her voice. "It's okay, babe. I'm right here."

      She nodded and slipped her hand into his. "Okay then. Come on, Anya. Be careful."

      Eilish let Ian lead her through the thick underbrush as it grabbed at her ankles. She stumbled a few times as he quickly steadied her. She could hear Anya behind them, the beam of her flashlight bouncing as she struggled with the dense growth on the forest floor.

      She stumbled once, almost going down as she cried out, "Fuck a duck!"

      Eilish stopped and looked over her shoulder. "You okay, sis?"

      Anya muttered under her breath, "Peachy." Ian had to chuckle. They sounded like a herd of elephants coming through the forest. Good thing they weren't trying to sneak up on anyone.

      "We're almost there." They walked deeper into the woods until Ian stopped, looking up at the massive structure. "There. There it is."

      Eilish and Anya shined their flashlights outward, then up, to take in the constructed portal. Anya uttered, "Wow."

      Eilish stood in awe. She'd seen pictures of Netherworld portals before but had never seen one in person. It was massive and must have taken days to construct. "Yeah, wow. There's no way Fina built this on her own."

      Anya had stepped up beside her. "Warrick?" Eilish nodded. "That would explain a lot, wouldn't it?"

      Eilish could feel the wave of energy emanating from the portal. "Right now, none of us are going through. Humans can pass through it. It's nothing to them other than an oddity. Fina has a spell on it; it radiates evil. No witch would dare step through." She dug through her hobo bag. She'd come prepared for almost anything. They stepped closer to the portal, and both sisters could feel the hair stand up on their arms and the energy force field pulsating around them.

      Anya placed her hands over her ears as the portal emitted a painful high-frequency sound. Ian flinched at the sound. "Can you hear that?"

      Eilish nodded. "You stand here on my left, and Anya, stand on my right. I'm going to enclose us in a circle of salt." Eilish removed the large jar she'd filled and poured an unbroken circle around them as she returned to the center. She pulled out a red candle, handed it to Ian, and gave Anya a green candle. As they each took the candle, it flickered to life, the flame lighting their faces. Eilish returned the jar of salt to her bag and withdrew another jar. "This is rainwater, consecrated by the moon." She opened the jar and dipped her finger in, marking a pentagram on Ian's forehead, then on Anya's, before drawing one on her own. She poured the remaining water inside the circle of salt, and they watched in awe as the water turned to steam, the mist dissipating into the air. She pulled the sprig of mugwort from her bag and took a small bite before holding it skyward as an offering. "Red and green, Banishing Grace, Cast all Evil out of this Place." The pulsing, high-pitched hum coming from the portal was silenced, and the only sound they heard was the crickets and tree frogs. She blew out their candles and put them back in her hobo bag before slipping the bag over her shoulder. She extended her hands to Ian and Anya. "We have to walk through together."

      Anya grabbed her hand and asked. "And then what?"

      Eilish shook her head. "I have no fucking idea."

      Ian was beginning to wonder if he'd ever see daylight again, but he'd told her he was with her, and he would be. He had no idea if his ability to teleport or shadow would work on the other side of the portal. The three of them stepped through simultaneously and watched as the forest disappeared around them. They entered a dense fog that clung low to the ground and swirled and twisted around their feet like it had a life of its own.

      Anya looked over her shoulder and out the portal entrance to see the forest. "We can get back, right?"

      Eilish looked at her. "I think so. I mean, Fina does it. She comes back."

      Anya stared at her, the fear visible in her eyes. "You think so?"

      Eilish licked her lips; her mouth was dry. "I've never done this before, Anya. You know as much as I do!"

      Ian tugged at her hand. "Come on. Let's do what we came for and get out of here. Something tells me that the longer we stay here, the greater the hold this place has on us. Where to? Any direction in particular?"

      Eilish shrugged. "Straight? I don't know."

      They walked hand in hand; Anya pointed the flashlight ahead as it barely penetrated the blackness that fell like a blanket, and the fog swirled around them.

      Ian spoke again. "Where is this, exactly?"

      Eilish answered, "The Netherworld, it’s a land between the living and the dead, neither here nor there."

      Ian paused, "I thought you would be calling your parents to come from the Netherworld. I don't think I understood that we would be entering it."

      Eilish nodded. "That portal. It's a passage to the Netherworld."

      Ian was wondering what the fuck he'd gotten himself into. "Alrighty then."

      As they walked, they could see the outline of a large structure up ahead. Anya shined her flashlight in that direction. "What's that?"

      Eilish shook her head as they walked closer. "Not sure, but it's pulling us forward."

      Ian asked, "Is that good? The pulling forward thing?"

      Eilish nodded, "We're okay. I feel okay."

      As they got closer, they saw a mausoleum built of concrete and sealed with a heavy wooden door. The name Bohannon was carved above the door. The structure was almost covered over in ivy and moss.

      Anya stopped in her tracks, "Oh my god, this is it. This is them. We found them."

      Eilish lifted the heavy steel padlock and chain that bound the door shut. She felt Fina's energy.

      Ian said, "Do you need the key?"

      She felt her power grow and knew her mother lay inside this tomb, calling to her. "Not this time." She waved her hand over the lock and watched as the padlock sprung free. Ian grabbed the handle and pulled the heavy door open, creaking on its hinges.

      They stepped inside the mausoleum, and Anya's flashlight caught sight of an oil lantern. "Can you light this, sis? I didn't bring matches."

      Eilish barely brushed her fingertips against the lantern as it sprung to life, lighting the dark chamber and revealing two crypts identical to the ones at St. Phillip’s. Eilish spoke softly. "They're here. I can feel them already."

      Anya slipped the flashlight back into her backpack, saving the battery for the walk back. "Okay then, do your thing."

      Eilish pulled the items for the ritual from her bag, repeating the steps she'd performed at St. Phillip’s, and called out her mother's name. "Evelyn Bohannon." The three stood quietly as they watched the apparition appear. Eilish threw her hands over her mouth and began to weep. This was the first time she'd seen her mother other than in photographs. She'd been too young to have any memories of her when she'd died.

      Evelyn reached out and wrapped her arms around her. "Shh, it's all right. I was wondering when you'd find me." She looked up and extended her arm to Anya, making room for her in the hug. The three held on to each other when Evelyn noticed the vampire.

      She broke the hug and stared hard at the creature, sensing no ill will. "Vampire? Do you bring a vampire to the Netherworld? There is nothing here for him."

      Eilish spoke. "He's been helping us. I would never have found you if not for him. Fina has kept you hidden from us. We visited your crypts at St. Phillip’s every year. I only just discovered you weren't there. It's okay, Mommy."

      Evelyn looked at her youngest child. "You love him, Eilish... " She shook her head, wondering what had driven her daughter into the arms of a vampire. "You know the coven will never accept a High Priestess bonded to a vampire. They will never serve him, no matter his intentions."

      Eilish stared back at her. "But I'm not High Priestess. Fina is. Anya and I went to see Henwen. She said I was the Bohannon destined to be High Priestess, that there was a book, some book that Fina had control of. She said you and Daddy had died defending it. The coven never found out who murdered you and daddy, and we never found the book. I never wanted to be a High Priestess. Fina wants it; why can't she have it? Then I can pursue my own life. "

      Evelyn ran her hand through her daughter's silver hair and marveled at her delicate features. "Oh, my beauty. It doesn't work that way. It's your destiny, not hers. It's why she killed us both."

      Eilish almost dropped to her knees as Ian reached out to steady her, and Anya gasped loudly. "She? Who, not Fina?"

      Evelyn nodded. "I wish it wasn't so. She assumed that since she was the oldest, she would automatically be the next High Priestess. I explained that it wasn't her but you and that if anything happened to your Dad or me, she would have to make sure you took possession of the Bohannon Grimoire. She went into a rage unlike anything I'd ever seen. She bonded with Warrick, and together they killed us, left us here sealed away. I have the book, my daughter. It has been kept safe all these years. Fina visits every year, takes it from my hands, reads and remembers, and then returns us both to this tomb."

      Eilish and Anya both sobbed. "Fina killed you? Fina? And she raised us like nothing was wrong, just went about her life as normal."

      Evelyn looked at her two daughters. "The book is yours now, Eilish, but be careful. Fina killed for it once; she won't hesitate to kill again. You can't avoid your destiny, but your path won't be an easy one." She handed the thick leather-bound grimoire with a metal clasp into her hands. Evelyn looked at Ian. "You love my daughter. I can feel it. The coven will never bow to you, but I'm begging you, protect them both."

      Ian nodded, "You have my word." Evelyn smiled and shook her head. "What world do we live in now that I must take the word of a vampire to secure my daughter’s safety?"

      Eilish clutched the book to her chest, the tears streaming down her cheeks. "I love him, Mommy."

      Evelyn brushed her daughter's hair back once more as her apparition began to fade. "I know, and he loves you, but we don't always get what we want, Eilish. Be careful; hide the grimoire wisely. Rhiannon will tell you what to do."

      Her mother began to fade from view as Eilish shouted out, "How? How will I find Rhiannon?" Her voice echoed in the chamber as her mother disappeared into thin air. Eilish sobbed as Anya hugged her tight.

      Ian looked about the room, feeling like the walls were closing in. "I think we need to go, babe. Now." Eilish nodded as he led the sisters out of the mausoleum, and Eilish locked the padlock. He led them back on the same path they followed coming in and watching as the portal came into view. They stepped through and were back in the forest.

      Ian took a deep breath, glad to be out of the Netherworld. "Come on. Let's get back to the truck."
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      Ian felt creeped out by the experience. Not seeing Eilish conjure her mother, he'd seen that before when she'd conjured up old Charlie for him. He knew instinctively that the Netherworld was no place for vampires, and he wanted to put as much distance between him and that fucking portal as possible. The girls had been silent on their walk back to the portal, and he knew they were both stunned and trying to absorb the information. As soon as they stepped through the portal and back into the forest, he gave Eilish time to replace the spell, then grabbed them both around the waist. "Hang on. We’re getting out of here." Before they could protest, he teleported them out and back to the truck. He landed softly and set them both down.

      Anya looked at him with newfound respect. "Wow, good job, bloodsucker."

      He reached for the rear passenger door for Anya and received a nasty jolt, which almost knocked him on his ass.

      He heard Eilish shout, "No!" just as he reached out, but he had moved too fast. He’d forgotten she'd put a protection spell on the truck. Eilish flicked her hand, chanting something under her breath, then nodded. "I'm so sorry."

      Anya shook her head, "Just when I was starting to be impressed."

      He opened her door and lifted one eyebrow, daring her to make another smart-ass comment. "Get in."

      She tossed her backpack into the truck’s cab and stepped on the running board. The truck sat high off the ground, and she was reaching for something to pull herself up when she felt his hand on her ass, giving her a quick shove. She landed face-first across the passenger seat and started to laugh. "Glad to see you still have your balls."

      He closed the door behind her and opened the door for Eilish.

      She apologized to him again, "I'm sorry. I should have reminded you. It's just second nature to me."

      He kissed her nose and helped her get in the truck. "Let's just get the fuck out of here, okay?"

      He climbed into the driver's side seat and pulled away. It was close to midnight, and they had an hour’s drive ahead of them. The night was dark and moonless, and there wasn't much traffic on the highway. The girls sat in silence.

      Ian turned his head to look at Eilish, the light from the dashboard lighting her face. "Are we going to talk about what happened back there?"

      She sat with the book clutched to her chest and didn't answer.

      He spoke to her again, "Eilish, Fina killed your parents. Your mother said she wouldn't hesitate to kill you for that fucking book. Do you seriously think I'm going to take you back home?"

      She turned and looked at him. "We have to go home. We can't change anything about our routine until I have time to figure out what's in this book and what I'm supposed to do with it."

      Ian looked at Anya in the rearview mirror. "Will you talk some sense into her?"

      Anya answered him. "She’s right. We have to go back. We can’t change anything about our routine that will make Fina suspicious. But we are in a dangerous situation. Fina won’t hesitate to kill either of us, or you, or Carter. So, now more than ever, things have to seem normal. But there’s no way we can take that book back into the house. I can feel its power, and she would immediately know it was in the house. We need a plan and a damn good one at that."

      Ian grunted, "Well, for once, Anya makes sense. It would help if you had a safe place to keep it, someplace no one will guess to look. But a place you can access it, read it, or study it, whatever it is you need to do."

      Eilish nodded. "You're right. Fina would know the book was in the house. I can feel the energy from the book; she’d feel it too." She turned to look at Ian. "You're going to keep it at your place. Hide it somewhere. Under the floorboards, cut a panel in the wall. The book has power. My hands are tingling just holding it, so you must keep it out of sight and in a place where no one would stumble across it. I used a spell to get us in and out of the portal. Fina won't know the barrier to the Netherworld was broken. She won't know we have the book as long as she can't feel the book’s power."

      Ian slammed on the brakes and stopped in the middle of the road. "You want me to keep the book?" He took off again and couldn’t believe he was even considering keeping this energy-radiating encyclopedia hidden in his house. "Fine, I can do that, but if anyone gets wind of it being there, this whole fucking town will know I’m a vampire. You understand, right? Because from what I know, Warrick and your sister aren’t going to be stopped by anything to have it. That means war, and from your own mother’s mouth, I’m not going to win over any fan club with your coven either."

      Eilish looked out the side window. She knew she was putting him in an impossible situation. She knew her mother was right. The coven would never accept a vampire as a High Priest, no matter how much power that book had. It didn't change how she felt about him. She loved him and wanted nothing more than to spend her life with him. She leaned her head against the glass. Before talking with her mother, she'd been content to let Fina continue her charade of being the High Priestess. Eilish never wanted it anyway, but now she understood the book was her destiny, and she and Anya would need to avenge their parent’s death, and she'd need Ian's help to do it. "I should let you go. Tell you to run as far away from me as you can. My mother was right. The coven won't accept you, but I love you so much, and I'm not sure I can do this alone."

      Ian pulled off the side of the road, jumped out, and ran around, whipping open the passenger door. Looking at Eilish, he said gently, "Get out." He saw the look of absolute fear on her face, thinking he was kicking her out of the truck and would be done with her. He reached around and unbuckled her seat belt, and pulled her out of the truck into his arms. "I may be the dumbest fucking vampire on this planet, but I love you, Eilish. I’m not going to stop loving you, no matter what happens.  You can’t take that away from me.  I’m not leaving you, no matter how fucking bad this gets." He crushed her to his chest and kissed her with a kiss that would melt a mortal into a puddle. His tongue slid into her mouth, and battled with hers, never wanting their lips to part.

      Eilish clung to him, sobbing against his chest, letting go of her emotions of how she’d lost her parents and her fear of what lay ahead. She couldn't bear it if she lost him too. She should push him away, make him leave, use a spell if she had to, but she needed him like she needed air. "This won't be easy, Ian. Nothing about this will be easy."

      Anya rolled down the window. "This is all very entertaining, but the clock is ticking. Could you two get back in the car? It’s late, and this was supposed to be pizza and a movie, remember?"

      Ian nodded. then returned his attention to Eilish, pushing her white hair away from her face and kissing her neck softly. "You’re going to go home, tell your sister you had a fantastic night out with your friends, then tomorrow, go to work like normal. I’ll go home and hide that book, and you and Anya will figure out how you can come to my house and study its magic. Come on, Anya’s right; we need to get back."

      She wiped at her tears and looked back at him. Her mother had said the coven would never accept him, but she also told him to take care of her. Her mother knew Eilish would need all the help she could get if she confronted Fina and Warrick. "I don't even know where to start. But yes, we have to go home and act as if nothing has changed. Maybe the book will tell me what I need to know."

      He hugged her tight before helping her back in the car and starting the engine. "We'll take it a day at a time, babe. Step one, get you two back home. Step two, I'll take the book and make sure it's safe. We'll figure out the rest as we go. Okay?" She nodded. "Okay."

      As they returned to the city, Anya leaned forward. "You probably shouldn't drive up to the house. The truck engine is pretty distinctive. Just drop us off at the corner."

      Ian turned his head and looked at Anya. "Yes, ma'am." He pulled over on the closest side street to their residence. He kissed Eilish one last time. "I love you; you can do this." She laid the book on the seat and blew him a kiss. "I love you, too."

      He sat and watched as the two sisters walked away and saw them step onto the front porch. He laid his head back on the seat and sighed. "Well, Ian Cross, I believe you have the one woman on the planet that will test your warrior skills to the limits." He took off and drove home. He still had a long night ahead of him. He had to figure out where in hell to hide this precious book.

      He drove the truck back to his house and parked in the carriage house. Eilish had left the old leather-bound grimoire on the passenger seat. He slipped the keys out of the ignition and reached for the book when he was slammed against the driver’s side door. "Fuck!"He rubbed the back of his head where he had hit the window and stared hard at the book. Eilish hadn’t anticipated this. He sighed heavily and reached for the book again, only to be slammed even harder into the driver’s side door. Ian grimaced in pain as the door handle jammed into his back. He slid his hand into his jeans pocket and withdrew his phone, keeping one eye on the book just in case. He didn’t want to try to call Eilish, so he sent a text. "Problem here." He waited a few minutes for her to respond.

      Eilish heard the soft ping on her phone as she undressed for bed. She frowned slightly as she pulled the nightgown over her head and then retrieved the phone from her hobo bag. “What’s wrong?"

      Ian explained that the book was less than cooperative, and he couldn’t touch it.

      Eilish bit at her lip. She hadn’t considered that the book would have a mind of its own. She texted him to Facetime her and turn the phone to see the book.

      He complied and held the phone as close to the book as he dared, bracing himself to be slammed against the door again, but this time the book was quiet.

      Eilish didn’t have a spell for the book, and her mother had not mentioned that she’d need one. She spoke through the phone, "Can you see me? Can you hear me? I’m Eilish Bohannon, daughter of Rhiannon. You saw my mother hand you to me. I am the witch destined to own you, or maybe you own me; I’m not sure how it works yet. This is Ian, and yes, he’s a vampire. You know what happened. Fina killed my parents to get control of you. I can’t bring you back here. Go with Ian. Trust Ian. He will protect us both until I can figure this out. Please." She and Ian both heard an audible sigh from the book. Eilish spoke again,"Okay? He’s going to pick you up now. Take you to his house, hide you somewhere safe. I’ll be there soon." They both waited in silence and heard nothing from the book.

      He turned the phone around so he could see her. He raised one eyebrow, "Here goes nothing. Wish me luck."

      She nodded back at him. "Just go slow."

      Ian carefully reached for the book, anticipating the worse, but he grasped the large book and lifted it from the passenger seat. He could feel his hand tingling. "Okay, well, progress, I think. I picked it up, but I don’t think it’s happy about it."

      "Get it inside quick. Store it someplace safe. Don’t hang up yet."

      He got out of the truck and pushed the driver’s side door closed with his hip as he carried the book in one hand and pulled the carriage doors closed with the other. He teleported into his house and took it into a spare bedroom on the second floor, placing it on the top shelf of the closet. He spoke to Eilish, "I’ll find a better place, but my whole arm felt like it was on fire. This will do for now." He rubbed his arm as he felt a combination of both numbness and pain. The ancient ledger had decided to cooperate but was letting him know it had its limits.

      Eilish bit  her lip again, regretting that she had to pull him into this drama. "I’m so sorry, Ian. This isn’t what you signed up for."

      Ian stared back at her. "Don’t apologize. We’ll figure it out, babe. I love you. "

      She gave him a soft smile and answered, "I love you, too. "

      The house rumbled.
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      Anya had woken early. She’d barely slept, waking frequently with thoughts of their trip to the Netherworld. Eilish’s door was still closed, and so was Fina’s, so she crept downstairs to start breakfast. "Just act normal, Anya, just act normal. Don’t panic; pretend like you know nothing." She put on the kettle and began to dig around in the fridge. She gathered eggs, green peppers, onions, and some tomatoes and made omelets.

      She popped some bread in the toaster and set the table when she heard Fina muttering to Luna as she walked in. "Well, you’re up bright and early; I’m assuming you came in late. How was your girl’s night out?"

      Anya shrugged. "Oh, it was fine, fun, yanno? The pizza was great, and we laughed and talked. It just felt good to spend a night with the girls." Anya almost choked at how unreal that tale was.

      Fina sat down and smiled, "This smells delicious.  Where is Eilish? Too much fun has her sleeping late." Just as the words left her mouth, Eilish walked in and gave Anya a look over the top of Seraphina's head.

      Anya responded. "Now, don’t start, Fina; just have some breakfast, and we’ll eat in peace, then get to the shop and work our little bums off."
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        * * *

      

      Eilish had slept poorly and woke when the smell of coffee brewing wafted into her bedroom. She knew one of her sisters was up and fixing breakfast. She got up and walked barefoot down the stairs, still in her nightgown. She could hear Anya keeping up a chatter as she got close to the kitchen. Thank goodness for Anya. She could be counted on to keep the conversation going. Eilish mumbled, "Good morning," and slipped into a chair at the table. "Smells good, sis."

      Anya sat down after serving up the plates. "Thanks, just omelets, eat up."

      Fina looked over at Eilish, still dressed in her sleeping attire. "You two are a mess; one night out, and you look like you spent a week cavorting the whole of Charleston." She chuckled, "Warrick and I used to gather with others of the coven and be up until the sun rose. Speaking of Warrick, we’re driving out to visit some elders today. I hope the two of you can manage to stay awake long enough to serve the customers."

      Eilish picked up the mug of coffee Anya had poured for her. "I'll be fine as soon as I get a jolt of caffeine. You know, Fina, we don't go out often. We had such a great time. Wynter and Rain said the same thing. We all just go home after work every day, eat dinner, watch some TV or read and go to bed. Like old women. We all laughed so much our sides hurt. We all agreed we needed to do this more often, right, Anya?"

      Anya shoved a fork full of the omelet into her mouth, nodding her head. "Oh, totally. I mean, like, we should try to get together at least once a week, don’t you think, Fina?"

      Fina sipped her coffee and scoffed, "Well, only if you can manage not to look like the living dead in the morning. Perhaps it would be helpful. I have no objections to that. Interaction between our coven is vital. Every little bit helps." She stood and headed upstairs. "Hurry up, do not dawdle like old women. Get a move on, and get the store opened!"

      Eilish waited until she heard Fina upstairs, then turned to Anya. "That went way better than expected! What did you put in her omelet?"

      Anya giggled. "I wish! Nothing. I think Rain and Wynter coming to the door and her seeing us leave together helped a lot." Eilish nodded. "At least she won’t be in the shop today. Have you noticed she spends much more time with Warrick and rarely comes into the shop lately? Does that seem suspicious to you?"

      Anya had taken the last bite of her omelet, then carried her plate to the sink and rinsed it. "Never look a gift horse in the mouth. Any day without Fina in the shop is a good day." She helped her sister clean up the kitchen, then they both ran up the stairs to get ready for work.

      Fina yelled from her bedroom, "Stop stomping up those stairs!"

      Anya called out, "Sorry!"

      Eilish retreated to her room to shower and dress, then met Anya downstairs. The two sisters headed out, walking hand in hand towards the shop. Eilish squeezed her sister's hand. She gave her a quick accounting of Ian’s encounter with the book last night.

      Anya lowered her sunglasses and looked at her over the rim, "Are you kidding me? Just what we need, a grimoire with attitude!"

      Eilish shrugged. "By the way, good job back there. I didn't sleep very well, and I'm sure you tossed and turned as well. How are we supposed to keep up this charade, knowing what we know? Fina and Warrick killed our parents and then went back to life as normal. Fina took over the coven, and the coven has always been so supportive, thinking so highly of her for taking on the responsibility of raising her sisters. I want to strangle her... just scream at her. Why? Why would she do that? But I know why. She's selfish, wants to rule the coven, and couldn't bear the thought of not being the sister who inherited the role of High Priestess. And we have to dance around her, play her little game like nothing is changed."

      As they walked past the house with renovations, Anya stared. It was Saturday, and no workers meant no Carter. "Well, sis, we can only dance for so long. But let’s just enjoy today without her. Look on the bright side; at least you got to spend time with Ian. More than I got." As they walked the rest of the distance, both sisters seemed a bit quiet. Anya chalked it up to a lack of sleep and information overload. As they opened the shop and got set up, neither was really into work. They were both lost in their thoughts. Anya yawned. "I’m making more coffee. Have you heard from Ian this morning?"

      Eilish answered, "No, but I'm going to text him. Make sure nothing else happened after we hung up last night. We need to set up a time to meet at his place to get a look at that book. I don't think we can do it too quickly because Fina will get suspicious. I was thinking maybe Tuesday night. How does that sound?"

      Anya came back into the storefront with two mugs of coffee. Fina didn't allow them to drink coffee in the storefront. They were supposed to go back to the storeroom to eat or drink, but breaking the rules felt good. Anya nodded. "Yeah, Tuesday sounds good."

      Eilish was texting as the day’s first customers started to file into the shop. Saturdays were always busy tourist days. Anya set her mug on a shelf under the counter and went to help the customers. Eilish sent her text and then came from behind the counter to help. The customers came in a steady stream, and an hour passed before Eilish picked up her phone.

      Ian answered, saying Tuesday was okay and asking how she was doing.

      She texted back that she was fine and they'd talk later.

      Anya had just rung up the last customer and was thinking they would get a break when the bell above the door chimed, and she looked up to see Wynter and Rain. "Oh, hey!"

      Rain browsed through the familiar merchandise in the shop as Wynter stopped at the table of books, flipping one open and pretending to read. Rain made her way to the counter, casually leaning across it. "Hey yourself. So, how was the date with the, uh," she made air quotes around the word, 'warlocks'?"

      Eilish felt her heart skip a beat. "It was great. We had a great time, didn't we, Anya? We can't thank you enough for covering for us."

      Before Anya could answer, Wynter spoke up in an accusatory tone, never taking her eyes off the book. "Cut the bullshit, Eilish. We saw the vampire in the truck." She laid the book down and walked up beside her sister. "And I'm sure you had a great time, but all bets are off if you hang out with the enemy."

      Eilish fought her panic but used the adrenaline surge to her advantage, acting shocked. "What? Do you think we were hanging out with the vampire? No! Oh my god, no! He's friends with the warlocks from the other coven. He was acting as a go-between. The warlocks knew they'd be recognized in Charleston and asked their friend to pick us up. He just drove us over to their place. The warlocks hang out with him sometimes. They said he was cool, and he'd keep quiet. It seemed like the safest way for us to meet. Good grief, you don't think we'd go out with a vampire, do you? Besides, it was Anya and me together. That would be a weird date, right?"

      Wynter looked from Eilish to Anya and back again. "I swear, Eilish, just hanging with other warlocks in a different coven is weird enough, but hanging with vamps is just strange. You got balls; I’ll give you that. I personally think Seraphina has had you two chained down for way too long; you break out from under her thumb, and you two go crazy."

      Anya snorted as she laughed. "Well, hey, if you’re going to go, go big, I always say, right sis?"

      Eilish nodded. "We didn't plan any of this. I mean, we met these guys, and they were hot, and we just really hit it off. None of us thought about what a logistical nightmare it would be, trying to see each other and keep it secret. We appreciate your help. Fina didn't suspect a thing. And the warlocks have to be careful too. That's why they sent the vampire. I know it's complicated."

      Wynter nodded. "Complicated doesn’t even cover it, Eilish. And you don’t think Seraphina suspects anything?"

      Anya waved her hand, "Not a thing, thanks to you coming to pick us up. We suggested it would be great if we did this every week. She likes that we’re hanging out with our coven members. So, are you still in?"

      Rain looked at Wynter and the two communicated silently. Rain answered, "I guess, but at some point, we're going to want to know more. If the coven finds out something and discovers we were helping, I’d hate to be made a fool." She looked hard at Eilish. "You wouldn't make us look foolish, now would you?"

      Eilish felt her throat constrict. She'd known Rain and Wynter their whole lives, and she hated having to drag them into this. "Of course not. You're our friends."

      Anya smiled, "Our excellent friends. And we do appreciate it." Rain and Wynter nodded.

      As they left, Wynter turned to Eilish. "It might be a good idea actually to be seen out together, make sure others see us; if Seraphina gets wind of all this, there will be hell to pay."

      Anya blew out her breath. "Jeez, that was close. But you know, I had an idea while all this was happening, and it might work. We could tell Fina that we told the girls we’d sometimes drive; that way, we could drive to Ian's, get Carter to meet us there, and not involve Rain and Wynter every time."

      Eilish's heart was still pounding, but Anya had a good idea. "That's good. Really good, actually. I hate having to involve them. Lying to Fina is one thing. She betrayed us, but Wynter and Rain have been friends since childhood. They don't deserve this."

      Anya agreed. "I know, the more people involved, the trickier it gets. I think they bought it, but they will be much more observant after seeing Ian." The jingling bell sounded again, and Anya rolled her eyes at Eilish. They had a relatively steady flow of customers, but the afternoon seemed to drag by despite being busy.
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        * * *

      

      Carter had been watching the sisters walk to work for weeks now. Ian had said they had to keep everything on the down-low, but this was ridiculous. He and Anya texted at night, but he missed seeing her. When he woke up this Saturday morning, he decided that since he had the whole day ahead of him, he’d stop in the shop. He'd slept late, a luxury he seldom got the chance to enjoy. He showered, put on a pair of jeans with holes in the knees, and pulled a t-shirt over his head. His blonde hair tumbled into place. He laced up his work boots and headed out. He stopped at a coffee shop near Rhiannon's and picked up three coffees and two chocolate chip croissants for the girls. It was early afternoon, and he thought they'd enjoy the pick-me-up. He watched as several customers left the shop before entering. He balanced the box holding the drinks in one hand and opened the door with the other. He made a quick glance around the store and made sure it was empty. "Hey, darlin', you miss me?"

      Anya's eyes popped open wide. "Carter! Of course, I missed you, but you shouldn’t be in here!" Anya wanted to run into his arms, but she knew she couldn’t take the chance of someone from the coven popping in. Seeing him standing in front of her in the flesh was almost too much to handle. "So, uh, is one of those for me? ‘Cause, they smell delicious!"

      Carter laughed as he slid the box onto the counter. "One for you and one for Eilish. I didn’t know how you liked your coffee, so I had them just give me a bunch of sugars and creamers." He leaned across the counter and kissed her. "And I think that warrants a kiss, don't you?" He opened his coffee, and the sisters picked up a cup and unwrapped the croissants.

      Eilish had missed lunch because they’d been so busy, and her stomach growled as she took a bite of the flaky pastry. "Hmm... so good. And I'm starving. If she doesn’t kiss you, I will."

      Anya shook her head, "Oh no, you don’t! You can keep your bloodsucker. I’m keeping this bad boy, so hands off!" She went around the counter, took his hand, and led him behind the counter. "Come with me. I’ve got a little present of my own for you. You’re on your own, sis!" She giggled as she dragged him to the storeroom and closed the door, calling out to Eilish. "Save me a croissant!"

      Eilish laughed with her mouth full, "No promises."

      Carter followed her into the storeroom, and Anya was on top of him as soon as she closed the door. He stumbled backward, and they collapsed on a pile of cardboard boxes. "Hang on, girl, I promise there's enough to go around." He returned her passionate kiss, sliding his hand under her shirt when they both heard the bell over the door jangle and the chatter of a group of tourists entering the shop.

      Anya whispered under her breath, "Shit, I gotta go."

      Carter stood up with her and chuckled, "Damn girl, you're making me work hard. When can I see you again?"

      "Oh, I like hard." She winked. "We’re going to Ian's on Tuesday, meet us there. Talk to him about it. I’m sure he won’t mind." She kissed him one last time. "I love you; please say yes, Carter."

      He kissed her then like it was the last time he’d ever see her and whispered in her ear. "Well, darlin’, you started this. You better be able to finish it Tuesday."

      She giggled, and they walked back into a shop full of tourists.

      Eilish looked up as they both returned from the storeroom, looking a little disheveled. Carter looked around the store. He didn't know if any of the customers were witches or not, so he knew he had to play it cool. "Okay, well, thanks for seeing if you had any more copies of that book for me. Just go ahead and order me one, and let me know when it comes in." He made his way to the door and gave her a wink as he left.

      Anya jumped in, helping the other customers. She smiled to herself, already looking forward to Tuesday.
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      The days dragged by as they waited for Tuesday. They’d told Fina they were going shopping after work; their favorite store was having a sale. Eilish called out to Anya, who had retreated to the storeroom, "You ready? It's almost eight. We don't have much time. We told Fina we'd go shopping and grab something to eat while we're out."

      Anya yelled back, "Coming!"  She slipped on her backpack and joined her sister as she flipped the closed sign and locked the shop door. They walked together toward Beaufain Street and the house Ian rented. As they walked side by side, Anya shifted the backpack. "Do you ever wonder how Ian can afford that house? I mean, it's right in the city. Renting inside the city center is expensive. They have the same job, and Carter lives in a tiny three-room apartment inside someone else’s house and drives a beat-up truck that has to be fifteen years old."

      Eilish shrugged. "He's a vampire. He said he was a mercenary and worked for other masters when they needed him. Probably pays pretty well. Plus, they live a long time and can amass a lot of money. I never really think about it." She looked at her sister and winked. "It sure wasn't money I had on my mind when I saw him."

      Anya laughed and bumped her shoulder against her sister's, knocking her off balance. "You don't need to tell me. I'd sleep in a tent to be with Carter. Well, for a while, then I'd conjure up something."

      Both sisters laughed as they approached Ian's house, climbing the steps to his front porch.
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        * * *

      

      Ian had been busy preparing the second-floor bedroom just for her. He’d left the book untouched on the top shelf of the closet until it was time to move it to its permanent hiding place. One evening, he’d stopped by an antique shop and found an elegant French desk with detailed legs and a marble top. It was beautiful and reminded him of Eilish. The shop owner showed him a straight-back chair with an upholstered seat from the same period that would work as a desk chair. It was perfect for her. He’d found an old armoire that he’d used to cover the trap door he’d cut into the floorboards to hide the book. Once the armoire was in place, he opened the closet door and warned the book. "Okay, I’m going to move you now." The book was silent as Ian stared at it. "This is Ian, by the way." He shook his head, feeling like an idiot talking to a book. He carefully lifted the book and heard a low growl. "It’s okay. Eilish is coming. I’m moving you to a safe place." He slid the book beneath the trap door, then lowered the trap and closed the armoire doors. Stepping back, he looked carefully at the large piece of furniture that took up much of the wall. He was pleased with his handiwork. He’d hang some clothes in the armoire and place shoe boxes on the false bottom. No one would have any reason to explore further. He looked about the room. This was a room where she could read and work in privacy. He’d laid out all the items he thought she might need, like pencils, pens, and notepads, on top of the desk and then had stopped on his way home today at the florist and picked up a bouquet of white roses, pale blue hydrangeas, and other bits of greenery. The florist had placed the arrangement in a hand-blown smoky gray vase. He’d put it on the desk next to the small lamp and smiled. He had set a key on top of the desk when he heard their footsteps on the front porch. "Perfect timing."

      He walked to the front door and swung it open. "Get in here before someone sees you." As soon as the door was shut, he lifted Eilish off her feet and kissed her.

      When he set Eilish down, Anya asked, "Have you seen Carter?"

      Ian ushered them inside. "Haven't seen Carter yet. He told me he was coming, though. Does this mean he knows about the portal and the book?"

      Eilish shook her head. "We haven't told him. But if he's coming over, I think he needs to know. It's only fair."

      Ian nodded. "I agree. Hey, I've got a surprise for you."

      Eilish looked up, "A surprise?"

      "Yeah, a surprise." He looked at Anya and winked. "Look, I stocked the fridge with drinks, veggies, cheese, and stuff; it looks like a real damn kitchen. I don’t know about my choices. I don’t eat food, but help yourself. I figured you’d both need sustenance while Eilish studies."

      Anya snorted, "I’m waiting on Carter. I promised him a little surprise myself!"

      Ian laughed and grabbed Eilish’s hand. "Well, that would explain why he was so distracted today." Leading Eilish up the stairs to the spare bedroom, he opened the door and held out his hand. "Ladies first."

      Eilish entered the small room with the large floor-to-ceiling windows featuring the interior storm shutters. It would get great light during the day. The ceilings in this old house were high, and the old plaster walls were painted white. The old chandelier with crystal teardrops appeared to be original to the house. The original hardwood ran throughout the house, and an ancient Oriental rug covered the center. It was a great little room, and the only furniture was a fabulous antique writing desk and chair of French design and a large armoire from about the same period. Eilish guessed it was Louie XIV.  She brushed her hand over the top of the desk, feeling the energy of the people who had worked there before her. "Ian, this is beautiful!"

      Ian smiled and walked up behind her, putting his arms around her waist and snuggling into her neck. "It's all yours, someplace for you to study. I thought about putting it in my bedroom but decided you’d never get any work done in there." He laughed and kissed the vein in her neck, feeling her heartbeat on his lips. "That key is for you as well. It’s for the front door. Feel free to come over anytime. Come here; let me show you something."

      He led her to the large armoire in the corner with the double doors. He swung open the doors. "I cut out the bottom of the armoire. Then I made a hinged opening in the old flooring and placed your book down there." Ian had drilled a small hole, enough to place your finger into to lift the wood flooring where he’d cut out a space large enough to lay the book inside. "The book is under the flooring; just lift that hinged panel."

      "Ian, this is perfect." Eilish knelt and lifted the panel on the floor. She carefully removed the book from its hiding place. "I'll put a protection spell on the armoire when I leave, just in case. That way, if anyone should come inside your home when you're away, they can't get to it." They heard a squeal from Anya in the living room and knew that Carter had arrived. Eilish held the book close to her chest. "Before I start reading, we should probably let him know what's going on."

      Ian agreed. "The sooner, the better, I feel guilty not telling him some things, but he has a right to know. It’s his life that could be in danger." Eilish carefully laid the book on the desk and followed Ian back into the living room to find Anya and Carter in an embrace. Ian chuckled. "Slow it down, Anya; you’re like a horny little rabbit."

      Anya looked at Ian and stuck out her tongue. "And you are a horny bloodsucking vamp, but I can turn you into a rabbit if you want."

      They all laughed, and Ian got everyone a drink as they sat down. "Look, Carter, we need to bring you up to speed. So, sit back and chill." Ian nodded to Anya. "I think you need to relay what’s been going on."

      Anya was sitting next to Carter and decided it was now or never. "It’s a long story, but basically, we’ve found out that my parents were killed by my sister Seraphina. She killed them over this ancient book of spells that was supposed to be passed down to the next witch in the Bohannon family, who was in succession to be the High Priestess. She hid the book deep in the forest, where she had secretly buried our parents. We found the spot with Ian's help and retrieved the book. Eilish was born to be the High Priestess of the coven. Seraphina had always assumed she was next in line and kept the book to keep control of the coven. Ian is keeping the book for safekeeping here at his house, so my sister can come here and study it. If Fina knows we have it, she’ll kill us and anyone associated with us." She looked at Eilish, "Anything you want to add?"

      Eilish looked back at Anya, who had just delivered a matter-of-fact recounting of the events like she was reading off her grocery list. Carter was looking a little dumbstruck.  Eilish answered, "Uh, no, I think you covered it, sis."

      Carter held up his hands. "Whoa... hang on, darlin', Fina killed your parents? Shouldn't you, like, go to the cops or something?"

      "We are witches, Carter. We can’t go to the cops. No one in our coven even knows this. She has lied to us our entire lives. Eilish called forth our mother from her grave. She told us everything. Right now, we’re going along with Fina’s charade, pretending we know nothing. We must wait until Eilish reads this book to figure out what to do next. I’m sorry we didn’t tell you earlier, but it was for your safety to be kept in the dark. We weren’t sure where the book was or if we could retrieve it."

      Carter stood up and paced. "Wait, Eilish talked to your dead mother?" He ran his hands through his tangled blond locks, looking at Ian. "Do you have a beer in the fridge or something stronger? I need a drink."

      "I’ve got beer. Listen, I know this is overwhelming. Witches can do a lot of things, things you can’t imagine. But that book holds all the power. It will help Eilish gain control." He slapped Carter on the back, went into the kitchen, and grabbed a beer. Walking back in, he handed it to him.

      Anya began to get worried. Maybe this was too much, too soon for Carter. She was afraid he’d bolt. "Carter, I know this is way off the charts, but I stand with my sister in this. The only way to resolve it is for her to study the book and then plan how to take over the coven." She turned pleading eyes to Eilish, "Help me, please."

      Eilish felt his confusion. "Carter, maybe we should have eased you into this. It's a lot to take in, but we only just discovered it ourselves. There's no way to sugar-coat this. We said from the beginning this was dangerous; being with us was dangerous. I know this current situation increased the stakes, so I don't want to downplay this. Fina killed our parents for this book so she could be the one in power and wouldn't hesitate to kill us for it. She doesn't know we have it, and she doesn't have the power to access the portal to the Netherworld again for a whole year, so it's unlikely she’d discover the book was gone until then. That gives us time. Time for me to figure out how to use the power of this book and how to stand against Fina. Understand?"

      Carter emptied the can of beer as Ian got him another one. "Yeah, I understand. I'm ass-deep in something I got no clue how to battle, and don't even tell me about the Netherworld. Not sure my brain can handle much more." He tipped the can and swallowed down the second beer. He looked at Anya. "I ain't going nowhere, darlin', but damn girl, you sure know how to keep things interesting."

      Anya went to him, kissing him softly. "I can do anything as long I know you’re here. It’s dangerous, but if my sister and Ian can do this, so can we."

      Ian spoke up. "Look, if we have any problems, anything we need to share, this is going to be the safe house right now. I’ve given Eilish a key, and I’ll get one for each of you as well. If things blow up, this is where we meet." He looked at Eilish, "Deal?"

      Eilish nodded. "And maybe the book will help. It was kept from me for a reason. We have books on witchcraft, spells, healing, potions... I was raised on those, and Fina taught us both to cast spells and conduct sacred rituals, drawing on the power of nature. But she didn't teach me everything. She made sure I didn't know about this book. There may be things in here that will protect us all."

      Ian nodded. "Well, if people are killing each other for it, then there’s damn sure something in that book. Come on, why don’t we go take a look at it." He reached for her hand and helped her to stand up. He looked at Carter and Anya. "It’s a big house, a lot of rooms, plenty of beer in the fridge. Take Anya exploring, talk, and be together. Try to get a grip on this as best you can."

      Ian followed Eilish to the room he had prepared for her. When they got to the door, she turned and placed her hand on his chest. "Not we, me. Until I know what this is, what power it holds, I have to do this on my own." She stood on tiptoe and kissed him. "Just keep me safe while I read." She turned to enter the room, then stopped again. "There are books with great power. I've seen them before. It's not just the information in the book; it’s the book itself. I’m saying that I don't know what will happen when I unlatch the clasp on this book. Just... you know... be prepared for anything."
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      Ian felt conflicted, leaving her alone. He could hear the conversation between Anya and Carter, but he felt compelled to stay near Eilish. He settled himself in the next room and waited. He was a mercenary warrior; waiting for battle was something he’d trained for.

      Eilish placed the book on the writing desk and sat in the chair. She laid her left hand on the book and felt the vibrations tingle up her arm. She carefully disengaged the ancient metal latch that kept the book closed and heard a soft click. She opened the leather-bound cover of the book and listened to a soft sigh as a gentle breeze blew through the room, lifting her hair. "Okay, that wasn't bad."

      She let out her breath, realizing she'd been holding it. The book’s first page contained an elaborately drawn color illustration of the letter B, scrolled in a Celtic script. Eilish turned the table lamp on to examine it closer. She looked closely at the image and realized it was hand-drawn on the paper, not printed. It dawned on her that since this was a one-of-a-kind book, it would have been done by hand and not manufactured on a printing press. She used her forefinger to outline the letter B and felt a soft rumble as the house shook and the chandelier above her swung ever so slightly. Eilish spoke softly to the book. "It's okay. You're home now."

      Ian was at her door immediately, tapping lightly, "You okay, babe?"

      She heard Anya call out, "Sis?" simultaneously.

      Eilish answered loud enough for both to hear them, "I'm fine. We're just getting to know each other."

      Ian laid his head against the door, fighting the impulse to join her. He settled himself on the floor in front of the door. It was as close as he could get and still gave her privacy.

      Eilish turned the brittle parchment page of the old book and heard it whisper her name. She wondered if the book had spoken to Fina. Had the book spoken Fina's name, or had it repeated 'Eilish,’ rubbing salt in Fina's wound? The first page held a hand-written lineage, the script changing with each name, as each witch from each generation had recorded their name. She saw the last entry in her mother's handwriting, Evelyn Bohannon. She ran her finger across her mother's name and whispered, "Mommy." She felt the warmth and love flow through her hand as her eyes filled with tears. She traced back her grandmother’s and great-grandmother’s names. She didn't recognize the names of the other women, stepping back through time, generation after generation, back to the name at the top of the page, Rhiannon.

      She'd seen a vision of Rhiannon during the Litha ceremony, and had spoken words that seemed to come from someone else, calling herself the daughter of Rhiannon. She'd wondered later where the words had come from. She'd always known the legend of Rhiannon, but she'd assumed it was just that... legend, a myth. But the inscriptions in this book linked her back through time, linking her to the not-so-mythical Celtic Moon Goddess, Rhiannon. Eilish touched the fading ink of Rhiannon's name on the page, and the light from the table lamp flickered, and the book whispered her name once more. "Eilish."

      Eilish looked at the bottom of the page again and noticed the space under her mother's name, where the ink was blurred and smeared across the page. When she bent her head close to the book, she could make out Fina's handwriting and her attempts to write her own name in the book, which the book rejected.

      Eilish heard a soft whisper. "Only the true daughter of Rhiannon can inscribe their name in the book." Eilish picked up one of the pens Ian had left for her on the desk and carefully inscribed her name, Eilish Bohannon. The lights flickered, and the breeze picked up, blowing her hair across her face as the house rumbled again, the tremor making the house creak and groan. Eilish brushed the hair from her eyes and watched closely to see if the book accepted her name. She watched in awe as her name glowed slightly and appeared to levitate above the page, creating a 3D image before it settled into the parchment, locked for all time.

      Eilish sighed and sat back in the chair, talking to the book. "So, this is mine now. I sure hope you have some advice on how I manage Fina." Eilish turned the page and read about an ancient stone circle in County Donegal, Ireland. Like all of the stone circles that dot the landscape of England, Scotland, and Ireland, the stone circle known as Beltany was constructed as much as 2000 years BC. There was a hand-sketched image of the circle featuring 64 stones. She had never heard any reference to the Beltany stone circle before. She continued to read about the stones and discovered an astrological alignment to sunrise in early May. Eilish whispered, "Beltane."

      The book whispered back, "Beltane."

      Beltane was one of many holidays celebrated by the Wiccans, and this one fell on May Day each year. Eilish knew the Celtic derivation of the word Beltaine. Bel referred to the Celtic Sun God, Belenus, and taine meant fire. Beltane was a festival to honor the sun and was generally associated with courting or bonding. Many Wiccans chose Beltane as their wedding day. She kept reading the history and was shocked to read that Rhiannon, the Goddess of the Moon, had mated with Belenus, the Sun God, at the center of the stone circle during Beltane. The offspring of that mating had created Wiccans of extreme power, one in every generation, and to those Wiccans, the stones at Beltany were now known as Rhiannon's Circle. Eilish held her hand over her mouth. How could she not know this? She knew the stories about Rhiannon but had never heard of her mating with the Sun God or her association with this stone circle.

      Her grandparents had opened the shop on Tradd and named it Rhiannon's Circle. Eilish had never really given much thought to the name. When her parents died, or more accurately, when her parents were murdered, Fina took over the shop, and she'd bring her and Anya with her when they were really small. She had vague memories of members of the coven dropping by, making more purchases than usual, and offering their condolences to Fina, praising her for taking on the responsibility for running the shop and raising her sisters. If only they had known. If only she and Anya had known, but they were children, utterly dependent on Fina's care. What could they have done differently?

      Eilish fought back her tears. "I'm so sorry, Mommy. I'm so sorry it took me so long to find you." She heard the book sigh, then whisper, "Eilish Bohannon, daughter of Rhiannon, you hold the power now." Eilish shook her head. "Power to do what? This will destroy us, destroy my family. Am I supposed to challenge Fina? Exile her from the coven? Do you think she's just going to walk away? Because I assure you, she won't!" She looked at the book and waited for a response, but it remained silent. She rubbed her forehead, feeling a headache coming on. The book brought with it more responsibility than she was ready to carry. Why couldn't she just run off with Ian? Anya would follow her, and maybe Carter. They could start over somewhere else, somewhere they weren't known.

      "What if I don't want it? What if I don't want the power? Why can't I leave things the same?" The book’s pages fanned up in the breeze that blew through the room as the house rumbled and shook, the lamp on the table flickered, and the chandelier swung above her head.

      The book spoke loudly and firmly, "Eilish Bohannon, daughter of Rhiannon, only you can weld the power. It will remain in your hands until the next in succession is born."

      Eilish was startled by the loud voice. She answered softly, "Born to me?"

      The book remained silent, and her head throbbed.

      She heard Ian tap on the door again, roused by the trembling of the house. "Babe?"

      Eilish closed the book and locked the clasp. It was getting late, and there was only so much she could absorb. She wished she’d never found the book and never learned the truth.

      Ian opened the door slowly and saw her tear-stained face as she sat at the desk. "Babe, tell me what to do."

      She shook her head. "I don't know if I can do this. I don't even know what it is I'm supposed to do. Exile Fina? Avenge my parents? This is too much."

      He went to her, cradled her head in his hand, and pulled her close. "We'll figure it out. How far did you get?"

      She sniffed, "Just a few pages."

      He kissed the top of her head. "You've got time. We've got time. You don't have to figure this out right now."

      She nodded. "Anya and I need to get back home. We've been gone a while." She picked the book up and replaced it under the floorboards below the panel in the armoire. When she stood up, she kissed him. "Great date, huh?"

      He chuckled, "We'll have time in the future. Don't worry about it." She laid her head against his chest, hoping that was true.
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      Anya and Carter decided to grab a few beers. Carter said little as they made their way to the kitchen.  Anya opened the fridge and quickly grabbed two beers, handing one to Carter, who immediately opened it and chugged it like water. Anya stood watching him. He smiled, "Sorry, but I needed that." Anya kissed him softly. "I know this is total overload, but let’s make the best of our time and talk this through. I know I’m not doing such a great job explaining all of this."

      Carter took her hand and led her through the house as they ventured into a small bedroom. Suddenly the house shook, and Anya called out to Eilish. She knew the book held power and waited until she heard Eilish respond that everything was okay.

      Carter shook his head. "Come on, lay on the bed beside me and talk." Anya didn’t need to be asked twice. She took his hand, and they climbed on the bed, propping the pillows against the headboard.

      Anya pulled him close and kissed him in a kiss that relayed how grateful she was to have him in her life. "I love you, Carter. I need you to be here for me."

      Carter returned the kiss but felt this was the wrong time for unbridled passion. His girl needed his emotional support right now. "Poor Ian is sitting outside the bedroom door while your sister reads this hocus pocus book. I think I’m right where I want to be. At least I can hold you. I’ve never been to Ian’s house before. How in the hell does he afford a joint like this?"

      Anya giggled as he called the Bohannon book hocus pocus. "Well, that hocus pocus will hopefully help my sister step into her role as High Priestess, but getting there won’t be easy. As for Ian, even though I tease him a lot, I do like him. He’s helped us, and he keeps Eilish going and gives her a reason to fight for what’s truly hers. Ian’s a mercenary, a warrior for hire in the vamp world. He gets paid a lot of money to help Masters battle for territory or protect their covens. Besides that, he’s been around a long time, longer than any of us, and could horde a lot of bucks."

      Carter grunted, "Lucky bastard, I guess. I’ll never have the best of everything, Anya, but I want to share whatever I have with you."

      Anya smiled to herself. "I don’t need anything but you, Carter. But I can’t leave my sister; we’re a team now. Wherever she goes, I go. I have her back, one hundred percent. This fight is for both of us." Carter had gradually learned that loving this woman meant his life would change or his life could be cut short, but he intended to be by her side, whatever that meant for them both.

      Pulling her on top, she straddled him. He took her face into his hands. "Don’t be leaving me behind, girl. I’m going wherever this leads us. I love you, and this good ole boy can pack and run at any time, long as I got you by my side."

      Anya grinned from ear to ear. "The only place I’m running is into your arms."

      He kissed her and rolled her over on the bed. "Then we got that settled."
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      Ian had followed them home, shadowing himself and keeping a safe distance. Eilish had told him they'd be fine, but he had insisted.

      When they reached the front door of the big yellow Victorian house they called home, she looked over her shoulder and whispered, "Bye, Ian." She couldn't see him, but she felt him and knew he was there, protecting them.

      During their walk, Eilish had taken the time to tell Anya what she had learned from the book and how it had rejected Fina's entry. "It said the book remains in my hands until my successor is born and ready to assume the role of High Priestess. I asked the book if the successor was born to me, but it didn't answer. Did you know Rhiannon had mated with Belenus, the Sun God? The offspring from their union created the one witch from each generation of Bohannons who holds extraordinary power. The book traced back every witch in the Bohannon family tree to Rhiannon. She mated with him in the Beltany stone circle in Ireland. The humans still call it Beltany, but the witches call it Rhiannon's Circle. That's where the name came from for our shop. Another little piece of our history Fina conveniently forgot to tell us."

      Anya listened intently and nodded. "She seems to have forgotten to tell us a lot of things. You should have known everything in that book long ago, Eilish. What a night!"

      It was late when they walked into the house, but Fina was in the sitting room, luxuriously lying across the old couch, reading. She lowered the book as the two sisters entered. "It’s about time the two of you returned home. I’ve been patiently waiting." Luna stood up from her comfortable position at Fina’s feet and stretched. "You see, even Luna knows when it’s time to go to bed."

      Eilish was surprised to see Fina waiting for them. She immediately had her guard up. "You didn't need to wait up for us. We shopped for a while, but everything was already picked over. We'll remember to go early when they have the next sale."

      Anya stretched and tossed her backpack onto the bottom step of the staircase. "It was a shit show for sure. They were fighting over the clothes on the rack like these were the last pieces of clothing on earth. I'm going to fix a sandwich. You want something, Eilish?"

      Eilish nodded, feeling the rumble in her stomach. They had left straight from work. Anya had nibbled on a few things Ian had left for them in his fridge, but Eilish had gone straight to the book. "Yes, please. Maybe a tomato sandwich, nothing heavy. I'm tired."

      "I stayed up because I need to talk to you both." Fina sat up and looked at her nails. "I must fix my nails before we go."

      Eilish looked at her with suspicion, "Go? Who’s going where?"

      Fina stood up and wandered toward the kitchen. "Come eat in the kitchen. I refuse to have food splattered like litter on my sofa!"

      Anya was busy making sandwiches and looked up as they entered the kitchen. "Who splattered what? Did I miss something?"

      Fina poured herself a sweet tea and sat at the table. "No, you missed nothing. But I need to talk to both of you. It’s important."

      Anya laid the sandwiches on plates and carried them to the table as Eilish took her seat. Before waiting for the others, Anya took a huge bite of her sandwich, and the juice from the tomato ran down her hand and arm.

      Fina sighed, "Anya, you see what I mean? Splatter."

      Anya swallowed and grinned. "We’re not ten years old, Fina; we know not to eat in the sitting room, am I right, sis?"

      Despite feeling on pins and needles, wondering what Fina was up to, wondering if she'd found out something, Eilish had to laugh at Anya. Eilish handed her sister a stack of napkins as Anya wiped the tomato juice from her chin and arm and said, "You must have picked these tomatoes up at the farmer's market. The stuff from the grocer is never this fresh." Eilish bit into her sandwich, hoping that they'd need to do less talking if both of them were eating. Holding her hand over her mouth as she ate the sandwich, she asked Fina, "So where are we going?"

      Fina shook her head. "The two of you are hopeless, we aren’t going anywhere. But Warrick and I have decided to take a short break. He seems on edge and frustrated lately. I blame Zavian. So, we’re taking off for a week, maybe less, maybe more." She waved her hand in the air as if swatting a fly. "I haven’t made up my mind yet. But you two will be in charge of the shop. I expect you to keep it tidy, stock the shelves and open it on time. And when I return, this house will look clean and looked after. I don’t expect to come home to a pigsty and dishes and laundry piled to the ceiling." Fina crossed her arms over her chest. "So, go on, let me hear all the excuses and whining."

      Eilish couldn't believe their luck! She wiped  her mouth with the napkin and kept a calm demeanor. "Oh, no excuses, Fina. You should get away. I know Anya and I feel better since we've spent a little time with Wynter and Rain. It's not the same as going away for a week, but it has helped break up the monotony and given us something to look forward to. We can handle the shop." She resisted the impulse to remind Fina that they always handled the shop without her support.

      Fina was surprised but saw no devious minds working overtime, thinking about what they could get away with in her absence. "Fine, we’ll be leaving tomorrow if I can get ready in time and drag Warrick away. Both of you need to be at the shop in the morning. I’m going to bed myself." Finishing her tea, she put the glass in the sink. "Come along, Luna; it’s time we rest. And don’t forget to feed Luna while I’m gone as well!"

      They stared at each other as she walked up the stairs until they heard her door shut. Anya whispered loudly, "No damn way did that just happen!"

      Eilish nodded, holding her finger in front of her lips, reminding Anya to speak softly. Fina had hearing as fine-tuned as a bat's radar. "This couldn't have come at a better time. I'm so on edge reading that book. It's hard to keep what I'm feeling bottled up. I was certain she'd pick up on something." She finished the sandwich as Anya was already taking her plate to the sink. "A week... or more. I can't ever remember her going away for this long before. Do you think she knows something? This seems too good to be true; I mean, that we'd catch a break!"

      Anya whispered. "A week with Carter, I will die for sure, sis. Come on, let’s go upstairs and talk. Emric can put the music on to cover our conversation. And I need to tell Carter! Do you want to call Ian?"

      Eilish shook her head. "I'll text him. I don't think we should talk. Just go to bed as normal. Don't change your routine. Don't do anything that will make Fina have second thoughts! I'd seriously break into tears if she changed her mind. We can talk tomorrow after she and Warrick have gone." Eilish cleared her plate from the table and started to leave it in the sink but quickly rinsed it and put it in the dishwasher. She didn't want Fina to have anything to complain about. "Come on, let's try to get some sleep. We have a week of freedom ahead of us."
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      The morning was chaos as Seraphina ran about, double-checking everything as Warrick paced. Luna took refuge under the kitchen table, avoiding all the feet. Warrick admonished her. "You're worse than when you're getting ready for a coven ritual, Fina. You've checked everything, and it's not like no one will be here. Eilish and Anya are grown women. They'll look after the house and the shop; now come on."

      Anya was standing at the kitchen counter, eating her peanut butter on toast as Eilish finished her mug of tea. She saw a few crumbs from Anya's toast on the floor, and she used her foot to brush them under the table. She didn't want Fina distracted by another chore. "Really, we'll be fine. Do you want to leave us a number or tell us where you're going? You know, just in case?"

      Warrick glanced at Fina and spoke up before she could answer. "You've got her cellphone number. That’s all you need. Are you ready, Fina? I already took your luggage to the van."

      Fina looked like she was leaving for a month, and Warrick was no help. "Yes, let’s go before you drive me insane. If I’m missing anything, I’ll hold you responsible."

      Warrick grunted as he led her to the van. "Yes, my goddess."

      Anya ran to the front of the house and stood back from the window, watching as they drove off. She screamed and danced. "She’s gone!"

      Eilish stood staring at her, giggling. "Don’t get too excited, sis. Fina will have him making a turn around the block because she forgot something."

      Anya looked at her with wide eyes. "Then let’s get moving before that happens!"

      They both laughed as they grabbed their bags and headed on the walk to the shop.

      Eilish felt like the weight of the world had been lifted off her shoulders. The pressure of reading the book seemed less daunting without having to hide everything from Fina. As they approached the old house under renovation, she bumped shoulders with Anya. "Let's be bad. Are you feeling bad? Let's talk to the guys right out in the open."

      Anya laughed out loud, "If that's your idea of being bad, then I need to seriously work on you, but yes, let's be bad."

      They both slowed down as they neared the house and waited for the guys to notice. Eilish had sent Ian a text the night before and informed him of her freedom. She was pretty sure Anya had done the same with Carter.

      Carter looked up and saw the two sisters approaching, and he grinned from ear to ear. "Bro, we’ve got company, c’mon." Ian looked down and saw the sisters staring up at them. He had no damn idea what good graces had befallen them, but this would be the best week of his life. Ian and Carter walked over to them.

      Ian couldn’t keep the smile from his face. "Well, it looks like everyone is happy this morning. Tell me what you did to her." He leaned into Eilish's ear, "Spell?"

      Eilish laughed. "I wish we had a spell to make Fina go away more often. She and Warrick just decided to take off somewhere. He wouldn't say where, and I honestly don't care. She left her return date open on purpose, I'm sure. That way, she can still have some control if we don't know when she'll return, but I plan to enjoy every day she's gone."

      Eilish looked over her shoulder at the passing traffic. Fina might be gone, but the other coven members were always around. They'd still have to be careful. Wynter and Rain had already seen Ian, and they still needed to keep them on board for future excuses.

      Carter grinned at Eilish. "You need to read more of that book if this keeps happening."

      Anya couldn’t take her eyes off him. "We can’t hang here, too many people might see us, but I promise I’ll see you tonight."

      Carter smiled, "You know how to find me, darlin’."

      Ian winked at Eilish. "Later, let me know when you’ve locked up shop and are on your way."

      Eilish felt giddy and gave him a quick kiss, knowing she was taking a risk. "I'll see you at eight." She quickly grabbed Anya's hand and started walking towards the shop. "Do you know what this means? I could spend the night with him. We don't need to create excuses, coordinate with Wynter and Rain, and fake drive to our destinations. This is... normal. This is what normal feels like."

      Anya was over the moon. "You know this will be the longest day ever waiting to go to him. I can’t believe it; tell me I’m not dreaming. What if this is a trick?" Anya stopped dead in her tracks and yanked on Eilish’s hand. "Seriously, what if she is setting us up for a fall? What if she has someone spying on us? I don’t trust her anymore." The smile left her face, and she felt the tears coming. "Why does everything she does steal my happiness? Why?"

      Eilish hadn't thought of that. After everything they'd learned about Fina, they couldn't afford to let their guard down. She bit her lip as she processed the events of the morning. Fina was always frantic before preparing for any of the ritual ceremonies they performed with the coven. She always had a nervous energy, making sure she had everything, double-checking, even triple-checking her list. Warrick had always been impatient, trying to hurry her along. Their energy this morning had been the same. Fina acted slyer when she was suspicious of them. She was arrogant, acting as if she knew more than she did. She thought she was more intelligent than the two of them.

      Eilish shook her head. "I don't think so. Fina wouldn't be able to hide that she thought she was smarter than us. She likes to think we're always in the dark about what she and Warrick are up to. Still, we should be careful. Stick to our routine. Go to work every day. She'd know for certain if we didn't open the shop. Someone in the coven would be sure to report that. But no one would think anything of us going out after work. They know how much she controls our time. We can’t be seen in public with the guys, but we don't need to make excuses for where we are."

      Anya nodded. "Right, I know you’re right. I’m sorry, Eilish, but I’ve never felt this happy, and it scares me. Come on, let’s get this workday over and done with." They opened the shop and began their usual routine of setting up the register, filling shelves, and dusting as they chatted and waited for customers. "So, do you think all the answers you need are in the book? How long will it take to get through it? I mean, you have a whole week now; you can read uninterrupted. But if you’re thinking like me, the last thing you want is to read. I know I’ll have all night with Carter. I’m going to his house after work, so I’m guessing you’ll be at Ian's all night… or do you think we should go home?"

      Eilish was opening the cash register for the day. "I was thinking about that. Someone from the coven might notice if we didn't come home at night. Coming home late is one thing, but not coming home at all might draw attention. It would be just like Fina to ask one of the elders to watch us in her absence. Spend time with Carter, but have him come over late if you want to spend the night with him. Have him come to the back door. Climb over the wall into the courtyard. Ian can teleport over. They both would need to leave before the sun comes up, though. Neighbors talk, and they especially like talking about the Bohannons. We have freedom, but we still need to be cautious. I should certainly be able to get through the book this week. I hope so, anyway. The book... talks back. It's taking me somewhere. I'm just not sure I'm ready for everything it will reveal."

      Anya stared blankly at the feather duster in her hand. "Wow, now I will have to explain Emric to Carter as if we don’t look crazy enough already. Even having Fina gone causes chaos in our relationship. Okay, so we have to come back at night, both of us." The bells on the door jingled, and both sisters knew their day had begun. Anya walked past Eilish to put away her duster. "Well, let’s get this day rolling; we both have business to take care of afterward."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        12

      

      

      The sisters kept an eye on the clock, and at eight sharp, they flipped the closed sign and locked the shop’s door. As they stood outside on the sidewalk, Eilish saw Carter's truck parked in the parking lot a few shops down. She turned to her sister. "I know you feel giddy with freedom right now, but be careful. Call me if you need me, and remember, we decided that we probably shouldn't be too late getting home this first night. The coven will be taking notice. Go straight to Carter's apartment. Don't go out anywhere, and I'll see you at home around midnight at the very latest."

      "Right, I promise not to be too late." Anya giggled and hugged her sister. "Have a good time, relax, okay? Read, but don’t forget to enjoy Ian for a while. Freedom, being normal, remember!" She looked around and made sure she didn’t recognize anyone before she hurried over to Carter, waiting in the truck.

      Eilish watched as Anya climbed into the truck and gave Carter a quick kiss as he drove away. She was pleased to see Anya slump down in the seat. Eilish nodded in approval and started walking towards Ian's house. Ian was waiting for her in the doorway so she could slip inside quickly. He closed the door behind her, then wrapped her in a hug and kissed her. She’d like to spend the evening in bed with him, but she knew she had work to do.

      Ian was happy to see her but knew he’d share her with the book. He was hoping they’d find some time to be together in the next week without the intrusion of the grimoire. "Are you sure you want to study that book tonight? You have a week." He snuggled into her neck and moaned. "You’re spending the night, right?" His hand slid up her back and down her side as he softly gripped her hip. He gave her a soft kiss on the neck.

      Eilish gave herself up to the pleasure of his strong hands caressing her, holding her close to his chest. It would be easy to ignore the book and follow him to his bedroom. Reluctantly, she pushed away. "Book first. I'll never get to the book if I climb in bed with you. Just give me a couple of hours. I can only read so much at a time anyway; it pulls on me. And Anya and I both talked. We agreed we probably shouldn't spend the night away from our house, but that doesn't mean you can't sneak in."

      Ian took a deep breath. "The suffering I go through for you, babe." He smiled and leaned in, giving her a quick kiss. "I was hoping for some private time, but I’ll take what I can get." He turned her toward the stairs and followed her to the second floor, slapping her on her ass. "Get moving, and start reading. You want something to eat or drink?"

      She chuckled as she headed for the room he had prepared for her. "If it makes you feel any better, I suffer from the same frustration, and yes, I'm starving. Whatever you have in the fridge is fine."

      She entered the room and went to the armoire, opening the doors and lifting the hidden panel, removing the book from its hiding place. She carried the book back to the desk, opened the clasp, and flipped it open to where she left off reading.

      The book whispered her name, "Eilish."

      She nodded. "Hello to you too. I wish I could say I'm happy to see you, but something tells me you're going to wreck my life."

      She heard a heavy sigh from the book as she started to read.

      Ian had stopped at the deli and picked up a huge salad for her, with chicken, fruit, walnuts, and a poppy seed dressing. Grabbing a fork and a bottled tea, he headed to the room where the door was closed. He tapped on the door, didn’t wait for an answer, and walked in. "Hope you don’t mind salad."

      "Salad's fine. Just something to stop my stomach from rumbling." She made some room on the desk as he sat the container and the bottled tea down near the book.

      The lamp on the desk flickered as the book whispered, "Vampire!"

      Eilish started to answer, "It's okay..." when a mighty wind swept through the room, and the house rumbled, almost tossing her from her chair. Eilish called out louder, "No, it's okay!"

      Ian reached for her to keep her from tumbling from the chair. His hands had barely touched her before he was lifted by some invisible force and tossed backward across the room, slamming him against the wall.

      Eilish screamed at the book, "Stop! Stop it now!"

      Ian was taken entirely off guard when he was tossed across the room like a rag doll. He hit hard and slid to the floor. He shook his head and stood up slowly as his eyes turned blood red and his fangs punched, growling at the invisible foe. "Leave her alone, whoever you are. I’m on your side; I mean her no harm." Ian stood, fists at both sides. His breathing was coming in sharp rasps. His beast was loose and wanted blood.

      Eilish stood up and shouted at the book. "I'm in charge here, not you! I am the vessel that will channel your power. Without me, you're nothing but a pile of parchment! I’ve told you this is Ian, and he’s a vampire; without him, I'd never have found you. He's a friend, not a foe, so calm the fuck down!" The lamp flickered slightly, and the gale-force winds subsided to a light breeze. She turned to Ian, "I'm so sorry. As you can see, I don't so much read the book as argue with it. Are you okay?"

      Ian looked around the room, on guard for anything. He closed his eyes and tried to control his breathing. His fangs retracted, and he reined in his beast. Opening his eyes, he stared at her. "I’m fine, but what the hell was that? Damn, babe, that book has a mind of its own."

      She got up from her chair and went to him, pushing the hair from his face and running her hand over the gash on his head where he'd hit the wall, and watched in amazement as it healed on its own. "The book won't hurt me, but it could hurt you or anyone else who tries to control it. I understand now why Fina had to keep it entombed with my mother. The book will only respond to the witch destined to own it. You must never try to open it, and if you want to protect me, never let anyone steal it. Go on now. Give me some privacy, so I can get through this and still have time for you."

      He kissed her hard and sighed. "Some warrior I am, I got tossed by a fucking book. Go figure!" He walked out of the room and closed the door behind him. He stood outside her door a long time, his eyes closed and thinking. How in the hell would he ever protect her? Her blood had almost doubled his speed and strength, but he couldn’t fight something he couldn’t see. He didn’t even feel that coming. He felt like he was facing an unknown enemy who could rip her from his grip. He wasn’t giving up. He just wanted to protect and love her. He pushed his doubts aside. This was her territory, and he had to sit back and follow her lead—something he’d never done his entire life.

      Eilish returned her attention to the book. She flipped back to the page where she'd left off and read while eating the salad. The book had entries from every witch who had been in possession of it, and she was reading their personal histories of how they mastered their powers and led their covens. The last entry was from her mother. Eilish frowned as she picked up the leather-bound book. "How could my mother write in this book? The pages are bound." The book whispered, "A path will be made."

      Eilish shrugged and replaced the book on the desk. "If you say so."

      She started to read her mother's entry. Evelyn was an only child, and she'd been informed from an early age by her mother that she would be the next in succession. Her mother had prepared her for her role as High Priestess, but Evelyn was never allowed to see, let alone touch the book, until her mother's death. Evelyn recorded her bonding with Hamish and her ascension to the High Priestess of the Bohannon coven. She wrote about the birth of each of her children, waiting for the book to tell her which child would be next in line. It wasn't until Eilish's birth that the book responded.

      Eilish spoke aloud, "So that's how mommy knew."

      The book sighed.

      She kept reading her mother's notes and read about the conflict between her parents and Fina when Fina was told she wouldn't be the High Priestess. Evelyn expressed concern over Fina's response and worried for Eilish's safety. Evelyn had felt the need to explain to Fina that getting rid of Eilish wouldn't change her fate. The book would never respond to her. The book only worked for the witch destined to own it. It was the last entry her mother had made.

      Eilish wiped at her tears. Her mother had known Fina would try something, but she never figured that Fina would kill them both. "Oh, mommy, I wish I could have stopped it. I wish I had known. Maybe Anya and I together could have done something. I know we were only children, but maybe we could have called on others in the coven. Why didn't you tell someone?" She used the napkin Ian had left to dry her tears. Reading the book drained her emotionally. She looked out the window at the dark, seeing her reflection in the glass. She'd been reading for a few hours. "Enough."
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      Carter cast a sideways glance at her as she slumped down in the seat of his truck and smiled. He chuckled, "I haven't had to sneak girls away since I used to skip class in high school, darlin'." He turned down the radio in the truck, where Lee Brice was singing "One of Them Girls." Anya leaned over and nipped him on the thigh, and he laughed, "Whoa, girl, don't make me wreck the truck. I’d hate to end the night early." He ran his hand through her hair as she rested her head on his thigh and played with the threads in the knees of his torn jeans. He was anxious to get her back to his place. Making love with Anya was like riding a tornado and trying to hang on.

      "Well, I’m not exactly fond of sneaking around myself, but come to think of it, it’s a bonus in this position." She turned her head and was staring at the most luscious lump in his jeans. His jeans were tight, hugging his body, and she loved the ripped and worn look of the denim. Hell, she knew friends that paid a fortune for jeans that looked like that, but her badass worked to make his jeans look that worn. She nuzzled her nose against that sweet roadblock in his jeans and then softly blew on it. She couldn’t help herself and giggled softly.

      Carter was distracted by her antics and grabbed the wheel as the truck drifted towards the curb, and the expensive car of some tourist, no doubt. "Damn girl, my truck ain't much, but it's mine. Cool your jets until I get you home." He laughed as she ignored his plea, and he turned onto Legare street, where he rented a small three-room apartment. He pulled into the unpaved driveway that went to the back of the house and stopped the truck. As he pulled the key from the ignition, he slapped her ass and said, "I sincerely hate to interrupt your mission, but I think you can more safely execute from inside. Come on, darlin', let's get you in the house."

      Anya sat up and jumped out of the truck, running for the house. "Come on, slowpoke, get the key in the lock!"

      Carter shook his head as he opened the door. She walked in and quickly spun on her heels as he closed the door behind them, and she hugged him close and kissed him. Her whole body tingled, and she felt as though she’d explode if they didn’t do something soon. "You really should be careful whose ass you slap. Sometimes the sting ignites a fire you might not be able to put out." She was taunting and teasing him and loved every minute of it.

      He back walked her to his bedroom, one hand around her waist and the other pulling his t-shirt over his head. "You know what, darlin'? That's a risk I'm willing to take. Never let it be said this Southern boy ever backed away from a challenge."

      Anya laughed as she fumbled to unhook the snaps on her overalls and let them drop to the floor. She tried to kick them aside, but the denim was tangled around her Doc Martens. Her legs hit the edge of his bed, and she stumbled backward. "Get me out of these clothes!"

      Carter laughed with her as he tugged off her heavy, lace-up shoes and tossed her overalls in the corner. "My mama raised a gentleman; I always give the ladies what they ask for." He bent over her and planted a kiss in the space between her crop top and her lace panties. Anya was busy trying to pull the crop top over her head, and Carter deftly unhooked her bra.

      "You're pretty skilled at that," she chuckled.

      Carter answered; his voice had a deep rasp. "Well, I do make my living with my hands, darlin'. Comes in good for something."

      She sat back up and started to unbutton and unzip his well-worn jeans. She already knew from her previous explorations with her mouth while he was driving that he wasn't wearing underwear. "You always go commando?"

      He slid his strong hands under her arms and lifted her back on the bed as he crawled over her. "A man needs to be prepared for all situations."

      Anya gripped his cock in her hand and grinned up at him. "This piece of machinery is prepared and ready to drill stone."

      She leaned in and sucked his lip into her mouth as his cock slid along her belly. He was so hot he was going to set this bed on fire. Sliding her tongue across his lips, she whispered, "Did your mama teach you that sometimes ladies like bad boys?"

      He bit her lip before covering her mouth in a deep kiss. When he broke away, his voice was raspy with desire. "I found that there are some things it's best not to tell Mama. So, I'm asking now, ma’am, before things get out of hand, how bad would you like me to be?"

      Anya slipped her hand between his legs and cupped his balls in her hand, and softly squeezed. "Let’s just say; I want you to do things that would make your mama blush." Throwing her head back and closing her eyes, she felt the air flowing faster through the room, moving the threadbare curtains that hung from the windows. Wrapping her arm around his neck, she laid back and pulled him with her. The lights flickered on and off in the room as she felt his lips suck a nipple into his mouth. His mouth was hot and wet, and his tongue made endless circles before she felt him gently pull her nipple with his teeth. The moan escaped her lips, and she grabbed a handful of that gorgeous hair.

      He stopped his attention on her breasts when she opened her eyes and stared back at him. "Just makin' sure you know, mama don't blush easy." She kissed him hard, then answered, "Even better." She rolled him onto his back and held his muscled arms above his head as she straddled him. His skin was tanned by a summer of working in the sun, in sharp contrast to the blonde locks that fell around his face. "You look like caramel candy."

      He gave her a sly grin, "Then please tell me caramel is your favorite flavor."

      "Mmm." Leaving his arms over his head, she slowly slid her hands down his arms and his torso. His muscled six-pack was tight and perfect. She grinned at him as she slid her hands over his hips and down his muscled thighs. Locking eyes with him, she gripped that steel-hard cock. "I like a little salt with my caramel." She lowered her mouth and began slow torture with her tongue that made him groan. She licked the bulging head and felt the salty drops of cum slide across her tongue. "A perfect confectionary treat." Wasting no time, she climbed on top of him and slid that caramel lollipop to its full hilt, and began to ride him like she was breaking in a bronco.

      Carter knew from his past experiences with her that she'd take control, and he was more than happy to hand her the reins. He placed his hands on her hips as she pushed them both over the edge. The lamp by the bed flickered until it went out, just as they both released a primal cry of ecstasy. She dropped forward onto his chest as they struggled to catch their breath. He ran his hand gently up and down her back. "Round one goes to the Bronco rider. Giddy-up, girl."
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      Carter was feeling dehydrated after several more rounds with Anya. "Girl, you need a tag team. Hold on, my mattress is sliding off the bed, and I'm in serious need of some fluids." He rolled off the bed and shifted the mattress back in place. "I'm getting a beer. And maybe a pitcher of water. You want something?"

      As he stood buck-ass naked, Anya slowly looked him up and down, "Oh, I want something all right, but I will give you a rest." She giggled and kissed him. "Food and a cold beer would be awesome, but I have this feeling there’s nothing in that kitchen to eat." She looked around the room for her overalls, quickly grabbed them up, and put them on. "You want your jeans? I think they’re under the bed."

      He shook his tangled locks, "Nah, they'd cramp my style. Come on, I'm no cook, but I can fix a sandwich. I can also whip up some eggs and grits. I'm also pretty good at ordering pizza if you prefer." He opened the refrigerator and pulled out two beers, handing one to Anya. "So, which is it? Ham and cheese sandwich? Or ham and cheese omelet?"

      Anya couldn’t keep her eyes off that cute white ass. She grinned as the deep tan line ended low on his hips, stopping just above his sexy, white ass. "So, are you up for the 'naked chef of the year' award? Not that I’m complaining. I think I prefer the omelet, please. Just don’t fry any bacon. Don’t damage the family jewels. I might be needing them later." She winked as she watched him guzzle down a beer in one shot.

      He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth as he tossed the empty can into the trashcan. "One ham and cheese omelet coming up." He kissed her nose. "I never put the jewels in jeopardy, darlin'." He opened a drawer and pulled out an apron that read, 'I like my butt rubbed and my pork pulled.’

      Anya choked on her beer as she started laughing.

      Carter removed the eggs, cheese, and ham from the fridge. "Don't you be laughing at my apron, girl. Real men wear aprons."

      Anya stepped behind him and cupped his ass in her hands. "You do know you have a serious case of white carpenter’s ass." She slapped his ass and took another gulp of beer. "You look pretty damn sexy in that. Wait until I tell Ian and Eilish this one."

      Carter had a lazy grin as he sliced the cheese and ham into small pieces on a cutting board. "You gonna spend the night making fun of my white ass, or you gonna help me out. Make yourself useful and scramble up those eggs."

      "Oh, getting bossy." She grabbed a fork and started scrambling the eggs. "You know, you could be the cover shot for the naked carpenter calendar. I mean, you do have a cute ass." She nudged him with her hip. She rummaged in the cabinet and found an old cast iron frying pan. She opened the fridge and shook her head. It was pretty bare, a total man cave fridge, ninety percent beer. She grabbed some butter, threw it in the pan, and lit the fire. She grabbed the salt and pepper shakers from the top of the stove and added them to the eggs. She picked up the bottle of Louisiana Hot Sauce from the counter and dangled it in front of him. "You want a shot of heat, hot stuff?"

      He winked at her, "Bring it on, darlin'." He scraped the chopped ingredients into the eggs and watched as she added a dash of hot sauce. He expertly poured the mixture into the frying pan of melted butter, waiting for the egg to reach the perfect consistency before effortlessly running the spatula around the edge, then flipping one side of the egg. As the omelet finished cooking, he slid it onto a plate, cut it in half, and slid Anya's portion onto her plate. "Grab us some forks from the drawer. I don’t have a table. Come sit with me in the living room."

      He carried the plates to the living room and sat her plate down on an old coffee table as he held his in his hand. He settled into a corner of the sofa, sitting Indian style, and tucking the apron between his legs. She handed him a fork and a paper towel as she sat in front of her plate. He took a bite, savoring the flavors, and spoke with his mouth full. "Perfect. Damn, Ian doesn't know what he's missing. Imagine not being able to eat anything except blood and that nasty wine he drinks. A pretty sad pay-off, I'd say. Eternity, or a big plate of ribs, slow cooked on the grill with some fresh corn on the cob, slathered in butter. I think I'll stick with what I know. You're staying tonight, right? Since I fixed breakfast for dinner, you might have to eat a sandwich in the morning."

      Anya took two big bites of the omelet; the sex made her hungry. "No, I can’t stay. It’s still too risky. Eilish is going back home tonight as well. Neighbors see everything, and the coven might be keeping an eye on us at Fina’s direction." She took a sip of beer. She felt bad for Carter. He had put up with so much and was so patient with her. She knew she was lucky; most guys would have been gone long ago. "But there is a consolation. You can sneak into the house from the back door. You will have to climb over the wall in the back. You can’t park close or anything. Just come to the back door. I’ll let you in." She finished her eggs and watched him closely. The idea didn’t seem to bother him, but she knew this wasn’t normal. "I’m sorry, Carter, more sneaking around."

      He laughed as he put his empty plate on the table and climbed over her on the old sofa. "Girl, when you gonna understand, the sneaking is the best part. Now which you gonna do, rub my butt, or pull my pork?"
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      Eilish rubbed her temples, the headache returning. "Okay, enough of you for one night." She closed the book and returned it to its hiding place. Reading the book was exhausting, and she still didn't have a clue yet as to what she was supposed to do. As she closed the door to the armoire, she spoke to the book again. "You're pretty bad on instructions." The armoire trembled in response.

      She opened the door to the room to find Ian sitting on the floor, leaning against the wall, waiting for her. "Have you been here the whole time?"

      Ian looked up at her as she came out of the room. He pondered lying to her but thought that was the wrong response. "Yes." He stood up, took her hand, and led her downstairs to the couch. "After that incident with the book, my beast will naturally come out to protect both of us. But I’m struggling with a few things. So, I just sat there thinking while you read."

      Eilish led him back into the living room and invited him to curl up next to her on the sofa. "What are you saying, Ian? Are you having second thoughts? About us? I love you, but I'd understand if this isn't what you signed up for."

      Ian hung his head and fidgeted with the braided leather bracelet he wore. He looked up at her and sighed. "Babe, I have no second thoughts about us. I love you. But what’s going to happen when you figure this out? It’s obvious your coven won’t accept me. This is a big deal, being the High Priestess. And everything in me screams that you’re meant to be there; it’s your birthright. I’m beginning to think I’m an obstacle to your destiny." He stood up and paced, shaking his head. "Please fight for your destiny, Eilish. I’m here and can’t leave, even if I wanted to. My heart keeps telling me you need me, you love me, and I need to ride this out."

      Eilish pulled her knees to her chest and hugged them tightly. "I wish I had answers. I know everything you say is true. My coven will reject a vampire, but I keep thinking that once I become the High Priestess, I can explain things to the coven about Fina and my parents... maybe things will change. I'm learning a lot from the book, but it’s not telling me what to do so far. I mean, what am I supposed to do? Fina isn't going to shrug her shoulders and walk away. She killed our parents for this book. The book won't help her, though; I’ve learned that much. The book will only help the witch destined to own it. She kept it locked in the tomb with my mother's body. That's why she's never spoken of it."

      Eilish leaned her head on her knees and sighed. "I have no right to ask you to stay, but I'm asking. Please don't leave me, Ian. I love you, and despite the book's response to you, I think I will need you to finish whatever I'm supposed to do. I don't know how this all turns out. I wish I could give you an answer. All I can promise is I will be with you as long as I can... until I'm dead, or the forces controlling me..." she shook her head. "I can't think about that. I can't think about a future that doesn't include you."

      He pulled her close and held her in his arms, rubbing her back. "Babe, there’s something we both must face. Unless something happens to me, I’ll outlive you. At some point, I’ll be on my own again. And if they take me out, you must move forward without me. Promise me that, at least." He lifted her face to his and looked into her eyes, those eyes that could talk him into anything. "But I have to ask you something. Are you ready to face the person who killed your parents and held you back from achieving all that belonged to you? Because Eilish, you’ll have to take her out when this comes to a head. Are you ready to kill her? Have you asked yourself this because that may be what the book tells you?"

      Tears filled Eilish's eyes, and she swiped them away. "I feel so confused. I know what she's done, but... I know this is hard to understand, but she raised us. I want to say she was the evil sister who abused us, but that's not true. Fina can be bossy and difficult, but she was never cruel. She took care of Anya and me. She made sure we went to school and made sure we learned the craft. She even taught us about our parents and showed us pictures of us when Anya and I were just babies. I have a hard time reconciling that image of Fina with one who killed our parents, then hid their bodies in the Netherworld to conceal her deeds. All to make sure someone like me, with the power to conjure spirits from the grave, could never call upon them and learn the truth. Maybe she felt she could be gracious because we weren't a threat. I don't know. The more I learn, the more I don't know. I'm hoping the book will give me an answer because I can't imagine killing her. I don't think that's who I am."

      Ian kissed away her tears and pulled her head to his shoulder. "That’s not who you are, but it may be who you must become to take your coven into the future. We all have to face the evil at some point; we are trying to be the good guys here, but sometimes it’s messy." He kissed the top of her head. "I’ll help all I can, babe, but that book made me realize something essential.  You’ll have to be the strong one, the powerful one who leads, even me. My pride will get over it." He shrugged and grunted. "Maybe that was what bothered me the most. I can’t protect you from things I can’t see or understand. I can’t battle the forces of nature, so you get to be my tour guide in all of this. I’m willing and able, so what do you say we do this together."

      She laid her head on his chest and felt his unnatural strength. He was solid and stable in a world that felt like she was walking on marbles, grasping for her balance. "I've thought about us... a lot. I know you can't turn me, and my life is fleeting compared to yours. Whatever we have is limited by who we are. It's so wrong because if we survive this, the day will come when I die, and you'll live on. So, I know what I'm about to say is unfair, but if I feel like I'm putting your life in jeopardy, I will ask you to go. I can't live with myself knowing I was the cause of your death. Do you understand that?"

      "You can ask me to go all you want; it doesn’t mean I’m going to. I’m afraid I have to disagree with that, Eilish. I can’t do that; I love you. And right or wrong, my beast is telling me you’re the one." He squeezed her tight. He took a deep breath. He knew he had the only weapon that could help them both. "There is one thing that might help us."

      She looked up at him. Before she’d asked, she knew he'd never leave her if things went sour, even if she begged. "What? If you have a solution, then let's hear it."

      "It’s an advantage that will guide us both. But it will change us. If we seal the blood covenant, it will be forever, no matter what happens. It will let me feel you, hear you, and know when danger is around you, even if I can’t see it. It will also do the same for you. It will bring us together completely.  Think about it. You don’t need to decide right now. But I want you to be mine forever. I understand our situation is different from most. Don’t answer me now; promise me you’ll think about it."

      She looked back at him, confused. "The covenant? I've read about the covenant. It's how you mate. It bonds you for eternity. Once you seal the covenant, your culture forbids you to take another mate, even if your mate dies before you. Ian, are you asking me because the bond allows us to feel each other's emotions, and you think I'll be safer?"

      "I’m asking because I love you, and I think this is the best way for me to protect you. I understand the consequences. You would have to feed from me, as I feed from you, complete the circle, and be bound to me in life and even in death. Listen to me, babe; my speed and strength have almost doubled since I’ve been taking your blood. If you take my blood and mate with me, I will never mate with another, but what will it do to your powers? Will it help, or will it hinder or weaken you? I have no idea. Do you or someone you know have this knowledge?"

      Eilish leaned back against the sofa. "Yes, I have an idea of who might know, but wait... Ian, the covenant. Even if everything turns out well, I don't have eternity. Once I'm gone, you could live hundreds of years, and you'd live them alone. You'd never be able to mate again. You don't know who will be in your life centuries from now. You can't throw that away."

      Ian growled, "Damn it, Eilish, I love you. I’m always going to love you, and trust me when my beast tells me you’re my mate; he led me to you. It’s my fate. I’m a warrior, a mercenary. We rarely mate, but the beast is never wrong." He stood up and paced the floor. "It doesn’t matter if you die before me. I won’t ever love another. I love you, I’m willing to die for you, and nothing stops me but you. I want you now, tomorrow, next week, for all eternity, or whatever length of time we have together. Don’t tell me how I feel, Eilish. You can throw me out of your life, but I’ll still love you."

      Eilish watched his flash of anger and frustration. "Ian, I do love you. You make it so easy for me, and I feel like I bring you nothing except trouble, but I know I want you in my life. I can commit to you. I can seal the covenant with you. I want to make sure you understand the sacrifice because I can't imagine the pain of living without you." She reached out and took his hand as he paced restlessly. "Sit down."

      He settled in next to her, and she could still feel his nervous energy. "We have time to figure this out. I only know how the covenant affects vampires. I've read about it. The blood bond is much stronger than what the Wiccans feel. You have the exchange of blood, but like humans, Wiccans make a vow. It's considered sacred, but we aren't physically tied to the other person like  vampires are. I don't know how the blood covenant will affect me, but I know someone who might. Henwen, she's a crone, an elder."

      "Then go talk to her. Think about it. It’s all I ask, Eilish. I can’t force you to seal the covenant. You must come to me willingly. If you want me to go with you to see Henwen, I will, but not so sure she’d welcome me." He smiled then and stood, taking her hand and pulling her up, kissing her long and strong. He held her hand over his heart. "Feel that? It beats for you. I wasn’t born a vampire. I was turned. I don’t even know the vamp who turned me. I was a soldier when I was mortal, so I became a mercenary. I trained with other warriors and honed my skills, but I was always an outsider. I never pledged to a coven because I never felt a connection to them. I feed from women to kill the hunger, and then I move on. I never stayed with any of them. Not one. I know what it means to live your life alone. Then my beast led me to you, that part of me that is more savage than man; he takes over to ensure my survival. Your beast knows your destiny, even when you don’t. When I first settled here, I saw you around town, shadowed you, and knew you were a witch. I watched your coven at St. John’s Island, and I knew in my heart that you were mine. It makes no sense… a vampire and a witch. Falling in love with a woman I can’t turn, but knowing at the same time this is meant to be. I understand this leads to heartbreak for one or even both of us, but the beast brought me here. Let’s go to Henwen. Ask about the covenant. I already feel your blood in my veins, and I think it’s time you feel my blood in yours. Maybe that’s why I’m here, alive in this time, in this place. Because I have to tell you, I’ve wandered this earth a long time now, and nothing else makes any sense."

      Eilish laid her head against his chest, listening to his heartbeat as his arms enveloped her. She’d never felt safer. She loved him and knew she would need him to complete whatever path the book directed her. "Henwen. We’ll go see Henwen."
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      Eilish had felt strongly about coming back home to her own house at night so as not to draw the attention of the neighbors or any coven members Fina may have asked to keep an eye out. Ian had shadowed her as she walked home close to midnight, then teleported inside the house once she got inside. The racket coming from upstairs made it clear that Anya and Carter were already there. Ian chuckled, "Let's hope Carter runs out of steam soon."

      Eilish laughed. "You should be worried for Carter. It’s Anya you need to run out of steam."

      Ian followed her up the stairs and to her bedroom but stopped short when he saw Emric standing in the corner, his hands over his ears. "Uh, I don't want to be rude since clearly, I'm the guest here, but is he going to stand there all night?"

      Eilish hadn't even noticed him; he was always present. She’d started undressing and looked over at him. "Emric, would you mind giving us some privacy, please? Maybe go to Fina's room tonight. She won't be coming home for a few days."

      Emric lowered his hands. "The soldiers, Miss Eilish. I need to stand guard. This is my best vantage point."

      Eilish nodded. "I understand, but you can watch from Fina's window. You can stand guard there. Ian will keep an eye on things in here."

      Emric cast a wary eye in Ian's direction. "The vampire?"

      Eilish nodded. "He's on our side, Emric."

      Ian confided in Emric that he was once a soldier himself, and he understood his duty in standing post. He assured him everything would be fine, and he’d keep his eyes out for the soldiers and any other enemies while keeping Eilish safe. Emric left the room, skeptical of the vampire’s ability to stand guard.

      Ian woke early the following day, slowly opened his eyes, and oriented himself to Eilish's bedroom. He felt her lying beside him, soft and warm, her head resting on his shoulder, her hand on his chest. The night had been cooler with fall coming on, and they had made love, long and slow through the night.

      Anya had slipped from her bed as Carter still slept like the dead. She had worn him out last night and grinned like a Cheshire cat. He was made for her. She dressed quickly and quietly and peeped into Eilish's room to find Ian awake in her sister’s bed. "I’m going to start breakfast. Any request?"

      Ian smirked as he nodded his head at Eilish, sleeping soundly. "I already ate."

      Anya grinned. Oh yeah, she could live like this for the rest of her life. She hurried down the stairs, Luna right behind her. She fed the cat first and then began to make a huge breakfast. Carter would be hungry, and she was ravenous. She started by making grits loaded with cheese. She made some buttermilk biscuits, popped them in the oven, and then set the table for four. She scrambled some eggs and fried bacon in the old iron skillet. The house was beginning to smell luscious when she started the coffee.

      Ian felt Eilish stir beside him. She had cast a spell on him. He brushed her hair from her eyes and smelled the breakfast cooking. He leaned down and kissed her. "Morning, babe. Rise and shine. How did you sleep?"

      Eilish stretched and yawned, catching the smell of coffee brewing and bacon frying, making her stomach growl. "Great, I slept great." She snuggled closer, loving the feel of him. She nibbled on his ear, "How about you? Have you ever spent the night with a witch while a ghost from the Revolutionary War stood guard before? I bet that's a first."

      Ian laughed. "Pretty much every day with you is a first. I’ve come to learn to expect anything." He kissed her and smiled. "So, I’m assuming we’ll break the news to Anya that we will be going to see this crone?"

      Eilish nodded as she reluctantly slid out of bed and jumped in the shower. She glanced over her shoulder, "You coming?"

      Ian crawled out of bed, followed her into the bathroom, and stepped into the shower with her. "Don't have to ask me twice."

      She smiled as she lathered him up, and he returned the favor. She giggled, "Don't get too eager. Anya has breakfast almost ready. She doesn't appreciate it when you're late to the table."

      He nibbled her neck, "My breakfast is right here."

      She rinsed off and slipped away before things got out of hand, grabbing a towel as she walked to her closet. She pulled out a clean maxi skirt and found a long sleeve peasant shirt to wear with it. It was starting to cool down a little as they moved into fall. She slipped on a lace bra; although she could have gone braless, her build was slender. She pulled the shirt over her head. She remembered the last trip to see Henwen and found a pair of ballet flats instead of sandals. It was still warm in October, but night temps could drop into the 60s.

      She saw Ian standing with the towel around his waist, his hair still wet as he looked around the room for his hastily discarded clothes. "You'll need to pack some clothes next time," she told him.

      He chuckled as he slid on his jeans. "Yeah, I wasn't thinking about clothes last night."

      She smiled as she turned to leave the room. "Come on, let's get downstairs. Carter will have to exit as discreetly as he entered. And we need to figure out a plan for seeing Henwen."

      As they made their way to the stairs, Carter stumbled out of the bedroom, his jeans unbuttoned and hanging low on his hips, looking like he’d been hit by a train.

      Ian shook his head and laughed. "Bro, you need to slow it down, or she will kill you." He threw his arm over Carter’s shoulders and led him to the stairs. "C’mon, it smells like Anya cooked everything in the house for breakfast. If you need assistance, I can carry you down." Ian was laughing as he talked.

      Carter shook his head. "This ain't my first rodeo, but damn if that girl didn't break this cowboy down. I'm going to need a big breakfast to replace the calories. I'm right behind you."

      Eilish chuckled to herself. Humans were a novelty in their world. Unlike the vampires, they weren't forbidden fruit, but it was generally discouraged if they couldn't be trusted to keep secrets. Eilish knew Carter was so smitten with Anya that he'd follow her anywhere. "Anya's an excellent cook. She'll have you ready in no time." Eilish headed down the stairs with Ian and Carter on her heels as Luna raced up and down the stairs. As she entered the kitchen, Anya was in a whirlwind of activity and had enough food on the table for an army. "Uh, you think you got enough, sis?"

      Anya grinned. "It’s about time y’all got down here! I hope I have enough. I’m starving here, burning those calories and staying in shape." She grabbed the coffee pot and started filling mugs.

      Ian chuckled, "Well, my brother here looks rough, but I think he’ll make it." He looked at the table and shrugged. "Anya, I don’t need a place setting, but thanks for the thought."

      Anya gasped and then laughed. "Sorry, I just forgot for a moment. Not used to bloodsuckers dining with us. Help yourself, sis. I’ve got everything on the table."

      Carter looked at the spread, chest bare, wearing his well-worn jeans low on his hips. "Hey, I made it on my own steam, thank you very much. Anya, this looks great!" He sat across from Ian, who sat with an empty plate in front of him. "Dude, you don't know what you're missing."

      Ian nodded. "I do, actually. I was mortal once, remember? The smell of food cooking is still tempting, but I don't feel a craving for it. Besides, I already ate." He winked at Eilish as she blushed a pretty pink.

      Carter started loading his plate with grits and biscuits, "Oh man, I need these carbs."

      Anya took the chair next to Carter and started loading up her plate. "I hope you like my cooking. I decided I didn’t feel like another omelet again this morning." She giggled and kissed him on the cheek as he shoveled in the food.

      Ian laid his hand on top of Eilish's as she ate. "You look beautiful in the morning." He leaned over and kissed her cheek.

      Eilish wiped her lips with the napkin. She wasn't wearing any make-up, and her hair had been left to air dry. She'd blow it out and flat iron it later. She never gave much thought to her looks. "Really? I promise you; I can do better than this." She dipped her fork into the cheese grits and sipped from the mug of hot coffee. "So, Anya, I think I need to fill you in on some things. About the book, and about... well, me and Ian."

      Anya looked up from her plate and stopped eating. "Fill me in? Okay, the book I can understand, but I hope nothing is bad between you and Ian. What’s up?"

      Eilish wondered how she'd react to what she was going to say. "Well, I'm learning a lot from the book, but it also leaves me with more questions than answers. And Ian and I... we thought we should seal the blood covenant. We don't know how that will affect me, so I thought he and I would see Henwen. What do you think? About the covenant part?"

      Anya choked on her coffee. "You’re going to see Henwen? With Ian? Eilish, have you lost your mind?"

      Carter was still chewing when he blurted out, "Who in hell is Henwen?"

      Anya looked at him and sighed. "She’s an old witch, a crone who lives in the swamp. Sis, the blood covenant is serious stuff. You’ll be mated to Ian for as long as you live. Are you leaving the coven, leaving the area? Eilish, you need to think about this." Anya stood and walked to the sink, rinsing off her plate. She didn’t turn around; her heart was racing. "I’ll support you both, but I always thought we would be together in Charleston."

      Eilish hadn't considered for a moment that Anya would think she'd leave. "No, Anya, I'd never leave. I need you. You're my family, and the coven needs you. But I love Ian, and however things play out, we want to face this together for however long we have. I think there are some major obstacles ahead, and Fina could be the least of what I may have to face. I'll need Ian. But that's why we're going to see Henwen. I don't know of a witch who sealed herself to a vampire. I can't find anything in the books we have. If anyone knows, it will be Henwen. Did you want to go? You can come along if you want."

      Anya walked back and sat down at the table. "I’d rather stay with Carter, but I’ll go if you need me. But, how do you think she’ll respond to Ian?"

      Eilish ran her finger through the honey from the biscuit that had dripped onto her plate, then licked her finger. "I don't think she'd kill him. Turn him into a toad, maybe." She winked at Ian and laughed. "Honestly, I have no idea how she'll react. She wasn’t jumping for joy to see us. She doesn't like visitors and doesn't come to coven rituals anymore, but somehow, she seems to know everything. Keeps up with the gossip. I wouldn't be surprised if she were expecting us."

      Anya smiled. She knew that her sister was in love, and so was Ian. She liked that she was happy, but the road ahead was uncertain. She knew Carter loved her, and he’d made it this far. Maybe with any luck, Eilish would find a way for them all to stay together. "Then it’s settled. You guys go alone. Tell Cyrus hi for me."
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      The sisters cleared the table while Carter poured another cup of robust coffee. He looked at Ian over the rim of his mug. "I'll need all the caffeine I can get." Ian smiled and winked back at him. He liked this mortal and hoped things worked out for him and Anya.

      Ian turned back to the sisters and was about to ask if they needed any help when he saw Eilish stick her hand deep in a canister of flour and extract a set of keys. She blew the white powder off the keys before rinsing them under running water and drying them on a towel. She held the keys up in front of him, dangling from her forefinger. "We're taking the Caddy, and you're driving."

      Ian stood and took the keys, "Where exactly are we going? Where is this Henwen anyway?"

      Eilish gathered up some bottled water and found a can of mosquito repellent in the pantry, hoping to avoid the chemical dousing she and Anya had received last time. "Outskirts of Elloree, at the swamp."

      Ian looked confused. "Oh, I guess I assumed she was local."

      Eilish shook her head as they prepared to leave by the back door. The sun was just coming up, and if they were quiet, they could get to the garage without attracting attention. She stopped at the door and looked at Anya. "Last call. You want to go? You and Carter?"

      Anya grinned, "Nah, besides, I think Carter has had enough of a shock. Emric went ballistic last night when he came over the courtyard wall. I thought the damn Revolutionary War had started all over again. Just go; if you have any problems, text me."

      Eilish and Ian crept to the old carriage house used as a garage, and Ian quickly opened the doors and set his eyes on the classic Caddy. "Damn, she’s a beauty. I like old cars. She got AC and radio?" He opened the driver-side door and inspected the interior. Ian thought it would be a blast, cruising the highway in this baby.

      Eilish laughed as she climbed into the passenger seat of the massive car. Its wide body and tail fins made it stand out no matter where it went. "It has AC; who could survive Charleston without AC? And it has a radio." Ian started the car as Eilish adjusted the volume of the music. "Sorry, but Anya turns the volume up as high as possible. She keeps it on this oldies station. You want me to find something else?"

      "Yeah, sure, go ahead." He backed the car out of the drive and headed for Elloree. He laid his hand on her thigh and grinned. "So, give me a run-down of what to expect from Henwen. You have directions to her place, right? I’m not real familiar with Elloree."

      "Just get on I-26 West, and follow the signs. I'll direct you to the swamp when we get there." Eilish looked out the window at the early morning streets of Charleston before the shops opened and the people poured in. The early commuters were just starting to hit the highway. "So, about Henwen, she lives in a shack, back in the swamp. I haven't seen her in town since I was really small. She has to be in her 90s now. Technically, she's part of the Bohannon coven, but we never see her at any rituals anymore. She's, uh... unusual."

      Ian creased his brow. How much more unusual could things get? "Then I assume we’ll need a boat. Do you know someone to take us there?" He chuckled uneasily. "I always heard that old crones lived alone and ate little children."

      Eilish searched for a different radio station, finally landing on a top 100 channel. "Yeah, there's a guy there. Human. He gives boat tours. He'll take us out after he scams us for every penny." She looked over at him as he drove. "Not sure if she eats children or not. I didn't ask." She laughed, but honestly, she wasn't sure what Henwen ate.

      As they drove to Elloree, they talked about Henwen, and Ian felt confident that Eilish seemed relaxed about going there and knew what she wanted to find out. He slowed down a bit when he knew they were getting closer to the town. "So, where ‘bouts are we going here? This place looks deserted, babe."

      Eilish gave him directions, and he pulled into the empty parking lot as she answered. "Yeah, well, somehow, I don’t think Elloree swamp tours are high on anyone’s top destinations list." It was still early morning, and Eilish wondered if Cyrus would be there. "No other visitors were here when Anya and I came. Park over near that shed."

      Ian parked the Caddy, and they both got out of the car just as the shed door opened. Eilish thought Cyrus looked like he’d just woke up and wondered if he lived in that shed. "Hey, can you take me back to Henwen's, round-trip?" She was trying not to repeat the mistakes of her first visit. Cyrus scratched at his unshaven face, his hair looking unkempt and oily. He remembered the young witch but eyed the man suspiciously. Cyrus knew he wasn't Wiccan and squinted his eyes as he looked him over again, taking in the tall frame and the defined muscular build. "Vampire, is it? Gonna cost extra."

      Eilish had to bite her lip not to smile. She should have known he'd have an angle for everything.

      Ian looked Cyrus over, and it was clear he was used to swindling the few tourists who did show up for a tour. He leaned over and whispered in her ear. "Tell me you didn’t come out here alone with this character and go to Henwen's. I got this." Ian stood tall and strolled up to Cyrus. He looked him in the eyes and held him locked in his gaze. "Now Cyrus, I’ve got fifty bucks cash in my pocket. You and I both know that is plenty to get us to Henwen's, where you will wait as long as it takes, then return us here. What do you say?"

      Ian waited a few seconds and then let his gaze drop, and Cyrus just looked at him. "Gonna cost fifty if’n ya want me ta wait and bring ya back." Ian smiled, pulled a fifty from his pocket, and handed it over. "That’s a deal, Cyrus; good doing business with you." He beckoned to Eilish. "Come on, Cyrus is ready, and so are we. Bill has been paid."

      Cyrus shook his head a bit, looking at the fifty dollars. Then spoke up, "Skeeters."” Eilish pulled the mosquito repellent can from her purse and held it up. "Got it covered this time."

      Cyrus huffed. "Like sprayin’ water. Ain’t gonna hep ya at all." Cyrus scratched his head and headed toward the old dock as Eilish and Ian followed him.

      She saw Ian stop when he saw the condition of the old flat-bottom boat that looked like it would sink to the bottom of the swamp any second. He turned and looked at her. "This?" She nodded. "Sit in the middle, and don't move around much."

      Ian stepped carefully into the boat and watched as it dropped deeper into the water. He stood with his legs braced apart to balance them and extended his hand to Eilish, helping her in. She whispered, "I know you held him in your gaze, but don't piss him off, Ian. He's human, but he holds all the cards here. Just go with the flow." She sat down on the plank seat as he sat beside her, and Cyrus stepped into the boat, tipping it precariously to one side. She had to grip the sides of the boat to keep from falling out.  Eilish knew he'd done it on purpose, in retribution for the vampire using his powers to control him when they locked eyes.

      Cyrus spoke up again. "Henwen know ya comin'? Bringin’ a vamp? Don't expect no big welcome party." He spat over the side of the boat and used the pole to push off from the dock, starting the slow crawl through the swamp.

      Eilish answered, "No, I don't have a way to contact her. She doesn't know we're coming."

      Cyrus grunted, "Henwen has her ways, girly. Don't be thinkin’ y’all kin pull any hoodoo with her." He looked at Ian as he spoke. "I ain't got no quarrel with Henwen and don't plan ta start one, unnerstan?"

      Ian nodded. "Understood, Cyrus. I don’t exactly want to have one with her myself." As Cyrus took them slowly through the swamp, Ian thought he’d never forget this trip.

      Eilish swatted at the mosquitos. Cyrus was right; the store-bought can of repellent did nothing to discourage the relentless mosquitos in the swamp.

      She looked over at Ian, and there wasn't a single mosquito on him. He shrugged. "They're not interested in my blood. Go figure."

      After about an hour, Cyrus maneuvered the boat through the roots of the old cypress trees and pulled up to the slanted porch attached to Henwen's shack. Once again, he gave Ian the stink-eye. "Guess imma be waitin' here but don't take too long."

      Eilish nodded as she steadied herself on Ian and stepped onto the porch, the boards creaking under her feet. Ian stepped out behind her. Eilish saw where Henwen had laid out a pentagram made of sticks on the wobbly porch and surrounded it with various crystals, tokens, and a few birds’ feathers. She recognized the talisman against vampires. Eilish shook her head. Like before, Henwen had been expecting them, both of them.

      Eilish called out loudly, "Blessed be thy feet, that have brought thee in these ways..."

      Before she could finish the request for an invitation to enter Henwen's space, she heard the old woman's gravelly voice from inside the shack. "Know y’all out dare. Skip da crap and git in here." Eilish grabbed Ian's hand and led him to the door. Henwen stepped into the portal, standing hunched over, and reached out quickly, wiping a thick salve across Ian's face that smelled like rotting flesh. "Don't gib me no trouble. I gots my own magic. Ya only welcome here cuz of her. Ya understan’?"

      Ian reacted, stepping back. "Shit! What is that? " He coughed and shook his head. "Yeah, I get it." He held up his hand as his eyes began to water. "You’ll get no trouble from me, but you got an unfair advantage."

      Henwen cackled. "Who tole you da world was fair, bloodsucker? Iffn it be fair, I'd have me a spell ta be young an’ beautiful agin, and you be fuckin' my brains out instead of dis whippet of a girl." Her laugh carried over the still water of the swamp as several crows took flight, cawing loudly as they left. "Git on in here. Ain't got all day fer yer foolishness." Eilish looked at Ian with sympathy but held his hand and led him inside the shack. They took a seat on the old sofa that was moldy and damp. Henwen took her seat in the straight-back chair at her small table. "Y’all find dat book yet, girl?"

      Eilish nodded. "I found it with Ian's help. Oh, this is Ian." Henwen nodded. "Ian Cross. Mortal once. Turned. I knowed who he was." Eilish blinked several times and felt Ian squeeze her hand. "How... "

      Henwen cackled. "Ain't nothin' in dis parish I don't know ‘bout."

      Eilish thought for a minute, recalling their last conversation. "Did you know it was Fina that killed our parents? Did you know she built a portal to the Netherworld and buried them there so no one could find them?"

      Henwen was uncharacteristically quiet. "No. Didn't know dat. Dat makes things complicated, now, don't it? How ya gonna handle dat? I knowed y’all’d have a battle wiff Fina. She ain't givin’ up nothin'. Didn't think she go dat far. But if she be killing yo mama, yo daddy, she ain't thinkin' twice ‘bout killing you. Ya know dat, right?"

      Eilish nodded. "That's why I'm here." Henwen shook her head. "I ain't gittin’ involved in no battle wiff da Bohannon's." Eilish shook her head. "I don't need you to help me take on Fina, but I do need Ian. He wants me to take the blood covenant. He's already fed from me, so I'd just have to seal the bond. He thinks he can protect me better because he will feel what I feel. We just need to know if that will weaken my powers."

      Henwen chewed on a stick of sassafras, her teeth a dark brown. She looked at Ian closely. "Ya know what dis means? Ya bonded to her fer eternity? Even after she long dead?"

      Ian was taken aback by how much information Henwen knew about him, but he didn’t ask her how she knew. He doubted he’d get an answer. She looked old as Methuselah. Her face was filled with a million wrinkles that showed her life hadn’t been easy. "I understand that, and so does she. I love her, and that love is returned. Taking her blood, I have almost doubled my strength and speed. But I’m concerned for what will happen, if anything, to her if we seal the blood covenant.  I never want to harm her, only guide her to find what belongs to her."

      Henwen eyed the handsome vampire. Damn bloodsuckers. They were all tall and beautiful, and the men looked chiseled from stone. She knew their looks were as crucial to their survival as the stripes on a tiger. The stripes helped camouflage the tiger so it could sneak up on its prey, but the vampires' beauty lured its prey right onto their arms, eager to be seduced. She knew he had the power to hold her with his eyes, and place a suggestion in her head that would make it seem like her own thought, but he hadn't tried that with her. She could tell Eilish wasn't held by any spell other than the one between his legs. Henwen didn't doubt that the two loved each other, and that was just damn unfortunate. It wouldn’t be the first time, but she knew no coven would ever accept a vampire. But Fina killed the girls' parents; she hadn't seen that coming. Eilish was going to need all the help she could get. She chewed on the end of the sassafras stick as she pondered, then nodded her head.

      "Ya in a mess, girl. Ya kin seal da covenant, won't hurt, might help. Jus’ like he got stronger from ya, ya might git stronger too. Not like him. Ya won't be strong like him. Dey vampires... dey gots un-natural strength when dey need it. Ya won't have dat. But it might give ya powers a boost, although, when ya figure out how ta use dat book, you prolly won't need no extra powers. Dat book will guide ya."

      Eilish shook her head. "But Fina has had possession of the book for years. It was hidden in my mother's tomb with her. Fina visited them every year on the anniversary of their death. Surely, she's read it from cover to cover. She'll know everything the book has to tell me. She'll know whatever secrets the book holds."

      Henwen shook her head. "Don't work dat way. She kin read da pages, but da book don't speak to her. Dat book only works fer da Bohannon destined to own it. Dat book, it does no good fer Fina. She been hidin’ it from ya, keepin’ it from ya. You da only one da book will talk to, and reveal what needs to be seen."

      Eilish wiped the sweat from her forehead. Even though the harsh heat of the South Carolina summers was fading, there wasn't any air moving inside Henwen's cabin. "It hasn't helped me so far."

      Henwen nodded. "Ya ain't gonna learn ever’thang’ in a day. Book will tell ya when ya need to know. Dat book... dat's da reason da Bohannon's been in control, one generation to da next. Read careful. Don't try ta take it in all at once. It will tell ya what ya need."

      Henwen turned her attention to Ian, "And you, I know ya think ya know ‘bout witches, but she ain't no regular witch, unnerstan? She special. Once she figures dis book out, her powers be greater than anything ya ever seen. I heard da rumors ‘bout her little performance at Litha... how da winds and da ocean responded to her presence. How da fire reached da sky. Know you was dare, seen it all. But dat ain't nuthin'. Dat just a smattering of her potential. Coven already talkin', wonderin', dey already thinkin' Fina might not be da chosen one. But dey thinkin' innocent, thinkin' it jest a mistake maybe since Fina was da oldest, and Eilish was so young when her mama died. Dey thinkin' maybe she just hadn't come into her powers yet. Ain't nobody thinkin' Fina done killed her own parents. Dis girl, she gonna need yer help when da time comes, and it won't be pretty. She be needing yo help to become da witch she was destined to be, but da coven ain’t gonna thank ya fer it. The coven ain't never gonna show ya gratitude. If ya gots some ideas ‘bout her figuring dis out, and den da two of y’all just livin’ all happy together in dat big yella house, well, ya in fer a disappointment. Ya gots a role to play in all dis, I kin see dat. And maybe sealin’ dat covenant will help ya both. But dis girl, she cain't never really belong to ya. Ain't sayin' she don't love ya, just sayin da fates ain't givin' ya no happily ever after. Dis thing between ya... dat’s destiny too. She need ya to become who she destined ta be. If ya seal da covenant, she be yours fer as long as she live. She won't take another. But she be yours in her heart. Ya cain't live in her world, and she damn sure cain't live in yourn. You unnerstan?"

      Ian sat mesmerized by her words. He nodded his head and looked at the old crone. "Oh, I understand, but let me ask you something. Can you predict the future, or are you speculating? I mean, maybe it won’t work out that way. Maybe we can find a way to stay together." Ian reached over and took Eilish’s hand, and held it tight. "I love her, and helping her is my every intention. And it sounds like it will take both of us for her to become who she is meant to be."

      Henwen nodded. "Oh, I kin see some stuff. I don't see it all, dat fer sure. Don't doubt ya love her. I kin see wiff my own eyes. And I know dat once ya seal da covenant, ya cain't take another either. Eilish will rise ta power, she will rule da Bohannon coven, but her lifetime be like dat of a human. She might live to be as old an’ ugly as me," Henwen cackled before becoming serious again, "but she don't got eternity. You be on dis earth a long time, maybe centuries, but ya won't mate with another. Ain't tellin' ya nuthin' ya don't know. Ya might love agin in your lifetime, but ya cain't take the covenant agin. Ya ready to sacrifice dat? Eternity be a long damn time, bloodsucker. Don’t need ta be no fortune teller to know dat much."

      Ian closed his eyes and took a deep breath, and he almost choked on the stink of the mildew and salve mixture. "I’m a mercenary warrior, a good one at that. It’s a lonely life, and if I have one chance to love, whoever that might be, I’d be the biggest fool not to take it. I know what I face. I think we both do. I’m ready to risk my life for her. My beast is certain she’s the one, and I do whatever that crazy bastard tells me. He has saved my ass more than once, and I trust him." Ian stood up and paced in the small cabin, the boards creaking under his feet. "I love her enough to die for her, and I’ll hold her in my heart forever, even if I’m not with her. And if she grows old and ugly, I’ll still love her because she has my heart, and I give it to her freely, even with all the crap you just dropped on me."

      Henwen nodded and removed the stick of sassafras from her mouth. "Well din, guess dare’s only one thing left fer ya ta do. Seal da covenant. Make dis girl yours, din help her through dis mess. She gonna need it. Now git on out of here. I tole you both all I know. Rest is up to y’all."

      Eilish hesitated, "Can I banish Fina? Once I take over, can I just send her away somewhere... her and Warrick?" Henwen gave her a stern look. "Don't be naïve, girl. Fina ain't walkin' away, Warrick either. Dey ain't givin' up deys power. Ya wants it, you gots to take it. Y’all know what dat means."

      Eilish stood quietly as Ian took her hand. "But, I don't want it."

      Henwen could feel the truth in her words and felt sorry for the girl. She shook her head. "Ya don't git ta pick, da fates already picked, and you da one, whether ya wants it or not. Ya got one job now. Figure out dat book, and keep Fina in da dark till ya do. Otherwise, ya find yerself buried out dare in da Netherworld wiff yo mama and daddy, unnerstan? Fina kilt two people she loved fer power, she ain't gonna let ya stand in her way. Go on now, Cyrus don't like waitin' and he stewin' 'bout being jipped outta money by a vampire. Ya might wants to tip him when ya git back if ya ever want him to bring ya out here agin."

      Eilish and Ian headed for the door when she spoke up again. "If it makes ya feel any better, girl, he yo twin flame."

      Eilish paused and looked back at her. "My what?"”

      Henwen shook her head. "Fina ain’t teached ya nuthin’. Yer twin flame, girl. Don’t unnerstan it myself, but dis vampire, he yo twin flame, da one ya supposed ta be wiff. Don’t think dat was da original path, he being yo twin flame, I mean. Fates musta deemed it so after yo mama an’ daddy was kilt. Da fates put him in ya path. He da one. Ain’t gonna be no bed of roses, but he da one."

      Eilish smiled back at her. "Thank you."

      Ian looked at the old crone. "Get ready because change is about to come. For whatever it’s worth, Henwen, if I had found you long ago and fallen in love with you, I’d still love you to this day."

      Eilish reached into her bag, pulled out one long, perfect feather from an eagle, and handed it to Henwen. "Thank you for everything." Henwen took the offering and eyed Ian up and down. "Well now, ya ain't sealed dat covenant yet. I might be old, but I gib ya a go. Been a long time since I fucked a vampire, but it ain't somethin’ ya ferget."

      Ian chuckled and winked at Henwen. He had no doubt she could work him over. "Sorry, someone already stole my heart, and I don’t want it back. But I promise you, the right sister will rule the Bohannons. Maybe someday, we’ll come back, and you can tell me this vampire's name because I sure as hell bet you were one great piece of ass in your day!" He shuffled Eilish out the door quickly.

      Henwen called out after them, "My day! Ha, any day! Yer loss, bloodsucker!" Her cackle could be heard echoing across the still waters of the swamp.

      Eilish had to bite her lip not to join in Henwen's laughter. She couldn't get the image out of her head of Henwen sitting tall atop Ian's perfectly toned, bronze body, riding him to hell and back. She held on to Ian as she stepped into the boat and noticed the eager look on Cyrus's face. She was pretty sure Cyrus had heard everything and knew he would be further compensated for his time, thanks to Henwen.

      Ian climbed into the boat and sat down next to her as Cyrus silently used the pole to push away from Henwen's porch and began the long journey back to his shack. Ian swiped his arm across his forehead. It was getting close to noon now, and the temperature was climbing. The mosquitoes were instantly attracted to Eilish, and she removed the can of mosquito repellant and sprayed herself down once again. Cyrus shook his head. "Dat stuff don't hep ya, girl. Dese be industrial strength skeeters... you needs industrial strength repellent. See what trying ta save a dime will do fer ya?"

      Eilish nodded. "Point taken." They remained silent on the boat ride back, and Ian slipped Cyrus a hundred-dollar bill after they got out of the boat.

      Cyrus just nodded and pocketed the money. He looked at Eilish. "Ya be careful, girl. Don't want to see parts of ya floating out here as ‘gater food. Heard what Henwen said."

      Eilish looked back at him, "I will, thanks." She walked with Ian back to the Caddy, and he began the drive back to Charleston. She looked over at his handsome profile as he drove. "My twin flame; I wish things could be different. Henwen read my mind. Bringing you home to the yellow house, living with you, Anya, and Carter. The four of us, raising our children together, and the coven going on like before. But it's not going to be like that for us, is it?"

      Ian paused, never taking his eyes off the road. "I can’t say for sure, babe, but if what Henwen says is true, it’s not looking like it. But there’s a glimmer of hope. She didn’t know that Fina had killed your parents and buried them in the Netherworld. So that tells me she doesn’t see everything. She’s wise, and I do believe that if we need her, she’ll help us. So, let’s get back to civilization and see what this book tells you." He leaned over and kissed her. "I knew my beast was right, and you were mine. At least we know the blood covenant is the right path, and that’s a good thing."

      She reached over and linked her fingers through his as he held the wheel. She knew he was coming to her freely, out of love, and she loved him, but a part of her felt sad for him. His commitment to her would ensure his future was one of loneliness. After she was gone, he'd feed from others and have sex with others, but he was giving up his chance to bond with one of his kind for eternity. She answered quietly, "Yeah, a good thing."
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      The two of them remained silent for most of the drive back to Charleston, each contemplating Henwen's predictions for their future. Ian pulled the Caddy into the old carriage house, then stepped out, walking around the car to open her door. Eilish climbed out of the car, straightening her skirt. She looked at the back of the old Victorian house she'd lived in her whole life. She knew Anya would be at the shop, and she doubted seriously that Carter would have been left in the house alone. She was tempted to take Ian’s hand and lead him inside, but she knew Anya was already carrying the burden of juggling the shop on her own. She leaned into Ian and felt his arms around her as she laid her head on his chest. "I'm sorry I got you into this. You deserve better."

      Ian sighed as he held her. She felt right in his arms, but the road ahead seemed bleaker than he had anticipated. He had to keep his head on straight, keep her upbeat and on the right path. "I deserve what I want, and right now, what I want is you. Besides, you’re my twin flame, right? The fates have spoken and all that stuff." He leaned down and kissed her softly, letting her know he wasn’t going anywhere, even if she asked him. "I should be getting out of here, maybe check on Carter and make sure he can still walk." He chuckled, wondering what kind of shape Carter might be in. "I’m going to teleport from here. Let me know how things go with Anya after you fill her in on Henwen. I’ll talk to you later. Are you coming back to my place after work?"

      Eilish nodded, her head still on his chest. "Yes, I guess I should keep reading that fucking book. But then, will you come home with me? Sleep next to me? I don't know how many nights we'll have before Fina returns."

      He looked into her eyes and grinned. "Nah, I think I’ll torture you with how hot my body is and dream alone these nights. Of course, I’ll sleep next to you. Go on, the sooner you get to the shop, the sooner you can close up and get back to me." He teleported out and straight back to his rented house.

      Eilish grabbed her hobo bag from the car, closed the door, and stepped outside the carriage house. She closed the doors and started the walk to the shop. As she passed the construction site, she saw Carter leaning against a tree, taking a nap, as the foreman approached and kicked at his boots. "Get up, boy! I don't pay you to sleep!" Carter scrambled to his feet. He had sat down for a minute to take a drink of water, but damn if he hadn't fallen asleep as soon as he sat down. He and Anya had done very little sleeping the night before. "Yes, sir. Won't happen again."

      He saw Eilish walk by and winked at her, watching the slow smile spread across her face. She nodded her head ever so slightly to acknowledge him. He hurried inside the old house before the foreman yelled at him again. Eilish continued on her way, turning right on Tradd Street and seeing a steady flow of people entering and exiting Rhiannon's. She sighed, knowing Anya would be running like crazy to keep up. She opened the door to the shop just as Anya was ringing up another sale. Anya thanked the customer and gave Eilish a look that said, "thank goodness!" Eilish hurried behind the counter, tossed her bag down, and kissed her sister on the cheek. "I'm so sorry. Tell me what you need."

      Anya felt like the entire day had been one big scramble. She’d wished she could throw the ‘Closed’ sign on the door and rush back to Carter. "I’m out of sage and haven’t had time to restock the shelves. I haven’t eaten. It’s been crazy in here today." She quickly checked out the next customer as Eilish helped others find what they needed. Gradually the customers thinned out, and they had a lull as Anya sat down and sighed. "Well, did Ian come back a three-legged toad or anything?"

      Eilish gathered some items from the storeroom to replenish the shelves and brought Anya the bagged lunch she had packed for herself, along with bottled water. "Here, eat something. You must be starving."

      Anya opened the brown bag that held the chicken salad sandwich she had packed for herself that morning, along with an apple and granola bar. She took a big bite of the sandwich as Eilish refilled the display case that held the sage smudge sticks. "Ian survived his trip to see Henwen. She said we could seal the covenant; in fact, she said we might need to seal the covenant to survive what lies ahead, but she didn't paint a rosy picture for the two of us. She said… she said he was my twin flame." Eilish walked over and picked up the apple. "Can I eat this?"

      Anya nodded as she took another bite of her sandwich and spoke with her mouth full, "Help yourself. I just need the sandwich. So, what’s a twin flame?"

      Eilish bit into the tart apple. "That’s what I said. Henwen said we were destined. That it wasn’t my original path, but maybe the course of events, our parents getting killed, altered my path. He wasn’t the person I was originally destined to spend my life with, but now he is, as unlikely as the match might seem. I had subconsciously had this vision of us, you and Carter, me and Ian, all living in the house together. I know it was unrealistic to think that way. At least the part about Ian and me. Henwen kept emphasizing how much I'd need Ian but not to expect the coven's gratitude."

      Anya drank down half the bottle of water. "Are you seriously thinking about mating with Ian? That’s some serious forever, for him at least. He knows that, right?"

      Eilish took another bite of the apple as she worked on refilling some display bins with one hand. She nodded her head. "He says yes, but I get what you’re saying. This should be a happy time... me and Ian, I mean. I find someone I love, who loves me, and all I can do is sneak around and try to keep this big secret about the book and Ian." She stopped filling the shelves and wiped the apple juice from her chin. "Speaking of happy, I saw Carter when I was walking to work." She giggled, "Take it easy on him, sis. He fell asleep under a tree, and his boss gave him hell."

      Anya giggled. "Hey, that man is a glutton for punishment. He’s amazing in bed, and I love him so much. He’s funny, and I have someone of my own for once in my life. I love that look he gets on his face when he sees me. He makes my head spin!" The bell jingle jangled, and Anya closed her eyes, wishing this day was over already. When she looked up, she saw Zavian strolling in. She wasn’t surprised. She was wondering what had taken so long. She was sure he’d been assigned to watch the two of them in Warrick’s and Fina’s absence. "Hey, Zavian."

      Zavian grinned. "Thought I’d stop in while I was in this area. Check out the beautiful Bohannon sisters." Anya snorted. "You came here to see Eilish and to spy on us. Don’t insult our intelligence."

      Zavian looked startled by her response. "Well, I am here to ask something from Eilish. But I’m not spying."

      Eilish stepped back behind the counter and threw the apple core into a trash bin. "Ask something of me? What's up? Have you heard anything from Warrick? Any news on when they'll return?"

      Zavian walked to the counter and leaned over it, his face close to Eilish. "Not for a few days yet. I thought that might interest you." He smiled and wiggled his eyebrows at her. "So, since they aren’t in town, I thought you might like to go out? Maybe a movie, or dinner tonight?"

      Eilish busied herself straightening the stack of shopping bags behind the counter, avoiding looking at him. "You know, you'd think since Fina and Warrick are so eager to have us be together, she'd have given me more free time. But honestly, you wouldn't believe the 'to do’ list of crap she left for Anya and me to complete before she returned. We have to harvest the vegetables that remain in the garden, get them canned, and help Cressa harvest her herb garden and start the drying process. She wanted the house cleaned from top to bottom, including dragging out the big rugs to beat and air out before winter. We've been crazy busy in the shop. The tourists without kids wait until fall to come down to avoid the worst of the heat, so we've been swamped in the shop. We've already re-stocked the shelves twice today. Thanks for the offer, but we don't have the time, do we, Anya?"

      Zavian's eyes slid to Anya, and he looked her up and down from head to toe. "Yes, Anya, please add to the horrendous list of chores."

      Anya put her hands on her hips. "You know, Zavian, sometimes I wonder why in hell you hang around here. Maybe you should get a job."

      Zavian walked around the shop for a few moments, casually picking up items and laying them back down. "I have a job. I do stuff for Uncle Warrick. You know, the strangest thing happened last evening. I was down around the college..." He left the sentence hanging and then turned to look at Eilish. "And I could have sworn I saw you on Beaufain Street. Must have just been a trick of the moon or something."

      Eilish refused to take the bait or be intimidated by him. She knew she'd face much more significant obstacles than Zavian in her future. She shrugged. "Beaufain? Near the college? Probably just a student. I can't remember the last time I was around that campus. It just makes me feel old to see the students now. When I was in high school, I remember how much I envied them, living in dorms, attending classes, and starting a new life away from home. Seems like ages ago now. Didn't you look into going there? Back when we were all in high school?"

      Zavian didn’t miss how she shifted the conversation. "I thought about it but changed my mind. Those were the fun days. Now I just do whatever Uncle Warrick says. Sometimes I get an invite to Wynter and Rain’s for dinner." He shook his head, "Neither of them can cook like you, Anya."

      Anya laughed. "Okay, okay, why don’t you let us rest tonight and catch up on these chores and then come to dinner at the house tomorrow? Seriously, we are just way too tired to go out, Zavian. At least it will be a change-up for all of us." Anya looked at Eilish and winked.

      Zavian took the bait and agreed as he responded, "See you at seven then."

      As he walked out the door, Anya looked at Eilish. "Sorry, sis, I was trying to find a diversion to get him off your back and the hell out of here."

      Eilish sighed. "I know. It's a small price to pay and better than going out with him. But that means no Carter, and no Ian, at least until we can get rid of Zavian."

      Anya grinned from ear to ear. "Don’t worry. If I can make Fina sleepy, I can make Zavian just as tired. He won’t stay long. The potion works even better in wine than in sweet tea!"

      Eilish laughed for the first time that day. "Brilliant. I should have known you'd have a plan!"
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      The sisters had kept a steady pace of customers all evening, but Eilish would fill Anya in on her visit with Henwen whenever there was a lull in customer traffic. They closed the shop promptly at eight and walked home together. They made a point of laughing loudly together as they approached their house so their neighbors would hear them. It was getting dark by eight now, but that didn't mean there weren't eyes upon them, and they wanted to re-establish their regular pattern for anyone monitoring their comings and goings.

      Anya set about fixing dinner as soon as they got home, and Carter arrived at the back door a short time after. Anya had made him a key so he could slip in quietly and not stand around on the porch. Anya was fixing a macaroni and cheese casserole with the last of the fresh green beans from the farmer's market and slicing fresh tomatoes. Carter stepped up behind her and slid his arms around her waist, kissing her neck. "Girl, I'm not sure where your best talents lay, in the bed or the kitchen, but you sure do keep me coming back for more on both counts." Anya smiled, enjoying the compliment and his undivided attention.

      

      Eilish set the table and then sat as they waited for the casserole to finish baking in the oven. "I'll wait to put ice in the glasses when the macaroni is ready. Ian should be here any minute. After dinner, he'll teleport me back to his place. Earlier today, Zavian said he'd seen me on Beaufain. I blew it off, but you know he could have seen me. What are we going to do about that? Inviting him to dinner tomorrow was a good idea. Carter, you and Ian will have to hang back for the evening. We need to make sure Zavian can report that things were normal, but now I'm not sure what he knows."

      Anya laughed as she answered. "You know Zavian; he has always loafed around the college. But I doubt he saw you. And by the way, you did a good job changing the subject on that one."

      Eilish straightened the napkin by her plate, "But what if he did? See me on Beaufain... that's a little too close for comfort. He could report that to Fina. Even if he's not sure, he could say he thought he saw me. We need a spell."

      Ian appeared from nowhere in the middle of the kitchen, a trick all three of them were still getting used to. He’d heard the tail end of their conversation as he took a seat at the table. He kissed Eilish as he sat down beside her. "So, want to explain who and what you are putting a spell on?"

      Eilish returned his kiss. "Well, Zavian, maybe. This afternoon, he came into the shop and dropped this bomb that he'd seen me on Beaufain. I blew it off and said it was probably someone from the college. He didn't push, but still... of all the streets in Charleston, he randomly picks Beaufain? That's too close for comfort. If he should report that to Fina, or Warrick, they'd post someone to watch. It's been better since you've been teleporting me directly inside, but there were enough times when I walked over. And if they posted watch, even if you teleport me, we can't be sure someone wouldn't see something. Stuff happens to the house when I read that book. A witch would see that."

      Ian felt his beast sit up; hearing Zavian’s name could inflame his blood. "You said he’d probably drop in the shop this week, so that’s not suspicious. But I agree that pulling Beaufain out of thin air does sound odd. I can erase his memory or make it fuzzy, so he can’t remember details. But here’s the problem...no way can I get close enough to him to do that. He knows me. Any suggestions?"

      "Anya invited him to dinner tomorrow. It was better than the alternative. He wanted me to go out with him, and I said we had too much to get done. She will spike his food with a potion that will make him sleepy. Could you do it then? I could let you know when to come; then, you'd have to leave right after."

      Ian grimaced and answered sharply. "Why would you invite him here? I know it’s better than going out with him, but that bastard just doesn’t get the hint, does he?" Ian took a deep breath and tried to get his beast under control. He hated having Zavian anywhere near her. "I don’t like him being here, but I can do it." He watched as Anya pulled the casserole from the oven and set it on the table.

      She grinned at Ian as she tried to shift the mood. "Well, that’s settled then! Let’s dig in."

      Eilish sighed as she watched Carter scoop a giant, steaming portion of the macaroni and cheese from the casserole onto his plate. She answered Ian with some irritation. "I don't want him here anymore than you do, but ignoring him would be a mistake. Calm down, please. Zavian could cause real trouble, and I need to finish that book. If Fina finds out I have the book before I know what I'm supposed to do..." Eilish threw her hands up in frustration. "What do you want me to do? I need your help here. Reel your beast in. He's not helping."

      Eilish's comment only fired his beast more. He knew he needed to calm down, but that bastard wasn’t listening. He stood up from the table. "Good idea." He strolled out of the room and into the sitting room, his fists clenched at his sides. He didn’t want to fight with her; he loved her and promised her his help. But everything seemed upside down and wrong side out. "Damn it, Ian, chill for hell’s sake."

      Anya watched him stand and walk out of the room. She felt sorry for them both, struggling with the circumstances. "Sis, just talk to him; I know you’re both on edge. You need each other." Carter stopped shoveling food in his mouth. "Yeah, he’s been edgy lately. He needs a minute."

      Eilish laid down her fork and took a drink of sweet tea. She sighed loudly. "We're all edgy." She followed him into the sitting room, standing in the arched doorway. "Ian, what do you want from me? I'm doing the best I can. Juggling Fina and Warrick, trying to understand this book and what I need to do, trying to cope with all the possible outcomes of how I will manage Fina when I must finally confront her, and on top of that, trying to keep Zavian at arm’s length without rousing too much suspicion. Are you having second thoughts? About sealing the covenant? Because I'd understand if you are. This isn't what you bargained for. I need you, but I need you all in. If you have doubts, now's the time to figure that out."

      "I’m not having doubts about us, the covenant, or any damn thing else. We’re both trying, but sometimes I have to control my beast; he doesn’t always listen. I haven’t fed in a few days. That is my fault. I’m used to listening to my beast and reacting to his needs. He wants you more than you can imagine, and he wants to protect you.  I’m sorry, I’m all in for however long we have. I’m supposed to be the alpha in this relationship, and somehow, I feel useless at every single turn. It takes a while to get used to that. Even harder when it comes to you." He walked toward her and pulled her into his arms. "I don’t want to fight with you, and I don’t want to lose you or walk away. I want to love you."

      She felt enveloped in his arms. "I wish this was simple. We could be together, out in the open, without all the drama. Henwen read my mind. I did envision us living here, in this house. Just... a normal life. But I know that's not in the cards. I do love you, Ian. I don't think I could face this without you."

      He smiled down into her beautiful face. "You won’t have to. I’ll be here. Come on, let’s get you some food. Then we need to go to bed for a long night. What do you say?"

      She hugged him tightly. "I say yes. Let's skip the book for one night. We need some time together away from all the Bohannon drama. Come on, sit with me while I eat. Then you can join me upstairs, just the two of us. Well, except for Anya and Carter. And Emric."

      He threw back his head and laughed. "Well, at least I have someone on watch. Maybe someday he’ll get used to me." Kissing her softly, he took her hand and led her back into the kitchen. Despite all the obstacles, he knew she would be his...completely.
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      The sisters had worked the shop the entire day. The business was beginning to slack off just a bit as the autumn season moved slowly to the coast of South Carolina.  There was a change in the air; the thick, cloying humidity seemed to be subsiding, as much as it could this far South.  And there was a breeze that blew in off the water that brought cooler air, making every heart smile in anticipation that relief from the oppressive heat would arrive soon.  Eilish was taking a shower as Anya scurried about the kitchen, preparing dinner. Tonight's guest would be Zavian, and both sisters knew he would report his findings to his uncle and Fina. Anya was making sure he would find nothing out of the ordinary except one small difference. He would get very sleepy after his meal and a few glasses of wine.  She smiled to herself as she tapped the small brown bottle containing her potion in her apron pocket.  She began to make the huge salad in the old wooden bowl, filling it with the last of the fresh summer vegetables from their garden and a few choice things from the local grocer.  She placed the large bowl of fresh salad on the table, already set for three, and then checked the progress of her low-country ‘boil’ on the grill on the back porch. She had wrapped shrimp and corn on the cob, quartered potatoes, butter, beer, and spices in foil, and placed them on the grill. It was one of Zavian's favorites.  She quickly spun to check the table and ensure the hot sauce was there.  She put the cheese biscuits in the oven, and she was done. Two bottles of wine sat ready to be opened.  She nodded, pleased that she had done all she could to make this night easy.

      Eilish could smell the rich, fragrant scents of Anya's cooking upstairs as she dressed. The delicious smells from the kitchen made her stomach growl. As she was heading down the stairs, she heard the knock on the door and knew it was Zavian. She made a detour for the front door and swung it open to greet him while giving him a welcoming smile. "Perfect timing! From the smells coming from the kitchen, I can tell that Anya is close to having dinner ready. Come on in."

      Zavian was pleased to see her and especially happy that she seemed glad to see him. "I've been thinking about this all day. I even skipped lunch."

      Eilish laughed. "Well, don't worry. You know Anya will have enough to feed an army."

      Zavian stepped into the foyer, immediately surrounded by the mouthwatering smells from the kitchen. Zavian bent to kiss her, but Eilish turned and headed toward the back of the house. He had aimed for her mouth, but his kiss barely grazed her cheek. He hoped her good mood was still an indication of an opportunity for more than a platonic kiss on the cheek, maybe after dinner.

      As Eilish entered the kitchen, Zavian in tow, Anya smiled. "I hope you aren’t expecting anything fancy, just having some salad and a shrimp boil on the grill. Have a seat, Zavian; I’ll open the wine. Sis, could you plate up the food?"

      Zavian was eager to help and wanted to remain in their good graces as he swiftly moved toward the wine bottles on the counter. "I can open the wine for you."

      Anya quickly stepped into his path. "No! You’re our guest; please take a seat." She blocked his way to the wine bottles, gesturing to his chair. As he returned to his seat, she removed the cork from one of the bottles and poured three glasses. Eilish held his full attention while Anya took the small bottle from her pocket and shook a few drops into Zavian's glass.

      Eilish held Zavian’s attention as they talked, running her hand up and down his forearm. "We didn’t invite you to work. Stay here next to me." She had maneuvered him into the seat that would have him seated with his back to Anya. "Best seat in the house. Just relax, and enjoy a good meal. I know you don't cook for yourself, and Warrick is a terrible cook. Let us take care of you for the evening."

      Zavian smiled. "I like the sound of that."

      Anya leaned over his shoulder and placed the glass of wine on the table before returning with the other two glasses. Zavian was waiting for Anya to be seated when Eilish lifted her glass and told him to go ahead and have a drink. He took a sip of the wine as Anya placed the hot biscuits on the table and took her seat. Eilish peeled back the foil, and the steam rose from the shrimp boil, releasing the fragrant salty seafood smell into the air. She grabbed his plate and gave him a very hearty serving of shrimp and vegetables. Anya passed the steaming basket of biscuits, and Zavian took two. Anya handed him the third one. "Two's not enough. Here's the butter; put it on now while the biscuits are hot. They taste best that way, with the butter melting down into the bread."

      Eilish placed a modest portion of the shrimp on her plate and watched as Anya shoved food in his direction. Once Zavian was settled, Eilish raised her glass again, "To the coven."

      Anya and Zavian lifted their glasses and drank the wine. As Zavian poured some hot sauce on the shrimp, Anya reminded him, "I have more wine, so don't sip. We have plenty."

      Zavian dug in, his mouth full, and he closed his eyes, savoring the flavors. "Oh my god, Anya. This is awesome."

      Anya shrugged as she took his wine glass back to the counter to top it off and added a few more drops of the potion. "Just something I threw together."
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        * * *

      

      Ian paced around his house, watching the clock, waiting on the call from Eilish. He hoped to hell that Anya knew what she was doing because this could go wrong if Zavian were the least bit aware that he’d showed up. He walked past the room he’d set up for Eilish and stared inside. His eyes sought out the wardrobe that held the hidden book inside. "You and I will not get along; I know that already. Just give her what she seeks."

      Ian shook his head. Hell, he was talking out loud to a damn book. He was losing it. Carter had been informed of their plans tonight, so he knew to stay away unless Anya gave him the all-clear. He was on edge, waiting for the signal to move forward on this mission. He walked to the bedroom and flopped down on the bed. It hadn’t seen much action lately since he’d been teleporting to the Bohannon house to be with Eilish. But he knew it wouldn’t last much longer. Her older sister and the warlock would be home soon. He punched the mattress and growled. Zavian was with her right now when he should be with her. He stood up and paced some more, keeping his beast buried deep. He spoke to the unsettled beast, "We promised her to help, so you better settle your ass down; we will have her alone soon enough."
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        * * *

      

      Zavian had cleaned his plate and downed about three glasses of wine. He wasn't sure exactly how much he had to drink because Anya would keep filling his glass before he could ever empty it. Anya and Eilish had kept the conversation going non-stop to distract him from the fact that they were drinking very little. Eilish scooped another serving of shrimp and vegetables on his plate, and he started to protest that he was too full. "No, you'll hurt Anya's feelings if you don't have seconds. That's her true test of how much people enjoy her cooking when they come back for seconds even when they're full."

      Zavian continued to eat but was moving a little more slowly. Eilish leaned over closer to him. "So, have you heard from Warrick? Any idea when they're coming home? We haven't heard a peep from Fina."

      Anya topped off his glass again, working on the third bottle as he answered. "Yeah, Uncle Warrick called yesterday. Said he thought they would be back Friday night."

      Eilish nodded. That only gave them a few more days. "Oh, I thought for sure they would stay through the weekend. Where did they go again? I forgot what Fina told me."

      Zavian drank from his glass, his eyes getting heavy. He was feeling a little foggy. "Uh, they went to Savannah."

      Eilish looked at Anya as they got this new information. "Oh yeah, Savannah. I remember. I recall Fina saying something about popping in on Bronwyn while they were there."

      Zavian's head began to nod as he found it hard to keep his eyes open. "Oh man, I'm stuffed."

      Eilish rubbed his forearm, "Well, you did skip lunch and then drank wine. It makes you sleepy, doesn't it?" She used her power of suggestion to push him deeper. "I don't know how you can keep your eyes open. You must feel like all you need now is a long nap."

      Zavian's head dropped forward, then snapped up quickly as he fought the urge to sleep. "I do feel like I need a nap."

      Eilish nodded, continuing to stroke his arm. "Of course, you do. You can barely stay awake. Your eyes feel so heavy, like they are stuck with glue." Zavian's head bobbed forward again. Eilish looked at Anya and nodded slightly. Anya got up from her chair as Eilish suggested he should lie down on the sofa.

      Anya took Zavian's hand, helping him up. "Come on, let’s go into the sitting room, and you can sit on the couch. It will be much comfier. You can lay your head back. Eilish and I will clean up. I’ll pack up some leftovers, and you can rest your eyes while we do that." As both sisters helped Zavian to the couch, he was stumbling slightly, and they both looked at each other and grinned. Once Zavian hit the sofa, his head lulled back, and he was out. Anya looked at Eilish and whispered, "Quick, call Ian, get him the hell over here now. We only have about 30 minutes!" Anya nudged Zavian and spoke loudly, "Zavian, do you want some dessert?" There was no response, and they knew it was time to move.
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        * * *

      

      Ian felt his phone vibrate, and he grabbed it quickly, seeing it was Eilish. Answering, all she said was, "Come now." Ian quickly teleported straight out of his house and did a few laps around the Bohannon house. People were out and about, but the street was quiet.

      He teleported in, and Anya jumped, still not used to his sudden appearance. "Stop doing that!"

      He grinned at her and turned to look at the skinny, long-haired warlock with his head lulling on the back of the couch. "Well, he’s out. Good job, Anya." He kissed Eilish softly on the lips, his arm snaking around her waist. "Any problems?"

      Eilish was nervous about the time constraints as she gave him a look and answered sharply. "Could you do whatever it is you do and ask questions later? We don't have all night here!"

      Ian looked at her and shook his head, "All right then." He walked up to Zavian, waved his hand in front of his face, and got no response. "Perfect." Laying his hand on his forehead, he could see that Zavian had gotten a glimpse of a woman about the same size as Eilish, with light blond hair, on Beaufain Street. When he tried to follow her, she disappeared from him. Zavian wasn’t sure it had been Eilish, but Ian could see the woman in his memory and knew it wasn’t her. He wiped the memory of seeing this figure from his mind when suddenly, it popped right back in.

      Ian whipped his hand back. "What the fuck?" Then he remembered his conversation with his friend Ryker when he told him about wanting to be with Eilish and that she was a witch. Ryker had told him witches or warlocks couldn’t be easily erased. He closed his eyes, laid his hand back on Zavian’s forehead, and saw the same image. He rearranged everything from that day inside Zavian's mind and watched as every event of the day became so scrambled that there was no way he could ever figure any damn thing out. He pulled his hand away, opened his eyes, and stood back. "Give me one more minute here. It seems your warlock doesn’t like having things erased. Making sure my second attempt worked."

      Once again, he repeated the process of laying his hand on his forehead and saw everything as he had left it, a damn mess of that day in Zavian's mind. He looked up at Eilish and nodded. "Well, I’ll be off; you’re all set; it’s scrambled. And by the way, he never saw you, but someone he thought was you from a distance. Maybe I will see you later then?" Ian leaned in, wrapped his hand in her hair at the back of her head, and kissed her on the lips, sliding his tongue deep into her mouth and feeling her melt into him. Then he teleported out as fast as he came in.

      Anya watched the deep kiss before he teleported out. "Gotta say, the bloodsucker knows how to make a dramatic exit."

      Eilish chuckled, then looked down at Zavian, biting at her lip. "Now, what do we do?"

      Anya shrugged. Let me bring what remains in the wine bottle and our glasses here. You sit on the couch next to him, slumped over on his shoulder, and I'll curl up in the chair. When he wakes up, he'll think we all fell asleep."

      Eilish nodded, "Good idea," as they scrambled to bring the wine and glasses into the sitting room. Eilish sat next to him, but not too close. She didn't want him to think anything had happened as Anya took her seat across from them.

      Zavian felt like he had been in a fog; his head was pounding as he swiped his hand over his eyes. He sat up and found Eilish asleep beside him on the couch. When did he move to the sofa? Anya sat in the chair, curled up and asleep as well. He shook his head and looked at his watch; over an hour had passed. How many bottles had they drunk? He leaned over and kissed Eilish on the cheek. "Eilish, wake up." He tried to stand and fell backward on the couch. "I must have drunk too much, and then the food coma hit."

      Anya stirred and stretched, pretending to wake up. "Did we all fall asleep?"

      Zavian nodded. "I guess so. But I drank way too much." He tried to stand again and steadied himself on the arm of the couch. He felt off-kilter. He took a few steps and swayed a bit.

      Anya was biting her lip, trying not to laugh. "You don’t look so great, Zavian. Did you drive or walk over?"

      Zavian looked over at her, "What? Oh, I walked."

      Anya stood up and shook Eilish softly. "Wake up, sis. Zavian had a little too much wine. He’s getting ready to go home. The night air should sober him up a bit."

      Eilish stirred slightly, performing at her best. "What?" She looked around the room. "Oh, my goodness, did I fall asleep? I'm so sorry. That's so rude of me. Zavian is leaving?"

      Zavian rubbed his head. "We all fell asleep." He looked at Eilish with her legs tucked under her on the sofa. "I could spend the night since Fina isn't home."

      Eilish looked at Anya and masked the look of panic on her face. They hadn't thought of that. They'd never send Zavian out if he were still unsteady. "Oh...uh... well, you could sleep on the couch, or maybe sleep in Fina's bed."

      Zavian looked crestfallen. That wasn't what he had in mind. He had hoped Eilish would offer to share her bed. "Nah. Never mind. I can make it home. Fresh air will do me good." He steadied himself, could feel his mind clearing already, and headed for the door. "Thanks for dinner, Anya. Sorry I wasn't better company."

      Eilish followed behind him. "Text me when you get home, okay? So that I'll know you're safe."

      He paused and looked at her, sliding his arm around her waist and pulling her close, kissing her on the mouth before she could protest. "See, you do care."
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        * * *

      

      Ian was sitting on the rooftop next door, waiting for Zavian to leave. He kept looking at his watch. What the hell did Anya give him? Then the door opened, and he saw Zavian walk out with a grin. Ian growled low. It would be so easy to take him out. He knew that was the wrong ass move, but it sure was tempting. He followed him until he saw him return to the house on Queen Street, staying on the rooftops and far enough in the distance that the warlock wouldn’t detect him. "Mission accomplished."
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      Ian waited until he was sure Zavian was safe and sound inside and not coming back out again. Then he teleported back to Eilish and Anya’s. He landed in the middle of the sitting room. "Well, the warlock is   back home safely, and I don’t think he’ll be going anywhere." He looked at Anya and grinned.  "Whatever you gave him worked pretty well. He was weaving for a block or two."

      Anya shrugged.  "When you got it, flaunt it."

      Ian nodded. "Well, you have it." He turned to look at Eilish and smiled.  "I hope you’re as happy he’s gone as I am."

      "I'm happy, but I appreciate that you followed him. Zavian can be a thorn in my side, but he's not my enemy. He's been kept in the dark about all this, just like the rest of us. He has no idea what Warrick and Fina did. He's just a pawn for Warrick. I know he's interested in me, but I don't think I'm the great love of his life or anything. I think he's just doing what Warrick tells him, and Warrick told him to pursue me, and he'd be the High Priest someday. So, thank you... for following him and making sure he got home safely. Are you sure his memory of seeing me, or at least thinking he saw me near your house, is gone for sure?"

      Ian nodded. "It’s a bit complicated, but yes. I tried to erase the image of what he thought he’d seen, but it didn’t work at first. Then I remembered my friend Ryker, who’s also a vamp, telling me that you can’t easily erase witches or warlocks. So, I went to plan B to scramble every memory from that day. He’s not erased exactly, but his memories are a jumble, distorted. Everything from that day is haywire. I could see the person he thought was you, I knew it wasn’t you, and she was some distance from him. He tried to pursue her but had no luck. He wasn’t sure if it was you, and now his memory of what’s left will be fuzzier and mixed with other elements from that day."

      She reached out and took his hand. She knew she’d spoken to him abruptly when he had arrived to erase Zavian's memory. "I'm just glad it worked. Even if it wasn't me, he might still have said something if he had a question in his head. Anya and I have built a pretty fragile house of cards with our lies about meeting up with Wynter and Rain. It won’t take much to make Fina suspicious if she isn't already. With a snap of her fingers, she could have the whole coven watching our every move. I'm sorry I spoke so sharply earlier. I was nervous about Zavian, whether this whole thing would work."

      Ian listened to her words, knew she was sincere, and made a quick decision. "Well, while I was inside his head, I could see what he feels and thinks. I don’t want to lie to you or keep secrets. Zavian is more than following some orders from Warrick. In his way, he loves you, and he thinks you’ll be his eventually." He shrugged his shoulders, his dark hair falling around his face. "I don’t doubt that Warrick has had a hand in pushing his choices, but he’s in love with you. Don’t kid yourself otherwise, babe. He thinks he will be with you and is just being patient." He squeezed her hand tight. "And while I’m at it, I might as well confess the thought ran through my mind to take him out tonight. He was vulnerable and an easy target for me. But I knew I’d be letting you down or that it could put all of us in danger, and that wasn’t the plan."

      Eilish covered her face with her hands. "Oh, Ian, how are we going to do this? I don't know what I'm supposed to do. I keep reading, but it only makes me more afraid. The book pushes me toward a direction I never expected or even wanted. Fina isn't going to step aside, and neither is Warrick. They will be the big obstacles. Fina may not have been the sister designated to be High Priestess, but she is a powerful witch. She's not going to hand me the keys to the castle. I know what she and Warrick did, but I'm not sure I can take them on. And what if Fina summons the powers of the coven against me? They could all stand against me. Me and Anya." She looked at her sister. "I don't think the little potion in the wine bottle trick will get us very far in overthrowing Fina for control of the coven, and I don't think I can kill my sister, despite what she's done."

      Ian crushed her to his chest, his hands rubbing her back. "Eilish, listen to me. I’m beginning to believe that no matter what you do, all of this will come to a head in the long run. Henwen already knew a lot, and I have faith that this book or some event will take place where you have no choice but to take things into your own hands. You were born to this. I had no choice in becoming a vampire. I wasn’t born a vamp but turned on a battlefield. It wasn't easy because I had to fight and learn to be who I am now. Nothing worth fighting for is ever easy, babe. I knew that coming into this with you, but here I am, and you need to lean on both Anya and me when you feel like you can’t do this because with or without me, you are destined to be High Priestess. At some point, you’ll realize you are destined to lead the coven into the future. No one is asking you to kill your sister. But damn it, Eilish, take the reins and fight for this. I’ve seen that book work its magic, even though it hates me. It’s not going to let you walk away from this. It’s teaching you, preparing you; you need to keep reading, absorb it, and don’t be afraid because I’ll be there."

      Anya stood up from where she sat. She had listened to Ian support her and knew there wasn’t much any of them could do if Fina and Warrick brought on a war for power. But Anya knew one thing, and it was time her sister remembered who she was. "You have forgotten one thing, Eilish, and that’s the power that you hold. If you’re the chosen one, your power exceeds that of Fina. She will fight you, but Ian is right; you’re to be the High Priestess of the Bohannon coven. Henwen told you that. Fina will be afraid of your power, but she will die trying to keep you under wraps and maintain her status in the coven. Use your power; pull everything you have when the time comes. You’ll know when the time is right, don’t lose hope. I won’t let you."

      Eilish looked at her sister with love. "I don't know what I'd do without you. You don't have to do this, but I know you'll always be there for me, no matter how bad it gets." She squeezed Ian, "And you, I don't know why you stay. But I know I need you. I’ll need you to get on the other side of this. I love you, Ian. I love you more than life, but if what Henwen says is true..." She left her words hanging.

      Ian tipped up her chin and kissed her softly. "One day at a time, babe. I love you, and we fight together or go down together. Nothing is separating us."

      Anya frowned. "What did Henwen say?"”

      "When we went to see Henwen, she seemed to already know about Ian and Carter. She said the coven would begrudgingly allow a handfasting between a witch and a human, but that they would never accept a vampire, and certainly never a vampire who would be High Priest. She implied that what we had together, well, we wouldn't be able to stay together. She said something snarky like, "don’t git no fantasies bout da four of y’all livin' in da big yella house."

      Anya shrugged. "Henwen has lived in that damn swamp hole for years, and she doesn’t know what this coven will do, Eilish. For all we know, they’ll follow you like the Pied Piper once they learn what Fina and Warrick did! She turned her attention to Ian. "And what about you? Are you sticking around when she tries to take over the coven? Stand beside her? Tell her!"

      Ian stared back at Anya. "I’ll be here, whether she is High Priestess or not. We’ll seal the blood covenant; she’ll be mine for all eternity, and I’ll belong to her for however long she lives. She knows what could happen, that the coven may never accept me. If it comes to that, the decision is hers.  If she needs me to go, so be it. It won’t break the bond." He took her hands in his and stared deep into the steel gray eyes that had enchanted him from day one. "You decide; you hold the power. You know what I want, but the choice is yours whether I stay or go."

      Eilish looked back at him with tears in her eyes. "My brain says you should go, nothing good will come of this for you, but my heart begs you to stay. Please stay. I don't think I could bear it otherwise. I don't know how it ends, Ian, but I know Henwen is right when she says the coven will never bow down to a vampire. I have no right to ask you to make that commitment, but let's seal the covenant. At least we have that."

      Ian lifted her in his arms and headed for the stairs. He yelled back at Anya. "There’s your answer, Anya." He rushed up the stairs and kicked open her bedroom door, kissing her soundly. "I love you, Eilish Bohannon."
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        * * *

      

      Anya stood with her mouth open as Ian scooped up her sister and took her upstairs. "Fucking bloodsuckers." She smiled despite herself. She had a mortal to call. Time was running out for them to be alone, and she wasn’t about to waste one second.
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      Both Eilish and Anya set their alarms so they would wake before sunrise and could get the men out of the house. It was no big deal for Ian because he'd just teleport out, but they always had to give Carter time to dress, and Anya liked to fix him something quick for breakfast before he snuck out the back. Then the two sisters would resume their morning routine of getting ready for work. Anya stood in the kitchen eating peanut butter and toast as Eilish blew on her mug of coffee, letting it cool a bit before taking a sip. Her lips felt puffy and bruised after making love with Ian most of the night; she didn’t need to burn her lips on hot coffee.

      Anya stared back at her. "You look like hell."

      Eilish chuckled, "Well fuck you too. At least Carter is human, and he has to fall asleep sometime. Ian is making up for lost time. I think we both forget I need sleep." She took a sip of the coffee. "Wish he could stay. I mean, I wish we didn't have to play these games, but having Fina gone has been such a blessing. I'm not looking forward to her return."
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        * * *

      

      Ian had teleported home, walked in the door, and stood there, scoping out the grand old house he rented. It came unfurnished, and he had added enough to make it livable, but it didn’t seem special enough to bring Eilish to seal the blood covenant. Maybe he could make a few changes. It would be nightfall before Eilish could close the store and get to his house. He chuckled to himself, she thought she was coming to study that damn book, but he had other plans. He walked to the bedroom and sighed. "No woman would find this romantic." He went to the kitchen and found very little to prove it was ever used. "Well, it looks like I’m going shopping." Ian made a small list in his head and headed for the shower. He had errands to run.
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        * * *

      

      By 9:30, the girls had showered, dressed, and were ready to start their walk to the store. Anya set out fresh water and a bowl of Luna's favorite cat food as the cat rubbed against her ankles. Luna was the only one who seemed to be missing Fina this week. "Here you go, rat-face." The cat stopped purring, sensing she had been insulted.

      Eilish giggled. "Don't call her that. Come on; it’s starting to cool off to the point where I enjoy the walk." The sisters followed the well-worn path to the shop, Anya lowering her round sunglasses to peer over them to look at Carter as they passed the house. The other workers noticed the usually aloof sister taking him in and started to wolf whistle.

      Carter chuckled as he shouted to her, "See something you like, darlin'? I'm running a two-for-one special, one night only."

      When Anya shouted back, the other men laughed and slapped their thighs at Carter's brashness. "I'm always in the market for a bargain." Carter smiled and winked at her as the other men hooted and hollered, cheering him on. Anya slipped the glasses back on her nose and continued on her way, enjoying the flirting. If only they all knew the truth of it! Eilish looked around discreetly but didn't see Ian. The sisters finished their walk to the store, flipping over the 'open' sign and getting themselves ready for another day in the shop.
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        * * *

      

      Ian finished showering and called the boss on the job site, making a lame excuse that he’d lost a close relative the night before and couldn’t make it in. He didn’t need this job, but it had given him the means to connect with Eilish, and he knew he needed to keep appearances as normal as possible. He checked his text messages and found one from Carter asking where his vampire ass was. He grinned and texted back, "mind your own business, cowboy. I have things to get ready for the night." On second thought, he hit send and then sent another message telling him not to be so grumpy; he’d have the Bohannon house to himself tonight. He shoved his phone in his pocket, grabbed the truck keys, and headed out. He fucking hated shopping, but he would suffer through anything for Eilish, even shopping. And considering their current situation, this was nothing compared to what they were facing.

      Eilish kept her eye on the clock as the workday seemed to drag by. Both sisters stepped into the storeroom to eat their bagged lunch by lunchtime. Anya took a bite of her ham and cheese sandwich and a piece of lettuce escaped and dropped on her knee. She brushed it away. "What would you like for dinner tonight, sis? I thought I'd just do some burgers on the grill."

      Eilish looked up, "Oh, I planned to go straight to Ian's. I need to read tonight. I already missed two nights by visiting with Henwen, and then having Zavian over. I need to get as much done in Fina's absence as possible. But if you want my opinion, Carter looks like a burger man, the more red meat, the better. Make sure you have some beer in the fridge, and you'll be set. That won't be bad, will it? You two having the house to yourself for a few hours?"

      Anya stopped eating and looked at Eilish. "Bad? I would say it’s epic. And Carter seems to like just about anything you put in front of him; he’s pretty easy to please." She took another bite of her sandwich and chewed as she talked. "So, you’re going to do this blood covenant thing with Ian then?"

      Eilish wiped at the corners of her mouth with her napkin. She nodded. "Yeah, I am. I love him. I mean, I love him, Anya. Henwen said we were 'twin flames.’ She seemed shocked that I didn't know about that term, but I would still do it even without Henwen's acknowledgment. I feel drawn to him like we were meant to be together. I know that sounds corny." She shook her head. "And then I have another secret to keep. All I want is to live with him, be with him, but even with the covenant, we will still have to sneak around. Doesn't seem fair. How about you and Carter? He seems like a nice guy. Is this just a "thing"... Eilish made air quotes as she spoke the word thing, "or do you think this is going somewhere?"

      Anya finished her sandwich and grinned. "Oh, it’s definitely more than a thing. To be honest, sis, I love him. And I know he loves me too. For once in my life, I’m happy and have someone of my own, you know? He’s a country guy, works hard, and doesn’t have a thing to his name. But I don’t need all that; I just want Carter." She shook her head, "And I think I’m getting used to that music he listens to! And for the record, I’d like us to be together for the long run. I know I’ve had pipe dreams before, but this is the real deal for us."

      Eilish carefully folded her lunch bag and finished off her bottled water. "I'm glad for you. And I think it is high time we both get what we want. To hell with Fina and Warrick, and the coven will just have to... adjust. They'll adjust. It will just take some time."

      They finished the workday and waited for the clock to strike at 8:00 p.m. They would begin to close at 6:00 as the days got shorter. The tourists would dwindle, the dark would settle in by 5:00, and they'd have more time at home with Fina. The sisters locked up as Eilish kissed Anya on the cheek. "Have fun tonight. I'll be home by midnight at the latest. Ian will teleport in behind me. We'll try not to disturb you, as if you'd even notice."

      Anya smiled. "You’re one to talk! Have a good night reading, sis. I’ll see you at home later. And if the house is rocking, don’t come knocking!" She headed toward home and heard Eilish's laugh as she went in the opposite direction.
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        * * *

      

      Ian worked his ass off late into the afternoon, trying to arrange everything he had purchased. He stood back in the bedroom doorway and decided the new white sheets and duvet looked good, along with all the candles in the room. He took a few of the red roses from the dozen he had purchased and sprinkled their petals all over the bed. They made the room smell amazing, and he hoped they added a touch of romance. He had even bought new pillows made of goose down. He went into the kitchen and looked at the table with the place setting for one. He smiled as he opened the wine. It had been a long time since he had romanced a woman. As a warrior and a mercenary, he had avoided relationships. He hunted, and he never brought them back home. He arranged the roses in the new crystal vase and placed them on the table. He checked on the dinner he was cooking for Eilish and took a deep breath. He hoped she was ready, for this was the night that would change their lives for all eternity. He wore some new jeans and a clean t-shirt. Standing in bare feet, he glanced around before putting on some music. He’d heard Eilish listening to Lewis Capaldi and knew he was one of her favorites. He turned the volume down as Lewis sang, "Before You Go."

      Eilish walked quickly, checking out who was in the passing cars as she made her way to Ian's. She stepped up on his porch and heard the music playing from inside the house, making her smile. They never had time for music, but she was amused that he remembered one of her favorite songs. Every encounter was always such a rush for time. She lifted her hand to knock when Ian opened the door and scooped her up, carrying her inside and kicking the door closed behind him. He gave her a kiss that took her breath away. She chuckled when he set her on her feet, placing her hand on his chest. "The book, remember?"

      He shook his head, "No book, not tonight."

      Ian slid his hand down her side and squeezed her ass. "Tonight belongs to us, and us alone." Sliding his hands up her waist, he began dancing with her. "I hope you’re hungry because I’m making you dinner. I’m not much of a chef, but I think you might need your energy later." He winked and snuggled into her neck, leaving small kisses along her vein and nibbling softly on her ear. His voice was low and soft as he whispered in her ear, "I missed you today."

      She ran her hand through his hair, cupping the back of his neck. "And I miss you every day. Every minute I'm not with you." She could feel her pulse quicken as he left kisses on her neck, remembering that sweet sting of his fangs. She could smell something cooking, and it did smell delicious. "You know you have stiff competition with Anya in the cooking department, right?"

      "Are you challenging my skills, Eilish Bohannon?" He laughed and grabbed her hand, leading her into the kitchen and pouring her a glass of wine and a glass of Midnight for himself. Grabbing the steak out of the fridge, he threw it on the broiler. "How do you like your meat?" He gave her a crooked grin and cocked his head to the side.

      She smirked, "I think you know exactly how I like my meat. But make the steak medium rare." She sipped at her wine as she watched him over the rim of her glass.

      Ian smiled as he bent down with his ass in her direction to check the steak. He knew she was watching. The steak needed a few more minutes, so he opened the oven and took out the sheet pan with the roasted potatoes and carrots, fragrant in olive oil and herbs. He scooped the carrot and potato mixture onto her plate and then grabbed the steak, cutting it into bite-sized pieces. He carried it over to the small kitchen table and sat opposite her. He put the plate down in front of her. Taking a long sip of Midnight and making eye contact with her, he watched as the wine glass touched her lips. He wondered how he’d make it through this meal without taking her on the kitchen table. He speared one piece of steak on the fork and held it close to her mouth. "Tell me if this is how you like it."

      She smiled as he began to feed her, accepting the juicy steak into her mouth before biting down. He had carefully seasoned the steak, tender and well-marbled; the flavor burst in her mouth. "Hmm. I'll let Anya know she's not the only one who knows her way around a kitchen. Not to mention your ass looks cuter in those jeans."

      Ian smiled as he pushed the plate towards her and winked. "Please don’t tell Anya I can cook. She’ll tell Carter, and then he’ll be over here all the time looking for a free meal." He watched as she ate and stood up to grab the wine and refill her wine glass. He leaned down and kissed her on the top of her head, his free hand stroking her hair. "You’ve put a spell on me, babe. And I like how it feels." He kissed her neck softly.

      She held her hand in front of her mouth and spoke around the food. "The thing is, I haven't put a spell on you. No spell is needed. And that's the best part of all."

      "The best part is having you to myself tonight: no Carter, no Anya, and no ghost. So, finish your dinner. I want you to myself for eternity."

      Eilish smiled back at him as she continued to eat. "Well, I don't have eternity. Midnight will have to do for now. This is delicious, by the way. Where does a vampire learn to cook? I'm impressed." She pushed the almost empty plate away and sipped at her wine.

      Ian smiled, "I learned to cook before I became a vampire, and I’ve sat at enough joints in my lifetime to pick up a few cooking tips while I was hunting." Looking down at her clean plate, his heart and beast started hammering at him hard. He took her hand, kissed her palm, and lifted her from the kitchen chair. He strolled through the house as he carried her up the stairs to the bedroom, although he felt like running with her in his arms. Christ, this was killing him. As they walked past the room that held the book in the wardrobe, he saw her glance inside. "Oh no, that book is waiting on you tonight."

      She kissed him softly. She couldn't remember any man ever carrying her before. "The book can wait forever as far as I'm concerned. You have my undivided attention."

      "That’s what I like. Encouragement!" He opened the bedroom door and prayed she was a little impressed with his efforts. The rose petals sprinkled on the duvet made the room smell amazing, and the candlelight was romantic. Ian knew he had to pace himself; she drove him crazy. But tonight had to be slow, sweet, and filled with all the love he felt in his heart for her. "Just for you."

      Eilish laid her hand on his chest as she took in the softly lit room. "Oh..." She saw the rose petals strewn across the pure white duvet. "A romantic. Who would have guessed my construction worker had the heart of a romantic?" She kissed his cheek as he carried her to the bed.

      Ian laid her down softly on the bed, her eyes never leaving his as he unzipped his jeans and let them fall to his ankles. He stepped out of them and began to undress her. She had kicked off her sandals when he carried her into the bedroom. He slid the maxi skirt down her hips and threw it to the floor. He crawled between her legs and slowly left small soft wet kisses up her calf, then kissed the back of her knees. He felt her breath become more ragged and looked up into her eyes. "I’m very romantic." He straddled Eilish as she sat up, and he lifted her blouse over her head. He loved that she rarely wore a bra, her breasts were sweet and delicate, and he couldn’t resist their tight buds begging for his attention. He suckled them, running his tongue over the hardening nipples, and her head dropped back.

      She took a sharp breath and felt his hot mouth against her breast. She had prepared herself to take on the book and had cast a light protection spell around herself before coming. She slid one hand around his muscular back, relishing in the feel of him. She flicked her free hand, removing the spell. She didn't want any barriers protecting her tonight.

      Ian left her breasts and kissed her neck along her vein, feeling her heart beating more rapidly. He growled low and slow; he was in pain to have her already. His cock was rigid and pulsing, demanding attention. He kissed her hard, his tongue battling hers as he laid her back on the pillows. He slid down her lithe figure and left a line of fire-hot kisses over her stomach until the smell of her sex filled his nose with a perfume he’d never forget. He suckled the moist petal-soft lips, so pink and sweet, flicked his tongue over her clit, and felt her body jolt. It was like electricity flowing through him with each flick of his tongue.

      Eilish gripped the sheets with both hands as she gave herself up to him and the sensations he was sending through her body with his mouth. She couldn't suppress the moan that escaped from her lips as he worked his magic between her legs. She could feel her energy rise, the waves rolling off her, and she knew he would feel them too. Having sex always elevated her powers, but having sex with Ian took her to a new level.

      Ian kept the pace with his mouth, never letting her take a break, he wanted the taste of her coating his lips and tongue, and his beast was rising so fast he was struggling to keep him under control. He didn’t need to hold back, Eilish could handle anything his beast could bring, but his beast didn’t seem to understand romance and building up to the big moment. His cock was aching and throbbing for release, and he knew she was close. He felt her hands grip his unruly hair, and he let his tongue swirl deep and hard inside her and felt her explode. He sucked and lapped every drop of the sweetest nectar even the heavens couldn’t create.

      Eilish threw her head back, gasping for air as the wave of the orgasm washed over her. Her body quivered as the room was lit in the soft glow of red as her root chakra blossomed, releasing the power of the sacred feminine. Her heart was pounding as she whispered his name, "Ian."

      Ian watched a wave of her energy spread through the room as his eyes matched the glow of red from her. He slid upward across her body and kissed her softly, "Eilish, I love you." His hands framed her cheeks as their eyes locked. "I want you for eternity as my mate. Tell me you want the same. I don’t care what Henwen, Fina, or anyone else in the coven says. I want our eternity."

      She stared into the dark depth of his eyes and felt like she was falling in. "Yes. I say yes."

      Ian's beast roared to life, and he slid his raging cock inside her. His body rocked her slowly, the pace killingly slow, but then he felt that spark she always gave him, and he began to fuck her harder. He snuggled into her neck and growled as his cock drove to its depths. His fangs punched through, and he sunk them deep into her vein and felt her blood scream across his tongue and down his throat, his beast pushing him harder and harder for more. He gulped like a starving creature lost in the taste and feel of her. He unlatched and threw his head back, her sweet blood dripping from his lips, and growled loud enough to rattle the windows. "Eilish, now!" He sunk his fangs back into her neck and waited for her to seal the covenant.

      Eilish felt the burst of heat between her legs that came with his feeding and let the sensation build. She gripped his back when he called out to her, holding him close as her mouth sought a soft spot on his neck. She had never tasted blood before, but her body felt compelled to consume him. She licked hesitantly, tasting the saltiness of his skin, then bit with human teeth until she could feel them puncture his skin, and his blood rolled across her tongue. She felt a jolt of electricity and knew he felt it too as his body jerked, and the lights in the house dimmed and then glowed to an unnatural brightness before each bulb began to shatter. The flames from the candles flickered wildly before extinguishing as the house was plunged into darkness. She felt a rumble on the floor that started in the room where the book was hidden and felt it move like a wave across the ocean until it shook their bed. She remained clutching him, drinking from him, as he fed from her, and she heard a loud clap of thunder that rattled the house, and a lightning strike so close it made the hairs on her arm stand up. The room was lit briefly by the bright light of the lightning before plunging back into darkness. The wind battered the windows as the clear Charleston night was suddenly battered by an un-forecasted thunderstorm sending its residents scrambling for cover. The house shook violently, the boards creaking loudly, as the storm seemed to move inside the house as well, and for a moment, Eilish wondered if it might collapse around them. The orgasm that gripped them both refused to let go, but she knew their combined power could destroy them when she forced herself to break away from his neck. His blood was still on her lips as the violent winds subsided as quickly as they had appeared. She was gasping for air, her heart pounding out of her chest, when she felt the cool air on her neck as he, too, unlatched. The candles flickered softly, giving them light again, as she looked around the room at the destruction of tipped furniture and a bedroom door loose on its hinges. Whatever they had done, whatever covenant had been sealed, there was no return path. She looked at him as he stared down at her and whispered, "My twin flame."

      Ian felt their heartbeats align as everything came to a crashing halt. He stared down at her in the sudden silence and heard the words she spoke. "My mate, my Priestess." He couldn’t take his eyes off her. She was his for eternity.
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        * * *

      

      On the other side of town, Anya and Carter had just finished dinner, and Anya was rinsing dishes and putting them in the dishwasher. Carter stepped up behind her and slipped his arms around her waist, kissing her neck. "Darlin', that was another great dinner. You have me entranced."

      She smiled and was about to respond when the storm appeared out of nowhere, the skies going dark as the wind battered the old yellow house. The back door flew open as the rain blew in, and Carter rushed to close it when the thunder shook the house. It required some effort to close the door against the wind, and he pushed hard against the door, then locked it. He brushed the hair from his face when he looked over at her. She looked a little pale.

      Carter reassured her. "It's okay. I didn’t know they were calling for a storm tonight." No sooner had he spoken the words had the storm disappeared as quickly as it came. He looked out the window as the lights flickered in a few houses before stabilizing. "What the fuck? Never saw a storm like that. Are you okay? You look pale as Emric."

      Anya took his hand and led him to the kitchen table. "It's done. My sister and Ian. They sealed the covenant."

      Carter stared back at her, wondering what powers had been unleashed but fully understanding that he was now in the eye of this tornado.
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      Ian had slept like the dead. He awoke in the dark, looked at the clock, and realized it was almost sunrise. "Shit." He looked down to see Eilish curled up next to him, her head on his shoulder and her hand across his chest. She was still asleep. He looked around the room and sighed; damn, their mating had destroyed his bedroom, not to mention the bed. Good thing he knew a thing or two about carpentry. He kissed her softly on the cheek, brushing the snow-white hair from her eyes. "Good morning, my beautiful mate. We have overslept, and the sun is about to rise. We need to get back to your house, like pronto." He chuckled when he heard her soft moan as she began to stir. "Yeah, this vampire life sucks, huh?  I’m a day-walker and can handle the sun, but I’m usually up before this to get my ass to work."

      Eilish inhaled deeply before stretching out her body, feeling the delicious pull in her muscles. She smiled to herself as she listened to his voice. It seemed to resonate in her bones. He was a part of her now, lived inside her. She opened her eyes to see him leaning over her, telling her they had to go. His hair fell forward, covering part of his face. She lifted herself to her elbows and kissed him softly. "Ian. My Ian. This vampire life feels pretty good. But you're right. We need to get back. I didn't mean to fall asleep." She slid out of bed as the broken glass from the lightbulbs disappeared under the bed with just her glance. She gathered her clothes as she watched him pull on his jeans. She couldn't take her eyes off him. Was he always this beautiful? He grabbed a t-shirt and lifted his arms as he pulled it over his head, and she marveled at the muscles in his chest, shoulders and biceps. Her eyes followed a path down his rippled abs to the low rise of his jeans. She felt a burn in her root chakra as her body called out to him, knowing that primal flame would never go out. She straightened her skirt, tucking in her blouse before walking barefoot into his arms as he lowered his shirt and kissed him with a searing passion that caught him off-guard.

      Ian could hear her thoughts and knew she wanted him, and he made sure she got a great view of every rippling muscle. But he didn’t see the kiss coming. That was pure instinct on her part and a whole lot of love. "I would give a million dollars to wake up with you beside me every morning. And I sure as hell wouldn’t be getting dressed to leave you." After softly slapping her butt, he found her sandals tossed in the corner. He stooped down to retrieve them, then looked up at her through his tangled bedhead. "Lift your foot, my Priestess, and I shall put on your glass slippers." He grinned up at her like a lion stalking its prey.

      She reached down and steadied herself on his shoulders as she lifted each foot, and he slipped on her sandals. He sat on the side of the bed, laced up his work boots, then scooped her up and teleported them out to the yellow house on the Battery. It was only a few blocks away, but it was disorienting to Eilish to find herself standing in her kitchen, looking at Anya and Carter at the kitchen table. Anya had fixed Carter a hearty breakfast, one she was sure he needed.

      Anya jumped when they appeared out of thin air and looked at Eilish, wrinkling up her eyebrows. "You know it’s bad enough I have the bloodsucker just dropping in. Don’t tell me you can tele-whatever it’s called now? Because it really freaks me out! There’s bacon, eggs, and grits. Coffee is hot and steaming." Anya looked at Ian. He seemed to be in one piece and not too beat up. She grinned, "So how was the book reading, sis?" There was no denying the sarcasm in her voice.

      Eilish laughed. "I don't think I can teleport, but who knows? Maybe I'll give it a go." She kissed Ian again as he sat her down on her feet. "But I am starving." She grabbed a plate, filled it with eggs and grits, picked up a slice of bacon, and started eating it before sitting down. Anya poured her a mug of coffee. Eilish looked at her sister. "I overslept."

      Anya chuckled, "I noticed. Anything else I need to know?"

      Eilish shrugged. She reached for the empty chair to push it back from the table, inviting Ian to sit, when the chair scooted back on its own.

      Ian chuckled, "Nice," as he sat down and watched them all eat, shaking his head. "Well, we sealed the covenant."

      Anya huffed, "Well, I think that part was obvious."

      Carter spoke through a mouthful of grits. "Not to me. I thought it was just a weird fucking storm."

      Eilish cast a sideways glance at Ian, who winked back at her. "Oh, it was a storm, all right."

      Anya watched the interplay between them. "You have to be careful, you know. Moving chairs and shit. Fina will flip out."

      Eilish nodded. "Yeah, that's the hard part. That wasn't intentional. This happens every time we have sex. I get this power surge."

      Anya shook her head, "Yeah, but Eilish, your little power surge shut off all the lights in Charleston last night before they all gradually flickered back on."

      Eilish stopped eating and looked at her sister. "Seriously? I thought it was just happening at Ian's. Wow, I will need to be careful."

      Anya turned to Ian. "What about you, bloodsucker?"

      Ian smiled back at her. "Hey, Henwen said I was her destiny. I was doing my duty."

      Carter snorted as he laughed, "Good one, bro."

      Anya just shook her head. "It's going to be a long Thursday in that shop today. I can’t believe Fina and Warrick will be back tomorrow. I’m going to have serious sex withdrawal!"

      They laughed as Carter yelled out, "You ain’t the only one, darlin’."

      Anya and Eilish scurried around, cleaning up the dishes. It was time the guys were on their way out. "You two need to get moving if you’re going to work. We can’t have the neighbors see you leave. It’s almost sunrise."

      Ian shrugged. "I could always teleport Carter to work."

      Carter grabbed Anya and kissed her softly, then turned to Ian. "I’ll walk, maybe next time."

      Ian went to Eilish and snuggled into her neck. "Have a good day at work. I’ll see you later at the house. I love you."

      As the guys left, Eilish turned to her sister and hugged her. "What are we going to do? The two of us, the two of them. This week was almost normal, having some freedom and not having to make excuses. Once Fina returns, it all ends, and we have to go back to secret visits and stolen kisses. I can't stand this, Anya."

      Luna jumped on the counter and scooted off with the last piece of bacon before she could even be admonished.

      Anya closed her eyes and sighed. "Dreaming about the memories of this week is all we can do." Her eyes flashed open as she looked at her sister. "Keep reading the book, sis. It’s our only hope out of this mess. We better shower and get ready to get to the shop and open it. At least we still have tonight."
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      Both girls had watched the clock, waiting for the time they could close up and get back home. Eilish had tried to stay behind the counter today since everything she reached for reacted to her unleashed power. Candles lit, lamps glowed, books jumped into her hand, and crystals sparkled like the colors of the rainbow. Anya stayed in front of the counter and dealt with the customers. It was Thursday, and they were hoping Fina would remain away through the weekend, even though Zavian indicated they could be home tonight.

      Anya had asked her sister if she'd spent any time reading the book last night, and Eilish had said no, and now she'd have to try and get caught up. "Ian had decided we were going to seal the covenant. After that got started, I didn't have the desire to leave his bed to read a book that was probably going to tell me something I didn't want to know in the first place. But I need to get it done. I know the answers to how we get out of this are in there, and Henwen basically said the book would tell me when I need to know... like that's any help."

      The evening traffic in the store was beginning to drop off, and they were both glad to leave. They started the walk home together. It was dusk now as the Fall season was moving in, and the days were getting shorter. Eilish asked, "Do you and Carter have a hot date planned?"

      Anya gave a little wiggle as she walked. "Our last night for God knows how long; of course, we have a hot date! Although he probably needs a rest period. Are you going over to Ian's to read? What was it like, sealing the covenant?  Was it...you know, like, different? Besides the whole town thinking a twister came through, I mean."

      Eilish bumped shoulders with her and laughed. "It was pretty intense; I’ll say that." As they turned the corner onto East Bay, they could see Warrick's van parked in front of their house, and they both stopped in their tracks. "Well, so much for well-laid plans." Eilish sighed and pulled out her phone, sending Ian a text informing him that Fina was home. She looked at her sister. "Now what?"

      Anya cursed under her breath and started texting Carter to tell him not to come to the house tonight. "I guess Zavian was right. This party is over. We’ll have to roll with it, sis. We have no choice. Play it cool, and don’t start her off on a tantrum whatever you do. And above all else, watch your powers. You’re a walking time bomb right now."

      Both phones went off simultaneously; Carter and Ian had answered them.

      The girls walked to the house like they were facing the gallows. Eilish bit at her lip. "This was such a great week, an almost normal week. This is what life would be like if, you know..." She left the words unspoken. "Come on, let's go in and act like we're happy to see them." They opened the iron gate and made their way up the sidewalk to the large porch. They could see Luna sitting in one of the wide transom windows on either side of the front door. "Look at Luna. Wonder if she's giving us a warning or waiting to deliver the news to Fina." Eilish opened the door, and the sisters entered, getting an immediate waft of Fina's fried chicken coming from the kitchen.

      Luna sprang from the window and ran between them to get ahead. Anya glanced at Eilish and spoke softly. "Fried chicken, a good sign."

      Warrick sat at the head of the table, sipping from the ice-cold glass of sweet tea. Fina turned as the girls walked into the kitchen and immediately started lecturing them. "Well, hope that business is booming and you took care of things while we were gone. The house wasn’t in the condition I wished it to be, but I will allow that small transgression if you two have been busy at the shop."

      Warrick sighed, "Fina, they just walked in the door. Let them get inside before you decide to admonish them, at least." He turned his head as he nodded. "Good evening, single Bohannon sisters. Does anyone have news for me yet?"

      Anya slid her backpack off her shoulders and set it on the floor near the entrance to the kitchen. "Oh, you mean like a secret handfasting ceremony? Yeah, Warrick, that's what we did. Eilish and I both got hitched. The whole coven came out. It was grand." Eilish tucked her head, trying not to laugh.

      Warrick crossed his arms over his chest and answered in a stern voice. "You do not amuse me, Anya. I find it vulgar and unattractive for a woman of your age to be so flippant. You will have difficulty finding a warlock who would put up with that attitude, let alone your slovenly appearance. Do you own anything to wear that is the slightest bit feminine?" He looked at Eilish, his eyes boring into hers. "Handfasting sounds like you are thinking of bonding with Zavian. But I can tell by your stance that you’ve done nothing to move that forward."

      Eilish didn't want to antagonize him. She started setting the table for four, assuming Warrick would be staying. "We saw Zavian, even had him over for dinner. Anya cooked. It was nice, wasn't it, Anya?"

      "Yeah, it was great. Zavian ate so much that he fell asleep on the couch. I think he was drunk off his ass; you should speak to him about that."

      Fina began serving up dinner and huffed. "Enough of this talk. We have driven from Savannah, and I’m tired and wish to have a good meal with some decent conversation. Tell me how things went in the shop. We spent some time picking up some things for Samhain during the trip. We must start preparing."

      Everyone started to fill their plate. Eilish laid her napkin in her lap as she answered. "Well, normal traffic for this time of year. Not as many tourists. It was steady most days but not rushed. We'll be closing at 6:00 soon. The evening traffic is already getting slim. I hope your trip was good. Did you have time to see Bronwyn while you were there?"

      Luna jumped on Fina's lap and sniffed her hands. "Come now, my pet; you are much too curious." She placed Luna on the floor, pulled off a piece of chicken, and threw it to her; the cat deftly caught it before it hit the floor. "Yes, we saw Bronwyn; we had a lovely time visiting. We got caught up on all the gossip. It was a nice and much-needed break."

      Warrick finished chewing his chicken and nodded. "Indeed, we did, my Priestess. I know we have to wrap up the Mabon ritual first, but I do believe Samhain will be something special this year."

      Eilish looked back and forth between them, trying to pick up any signals. "So, do you want me to lead the Mabon ceremony since I led Litha? I have time to prepare."

      As the words left her mouth, Warrick had the fork of potatoes halfway to his mouth and laid the fork back on his plate as he looked at Fina. Fina flung back her long black hair and smirked. "No, I will be leading Mabon and Samhain, and you...will be assisting....as always." Warrick sat up straighter in his chair to see if there would be any pushback.

      Eilish nodded, a little relieved. She'd had almost no control at Litha after only having sex with Ian. She didn't want to think about what the blood covenant would unleash in her. "No, of course, you're the High Priestess. You’re the one the coven expects to see." The house rumbled slightly, a tremor, like a small earthquake, as the tea in their glasses swayed, and Luna ran from the room. Fina gave her a hard stare. "Did you do that? You know I don’t like it when you use your magic!"

      Eilish shook her head violently, "No." The truth was, she hadn't done a thing, but she knew her powers would come to the surface uninvited now. "It's nothing, Fina. Probably just a big truck. You know this old house reacts to everything."

      Anya kicked Eilish under the table as she answered Fina. "This house is so old. I’m surprised the walls don’t crumble when those huge trucks roll through."

      Warrick smiled at Fina. "Fina should lead. Mabon is a ritual of thankfulness, but Samhain is always special. It is her rightful role as the High Priestess. Besides, after the episode at Litha, I fear you have less control of your powers than we thought. It will do you good to learn more control before trying to lead again."

      Eilish nodded, quick to agree and to hope to avoid any conflict. "I have a lot to learn, that's for sure." She held her breath, but the house was quiet, and she quietly sighed, pushing her food around on her plate, afraid to do anything that might stir up a reaction she couldn't control. She was sitting up straight and stiff in her chair, fighting the feeling of her energy level rising, afraid to move her hands about too much. "Uhm, I'm a little tired. It was a long week without having Fina here. I think I will go upstairs, take a bath, and get to bed early." She felt the soft rumble through the house again as she stood up from the table and squeezed her eyes shut, pulling hard against the forces trying to get free.

      Anya wolfed down the last of the food on her plate before she quickly jumped up with Eilish, intentionally bumping against the table to mask the tremble that Eilish couldn’t control. "Yeah, me too. Bushed. Good dinner, Fina." She grabbed Eilish by one arm and picked up her backpack from the floor as she pulled Eilish out of the room, and both sisters hurried up the stairs.

      Warrick frowned. "What was all that about?"

      Fina knew that something was amiss. Things had been different since Litha and Eilish seemed to have touched on powers she couldn’t control. Fina laid her hand across Warrick's, her smile pleasant. "They are just tired. We did surprise them by coming home early. But I think they have the right idea. I think an early night will do us all good."

      Warrick nodded but was not ready to drop the subject. "Don’t underestimate her power, my goddess. They both seem very accommodating, which is unusual for them." Warrick stood and stretched. "It will be good to sleep in my bed tonight."

      Fina tried to hide her dismay. "Oh, I guess I assumed you would be staying." She stood and kissed him passionately. "Isn’t there something I can do to convince you? I do wish you would stay."

      Warrick shook his head. "I should check on Zavian, and I miss my bed. Another night." He kissed her before taking her arm to walk with him to the front door. "Keep after her. I want a handfasting ceremony between them. We should stop playing these games with her and get serious."

      Fina stood with him at the front door and ran a long red nail across his cheek and down his chin. "Don’t worry; I have her under control." As she watched him leave, she didn’t feel as confident as she presented. Something was off with Eilish, and she would need to get to the bottom of it one way or another. She locked the doors, cast a protection spell, and left the kitchen in a mess. Tomorrow was another day.
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      Eilish had reminded Fina that she and Anya would take in a movie or something after they closed the shop before they left that morning. Fina was already busy planning Samhain and waved her hand at them, "I remember."

      The two sisters had followed their usual path to work, not slowing down at the old house as the construction crew was off on Saturdays. The day in the shop had been uneventful, except if Eilish reached for something on a shelf, it flew into her hand. After one startled customer left the shop without completing her purchase, she and Anya agreed it was best if Eilish remained behind the counter again and let Anya wait on the customers. Fortunately, with the fall season, customer traffic slowed down, and one person could easily assist anyone who came in.

      They were both eager to get this day behind them, and it didn't take much convincing when Eilish suggested they just close at 6:00. "We'll be closing earlier in about two weeks anyway, and the shop was so slow today."

      Anya had been straightening a bottom shelf of books that had toppled over when she jumped to her feet. "Deal!" She fished her phone out of her overalls pocket and texted Carter. He would pick her up in their designated parking lot down the street. She looked up at Eilish as she gathered her hobo bag. "Are you okay, sis? You want me to hang around until Ian gets here?"

      Eilish shook her head, "No, you go on. I'm going to walk. Ian will be waiting for me on the porch. He always stands outside and waits for me."

      Anya blew her a kiss and was out the door. "Later, love you."

      Eilish smiled as her sister walked double-time on her way to the parking lot to catch up with Carter, and Eilish crossed the street in the evening traffic to head to Ian's house. She usually played a game of dodge em' cars trying to cross the street with distracted tourists driving while looking for street signs and finding their favorite restaurants. Still, Eilish noticed when she held up her hand to cross the street that the cars came to an automatic halt, much to the surprise of the drivers. "Shoot! Everything I do causes something to happen!" She hurried across the street as quickly as possible, making her way to Ian's.

      Anya got to the parking lot before Carter, but she saw his old beat-up Chevy truck pull in and come to a stop. She looked about and then quickly jumped in the truck as he leaned over and pushed the passenger door open for her. She slid in and kissed him as she pulled the door closed. He left the parking lot, turning his head slightly as he merged into the traffic. "I got a surprise for you, darlin’. Change of plans."

      Anya was grinning from ear to ear. She had no idea when she would get to see Carter again now that Fina was back in town. She didn’t care what they did as long as they were together. "What kind of change? Does it include parking someplace remote and having a slap and tickle in the bed of this pickup?"

      Carter laughed. "That wasn't part of the plan, but I'm sure we can work it in. Nah, I'm taking us up I-26 to Ladson. It's about 20 miles away. You shouldn't run into anyone you know. We're going out, like a real date. Gonna take you to the Honkytonk Saloon so you can hear some real music for a change."

      Anya felt her heart lurch. They really shouldn’t be seen out in public. And besides that, she didn’t know a damn thing about country music. She had nothing against it, but it wasn’t her vibe. "The Honkytonk Saloon, well, I can’t go!" She pouted and waited for his reaction.

      He looked over at her and winked. "Don't you be pulling that stuff, girl, we're going, and we're gonna have a good time. You know we won’t stumble into any of your witchy friends in a honky-tonk. Besides, I need to refine your taste in music to something recorded in the last decade. Now get us a beer out of the cooler by your feet, and act like you're happy to see me." He reached over and squeezed her knee through her overalls. "Besides, I got you a present."

      Anya couldn’t help herself and giggled. "Well, I was worried about someone seeing us, but that’s not why I said I couldn’t go." Reaching into the cooler, she grabbed two beers, popped one open, and slid it between his legs as she kissed his cheek. "And this present? I hope it’s a Stetson and cowboy boots because I will look like I came out of a 90s grunge bar and ended up with you in Hooterville."

      Carter laughed out loud. "Darlin’, you read my mind! Reach back behind the seat. Got you some good cowgirl boots, and we're going to break ‘em in tonight. You don't need no hat. Just pull off those combat boots you call shoes, and we'll have you ready in no time."

      Anya's eyes popped open wide. She was teasing him and had no idea he had gotten her boots. She put the beer in the cup holder and grabbed the box behind the seat. She opened the big shoe box and smiled to find a pair of black and gray snakeskin boots with a pointed toe. "Well, yee-haw!" She hurriedly untied her Doc Martens, threw them into the empty box, and slid them back behind the seat. She struggled, pulling on the boots. "Well, I think getting busy in this truck will never happen if I wear these things!" She threw her feet up on the dash and wagged them back and forth. "Well, now, it’s official. I’m a country gal." She leaned over, ran her hand across the bulge in his jeans, and left her hand there as she kissed him on the cheek. "Thank you; I love them."

      He swerved slightly out of his lane when she ran her hands between his legs, checking out the family jewels. He laughed as he said, "Girl, don't make me wreck this fine truck. It's irreplaceable. Mostly 'cause I don't have the money to replace it." He turned his head slightly, trying to keep his eyes on the road as he returned her kiss. He watched as she propped both feet on the dashboard. "Dang, if they don't look good. I knew you had some country in there somewhere. We just needed to find it. Now drink your beer. It’s a rule... never show up at a honky-tonk too sober."

      "10-4, good buddy!" She grabbed the ice-cold can of beer and took a good gulp. "So, you know I can’t stay out too late. Eilish is going to Ian's, and we told Fina we were going to the movies after we closed at 8. What do we do in this honky-tonk besides getting drunk and listening to songs about loving your tractor?"

      He laughed at her and how easy it was to be with her. It was getting hard to imagine a future without Anya in it. "Well, before we get too drunk, we'll eat. They got burgers and fries. Then I'm gonna take you out on the dance floor, break those bad boys in, and teach you the two-step. I mean, anyone can two-step. I just walk you backward on a two-step beat. Ain't nothin' to it. Mainly just an excuse to hold on to your girl."

      Anya listened, and when he said they’d be dancing the two-step, she gulped down the beer, finishing it off. She was going to need some liquid courage for this. "Sounds great." Even she didn’t think she sounded positive in that response. She bit her lip and looked out the window, praying they would get there soon so she could eat and have at least one more beer.

      Carter noticed the uncharacteristic quiet coming from the other side of the truck. He glanced in her direction and could sense her nervousness. He was sure she'd never experienced anything like the country bar scene before. He didn't want her to put up her barriers. He knew she'd built some pretty big walls to keep people out, and he felt damn lucky to be let inside those walls. "Hey, you know I love you, right? We're gonna have fun. I promise. And if you don't like it, we can leave. Trust me, okay?"

      Anya looked over at him and lost her heart all over again, he was sweet, and he had stuck through so much with her. She feared the worst was yet to come, but she knew he would be there for her. "I love you and trust you. I’m sorry, Carter, this is way out of my comfort zone in many ways. But I promise to try because I like this feeling of having a normal life like everyone else. You give me that."

      He chuckled, "Well, I don't know about normal. I ain't seen normal in a while, but it will be fun." He pulled into the crowded parking lot as the sound of the music could be heard outside. "Come on, girl, it’s about to get loud!"

      Anya stepped out of the truck as he came around, and she grabbed his hand. "Just don’t leave me alone in this place." Carter held her hand as they walked toward the door. The music had a great beat, and she knew she would get used to it. As they stepped inside the door, she felt the floor vibrate beneath her boots as the old floorboards rumbled with the sounds. She looked from one end of the bar to the other and saw lots of hats, boots, jeans, and big belt buckles. People were laughing and drinking, dancing, and just enjoying their time. She could get into this.

      The hostess approached, "Y’all want a table or just sittin’ at the bar?"

      Carter indicated they’d like a table and followed her through the crowd.  He smiled at Anya as they were escorted to an empty table covered in a red and white checkered vinyl tablecloth. He pulled out a chair for her before taking a seat across from her. The waitress showed up immediately, and Carter ordered burgers and fries for both and more beer. He reached across the small table to take her hand. "You're gonna have to get used to yelling. This is about as quiet as it gets in here."

      The waitress returned with a tray expertly balanced on one hip, placed the large mason jars of beer in front of them, and laid down a plate with the biggest burger Anya had ever seen. It was at least a pound of hamburger, covered with lettuce, tomato, and onions. There was a hot jalapeno pepper on the plate next to the burger. The French fries were stacked high and falling off the plate. The waitress made eyes at Carter as she asked if he'd need anything else, and Carter's eyes never left Anya as he answered, "Got all I can handle right here, thank you."

      Anya kept her eyes on Carter as 'Miss Cowgirl of the Year' tried to butt in. She would like to see her try to make a move on Carter. Anya looked at all the food as Carter dug in. She removed the onion and slid the pepper to the rim of the plate. She tried to hold the burger together as she took a bite. She would need a roll of paper towels to finish this thing without looking like she’d been in a food fight. "Wow, this is good." The music was swirling around her like it had a mind of its own, and she glanced at the people dancing. It didn’t look that difficult; maybe she could pull this off.

      Carter polished off the burger and all of his fries and started picking a few fries off her plate as she slowed down. "I don't think I can eat all this," she laughed. He winked at her. "Ain't no contest, girl. Just eat what you like."

      She smiled back at him, "I like you."

      Carter laughed loud enough to be heard over the music, a few people turning their heads in their direction. "Well, now, that can be arranged, but I suggest we wait until we're not gonna be the main attraction. Come on." He grabbed her hand as she was finishing wiping them on the napkin, dragged her into the middle of the dance floor, and twirled her around before pulling her close, his arm firmly around her waist. "Watch the other people; watch their feet. It's simple. Two steps, the first two are slow; the second two are fast. Like this, slow, slow, quick, quick. I might spin you once in a while when you get the hang of it." Clint Black was blaring over the sound system, singing "A Good Run of Bad Luck" as the couples on the crowded dance floor were moving in time in a wide circle.

      Anya looked at the other women with their men, put her arm around his shoulders, and tried to follow his lead. She moved her hips with a wiggle on the quick, quick. Once she got the move down, Carter took her hand, and she slid her arm up to his chest. She saw an older couple who seemed to be doing a good job, probably dancing this two-step jig for a long time. She kept time with the music, finally lifted her eyes, and kept them on Carter. "How am I doing, cowboy?"

      Carter gave her a quick spin and pulled her back in close. "You're doing just fine, darlin'. Knew you would."

      Anya laughed as the spin caught her off guard but quickly found her footing and resumed the steps. It was free and easy, and while this music wasn't her style, she could see the appeal and was feeding off the crowd’s energy as they moved around the dance floor in unison. The Clint Black song faded as Gretchen Wilson was singing "Redneck Woman," and the pace of the music picked up. Carter sped up the pace of the slow, slow, quick, quick steps, and Anya quickly adjusted to the rhythm of the beat.

      She was startled when all the women in the crowd shouted out, "hell yeah," but threw her head back and laughed, and she was ready to join in when the next refrain came around, shouting, "hell, yeah!"

      Anya was loosening up and having fun, and she couldn’t stop the grin that spread across her face. She waited in anticipation for the next opportunity to yell 'hell yeah' as loud as she could as they danced and spun around the room with the other couples.

      As the song ended, Carter pulled her in tight and kissed her. "I need a drink before the next round. How about you?"

      They returned to the table, but Anya didn’t immediately sit down. She held the Mason jar to her lips and tipped it back, drinking the last of the beer.

      Carter chuckled as he flagged down the waitress, holding two fingers in the air to indicate another round. "You did great!"

      Anya slid into her chair, feeling a little winded. "Did I? I felt clumsy."

      The waitress placed the two beers in front of them before moving on to the next table. Carter picked up the mason jar and downed half the beer, looking at her over the rim. "Damn girl, you were made for this. I told you you'd have fun." He gave her a few minutes to catch her breath before Blanco Brown blared over the speakers singing "Git Up."

      Anya saw the people on the dance floor break free of their partners and start forming long lines that crossed the length of the dance floor. "What now?"

      He laughed as he dragged her to the floor, "Gonna line dance. Just watch the other people and mimic what they do. You won't get it right away, so just have fun."

      Anya stood next to him in the line and watched as the crowd moved in unison like they had rehearsed these steps for years. She mimicked their movements, a beat or two behind, but also kept her eye on her cowboy, who had no trouble moving his hips in a bit of bump and grind that looked damn good in those tight jeans.

      Anya let loose as the song repeated some of the lyrics. She just listened to the lyrics and mimicked the movements. She shimmied and got down low, then rolled her shoulders and did the slip and slide. She was laughing so hard that she had tears running down her cheeks as she tried to mimic the other dancers. She was singing the lyrics by the end of the song and rocked her booty in her new boots. She even threw in a few extra shimmies for Carter's visual pleasure. That boy had one fine ass, and he looked good making the moves.

      He grabbed her around the waist and swung her in a circle as the song ended. She laughed aloud, "I got in that dip but kept missing the sip!"

      Carter couldn't remember the last time he'd had this much fun on a date. No games, no drama, just Anya being Anya. "You looked perfect to me, darlin'."

      The music slowed as the DJ played an oldie, and Glen Campbell sang "Wichita Lineman." Carter pulled her in close for a slow dance, wrapping both arms around her waist as she wrapped hers around his shoulders and laid her head on his chest. The dance floor was crowded, and they moved in a slow shuffle. Anya could feel the heat from his crotch and felt him grow hard as he pressed against her.

      She looked at him, "You ready to go, cowboy?"

      He kissed her neck and nibbled at her ear as he whispered, "Best idea all evening." He paid their tab, leaving the money under a mason jar on their table as he led her out through the crowd, his hand on her lower back. They stepped outside on a clear Charleston night, wondering if he could keep his hands off her until they returned to his place.

      Carter walked them to the truck and opened the door for her. She climbed into the passenger seat, pulled him close, wrapped her legs around his hips, and kissed him as any good sexy cowgirl would. "I had the best time of my life tonight; let’s see if you can top that one." She slid into her seat with the biggest grin on her face. It was the perfect night, and it still wasn’t over.
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      Eilish hurried along on her way to Ian's. There was no point in tempting fate by hanging around and taking a chance to be seen. As she approached his house, she saw him standing on the porch, leaning against the porch rail with his arms across his chest and his feet crossed at the ankles. He stood up straight as soon as he saw her and slipped his hands into his jean’s pockets. She couldn't help but admire him as he stood there. "Don't get distracted, Eilish. You’ve got a book to read!" she admonished herself. The last thing she wanted was to spend the evening with the book, especially since she didn't have a free night to sleep next to him. She hurried up the steps to his house, and he gave her a quick kiss before escorting her inside.

      Ian could read her thoughts, feel her emotions, and he knew she would much rather be in his bed than with that book. He didn’t blame her, he wanted the same, but he had to be the strong one and keep her on the course of her destiny. "So, I’m assuming midnight is the cut-off? You get your beautiful ass in that room, tackle the book, and don’t let it push you around. I’ll figure out something for you to eat. Want a drink?" He kissed her softly, "I missed you today."

      She turned to him and embraced him in a long hug as soon as they were inside. "Thank you, and dinner would be great. Whatever you have will be fine." She gave him a tight squeeze, "I missed you too." As she held him, she realized that she could feel his emotions. She did miss him, but she also felt his feelings. She leaned back and looked up at his face with a questioning look.

      Ian knew why she was looking at him, so he decided to see how much she had been impacted by taking his blood. He telepathically spoke to her. "Can you feel my emotions, babe? Can you hear me inside your head? If you can, communicate with me without speaking. Think about what you want to say and see if you can make it happen. Feel my heartbeat. I love you, Eilish Bohannon."”

      She smiled at the revelation. She could hear him as clearly as if he were speaking out loud! She stared back into those dark eyes and sent him her response. "I need you more than the air I breathe."

      He clutched his heart, threw back his head, and yelled, "Yes!". He grabbed her tight into his arms and held her there. "This is where you belong, in my arms, but if you can’t be with me, at least I know I can speak to you wherever you are in any situation to help protect you, encourage and love you for the rest of my life. This is why I wanted us to mate." He let go of her and led her upstairs to the room. He stopped at the doorway. "I have to give you up to this room, I don’t want to interfere, but I’ll be in the kitchen throwing something resembling dinner together. Do your thing, babe. Show that damn book who’s boss." He leaned down and kissed her on the forehead.

      Eilish had a big smile on her face. This was an unexpected benefit. The witches had long thought the vampires could communicate telepathically. There weren't many tales of battles between the species because it benefited neither. Still, she had read of encounters where the vampires seemed to be able to coordinate their movements as if anticipating each other’s needs. She'd keep this secret to herself. Of course, she’d tell Anya, but there was no need for the coven to know. Eilish realized she was walking a thin line between both cultures. Ian had seen into her world, and he was letting her into his, and she had a responsibility to protect him and his kind.

      She opened the door to the room he'd prepared for her and flipped on the overhead light. The old chandelier swung ever so slightly. She approached the armoire and was reaching for the door handles when both doors flew open, and she was tossed backward across the room, followed by a rush of air so fierce it made it hard to take a breath. She held her hands up, palms out, and the wind abated. She could hear Ian running back towards the room as she got to her knees and slowly stood up.

      Ian heard the crashing sound before making it to the kitchen, his speed was fast, and his beast rose even faster. His fangs bared immediately as he saw her on the floor. He watched as she held her hands out, stopping whatever force had been unleashed as the wind dissipated as fast as it had appeared. He rushed in to help her get up. He looked at the armoire and growled low and loud. When he turned to look at her, his breathing was rapid, and his heart was racing. He felt her heart calm him, and his fangs retracted. His breathing slowed to match her pace. "I’m sorry, the beast is so much worse now that we’re mated. He has a mind of his own. I can’t seem to calm him as before. Are you all right?"

      She let him help her up, feeling his sheer strength and drawing on that energy. "I'm fine. I was caught off guard. It looks like the book will have something to say tonight." The house trembled slightly. Eilish spoke loudly to the book, "Well, you can get over yourself. What's done is done." The book had reacted to the vampire’s blood that ran in her veins, and she waited for a response, but the book was silent. "Jeez, I haven't even taken it out yet." She looked up at him. "I'm okay. I can cast a protection spell for myself and you. That won't happen again." She looked in the direction of the armoire and spoke loudly again, "Will it?" The chandelier swayed slightly, the lights flickered, and Eilish sighed. "Let's hope your old house can survive us."

      Ian took a deep breath. He would never get used to this. He threw up his hands and shook his head. "I’m not leaving you. I don’t trust that book, it’s strong, and it’s pissed off at you and me for mating. Do your thing. I’m right outside the door. And don’t worry about the house, I’m supposed to be a carpenter, remember? And if worse comes to worst, Carter and I can fix anything together."

      She smiled at him. "I appreciate the protection, and we may need you and Carter to do a bit of mending, but don't forget, I need food, and you were preparing something? Go, I'll be fine until you get back, then you can stay outside the door if that makes you more comfortable."

      Ian looked at the armoire and then back at Eilish. "Yeah, food." He turned in his bare feet and headed for the kitchen, mumbling. He opened the fridge and took out the chicken he’d purchased at the store earlier. He threw the chicken in a baking dish, basted it with butter and garlic, then tossed in some potatoes, carrots, and onions and threw it in the oven. He looked at his watch and knew that dinner would be ready in about an hour and a half. He headed back upstairs and sat on the floor next to the closed door, leaning his head back against the wall and closing his eyes. His beast rumbled a bit. "Yeah, buddy, I know, she’s inside, and we’re stuck out here. Just chill. She can handle it."

      Eilish approached the armoire slowly and knelt on the floor, lifting the false bottom of the large piece of furniture to expose the trap door. She inserted her forefinger in the small hole and lifted the door, revealing the old leather-bound book. "Okay, you. I'm going to take you out now. Behave yourself." She lifted the book from its hiding place and carried it to the desk, placing it in the center. She turned on the small table lamp and took a seat, scooting her chair in close. So far, so good. She bit her lip as she carefully unlocked the latch, opened the book cover, and felt the slight breeze that lifted her hair away from her face.

      The book whispered, "twin flame."

      She nodded. "Exactly, so why did you throw such a hissy fit?" She flipped through the pages to find where she had left off and could smell something delicious cooking in the kitchen. She looked over her shoulder toward the closed door and thought, "My Ian can cook."

      Ian smiled when he heard her inside his head. He telepathically answered her. "Yes, your vampire can cook. He can do many things to make your senses come alive." He closed his eyes and willed his warm breath to blow across the side of her cheek, then softly kissed her neck.

      She felt his kiss like the touch of butterfly wings on her neck, and her hand went immediately to the spot. "Guess I need to be careful what I think around you."

      She returned her attention to the book when it whispered, "Samhain."

      Eilish nodded and spoke out loud. "Yeah, we're working on it. Fina is already preparing. We have Mabon soon, but she puts more energy into Samhain."

      The table lamp flickered as the book whispered, "Not Fina, you."

      Eilish shook her head. "That could be a problem. She already said she'd lead the rituals. Besides..." She didn't finish her sentence before she felt the floor rumble, and she was almost tossed from her chair.

      She grabbed the desk to steady herself as the book spoke loudly, "SAMHAIN!"

      Eilish nodded. "Okay! I'll try!"

      The room settled, and she let go of the desk as the book whispered, "Read, learn; the daughter of Rhiannon will be revealed."

      Eilish sighed out loud, "Oh great." She bent her head over the book, reading page after page, until she heard a soft tap at the door and Ian's voice telling her dinner was ready. She left the grimoire on the desk, stood up, and stretched, answering him, "It smells delicious, and I need a break." She looked back at the book and said, "Are you going to be all right here?"

      The book answered, "Samhain." Eilish turned and headed for the door.

      "So, you said." She opened the door and followed Ian downstairs to a kitchen table set with roasted chicken and vegetables. She sat and said, "Don't suppose you'd have any sweet tea in that fridge."

      Ian walked behind her and slid his hand across her shoulders into her white hair. He went to the fridge and pulled out a plastic container of sweet tea from the store. "It’s not homemade, but I’m guessing it will do the trick." He laughed as he poured her a glass full over ice. He set the glass in front of her while he leaned into her neck and kissed her. His growl was low, and he whispered. "You are my mate, and being this close to you makes me want you so much." He backed away quickly and took a seat opposite her. "So, any progress besides Samhain? I felt the house shudder. I can hear your thoughts, but I can’t hear that book."

      She started eating the chicken, closing her eyes and savoring the taste. She shook her head. "The book said I have to lead Samhain. Fina has already said she would lead. She doesn't want a repeat of Litha. I'm not sure how I'm going to pull that off. As far as the coven knows, she's the High Priestess. Unless she directs me otherwise, they expect to see her and Warrick. I don't know if you noticed, but Fina isn't one to quietly back away. If she wants to lead, I’ll have to figure something out." She took a long drink of tea. "Wow, this is pretty good. We always make the tea ourselves. I wasn't expecting much from store-bought tea."

      Ian sat back in the kitchen chair, crossed his arms over his chest, and watched as she ate, as her sweet tongue lashed out to lick her lips. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath as his cock stood up and tightened his jeans. Ian shook his head to clear it. "Well, if this book is insisting, it sounds like it’s supposed to happen whether Fina wants it to or not. But I would roll with whatever Fina and the warlock said. She doesn’t look to me like someone who will take anyone's shit lying down."

      Eilish nodded. "I know, right? But the book said, 'the daughter of Rhiannon will be revealed,’ whatever that means. I guess I'll just play it by ear." Satisfying her hunger, she became acutely aware of his sexual energy. She wiped her mouth with the napkin and laid it aside. "That was great. More than I was expecting. But it feels like someone else might have an appetite for something different. I can take a break, you know. All work and no play make Eilish a very dull girl." She slipped out of her chair and straddled him in his. "What say you, vampire? A little break?"

      Ian smiled into her beautiful gray eyes and ran his hands up her thighs as she straddled him. "I say I like how this witch fills my needs and loves me." Ian stood up with her still straddled around his hips and moved to the bedroom. He would make her forget about Fina, the warlock, and that damn book for tonight. She was all his.
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      Anya woke up and lay in bed, staring at the butterfly-shaped stain on her ceiling. It had been over a week since she’d had the time of her life with Carter line dancing at the honky-tonk bar. She sat up and dreaded what she was about to do, but it was time she knew for sure. She couldn’t put this off any longer. She grabbed the box she had purchased from the pharmacy and hid in her backpack. She headed for the bathroom, shut the door, and took a deep breath. She had missed her monthly flow and was worried. She took out the pregnancy test from the package, read the directions, followed them to the letter, and waited as she sat on the toilet as her thoughts became her fears.

      What would she do if there was a baby? Would Carter stick around if there was a baby? How would she tell him? He had been through so much with her and Eilish and Ian, and he had stayed when he didn’t have to. He said he loved her, but she was no fool. Guys said a lot of things and didn’t mean them where sex was concerned. She watched the time on her cell phone and then took a deep breath. As she looked at the test, she began to sob. She was pregnant. She quickly stuck the test strip back in the package and rammed it deep into her backpack. What if Fina kicked her out of the house? What if Carter never wanted to see her again? Her mind was a whirlwind of desolate thoughts, and she looked in the mirror and touched her tummy as the tears flowed harder. She went back to bed and curled up in a ball. She would have to raise this child alone.
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        * * *

      

      Eilish had been in her room reading. It was a rare day off from working in the shop, and Mabon was next week. Fina and Warrick ran in and out of the house all day, gathering things needed for the ritual. She and Anya had made plans to sneak out this evening to meet up with the guys, and she was hoping nothing came up to interfere with those plans. She could hear Anya's music playing softly. She couldn't help but notice that Anya's song selections today seemed particularly sad. Otis Redding was singing "I've Been Loving You Too Long" when Eilish decided to check on her sister. As she approached Anya's door, she heard her soft sobs muffled by a pillow. Eilish frowned, wondering what could have happened. She tapped on her sister's door. "Anya?"

      Anya moaned. At least Eilish was someone she could confide in. She blew her nose in a tissue and wiped at her tears as she answered, "Come in."

      Eilish opened the door slightly, sliding in and closing it behind her. Emric was pacing back and forth, his face contorted in pain. He always responded to the witch’s psychic energy. She saw her sister's tear-stained face and climbed on the bed to hug her. "What's wrong? Did Fina do something?"

      Anya shook her head no. She grabbed her sister and hugged her tight. "Eilish, I’ve messed up so bad. I don’t know what to do."

      Eilish stroked her sister's back, rocking her back and forth. "Shh. It's okay. Whatever it is, we'll figure it out, okay? Tell me, together, we'll come up with a solution."

      Anya pulled from the hug and sighed. "I’m not even sure I want a solution." She looked into her sister’s eyes and saw the person who had always supported and loved her throughout their entire life. "Sis, I’m pregnant." Anya scooted off the bed and began to pace the floor. "What am I going to do? Fina could kick me out. Carter will tell me to hit the road. I can’t manage a child alone." The longer she talked, the more she cried. Flopping down on the bed, she swiped at her tears. "I can’t stand not having Carter in my life now."

      Eilish crawled across the bed to her sister. "Stop this. This is wonderful news. Fina won't reject a Bohannon, even if a human sired it, and you're jumping to conclusions about Carter. He loves you, Anya. Don't write him off before you even give him a chance. I mean, Fina's not going to welcome him to the family, but you don't know how he’ll feel about this child. As for raising it, you know I'll be here. You won't be in this alone. I promise you that. We were supposed to meet the guys tonight anyway. I think you should tell him. The sooner, the better."

      Anya laid back on the pillows. "Carter works so hard for his money. He doesn’t have much, but he’s happy. I love him, and I want this child whether he does or not. I’m so scared to tell him. Look at everything he’s been through with us, and he’s just a human, yet he’s still here. He says he loves me, and I believe him, but maybe I’m a fool. I can’t believe this is happening." She laid her hands across her tummy. "I guess it’s best if I tell him as soon as possible; if he rejects this baby and me, at least I’ll know one way or another." She grabbed her cell phone from the side table. "So, what’s the plan?"

      Eilish grabbed the phone from her hands. "Don't text him! This is not the news you give in a text! We planned to meet at Ian's tonight, the four of us. We didn't have anything specific planned after that. We'll tell Fina we're going out. She's wrapped up with Warrick and getting ready for Mabon and Samhain anyway. The guys know we’re coming over around seven. Carter said he'd bring pizza and beer, but no more beer for you. Ian and I will give you some privacy, and you can tell him then."

      "Eilish, I wasn’t going to tell him that now! I was going to text him that we’d be there at seven. Don’t go bonkers on me. I’m going to need your support. If you think Fina and Warrick think I’m a loser now, imagine what in the hell they’ll say when they find this out." She sighed. "So, it’s seven at Ian's, pizza and soda for me. Guess I shouldn’t tell you I had a lot of beers at the shindig the other week, but I didn’t know then."

      Eilish lowered her head. It was true that Fina would accept a baby born into the Bohannon family tree, but that didn't mean she would be happy about this situation. There would be hell to pay. Nothing they could do about that. She just hoped Carter didn't cut and run. That would break Anya's heart, and Eilish wasn't sure she could bear the pain. Speaking with more confidence than she felt, she encouraged Anya to get ready. "Go on, take a shower. Get dressed. You'll feel better, and then we'll get out of here. Everything will work out; you’ll see." Eilish slid off the bed and started back to her room to get ready. She just hoped her words of encouragement were true.

      Anya showered and dressed in her usual comfy ripped jeans and t-shirt tied in a knot at the waist and her trusty Doc Martens on her feet. She smiled when she saw the cowgirl boots in the closet. She grabbed a hoodie sweatshirt and her backpack and left her room. Eilish was already downstairs, and she hoped she had laid down some groundwork to get them out of the house. She saw Warrick carrying a box in the front door as she descended the stairs. She put on a fake smile. "Mabon goodies, I’m guessing,"

      Warrick grunted. "We have done this many times, and still, my goddess frets over every detail. Where are you off to? You should be helping."

      He continued on his way to the kitchen, and Anya followed without answering. As she entered the kitchen, Fina was fussing about and immediately directed Warrick where to put the box. Anya looked at Eilish and shrugged.

      Eilish was reminding Fina about their plans as Anya stood in the doorway. Eilish noticed that Anya kept her distance from Fina, not wanting her to detect her maternal energy. Eilish kept making her point. "We talked about this earlier, Fina, remember? After you and Warrick returned from your trip, I said Anya and I needed a night off. The shop's closed today, and you have Warrick here to help. We would just add to the chaos. You know what you want and how you want it."

      Fina sighed loudly, sounding exasperated. "Oh, go on then! You'll both just mope and pout all evening if I say no. Don't stay out all night. I mean it! Get back here at a decent hour."

      Eilish nodded. "Of course."

      Warrick grunted. "And I assume Zavian is included in your plans?"

      Eilish had almost made it out of the kitchen when he spoke up. "Uh, no. It's just Anya and me."

      Warrick gave her a cold stare which Eilish defiantly returned. He started to protest, but something in her eyes made him stay quiet. This young witch was coming into her powers, and he and Fina needed to do something about that soon.

      Eilish slipped her arm through Anya's, "Come on. Let's go for pizza."

      As soon as they were far from the house, Anya stopped and took a deep breath. "I felt like running out of that house and running as far as possible. I think I’m losing my nerve, but I know I have to tell him."

      They continued their walk and saw Ian on the front porch waiting for them. He hugged Eilish quickly as his eyes roamed the street, looking for anyone who might be taking an interest. "Sorry, Anya, Carter isn’t here yet. He’s on the way, though; it shouldn’t be long. Come on in." Ian could detect major tension coming from the sisters. As soon as they were inside, he looked at Eilish and Anya. "Someone needs to tell me what’s going on. I can cut the tension with a knife."

      Anya shrugged. "You’ll find out soon enough, I’m sure."

      Ian creased his brow, looking at Eilish. "Something wrong?" Eilish shook her head, "Not exactly wrong, just... " She paused, trying to think of what to say.

      Ian finished her sentence for her. "Complicated?" She looked up at him and nodded. "Yeah, complicated." Ian led them into the living room. "Well, it wouldn't be the Bohannons if it weren't. Want to talk about it." He flopped down on the sofa as Eilish sat beside him, and Anya sat demurely in a chair. Ian took note of how quiet she was, very un-Anya-like.

      Eilish spoke up. "I don't think this is mine to tell." She looked at her sister with questioning eyes, unsure of what Anya wanted to reveal.

      Anya fiddled with the leather bracelets on her wrist. "I just need to ask you to give Carter and me some privacy later. You’ll find out soon enough."

      Ian felt an ounce of relief to at least know this didn’t involve him and Eilish, whatever this was. "Look, I have no problem with giving you privacy. But tell me one thing, are you breaking up with Carter? Did you two have some kind of fight or something? ‘Cause I know he’s excited to be with you tonight. I’m confused. If you’re going to break up with him, I’d rather be here because it will break his heart."

      Anya looked him directly in the eyes, an action that was dangerous for most humans, but his little bloodsucker tricks didn’t work so great on witches. "No, I have no intention of breaking up with Carter, but that could be the result after tonight."

      Just as Ian was about to ask Eilish what in the hell was going on, Carter burst through the door, juggling pizza and beer.

      Carter was holding a six-pack in one hand and juggling two pizza boxes in the other, singing, "She's in Love with the Boy," when he walked into a room that looked like a funeral was in progress. He stopped singing mid-verse and looked at their faces. "What happened?"

      Anya jumped up and grabbed the two pizza boxes. "Nothing, I’ll tell you later, okay? Come on, let’s get this pizza plated." Anya kissed him on the cheek, but she could see in his eyes that he wasn’t buying it. She needed to make sure they were alone when she told him. She quickly glanced at Eilish and bit her lip, and shrugged. Or maybe she was just avoiding the topic as long as she could. She wasn’t sure herself. She just needed to have him alone.

      Eilish saw her sister's anguish. She needed to talk to Carter, and the sooner, the better. There was no point in dragging this out. She knew her sister needed some alone time with him. Ian wouldn't be eating anyway, and she knew Anya wouldn't have any appetite until this was settled. She turned to Ian and said, "Didn't you tell me you got some new furniture in your bedroom?"

      Ian looked at her quizzically. "What... I didn't... "

      Eilish sent him a message telepathically. "Say yes, we need to give them some alone time."

      Ian nodded, still confused but going along with what Eilish was trying to maneuver. "Oh, yeah, I mean, I did. I almost forgot about it. You want to see it now?"

      Eilish jumped up from the sofa, grabbing his hand. "Yes, I'd love to. I thought your room was too bare, and I can't wait to see it."

      Carter watched the odd conversation between the two of them. Between Anya's awkward behavior and Eilish and Ian's manufactured exit, he wondered what the hell was going on. He feared his ass was about to get dumped, and he wasn't ready to lose the best thing that had ever happened in his life.

      Anya rushed into the kitchen and opened the kitchen cabinets looking for plates. She found some paper plates and began plating the pizza. Carter was about to follow after her when she returned with two plates into the living room. She looked at Carter as she put the plates on the coffee table. "I know you must be confused. So, you better open a beer and sit down. We need to talk about something."

      Carter pushed the plate away; his appetite was suddenly gone, and he opened the beer. His heart sank in his chest. She was going to tell him this was all too much to juggle, and she was moving on, and he decided right then and there that wasn't going to happen. "Okay, we can talk, but first, you listen. If you think you're bailing on me because things are just too complicated and you're tired of all the sneaking around, I'm here to say I'm not going to make this easy for you. I love you if you haven't noticed, and I don't leave just because things don't run smoothly."

      Anya almost smiled. There was a glimmer of hope, but bailing on her because seeing each other was challenging and having his baby was two different things. "Well, that’s good to know. And speaking about things not running smoothly..." She left the sentence hanging. "First of all, I’d never bail on you, cowboy. Shit, you got me boots that aren’t broken in yet, and who else would take me line dancing?" She walked in front of him and knelt on her knees, looking up at him as he sat on the armchair. She placed her hands on his knees to keep them from shaking. "I love you too, Carter. And I’m glad you love me because, in about eight months, there will be another one to love." She kept calm, and her voice was soft; as a tear ran down her cheek, she waited for the moment it dawned on him what she meant.

      He stared down at her as the reality of her words sank in. He took her hands in his and gave her a crooked smile. "Is that what had you worried? Damn, girl, that's great news!" He pulled her into his lap. "Maybe we can quit all this hide and seek; you can come live with me. Did you think I'd run?" He shook his head. "Tell me what you want. You can come live with me. We can get hitched or not... I know the whole witch thing... you got different rules. I got some money saved. I don't spend much. Hell, you can look at my truck and see that. I can take care of you, Anya. I mean, I can't buy you no big yellow house on East Bay Street, but if we need a bigger place because of the baby, just tell me, darlin'."

      Anya couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Her whole world had spun upside down that morning and was now back in place. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him all over his face. "I love you so much, Carter Corbin. I was so scared you wouldn’t want our baby or me. I know you work so hard and have put up with all the Bohannon drama. I don’t know what’s going to happen with my living situation. No one knows about this except Eilish. Not even Ian. Well, at least when you arrived, he didn’t know; he’s probably grilling Eilish now for information. He thought I would bail on you and break your heart, and I thought you might bail on me." She threw back her head and started laughing; she felt like dancing in the streets. She was so happy.
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        * * *

      

      Ian had followed Eilish to his bedroom, where she closed the door and started pacing. Ian stood with his hands on his hips. "Tell me she's not dumping him."

      Eilish looked up at him, surprised. "No! The opposite. She's hoping he doesn't dump her. She's pregnant."

      Ian was taken aback. "She's what?"

      Eilish grabbed his hand and led him to the top of the stairs, where she could eavesdrop. "I know I shouldn't, but I can't stand it." She held her finger to her lips to indicate silence as the two of them stood still, trying not to make a sound so they could hear the conversation. Eilish sighed and squeezed Ian's hand when she heard Carter's reaction. She smiled to herself and dragged Ian back into the bedroom. "I'll give them a moment or two before we go back down."

      Ian shook his head. "You both thought Carter would leave? I could have told you the answer to that. Why didn't you tell me?"

      Eilish sat on his bed. "I didn't know myself until this morning. Anya suspected but didn't say anything. She took one of those pregnancy tests today and confirmed it. She didn't tell me until then."

      Ian sat down next to her. "I've been working alongside him for months now. Carter is a native of Charleston. Never lived anywhere else. He lost his parents in a car crash when he was about seventeen. He was an only child, so he had no one after that. Family means everything to him. I'm telling you now; nothing will keep Carter away from this child, not warnings from you, Anya, Fina, and your whole coven. Best you understand that right now. And don't tell me... I know already... it's complicated."

      Eilish smiled back at him. "I didn't know his history, but I'm glad you told me that because, yes, it will get complicated."

      Ian chuckled, "There's nothing about being with a Bohannon that isn't complicated." They heard Anya calling them from downstairs to join them.

      Anya and Carter stood side by side, holding hands, when her sister and Ian came down the stairs. The smile on her face was huge. Anya ran to her sister and hugged her tight. "Well, we’re having a baby, sis. And uh, Carter proposed and said I could live with him! I told him to hang on until I can figure this out." She looked at Ian. "I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you; I needed Carter to know first, and for the record, I had no intention of breaking his heart." She walked back to Carter, and he took her in his arms.

      Ian grinned, "Congratulations, daddy is one big ass title to be responsible for."

      Carter was beaming. "I guess that's one way to hang on to Anya. She's stuck with me now. Just hope we don't run out of houses that need fixin'." He grabbed his beer and held his arm up in a toast. "Go get that nasty shit you drink and join me."

      Eilish went to her sister and hugged her, whispering in her ear. "You worried for nothing. He’s yours, sister. And if the coven won't do a handfasting ceremony, I'll do it for you myself."

      Anya hugged her tighter. "Thanks, sis. I guess we will figure this out as we go. But I know he won’t leave me, and we’re having this baby together."

      Ian walked back into the room with a glass of Midnight and two bottles of water. He gave one to Anya and the other to Eilish. "To a great future for Anya and Carter. May their union be a long-lasting one and their children plenty. Cheers!"

      Everyone yelled cheers and downed their drinks.

      With the tension gone from the room, the three started eating pizza as Ian watched and sipped at his Midnight. "Isn't that cold now?"

      Carter nodded. "Yeah, but... it's pizza."

      Ian laughed and shook his head. Pizza was one thing he had never sampled as a mortal. "Can't say I have any frame of reference for that one." Carter nodded, speaking with his mouth full. "Almost better than sex."

      Ian laughed, "There's nothing better than sex."

      Carter took another bite. "I said almost."

      Ian lifted his wine glass in a toast.

      Eilish giggled at the exchange. "To get serious a minute, I need to clarify that no one else can know this. Not yet. We have to break this news to Fina, and well, let's just say she's not going to be pleased. No offense, Carter. But the fact that you're human isn't going to be news the coven will celebrate. We need to delay as long as possible. Anya wears baggy clothes anyway, so we have a few months."

      Anya suddenly felt so much dread that she felt sick. "Fina will make a fuss, and I’m sure it will be a big one, but you don’t think she’ll hurt Carter, do you? I mean, he’s human, he can’t do anything, and I know I can’t be the first witch to ever handfast with a human."

      Ian threw his arm around Eilish, resting it on the back of the couch. "After everything I’ve learned about Fina and Warrick, I don’t trust either of them. They’ll do whatever they have to just to stay in power; that’s obvious. But I can’t imagine they would think Carter’s a threat. Do you think she’ll let Anya leave and live with Carter and have this baby?"

      Eilish lowered her head. " I don't know. With everything we've learned about Fina and what I thought I knew about her, I can't predict. Anya is not in line to be a High Priestess, so neither she nor Anya's children pose a threat. She might allow a handfasting just to settle the coven. At least, I hope so."

      Carter looked up from his pizza. "A what?"

      Eilish explained. "A handfasting... it's like a wedding ceremony in the Wiccan community.

      Carter shrugged. "Well, if she says no and Anya wants to get married, we can just go to a regular church or a justice of the peace."

      Eilish nodded. "You could. The coven wouldn't acknowledge it, though." She shook her head. "Too many details and too far down the road. Let's just take this a day at a time and try to keep this quiet for now."

      Anya smiled. "We can do that. I know we can. I just want Carter and our baby to be safe and all of us together, no matter where we live. I know the coven probably won’t accept it, but I don’t care. I know that I should, but I don’t. And someday, you will be the High Priestess, and things will change. Fina and Warrick’s past will come to light, and they’ll have to accept you. I know you will figure this out, and until then, we keep going as we have, you keep reading that book, and we’ll keep sneaking around like thieves in the night."
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      It had been weeks since Anya had revealed her secret, and the girls had worked hard to maintain their routine, opening the shop in the mornings and sneaking out to see Ian and Carter when they could.

      The Fall Solstice had come and gone, and Fina had led the Mabon ritual without incident. They were waiting for the shorter fall days when it would be dark by 5:00 p.m. In the meantime, it was time for Samhain, one of their most sacred sabbats. The old Victorian house on East Bay Street was a beehive of activity as Fina directed everyone to gather the items necessary for this ritual. Warrick and Zavian were present as the three sisters rushed about, Fina calling out directions to everyone. It wasn't like they didn't know the routine, every one of them had participated in Samhain every October of their lives.

      Fina glared at Warrick. "Could you help Zavian put those boxes of candles in the van? Must I always instruct everyone on every ritual as if it was their first?" She brushed past her two younger sisters as she hurried into the next room. "Don’t forget your robes."

      Zavian gathered the black and orange candles and placed them in a box, moving slowly, unperturbed by Fina’s agitated state. He had a gift for mentally checking out when Fina was on a rant. He started to object as he could carry more than a box of candles, but he let it pass as Warrick tried unsuccessfully to calm her. "We know the drill, my goddess. Don't work yourself into such a frazzle. You need to center yourself."

      Eilish was packing the items for the altar; the tiny pumpkins, Indian corn, gourds, and fall flowers were symbolic of the end of harvest as Anya used the step stool to reach the patchouli and myrrh incense stored on the top shelf of the pantry.

      Fina had made pumpkin bread cakes, and Warrick was loading the bottles of dark wine along with the small cakes. Eilish dragged out the black cauldron, placed it in a box, and filled it with a feather, a bell, an apple, and a small bowl and plate. Anya ran upstairs and gathered the animal pelt skirts the three would wear. The rest of the women in the coven would remain in their gossamer gowns and the men in their black robes. They all knew that everyone in the coven would bring some memento of a loved one who had passed, as Samhain was not only a ritual to celebrate the harvest and thank Mother Nature for the bounties of the earth, but it was also the day when the veil between the two worlds of the living and the dead was the thinnest. A skilled priestess could call upon the spirits. Every year, Fina had called on the souls of the dead, and the coven held up their photos or pieces of jewelry from their loved ones who had long passed, and the coven felt they had honored their dead, but they had never seen any spirits appear. Eilish knew she had the gift to summon the deceased but had always refrained from using it during Samhain when Fina ruled. This year, she felt the connection to the spirit realm was strong and hoped she could control it.

      Fina was finally satisfied that everything was loaded and ready. "Come on, everyone, it’s time." As they all piled into the van, packed with the many things they needed, Warrick took off for St. Johns Island. Everyone tried to meditate in silence as they drove, finding their center.

      Fina broke the silence as she spoke to Warrick, her mind racing over the plans. "Please tell me that the men of the coven have secured a buck, and it’s ready."

      Warrick reached out and took her hand. "My goddess, will you please settle yourself? I might add that the men have a six-point buck, a wonderful one. It has already been sedated and transported to the island and will be secured to the Angel Oak."  With its gnarled and twisted branches, the massive live oak tree had witnessed many Wiccan ceremonies throughout its 400 years.

      Zavian cleared his throat. "Everyone in the coven is bringing the small drums. I made sure to issue reminders to them as instructed by Uncle Warrick." Zavian looked at Eilish, and she simply nodded. He didn’t even get a smile.

      Fina sighed, "Well, at least someone is on their toes and managing these details before the last minute."

      Warrick was agitated as he tried to hold his temper, but his voice was louder than necessary. "Fina, settle yourself right now; you’ll need your energy to conduct this ceremony properly. I want this to go off without any drama." He turned his head slightly, looking into the back seat where the others were sitting. "No drama!"

      Anya nodded. "Yeah, we heard you, Warrick, no drama, we got it."
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        * * *

      

      Ian was pacing the floor as he waited for Carter when he finally heard his truck pull up. Carter strolled in as casual as ever. "Listen, I know you told me each ritual was different. But this ain’t the first time I’ve seen this show."

      Ian shook his head, "This is Samhain. It’s a pretty big deal, probably their most sacred ritual. Just be prepared for anything. We need to get out of here, get to St. Johns Island before the coven arrives, and get settled in our tree."

      Carter shrugged. "Who’s driving?"

      Ian laughed. "We aren’t driving; we’re teleporting, which means you get to hang onto me, short and sweet trip."

      Carter rolled his eyes and stood there with a look of dread.

      Ian chuckled as he put his arm around his shoulder. "You have to do this for Anya. Just hang on. Try not to strangle me."

      Carter sighed, "Yeah, between you and witches, I’m riding this bull till the end."

      Ian lifted Carter and took off, and before Carter knew what was going down, they were perched in a tree. Ian couldn’t stop laughing as he got comfortable on a huge branch. "Just settle in and get comfy, ‘cause this show will soon begin. See that huge live oak tree over there. Keep your eyes peeled. Watch and learn."

      Carter looked at the old oak and stared. "Yeah, well, it can’t get any crazier than that last time."

      Ian was hoping he was right.

      The cars started to arrive as the coven members parked at the side of the road. It was about an hour before midnight as they climbed from their cars, the men pulling on hooded black robes, making them appear as shadows moving in the dark, as the women got out of the vehicles in their sheer white gossamer gowns, looking like ghostly apparitions. In silent meditation, the coven stood quietly as they waited for their High Priestess and High Priest to arrive. It was only a matter of minutes before Warrick's van came into sight, and he cut off his headlights as he parked the van. Eilish was feeling lightheaded, and her breathing was shallow and rapid. She had been fighting this unbidden energy all night. In every encounter she’d had with the book of late, it had repeated over and over, "Samhain." She knew the book expected her to lead, and she was at odds about what to do. Fina would never forgive her for butting in.

      The men got out of the van and donned their robes. The three sisters got undressed inside the van, pulling on a short skirt of animal pelts that hung low on their hips, leaving their breasts bare. Zavain began setting up the altar with the black and orange candles and setting the cauldron on the altar cloth as Warrick carried the wine and cakes and set them aside for the end of the ceremony. The coven gathered in a circle as Warrick called the Guardians of the Four Quarters, lighting the candles and opening the circle. Anya stepped forward, sweeping the circle clear of all negative energy from their sacred space. The warlocks started their low drone as the witches began a primal rhythmic beat on the small drums held in place by a leather strap over their shoulders.

      Warwick built a small bonfire at the base of the altar as Fina lit the incense on the altar and sprinkled some incense into the bonfire, where it snapped and cracked, sending out the fragrant scent of myrrh.

      Eilish was finding it hard to breathe and closed her eyes.

      Anya had returned to her place in the circle next to her sister. "Are you all right?"

      Eilish shook her head no.

      Anya grabbed her hand and squeezed. "Try to hold on."

      Fina began her call to the spirits. She rang the bell three times and stood regal before the small fire, her breasts bare, her thick dark hair falling to her shoulders. She raised both hands to the heavens as four warlocks in their hooded robes broke from the circle to approach the frightened stag. They had drugged the deer so as not to have him panic, but he struggled nonetheless as the warlocks deftly cut his throat, and the blood of the sacrificed animal ran in a pool beneath Fina's feet.

      Eilish began to hyperventilate and fought the pull into the circle’s center.

      Fina's voice rose strong, "On this night, all roads cross, all gates open. All nights, all dreams, all worlds have come together at the death of the old year. On this night of ancients, the gates to the other world are opened wide, and the veil grows thin. We seek guidance from those who walked before us."

      The men had severed the antlers from the now-dead buck and were raising it to place on Fina's head when Eilish felt herself dropping into an unconscious state, and the spirit of Rhiannon entered her. The winds picked up as she broke from the circle, holding her own hands skyward, her head back as she shouted. "I invoke you, Hekate. You of roads and crossways, Goddess of the Heavens, the Underworld, and the sea. You who among the tombs, dancing with the dead souls. Respond to the daughter of Rhiannon."

      Fina turned and looked on in horror. What was she doing? This wasn't part of the ritual! She looked at Warrick, who shook his head, sensing a power he didn't wish to confront in Eilish, at least not in front of the coven. The men carrying the antlers stopped in their tracks as Eilish approached, and Fina backed away. The men looked at each other in confusion but proceeded to secure the antlers to Eilish's head. The coven was taken aback by this change in the ritual and momentarily stopped their drumming as they watched in awe as the antlers were placed on Eilish, and her snow-white hair slowly turned red as the blood of the buck ran through her hair and down her face, dripping upon her breast.
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        * * *

      

      Both Ian and Carter had been quiet, but their eyes were glued to the drama playing out before them. Carter seemed mesmerized by what was happening, his eyes never leaving Anya.

      Suddenly Ian stood up in the tree, and Carter looked at him. "What’s wrong? This is some freak show, to begin with, but when you get rattled, I get anxious." Ian felt his heart hammering in his chest when Eilish entered a semi-conscious state and felt the entity of the being that entered her. His beast roared inside, but he knew he could not step in. "This isn’t right; something is happening to Eilish."

      Carter swung his head back to the ritual in progress and saw the antlers on her head, blood dripping. "Fuck me, bro, this is like something satanic. I don’t like this. I don’t like Anya being down there in the middle of this."

      Ian whispered. "I feel the same, Carter, but here’s the deal. It’s not satanic; this ritual is about honoring the harvest and bounty of a good year. It’s as old as time. Your child will be a part of this. And that woman who was leading is your soon-to-be Mother-in-law. Anya will teach you. But I think Eilish just changed up the rules of this game and things are about to ramp up."

      Carter's head was spinning. He hadn't thought about the ramifications of having a child with a witch. Of course, the baby would be taught these rituals and have their power. He was beginning to understand why the coven wouldn’t receive him with open arms as he listened to Ian's explanation.

      Eilish stood in the circle’s center, lit from beneath by the small bonfire, casting eerie shadows. She turned slowly, her face towards the heavens as she shouted, "Tha mi a 'gairm air diathan an fho-thalamh."

      Warrick looked at Fina with a frown. "What did she say? What the fuck is she doing?"

      Fina spoke in a whisper, angered yet frightened by what she watched. "She's speaking Gaelic, our native tongue. But Eilish was never taught Gaelic. She’s calling on the gods and goddesses of the Underworld."

      Warrick answered her in an angry whisper, his jaws clenched. "Then stop her, now!"

      Fina shook her head, "It's not Eilish; that’s not Eilish. I dare not interfere."

      Eilish finished her turn and stood facing the altar as the coven continued drumming in a beat as ancient as time. One by one, the points on the antler crown she wore bore a flame, like some invisible hand lighting candles. There was a murmur through the coven as they were in awe of the power of the young witch, as they were casting eyes of doubt in Fina's direction. Was Eilish their High Priestess?

      Eilish shouted out again. "Listen to the words of the Dark Gods, those who of old were known among men as Thanos, Anubis, Hades, Herne, and Hoder. They are the Gods who wait in the dead of year, in the dark of life, at the end of the lane where no bird sings. Be not afraid. Come when I call. The Great Mother holds my promise, and no evil shall harm you. I am the shadow in the bright of day, the never-ending veil of night where the star goddess dances. I am the death that must be so that life may continue."

      Eilish began a seductive dance, writhing her torso, her arms extended, lithe and limber, moving as fluidly as a snake, as the snakes appeared at her feet, coiled around her ankles and slithering in a heap over each other. The coven dared not stop drumming as the men continued the low drone, spellbound by the young witch. This was not a ritual they had seen before; they all felt captivated by her energy.

      Carter looked at Ian, who stood tall in the tree, his chest forward, like a mother bear ready to protect her cubs, his chest heaving, and for the first time, Carter saw something in Ian he’d never seen before; the vampire beneath the man. He was damn sure this circus would get worse if Ian let his vampire loose. "Bro?"

      Ian grunted back, deep and low. His body rumbled like the entire earth quaking.
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        * * *

      

      Eilish lowered her hands and picked up her wand from beside the altar; she walked to the West Quarter and used her wand to cut an opening in the veil that separated the living from the dead, inviting the spirits to join them. The coven gasped as they saw their deceased loved ones step through the veil and join them in their circle one by one. The coven wept to see those they had loved and departed this life years ago. Fina grabbed Warrick's hand, her heart pounding, fearful her parents might step through and point their fingers at her. Warrick understood her fear and sought a means to escape, but Evelyn and Hamish were not among the dead. Their souls weren't in the Summerland but held captive in that mausoleum in the Netherworld. Fina sighed in relief when they didn’t appear, yet still fearful of what Eilish could do next.

      Eilish spoke again, "Behold! In the West is the Summerland, the land of the Dead, where our loved ones have gone for rest and renewal. On this night, we hold communion with them."

      The coven responded with tears of joy, sharing the items of remembrance they had brought to the ritual with their departed.

      Eilish stood as still as a statue for about five minutes, then spoke, "We thank you for your presence and blessings. Return now to your realm to which we must all ultimately go."

      The ghostly apparitions disappeared through the veil as Eilish closed it with her wand. She walked the Four Quarters as she spoke, and the coven watched her, enthralled. "In the name of Dryghton, the ancient providence, who is both male and female, the origin of all things, all-knowing, all-pervading. In the name of Our Lady of the Moon and the Horned Lord of Death and Resurrection, in the names of the Mighty Ones of the Four Quarters, blessed be this place and this time and they who are here with us."

      The coven shouted, "Blessed be!"

      Eilish laid down her wand and lifted the gold jewel-encrusted dagger as she addressed the coven. "Approach me in silence, as a sign you are free from fear, your throat to my blade. Your loyalty to the coven holds no fear for those who follow the daughter of Rhiannon."
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        * * *

      

      Carter and Ian watched the ceremony and could tell from the coven's response which aspects of the ritual the coven was seeing for the first time. They would collectively pause in their drumming and chanting, appearing confused about what they felt was happening.

      Carter scooted back on the branch as the ghostly apparitions appeared through a slit that Eilish had cut in the universe itself. The ghostly figures sought out members of the coven as they hugged and cried. "Dead people? She just... sliced through thin air, and dead people come out? Come on, man, this is fucking weird. Even you have to admit that, right?"

      "I’m a vampire. And you’re asking me if what I’m seeing is weird? Think about that for a minute. As a mortal, I never knew any of this existed either. But there’s a whole shit load of things that happen in this world you don’t see. Eilish can raise the dead. She raised a friend of mine buried here. I knew him from the Revolutionary War. They have a ghost living in their house. You will realize this stuff you call supernatural is all around you and always has been. The only advantage we have is they don’t know either of us is messing around with their witches."
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        * * *

      

      The drumming stopped as the coven filed past her in single file, baring their neck to her blade, a pledge of loyalty to the coven of the Bohannons and the daughter of Rhiannon. Everyone stepped forward except Fina and Warrick.

      Anya was the last to stand before her sister, staring into her glazed eyes. "Eilish?" she whispered.

      Eilish blinked her eyes and appeared to come out of her trance, staring back at Anya as she held a blade to her neck. Eilish felt confused and couldn't remember what had happened.

      Anya saw the look of confusion on her sister's face. "Close the circle, Eilish. Close the Four Quarters. Trust me."

      Eilish nodded and completed the portion of the ritual usually performed by Warrick, extinguishing the candles and closing the Four Quarters, releasing the gods and goddesses.

      Fina stepped forward to have Zavian distribute the small cakes and nudged Warrick to pour the wine. Fina was fearful and furious as their secret could have been exposed. Every coven member looked at her with doubt and uncertainty. She would have to devise a plan to quell their misgivings, and Warrick would need to help her.
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        * * *

      

      Ian and Carter watched as the coven dispersed for the night. Carter was left speechless, and that was saying something for him. Ian, on the other hand, knew exactly what had happened. He has witnessed firsthand how she could call to the dead. This coven was shaken, and there would be hell to pay. "Look, I think it might be a good idea if you just hang out at my place tonight. I’m not sure what will go down at the Bohannon house. I’d prefer to have you someplace I can try to protect you."

      Carter nodded. "Sure, I don’t mind; I just hope we all survive this." Ian smiled. "Let’s just chill awhile. They can sense a vampire if I’m too close. Once everyone clears out, we’ll head back. This has been one hell of a night."
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        * * *

      

      Fina took her time packing up as the cars pulled away before turning on Eilish. Zavian and Warrick were uncharacteristically quiet as Fina released her pent-up anger. "What the hell was that!"

      Eilish shook her head. "I don't know. I don't even remember it. I was standing in the circle with the coven, waiting for my part in the ritual, and the next thing I remember is I'm holding a blade at Anya's neck."

      Fina grabbed the dagger from her hand and barked orders at the others. "Get this stuff loaded up in the van, now!" She turned to Eilish. "Don't think this is over, missy. Not by a long shot. I'll deal with you when we get home." She stormed away in the direction of the van as Zavian and Warrick carried the boxes to be loaded in the back.

      Eilish looked at Anya. "What happened?"

      Anya shrugged. "You kept calling yourself the daughter of Rhiannon again, and you released all our ancestors from the Summerland."

      Eilish shook her head. "But I didn't mean to."

      Anya whispered, "Blame it on the book."

      Henwen had watched from afar, aware of the vampire and the human observing from a tree. She shook her head as she turned to leave. "Well, y’all has done it now. Ain't no turnin' back after dis."
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      Anya pulled the robes from the back of the van and slid one robe over her almost nude body and tossed one to Eilish. Eilish looked at the blood that had run down her torso but couldn't remember where it came from. Was it hers? Her head hurt, and she felt confused and disoriented as she climbed into the van’s back seat, Anya on one side and Zavian on the other. She could see from her peripheral vision that Zavian's head was turned in her direction as he stared at her. She snapped her head around and stared hard at him as he immediately broke eye contact, looking down at his hands in his lap. This wasn't the Eilish he knew.

      Warrick roared out of St. Johns Island, driving like the swirling black clouds above them all. Fina was ready to explode, but she would save her anger until they reached the house. "Warrick, slow down; you will kill us all. Calm yourself."

      Warrick snarled at her as he took a sharp turn too fast and slung everyone in their seats. "Don’t tell me to calm myself, Fina; I have two eyes like everyone else in this van and the entire coven. What in hell are you going to do about this?" Warrick's eyes flashed to the rearview mirror as he made eye contact with Eilish. If looks could kill, she would be dead where she sat.

      They continued to drive to the Bohannon house in silence, tempers stewing with every mile. Warrick parked the van and slammed the driver’s door. "Everyone get inside that house, now! We will unload later." Grabbing Fina's hand, he practically dragged her to the front door. "Get inside, get me a drink, and tonight we’ll get some answers."

      Fina held her head high, her back stiff as she breezed past him. "I will remind you, Warrick, this is my house, and you are only here because of who I am. So, if you wish to stay here, I suggest you remember who you are bossing around."

      Zavian had seen a burst of his uncle's temper before and knew to keep his mouth shut and try to stay under the radar. Anya took Eilish's hand as they climbed out of the van, and Zavian followed them inside. Eilish felt the fog beginning to lift inside her head, but there were still gaps in her memory. She knew Rhiannon had taken over and led her through the ritual of Samhain, but she still couldn't recall details. She knew Anya would fill her in later, but they had to deal with Warrick and Fina’s burning rage right now.

      Fina marched to the kitchen, poured wine into a glass, strolled back in, and handed it to Warrick. She spun on her heels and marched to Eilish, making her sister back up as she approached. "How dare you overrule me, and embarrass me, Warrick, and your sister in front of the entire coven. What a display that was. Where do you think this will go, Eilish? You are not the High Priestess. And until you are, you will heed me in all things."

      Anya stood still, not knowing what would happen next. Fina was nose to nose with Eilish, and she was terrified of what could happen if Eilish released her powers, of which she had little control. She made a move toward Fina. "Fina, please, Eilish doesn’t even remember what happened."

      Warrick stood quickly and grabbed Anya, spinning her around to face him. As Fina turned, she saw Warrick raise his hand to strike her. She swirled her hand in a circle and pointed it at Warrick as he was wrapped in invisible cords. He stood frozen in mid-motion. "Touch her, and you will never see daylight again. I will handle this. And I will handle the coven."

      Warrick was shocked that Fina would do such a thing to him. "Release me, goddess. I am tired of this game. You play with them like toys. Use your power and put this to rest."

      Fina walked toward him; the house rumbled softly, and the lights flickered. Raising her hand, she released the spell on Warrick. "Get out of my house, and take your sniveling nephew with you. I will deal with you tomorrow. I have more important things to deal with tonight. Your anger is not going to solve anything."

      Warrick lowered his hand. He knew she would never leave him; he held too many of her secrets. But he also knew that without her, he was nothing. He needed her High Priestess status to keep his place in the coven. "We’re leaving. Zavian, help me unload the van."

      Fina looked at Anya, "Help them unload." She turned on Eilish. "Don’t you even think about moving from that spot."

      Eilish watched in dismay as Anya left to help unload the van. She still felt her energy, coiled like a snake, ready to strike, but she also knew there was still a lot she didn't know, a lot that damn book had yet to reveal. Her gut told her Fina's power was no match for her own, but now was not the time to take on Fina. "I wasn't going anywhere, Fina. I don't even remember what happened. It was like... a trance or something. I remember walking into the sacred circle, and then I was holding the dagger to Anya's neck. I'm sorry. I'm sorry if I spoiled Samhain. I'll apologize to the coven if you want me to."

      Fina walked in circles around her, her eyes never leaving Eilish. She wasn’t giving up her power; she would fight to keep Eilish in the dark for as long as possible. But there was a serious fear building inside her. Eilish had shown immense power at Samhain, and the coven was doubting her now. And If she did not play her cards right, Eilish might discover the truth about their parents. Fina had to avoid that at all costs.

      "A trance, Eilish? You don’t come into the powers you displayed by trance. But I must admit, they were impressive, and you’ll need to learn control over them and listen to my instruction. I’ll help you if you listen and follow in the next few ceremonies. Your little performance is creating doubt among the coven about my powers. Or was that your intention all along?"

      Eilish violently shook her head, her blood-coated hair, matted and thick like twisted red dreadlocks, swirling around her. "No! I promise, Fina. I wasn't trying to challenge you. I don't know what happened. You're right. I have no control, and that's dangerous for all of us. You can teach me. I'll listen to you. I know I need more training. You know I never paid attention. You're High Priestess; I didn't think I needed to learn anything since you were in control. It's my fault. I understand that now."

      Fina watched her sister’s reaction, knowing that something wasn’t right. Eilish was placating her. Her powers were way too strong. And only one thing could trigger that...Eilish was having sex with someone, and it had been very recent. She itched to take her down and confront her about this, but Fina thought she would discuss it with Warrick first. They needed a plan before they approached Eilish with this revelation about the source of her newfound powers.

      "I’m glad you’re not fighting me on this, Eilish, and that you want to learn proper control and are willing to follow my instruction."

      As they had finished carrying everything in the house, Warrick approached Fina. "I apologize for my outburst, my goddess. You need your rest. I will take my leave."

      Fina kissed him and smiled, "Don’t worry so much. We’ll talk tomorrow." As he turned to leave,

      Zavian nodded to Fina. "The sniveling nephew is leaving as well."

      Anya bit her lip not to let out a giggle, although she felt sad for Zavian.

      Fina looked at them both. "I have a raging headache; I think I’ll wash up and go to bed. Both of you need to shower as well. We’ll put these things away tomorrow. Eilish, you’ll remain at home tomorrow. Anya and I will go to the shop; we will be extremely busy with nosey inquiring coven members. I would prefer you not be there, so I can handle this mess while Anya helps with the sales."

      Eilish was surprised by Fina's order for her to stay home, but she was right, the coven would be filtering through the shop tomorrow, full of questions, and Eilish certainly didn't have any answers. "Whatever you think best, Fina."

      She grabbed Anya's hand, and the two sisters went upstairs. They stood quietly and heard Fina retreat to the kitchen. Anya whispered, "What the hell was that, sis?"

      Eilish shook her head. "I tried not to respond. I did. The book had been telling me for almost two months now that I had to lead Samhain. I wasn't ready to confront Fina, but I felt her... Rhiannon. She just took over. The book's controlling me now. I need to figure this out, Anya, and soon."
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      The mood in the house the following day was muted as everyone was lost in their thoughts. Both Anya and Eilish had woken early to ensure Fina didn’t have anything to complain about. After breakfast, Fina instructed Eilish to put away all the things from the Samhain ceremony and gave her several books to study about witchcraft. Fina knew that Eilish was already well-versed in everything in those books, but she wanted to keep her busy while staying home. As Fina and Anya walked to the shop, they were silent most of the way. As they approached the house under construction, Anya kept her eyes forward, but she knew Carter and Ian were there. They had texted into the wee hours of the night as she explained some of the chaos of the ceremony and asked that he keep out of sight until they could get things under control with Fina and Warrick.

      As they approached the shop, Fina saw a few customers peering in the shop window and was prepared for the onslaught of witches that would grill her out of suspicion and curiosity. "Anya, you need to keep your mouth shut today; keep that smart mouth of yours under control and let me take the lead.  Attend to the human customers. Get them in and out."

      Anya bit her lip and knew she would have to watch every move she made today. "Of course, Fina.  No problem." Once they opened the store, Anya quickly got the register set up and began to tidy the store.  Fina went to the back room, where Anya could hear her humming. Anya thought Fina was mighty happy with herself for some reason, and she couldn’t wait to see what explanations she knew would be forthcoming for the coven today.

      It wasn't long before the shop door opened, and Lizbet came in. Anya looked up with a smile and greeted her. "Hey! Where are the kids? I hope Molly is okay."

      Lizbet nodded as she searched through the bins of crystals. "Oh, Molly's fine, and I left the kids with Asher. I just needed to get out of the house, a little fresh air, you know how it is."

      Anya nodded, wondering where Fina was. "Oh, I completely understand. A little fresh air, a break from the kids." She was searching her brain for some small talk that didn't lead them in the direction of last night’s ritual, but it was already too late as she heard Lizbet's next question.

      "So, Eilish didn't come in today? Is she feeling okay? I was a little concerned after last night. Maybe she was... ill."

      Anya smiled, hoping Fina would get her bossy ass out of the back room any moment. "Oh no, she’s fine." She searched her brain for some excuse when Fina appeared from the back, strolling in as if she owned the fucking world. Anya thought, well, if you’re going to pull the wool over the coven's eyes, you might as well look like you know what you’re doing. She looked at her eldest sister in a different light; she was devious and knew how to command control, if nothing else. Anya moved behind the counter out of the line of fire and lies that she couldn’t wait to hear spill from Fina.

      Fina smiled at Lizbet. "Good morning, Lizbet, you’re up quite early, but I suppose the small ones in the house don’t allow you to sleep in. What can we assist you with today?"

      Lizbet acted surprised to see Fina. "Oh, I didn't expect to see you in the shop. I was taking a break from the kids, getting some air, and thought I'd stop in and see if you had any new inventory. Is Eilish okay? That was quite the performance last night. The coven was all abuzz after Litha; then you held Mabon, so we were surprised to see her take the lead last night. I know the veil is thin between our realm and the Summerland on Samhain, but we've never had a visit from our deceased ancestors before. That was quite... something."

      Fina knew that Lizbet was not the brightest witch in the coven, but she would make sure everyone who inquired would get a good explanation, and she’d remain in power. "Well, the veil may be thin, but the Bohannons have always had the power to open that veil and call them forward. Eilish is learning her powers; unfortunately, they are raw and uncontrolled. She doesn’t quite know how to focus her energy. All Bohannon witches have extreme power; the trick is to learn control. Our Mother taught me things, and because I’m the oldest, I’m the High Priestess. Eilish is just untrained, Lizbet. Don’t worry; Eilish is resting today; she’s quite fine. I know things looked chaotic last night, but how else will I be able to help her unless I can see where I need to work with her." She turned to Anya. "Anya, show Lizbet the new crystals that have arrived. I think you’ll like them, Lizbet." She turned on her heels and headed back to the storeroom, ending the conversation abruptly.

      Anya watched in awe as Fina deftly handled the situation, closing down any further conversation about Eilish. Anya came from behind the counter and went immediately to the alexandrite bin. "Uh, we just got these in. They're pretty rare. We don't find quality crystals of alexandrite very often. See how it changes color? Its constantly changing colors suggest duality. It’s used for peace and bringing calmness, establishing harmony between the different facets of people. Its changing colors are linked to changing forces in fortune and favor and boost creative abilities." She realized she was rambling to keep Lizbet from making further inquiries.

      Fina heard Anya sell Lizbet the alexandrite and grinned. She knew the elders would soon find their way in, and she was prepared. As the day progressed, several regular customers sauntered around, fingering everything. Fina repeated her mantra of Eilish's show at Samhain. She knew most of them believed her, and the gossip would fly. As the afternoon came, she heard the bell over the door and looked up to see Warrick. She wasn’t surprised; he was probably getting all sorts of responses from the warlocks of the coven. Warrick wandered in, nodded at Anya, and went to Fina, kissing her lightly on the cheek.

      "Busy today, I assume?" Fina smiled as she stroked the outline of his jaw. "Stop being so anxious; all is fine. I told you I’d handle this. Don’t make a scene. Eilish is home, studying."

      Warrick grunted and shook his head. "Who’s been in today, and what have you told them?"

      The bell jingled, and they looked to see who had entered. Fina laid her hand firmly on his arm and sunk her nails deep into his flesh. She would handle this and make sure Warrick knew it.

      The tall warlock entered the shop. Beckett rarely came into the shop; he’d always left the tasks of preparation and shopping to his bonded mate, Fallon. Besides, he wasn't here to shop; he was here for answers. He didn't pretend to browse but walked straight to the counter. "Warrick... glad you're here. Fina." He nodded his head to her. "Seems you have everyone in an uproar today. I listened to the excuses about Eilish after Litha and how her powers were raw and unchanneled. I had my doubts but was willing to give it some time. I've lived through many Samhains, so please don't try to sell me that load of crap again. I was not witnessing a witch whose powers were simply unfocused; I watched quite the opposite. You don't accidentally slice through a path to the Summerland." He stared hard at Fina. "Are you sure we have the right High Priestess?"

      Fina lowered her head just a tad, her eyes focused intently on the warlock. "Beckett, good afternoon; good to see you coming into the shop." She grinned at him, but her wicked intent was not lost on Warrick.

      Warrick took a step forward. "I hope your inquiry was merely curious, Beckett, and not one of accusation. Be careful of how you speak to your High Priestess and me."

      Fina wanted to duct tape Warrick's mouth shut, but warlocks had their way of always puffing out their chests to have a cock fight amongst each other. They had little else to do since the women held power over any coven. "Oh, my dearest Warrick, don’t admonish Beckett; he’s simply curious, as an elder of our coven would be." She walked forward and cocked her head slightly to the side, and smiled at Beckett; he was one handsome warlock. "Eilish is still young; her powers are raw and uncontrolled. I have been teaching her, but to be honest, I didn’t see that coming. Wasn’t she impressive? Of course, all the Bohannons have held extraordinary powers over the generations. And I do believe Eilish could give me a run for my title." She threw back her head and laughed. She laid her hand on his arm and stroked it lightly. "But you know, I’m the eldest; my mother taught me because she knew I was the chosen High Priestess. Don’t worry yourself, Beckett, and please pass along to the others that Warrick and I are steadfastly working with her to control her power. I think knowing how to open the Summerland is an awesome power.  Molding her energy, letting her learn her strengths, and not exhibiting inappropriate behaviors won’t take long for us to teach her. She does assist me, Beckett; after all, she is my sister."

      Beckett watched her clever use of words. It was almost enough to convince him... almost. "That is quite a gift, opening the Summerland. It was very healing for many who have lost loved ones to see them again, even for a few minutes. It eased their grief. It healed them in many ways. We’ve all been talking, though. We didn't see Evelyn and Hamish. That's strange, isn’t it? That Eilish would open Summerland, and your parents wouldn’t come through? Can you open the Summerland, Fina? It would have been helpful to the coven to know this."

      Fina laid her hand across her heart. Her fake tears ran slowly down her cheek. Her voice was soft and sad as she answered. "Oh, Beckett, I had hoped they would come to us, but Eilish doesn’t yet have the focus to channel her energy. It saddened me not to see them. I will and can open the Summerland, Beckett. I’m the one who taught Eilish that skill, but I also warned her it was not a power to be used lightly." She looked up at him then and gave a heartfelt smile, and her eyes softened looking into his. "You have given us so much relief, Beckett. Warrick and I are so happy to know that our coven was eased from their grief; it is what we want for them all, to know how much we care for them." Reaching out, she took his hand. "Please relay our gratitude to them and tell them that our coven is strong. We were worried they’d be upset over this ceremony, but you have given us such happiness today, relaying that there was healing in their grief. Please, give our love to Fallon."

      Beckett slowly withdrew his hand from Fina's. Her performance was commanding, he'd give her that much, but there was a seed of doubt in his head. Still, there was nothing he could prove false about her words. For now, he'd have to accept her version of things, but he'd be keeping his eyes open, that was for sure. He nodded. "Fallon will be in later in the week; she asked me to tell you." He nodded at Warrick. "Warrick, Fina... won't take up any more of your time." He left the shop as directly as he had entered. Anya looked from Warrick to Fina, wondering what they would say now that Beckett had left the shop.

      Fina spun on her heels and grabbed Warrick’s hand. "Come to the back with me. Anya, straighten up until I get back out to the front." She led Warrick quickly to the back. "Now, do you see why I wanted you to keep your mouth closed and let me deal with this? We have a much bigger problem to deal with. The coven will heed my words; I do not doubt that now, especially the elders. They’ll listen to Beckett. But we need to speak about last night in private, and I don’t mean to waste another minute."

      Warrick nodded. "Yes, we do; I have the van. Come to my house; I’ll send Zavian on some errand."

      Fina kissed him and winked. "I knew you’d understand; we can’t talk here." She led him out to the front. "Anya, Warrick and I will be leaving now. I’ll be home later. Close up and go straight home." Fina and Warrick knew that Eilish's display of power meant only one thing, and they needed to find out who she’d been sleeping with.
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      Warrick drove through traffic to his house on Queen St.  He knew Zavian would still be home but had hoped maybe he had stepped out. Unfortunately, that rarely happened unless he purposely directed him to run an errand. Zavian seemed ambivalent about showing any self-application in pursuit of any goals. It was like training a dog, except dogs sought to please and eventually took the initiative. Warrick pulled the van in front of the house. "I’ll park out front; that way, I can return you home later." He jumped out and opened the van door, taking Fina's hand and helping her down. They walked up onto the veranda of the well-maintained historic home in the heart of Charleston. Warrick was meticulous in keeping the de Burke home in good condition. It was a grand house, and he loved it there. While the house retained its original gentile Charleston architecture, Warrick preferred a manly touch for the interior, the opposite of the Bohannon house. "Come inside, my goddess; let’s get comfortable and discuss this issue we have with Eilish."

      Fina stepped down from the van as he held her hand and looked up at the old Charleston Single Houses that dotted the historic section of town where Warrick lived. A single house was built long and narrow, with the narrow end facing the street and the expansive veranda running along the side of the house. They were constructed to capture the breeze as it came off the water nestled between the Ashley and the Cooper Rivers long before AC or electric fans. It was another architectural style that was uniquely Charleston. It was a beautiful old home, but she had never approved of Warrick's taste in decorating. He chose not to honor the house’s history and had filled it with heavy leather furniture and sturdy tables. He led her inside, where it took a moment for her eyes to adjust from the bright sun to the dimly lit interior. The parlor had a large screen TV perched in the corner, and she could hear the electronic sounds of Zavian's video games as he sat only a few feet from the screen, leaning forward in his chair, totally absorbed in the game.

      Warrick cleared his throat and kicked Zavian in the shin as he walked past him. "Turn that damn nonsense off. Such a useless waste of your time." He turned to Fina. "Please sit down, let me get you a cold glass of sweet tea, or do you prefer something stronger? I think I’m in the mood for a bourbon, a double." He shook his head as Zavian scrambled to turn everything off.

      Fina sighed as she sank into the oversized, overstuffed leather chair that felt like it swallowed her up. "You know what? A little bourbon on the rocks could be what I need right now. Just a wee bit, please, to calm my nerves."

      Zavian turned on the ottoman he was seated on to join the conversation. "Must have been a bad day at the shop. I imagine everyone came in today with questions. I know I sure had a lot of questions myself. Maybe I'll have a bourbon, too. Did you get that, Uncle Warrick? Two bourbons."

      Warrick was already at the bar and fixing the drinks. "Yes, nephew, I heard." As he walked back, he handed Fina her glass and retrieved his and Zavian's before sitting on his comfortable leather couch. Facing Fina, he flung his arm across the top of the sofa. "Well, my goddess gave an Academy Award-winning performance to Beckett, I must say. But that’s not why we’re having this meeting, is it, my High Priestess?"

      Fina snapped at him. "Stop being so coy, Warrick! We all know what's going on here—no need for games. Eilish is having sex with someone, and it's not Zavian. I suppose you think that's my fault? That I didn't keep her under lock and key? Well, I did my part. The other males in the coven were given strict instructions to steer clear, and the path was open for Zavian. What else was I supposed to do? How hard can it be to seduce a woman?" She glared at Zavian, who had proved useless in the seduction department. "Certainly, you have some powers of magic or even a fucking spell! I don’t believe that this is my fault. None of it. This falls on you two."

      Zavian had taken a sip of bourbon but was caught off guard by Fina's anger. He started to defend himself. "Hey, I went out with her. I tried to make advances, but she rebuffed me every time. Did you expect me to force myself on her? Because you know, Eilish could have stopped me in my tracks."

      Warrick stood up and downed his drink. He paced the floor and stared at Zavian. "Do you know who it is? You better speak your mind right here and now. If you’re not fucking her, then someone else is. Does she confide in you? This so-called 'friendship' between you two should give you some leeway with her!"

      Zavian shook his head. "No, uncle. She doesn't confide in me. Neither of them has ever mentioned being with someone else or even having an interest in someone else. And I've never heard even the slightest bit of gossip from the coven. I feel certain that if she were sleeping with one of the males from our coven, we would have heard some hint of it by now. Maybe it's something else. Maybe something else has triggered her power because I've tried, and she's not interested."

      Warrick growled loud and furious. "You take no blame? I have warned you repeatedly to get more aggressive with Eilish. Now, look at this fucking mess we’re in." He walked toward Zavian, his temper rearing up fast. He lifted Zavian by his shoulders as he faced his nephew. "You are pathetic, nothing more than a weak warlock who can’t even romance a simple witch. You had one fucking goal coming here. One! You never got remotely close to achieving it. She can only possess those powers unless she’s had sex with a warlock. Tell me you’re not the fool I think you are. Is she with a Beaufort warlock? Tell me, now!"

      Zavian cringed and tried to pull free of his uncle. "I told you, I don't know about anyone."

      Warrick backhanded his nephew and knocked him from his feet. Looking down at him, he sneered. "The years I have wasted on you. You are a disgrace to the de Burke family. I should take you out where you lie sniveling on my expensive rug!"

      Fina stood up from her chair. "Enough, Warrick! This solves nothing." She felt no sympathy for Zavian but hitting him wouldn’t solve their problems. "We thought having them grow up together, living in such proximity, there would be a spark. We were wrong. I can see now we sent a boy to do a man's job. As much as we wish it, there will be no bonding between Eilish and Zavian. We need a different plan."

      Zavian got up from the floor, having dropped his glass of bourbon on the rug. He was rubbing his face, feeling humiliated. He started to mop the bourbon with his shirttail, then quietly left the room and went upstairs.

      Fina huffed. "Look at him. He is weak, Warrick. Whatever made you think a Bohannon woman would be drawn to a warlock with little power."

      Warrick was pouring himself another bourbon as Fina went on her rant. He was picking up the glass to take a gulp when he heard her say the de Burkes had little power. Slamming the glass on the bar, he turned to her and leveled her with a stare. "I’ll remind you whose house you are in. This family is whom you decided to bond your sister to—all of it to keep your secrets and avoid the disgrace of the coven. The only reason you killed the Beaufort coven High Priestess is that she found out you killed your parents to have power. Now we have spent years chasing something that will never happen. What are you going to do now, goddess? Slap Eilish’s hand and tell her she must abide by some damn curfew. Please wake up, Fina; our lives could be at stake; you saw Eilish with your own two eyes; you will only fool them for so long. She has more power than you; she is the rightful High Priestess. Are you ready to sacrifice your sister to keep this secret hidden?"

      Fina glared back at him as a wave of energy spread across the room, sending him stumbling backward before he steadied himself by grabbing onto the table. "I will do whatever I need to do, and so will you! The first thing we need to find out is who she is sleeping with. Maybe we don't need to have Eilish bonded at all. Perhaps it is better if we don't. Perhaps then I have some measure of control. There must be a way we can find out. We'll need to follow her. Not me, of course. She would pick up on my energy as we’re blood kin. You're too recognizable. If we sent you to follow her to see if she's going to Beaufort, you'd be recognized. Perhaps we still have a use for Zavian after all. I doubt the Adelgrief coven would notice him. But Eilish, surely, she is known. Do you think this is a trick? Do you think Adelgrief figured out I killed their High Priestess, and they sent a warlock to bond with Eilish out of revenge?" She paced the floor, wringing her hands. "We can't afford a coven war. We have to find this warlock, Warrick, and the sooner, the better."

      Warrick downed his drink and flopped onto the couch. This had happened so fast. They had to plan carefully if they were going to spy on another coven. "The Adelgrief coven could have arranged for one of their warlocks to pursue Eilish. If they get to Eilish, they can use her to get to you. That could be their plan.  We need to get Zavian to follow her to find out who it is before jumping the gun. We are only making assumptions at this point. That is extremely dangerous. Let me handle Zavian; he will do as I say now. At least he can follow some directions. But you are correct in one thing, Eilish has no desire for him, and we need to move on."

      Fina sat back in the oversized chair, looking at it with disgust as she downed the last of her bourbon. "You are as deep in this as I am. Make sure your little plan works this time. I have no plans for giving up control of this coven."
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      Eilish tossed the books aside that Fina had assigned her to read today; she knew them by heart. She laid down on the sofa, trying to piece together Samhain from what little bits she remembered, and added the information Anya had told her to fill in the gaps. It was clear the book expected her to follow directions, or it would see that she did. This placed her in a dangerous situation. She didn't need to be in the shop today to know half the coven would show up with questions. She had dozed off when she heard her phone buzz mid-afternoon, and she picked it up to see Anya was calling. She answered immediately, knowing her sister wouldn't risk Fina seeing her call unless it was important. "Hey, what's going on?"

      Anya spoke rapidly. "Sis, it’s been crazy here, but Fina handled everything with her sly lies. Warrick came in. He was here when Beckett arrived. You should have heard that line of bullshit. Fina left with Warrick to go back to his house. I don’t know what’s up, but I wanted you to know they’re gone. I don't know when they’ll be back home, but Warrick said it would be late. Fina told me to close up, so she’ll be a while. You should go see Ian while you have the chance."

      Eilish sat up straight on the sofa. "So, you think I have time? Maybe a short visit. Since the ritual, we haven’t talked, and I sensed he was near." She checked the time on her phone. "They've probably knocked off work; I could probably catch up with him now. How about you? Have you spoken to Carter?"

      "I haven’t seen him in person, but we have talked on the phone. He’s confused about much of what he saw. I think he talked to your bloodsucker, which probably confused him even more. But it's okay, sis; I can handle it with Carter. You need to see Ian, that’s the most important thing. Don’t stay too long. I love you, sis."

      Eilish knew Anya would find a way to cover for her if necessary. She grabbed her hobo bag and tossed it over her shoulder. She walked out the door and onto the front porch, texting as she walked. "Are you home?" He responded that he was, and she texted back. "I'm on my way. Can't stay long." She walked as fast as she could when she saw Cressa's car slowing down as it passed her.

      Cressa lowered the passenger side car window and called out. "Hey, you need a ride? I'd sure like to talk about Samhain."

      Eilish stopped in her tracks, stumbling over her words but thankful she was still on the route leading to the shop. "Oh! Cressa! I'm... " Eilish looked around, trying not to panic, reminding herself that Cressa knew nothing about Ian. "I was heading back to the shop. Anya said she was swamped, and Fina had to leave. She called and asked that I help. But thank you. Another time. I'll drop by."

      Cressa paused before answering as she stared back at her, then said, "You know the whole coven's in an uproar, right?"

      Eilish felt near to tears but smiled back at her. "I can imagine. Fina told me it was too soon for me to lead, that my powers weren't focused. I didn't listen. Hey, I need to go, okay? We'll talk later." Eilish turned and walked away and hoped Cressa wouldn't try to follow her or she'd be forced to go to the shop, and she didn't have time to waste. Cressa turned at the next intersection, and Eilish walked faster, hurrying to Ian's. She felt paranoid now, like everyone in the coven was watching her. She saw Ian on the front porch of his house, and she broke into a run. He could feel her panic and hurried her inside, shutting the door behind them.

      "Fuck, what happened now?" He waited as the tension left her but still felt her paranoia coming through. He picked her up, holding her close. "It’s okay, babe; I have you. You’re safe, no one is getting past me right now. Relax, I’m right here. What happened?" He could feel her grip him tighter, and her heart was racing. "Eilish, look at me." When she pulled back, he could see her fear and confusion. "Okay, we need to get you settled and talk about this." He walked with her to the couch, and she curled up next to him. He tipped her chin up and kissed her softly on the lips. "Talk to me, let it all out, whatever it is. I’m staying right here until we can figure this out."

      She shook her head. "I can't stay. I don't have long. Fina went to the shop today and made me stay home. She needed to do damage control after Samhain. Anya called to tell me she'd left the shop, but I have no idea for how long, but I needed to see you. I know you were there... I could feel you. You saw everything."

      "Yes, I saw it all, and so did Carter. He spent the night here afterward. I had no idea what might go down once you got home, so I wanted some protection for him. He was a bit confused. I tried to explain, but I’m hoping Anya can do a better job of that than me." He stroked her hair and smiled. "So, things are pretty bad with the coven, I assume. What has you so panicked?"

      "Everyone knows something's not right. We're all acting like it was planned, that I was supposed to lead Samhain, but they all know it's a lie. Just like Litha. Everyone's suspicious now. I don't know how much longer I can pull this off. I wish I'd never found the book. I wish I didn't know about my parents. I don't know if I can do this, Ian. I don't know where this book is taking me; I’m afraid now. Fina's not going to put up with me constantly taking over our rituals and being looked at with questioning eyes by everyone in the coven. Why can't things go back to how things used to be? I don't want this. I never wanted this."

      Ian held her face gently between his hands and looked into her eyes. "You need to reach deep inside. Stop doubting your destiny; stop wishing it would all go away. The book is your guide, not your enemy. It's taking its course to lead you to your rightful place." He kissed her long and hard, letting his tongue explore her soft, wet mouth. "Don’t you want justice for your parents’ death? Can you live with knowing that your Mother knew you were to be High Priestess, yet you want to let that go as if it never happened?" He shook his head no. "I don’t think you do, babe; deep in your soul, you know it’s supposed to be you, and after Samhain, you also know you have everything it takes and more to take this coven in hand."

      Eilish nodded at his words of encouragement. "But Fina... Warrick... they aren't going to step aside. What Henwen said is true; if she killed my parents to become High Priestess, she would not let me stand in her way. I know I'm doing what the book wants me to do, but this book might get me killed."

      Ian hugged her tight. "Even though I hate that damn book, maybe you should talk with it. Tell it whose boss." He chuckled. "But on a serious note, you’ll have to keep your eyes and senses open no matter where you are now. Everyone is going to have you in their sights, babe. I know you don’t want this, but it belongs to you; it’s your destiny." He ruffled her hair and kissed her neck.

      She laid her head on his chest. Why couldn't she move in here, live with him, and have an everyday life? "I hear what you're saying, but I worry about you, Anya, and Carter. I feel like it's not just me that I'm placing in jeopardy. It’s all of us. I want you to know that I’ll understand if you want out. Carter too. You never bargained for this. I’m afraid Anya’s stuck with me, but I'll do everything to protect her and her baby from any fallout. Things are going to get worse for us... a lot worse."

      Ian felt his beast rise up. When in hell was she going to get it through her head? He loved her, and he’d never give up on her. He knelt in front of her. "What do I have to do to prove that I’m here for however long we have? That is my destiny, too. I’ve got all I need in you. Right here, right now. Stop questioning that. Warrick and Fina can walk in that door right now, and I’m standing my fucking ground.  Henwen and that book be damned, I’m here until you tell me to go." He sighed. "Anya and Carter will be fine, and Fina knows there’s no threat from them. So, you need to take care of yourself."

      She nodded. She never doubted his love. She just hated dragging the people she loved into this situation with her. She had no choice; the book would make sure of that, but he did. She closed her eyes and nodded. "And I need the three of you to be safe. If anything should happen to any of you, I'm not sure I could bear it." She swiped at the tears on her cheeks. "I need to go. I have no idea when Fina's coming home, but I needed to see you." She kissed him and held him tight. She drew strength from him, knowing she'd need it for whatever lay ahead.

      Ian hugged her and lifted her from the couch. "Okay, let me teleport you home, it’s fast, and no one will see you. Let me take care of you, and help you through all this. It’s the one thing I can do."

      Before she could answer, he had her standing in her bedroom. The house was quiet, so she knew neither Anya nor Fina had returned home. She kissed him again before he left as quickly as he had come. She heard the front door open, and Fina's voice shouted, "You better not have left this house!"

      With a sigh of relief, Eilish answered, "I'm right here, Fina. Where else would I even go?"
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      Several days had passed, and things had been quiet, but everyone was on edge. The whole coven was constantly in whispers, and Warrick was restless. He knew Fina would play this game much too long, and he was tired of waiting on her to make a move while he sat waiting for her instructions. It was the weekend and late in the morning. He sat in his office, mulling over his coffee, when Zavian finally decided to wake up and come downstairs. Warrick spoke to himself. "No better time than the present."  He heard Zavian in the kitchen and yelled at him. "Nephew, grab whatever you are after and come to the office. We need to talk, and don’t be long."

      Zavian was still in his pajamas as he carried his bowl of cereal into his uncle's office, careful not to spill the milk and get yelled at again. He sat down and ate his cereal, speaking as he ate. "What do we need to talk about?"

      Warrick leaned back in his giant leather chair and shook his head as he watched his nephew slurp and crunch the cereal. "Do I command no respect from you at all? Put that bowl down before you make another mess. This is important, and I need your full attention if you think you can manage that?"

      Zavian looked up as some milk dribbled off his chin and dripped onto his knee. He put the bowl on his uncle's desk as his stomach growled and eyed the half-eaten cereal. He wiped his chin on his sleeve. "I was paying attention, Uncle."

      "I have talked with Fina, and we have decided that you need to be more aggressive with her. Push her, Zavian. She’s getting away. We both need you to bond with her. It’s how we will hold our status in this family of Bohannon women. Grow up, be a man, romance her, put yourself out there, and always be wherever she is. Stop letting her rule you." Warrick stood up and paced the floor. "I need you to find that aggression inside you that is a warlock and make it work for you, dammit."

      Zavian looked down at his bare feet and shook his head. "No. I'm not going to chase after her anymore. You want her to love me, but she doesn't; she never has. We've been friends, and that's all I'll ever be to her. I'm not doing this anymore. I've been thinking of moving back to Boston. I've never fit in here, and you know it."

      Warrick walked behind his chair and slapped his hands down on the leather. "Well, the two of you make quite a pair, both seeking some damn true love storybook ending. How quaint." He sat back down in the oversized chair and looked at the ceiling. "Then, before you go, I have a mission for you to retain your good graces to the de Burke family and me." He lowered his head, staring straight at Zavian with eyes that dared him to refuse. Warrick leaned forward in his chair. "I will not take no for an answer. You will do what I ask of you, and then if you can accomplish this mission with some success, I will consider letting you return to Boston."

      Zavian rolled his eyes. Warrick had tried to control his whole life, but if doing this one thing would get him out of his hair, he’d do it and get it over with. He sighed heavily, "What now?"

      "Don’t take that attitude with me. This is important. Listen to me with your full attention and remember every word I say." He leaned back and took in his nephew and, for a few moments, wondered if he could even tackle this small task. "We believe that Eilish may be seeing a warlock from the Adelgrief coven in Beaufort. I’m sure she isn’t seeing anyone from this coven. I want you to follow her. They don’t know you in Beaufort; you won’t be recognized; you are the only one that can do this. You are to do nothing else; don’t interfere with wherever she goes. Just follow her, see where she goes, who she sees, and report back to me. You tell no one that you’re doing this, and I mean no one. Tell me, for once in your life Zavian, that you can do this."

      Zavian felt shame. He liked Eilish a lot, even though things hadn’t gone for the two of them as planned. Now he felt like he was betraying her. But he knew if he didn't do it, his uncle would send someone else. He could not protect Eilish from whatever his uncle or Fina had planned, and the sooner he did this and got out of town, the better. His voice reflected his total resignation. "Yeah, okay. I'll follow her. But that's it. After that, I'm out. I mean it, Uncle."

      Warrick smirked. "Accomplish this, and you can do whatever the hell you want. You have failed me this far; make sure you don’t screw up on this one. I can only protect you so long from Fina."

      Zavian picked up his bowl of cereal, now soggy, and shuffled back to the kitchen, pouring it down the sink. He spoke in a whisper, "I'm so sorry, Eilish."
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      Fina walked from the shop to Warrick’s house on Queen. It was Saturday evening, the air was cooling, and she enjoyed the brisk walk as she was in a hurry to arrive. She hoped they would find out where Eilish went and whom she saw tonight. She looked at her watch as she approached the house, and it was 5 p.m. The girls would be closing shop in an hour; it would be enough time to get Zavian there and out of sight. She banged the door knocker and could hear Warrick walking to the door from the inside. He was close by and awaiting her arrival. As he opened the door, she smiled. "Tell me that Zavian is home and ready for this because if he isn’t, I’m blaming you."

      He held the door open for her in a grand gesture. "He's here, and I've given him strict instructions. He knows what we expect. Come in. Have you eaten yet?"

      Once Fina walked in, she went to the sitting room as if she owned the place. "I didn’t eat, Warrick; I’m nervous now, wondering if your nephew can manage to do this. Get him down here immediately. I want to make sure he knows what we expect." She sat down on one of the leather chairs and fanned herself, despite the cooling fall weather. "I need a drink. It was a brisk walk to get here. The girls are going out together once the store closes; we can’t stand around exchanging chit-chat."

      Warrick sighed as she bossed him around. He went to the bottom of the stairs and called out to Zavian.

      They heard him shuffling about in his room; then, he slumped down the stairs. "What? You want me to go now?"

      Warrick ushered him to the sitting room. "Fina is here. She wants to make sure you understand our instructions; talk to her while I get her some tea."

      Fina looked at Zavian as he strolled in. He looked the part at least, his clothes nondescript, hanging loosely off his body; he was much too skinny. His sneakers looked worse than those things Anya wore insistently on her feet. His long straight blonde hair was pulled back, and he wore a black hoodie which she hoped he was smart enough to pull the hood over his head when necessary. "Sit down, my dear Zavian." Fina patted the seat of the chair next to her. She smiled coyly at him. "I wish you to understand what your uncle and I want you to do. The girls will close the shop at six. Follow Eilish, don’t worry about Anya; she’s not who I’m worried about. If they should go home, stick around, they may leave later. I’ll remain here with Warrick until you return. They said they were going to the movies with Wynter and Rain, which may not be the case. So, stay hidden from view and follow her. Don’t lose her." She patted his thigh. "I know you can do this, Zavian; we must find out who Eilish is seeing. We need to protect her and keep her from making huge mistakes. I know you care about her as well." Fina had a coy smile, and her voice dripped with sympathy, but in her mind, she wanted to scream in his face not to screw this up for once in his useless life.

      Warrick returned from the kitchen and handed Fina a sweet tea. Zavian nodded. "I understand. I will do what you're both asking, but I want you to know I don't like it. Eilish has been my friend since we were kids. I'm going to do this one thing, and then I'm out. Eilish cares for me like a brother, but we'll never bond, and I'm not going to stay here and let you two use me against her. I care too much for her to become the weapon you both seem intent on battering her with. I know you have specific ideas about who she should bond with, but I don't know why you can't leave her alone to find her path. I already told Warrick I'm moving back to Boston. So, this is it. No more. After tonight, even if I find nothing, even if she is at the movies with Wynter and Rain, I'm out."

      Fina grinned wickedly as Zavian rambled on. She took a long sip of her sweet tea and sighed. "Oh, my dear, Zavian, I know you will never understand, but we do all this for Eilish, nothing against her. We had hoped you would snag her affections and the two of you would lead us together into the future." She stood up and shook her head. "It’s so upsetting that she should act this way after all the years I have carefully and meticulously taught and raised her. You and Warrick have been incredible in your support and love." She walked past Zavian and ran her fingers over his head. "Of course, you want to go home, but I will miss you."

      Zavian cringed under her touch. He felt her negative energy flow through her fingertips and knew she wished him nothing but ill will. He felt sorry for Eilish and regretted that he'd been roped into this act of betrayal. "So, you want me to go now, then? Warrick said I needed to drive because you think she might get picked up by a warlock from Beaufort. They may not stay local. However, I can't imagine Eilish with anyone from the Adelgrief coven. That coven doesn't hold us in the highest regard for some reason."

      Warrick cleared his throat. "Fina, I have rented a car for him, something discreet. The Jaguar would be noticed a mile away."

      Fina smiled at Warrick. "Good. But you must keep a tail on them wherever they go, Zavian. Now, are there any other questions you have for us?"

      Zavian looked down at his ragged Converse high-top sneakers and the worn hem of his jeans. He had never hated himself more. "No. Follow Eilish, no matter what. If Eilish and Anya separate, ignore Anya and stick with Eilish. Report back here with what I find. Is that it? Can I go now?"

      Warrick crossed his arms over his chest. "Go, don’t fuck this up!"

      Fina flung her arm at Zavian as if batting off a fly. "Come immediately back here." As she watched Zavian shuffle to the door, she lowered her head and grinned. "Oh, and Zavian. if you say one word about any of this to either of them, you hold no value for your life."

      Zavian gave her a harsh stare, not responding to her threat as he stopped to check himself in the mirror in the entrance hall. He had pulled his hair back into a tight ponytail and ran his hands over his head, smoothing down any stray hair. He pulled the hoodie over his head and took a pair of glasses he's bought at the drugstore out of his jacket pocket. He had punched the lenses out, so they were just one more thing to help disguise his looks. It would be dark anyway, but he never wanted Eilish to know he had betrayed her. He grabbed the keys to the rental car from the side table and walked out, never looking back. The gray Honda Civic was parked on the street. It was a car that would blend in and never draw notice. He got in the car, adjusted the seat to accommodate his long legs, and started the engine. Once again, he apologized to Eilish for what he was about to do. He drove to the shop, parked about half a block away on the opposite side of the street, and waited. He could see the lit window of Rhiannon's Circle. It was a quarter to 6. They would be closing up soon.

      Anya looked at the clock as she helped the last customer at the register. She was antsy to see Carter tonight. He was probably already in the truck parked up the street, waiting on her. As the customer left, she flipped the closed sign on the door. "Okay, sis, that’s it for the night. I’m going with Carter to his house, and you are going to Ian's for more reading. We meet at midnight before we get back to the house like usual?"

      Eilish had locked the cash register, picked her hobo bag up from behind the counter, and slipped it over her shoulder. "I'll text you when I'm leaving Ian's." She followed her sister out the door, turning off most of the lights in the store. They always left a few lights burning to discourage vandalism. The protection spell prevented any break-ins, but Eilish locked the door as they stepped outside. She gave her sister a quick hug as they both parted ways.

      Zavian immediately sat up straight in the car. He had half expected this evening to be a bust, that the sisters would meet Wynter and Rain, just as they had said, but clearly, they had other plans. He kept his eyes peeled, scanning the street, looking to see if there was a warlock waiting in a nearby parked car. But Eilish walked with a purpose, crossing the street and heading up Logan. Zavian was caught off guard, quickly started the car, and made a U-turn to follow her. He had expected to follow another vehicle, not to have to follow her on foot. He stayed about a block behind her and let other cars get ahead of him. Her snow-white hair made her easy to spot as she walked ahead of him on the sidewalk. The rental tags turned out to be a bonus; he drove in a start-stop pattern, looking out the window at the houses, a driving pattern the locals had grown used to with all the tourists. She walked four blocks when he saw her take a right on Beaufain. "Where the heck are you going?" He turned right at the intersection, and she was crossing the street again. He looked in the direction of the house on the opposite side of the street and saw the vampire leaning against the porch post, his arms crossed over his chest. It was the same vampire he'd seen in the shop, the one he'd had a stand-off with until Eilish intervened. He watched her as she hurried across the street to him, and the vampire stood upright as she came up the steps and wrapped his arms around her. She gave him the kiss he had waited for all his life. He shook his head, "Eilish, no." The vampire escorted her inside, and he watched as the door closed behind them.

      He parked the car and sat there, stunned. He couldn't ignore what he'd seen. That was not a kiss you give a friend. Eilish wasn't seeing a warlock in Beaufort; she was seeing a vampire who lived on Beaufain Street. He didn't even want to imagine how Fina would react to this news. He dropped his head back on the headrest and closed his eyes. He'd wait here until she left. He wasn't ready to return to his uncle's house with this news. He knew all hell was about to rain down on Eilish, and the least he could do was give her this one last night.

      He sat for hours and waited until he saw them both step out on the porch near midnight and watched as he teleported her away. There was no way he could follow them, but he was sure he was taking her to meet up with Anya so the two sisters could return home together. He started the car engine and headed back to his uncle’s. He parked the car in front of the house and laid his head on the steering wheel, dreading having to go inside. Even though things hadn't gone as planned for him and Eilish, he cared for her and knew her life was about to get really bad really fast.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        35

      

      

      Eilish stepped inside Ian's as he closed the door behind them, unaware that Zavian had followed her. She loved this rare alone time she got with him and always hated that such a significant part of their evening was spent with the book. She gave him a tighter hug once inside, absorbing his warmth. She loved how she could be completely enveloped in his hugs. "I'm starving. I hope you have something in that room you call a kitchen, or I will need to order something."

      Ian just laughed as he held her tight in his arms. "Now, would I let you down? Come on. I hope you don’t mind some shrimp and corn chowder. I didn’t make it, but I picked up something at one of the restaurants. I can heat it real quick. Got some nice French bread as well." He smiled at her, kissed her again, and then growled low in his throat. "How hungry are you?"

      She chuckled as she knew his question had nothing to do with her appetite for food. "Hungry enough to eat you alive, but that will have to wait. If you get me in the bedroom first, I'm afraid I'd never get around to the grimoire."

      Ian arched his brows together. "A what? Wait. Did you say eat me alive?" He laughed and said, "What in hell is a grimoire? Sounds like some piece of BDSM apparatus."

      Eilish laughed aloud as he pulled her dinner from the fridge and popped it in the microwave to reheat it. "A grimoire, I'm sorry... it's a term rarely used outside the Wiccan culture. But it has nothing to do with BDSM; it’s just another name for the book. It's a type of book, one of a kind. Any witch worth her salt has a grimoire. Today you can buy one already written, but a true Wiccan, a High Priestess, would usually create her own. It's typically handwritten and includes spells... written down, almost like a recipe, the things you'd need and the steps you follow. But it also has notes about different rituals, what the coven might respond to, and what was effective and what wasn't. It includes chants and meditations for centering or even healing methods. There's no rhyme or reason. It's not structured like chapters but more like a personal journal. Fina keeps one; Anya and I were encouraged to keep our own. I have to admit I haven't been as diligent about it as I should have. I always assumed Fina would pass hers down to me. It’s common to pass a grimoire down to the next generation. My book, the book from my mother's mausoleum, it’s a grimoire that was started by Rhiannon and passed down to the High Priestess in each generation of the Bohannon. I'm wading through it; some of it seems relevant to me; other times, it feels like I'm reading some random notes a long-dead relative wrote in the margins. I assume all these puzzle pieces will eventually fall into place and give me an answer." She paused a moment. "But it's hard because I don't know the question. I don't know what I'm looking for or what I'm supposed to find." She shrugged as he set the plate in front of her and sat across from her, sipping on his Midnight as she ate.

      Ian smiled. "Well, if you want my thoughts, I’m still calling it the book because that grimoire and I don’t get along." He watched as she dipped her spoon in the chowder and slid it over her lips. It was torture having her in this house, sitting this close, when there was a bed upstairs they could be using. "I wish I’d had a book when I got turned—a manual to tell me what the hell to do and not do. But I can understand your agitation over this grimoire. It only talks to you when it feels like it...or throws things around the room, destroying my house."

      Eilish nodded. "Hmm… this is good. Almost as good as Anya's, but don't you dare tell her I said that." She wiped her mouth with the napkin. "I will say, a typical grimoire doesn't talk back. It doesn't talk at all, and it never destroys your house. This book... it's different. It has a power of its own and a will of its own. I think Henwen described it best, that it would tell me what I need to know when I need to know it. But the book is the reason the Bohannons have maintained their power through the generations and why they were driven out of Ireland. It's not your traditional grimoire. It's what Fina killed my parents for, but the book only speaks to the person destined to own it. The book will never reveal its secrets to Fina. Even in death, the book wouldn't leave my mother. It waited to be found by me, or it would have been lost to obscurity. Without you, I never would have found the book." She finished the chowder and drank the bottled tea, pushing the bowl aside. "Speaking of which, the sooner I finish reading tonight, the sooner I can focus on you. Are you ready to stand guard?"

      Ian jumped up out of the chair. "More than ready. The quicker you finish this book, the sooner I get my turn." He took her hand and led her to the room. "Well, I’ll be at my post outside this door, just like always." He kissed her softly on the lips.

      "Wish me luck that tonight might be more interesting than reading some old spell about prosperity or that the book isn't in a bad mood." She entered the bedroom and flipped the light switch for the old chandelier. She removed the ancient grimoire from its hiding place, unhooked the latch, and found the page where she had left off. She heard the soft sigh from the book. "So, we’re calm tonight? Let's keep it that way." Eilish bent over the book, squinting at times to make out the handwritten text in places where the ink had faded.

      She read through a dozen pages when the book whispered, "Ireland."

      At first, Eilish thought the book had spoken her name, and she paused. "Eilish or Ireland? I didn't hear you."

      The book spoke softly as a gentle breeze swept through the room, "Ireland." The breeze carried a heavy scent of thick dew-covered green grass as if walking through open fields at sunrise.

      Eilish nodded. "Ireland, we're all descended from Ireland. I knew that. Tell me something I don't know."

      She read through a few more pages, and the book whispered again. "Beltany."

      Eilish creased her brow. "You mean Beltane? The ritual for Spring?" The light flickered as the book spoke again, "Beltany!" Eilish leaned back in her chair. She’d heard that word before but couldn’t recall where. She'd left her hobo bag with her cell phone downstairs. She called out to Ian. "Do you have your cell phone with you?"

      Ian was leaning against the wall in the hallway and jumped up. "Yeah, I do." He stood up and walked in. "What do you need? Do you want my phone?"

      "Could you look up something for me? Beltany. I don't know what, or where, it is."

      Ian started tapping on his cell and found what he thought she was looking for. "Looks like a stone circle in Ireland." Ian handed her the phone. "See for yourself."

      Eilish looked up from the book and took his cell, looking at the image of the stone circle called Beltany located in County Donegal, Ireland. "I remember now. Henwen talked about this." She read the short history of the stone circle, like many of the henges located throughout the British Isles, constructed thousands of years before the birth of Christ. They had been used by pagan cultures for centuries to celebrate Wiccan rituals. Beltany was used for Beltain in May and Samhain in November. As she read, the book whispered again, "Beltany." Eilish looked back at the book. "Well, this is all well and good, but what am I supposed to do with this?"

      The book whispered again, "Go to Beltany." Eilish stared wide-eyed at the grimoire. "Like, now? When am I supposed to go, and how exactly do I get there?" The book was silent. Eilish shouted, "Hello? That's it? That's all you've got?" The book sat silent, the breeze had disappeared, and it was clear there would be no more messages from the book tonight. Eilish flipped the book closed. "Thanks for nothing." She handed Ian his phone back. "So apparently, I'm supposed to find this stupid stone circle in the middle of Ireland. If it’s the same one Henwen referred to, the witches called it Rhiannon’s Circle… like our shop. I've never even been to Ireland. And exactly how will I get away long enough for that?" She looked back at the book. "I don't suppose you have any ideas for how I'm supposed to do that?" The book was silent as she picked it up and slid it back into its hiding place. "I've had enough of you for one night." She turned to Ian, "But not you; I can never get enough of you."

      He grinned at her. "Well, that’s telling off the book, Eilish. You know, I can teleport you to Ireland. All I have to do is know the coordinates. We can be there and back in a single day or stay as long as you need. Either way, I’m ready to take you. But you’re not going alone."

      "The last thing on my mind is going to Ireland or anywhere other than your bedroom. Can we forget all this for a while? I'll gladly let you escort me to your bed."

      Ian picked her up and started for the bedroom; she didn’t have to ask him twice. He could feel her energy flowing around him; she wanted some of this vampire.
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      Zavian sat in the rental car, putting off going inside his uncle’s house. Everyone had expected that Eilish was seeing a warlock from the Adelgrief coven in Beaufort. No one suspected she was right here in Charleston, a few blocks from home. He sat quietly, knowing this would be his last few moments of peace. He had been processing his feelings all night as he waited for her. He realized he didn't feel jealous, perhaps because he'd known for some time that Eilish would never be his. He didn't feel betrayed because she had never committed anything to him other than her friendship, which she had freely given. When he boiled it down, he just felt sad. He felt sorry for himself because things had not gone as planned, but he was sad for her too.

      He'd spent a lot of time thinking about his life lately, how much of it had been controlled by Warrick and Fina, and how little his choices meant to either of them. He understood that Eilish's life had probably been much the same. He was going to leave, go back to Boston, and start over, but Eilish was stuck here.  He looked up at his uncle's house, and the lights were still on. He knew they were waiting impatiently. He could have come home earlier, could have come home as soon as he saw the vampire, but something held him back. He knew Warrick and Fina would go after him now and wouldn't stop until he was dead. Maybe he was just trying to prolong that from happening a little bit longer, for Eilish's sake. It seemed the least he could do for her. He got out of the car, walked up the veranda that ran alongside his uncle's house, and stepped indoors. Warrick and Fina were on him immediately.
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        * * *

      

      Fina paced the floor and looked at the clock. "He’s been gone a long time, Warrick. He must have followed her to Beaufort." She heard a car door close and rushed to the door, Warrick by her side. As Zavian walked in the door, Fina could see the worry on his face. "Well, don’t just stand there like some stone statue; get in here and tell me everything…I want every detail. She went to Beaufort, didn’t she?" Zavian stood still as she yelled with a force that moved his long hair like a soft breeze. Fina shouted when he didn’t respond. "SPEAK!"

      Zavian sighed and felt like he was facing a firing squad. "She didn't go to Beaufort; she was right here, in Charleston."

      Fina turned to Warrick. "So, the Adelgrief warlock came here. Or..." She turned to Zavian and moved closer to him, her fists balled up at her sides. "She is seeing someone from our coven? I said details, Zavian, now!"

      Zavian shook his head. "Neither. She's seeing... " He paused, he knew he was about to throw Eilish to the wolves, and he wished he had some way to protect her. "She's seeing a vampire."

      Fina threw her hands up in the air, and the house rumbled under their feet. She charged at Zavian with an evil growl and grabbed his shoulders, shaking him back and forth. "No, you must be mistaken; Eilish would never do such a thing.  Who are you protecting? Her or another warlock?" You’ve known about this, haven’t you? You’ll pay for this if you are stupid enough to lie to me!"

      Zavian had had enough. He'd been bullied all his life by Fina and his uncle. He shoved her away with a force she didn't see coming as she stumbled backward into Warrick. He held out both hands as his anger rose to the surface, and his energy flowed from his palms. "I've never lied to you or my uncle. Not sure you can say the same. If it were within my power to protect her, I would. She's with a vampire. I don't know his name, but I've seen him in the shop before. I'm out. I'm done. Don't ask anything else of me. You used me for years, hoping we'd bond. I won't be a part of your plans to bring her down." He lowered his hands and stormed past them, heading to his bedroom.

      Fina elbowed Warrick away from her. "How dare he speak to me in such a manner; you have taught him nothing, Warrick. " She marched into the sitting room, pacing and fuming. "A vampire. How did she even meet such a disgusting, vile creature? Do you know what this means? We will have to stop this now, Warrick. We must make her stop seeing this abomination. But we must approach her properly. She will deny it, make some excuse, as she has apparently been doing for some time." She stopped pacing and stared at him. "Well, say something."

      "Stop her? And just how do you propose to do that? She's a grown woman, Fina. You can't make her stand in a corner in time-out and think she will just follow your commands. And let us not forget, her powers outweigh yours. There's only one way to stop this, and that is to remove the threat. You could try a spell on Eilish, but we might be too late. If that doesn't work, our only option is to kill the vampire. Let's not play games here. We have to move and move now. I've been a willing partner to your schemes for years now, as long as they remained a secret. I'm not going to be destroyed by this coven for helping you in your scheme to gain power for yourself by killing your parents and hiding the true High Priestess. You better come up with a plan, and fast."

      From his bedroom, Zavian could hear the arguing, and he was stunned when he heard the revelation about his uncle and Fina killing Evelyn and Hamish. If Eilish was supposed to be the High Priestess, it became crystal clear to him why Fina had fought so hard for control. If she'd killed her parents, she'd have no problems killing Eilish or him if she thought they were a threat. He had one more thing to do before he left for Boston. He owed her that much. He climbed out the window as his uncle and Fina continued to argue, jumped into the rental car, and drove as fast as he could to the Battery, coming to a screeching halt in front of the yellow Victorian house. He ran so fast that he stumbled over his feet as he climbed the stairs to the porch and banged loudly on the front door. "Eilish! Open the door!"

      Anya and Eilish had just gone upstairs to get ready for bed, thankful that Fina had not returned yet and was none the wiser. Anya heard the pounding on the front door and came out of her room at the same time as Eilish. "What in the hell is going on, sis?" She heard the voice again and looked wide-eyed at Eilish. "That’s Zavian! Something has happened." They both took off down the stairs and headed to the front door, trying not to trip each other as they raced. Anya whipped open the door and saw the panicked look on his face. "Zavian, what’s going on?"

      Zavian's face was pale as he looked from one sister to the other. His eyes settled on Eilish. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. They made me follow you tonight. They know. They know about the vampire. They're coming for you. Warrick was talking about using a spell and killing the vampire. Eilish, they killed your parents! You're not safe here." He looked at Anya, "I'd assume they think you know everything; you’re probably in danger as well. Neither one of you is safe."

      Eilish stared back at him, her heart pounding. "How much time do we have?"

      Zavian shook his head. "I have no idea, but they won't waste time. I didn't tell them where he lived. They started arguing about what to do, and I left the room. That's when I overheard them talking about killing your parents. Did you hear me?"

      Anya nodded. "We know about our parents. We discovered that little bit of news over the summer."

      Zavian shook his head. "They don't know I'm gone yet. I won't return home, so that will buy you some time. I'm leaving, Eilish, going back to Boston. I've got a rental car outside, and I would never have come to Charleston if I had known their plans. I never wanted to hurt you."

      Eilish hugged him, kissing him on the cheek. "Thank you. Thank you for being my friend, and thank you for the warning. But you should go. They'll be looking for you too. Be safe, Zavian."

      Anya was in a panic, but they had to keep their heads clear. She hugged Zavian and kissed him on the cheek. "Go!" As he drove off, Anya turned to her sister. "What in hell are we going to do, sis?" As the words left her mouth, she felt the energy in the air change. And suddenly, out of nowhere, Ian walked toward them like one puffed-up angry bull. "Bloodsucker alert." She nodded in Ian's direction to Eilish.

      Ian had felt her panic and fear, and he didn’t care who saw him; he was going to his mate, even if it meant his death. He grabbed Eilish as he looked around the house for any sign of danger to her. His breathing was rapid. "What scared you?"

      Elish clung to him. "Fina knows everything. Well, almost everything. She knows about us. Zavian was sent to follow me tonight, but he overheard them arguing about what to do next, and he was afraid for me. He came to give us a warning. We need to leave. Zavian said he didn't tell them where you lived, giving us a little time. I have to get the book, especially after tonight, but I don't think staying at your place is safe in the long run. Warrick knows Zavian is going back to Boston; he may go after him and force him to tell. We need to leave now before Fina returns."

      Ian calmed his breathing. "Okay, I will teleport you both to my place, grab the book, and then we have to get to Carter's." He turned to Anya, "Start texting him. Tell him we’re coming. Don’t be scared, Anya. I can handle taking you both."

      Anya was a little worried, but at this point, she had no choice, and she would be with Carter. "Sure, yeah." Her fingers flew across the screen of her cell. "Let’s walk quickly to the back of the house. I can’t let anyone see us; we’re already exposed standing in the doorway."

      As they walked to the back of the house, the air around them cracked with anxiety and worry. Ian quickly lifted them both holding them tight, and before they knew what was happening, they were inside his house. "Eilish, grab the book, hurry. I feel no danger, but they could be watching this house. None of us are safe here."

      Eilish ran back upstairs to the spare room in Ian’s house where she'd stored the book away less than an hour ago. She opened the doors to the armoire, and the house shuddered. "Shhh... it's just me." She lifted the trap door in the floor as the lights flickered violently on and off, creating a strobe-like effect.

      She heard Ian call up the stairs, "Are you alright?"

      She answered yes, but the book was behaving strangely. She reached into the little carved-out alcove that contained the book, and the house shook wildly, knocking her to the floor.

      Ian’s house creaked and moaned as she felt it shifting on its foundation. She clutched the book to her chest and had to steady herself with one hand on the wall as the house shuddered and shook, the boards creaking and cracking. She could feel the floorboards giving away as she headed out the door. She shouted, "Anya, Ian, get out!" Anya ran for the front door as she felt the house falling around her, and Ian teleported to Eilish and carried her outside just as the stairs crumbled beneath her feet. The three of them stood outside as they watched the old house on Beaufain collapse in on itself, nothing left behind except a heaping pile of wood scraps and broken glass, as a few electrical wires snapped and sparked. Lights were starting to come on in the neighborhood as people had been awakened by the noise. Ian quickly lifted them both as Eilish held tight to the book, and he teleported them to Carter's.
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        * * *

      

      Fina grabbed Warrick’s hand. "We need to get back to my house. We must go now, confront Eilish about this vampire, and I’ll figure out what to do once I speak with her. Come on, Warrick!" They left the house, and Warrick fired up the van. As he drove, Fina became more agitated. "Can’t you drive any faster in this thing?"

      Warrick was stewing. She'd been screaming at him all evening. "Perhaps you'd like to get out and run? I told you already that this is a bad idea. Confronting her will do no good. She'll tell you nothing. And mark my words, they're in this together. Anya is weaker. I still think we should have waited and gotten Anya alone. You played the role of the High Priestess for so long you have started to believe it yourself. Don't underestimate Eilish's power. You saw her at Litha, at Samhain. If you think she'll be intimidated by your big sister threats, I'd think again."

      Fina turned to him, and her fury was at its limits. "Shut up and drive, Warrick. And you will be coming into the house with me. We’ll face them together. I will not give up my power to her, never!" As they finally got to the house, Warrick slammed on the brakes, and Fina was out of the car, storming furiously for the front door before he even shut off the engine. The protection spell had been broken on the house; she knew then something was wrong. She threw open the door so hard it was almost torn from its hinges. Her voice was raging as she yelled. "Eilish, Anya, get down here immediately!" When she got no answer, she went through the house with a fury that was not to be tamed. Each room she entered rattled, and lights flickered off and on, her anger and energy building as she discovered the rooms were empty. She headed for the stairs and turned to Warrick. "Don’t you even think about leaving this house!"

      He leaned against the archway into the formal parlor, looking nonchalant. It was clear the girls had never come home or had left already. Someone had tipped them off, and he had a pretty good idea of who. "I wouldn't dream of it, my goddess."

      She raged up the stairs as Luna took cover. As she topped the stairs, she entered Eilish's room and found it empty. She screamed as she raised her hands and things began to swirl around the room, crashing and breaking. She then stormed to Anya's room and encountered Emric. "Where are they? Tell me, Emric, what happened; where did they go?" Fina stared him down as she walked closer and closer to him, slowly inching her way.

      Emric had heard the commotion downstairs when first Zavian, then the vampire, had visited. When Fina barged in, he'd been listening to "Wake Up, Little Susie" by The Everly Brothers. He backed away from her unbridled rage as he bumped into Anya's record player, sending the arm skipping across the vinyl record, making a zipping sound. He never feared Eilish or Anya, but he had always steered clear of Fina. He sensed a malicious streak in her the other two sisters didn't possess. "I don't know where they are, Miss Fina. They came home about midnight or so, but then they left. They didn't come upstairs. I didn't see them."

      Fina stood close to him and tried to calm her voice. "Was anyone else with them? Men? Did you hear them say names or where they were going?"

      Emric swallowed hard. "Uh, Zavian was here. I didn't hear what they said. I was listening to music. He didn't stay long." He looked around the room as if expecting someone else to step forward with some answers.

      Fina heard Zavian’s name and knew he had come to warn them. She reached out and touched Emric's shoulder. "Oh, so the girls went with Zavian?"

      Emric stifled the urge to flinch under her soft touch. He knew she felt nothing but ill will towards him right now. "No, ma’am, they did not leave with him." He wanted the probing questions to stop. He was capable of withholding information, but he couldn't lie, and he didn't want to place Anya or Eilish in harm's way.

      Fina got the sense that Emric was not telling her what she wanted to know. He knew something. And whatever it was, she would get it out of him. He was a timid ghost, and she knew he would not lie to a direct question. "Was the vampire in this house with Eilish and Anya? Don’t be afraid, Emric, you can tell me. I know Eilish likes a vampire."

      Emric bowed his head, looking at the floor. "The vampire, yes."

      Fina stepped back from Emric and backed out the door as everything in the room was tossed around in a tornadic wind. She was angry. They had all been in this together. They had all lied and deceived her. As she became still, everything dropped to the floor as the winds departed, and she stared at Emric. She turned and walked down the stairs. Warrick stood where she had left him. "We have planning to do. They are both with the vampire."

      Warrick stared back at her. "Now, where did I hear that advice about needing a plan? Oh yes, I recall; it’s what I said in the van on the way over. Your anger will not serve us here, Fina. We need to think with a clear head. This is no game we're playing. Both our lives are on the line. So, let's figure this out, shall we?"
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      As Luna crept back down the stairs, peering through the railings, Fina paced back and forth. "Where would they go? Back to the vampire? They left with him, so that would make sense. What did Zavian say? He sat outside the vampire's house all evening. Where does he live?"

      Warrick stared at her and knew she was expecting an answer he didn’t have. "I don’t know, goddess. He didn’t say, and before you fly off the handle again, you were the one drilling him like an army sergeant. What a mess this is."

      Fina fisted both hands, her face red. "You didn't find out? You sent him on a mission to follow Eilish, and you didn't think to ask where the fuck she was?" The lights sputtered on and off as her anger rose. "You are as useless as Zavian! How will I find her now?" The cat scurried back up the stairs and hid under her bed. Fina ran both hands through her hair as static electricity crackled through her fingers as she spoke out loud to herself. "Calm down, Fina; you can do this. It always falls on you. Think this through." She paced the room and snarled at Warrick. "Try to call Zavian. Call him. He never puts that phone down."

      Warrick pulled the phone from his pocket and hit Zavian's name in his contact list. It rang only twice and went straight to voice mail. "Zavian, call me immediately. I need one more thing from you. I let you go back to Boston, but I need one more piece of information. Do it, please, Zavian." He hung up and looked at Fina, "He isn’t answering, and I doubt he will. He’s left, and he won’t return. Can’t you put a control spell over Eilish? Something you should have done years ago, to begin with. It would help if you thought this out without your anger flaring. It blunts your positive energy."

      Fina turned on him. "I need to think this out? I need to think this out? If you had asked one simple, obvious question, we wouldn't be standing here wondering what to do next!" She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. "If I can channel this anger, this energy, maybe I can find her. But I need something from her... not clothing, not a belonging, something... like a lock of hair."

      The three never went to a hair salon but cut each other's hair here at the house. They all knew the power another could hold over them, even with a lock of hair. But they carefully placed a plastic sheet on the floor under the chair to capture every hair, then carefully brushed it up and burned it. How could she get a lock of Eilish's hair if she didn't know where to find her, and how could she find her without the lock of hair? It was a riddle that played in her head. "Her hairbrush. Maybe there's enough there." She raced up the stairs, running through Emric, who stood startled in the hallway, and into Eilish's bedroom. She went to her bathroom and grabbed the brush from the vanity. She carefully pulled 6 or 7 strands of that pure white silk from the brush and hoped it would be enough. She slowly wrapped the strands around her fingers and went back downstairs. She started issuing orders to Warrick. "Get the vetiver from the pantry, and bring the whole basket outside. Get the altar, and the shallow bowl; bring the water and a white candle. Do it now!"

      Warrick felt completely invisible as she raced up the stairs and returned with a few strands of Eilish's hair. She began to shout out orders to him. "Ah, I thought you’d forgotten I was here for a moment. Yes, I’ll get right on it."

      As Warrick went about gathering things, she was huffing and puffing. Whatever he did or said, it was wrong or not fast enough. He had forgotten the white candle as he surveyed her setting up everything outside. He rushed back inside to retrieve it before she could scream at him. "I do believe, goddess; this is everything you requested. Is there anything else you require of me?"

      "Yes, I require you to be quiet. Step back from me and don't interfere with my energy. When I tell you, create a circle around me with the vetiver. Can you do that, at least?"

      Fina knelt before the altar and carefully lifted her right hand with the hair strands to protect them. She used her free hand to place the shallow bowl on the altar, then filled it with the carafe of water consecrated under the moon. She placed the white candle on the altar and then touched it with the tip of her finger as the flame appeared. She looked into the night sky and focused on the moon. "I call on the Moon, Sun, Earth, Air, Fire, and Sea." She whispered to Warrick, "Place the vetiver in a circle around me. Do it quickly!"

      Warrick quickly spread the fresh leafy herb in the circle around Fina. The smell always reminded him of lemongrass. When he completed the task, he stepped back from her.

      Fina lowered her hand and swirled her fingers in the sacred water, freeing the hairs as they floated on top. She raised both arms heavenward and chanted, "Keeper of those that disappear. Hear me now. Open your ears. Find for me the one I seek. The one who is gone, show her to me." The moon reflected its light in the bowl of shallow water, and the water began to swirl in a clockwise motion, the silver strands of hair slowly spinning. Fina smiled to herself. The spell was working.
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        * * *

      

      When Ian landed in Carter’s small apartment, carrying both Eilish and Anya, Carter had been asleep. Anya had only been gone about an hour or so, and she'd worn him out while she was here. He wiped the sleep from his eyes and pushed his tumbled blonde locks back from his face. "Hey, darlin', I didn't know you were coming back so soon. I would have waited. What's the occasion?"

      Ian set both sisters down. "My house got destroyed; long story short, Zavian followed Eilish. Fina and Warrick know about me now. This is the only place we have to hide. So, buckle up, brother. This show just got real."

      Eilish clutched the book to her chest. She had felt the soft vibration emanating from the leather-bound journal ever since she retrieved it from its hiding place. She knew the book had caused the collapse of Ian's house, and she wasn't sure what it would do next. Carter grabbed his jeans and slid them on, leaving them unzipped as he walked to the fridge and took out a beer. "Sounds like we got a long night ahead. Do I even want to know the details?"

      Eilish apologized. "I'm sorry for pulling you into this. I think we all felt that the less you knew, the better. We thought it would be safer for you, but this book belonged to my mother. You know I had been hiding it at Ian's, so I could read it and figure out what I should do. But tonight, Zavian followed me. He saw me with Ian. He told Fina and Warrick he was going back to Boston, but he felt guilty for betraying me and got to us, letting us know that Fina and Warrick knew everything. Ian picked us up and took us back to his house so I could get the book." She shook her head. "As soon as I lifted the book from its hiding place, the house began to shudder. By the time we ran out, it had collapsed in a heap... a pile of rubble. We didn't know where else to go."

      Carter took a long draw on his beer. "That book?" He nodded in her direction.

      Eilish looked down at the book she clutched with both hands to her chest, "Yes."

      Carter straddled a dining room chair. "And what's supposed to keep that book from bringing this house down on our heads?"

      Eilish shook her head. "I don't know. I mean, the book feels safe now. I think we're okay."

      Carter polished off the beer. "Well, that's not the most reassuring answer. So, what do we do now?"

      Anya stood behind Carter and rubbed his back. She was hoping Eilish knew what to do next. Ian nodded to Carter. "We need time to think and a place to hide out that Fina doesn’t know about. And if Eilish and I have to take off, Anya would be safe here with you. You’d make sure she’d be taken care of."

      Carter turned and pulled Anya onto his knee. "Damn girl, you can stay here as long as you want or until it all comes crashing down. You can all stay. I'm not sure how much help I can be other than giving you a safe place." He kissed Anya. "You okay? I don't see you lacking for words too often. It makes me worried."

      "I’m okay; as long as I’m with you, that’s all that matters now. Fina’s main focus will be on Eilish and figuring out where Ian is. They don’t know about you or the baby. There’s just so much happening at once. But I should’ve known Fina would discover something eventually." Anya turned her attention to Eilish. "So, what are you going to do now, sis?"

      Eilish shook her head. "It all happened so fast. We should have anticipated this and had a plan. Thank goodness for Zavian. He at least gave us a head start. I don't think this is a good place for us long term. Fina will have the whole coven looking for us. The only one who ever saw Ian was Zavian, and he left town, but the coven will recognize a vampire. Fina will spin some tale that we were taken, so Ian isn't safe to leave here. The only person free to come and go is Carter. He's the one unknown. I think we will probably have to leave Charleston for a while until this book decides to tell me what to do."

      The book whispered, "Beltany."

      Eilish answered. "I can't do that right now!"

      Carter almost spit his beer across the table. "Did that fucking book just talk?"

      Ian chuckled, "That fucking book can do more than talk. It can kick your ass, so if Eilish sets it down, don't touch it. Take it from me."

      Eilish started hyperventilating, her eyes closed, as she whispered, "Stop. Stop."

      "Sis, what is it?" Anya ran to her sister. "Tell me what’s happening. Maybe I can help."

      Ian looked at her, and he growled a low guttural noise. "If that book hurts her, I am tearing this fucking town down brick by brick until I find Fina and that warlock of hers."

      Anya kept trying to get Eilish to hear her. "Come on, Eilish, tell me what’s going on!"

      "Fina. She is trying to locate me." Eilish held the book above her head as the lights flickered and the house rumbled. Carter looked at the ceiling, wondering if he should dive under the table. Eilish screamed, "Break the chain, break the chain. Send it back the way it came!"

      She stood still as the house settled, and her breathing returned to normal. She looked at Anya. "She's looking for me, and she's not going to stop. I'm not safe."

      As she lowered the book, it spoke louder, "Beltany... and take the dark one with you."

      Eilish looked at Ian, who said, "I already told you I was going." She asked the book, "And Anya? What about Anya?"

      Light escaped from the leather-bound covers as the book glowed. "She is safe with the human. Go. Now."
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        * * *

      

      Fina knelt before the altar and felt her energy reaching out, its tentacles searching the city, and she could sense Eilish's energy. She smiled, waiting for her whereabouts to be revealed when she felt the push. Fina was knocked to the ground as the flame on the candle was extinguished, and fire appeared on the water’s surface, destroying the few strands of Eilish's hair. Fina lifted herself on all fours and screamed,

      "Damn her!" Warrick rushed to her side as he saw a neighbor's light come on in an upstairs window. "Come inside. Quickly."

      Fina stood and brushed him aside, storming into the house. "That little bitch blocked me. She blocked me! She felt the spell before it could even settle! Oh, she will not get away with this."

      Warrick sighed. The spell had not worked. He followed Fina into the house. "Go to bed. It’s so late, and you must rest and think this through. They know we are looking for them and will not be found tonight. Go on. I will join you as soon as I clean up outside." He watched her stomp to the stairs and looked down to see Luna. "I will open the door if you want to escape. I only wish I could." The cat purred and rubbed against his legs.
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      Eilish held the book close, feeling confused and frightened. "The book says go the Beltany, but I don't even know where it is. I know it's in Ireland, and now it's saying to take Ian." She shook her head. "I’m afraid to leave you, Anya. If I go, you have to be careful. Fina cast a spell to find me. I was able to feel it and break it before she could locate me. She may try to find you. The only thing we have going for us is they know nothing about Carter. Please be alert, and be ready to reverse her spell. No alcohol. And if you feel threatened, go to Henwen, and take Carter with you. She's the only one who knows what's going on and maybe the only person who could protect you against Fina. Do you hear me? I'm not leaving here unless you promise me you won't leave this house. Not for anything."

      Anya could feel the tension in her sister’s voice. "You need to go. Carter and I will be okay. We won’t leave, I promise you." She hugged her sister tight. "Go to Ireland, find out what you need to know, and come back to me."

      Tears streamed down Eilish's face. "I'll come back; you just make sure you're here. Fina is desperate now. She'll do whatever she has to do to find me. And if she can get to you, she will find a way to cast a spell on you and Carter to learn where I am." She looked about the small apartment; they’d left home in a hurry and had brought nothing with them. "I don't know where Beltany is. I can use my credit card to buy airfare, but I'm not sure what city in Ireland we should fly into."

      Ian stroked her arm. "Eilish, please calm down, babe. We’re going to teleport. We can get there tonight and come back whenever you need to. We won’t be leaving Carter and Anya that long." Ian looked up Beltany on his phone. "It’s is in County Donegal, just south of a town called Raphoe. I got this." He hugged her tight. "Catch your breath, and when you’re ready, we’ll teleport from here. It will take longer than any trip I’ve taken you. You need to hold on."

      Eilish felt like everything was moving too fast. She thought she'd have time to plan. She didn't even know what she was supposed to do in Beltany. She hugged her sister and kissed her on the cheek. "Please be safe. I couldn't bear it if anything happened to you." She hugged Carter. "Take care of her." Clutching the book to her chest, she went to Ian. "I'm ready, I guess. I don't know what else to do."

      Ian took out his wallet and handed all the cash to Carter. "Don’t leave this house for anything, even food. Have it delivered. Don’t let Anya anywhere near the door in case anyone should recognize her." Ian kissed Eilish softly as he put his arms around her. "I know where this is, babe, we’ll go, and that book better do some major talking when we get there. Hang on!" He teleported them out in a flash before she had time to think.

      Anya looked at Carter and shrugged. "Blood Sucker airlines are pretty fast, huh?"

      Carter had watched the drama in silence. "Okay, I know Fina figured out Eilish was seeing a vampire, but I don't understand everything. Why the hell is she going to Ireland?"

      Anya smiled back at him. "That book can only talk to the High Priestess, so it only responds to my sister. She’s studying it, and it tells her what to do and where to go for answers. The book told her to go to Ireland, our homeland, where our ancestors are from. She needs help figuring out how to overtake Fina for her rightful place." She went to him and laid her head on his shoulder. "I know it’s complicated, but please hang in there with us. Eilish will figure it out, I promise."

      Carter hugged her. "It's late; you’ve got to be tired. Nothing else we can do now until we hear something from them. Are you safe to sleep? Eilish said you had to be alert to Fina trying to cast a spell. Would you feel that in your sleep? Do we need to take turns sleeping?"

      Anya thought about it. "Well, I’m a bit scared. I would think if she did try, I’d be extremely restless, so maybe it’s a good idea to sleep in shifts." She grabbed Carter's hand. "Come on; I’ll sleep first, just a little nap. I think Fina has figured out she couldn’t overcome Eilish; she will not be as worried about me." Carter followed her into the bedroom. It would be one long-ass night, and he had no idea when Ian and Eilish would return.
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        * * *

      

      Ian had made good time; the weather wasn’t bad. He circled high above Raphoe before finding a good area to land where they wouldn’t be seen. He set Eilish on her feet as they landed while holding her steady. It was early in the morning in Ireland. "Are you okay? Just take a deep breath, and we’ll venture out to find someplace to stay. We can’t just wander around until night, plus you need sleep."

      Eilish shivered. It was much colder than Charleston! It was early December, and she hadn’t thought about how different the climate would be in Ireland this time of year. She clutched the book to her chest as she looked up and down what appeared to be the main thoroughfare. The street had Christmas decorations strung high across the roadway, and the shop doors looked festive with wreaths and bows. It was around 2:00 a.m. when they left Charleston, but she guessed it was around 9:00 a.m. here with the time difference. She saw a few shops that looked like they were opening. "I need a sweater, a jacket. Something. And I need a tote bag to put this book in. I can't walk around with this. It will draw too much attention. I'll need to eat and get some sleep. I can't go to the stones until nightfall."

      Ian put his arms around her, holding her tight, rubbing his hands up and down her back. "Yeah, we didn’t think this through but don’t worry, I got this. Some of the shops are open. We can grab a few things before we look for a place to settle down until nightfall. Once we get checked in, you can grab something from room service." He began to cross the street to a clothing and souvenir place that looked pretty decent and should have a variety of things. He kept his arm around her. "This looks good. Look for a sweater, a heavy one, and I’ll see what I can grab."

      She nodded as they entered the shop, and the old shopkeeper looked up from behind the counter. He thought the attractive young couple looked a bit bedraggled. "Aye, how kin I help ya?"

      Eilish stammered, "Uh... I need a sweater. Something heavy?"

      The man came from behind the counter as the girl with snow-white hair clutched a big leather-bound book to her chest like a life preserver. "Tourists, are ye? I hear an American accent."

      Eilish nodded. "We didn't think it would be this cold."

      The shopkeeper looked her over. It was winter in Ireland. What did she expect to find? He noted her thin cotton skirt and her flat shoes. "Got some heavy sweaters for ya here, lass. Aran is made right here in Ireland. Designed for the fisherman to keep out the damp."

      The shopkeeper turned to see Ian flipping through a rack of leather jackets, trying them on for size. Eilish nodded her head, never letting go of the book. "That one. The one with buttons." He pulled it off the shelf and asked her if she wanted to try it on, but she shook her head no. "It will be fine. Do you have a tote? Something I can carry my book in?"

      He went to another shelf with assorted tote bags, and she said, "Any of them will do." He grabbed the first bag on display which was dark green with a lighter green shamrock, and she nodded yes.

      "Anything else, lass?"

      She looked at Ian, who had settled on a jacket, and asked. "Anything else?"

      Ian said he was good, so the shopkeeper carried her items back to the counter as Ian laid the jacket on the pile and took out his credit card. The shopkeeper rang up their purchases and started to put them in a bag when they both spoke out. "Don't bag it."

      The shopkeeper watched as the man put the brown leather jacket back on and faced the woman. He watched them lock eyes as she spoke out loud. She addressed the man, but the shopkeeper thought it sounded like she was talking to the book. "Okay, I'm going to hand you the book now, so stay calm, please." He watched as she slowly and carefully transferred the book to the man, then slipped the heavy sweater on. She picked up the tote bag and held it open. "Okay, we're going to put the book in the bag now, right? Everything's okay." Ian slipped the book into the bag, and Eilish shifted the tote bag over her shoulder. They both headed for the door as Eilish thanked the shopkeeper.

      He scratched his head. "Crazy Americans."

      As they walked out, Ian took her hand. "Well, that wasn’t too bad; let’s see if we can find a hotel." He took out his phone and found something several blocks down the street they were already on. "Okay, looks like the Shipquay Hotel is down this way." Grabbing her hand, he leaned over and kissed her. "Getting warm yet?"

      She nodded. "I'll feel even warmer when we get checked in, and I can order some coffee." He kept his hand on the small of her back as they walked the few blocks to the large white hotel. It was an old stucco building right on the corner, several stories tall. Ian held the door open for her as she entered the lobby. She looked around at the décor. The interior lobby reflected a more modern vibe than she was expecting based on the exterior architecture of the old building.

      They approached the registration counter to find a young woman clicking away on a keyboard. Ian asked for a room, and she looked up.

      "Aye." She eyed the two of them together. "One double bed, then?" He nodded and handed her his credit card. "I'll need to see another form of I.D.; your passport will do." Ian looked at Eilish as they realized they hadn't brought a passport.

      Eilish answered quickly, "Oh, didn't we leave those in the locker at the airport?" Ian nodded, "Yeah, we did. How about my driver's license?" He slid the license across the counter.

      The girl looked at the two of them again as she checked the credit card and driver's license information. "Right. So how many nights?"

      Ian answered, "Just one." She clicked a few keys on the keyboard and handed them a key card. "Room 304. The lift is over there. Is your luggage in your car?"

      Eilish stammered, "Uh, we put it in that locker."

      The girl nodded as she answered sarcastically. "The one at the airport, with your passports."

      Eilish bit her lip. "We didn't plan well."

      The girl raised her eyebrows and wished them a good stay.

      The book whispered, "Beltany," and Eilish blurted out, "Beltany! We just came to see the stones," hoping she covered the sounds coming from the book. Ian rushed her to the elevator as fast as he could. Eilish called out, "Do you have room service?"

      The clerk watched the strange couple enter the elevator as she answered, "Just dial zero." The doors closed on the elevator, and Eilish collapsed back against the wall.

      Ian chuckled. "Your book has bad timing."

      Eilish rolled her eyes. "This book is going to get us killed."

      As the elevator stopped, they stepped out, and an elderly couple was waiting to get on the elevator. They both looked them up and down, and Ian just nodded. They made their way to the room, and Ian unlocked the door. The room was clean and light and would do for a good sleep. "Well, not exactly the Ritz, but here we are, babe. Tell your book to zip it until we get out of here tonight. Let’s get you some food and then some sleep. I think it’s best to stay indoors until we get to the stones."

      Eilish felt exhausted. Ian was on the phone ordering her breakfast as she turned down the bed. She placed the tote bag on the nightstand by the bed. She ate as soon as the food came, and then they closed the curtains on the cloudy Irish day and slid between the sheets. He wrapped his arms around her as she fell into a troubled sleep.
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      The book whispered, "Beltany," and Eilish stirred. Ian awoke, looking at the green tote bag on the nightstand. He gently shook her awake. It was dark out. They'd fallen asleep around 11 a.m., and it was almost seven. Eilish slowly opened her eyes, feeling confused by her surroundings until she remembered they were in Ireland and had a job to do.

      She sat up, wiping the sleep from her eyes. "I'm surprised I slept but glad I did. I have a feeling this is going to be a long night." She got up and splashed cold water on her face to wake up. She spoke quietly to Ian. "Do you need to feed? I don't know what this evening may demand of you, but the book said to bring you, so I have to assume you will have some role in this?"

      Ian nodded. "I need to feed, but we should restrain from having sex. Fight the impulse. It will be less intense if I just feed from your wrist, babe. Can you do that? Plus, I have no idea what’s ahead for me or what may happen. Teleporting drains me when going long distances. It’s a good idea if I’m at my best facing this. Neither of us knows what’s coming."

      Eilish dried her face with the towel and extended her arm. He pushed up the sleeve of her lightweight shirt and gently caressed the soft pale skin of her arm. Turning her hand palm up, he licked her wrist, and Eilish gasped and closed her eyes. He placed his free arm around her waist, pulled her close, sunk his fangs into her wrists, and drank what he needed.

      Ian knew this was scary for her. He held her tightly, hoping to calm her. He felt her tense up with the sting of his bite, but as he drank, she relaxed as her head dropped back, her white hair cascading down her back. His beast raged at him, taking his fill of her blood but dissatisfied that his sexual needs weren’t met. Ian pushed down the raging temptation to have her right there on the floor, and it took all he had to fight the desire. He took as much as he dared. He didn’t want to lessen her strength. He unlatched his fangs and clutched her to his chest, kissing her hard on the lips.

      Eilish felt like she was drowning in want of him but gave herself up to the sensations of his feeding. He’d held her wrist tight as a vice, then licked her wound and watched it heal. She laid her head against his chest and felt his hand in her hair as she slid both arms around his waist. "You okay, babe."

      She nodded. "Just enjoying the afterglow. But we need to go. I need to eat, and there are some supplies I'll need to enter the circle. I brought nothing with me." As Ian put on his jacket, she pulled on the heavy sweater she'd bought this morning. She should have bought a coat.

      She slid the tote bag over her shoulder, and the book whispered, "Beltany."

      Eilish answered, annoyed, "So you said."

      They left the hotel and noticed a young man at the registration desk who simply nodded at them as they went. They got outside and were hit with a cold, brisk wind. Eilish shivered again as they headed down the sidewalk. They could see a busy pub about a block away. "Let's go there. I can eat whatever is on the menu. I can't be picky right now. We have things to do." They slipped inside the bar and found an empty table. The menu was scrawled on a chalkboard behind the bar.

      A barmaid came and placed two mugs of Guinness in front of them and asked, "Anything else?"

      Eilish stared at the beer they hadn't asked for, then looked at Ian, who smiled back at her. Eilish gave the barmaid her order. "I'll have the fish and chips, please."

      Ian shook his head, "Nothing for me."

      "Aye, American, are ye?"

      Eilish nodded. "Just passing through."

      The barmaid gave Ian a once-over and winked at him, "Too bad, I could show you around. How about you?"

      Ian smiled slightly at the barmaid. "Don’t think my wife would be interested in that." As she walked away, he took Eilish's hand and smiled. "Eat as much as you can. You need your energy. Once we get back outside, you can use my jacket. I can handle the cold, babe. What and where did you have in mind to find these things you need?"

      She paid no mind to the barmaid. It would have zapped her powers if she'd put a spell on every female who flirted with Ian. She shook her head. "Not sure, really. I'm not familiar with the town. I can make do. I need a long scarf, something silky, though. Some white flowers."

      The barmaid slid the plate of fish and chips in front of her and then turned to Ian. "You sure you don't want anything?" The barmaid noticed he hadn't touched his beer.

      Ian gave the barmaid one of his stunning smiles. "There is something. Could we get a glass of water, please? I’d appreciate it, thanks." As she walked away swinging her hips, Ian shrugged. "Sorry, it just comes with the territory." He leaned across the table and kissed her lips. She shrugged. "I’m used to them. Don’t worry about it."

      Eilish could hear the raucous calls from the crowd as they gathered in the pub, laughing loudly and slapping each other on the back as they downed the beer. Her attention was drawn to several men playing darts, and her eyes were drawn to the dartboard. It was an elaborately scrolled hand-carved piece of wood that had been there for ages. It spelled out the word "Bohannon," and the point of the game seemed to be to land the dart inside the center of either O. Eilish's face went pale as the barmaid returned with two glasses of water. Eilish pointed at the dartboard. "What's that?"

      The barmaid looked up. "Oh, that? Just old local lore. A family of witches who ruled here once and were run out of Ireland. At least, that's what the legend says. The darts keep them from returning. The elders say it's true, but I don't put much stock in it."

      Eilish nodded and took a sip of the water. "Interesting."

      The barmaid shrugged. "Not much interesting here. The Wiccans come on Beltane to worship at the nearby stone circle. Just more foolishness. Like the fairies and the leprechauns, right? Just another Irish tale."

      Eilish nodded and ate her fish and chips in silence as the barmaid wandered off.

      Ian looked at the board and listened to the barmaid talk. He could feel her rolling emotions. "Relax, just finish up, and we can get out of here."

      She finished her meal, and Ian paid with the credit card as they left the noisy bar. "Well, at least I know I'm in the right place. I guess it's a good thing we used your credit card, and I left in such a hurry that I didn't have time to grab my handbag. It sounds like the Bohannons aren't welcome here." She grabbed his hand and continued down the street, her other hand clutching the straps of the tote bag. She was grateful the book had remained silent. She looked through the glass windows of the shops they passed, perusing the goods for things she could use to improvise, when she felt Ian stop in his tracks. She stopped and looked at him and saw him staring straight ahead. She looked in that direction to see a sign hanging in front of a shop, "Rhiannon's Circle." Eilish took a sharp breath as she stared at the sign, then tugged at his hand as they headed for the shop.

      The book shuddered, tucked under her arm. "Beltany."

      Ian pushed open the shop door, and they heard bells jingle announcing their entry. The Wiccans used the bells to ward off evil. A middle-aged woman looked up from behind the counter and looked from Eilish to Ian, recognizing a witch and a vampire. "We don't allow his kind in here."

      Eilish nodded. "He means you no harm. He was sent to protect me. My name is Eilish Bohannon, and I am the daughter of Rhiannon."

      The older witch stood in awe. "My name is Adriel. We heard you were the chosen one. Lock the door, and tell me how I can help you."

      Ian turned and locked the door and flipped the little closed sign. Eilish approached the witch at the counter; she could feel her energy and knew she would help. "I have to go to the circle tonight. I'll need things to call on Rhiannon."

      The witch nodded and scurried about the shop. "You need the white horse," she picked up a miniature ceramic white horse, "And white flowers. I don't have fresh ones, but I have dried ones. Not as good, but they'll do. You need the Tarot Cards." She pulled a pack from the shelf. "You only need the Moon and Empress cards, but you probably already know this."

      Eilish spoke up, "a scarf"? The witch nodded as she unfolded a long scarf that shimmered like spun gold. Eilish took the scarf. "Beautiful, thank you."

      The witch asked, "I assume you have your own wand?"

      Eilish shook her head. "No. I had to leave in a hurry. I brought nothing."”

      Adriel went to the display and removed the crystal quartz wand embedded with other gemstones. "You’ll need this and some fresh evergreens, but the coven will cut some branches from the trees and leave them there for you. I'll call the others; we’ve been waiting for you."

      Eilish looked up, alarmed. "Others? No, I think I have to go alone. Except for Ian."

      The book trembled under her arm and whispered, "Bring them all."

      The witch behind the counter stared back at her. "We've been waiting for you, Eilish Bohannon. Our coven has waited for centuries. The old crones said the chosen one would return."

      The book spoke more loudly, "Bring them all!"

      The witch looked at the strange tote bag sold to the tourists and knew what the bag held. "We'll be there to help you call down Rhiannon."

      Ian took Eilish's hand as he spoke to the shopkeeper. "You better make damn sure they know I’m coming with her."

      Adriel nodded at the handsome vampire, but then again, they were all handsome. "Aye, I’ll spread the word to the coven. If the Bohannon witch says you were sent to protect her, they will accept that." The witch pulled a gossamer gown from the shelf and handed it to Eilish. "Prepare yourself." She rushed around the shop, gathering the dried plants. "Bathe in these to cleanse your spirit; if the vampire is supposed to enter the circle, he must also bathe." She gathered sage, palo santo, sweetgrass, and cedar and placed them on the counter. "The coven won't enter the sacred space tonight. We will stand outside the stones. We will gather at midnight, Eilish Bohannon, daughter of Rhiannon. Now go." Ian went to pay for the items, and the witch waved him away. "Go. Prepare. It will take all our energy to call upon the Goddess. I'll make sure the coven is ready."

      Eilish thanked her as the witch bagged up the supplies, and they left the shop. Eilish saw her flip off the lights as soon as they left and exited through a back entrance. She grabbed Ian's hand as they rushed back to the Shipquay Hotel.

      Ian had to roll with this; he was clueless, and now he would have to bathe in a bunch of dried herbs. This was going to be one long, interesting night, but he felt relieved that the coven would be protecting Eilish with him, and that comforted him as they rushed through the streets toward the hotel.

      They hurried through the lobby and back to their room, where Eilish filled the tub with hot water and emptied the contents of the dried plants and herbs into the water. She held her hand over the tub and closed her eyes, whispering a blessing. She turned to Ian, "Get undressed. You sit at one end; I’ll sit at the other. Don't speak. Clear your mind. Be open to receiving her when she comes. You mustn't harbor any ill will. Have faith; trust in the goddess Rhiannon." Eilish dropped her clothes on the bathroom floor and stepped into the tub as the water seemed to glow.

      Ian stripped while listening to her instruction. How in hell was he supposed to be naked in the bathtub with her and pretend she wasn’t there? Clear his mind, yeah, sure, explain that to this raging beast as he watched her step into the tub naked.

      Eilish made room for him, leaned her head against the tub’s rim, slowed her breathing, and began a silent meditation. The water started to slowly spin clockwise in the bathtub as the aromatic scent of the herbs wafted around them. The book whispered in a steady chant as Eilish cleared her mind of all thoughts. Eilish sat upright in the tub, dipped her hand into the water, and marked her forehead with a pentagram. She looked at Ian, his knees up as the tub was too small for the two of them, his arms stretched out along either side and his head resting back. He looked like a god called down from the heavens. "Sit up, please." He opened his eyes and sat upright for her as she marked his forehead with a pentagram. "Are you ready, Ian Cross? There is no turning back from here."

      Ian stared into her beautiful eyes, and with the strongest determination he had ever felt in his entire life, he said the words. "I’m ready; you are my destiny, Eilish Bohannon."

      The water dripped down her slender figure when she finally stood in the tub, and the dried leaves clung to her wet skin. "Then come with me." She stepped from the tub and dressed as he followed her lead. She picked up the tote bag covered in shamrocks as Ian gathered the bag from the shop that held the items she'd need for the ritual. "Can we teleport from here? I can't take the chance that anyone would follow me. If the coven is gathering, it may already be drawing attention. It's time to go to Beltany."

      "Tonight, I’ll follow your lead. I don’t know what will be demanded from me, but I’ll be at your side whatever it is." He lifted her in his arms and teleported out from their hotel room. As Ian circled, he saw many coven members gathered near the stone circle, and he knew he was about to experience something he would never forget. He held the most precious thing in his life in his arms. Ian landed outside the circle, setting her down gently and handing the bag to her. He smiled at her and whispered. "It's your destiny. Tell me what to do."

      Eilish looked at the coven that had gathered and stood holding hands, alternating male and female, around the 64 stones that made up the stone circle. The males were already chanting a deep drone. Eilish laid the tote bag on the ground as she undressed and slipped into the gossamer gown. The cold Irish night made her shiver as she stood barefoot in the thick green grass. She looked at Ian. "I think you have to undress. You won't be allowed to wear a robe. You're not a warlock."

      Like most vampires, Ian had no reservations about being nude. He knew his body was a marvel, designed to attract and seduce. He had no false modesty and stripped and stood facing her, staring into her eyes. She was in control now, but she needed him to fulfill her destiny.

      She touched his shoulder as he stood nude before her, looking carved from stone. "Draw strength from me. Stand here with the coven until I summon you inside the circle." The coven opened up a space for her to enter, and a male in a dark hood grabbed Ian's right hand as a woman in a sheer gown grabbed his left hand, pulling him into their circle. Adriel had told them the vampire was there to protect their chosen one, so the coven reluctantly welcomed him, as odd as it seemed. Eilish carried the tote bag holding the book and the bag of supplies to the center of the wide stone circle. Usually, she would have had Anya and Fina, Warrick, and Zavian all here to help set up everything for this ritual, but she must work alone this time. She saw the coven had already gathered fresh evergreens and laid them in a pile. She didn't have an altar, so she removed the grimoire from the tote bag and laid it open on top of the branches. She pulled the miniature white horse, placed it on the pile of greenery, and spread the white dried flowers around it. She opened the deck of Tarot cards and laid down the Moon card and the Empress card. She dropped her gossamer gown just as the full moon came out from behind the clouds, and the coven chanted louder. Eilish held the silken gold scarf skyward and began to tie seven knots as she spoke. "Moon Goddess Rhiannon, born at the first Moon Rise, Goddess of fertility, rebirth, wisdom, and transformation. Hear your daughter in her hour of need." She bent and laid the scarf across the book’s open pages as she picked up her wand. She stood with open arms, holding the crystal wand in one hand as the wind picked up, lifting her silver hair. "Goddess known by many names, but known to me as Rhiannon, honor and reverence I give to you and invite you to join me. Descend, and speak with your child, Eilish Bohannon." The wind picked up again as the coven tightened their grip on each other and looked in awe as they saw Rhiannon appear in the sky, her hair as snow-white as the young witch who stood in the center of the circle. Rhiannon appeared on a white horse that landed in the middle of the stone circle. Rhiannon dismounted, and the horse disappeared. Eilish stood in silent awe as she looked at the Goddess before her. Rhiannon spoke as the coven went silent. "Your rule is in danger, as there is one who would take your life. The chain must never be broken. My children must survive every generation and produce the seed for the next in line. Where is the male?" Eilish turned to Ian, who stood naked among the robed coven, and pointed her wand at him. "He is the male." Rhiannon summoned him to come forward.

      Ian stood spellbound as he watched Eilish call down the moon low on the horizon, with Eilish’s lithe form silhouetted against it. As Rhiannon appeared on a horse, he stood rooted to the ground, stunned. As she summoned him, he felt his beast stir but in a very different way. The beast pushed Ian to go to her; his mate was calling.

      Although Eilish hadn't known why the book had insisted she come to Beltany, the coven knew. They had been waiting and came prepared. The women in the coven stepped forward and placed a floral wreath on Eilish's head and a garland of greenery on Ian’s. They bowed before Rhiannon and handed her a white silk scarf. The coven clapped their hands; then, someone rang a bell three times.

      Rhiannon stood before them. "Take the hand of your love and repeat after me." Ian took Eilish's hand as Rhiannon placed the crystal wand into their joined hands and wrapped the white scarf around their wrist. "By seed and by root, by bud and stem, by leaf and flower and fruit. By life and by love, I take thee to my hand, heart, and spirit. Through the rising and the setting sun, through the phases of the moon, through the cycle of the stars, shall we be one, as long as we shall last."

      Eilish and Ian repeated their vows in unison. The wind swept through the stones as Rhiannon bowed her head, and the white horse appeared again. "Seal your union, daughter. I have given you what should not be yours to possess, but you will need him for all that lies ahead." Rhiannon mounted the horse, who rose on his hind legs, as Rhiannon looked at Ian. "I know you love her; she is yours to protect but will not be yours to keep." She looked at Eilish. "Stay strong, my daughter, the future lies with you now. I have given all I have to give." She disappeared into the night sky as a murmur went through the coven. With the silk scarf still wrapped around their wrist, Eilish turned to Ian. "We make love now, in the circle’s center; just as Rhiannon made love to Belanus centuries ago. The coven’s power will protect us."

      Ian felt her so deep inside him he thought he would die on the spot if he did not make love to her. His beast roared inside him, and he kissed her deeper than ever before. She was now his, and he was officially hers until the universe decided differently. He pulled her down to the grass and hovered over top of her. They needed no words; he felt every fiber of her inside him. Her love drove him harder than ever before. He easily slid inside her, she was wet and warm, and everything about this experience seemed more intense. He began to stroke her slowly as their bodies united. His beast called to her soul, inviting her to dance with him. He stared into her eyes under the moon and stars, and the world disappeared; it was only the two of them. His strokes became deeper, his heart racing and his hunger for her building. She moved under him like waves on the shore, lapping every part of his body. The intensity drove him faster and harder, and his beast roared at the moon. He licked her vein that pulsed like a drum in her neck. He sunk his fangs deep, and her blood’s blistering heat almost drove him mad.

      Eilish felt his bite and the immediate burst of heat between her legs as she wrapped her legs around his hips. She bit at his shoulder until she could break through his skin and drank from him as the power of the orgasm washed over them. The coven watched in silence, unsure if they should celebrate this union of a witch to a vampire, as they watched their chosen one drop her head back, her face illuminated by the full moon, his blood on her lips. Their union was consummated. The clouds moved back across the moon, leaving them in darkness as the wind picked up again. Ian stood, towering over her, and reached down to take her hand and help her to her feet. The wind picked up speed as the coven struggled to maintain their unbroken circle. The wind gusts buffered them all as the coven stumbled backward, falling to the ground. Ian struggled to stand with her, although she seemed unphased by the wind that whipped through her hair. A few of the women screamed out as they were tossed about, and their mates tried to help them, and the coven was scattered. The wind reached a hurricane speed of over 100 miles an hour, its roar so loud that their voices couldn't be heard above the wind. Ian was torn from Eilish as she bent down and held the book to her chest, and the other items on the altar were scattered. He fought the power of the wind as he was rolled across the grass and grabbed at one of the standing stones, hanging on for dear life. The coven members tried laying as flat to the ground as they could to avoid the wind as they all looked back at the silver-haired witch who stood calm in the center of the Beltany stones and held the book over her head, shouting above the wind. "I am the daughter of Rhiannon, and I carry the seed of my successor!"

      Ian could barely breathe, the wind roared, and he felt his body would be ripped into pieces. What had they done? The world around him spun out of control as Eilish was pulled from him, and he roared, but the wind silenced his scream. He held onto the stone, wondering if this was the true end, as it felt like the world was angry at their union. He could not raise his head to look for her as bodies tumbled everywhere. And then he heard her voice; it called across the roar and into his soul; she now carried their child. He clung to the stone, and his beast roared out to whoever could hear loud enough to match the power of his mate. He knew together; they would be invincible. He had given her what was needed.
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      Eilish stood in the middle of the stone circle, the winds ending as suddenly as they had come, and a calm settled over the night. The wind had scattered the members of the coven, who slowly got to their feet, returning to the stones and linking hands. Ian stood upright, releasing his grip on the stone pillar, unsure of what to do next. Eilish gripped the book to her bare breasts when it shuddered and trembled. "Finish your mission." The coven stood silent, in awe of the book that spoke to her, and honored to play a small part in continuing the Bohannon's legacy.

      Eilish answered, "What is my mission?"

      The book shuddered again as a light emanated from the pages between the leather covers. "You are the daughter of Rhiannon, the High Priestess whose womb holds the successor. You must assume your rightful place among the coven. Return now, and finish your mission."

      Eilish could feel the tears on her cheeks. "But... Fina." The ground beneath her feet trembled, and the coven braced themselves, grabbing ahold of the stones.

      The book spoke louder, "Finish your mission! Take the one you are bound to and leave this place."

      Eilish looked at Ian, legs spread, arms to his side, looking like he was ready to fight anything that might harm her. She held out her hand to him, and he walked to the center of the circle, picked her up, and teleported them away. The coven gasped as the white-haired witch disappeared before their eyes. Adriel smiled. After tonight, there would be another story to be added to the legend of the Bohannons.
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        * * *

      

      Ian wasted no time in teleporting them back to the U.S. and Charleston. It was cold, and the wind made the nighttime teleport from Ireland frigid. It was warmer back in the States, but Eilish was shivering. Ian looked around and guessed it was around 8:00 p.m. Darkness had set in. He landed inside Carter's place and found Anya and Carter lying on the couch snuggling. Anya was startled at their sudden appearance, and Carter jumped up so fast he tumbled Anya to the floor. It was then that Ian realized he and Eilish were both stark naked. He was a vampire, comfortable in his skin, but he quickly covered Eilish with his body as much as possible as he settled her on her feet. "Sorry for the quick intrusion; no time to gather clothes or thoughts."

      Anya stood and stared at her sister. "Sis, are you all right? You look like you’ve been through a tornado. Your hair is a tangled mess. What happened?" Anya didn’t wait for an answer and quickly ran to the bathroom and grabbed Carter’s robe hanging on the hook. Carter stood dumbfounded until he realized what Anya was doing and ran to the bedroom and grabbed sweatpants and a t-shirt for Ian.  As he walked back in, both of them handed off their goods. Anya looked at her sister with concern. "Sis, do you need anything? Something to eat, to drink?"

      Eilish wrapped the oversized robe around her slender figure and tied the belt as Ian stepped into the sweatpants and slipped on the t-shirt. "I'm okay, Anya. Maybe something to drink." She curled up in an old armchair as Ian sat on the arm of the chair next to her.

      Anya returned with a glass of tea. "It's not homemade. We did a grocery order so we wouldn't have to leave the house. Carter grabbed the newspaper off the neighbor's porch this morning. They had a short article about the house collapsing on Beaufain. We were waiting for the late news on TV to see if they said anything else about it. So far, so good. Fina hasn't tried to locate me. What happened to you two?"

      Eilish drank down the tea, feeling dehydrated. "We did what the book said, went to the stone circle. It turns out the coven there was familiar with us. The Bohannons are still part of the lore among the locals, and the coven was expecting us. They weren’t expecting us tonight, but they knew the Bohannon High Priestess would return. They welcomed us and showed up at the stones. I had to call down the moon, and Rhiannon appeared and performed a handfasting. Once our union was sealed, the book said I was to return and finish the mission. I think we all know what the mission is."

      Anya shook her head. "Well, that sounds intense. So how did the coven take to Ian being a vampire?"

      Carter held up his hand. "Wait a damn minute, girl, what is this mission? No one gave me the memo."

      Eilish sighed as she clutched the book. "I'm the High Priestess. I'm the witch destined to lead this coven, but to do that, I will have to get rid of Fina, and I assume that means Warrick as well. Fina's not going to walk away. She killed our parents so she could claim the role for herself, but this book won't respond to her. Ever since we found the book, it has directed me, and right now..."

      Before she could finish, the book spoke. "Finish the mission."

      Eilish nodded. "Right, finish the mission."

      Carter looked stunned. "I’m not sure I want to know what finish the mission means."

      Eilish responded, "Speaking of the book, we need somewhere to hide it. Ian had it beneath the floorboards in his house... before the book destroyed it."

      Carter rubbed his face. "Yeah, Anya gave me the details. And now we want to hide it here?"

      Eilish nodded. "It destroyed the house because Zavian had found us. The book needed me to leave and not come back so that Fina or Warrick couldn’t catch us. We're safe here, I think, at least until we have a better plan."

      Carter paced the floor. "Well, I just rent, so I don't think I should be tearing up floorboards."

      Ian shrugged. "Is there a basement? Someplace no one would think to look?"

      Carter scratched his head. "I got a great toolbox in the closet. I use it when I pick up odd jobs. I could empty the tools.

      Eilish replied,. "That will do for now."

      Carter went to the one-bedroom, removed the large red metal toolbox, and emptied the tools into a cardboard box. He returned to the living room and placed it on the old coffee table. He reached for the book to take it from Eilish's hands.

      She shouted "No!" but it was too late. The book responded by tossing Carter across the room. He hit the wall hard and slid to the floor.

      The homeowner banged on the wall and yelled, "What's going on in there? Keep it down, will ya?"

      Ian extended his hand and helped Carter to his feet. "Forgot to tell you. Don't touch the book."

      Carter gave Ian a look that implied, 'thanks for nothing.’

      Eilish apologized as she laid the book inside the metal toolbox and closed the lid, flipping the latch. "I'm sorry, Carter, I should have warned you sooner. Never try to touch the book." The toolbox rattled.

      Anya tried not to laugh, so she bit her lip. "Yeah, cowboy, don’t touch the book, don’t talk to it or go near it. Better safe than sorry. Oh, look at the time." She quickly grabbed the remote and tuned into the local news. Of course, the top story was the house that mysteriously collapsed on Beaufain. "I have a feeling this isn’t going to be good." They all huddled around and watched the chaos as the news began.

      They showed live footage of the rubble, and Carter whistled. "Damn, you lost everything."

      The newscaster was explaining that the collapse was under investigation. Then it got interesting. The reporter who was live on the scene announced that the owner of the house was Ian Cross, and his body was not found inside. They interviewed several neighbors, each saying he was a loner, polite, but kept to himself. They often saw lights on all night within the house, and lately, there seemed to be some rumbling inside. Ian laid his head back and moaned. "This just got more real; your sister and her Warlock now know my name. We are all treading some dangerous territory." He put his hands over his face. "Eilish, maybe it would be better if I disappeared for a while. They’re going to come looking for me."

      Eilish shook her head. "I need you with me. They know your name, but they don't know about Carter. We're safe for now, but we probably need an alternative plan. Fina isn't going to stop trying to reach out. She may not have tried to locate Anya yet, but that doesn't mean she won't try. She knows we'll stay together. Right now, I'm too tired to think. We all need a good night's sleep, and we’ll figure out the next steps tomorrow. There's nothing we can do tonight, and whenever we make a move, we better know what the hell we're doing because something tells me we won't get a second chance."

      Ian agreed. "We all need some sleep to combat whatever is coming, and you’re right, babe. If we stick together, we have a better chance of surviving this. If we take the cushions off the couch, we can make a bed on the floor."

      Carter agreed. "Sorry, only one bedroom, but I have extra blankets, and you can use the pillows on the couch."

      Anya went to collect the things while Eilish and Ian made their bed on the floor. Anya turned off the TV and followed Carter to his bedroom.

      Ian cuddled Eilish, and once it was quiet, he kissed her softly. "Hang on tight, babe; you carry our child, and your destiny is getting closer; I’ll protect and love you."
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        * * *

      

      Warrick and Fina were lying in bed watching the TV as the news reported the unusual collapse of a historic old home on Beaufain. "Fina, pay attention; they’ll talk about the house on Beaufain again."

      The smile stretched wide across her face as she sat up and watched. "So, the vampire's name is Ian Cross. You will not hide from me, Eilish, nor steal the status I hold over this coven. And that vampire you love won’t live much longer."

      Warrick laid back on the pillows. "Go to sleep, my goddess; tomorrow will be busy with plans. Plenty of time for killing vampires and siblings."
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      The four of them slept soundly, exhausted by the events that had played out for the last few days. It was early morning, and the sun was beginning to peek through the curtains. Carter was lying on his side, with Anya's back nestled against his chest. He had never slept better since having her here in his bed. He heard a rattle that sounded odd yet slightly familiar and burrowed his face in Anya's hair, not ready to wake. Again, he listened to the rattle as it became more insistent, a metallic sound accompanied by bumping sounds. He lifted his head from his pillow and reluctantly opened his eyes. Anya slept unperturbed. He was about to lay his head back down when he heard the rattle even louder, as something was banging hard against the floor in his closet. "What the fuck?"

      He tried to ease out of bed, not disturbing Anya. He wondered if something had gotten trapped inside the closet. He pulled on his jeans and looked for a weapon, but nothing was handy. "Probably just a squirrel... or maybe a mouse." He shook his head. "Too loud for a mouse." He looked back at Anya sleeping in the bed. He spoke out loud to himself. "Fuck, Carter, who are you talking to. Quit stalling and just open the door." He wondered about the wisdom of walking barefoot to the closet if something came scampering out, looking for an exit in a panic. He heard the rattling again. He opened the door just a crack, looked inside the dark closet, and didn't see anything. "Too fucking dark." He felt braver since nothing came charging out at him and opened the door wider. He saw his old jeans and a bunch of shirts hanging inside, plus a few pairs of work boots on the floor... and the old red toolbox. He stared into the dimly lit closet and thought the sounds must be coming from somewhere else when he saw the toolbox tremble and shake, bumping itself against the hardwood floor. Carter backed up. "Fuck me. This is out of your league, cowboy." He looked over his shoulder and called out to Anya, "Hey, darlin', your sister's book wants breakfast."

      Anya moaned and rubbed her eyes and then yawned. She opened her eyes to find Carter standing in the open closet. She was just about to ask him what he wanted when the rattling of metal and wood startled her. "Why are you rambling around in the closet at this time of the morning? You’re making enough noise to wake Ian and Eilish!"

      "It ain't me, darlin'. It's the toolbox, the one your sister put that book in." He held the door open wide so she could see it as it banged against the floor. "I'll kill a bear for you, Anya, but no fucking way I'm touching that toolbox."

      "Get back from the door and stay away from the toolbox. Come into the living room with me. We need to wake Eilish." They both slowly backed out of the room, Anya feeling like an idiot, but she wasn’t messing with that book either. As they entered the living room, Ian was sitting on the sofa cushions on the floor. Anya grinned. "Uh, we need to wake up sis. The toolbox is rattling and rumbling inside the closet."

      Ian sighed and shook his head. He leaned over and kissed Eilish on the cheek. "Good morning, babe; we need your assistance. Your book seems to want out of the closet, and it’s trying to bang its way across the floor to you."

      Eilish pulled the blanket over her head. "Seriously? I've had enough of that book to last a lifetime."

      Ian smiled and gently uncovered her face. "I can hear it from here, babe; it won’t stop until you respond. It's you the book wants."

      Eilish sighed and sat up on the couch cushions that they had used for their bed. She blinked her eyes several times, trying to wake, when she too heard the banging coming from the box. She screamed out, "All right! I'm coming!"

      Carter looked at the three of them, a look of concern on his face. "You're letting it loose?"

      Eilish stood up and stretched. Her petite frame was swallowed up in Ian's work shirt. "It won't hurt you. It just has something to say."

      Carter looked less than convinced. "Uh, didn't it bring Ian's whole house down into a heap of scrap wood?"

      Eilish lowered her arms. "Good point. Be ready to run."

      She walked barefoot to Carter's bedroom with Ian on her heels as Carter moved to his front door. Anya laughed. "She was just joking, Carter!"

      Eilish knelt on the floor in front of the closet as Ian stood in the doorway. She flipped open the latch on the metal toolbox as it rattled and banged hard against the floor. "What? What do you want now?" The toolbox settled and stopped all movement as Eilish stared at the book. She leaned forward, staring at the book. "I said, what do you want?"

      The book whispered, "Home."

      She leaned back. "Home? Where is your home?"

      Carter had followed Anya to his bedroom door and stood looking over Ian's shoulder as the three of them watched Eilish with the book. The book spoke again. "Home, with the daughter of Rhiannon."

      Eilish shook her head. "But, I’m the daughter of Rhiannon. You're with me already."

      The book whispered again, "Home."

      Eilish looked at Anya, "Do you think it means our house?" Before Anya could respond, the toolbox rattled against the floor. Eilish looked back at the book. "Our house? On the Battery?"

      The book whispered, "Home."

      Eilish frowned. "Okay, well, that could be a problem. Fina... "

      The toolbox rattled loudly, slamming itself hard against the floor as the house shuddered, and Carter grabbed the doorframe as he shouted, "Take the fucking book home, Eilish!"

      Eilish looked at the book. "Okay, settle down. I'll figure something out." The book was quiet, and she stood up, looked back at the three of them, and shrugged. She waved her hands to indicate they all needed to move out of the doorway. "Could you fix us something to eat, Anya? We need to figure out a plan here." As Carter lingered, Anya headed for the kitchen.

      Carter frowned, "You're leaving it there?" She nodded. "For the moment." She saw the concern on his face. "Don't worry, Carter. I know this is all new to you, but the book has been bossing me around for a while now."

      Anya called out on her way to the kitchen. "Sis, while you’re in the closet, I have some clothes hanging in there. I keep them here in case...well, in case of this kinda crap!" Anya was grateful that Carter had ordered grocery delivery. He thought it would be their best option to have real food in the house if something went wrong, and they would need to stay locked away for a while. She had gotten all the basics, so she laid her hand on her tummy. "Okay, buckaroo, what are we hungry for this morning?" Anya was only four months pregnant, but she loved knowing their child was growing inside her. She began making biscuits and got them in the oven, then she fried the bacon and brought out the eggs. If nothing else, they wouldn’t starve. Carter and Ian walked in, and Eilish soon followed. They all helped set the table and sat down to a fresh pot of coffee and a hearty breakfast.

      Eilish spoke up. "So, the book wants to go back to the house. With Fina there, that may be a problem. This is going to take some major brainstorming."

      Eilish was starving, and the smell of the bacon frying didn't help. She snatched up a piece as Anya placed the plate in front of her. "Is this the showdown? Are we supposed to force Fina out? She's not going to leave that house, and we didn't leave on the best of terms. I don't think she'll be welcoming us back with open arms. She knows about Ian now. And if they follow the news, they even know his name. Last night before I fell asleep, I thought that we should move as far away as possible, but now the book has other ideas. Oh... I almost forgot the most important part. When Rhiannon had Ian and I consummate the handfasting, I conceived. So, you're not the only one who's pregnant."

      Anya almost choked on her coffee. "Sis! That’s great, and I’m happy for you, but I mean...." She left the sentence hanging and looked at Ian. "I’m sorry, Ian. I just wonder how that will go over with the coven and how all of this will turn out for you two."

      Ian nodded. "No offense Anya, we both know what we’re facing and have accepted whatever the fates give us. We love each other, and for now, that’s all that matters."

      Anya smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. "Well, as for Fina, I got a text message from Rain. She wanted to know if we were okay because the shop hadn’t been open for two days. So Fina isn’t opening the shop. I told her we all had some kind of bug going around, but we were okay and using some potions to help us. She seemed satisfied, but there’s a lot of doubt in the coven right now."

      Eilish finished what was on her plate and sat sipping the mug of hot tea as Carter filled his plate with the remaining biscuits and bacon. Eilish mused. "Wow, things must have been really bad if Fina hadn't opened the shop. She's up to something. I wish we had a handle on where she was."

      Ian leaned back in the small dining room chair. "I could teleport over and find out if she's there; I could check Warrick’s as well."

      Eilish nodded. "That would be great if she's staying at Warrick's. That gives us a chance to get back in the house. Once we're in, I can place a barrier spell that won't allow anyone to enter, witch or human. The book will be happy, and we have everything we need to figure out how to get out of this mess."

      Carter finished the last biscuit. "Well, while you guys figure this out, I still have a job I need to keep." He leaned over and kissed Anya. "Thanks for breakfast." He bent down and kissed the small baby bump that Anya still tried to hide under her oversized clothing. "Goodbye, little chicken dumplin'."

      He looked over at Ian. "Sort of counting on you to keep things under control here. The foreman said to tell you don't bother coming back."

      Ian smiled. "I'm surprised it took him so long. Don't worry. I’ll watch these two."

      Carter left the table and finished dressing, grabbing the lunch Anya had prepared for him before he left.

      Eilish helped her sister clear the table as Ian wandered back into the living room, tossing the couch cushions back onto the couch. He turned on the TV to check the morning news to see if his house was still the main focus. He heard the sisters talking in the kitchen when he saw the image of his driver’s license on the TV. The news reporter said the black Ford 150 parked at his house was registered to Ian Cross, and the police had secured a copy of his driver's license and photo from the DMV. The newscaster was saying there had still been no signs of a body found in the wreckage and no information on the whereabouts of Mr. Cross.

      Ian flopped down on the sofa and laid his head back. "Well, that's just fucking great. Now everyone in Charleston has seen my face." He called out to Eilish. "Babe, we've got another problem."

      Eilish and Anya stepped into the living room to see Ian's image on the TV screen. Anya sighed. "Could this get any worse?" Eilish exclaimed, "Yeah, it can, and it will."

      Ian closed his eyes; he had to do what he could to help out. He looked at Eilish. "Let me teleport over there, see what I can find out. I can scope out the warlock’s pad first, then make sure your house is okay. I’ll be able to tell if Fina is inside his house or yours. It will take me less than 30 minutes...so stay put, stay inside, and don’t answer the fucking door for anybody."

      She hugged and kissed him. "Be careful. I know no one can see you when you teleport, but it would be better if the whole of Charleston weren’t focused on you right now. Anya and I will wait here."

      "If you need me, you know what to do. I can be back here in seconds." He kissed her like it was the last time he would ever see her and took off straight from inside the tiny apartment. He teleported directly to the warlock's house and made a few laps overhead; the human eye could never detect him. He could feel them both inside and knew Fina was there with him. He wasted no time buzzing to the Battery and checking out the Bohannon house. He could sense Emric inside but nothing beyond that. He landed quietly inside the house, inspected the downstairs, and found it in disarray. He then crept up the stairs and wondered where that damn black cat was. As he topped the stairs, he went to Fina's bedroom. Dresser drawers and wardrobe doors were hanging open, clothes were tossed about, and it looked like she left in a hurry. He heard a horrendous moaning and then heard pacing, back and forth. It had to be Emric. He peeped out the door to find him out of sorts, as though he was lost. "It's okay, Emric; it’s just me, Ian, remember."

      Emric held an old Brown Bess musket rifle with the bayonet attached. "I can't find them, Mr. Ian. I've looked high and low! I think those dang Redcoats took em'! Holding them prisoner! Do you know anything about that? You best not be holding out on me!"

      Ian remained calm. "Emric, listen to me. I know where they are, and they’re both safe. I was a soldier, too, remember?  So put down your weapon, soldier. I’d never hurt them or lie to you. You protect them just like I do. Let’s talk this over. We have to make sure the house is safe before I bring them back here." Ian could not believe he was trying to convince a ghost that the sisters were alive and okay. "Redcoats didn’t hurt them, Emric; they’re fine, they’re with me, but I want to bring them back here."

      Emric lowered his rifle. "You can bring them back? Miss Eilish and Miss Anya? You got Miss Fina? Ain't even seen that dang cat! They all gone!"

      "No, Fina left, I think; she must have taken the cat with her. But I have Eilish and Anya in a safe place. I’m going to bring them back very soon. I promise they miss you too and will be glad to be home with us guarding them. Now listen, if Miss Fina returns, we can’t come back. I can’t explain it all now, but I can’t bring Eilish and Anya home if Fina is here.  So, I need you to keep guard. Can you do that for me?"

      Emric looked at him with some skepticism. "You want me to keep Miss Fina out of her own house? You sure this ain't no Redcoat ambush?"

      "No, Emric, it isn’t an ambush. I love Miss Eilish, and I would never hurt her, but Miss Fina is mean. And she’s angry with Eilish and Anya. They can be safe in this house with us if I get them now. If Miss Fina comes back here, you can’t tell her you saw me. I can’t ever bring the girls back here if you tell her. Do you understand?"

      Emric thought about the vampire's words. Miss Fina could be mean. He nodded his head. "Okay, but you better bring the other two. And don't you be pullin' nothing. I got this musket loaded, and you won't be the first one I kilt with it."

      Ian nodded and smiled. "You’re a fine shooter, Emric. I have no doubt. You’re a good and honorable soldier. I could never lie to another warrior. Code of ethics. I’m going to go get them right now." Ian turned his back on Emric. He knew that Emric would stand at that window until he returned. They had to move now as it may be their only chance to get back in this house. He telepathically talked to his mate. "Eilish, I’m on my way back, get prepared, get the book. I’m teleporting you both back to the house immediately. This is our one shot. Let’s take it."

      Ian teleported out, did a few rounds over the warlock’s house, and found them both inside still. "You haven’t won yet; she is still mine and will remain so as long as I breathe."
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      Anya had gathered up the few belongings she'd brought to Carter's and gave her sister a pair of overalls and a t-shirt to wear. She hadn't brought an extra pair of shoes, so Eilish pulled on a pair of Carter's socks to keep her feet warm. "I look ridiculous in this, Anya. Please don't let me die dressed like this."

      Anya laughed despite their circumstances. "I'd think how you look would be the least of your worries right now. Let's focus more on the not dying part, shall we?"

      Eilish smiled, wondering what she'd ever do without Anya. As soon as Ian returned with the news that Fina was still at Warrick's and the house was empty, he hurried them along. Anya wrote out a note for Carter, telling him to pack up anything he owned from this apartment, load it in his truck, and come to the house on the Battery as soon as he got off work.

      Eilish retrieved the book from the toolbox as it whispered, "Home."

      It dawned on Eilish that the book had not been inside the yellow house since her parents had been killed over 20 years ago. "I'm sorry. I guess you do want to go home. We'll be there soon. Then I need you to do a better job keeping me there than you did for my parents, understand?" The book was silent, and Eilish sighed. "Great. Now you're quiet."

      In seconds, Ian had scooped both sisters under his arms and carried them back to the old yellow Victorian house, landing in the kitchen. As soon as their feet touched the floor, Ian called out to Emric. "Reporting for duty, soldier! Just returned with Miss Eilish and Miss Anya."

      Emric made a rare appearance in the kitchen, holding the old musket, happy to see the two witches. "You ladies okay? I kept watching. I have been worried sick."

      Anya smiled. "Oh, Emric, believe it or not, I’m so happy to see you! We’ve both missed you. I’m so sorry we’ve been gone so long. We’re fine, though. Tell me what you know. Did anything happen?" Before Emric could answer, she turned to her sister, "Where is Luna? She usually comes out of nowhere whenever we enter this house!"

      Emric rested the musket over his shoulder. "Luna went with Miss Fina. She didn't go exactly. Miss Fina took her along when she packed up her things. Miss Fina wanted to stay here, but Mr. Warrick, he said no. Said it was too prissy, and he couldn't think here. He said they needed to make a plan. I listened close, but he never said what they were planning for. He did tell Miss Fina she better figure out how she would control the coven, and she better be damn quick about it. Excuse my language, ma’am. I’m just repeatin' what he said."

      Anya praised him. "That’s very helpful, Emric. You’ve been a big help to us."

      Ian was agitated, all these greetings were fine and dandy, but nothing was secure. "Babe, all this chit-chat is just peachy, but we have things to get done here, and I mean now. We’re not secure in this house. Do what you need to do and get this place locked down." He went to Emric and nodded. "You’ve done a good job, soldier. I need you to watch out for Miss Fina and Mr. Warrick; you see them yell as loud as you can to anyone who will hear you. Are we clear, soldier?"

      Emric snapped to attention and saluted. "Yes, sir!" He made a sharp turn and headed back up the stairs where he could keep watch.

      Eilish nodded. "I can't lock down the house with a barrier spell until we get Carter in here. You guys used to wrap up at work around 3 o'clock, so we have a few hours yet. Anya left him a note to come straight here. I doubt he has much to pack up."

      Anya checked the pantry. "Her wand is gone, the besom, a few other things. She must be planning on staying a while. That’s good news, at least."

      Eilish paused, "You’re probably right. On the other hand, I think it would be foolish for us to assume anything at this point. I think it's safe to say they know Ian's name now with the news coverage and what he looks like, but we don't know what else they may have learned. We can't rule out that some witch from Ireland may have contacted Fina and told her I had the book. We should act as if they know everything and prepare based on that."

      Ian crossed his arms over his chest and started pacing the kitchen floor. He turned to Anya and pointed his finger. "Get on that phone and text Carter; tell him not to drag his feet. The sooner he gets here, the better. I’ll keep paying his rent; that way, we have a backup place just in case something doesn’t go as planned."

      Eilish bit at her lip. "That’s good. I mean, we should keep all options open. No one showed up at Carter's place looking for us, which could mean they didn't know about him or where we were. But then, we can't know for sure, can we? Maybe they were laying low as well and letting us feel secure when we weren't. I don't even know where the coven stands at this point, and who knows what Fina has told them? I can place the barrier spell, but we can't stay locked up forever. You can teleport in and out, but Anya, Carter, and I must stay hidden until I figure out what the book wants next. If the worst happens, we could always leave town. Couldn’t we? Could you teleport the three of us out of here? To Savannah or Beaufort... Fina would never follow us to Beaufort. She killed their High Priestess years ago, and they haven't exactly welcomed the Bohannon's with open arms since."

      Ian nodded. "I can teleport three of you at once. Someone has to get on my back and hold on, and neither of those places is very far." Ian paced some more. "Worst-case scenario, I have a vampire friend in town, Ryker. Pretty sure he wouldn’t mind helping me if I needed him. So, let’s see where this takes us. We need to find out if they know where we are and what their next steps will be. And get Carter's ass here as soon as possible safe and sound."

      Anya sighed, "Well, we can’t do much until Carter gets here, and this buckaroo is hungry as his Momma. So, I’m going to make us some sandwiches and see what else I can manage for dinner."

      Ian nodded and took Eilish in his arms. "Look, do you feel safe enough here alone? I need to give Ryker a heads up, grab some extra clothes, and get some Midnight and some cash until Carter can get here. I need some thinking space, to be honest. Just kiss me and say yes because I need a kiss from you."

      Eilish clung to him. He had been her lifeline, but she knew he needed to prepare too. "Be sure to shadow yourself. Maybe go to an ATM in another city where you won’t be recognized. Take out as much money as you can. We'll figure out the rest later. Don't be gone long, please." She kissed him before he teleported away. Eilish looked at her sister as she worked efficiently around the kitchen they had grown up in. "It's just you and me, sis... and the precious cargo we both now carry. Let's hope we all survive."
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        * * *

      

      Carter pulled the beat-up white truck into the driveway of his rental home. He opened the side door to his small apartment and knew, from the silence, that no one was there. He saw the note propped on the table and picked it up, informing him to gather his things and move to the house on the Battery. "Always wanted a fancy house." He stuffed his limited wardrobe into a large trash bag and noticed the empty toolbox. He retrieved his tools from the cardboard box, dumped them back in the metal toolbox, and looked around the small three-room apartment. He wasn't aware of how little he owned until he realized he could carry it all in one trip. He climbed back in the truck and drove to East Bay. He parked in front of the house and looked around. Everything seemed quiet. He opened the iron gate and walked the long sidewalk to the broad front porch of the elaborate Victorian house. It was the pride of the Battery.

      He knocked on the door, and Eilish appeared almost immediately.

      "Thank goodness you're here! Come in quickly. Ian just got back from running a few quick errands. We're all here now." He pointed at his truck.

      “You want me to move it?”

      Eilish bit her lip, knowing the longer he stood there, the greater the risk, but the truck was a dead giveaway. "Pull around the side, it won't fit in the carriage house, but it will be off the street."

      Carter laid his belongings inside the door and returned to the truck as Eilish stood to watch. He moved the truck, then jogged back to the front of the house, where Eilish opened the door wide for him, then closed it behind him. This is where they would stay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        43

      

      

      Carter picked up the trash bag containing his clothes and shoes and the toolbox with the tools that allowed him to make a living. Eilish looked him over. "Is that it?" He shrugged. "What can I say? I travel light." Anya came down the stairs, wearing a pair of oversized overalls that did little to hide her growing baby bump. He grinned up at her. "Hey, darlin'. Hope you're ready for a roommate?"

      Anya grinned from ear to ear. "Well, it definitely will be cozy with this buccaneer growing inside me. We may need a bigger bed. Come on. I will give you the two-dollar tour. I know you’ve been here before, but let me show you where to put your stuff. If you kiss me, I might do it for free."

      He nodded. "Yes, ma’am. Just lead the way." He carried his things up the stairs, stopping to kiss her as he followed her to her bedroom to put his few things away and store the toolbox in her closet. "Guess I'll be parking my boots under your bed now."

      Anya giggled; she couldn’t help herself. She tried to ignore the severe circumstances that brought him here and focused on all of them living their lives together. "Come on, follow me. Here’s the bathroom I use; put your toiletries in here, and the linen closet has fresh towels and sheets. There is Fina's room. We don’t go in." She watched as he gave her a funny look. "Don’t worry, she didn’t leave a spell, and Eilish is putting a barrier spell on the whole house. She was waiting until you were inside."

      Carter frowned. "What do you mean exactly by the whole house? You forget I'm new to all this."

      "Well, it’s a barrier spell, which means no one can cross the property line... sort of like an electric fence. A boundary spell is for doors and windows; they can’t be opened. They can’t be forced or even opened with a key without drawing the witch’s attention who cast the spell. Eilish had a few workarounds she used from time to time that Fina never knew about. But the barrier spell is more severe. It’s for extreme situations, and in case you haven’t noticed, we’re in an extreme situation. Eilish waited until you got here to place the barrier spell. You can’t leave unless Eilish lets you through. That goes for me as well. Since Ian is a vampire, he can teleport over the barrier. You got that, cowboy?"

      He nodded. "Reckon I do. So, don't leave the house if I don't want to fry my ass. I better learn quick not to piss you off." He slid his arm around her thickening waistline and kissed her, placing his hand on her belly. "How's our baby doing today?"

      Anya laid her head on his shoulder. "We’re both fine. Just happy that Daddy is here with us now. I’m a bit scared, but I know that Ian and Eilish have what it takes to handle most things that could happen, it’s more Fina and Warrick I worry about. Ian left for a few hours; he’s the only one who can move about freely, but he’s here now. Come on, let’s go downstairs and see what my sister and her vamp are up to."

      As the two walked downstairs and into the kitchen, they stopped dead in their tracks and saw loads of money stacked on the kitchen table. "Whoa, bloodsucker, did you rob a bank?" Ian turned and looked at them with their mouths hanging open. "Not exactly, more like emptied my bank account." He looked down at the floor with a cock-eyed grin. He had never spoken to Eilish about his financial situation, but master vampires paid large sums of money for his services as a mercenary. "Well, this is what a hundred and seventy-five thousand looks like in cash." He nodded to another bag on the floor. "Haven’t emptied that out yet. But they didn’t have enough money in the bank to pay it out in cash, so they just gave me a cashier’s check for the balance." Ian waited for the questions to start flying. He knew that the Bohannons were old money, but they had no idea what he was worth.

      Eilish had watched him stack the money on the kitchen table, shocked at how much was there. She and Anya had discussed that the vampires could amass large sums of money due to their expanded lifetimes, but she had no idea what Ian was worth. "This is enough for us to live on for a long time if we're careful. The four of us, soon to be six of us. Our Bohannon bank account was a joint account for the three of us. I can’t access it without Fina knowing and creating a paper trail. This will more than cover groceries and house expenses. We can't let Carter keep working. We can't take the chance of him being seen coming and going, and Anya and I can't open the shop. Not until this thing with Fina is settled. Are you sure, Ian? So, if you don't mind me asking, how much do you have exactly? I'm only asking because I don't know how long it will take to end this conflict with Fina."

      Ian kissed her on the forehead. "First of all, there’s nothing to worry about regarding money." He turned to look at Carter. "And by the way, I’m paying your rent for as long as we need to stay holed up here. We may need your place if something happens here, or we need to hide you and Anya for some reason." Ian turned his attention back to Eilish. "As for you..." He slid his hand over the slight swell in her belly. "And our child, I think eight million should get you both pretty far in life."

      Eilish gasped, "Eight million? Dollars? Ian, I had no idea." She suddenly felt vulnerable, having that much money in the house. "We need to make sure it's safe. Eight million?"

      Anya snorted, "Good job, Eilish. If you're going to fall in love with a bloodsucker, at least you didn't fall for one down on his luck!"

      Ian chuckled at Anya's response. "My friend, Ryker, hooked me up with some clothes and Midnight until I can buy some. I’ll set up a new account for all of us."

      Eilish nodded. "The house is paid for, but it was left to the three of us, as was the shop and the car and an inheritance from our parents. We live modestly between what we make in the shop and the inheritance. People think we have a lot of money because we live on the Battery, but we don't. It's safe to set up a new account at the bank. Fina can’t access it."

      Carter was picking up the hundred-dollar bills, banded in stacks of a hundred bills each. "I never saw this much money in one place before. How do you make this kind of money?"

      Ian shrugged. The money meant nothing to him other than it gave him some freedom. "I’ve been a vampire a while. I make a good living, and I spend very little. As a mercenary, I work for other vampires who control their own territories. Sometimes there are power disputes, and they battle, so they hire warriors like me. I don’t come cheap, because I do have good skills. They pay big bucks for mercenaries."

      Carter leaned against the table. "Like a mercenary soldier? Man, how does all this stuff go on, and humans don't have a clue? I mean... witches and vampires. What the fuck else is out there?"

      Anya laughed, "Don't forget the ghosts. Emric would be insulted."

      Carter shook his head. "Shit. I forgot about the ghosts. How fucked up is that, that this is all starting to feel normal?"

      Anya punched him in the arm. "Are you saying I'm not normal?"

      Carter rubbed his bicep. Anya could throw a punch. "Let's be honest here, babe. None of this is normal. I'm in a kitchen with two pregnant witches and a vampire that just dropped a ton of money on the table and said he's an assassin for hire." He looked back at Ian. "So exactly what is it you do? I mean, I get the mercenary part... but you said battles."

      "We fight rogue vampires, which are vamps who don’t align with a coven and refuse to follow the rules that keep us low-key among mortals. We have strict rules in our culture; you can’t just go blowing into a master’s territory and hang out, you need to get permission, and you better have a damn good reason for being there. In the case of territory wars, that’s a dispute for power between two masters. We train in camps, like soldiers, only we train from childhood. We get experience on the streets. Typically, every vampire has a weapon of choice. Let me show you."

      Ian walked to the corner to the other bag of money and the clothes Ryker had given him. He had the crossbow leaning against the wall. He picked it up and carried it over to Carter. "We use things like this, high-powered precision crossbows, swords, knives, shurikens, things like that." He tossed the weapon to Carter.

      Carter caught the awkward weapon as he turned it over in his hands. "Okay, just a thought here, but have you guys ever heard about guns? What the fuck, man, a crossbow? Who goes to war with a crossbow? I know a few deer hunters who like to use a bow every once in a while instead of a rifle. Don't seem very efficient."

      Ian grinned. "It is all about honor. There is no honor in a bullet. Anyone can pull a trigger. Vampires prefer to face off old-school with swords or other weapons, hand to hand, face to face. Remember, we’re an old species; we have lived for centuries. I was trained on many things but preferred the crossbow to swords. I can be a distance and still hit the mark. It’s just a matter of choice. I can work above the fray, take in the entire battle, figure out where best to strike."

      Carter marveled at the craftsmanship of the crossbow. The wood was smooth as glass as he ran his hand over it. "I've seen some new ones, made of lightweight metal, with a night scope and laser pointer. This is old-school. For the record, if you need to pull this thing out, give me a heads up, will you? No offense, but I don't want to be around for any war between vampires. My life is weird enough as it is."

      Anya frowned at him. "Weird?"

      Carter sighed, "Girl, you got to give me a break. This is all fucking weird. Don't mean I don't love you."

      Anya crossed her arms over her chest. "Well, did it ever occur to you that I might think you are weird? You better get used to things around here and learn while you’re at it. We have a baby coming in a few months, cowboy! If you think things are weird now, wait until your butt is changing diapers and you are being puked on!"

      Carter handed the crossbow back to Ian. "No, see, that's normal. Unless junior there comes out casting spells, I can handle diapers and puke."

      Eilish chuckled at their conversation. Anya and Carter were perfect for each other. She interjected. "That's good because there will be another one four months later. And they don't come out casting spells. At least, not usually." She looked at Ian. "I don't know what happens when a witch and a vampire mate. We're entering new territory here."

      Ian cleared his throat. "Things have been a bit crazy since we found out you were pregnant, but vampire pregnancies are only six months from conception to birth. You’ll be right behind your sister giving birth."

      Eilish looked startled. "What? Six months? Since I'm not a vampire, do you think that will apply to me?"

      Ian walked toward her, picked her up off her feet, and held her nose-to-nose with him. "Oh, it will apply to you!" He kissed her passionately on the mouth and felt her arms tighten around his neck. He loved this beautiful witch. And honestly, he didn’t give a damn if she gave birth to a gargoyle; he would love them both till his last breath.

      Carter cleared his throat. "Uh, I hate to break up the lovefest, but I'm starving. It's been a long time since lunch, and I worked today." He looked in Anya's direction. "Don't suppose you could use some of that magic you got in the kitchen?"

      Anya just stared at him. "Well, I got plenty of magic, but you will be eating cat food if you don’t kiss me like that!" Everyone broke into a hard laugh, and they all needed it. Ian watched as Carter kissed her like she was the first woman he had encountered in about a hundred years.

      Ian smiled at Eilish. "I say we all take this one day at a time. And whatever it holds, we will get through this together. All six of us." He carried her into the sitting room, her arms still around his neck, their lips attached. Ian didn’t care about the hell that awaited them; he would focus on the present.
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      The coven knew Fina had been living with Warrick for some time; they had made no secret of it, but she missed her home. She did wonder what her sisters were up to. There was a lot of gossip amongst the coven, and they were restless. She found Warrick seemingly oblivious to the gossip or much of anything else. He sat inside his office, casually reading as if there weren’t a problem in the world. She huffed and grabbed a broom to step outside, sweep the walkway, and get some fresh air. She no longer had Eilish nor Anya to help with chores, and getting Warrick moving required constant nagging. She walked outside into the crisp December air and began to sweep when she saw Lizbet approaching. Fina smiled and waved. She had hoped to avoid an encounter, but Lizbet had already seen her. "Beautiful morning for a stroll, Lizbet."

      Lizbet had intentionally taken the path past Warrick's house today. Several coven members had spotted Fina at Warrick’s, and there was talk she had moved in. That old Victorian house on the Battery had been vacant for days, and now suddenly, the lights were on again at night. However, no one minded the shop as the door remained locked with the "closed" sign clearly displayed. The coven suspected there had been a falling out between the sisters. She hoped to find a clue. "Fina! How good to see you. I was running some errands and decided to take a long way home, enjoy the brisk air and get a break from Asher and the kids. I didn't expect to see you here." Lizbet paused and leaned over the fence. "So... you're living here now? You and Warrick decided to finally settle in and live as a bonded couple? Things have been quiet on East Bay, and no one is at the shop. We were starting to worry. There aren't any problems, are there?"

      Fina smiled; Lizbet was easy to manipulate. "Oh, you know how it is with Warrick. We’re considering living together, giving it a little test run." Fina laughed and flung her hand in the air for a bit of drama. "Yes, everything is fine, Lizbet. Once Zavian went back home to Boston, I felt bad for Warrick, so I decided to spend some time here with him. We have taken a short little break from opening the shop. Tourist season is well over, and we have a few days until Yule. Have you spoken to Eilish and Anya?"

      Lizbet observed her closely. "No, I haven't seen them. I've heard there’s activity at the house again, though. Someone saw some lights on and thought maybe everyone was back home again. So, everything is okay, then. With the three sisters, I mean. You know the coven's been talking. Not me, of course. I don't participate in the gossip, but the others do. I will let everyone know Zavian is okay and has just returned to Boston. I guess that means there won't be a handfasting with Eilish?" Lizbet was wondering if this was the cause of Zavian’s sudden departure. The coven had begun to speculate about why the couple hadn't bonded. Perhaps there had been a fight about Zavian.

      Fina perked up. So, there was activity at the house on the Battery; this could only mean one thing, her sisters were back at the house. "Everything is fine, Lizbet. The girls were distraught over Zavian leaving. I’m sorry that Eilish and Zavian weren’t meant to be, but don’t worry about anything. We’re all disappointed in this outcome and adjusting to not having him with us. The store will be open again soon, and things will be back to normal." Fina nonchalantly swept a few strokes with her broom. "I must get back inside; Warrick will miss me; he’s such a darling but completely helpless. But then, I don’t need to tell you, living with Asher."

      Lizbet said her goodbyes and moved on as Fina spoke to herself. "That should set their gossiping tongues to rest for a while." She went back inside and directly to Warrick. "I just saw Lizbet passing by. She tells me there is activity at the house. It seems my sisters have returned, and I think perhaps I should go visit."

      Warrick looked up from his book and his brandy. He had enjoyed Fina's cooking and her company in his bed, but he much preferred his life of solitude. "Are you sure? We never learned the whereabouts of Ian Cross. That collapsed house on Beaufain has to be the house Zavian followed Eilish to. I think it would be foolish of us not to assume they are together. It's not out of the question, my goddess, that you have a vampire living in East Bay. I suggest you proceed with caution. I'd say I would go with you, but I think that would only provoke them and put them on the defensive. It’s better to keep it casual, low-key as if you suspect nothing."

      Fina kissed him softly on the lips. "I have no intention of stirring the pot, so to speak, but only to see if I can make some peace. Yule is almost here, and I wish to at least have them attend. Their absence would create too much of a stir. I think I’ll grab my sweater and walk over. I won’t be gone long."

      As Warrick nodded, she quickly grabbed her sweater and made the walk to East Bay. She slowed her pace as she approached the yellow house. She missed that old house, truth be told. But she would hold onto this coven and her role as High Priestess at any price. She stood outside the front of the house, it was daylight, and she couldn’t see anyone moving inside, but she could feel their energy. She felt the electric snap of the barrier spell as she reached for the gate and stepped back. Her fury was quick to rise. So, they decided to keep her out! Well, she was here and would talk to them one way or another. She called out loudly for Eilish.

      Eilish and Anya were in the kitchen, with the men seated around the table. They had been settling into their new routine, and Carter was adjusting to the fact that he wouldn't be returning to his job. He had sent his boss a text, saying there was a family emergency, and he wouldn't be returning. He hoped that would keep him in good stead whenever he had to return to work. He had no idea how long this lockdown would last.

      Eilish was putting the clean dishes back in the cabinet when they heard Fina call her name. They froze in their steps. Eilish set the plate back on the counter and faced Anya. "She can't get in. But she will draw attention. I think I need to go out, but you stay here." She nodded at Anya's growing tummy, visible now as she wore one of Carter's t-shirts. "You can’t disguise that any longer, and we have enough problems to juggle. She's calling me; let me go out alone." She looked at Ian. "You and Carter stay out of sight. I know we said we have to assume she and Warrick know everything, but let's not give them any more information than necessary."

      Fina watched as Eilish opened the door slightly, only enough for her to slip out onto the wide veranda. She walked toward the gate, and Fina stepped up closer. "Sister, let me come in and speak with you. This barrier spell is not necessary."

      Eilish crossed her arms across her chest. "I can hear you just fine from here, Fina. No need for you to come in. Anya and I have moved back home, and you're not welcome here. We're fine. We're both fine. What is it you have to say?"

      Fina lowered her gaze to meet Eilish's gray eyes. There was determination in them, and Fina would get her point across. "I come here to make a request. Yule ceremony is approaching, and I wish to lead this ceremony, but I also want you and Anya to be there. We need a drama-free Yule. The coven is talking, and after the disaster of Samhain, it would be well to have us all attend a normal ceremony. If you're absent, it will raise even more questions among the already inquiring coven. I won’t have this, Eilish. I refuse to let this coven be at loose ends and gossip about us. You both must attend, and I will lead the ritual."

      Eilish wondered what the book would have to say about this. So far, it has been quiet since they had all moved back home. Yule was only ten days away, but Fina was right, the coven was in an uproar, and she had no doubt everyone was gossiping about this split between the sisters. She didn't have a plan yet. She knew the book expected her to remove Fina from power, but exactly how she would make that happen was still to be determined. She hoped she had time to figure it out. She nodded at Fina. "For once, we agree. I think it best to appease the coven and not create more turmoil. You and Warrick lead Yule, but Anya and I won't travel with you. We'll arrive on our own, with the rest of the coven. If I engage in the ceremony, I can't promise my powers won't overpower me. I think Anya should be side-lined as well. You and Warrick can manage it."

      Fina could not believe her ears, Eilish agreed with her for once, but she was still suspicious. Fina nodded her head to her sister. "I’m pleased that you have accepted this, Eilish. Warrick and I will gladly perform the ceremony. I’ll see both of you at Yule." Fina turned and swiftly walked away, happy to have her way again.

      Eilish watched her leave and then returned to the house. Ian had stood at the window in the parlor, observing between a crack in the heavy drapes. She was sure he had heard the entire conversation. "It's okay. She wants to avoid any conflict, at least for now." They walked back into the kitchen, where Anya sat clutching Carter's hand. Eilish slid into a kitchen chair. "She and Warrick want to conduct Yule. Maybe it will calm the coven. I told her we'd be there, but I think you should stay home. I'll go alone. Ian can watch me from afar just in case, but there's no way you're hiding that belly in those gossamer gowns. I'll figure out an excuse for why you aren't there."

      Anya stared at her for a moment. "That’s all she wanted? She must have no clue that Ian and Carter are here! That’s a good thing. But why would you agree to this, Eilish? Are you just placating her?"

      Eilish shrugged. "She might suspect Ian. I’m not sure. I can't believe they haven't figured that out with all the news coverage, but there's no reason for them to know about Carter or your pregnancy, and I'd like to keep it that way. I need to start reading the book again, but it seems content to be back home so far. I don't have the slightest clue as to how I'm supposed to dethrone her, so I'm fine with leaving things as they are for now."

      Ian had stepped up behind her and massaged her shoulders. She leaned her head back against his solid frame. Eilish sighed. "Let's enjoy the peace while we can, okay? We all know it can't last. Besides, we both have these pregnancies to consider. If Ian is correct that my pregnancy is only six months, that will put both our due dates around May, near Beltane. That's a long time to keep a secret, and it won't be one we can easily hide."

      Anya nodded in agreement as she laid her hand on her growing tummy. Ian smiled at Anya; he could feel her angst and worry about what lay ahead. He reassured her. "That book holds the key. In the meantime, we step lightly, and everyone stays in this house but me. We have all we need to get us through. One for all and all for one, as the saying goes."

      Carter could read the concern on Anya's face. "We'll be fine, darlin'. We have to lay low." He squeezed her hand. "We can do this, Anya." She nodded, giving him a weak smile. Carter had never seen a coven war. For that matter, neither had Anya, but the books were filled with details she didn't want to imagine. "Yeah, we'll be fine."
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      Fina and Warrick loaded the van for the Yule ritual. The gathering for Yule was more inclusive and more celebratory than many of their rituals. Still, she went over and over the details in her head, double-checking to ensure she had everything she needed. They had loaded all the small gifts for the coven members and the baked goods Fina had made for the feast. It was a joyous ceremony. She and Warrick had held the coven together, weaving lies around Zavian’s departure and ensuring the coven that Fina’s move from the house on the Battery was a decision they had made together. There was some gossip, and that was to be expected, but the coven was in good cheer for the most part.

      As they drove to St. John's Island, Fina looked at Warrick. "Do we have everything? We won’t have time to return if I have forgotten anything."

      Warrick sighed, "My goddess, you have asked me that fifty times, if not more already. You need to settle down and focus."

      Fina looked ahead through the windshield. "They better show up—both of them. And Eilish needs to stay on the sidelines. I hope she doesn’t decide to take over this ceremony."

      Warrick reached over and took her hand. "Settle down. You can control this; take control and lead the ceremony, and Eilish will remain sidelined. I only wish Zavian were here. He could have stood next to her and perhaps controlled her a bit."

      Fina threw back her head in laughter. "Zavian couldn’t control a snail, let alone Eilish! Can you drive faster, Warrick?" Warrick ignored her as they finally got to St. John’s Island and the Angel Oak. He helped her get everything unloaded and set up as the coven members began to arrive, yet Eilish and Anya were nowhere to be seen.  Just as Fina was about to explode, she saw the black Caddy pull in. Fina huffed. "Better late than never."

      Eilish had driven the black Cadillac alone. There was no way that Anya could appear without the coven discovering her pregnancy. She was a good four months in. Their sheer gossamer gowns would reveal everything. Ian had agreed to teleport ahead and remain some distance from the festivities. Eilish didn't anticipate any problems, and the book had been silent. She took time to read each night, but there had been no instructions as they approached Yule. She hoped maybe the book was just content to be back in the old yellow house. As she parked the car, she saw Fina and Warrick had already set up the altar, and the men from the coven were stacking the wood. The Winter Solstice was always celebrated with fire, gifts, and feasting. Christians would be shocked to discover how many of their rituals for Christmas had been rooted in the pagan Wiccan celebrations.

      Anya and Eilish had made tiny dolls crafted from recycled fabric pieces, and filled with dried herbs to give as gifts, and Anya had baked pumpkin muffins that would be shared with all. Eilish parked the car and took a big breath; her energy felt calm, which was a good sign. She gathered up the baskets of treats and gifts and exited the car. She stepped into the circle, setting her baskets at her feet as she stood next to Wynter, and smiled.

      Wynter looked over at her. "Aren't you helping?"

      Eilish shook her head. "Not tonight. It's a simple ritual, more celebration than ceremony. Fina can do it." Eilish saw Fina and Warrick cleanse the space, and light the fire, welcoming all. She saw Fina look in her direction, then cast her eyes about the circle, looking for Anya.

      Wynter saw the confusion on Fina's face and spoke softly to Eilish. "Where's Anya?"

      Eilish whispered. "She wasn't feeling well, but she helped me make the gifts and made her pumpkin muffins. She said to send everyone her best wishes for a happy Yule."

      The ceremony was conducted without incident, and at the close, Fina and Warrick invited the coven to come close to enjoy the warmth of the Yule fire. The coven gathered around and shared their gifts, exchanging sweets, some nibbling right away, others tucking the treats and handmade gifts in their baskets to take home. In days of old, a coven would celebrate Yule from sunset to sunrise, on this the longest night, but there were children at home, waiting for dinner, bath-time, and bedtime stories in these modern times. As the ceremony ended, Eilish hugged many in the coven as they began to depart, ignoring their stares as she had remained on the sidelines throughout. Once everyone was gone, Eilish stood facing Fina and Warrick as Fina removed the evergreen wreath from her head. Eilish said, "You happy now? I did what you asked. Anya wasn't feeling well. She sends her regards."

      Fina was suspicious. Anya was a healer; she should be fine. "Yes, I’m thrilled, and I hope to see the same appearance and actions from you both at Imbolc. What’s wrong with Anya? I’ve never known her to miss a ceremony, especially Yule." Warrick stood beside Fina and stared at Eilish. "It seems quite strange to me as well. Several coven members questioned it."

      Eilish shrugged. "It's nothing. Just a headache. She was fixing some Egyptian chamomile tea when I was leaving. She said she would have some tea and a long bath and then go to bed. You won't be troubled by us. Leave us alone, and we'll do the same. I assume you and Warrick will take care of the shop?"

      Ian sat in the tree and watched closely; he was nervous the entire time of the ceremony hoping Eilish could keep her powers under control. But now, the coven had dispersed, and she was alone talking to her sister and the warlock. "Come on, babe, get out of there." Ian remained ever vigilant if something should erupt.

      Fina looked at Warrick, "We’ll open again after Yule. We’ve told gossiping coven members that we’re taking a short break." Warrick took a step forward, and Fina reached out and took his hand, pulling him beside her. "Come, Warrick, let Eilish get back to Anya. They can take care of each other." Warrick nodded. "Of course, goddess."

      Eilish turned and started back to the car as she watched Warrick and Fina gather the items from the altar. She placed the baskets inside the car and quickly dressed, shivering in the cool night air. She looked around but saw no sign of Ian. She smiled to herself, knowing he was there. "I can't see you, but I can feel you. See you at home." She got behind the wheel of the vintage car and started the engine, repeating to herself. "Home." The four of them had been living together for a few weeks now, establishing their routines. The men pitched in, Anya did the cooking, and Eilish assumed more responsibility for keeping the house clean. It had been great, and Eilish thought this might be what normal felt like. But she could also sense a restlessness in Ian. She knew this wasn't the kind of life he was made for, being locked away. He never complained, and he'd been extremely attentive since discovering she was pregnant, but this wasn't in his nature. She was beginning to understand Rhiannon's words at their handfasting, that she was his to protect but not to keep. She shook the thought from her head. "Please don't leave me."
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      Esca had been privy to all the gossip around the sisters. First, the comments around Zavian’s departure, followed by Fina moving in with Warrick and the younger sisters absent from the house on the Battery for a while. The word spread quickly when Eilish and Anya appeared to be back home. Still, suspicion grew again as Eilish attended Yule and Imbolc alone and failed to participate in either ritual. At Imbolc, she wore a yellow hooded robe instead of her usual gossamer. She said it was to welcome the end of winter and a return to longer days of sunlight, but it was a break from their tradition, and spring was still a few months away.

      She had errands to run and decided to check out things for herself. She bundled up the baby that she and Beckett had conceived at last year’s Ostara ritual. It had been almost a year ago this coming March, and she’d use the pretense of showing off the baby should she encounter the sisters. As she approached the house, she shifted the baby to her other shoulder as all appeared quiet. The heavy drapes were drawn on all the downstairs windows. As she reached for the ornate wrought-iron gate, she felt the power of the barrier shield and received a nasty shock before she could retract her hand fast enough. The shock knocked her backward a few steps, and the baby started to cry. "Shh, little one. It’s okay." She strolled past the house and noticed the white pickup truck parked in front of the carriage house. "That’s strange." She stood quietly observing the house as her gaze was drawn to movement in a second-floor window, and she saw Anya. She was about to wave at her when she saw a human male step into view, kissing her. "What’s going on? They are barricaded in with a human?"

      Esca made her way home to Beckett as quickly as possible. She felt confused by what she’d witnessed and tried to work through what it could mean. She’d seen Anya and the human male kissing. Then there was that barrier spell! That was no ordinary spell. As she rushed home she quickly went inside. She could hear Beckett in the small office where he usually paid bills. She laid the baby down in its crib and hurried to the office.  "Well, did I ever have a strange experience! You won’t believe what I saw at the Bohannon sisters’ house!"

      Beckett looked up with an expression of concern. "Well, at least the sisters are back in the house. It was vacant for a time, and no one had seen hide-nor-hair of them. What did you see? I’ve had my suspicions since Samhain that things weren't right with the sisters. Fina puts a happy spin on it, but something is going on."

      Esca nodded. "Oh, something is going on, all right. Fina and Warrick have been running the shop, I never see the younger sisters in there anymore, and Anya has been absent from the last two rituals. Since I had the baby with me, my excuse was to go to the house and show her off. They have a barrier spell on the house! It gave me a shock that even the baby felt! I walked past the house, and a white pickup truck was parked in the back at the carriage house. I stood to the side watching and saw Anya through an upstairs window. I almost waved to her to get her attention when a human male stepped up and kissed her."

      Beckett sat up straight in his chair. "A human? Maybe he was just a repairman of some sort."

      Esca sighed. "Beckett, that was no repairman. Did you hear what I said? He kissed her! Not some little peck on the cheek, but a kiss. A lover’s kiss. When was the last time you got a kiss from a repairman?  And that barrier spell, Beckett! What are they hiding in there?"

      Beckett stood and paced. "Any sign of Eilish?"

      "I only saw Anya and the human. This whole affair with the sisters is making me very uneasy. The whole coven is feeling the same. What is going on, Beckett? What should we do?"

      Beckett scratched his head. "I only know the story Fina wants us all to believe, that Eilish is just coming into her powers, and Fina is training her to take over at some point. You saw how she stood apart and didn’t participate at Yule and Imbolc. That doesn’t explain Anya’s absence, though." He stopped and stared out the window to think about what Esca had seen. "But the thing is, the witch that succeeds the previous High Priestess has always been born to the current High Priestess. Fina and Warrick have never produced a child. I suppose it’s possible that a High Priestess could be barren, and the sibling with the most power would be next in line. But why wouldn't Fina conduct the fertility spell for herself? We have living proof of her ability to bring the barren womb to a fertile ground for receiving the seed lying right there in the crib. Fina has held this coven together since the Adlegriefs murdered her parents. She raised both those girls on her own and ran the house and the shop until they were old enough to pitch in. The whole coven feels this tension between the sisters. Neither Eilish nor Anya has shown any jealousy toward Fina or shown the desire to assume her role. But Samhain... we can't deny what our eyes have seen. Fina brushes it off, saying Eilish's powers are raw and unfocused, but something isn’t right. I wonder if I could speak to Warrick one on one? He’s always been loyal to her, even if their relationship has been unconventional, to say the least. Until their current living arrangements, the coven had always gossiped that they never lived together after their handfasting. I’ve never seen Warrick stray or speak ill of her, but you must admit it’s a strange arrangement. Perhaps if I approached him, man to man, he would speak more openly. This discord among the sisters is causing a rift in the coven and must be stopped."

      Esca listened to every word and agreed with him. "I think you should speak with Warrick, but don’t call and forewarn him. Just go over there and soon." She went to him and kissed him softly. "Be careful. I have become quite cautious around Warrick and the sisters lately. As you said, some strange things are going on with all of them lately."

      Beckett nodded and looked at his watch. "Things have been shifting quickly. Just because we know the younger sisters are living inside the house again, we can't assume they’ll stay. Something has them spooked if they have a barrier spell around the house, yet they have admitted a human. Who are they trying to keep out? Let me go to Warrick's. Who knows what we’ll be facing tomorrow? Better to make a move when we have some verifiable information. Will you be all right here with the baby for a while? I shouldn't be gone too long."

      Esca hugged him. "Of course, we’ll be fine until you return. Go now, find out if Warrick will give up anything once you tell him what we know. Go!" Esca gave him a light and playful shove toward the door and followed him as he left. She checked on the baby, who was sleeping soundly and sat back to wait and wonder what excuses Warrick would come up with this time.

      Beckett walked the short distance to Queen Street and Warrick’s house. It was a beautiful old home but nothing as grand as the yellow Victorian that stood on the Battery. He entered the gate leading to the wide side veranda and knocked on Warrick's door. He could hear the sound of footsteps inside and was pleased to know someone was home. Maybe he could get some answers.

      Warrick heard the knock and frowned; he was not expecting anyone. As he opened the door, he found Beckett on the other side. "Good evening, Beckett. Please come in. I wasn’t expecting you. You should have called. Is this a social call or coven business?"

      Beckett stepped inside the grand house. The de Burke family was old money, and old money carried a power of its own in Charleston’s high society. The Charleston bluebloods always chaffed when one of the old houses went on the market, and some nouveau-rich Northern carpetbagger moved in. Beckett admired the woodwork of the interior. "Well, I'm here on my own accord, so it’s a social call. The decision to come was personal, so I'm not here representing the coven."

      Warrick led Beckett into the living room and motioned to the chair. "You’re always welcome here, Beckett. What can I get you to drink? I think perhaps a bourbon for both of us?"

      Beckett nodded as he took a seat. "Thank you. Over ice, please. I know it's not traditional, and a Southern gentleman says it blunts the flavor, but it suits my pallet." Beckett looked about the masculine room and noticed the video game set up in front of the TV. He called out to Warrick. "Have you heard from Zavian?"

      Warrick prepared the two bourbons with his back to Beckett. "Zavian is doing fine. He says Boston suits him. It wasn’t going to work out between him and Eilish. And I must admit, even I finally decided it wasn’t a good match. Of course, we were all disappointed, but we can’t always have what we want."

      Fina was in the kitchen preparing herself an iced tea when she heard two male voices. Unexpected company had arrived, and she was curious. She didn’t want to leave Warrick alone with anyone, and she had no idea what he’d tell the coven if anyone inquired about them. She took her iced tea, walked toward the living room, and listened to the conversation about Zavian. Warrick handed Beckett the bourbon and sat in an overstuffed leather chair just as Fina floated in. She greeted him with forced politeness. "Well, Beckett, how wonderful to see you! How are Esca and the baby? We haven’t seen the baby for a while."

      Beckett had just taken a sip of his bourbon. "Oh, Fina, I didn't expect to see you here. I thought you’d still be at the shop. Esca tried to stop by the old house today so she could show off baby Caden. He’s growing round and chubby, a healthy child. We couldn’t be more grateful for your gift. Aside from a few sleepless nights, we are typical new parents, amazed by every new gesture and coo."

      Fina gave a fake smile. "That’s wonderful news. I’m sorry I wasn’t there, but I spend most of my time with Warrick now." She looked at Warrick and gave him a look of warning. Warrick spoke up immediately. "I’m glad Caden is doing well; we always like seeing our coven grow strong and healthy."

      Beckett swirled the ice in his glass. "Esca was quite concerned; we've all been concerned lately. The house was empty for a while, and then the shop closed. Yule was a festive event, and we were thrilled to see Eilish again. Esca was going to bring the baby to the house, but then the oddest thing... I'm sure there’s an explanation. As she approached the house and went to open the gate, she got quite a shock. Eilish had placed a barrier spell around the house. That's quite an extreme measure, don't you think? I mean, with the tourists and all. People will get a nasty shock. Esca said it almost knocked her off her feet, and the baby started to cry. What on earth would make Eilish cast such a spell around the house? Esca said she saw a human male through the window."

      Fina took a sip of her tea and set the glass on the side table. "Oh, Beckett, so many things have happened. First, Zavian was leaving. Of course, we were all very upset about this." She sighed heavily for effect. "I had my heart set on Eilish and Zavian bonding. Our whole house was just overwrought with his leaving." She looked at Warrick and gave him her sweetest smile. "And then Warrick asked me to move in with him; of course, I was overjoyed. But my sisters weren’t so happy about it. I have spoiled them so much. I’m always the one who takes care of everything. I thought maybe it would help them be more independent if I weren’t around all the time."

      She turned to Beckett with a hurtful look on her face. "My sisters and I argued. They weren’t happy with my decision, but I wanted to be with Warrick. Surely you would never deny me that privilege? After all the things I’ve given up for my sisters, I mean raising them and guiding them with their powers. They’re upset with me. We’re giving all of us some time to cool down. Perhaps I will return home when things calm down. I’m sure Eilish put that spell around the house out of anger for me. She is high-strung sometimes. Emotions can get the best of us."

      Beckett watched her carefully crafted performance. "Well, I must say the entire coven noticed there wasn't a spark between Zavian and Eilish. No one was surprised when he returned to Boston. But if Eilish wasn't in love with him, I don't understand the rift between the sisters. Why did everyone leave the house for more than a week and keep the shop closed? That seems like an extreme reaction to the circumstances. And who is the human? Eilish puts up a barrier spell, yet she lets a human enter? That seems quite strange."

      Fina began to laugh as she stood up. "Beckett, my sisters are angry at me because I left the house to be with Warrick." She strolled to Warrick and stood behind him as he sat in the chair. She ran her fingers through his long hair. "Are we not allowed to take a break? The tourist season had died down through the winter, but the shop is open again now. High emotions can cause slip-ups in front of humans, something we wouldn’t want them to see. Warrick and I discussed it and decided it best if we keep the shop closed for a short time and let everyone gather themselves emotionally. As for the human..." Fina let the sentence trail off as she paused to think up an excuse. "Beckett, where has your common sense gone? We have humans in our shop all the time.  Eilish and Anya are experienced in dealing with humans."

      She walked back to her chair and casually sat down, picking up her iced tea. "The upstairs bathroom must be giving them trouble again. We have always had problems getting anyone to come to the house to fix things. You know how all the locals gossip that we are witches? It has become impossible to get service people to come to our home!" She leaned over and winked at Beckett. "But I have found one who isn’t afraid to come in. I’m sure that’s what Esca saw. We’ll be eating soon, Beckett. Would you like to stay? We would love to have you unless you’re in a hurry to get back to Esca and Caden?"

      Beckett felt the tension between Fina and Warrick as they juggled to maintain this charade. He wasn't buying it, but he decided not to mention the kiss. "No, thank you. I know you’re an outstanding cook, but Esca will have started to prepare something, and I always like to be there when we put the baby down for the night." He finished the rest of the bourbon in his glass and set it on the table as he stood. "Thank you for your hospitality, Warrick. We’re all happy to see the shop open again, and I hope this quarrel between the sisters can be mended quickly. You managed the Yule and Imbolc rituals without incident, but then, Eilish remained on the sidelines. It will be Ostara soon. Perhaps you and Warrick will conduct a fertility ceremony of your own? You would be the first High Priestess not to give birth to our successor, would you not?"

      Warrick stood, as did Fina. Fina spoke quickly. "Well, we’ve talked about the fertility ceremony Beckett; please don’t say anything to the coven; we’d rather keep that private until we’ve decided." She laid her hand on his arm. "Please give Esca and Caden our deepest love and tell her not to worry. Tell her to bring Caden to the shop. My sisters will come around, and all will be well."

      Warrick led Beckett to the door. "We know you’re concerned, Beckett, as is the coven. That would be a normal reaction to the changes we’re experiencing. But Fina and I have this in hand, I assure you." As Beckett nodded, Warrick wasn’t so sure he’d bought Fina’s performance. As he walked back into the living room, she glared at him. "We need a plan. I don’t think you will get any sleep tonight." Fina strolled back into the kitchen as Warrick followed, shaking his head.
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      Fina had a fitful night of sleep, her brain had been in overdrive, and she needed a plan. Warrick had been useless when it came to coming up with ideas. She finished dressing, grabbed a cup of coffee, and decided to walk to the shop. Warrick said he would join her later; he had things to attend to. Luna followed Fina as she walked. As she got to the shop, she opened up and organized things for the day. It was a quiet morning, and Fina sat at the counter, still pondering her thoughts. She needed answers about the goings-on at the Bohannon house and what her sisters were up to.

      Esca had seen a human inside that house, and Fina had no idea who it could be. Eilish had been to the last two rituals, but Anya had not, and Fina was sure that the vampire was involved in this somehow, leading Eilish down a merry path to who knew where. She needed to find out for sure. Luna jumped on the counter and nudged Fina's hand to be petted. Fina smiled as she realized the solution was right in front of her. "Well, my sweet pet, you’re my answer to it all, are you not!" Fina went to the storeroom, gathered up her wand, a mortar, and a pestle, and rummaged through the small fridge where they kept bottled water and packed lunches. She found the leftover fried chicken from yesterday’s lunch and peeled away some chicken fat, dropping it into the mortar. She returned to the front of the shop and gathered up a small bag of catnip. Fresh catnip leaves were better, but dried catnip would do. This was going to need some extra special magic.

      She returned to the counter, where Luna paced as she picked up the scent of the catnip and the chicken. She used the pestle to grind the chicken fat into the dried catnip as Luna tried to push her head into the small ceramic bowl. Fina chanted as she ground away with the pestle. "Beast of beauty and of grace, Protectress of the feline race. My psychic connection with Luna shall last, until the Sun and Moon have passed. Round and round, I stir the feast, magic for this furry beast. Luna will then eat this food. Our bond is sealed well and good." She twirled her wand around Luna as the cat lapped at the contents inside the mortar, and tiny wisps of gray smoky swirled around the cat. Fina had transformed Luna into her familiar. A cat who looked like a cat and acted like a cat but could understand human language and communicate with Fina telepathically.

      "Now, my precious, you must listen carefully. You need to go back home to the girls. Don’t try to go through the gate or over the fence. Eilish has placed a barrier spell on it, and it will shock you. Stand outside, and screech loudly. They’ll hear you and let you in. Be loving and grateful to be home. I need you to be my eyes and ears. Find out what you can, especially who’s in the house. I need to know who is staying there and what’s going on, then return to me. Come back to Warrick's house. Understand?"

      Luna purred, and Fina heard her words inside her head, "I’m going home."

      Fina cuddled Luna softly and walked to the door, letting the cat out. "Now go, my precious, and come back with all I need." Luna strutted down the street, dodging the feet of people passing by, and headed in the direction of the yellow house. Her tail swished as she went; she was on a mission.

      Luna slowed her pace when she got close to the yellow house, the sun shining brightly. Luna sniffed the air, she could smell the breakfast cooking, and she purred softly. She strutted down the street, stood right in front of the gate, and began meowing in a loud, high-pitched call. She kept a keen eye on the windows and doors and knew she couldn’t get any closer until someone came and got her. She continued her loud and annoying caterwauling, which she knew annoyed humans, witches, and other living creatures.

      Anya was in the kitchen and had just removed the biscuits from the oven. The bacon was done, as was the egg casserole with hash browns, onions, and green peppers smothered in melting cheddar cheese. Carter had set the table, made the coffee, and waited patiently as his stomach growled. "Girl, you work magic in the kitchen." Anya winked at him. "This breakfast is ready! Why don’t you call Eilish and Ian? I think they’re still in bed."

      Carter went to the foot of the stairs and yelled, "Hey, you two, breakfast is ready!" He returned to the kitchen and slid into his chair.

      Ian had just stepped from the shower when he heard Carter call them to breakfast. He wrapped a towel around his waist, walked back into the bedroom, and gently shook Eilish’s shoulder when he heard a cat howling loudly. He nudged Eilish again as she buried her face in the pillow. "Wake up, babe. Time to eat."

      Ian walked to the window but didn’t see anything through the tree branches that reached the second floor. "I think someone is trying to kill a damn cat outside. Can you hear that damn screeching?" He dropped the towel and pulled on a pair of jeans.

      Eilish sat up in bed, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. "That's Luna! She's come home." She climbed out of bed and grabbed a robe, stepping into a pair of slippers as she hurried down the stairs. She opened the front door to see Luna pacing back and forth in front of the iron gate. The barrier spell was keeping her from being able to jump over the fence. "Poor baby." Eilish hurried towards the gate, clutching her robe against the chill, and removed the spell with a flick of her hand. She opened the gate and picked up the cat with silky black fur and green eyes. "Did you miss us? Come inside. I bet Anya has some bacon for you." The cat purred and nuzzled against Eilish's face. Eilish hurried back inside, forgetting to replace the barrier spell, as she called out to Anya. "Guess who's home?" She set the cat down on the floor and watched her scamper into the kitchen, lured by the smell of the frying bacon.

      Anya peeped around the corner just as Luna zipped past her, and she laughed. "Well, I guess she missed my cooking!" She bent down to rub the cat. "Luna, come here. I’ve missed you! Did you get tired of Fina?" Luna curled around her legs, purring loudly. "Come on then, let’s get you a treat. How about some bacon?" Anya went to the plate on the table piled high with bacon and grabbed a piece. She broke off a small piece and fed it to Luna. "Yummy good stuff, that is." Luna meowed loudly for more and jumped up into Carter's lap. She sniffed him all over and rubbed against his face... human.

      Carter chuckled at the antics of the cat as he scratched her head. "Don't eat all the bacon, you little scavenger."

      Eilish and Ian joined them in the kitchen and sat at the table. Ian poured a glass of Midnight to sip as Anya filled plates and placed them on the table for the others to eat. Anya went to the cabinet, found a can of cat food, and quickly filled a dish for Luna, placing it at her usual spot on the kitchen floor. Luna jumped down from Carter's lap and wrapped herself around Anya's legs, purring loudly. "Here you go, rat face."

      Eilish chuckled, "Stop calling her that. You'll give her a complex. Be nice. She came for a visit."

      Anya slid into her chair at the table and started eating. "I wouldn't want to confuse her by suddenly being nice."

      Eilish giggled as she ate the hearty breakfast.

      Ian shook his head. "I can't believe how much food you can eat."

      Eilish smiled back at him. "I know, right? I feel like a bottomless pit. Good thing you put all that money in the bank, Anya and I might eat through your fortune with the grocery bill alone since we're both eating for two."

      Ian leaned over and kissed her cheek as she ate. "Then eat all you need. Both of you. We need two healthy babies."

      Eilish looked over at Anya, "You know, I've been going to the rituals alone and making excuses for you. But I had to wear a yellow robe at Imbolc. I dared not wear the gossamer. At three months, I'm at the halfway mark in my pregnancy. There's no way I can keep hiding this pregnancy, even with a solid color robe. Ostara will be here soon, and people will figure it out even with a robe. I've been reading the damn book every night, hoping for answers, but I haven't read anything helpful, and the book has been silent since we moved back home."

      She cleaned her plate and leaned back in her chair, her hand on the swell of her tummy. "It better tell me something soon." Ian sipped his Midnight. "Just hope it doesn't bring this house down when it does. We can go back to Carter's if we need to, but things will get pretty tight with two new babies. I may need to look at some alternative housing options."

      Eilish looked around the kitchen. She loved this old house. "I hope not, Ian. This house has been in our family for a long time, my mother grew up here, and this is where Anya and I were born. It holds our history. I'd hate to lose it."

      Luna listened closely. She weaved her way around the pairs of legs as she walked under the table. She sniffed Ian and nudged around his feet... not human. Vampire, for sure. Luna remembered these two, the human would sneak in the back, and the vampire would suddenly appear in Eilish's bedroom. That was when the warlock and Fina went away for days. Both girls were pregnant now, and Luna knew the names and species of both males. Luna didn’t know what book held Eilish’s attention, but her mistress might know. Luna cleaned her dish and bolted for the front door, meowing loudly. She needed to get back to Fina.

      Carter looked up as the cat ran for the front door and laughed. "Ungrateful little shit. Just came home for a free meal."

      He followed the cat to the door, opening it when Eilish jumped up. "The barrier spell!" She rushed behind Carter in time to see Luna quickly scale the fence and stroll down the sidewalk, her tail swishing in the air. "Oh, I forgot to replace it." She quickly re-cast the barrier spell, returning the strong electric current around the house’s perimeter. "Well, so much for a visit from Luna."
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      Fina had only had the shop open a few hours, the flow of customers had been light, and all of them were coven members. She was tired of making excuses for Eilish and Anya and why they were not in the shop. She kept checking the time. She had bigger fish to fry, so to speak. She glanced at the clock again and wondered how long it would take Warrick to get there. He seemed to avoid the shop as much as possible, leaving twice as much work for Fina. She walked to the front door and peered out, looking to see if her Luna was anywhere in sight, when she saw Warrick pulling up in the van. She watched as he locked the van and came toward the door, his long, straight black hair glistening in the sun. As she opened the shop door to welcome him in, Luna flew past him and began to run in circles, meowing. "You are back much too soon, my pet. I hope you have gotten all the information we will need." She picked Luna up in her arms as Warrick looked at her in bewilderment. Fina quickly flipped the "closed" sign and locked the door. Turning around, she looked at Warrick. "What are you staring at, my love?"

      "I was only curious about your comment. You said she was back much too soon." He watched as she flipped over the closed sign. "Fina, it’s not even lunchtime yet. You’ve barely had the shop open. What's going on?" He slipped off his light winter jacket as he moved behind the counter and sat on the stool.

      "Well, what happened is something you could never think of. I have made Luna a familiar. She went to the house and hopefully got inside to spy on the goings-on over there. How else did you expect us to plan anything if we don’t know what’s happening inside that house? Just my usual brilliance, of course. But now, enough of this, can you go to the back and make me a hot tea? I need to find out what Luna has discovered on her little adventure, don’t I, pet?" She cuddled and cooed Luna in her arms.

      Warrick sighed as he shifted off the stool and headed for the storeroom. There had been advantages to living with Fina, but being treated like her personal butler wasn't one of them. "Of course, my goddess. Hot tea is coming right up. It should help warm you up on the chill day."

      Fina yelled back at him as he walked. "I did turn the heat on in here, but that’s another thing you need to fix. It doesn’t seem to be working!" She sat on the stool and placed Luna on the counter in front of her. "Now, my pet, you must tell me everything you know. I will convey whatever you tell me to Warrick, and then we shall make a marvelous plan to straighten this mess out. How hard can it be?" As Fina snuggled into Luna's face for a kiss, she sighed. "Well, I can smell the bacon. Obviously, they’re eating properly." She waited patiently for Warrick with her tea.

      Warrick stopped mid-pour as she issued more instructions on checking the heating system. He sighed heavily. "I'm afraid my magic doesn't extend to HVAC systems Fina. You'll need to call for service if the unit needs some work." He looked at the thermostat on his way back with her cup of tea. The temp was 68. He shrugged; she kept the air conditioning that low in the summer, but suddenly it was too cold for the early spring. He shook his head, returned to the front of the store, and placed the cup of tea on the counter. With a note of sarcasm in his voice, he asked, "Anything else... my goddess?"

      Fina shook her head at him. "It’s too early for your attitude, Warrick. Luna will talk to me and tell me exactly what she found. I’ll relay that information to you. I’m hoping we’ll learn something useful." Fina turned her attention to Luna. Picking up her cup of tea, she sipped carefully as she nodded to Luna. "Come now, pet, tell me." Luna meowed loudly and told Fina that a human male was in the house named Carter. He was with Anya. Fina waved her hand nonchalantly. "Luna said there is a human male in the house, he is with Anya, and his name is Carter. I’d expect nothing less from Anya. Humans are insignificant!"

      Warrick nodded. "That explains the man Esca saw then. He must be a permanent fixture. I suppose he's camped out there, unemployed and living off their money. Anya never had very good judgment when it came to men; there’s no reason things should change now. Although I'm not pleased to have such a low life living in your house, he will be easy enough to dispose of if it comes to that. What else?"

      Fina looked at Luna, "Continue." Luna relayed the news of the vampire. "Ahh, as I suspected. Luna says there is a male vampire in the house named Ian. That would be Ian Cross, the one we heard about on the news. We were right about that. Luna said Eilish mentioned he had a vast fortune. She also says she had seen both men inside the house when we left town that week. They are both out of control. I knew the vampire would be close by; he’s the cause of this mess!"

      Warrick frowned. "That presents a bigger problem. It's not a complete surprise. We knew Zavian had seen her enter his house on Beaufain, and the news accounts of his house collapsing revealed his name.  This just confirms our suspicions. We can overcome it. Although, I do wonder about that incident with his house. I can't imagine why he would do that to his lair and draw the attention of so many. That’s a problem. He’ll be more challenging than the human, but a vampire living in the Bohannon house is unacceptable, Fina. This I will think about. Anything else?"

      Fina looked at Luna, whose tail was swishing back and forth like a pendulum on a clock. "What else do you have for me, my pet?" There was silence as Luna told Fina the news that both girls were with child. Her anger spiked as the lights flickered, and the merchandise began to rattle and shake within the shop. Books flew off the shelves, and Fina turned to Warrick, her face contorted in anger. "They are both pregnant! Eilish is carrying a vampire’s child! I will not tolerate this behavior from my sisters. What could they possibly be thinking? I raised them myself; they know better than this abomination!"

      Warrick stood and paced behind the counter. He dismissively waved his hand. "I have no concern for Anya; her powers are weak. But you are overlooking the obvious here. Eilish is the entitled High Priestess, lest you forget. That means she will be the one to give birth to the next witch in succession to rule the Bohannon coven." He gave her a stern look. "A child who is half-witch, half vampire, ruling over a coven held for centuries by this family." He shook his head. Controlling Eilish had been hard enough, but he had no idea what powers this infant would be born with. "I regret saying this, but you know she can't be allowed to give birth to this child. I'm afraid your sister is destined to meet with an unfortunate accident. Something that will end her life before the coven becomes aware of her circumstances. She and the vampire must be dispatched." He ran his hand through his coal-black hair. "Is there anything else we need to know because we will need to move quickly?"

      Fina looked at Warrick. "I agree with every word you’ve said. I can’t imagine there could be much more. Now Luna, is there anything else you have found out for me?" Fina watched as Luna began to meow loudly and turned herself around in circles on the counter. Fina stood holding her cup of tea. "Come, Luna, pay attention! Is there anything else?"

      There was only one other thing Luna needed to relay. She stopped and stood staring at Fina and telepathically responded. "She has a book. She keeps reading the book."

      Fina screamed as she dropped the porcelain cup, as it shattered onto the floor, and tea splashed everywhere. Luna jumped from the counter and headed for the storeroom. Fina turned to Warrick, her eyes wide and her mouth hanging open, wringing her shaking hands. "She said Eilish has the book… it has to be mother’s grimoire."

      Warrick's face went pale. "That's not possible. I'm sure Luna was confused about what she heard. There are many books, my goddess. Many books. It doesn't mean she had the Bohannon Grimoire. How? How could she? How would she even know where to look? That would mean she found the portal, the mausoleum, and found... your mother." He shook his head. "Don't jump to conclusions. I don't understand how this could happen. That would give her..." Warrick paused as the realization sunk in. "That would give her control of everything. That would mean she knows everything."

      He stepped around the broken glass on the floor as Fina rocked slowly back and forth, her hands covering her face. "We must move quickly now, Fina. If she has it, why has she kept it secret? She could have confronted us at any time. She could have told the coven what she knew. This delay makes no sense. That is why we strike now. If she keeps it a secret, then she doesn't know that we know. That is our only advantage. Strike now."

      Fina clutched Warrick and shook him. "She is studying the book. She knows it all. You must kill the vampire first. He will try to protect her, keep her away from us. With the vampire gone, we can flush her out, and I will take care of the rest. Warrick, you must do this for us." Fina fell into his arms. Eilish knew everything now; this is why they had the barrier spell around the house, why they were in that house with the vampire and the human. That is why Eilish had such intense powers, and the vampire protected Eilish from them. "Take me home, Warrick; you must plan this kill carefully."

      Warrick knew that the vampire was providing a shield to Eilish, and he would need to be removed before they could get to her. "We have overcome other obstacles, my goddess. Your mother was a witch of great power, and your father enhanced her powers, and yet we were able to take them both down. Don't fret. I will deal with the vampire, Ian Cross. His physical strength is no match against our spells. Come. Let's get you home." Luna ran from the storeroom as he unlocked the door and scampered out the front door, heading back to Warrick's house as Warrick led Fina to his van.
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      Fina and Warrick made it back to the house. Fina knew she would need more details about the comings and goings at the Bohannon house. They could not eliminate the vampire without knowing more about their routine. "Warrick, you need to make this vampire your priority. I think you should spy on them, see when they come and go, and get some sense of their routine. We need to know when they leave and where they go and figure out when they are most vulnerable. It’s the only way to find the opportunity to kill him. Once that is done, it will open the way for Eilish. I think you need to get over there and keep watch and do it now."

      Warrick poured himself a bourbon. This was no small problem. They had suspected for months that the vampire was somehow involved, but learning that Eilish had the grimoire was a gut punch. He took a sip of bourbon as his hand shook slightly. At this point, the vampire was the least of their problems. Eilish had shown her powers at Samhain, and he had no doubt that was only a sample of what she was capable of. She was a witch who controlled all the elements; air, water, fire, and earth. There was no greater power in witchcraft, and it was rare for a witch to possess the ability to control all the elements. Still, the vampire was a shield and one that would need to be removed before they could even touch Eilish. Fina had quickly decided on a plan, stalk the house, spy on them, and discover a weakness in their routine. That was all well and good, but it was his ass, not hers, that would be facing off against the vampire. After that, the two of them would have to figure out how to go after Eilish. He gulped down the bourbon and poured another glass. "I suggest you start thinking up what you will tell the coven when we dispatch your sisters. Anya is no threat when it comes to her powers, she can never be High Priestess, but she will squeal like a pig once Eilish is gone. You do understand we will need to kill all four of them. I have no concern for the vampire or the human, but exactly what do you think you will say to the coven when Eilish and Anya disappear? I don't think a wave of the hand and a casual comment about the two of them going off to live in Boston will carry much weight. I suggest you start thinking about that."

      Fina stared hard at Warrick. They had enough immediate problems; she didn’t need to be reminded of her precarious position as High Priestess. "I’m well aware of what needs to be done. But may I remind you, none of this can happen until you begin to do what I ask of you. This is not some damn video game that Zavian would play endlessly; this is us. Both of us. So, you need to get to the Battery and see what you can see, or do you think you’re just going to walk over there and kill a vampire?"

      Fina began to pace the floor; it was typical of Warrick; no matter what she asked of him, he always spent too much time overthinking the situation. He needed to focus on the immediate task at hand and stop figuring out a way to drag things out as long as possible.

      Warrick set the empty glass down. He would do her bidding. It was what he had done for years in exchange for his position of power within the coven, but he was wondering if Fina could pull off this one. They had a plan, but it seemed filled with pitfalls, and he hoped they would make it through. "Of course, my goddess. One step at a time. First the vampire, then Eilish, who carries his seed. After that, the other two will be easy. But don't think for one minute that Eilish won't bring Armageddon down upon us when we kill the vampire." He gave her a hard stare as he left the house, letting the door slam behind him.

      He took a deep breath as he stood outside in the dark. He was both angry and scared, and he knew that energy was radiating from him. He tried to calm himself as he walked through the night to the Battery.

      Fina watched his back as the door slammed behind him. She knew he was right, but she would not admit that at this time. One step at a time. Break it down into small bites, like eating an elephant. Then she would deal with the coven. They had enough to gossip about now as it was.

      Warrick rounded the corner on East Bay, and the big yellow Victorian house came into view. He noticed they kept the drapes drawn on all the windows on the first floor. He could see a little light that filtered around the edges of the heavy drapes Fina had insisted went with her period decor. The windows on the second floor remained unobstructed. He couldn't get too close. He was aware of the barrier spell, but he also needed to ensure he wasn't seen or didn't draw the attention of nosy neighbors. Fortunately, the people who lived in these historic old homes had grown used to tourists who felt it was their right to climb over fences and walk through private property to get a better photo. It was an annoyance that came with the territory. He found a row of thickly overgrown azaleas that bordered the house next to the Bohannons and settled in behind them, hearing his knees pop as he squatted down. "This is ridiculous. I'm the High Priest, for fuck's sake." He watched the house and tried to find a more comfortable position as he waited and watched. It was getting late. He couldn't imagine that anyone would be leaving the house at this hour.

      Emric paced from room to room, his rifle over his shoulder. Ever since the sisters had moved back home, he knew they had been on guard, and he had increased his vigilance. He paused at a window and saw the shadowy figure of a man crossing the yard next door and hiding behind the shrubs. "Intruder! Intruder!" He shouted loudly, running to the top of the stairs. "Intruder!" The four of them had been seated around the kitchen table. They had all tried to remain in the rooms at the back of the house to avoid detection when they were awake when they heard Emric shouting. Carter jumped to his feet, startled by the sudden outburst from the usually quiet ghost.

      Eilish hushed them all as she tried to hone her senses. They had had several false alarms as they had all been on edge. She walked into the parlor and stood quietly, Ian on her heels. "What is it, babe?"

      She held out her hand, holding him at bay, while she focused on the energy. She felt the wave of anger mixed with fear that encircled the house like a fog. She zeroed in on the source. "Warrick. It's Warrick. He's watching the house. He's trying to figure out our routine. When we leave, how we leave, looking for a means to get access. Fina is going on the offensive now. She wants this over and done."

      Ian pulled her back from the window. "You’re telling me that the warlock is spying on this house? I’ve got news for him; he’s fucking with my space now. I should go out there. I’ve got the crossbow now; that’s all I need. I’ve got an advantage. I can see him long before he can see me."

      Carter and Anya had joined them in the parlor and overheard the conversation. Carter frowned as he took a sip from his beer. "Hang on, you planning on shootin' Warrick with a fucking crossbow right in the middle of East Bay like a deer in the headlights? What the fuck, man?"

      Eilish shushed Carter and turned her attention to Ian. "Ian, be careful. You're not immune from his spells. He can't see you if you shadow yourself, but unlike humans, he can still feel your presence."

      He kissed her softly on the lips and smiled. "You need to trust me and my warrior skills." He locked eyes with her. "You’re mine to protect, remember?"

      She nodded, leaving the second half of Rhiannon’s message unspoken, ‘but not his to keep.’

      Ian heard her thoughts and responded. "“Don’t give up on me, babe."

      She shook her head and mouthed the words, "Never. " As he walked into the kitchen to grab the crossbow, he looked at Carter. "You’re in charge. Keep them safe. Stay the hell away from windows and doors."

      Carter looked exasperated. "Keep them safe with what? All I got is a fishing pole, Ian. I can throw a mean punch, I’ve been in a few bar brawls, but this is out of my league."

      Ian grabbed his crossbow and strapped it on his back with several deadly arrows in his quiver. "Just hold him off until I get here." He walked back to the parlor. "Everybody stay together in the kitchen until I get out there and spot him. He kissed Eilish again. "Stay tuned in to me, just in case something goes down; I can communicate instructions as I go."

      Carter shook his head. "Well damn. This shit just got real." Anya tugged at his arm as she led him back toward the kitchen.

      Eilish spoke softly. "Anya and Carter can stay in the kitchen. I'm staying right here. This is where I can feel Warrick the strongest and where I will feel you. Now go."

      Ian smiled, "I love you." He teleported straight out and far up into the sky. It was dark now, but he immediately shadowed himself; no one would be able to detect him. He circled high above; he didn’t want the warlock catching his energy or scent. He kept making tighter and tighter circles as he got lower and lower. He could see Emric at the upstairs window staring directly in one direction. "Good job, soldier." Ian landed on the roof of the house next door and could look straight down to see Warrick squatting behind a row of bushes. Ian had to bite his lip not to laugh, but damn this felt good, being on the hunt, a bow strapped to his back and seeking out his prey. He sent a telepathic message to Eilish. "The warlock is next door, hiding in the azalea bushes. He looks rather uncomfortable."

      Eilish nodded as she heard his voice in her head. "I don't think there's any way for him to get in. The barrier spell will make sure of that. He can still cast a spell, though. He can also pull a trigger. Witches and warlocks aren't above using the weapons that humans invent. I've never seen Warrick with a gun or heard him speak of one, but don't assume anything." She paced the floor, waiting for his response.

      Ian shook his head, "Okay, don’t worry. I don’t think he has any intentions of doing anything. I think he’s just surveying." Ian sat watching Warrick for another thirty minutes. The warlock kept staring at the second-story floor windows, where he could see inside. He would also watch the front door. He didn’t move except to reposition himself from cramping. Ian found it amusing but boring. He finally spoke to Eilish again. "Look, I can take a clear shot of him right here if you want me to, but pretty sure you don’t. Let’s flush him out and see if he responds. Listen carefully. I need Carter to go out the back door. Let the door bang shut, so Warrick hears it. Have him put something in his truck, slam the door, make sure it’s good and loud, and then go back inside. I think Warrick is waiting for someone to leave to get a sense of who comes and goes. This will tell me if that’s what he’s up to."

      Eilish nodded unconsciously, forgetting that Ian couldn't see her. "Okay. I'll tell Carter." She walked back into the kitchen, where Carter sat across from Anya as they held hands across the table. "Uh. Ian wants you to go outside. Like take out the trash, or go to your truck or something. Make enough noise for Warrick to hear you. He wants to see Warrick's response."

      Carter leaned back in his chair. "Wait... Ian's going fishin', and I'm the bait?"

      Anya was shaking her head no, but Eilish spoke up. "Ian’s out there. You'll be safe."

      Anya looked at her sister. "You don't know that. None of us knows that."

      Eilish ran her hand through Anya's hair. "We have to take some risk now, sis. We have to have some idea of what he's up to. What we're all up against."

      Anya snapped back, "Well, I don't fucking like it."

      Carter stood up from the table. "I'll go, but you tell Ian he better save my sorry ass." Eilish nodded as she sent Ian a message that Carter was leaving through the back door and to keep him safe. Carter opened the door and stepped out onto the screened-in porch. He stepped through the screen door, letting it bang close behind him. Warrick heard the sound and shifted his position, moving towards the back of the house. An old brick wall around the back of the Bohannon house enclosed the courtyard, so Warrick couldn't see who exited the house. He moved across the neighbor's backyard and squatted on the other side of the wall, backing up slightly when he felt the sting from the barrier spell. Carter walked to his pick-up truck and opened the door, rummaging inside before closing the door again and heading back to the house. He felt goosebumps up his spine and knew the warlock was near. He called out, "Didn't leave it in the truck," as he walked back into the house and closed the door. Warrick muttered to himself. He had hoped someone would leave the premises, give him a clue of their routine, or an opening. It was almost midnight, and he had no plans to sleep outside in the cold.

      Ian watched as Warrick moved, and he followed across the rooftop, his senses alert and his heart racing. His beast was ready for anything; he missed this feeling; he felt alive stalking prey. He was shadowed and close enough to read the warlock’s thoughts. He felt Warrick’s frustration as he grew tired and stood up to stretch. Ian watched until the warlock took off down the street, and Ian followed him high above. He followed Warrick back home before returning to the house on East Bay. "Eilish, he went home. I’m headed back now." Ian teleported inside the parlor and saw Eilish waiting as Carter and Anya entered. "He was looking for someone to leave so he could follow them and try to figure out our routine. I expect he’ll be back. By the way, you need to pull all the drapes on the upstairs windows; you can see everything."

      Eilish nodded. "So, they're stalking us now. No one goes outside except Ian. Not for any reason, until I figure out what to do."

      Anya looked concerned. "We can't stay like this forever, sis."

      Eilish took Ian's hand. "I know. We have Ostara soon. That book better fucking start talking again."
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      The four of them had been on edge after the incident with Warrick and were reluctant to sleep. Ian told them all to go to bed; he’d stand guard. Eilish watched him from her bed as he stood near the window. "You need your rest too."

      Ian shook his head. "I'm a day-walker, remember? I can go for long periods without sleep. I lay down next to you every night just to hold you. I only actually sleep every third night or so. I'm fine."

      Emric spoke up. "You want me to stand guard too, Mr. Ian?"

      Ian nodded. "Why don't you watch the back of the house? I’ll watch the front; that way, we'll have most entries covered."

      Emric saluted as he shifted the musket over his shoulder and left the room.

      Eilish watched him go. "Do you think he has that thing loaded? Does it even work?"

      Ian chuckled. "I assure you the answer is yes on both counts. Sadly, he only has one shot before he has to reload. But I can be there in a microsecond so that he will make a good lookout."

      Eilish settled into bed with some reluctance and a fitful night's sleep.

      When she awoke early the following day, Ian was still standing at the window. The curtains had all been drawn closed now as he peered out a narrow slit. The smell of coffee brewing told her Anya and Carter were already up. She yawned and stretched as she climbed out of bed. "Anything happen?"

      Ian shook his head. "Nothing. Other than you talking in your sleep".

      She looked shocked, and he chuckled. "What? No. I don't talk in my sleep."

      He smiled and said. "Whatever you say."

      She started getting dressed as he smirked. She punched him in the arm as she dragged him downstairs. "Seriously, Ian, I don't. Anya would have told me."

      He chuckled again as they entered the kitchen to find Carter with a mug of coffee at the table.

      Anya jumped up to fill Eilish's mug and handed Ian his glass of Midnight. Anya responded to the tail end of the conversation. "What would I have told you, sis?"

      Eilish slid into her chair at the table. "Ian says I talk in my sleep."

      Anya nodded. "Oh yeah, you're a regular gabfest. I used to have to kick you when we were little, and we slept in the same bed together."

      Ian laughed at the look of surprise on Eilish's face. "Told ya. You have no secrets from me now."

      He winked at her, and she blushed. "Why am I just hearing this?"

      Anya laid out the usual breakfast feast as they all dug in. "I thought you knew. But yeah, if it's in your head, Ian knows it all by now."

      Ian gave her a knowing smile and pushed his booted foot to touch hers under the table. "Don't worry. I'll put my knowledge to good use."

      She sighed, wondering what she could have said in her sleep after all these nights, most of them ending in sexual bliss.

      They finished breakfast, and Eilish helped Anya to clean up the kitchen. Ian said he was going to make rounds and check on Emric.

      Carter looked around. "You need me to fix something?"

      Anya laughed. "You can fix me, cowboy."

      Carter laughed. "Glad to know I can still be of service, ma’am."

      Eilish folded the dishtowel over the towel rack. "I’ll read for a while if you don't need anything else."

      Anya stopped unbuttoning Carter's shirt. "Yeah. Go read. And ask that fucking book what we're supposed to do about Warrick stalking us."

      Eilish smiled. "I'll ask, but it hasn't given me many answers lately."

      Eilish returned to her bedroom and retrieved the book from her dresser drawer. They hadn't bothered to hide the book since she'd placed the barrier spell.

      She laid the book on her vanity table, sat on the small stool, and flipped to where she had left off reading when the book whispered, "Ostara."

      Eilish nodded. "There you are. I thought maybe you forgot about me."

      The book answered, "Ostara."

      Eilish flipped through some pages. "Do you want me to read about Ostara? It will be here in two weeks."

      She found the pages marked for the ritual held in March to celebrate fertility. This time last year, Esca and Beckett had come to the ritual seeking Fina's help in conceiving. Eilish couldn't believe a year had passed. "You know, I can’t hide this pregnancy now, even if I wear a solid-colored robe. Plus, Warrick and Fina are on a mission, it seems. I don't think it's a good idea for me to attend this year."

      The book whispered, "Don't go to Ostara."

      Eilish slapped her hand on the vanity just as Emric walked back into her room, and the sharp sound of her hand against the wood startled him. She shouted at the book. "See! We finally agree on something!"

      The book whispered, "Anya and Carter."

      Eilish sat still as Emric took his post near the window. "What? What did you say?"

      The book whispered again as she felt a breeze blow across her face. "Anya and Carter."

      Eilish shook her head no, "No! You're confused. Anya is pregnant, too, remember? We've kept her hidden... we..." The house rumbled and shook, and Emric grabbed the window frame as Eilish almost tumbled off the small stool.

      Ian appeared in the doorway almost immediately, asking, "What the fuck now?"

      Eilish was focused on the book as she answered him. "I think the book said Anya and Carter should go to Ostara."

      The book sighed. "Anya and Carter."

      Anya and Carter had felt the house shudder and had jumped up from the bed. Anya grabbed his hand as they ran to Eilish's room. "Come on. This can't be good news." They arrived right behind Ian just in time to hear the book whisper their names.

      Eilish ran her hands over the pages of the book. "Okay. Okay. Help me understand. You don't want me to go to Ostara."

      The book answered. "Correct." "But you do want Anya and Carter to go to Ostara."

      The booked sighed again in exasperation, "Correct." Eilish ran her hands over her face.

      Anya let go of Carter's hand and brushed past Ian to get inside the room. "I can’t go to Ostara. Fina and the coven will find out I’m pregnant."

      The book shouted as the house shook violently, and Ian moved with lightning speed to catch Eilish before she hit the floor. Anya grabbed the vanity to keep from falling and received a nasty shock as Carter stumbled backward and fell on his ass in the hallway. He shouted, "Girl, don't piss off that fucking book!"

      The book shouted loudly, "Anya and Carter!"

      Carter got back on his feet. "Hang on, why am I going into the lion's den?"

      Ian set the small stool upright and helped Eilish back onto the seat. Eilish held her hands out to her sides like she was stopping traffic. "Hold on! Everybody, just hold on! Do not speak to the book. Do you hear me? The book is meant to be read by me, to speak to me."

      Anya nodded. "But it said..." Eilish gave her a look that made her stop talking mid-sentence.

      "I know what the book said, Anya. Now get out of here. All of you. I'll tell you everything when I'm done."

      Anya and Carter backed out of the room. Carter whispered to Anya under his breath. "Ain't sure I'm happy about this one, darlin'."

      Anya squeezed his hand. "That makes two of us."

      Ian looked at her. "Do you want me to leave too?"

      She gave him a sad smile. "Yes, my love. I do."

      Emric looked confused but followed Ian out of the room.

      Eilish returned her attention to the book. "What can you be thinking? How can I send my sister and a human to stand with the entire coven?"

      The book answered. "There will be a handfasting."

      Eilish frowned. "For Anya and Carter? Are you kidding? There's no way Fina will perform a handfasting for Anya and a human. You must know that! Not to mention her pregnancy will be exposed! The coven... they'll all know the baby is half-witch and half-human. Fina will kill them both!"

      The room rumbled slightly as she felt the breeze across her face again, and she grabbed the vanity just in case as the book spoke. "A path will be made."

      Eilish looked at the book as the room settled. "What kind of path?" The book was silent. Eilish gently ran her hand over the pages. "Please, what kind of path?" The book didn’t answer, and Eilish knew there would be no more answers from the book tonight.

      Eilish closed the book, returned it to the dresser drawer, and paced the floor. How could she send her sister to Ostara? She and Ian would have to stay close by. There was no way she could leave Anya exposed, regardless of what the book said. She went downstairs to find the three of them at the kitchen table, Anya held Carter's hand, and they both looked a little pale. Eilish slid into the empty chair. "Uhm, okay, the book said I’m to stay away, and you and Carter are to go to Ostara, where there will be a handfasting."

      Carter looked confused. "That wedding thing?"

      Eilish answered, "Yes, like a wedding. You will be wedded to my sister."

      Carter shrugged. "Well, that's not bad, is it? We planned on getting hitched anyway."

      Anya gripped Carter's hand hard. "You don’t understand; it means if Eilish can’t go, Fina will have to do the ceremony, and I can tell you now, she won’t do it. The coven won’t accept you, and I’m carrying our child. There’s no hiding that now." Anya lowered her head; she did not want to go. She felt like she was being trapped because of the grimoire. She wanted to help her sister, but this seemed scary and unfair. A tear ran down her cheek. "We don’t want to do this, Eilish."

      Eilish reached out and grabbed her hand. "I know this is scary, and I won't leave you alone. I can go with Ian. We can stay out of sight and be there if you need us. The book said a path would be made. I think we have to do this."

      Anya looked deep into her sister's eyes and took a deep breath. "This will be the shit show of all shit shows." Anya stood up, and her hands were shaking. "I know I have put you through more than any man should ever have to deal with, but we have to do this, Carter. All I can ask is that you come with me, and we’ll get through this together. We will have to do it; we can do it."

      Carter's earlier acceptance was turning to doubt. "You mean Fina is the preacher? She's the one who has to do this fasting thing?" He looked at Ian. "You’ve got me, right?"

      Ian nodded. "I've got you both. Between Eilish and me, we should emerge unscathed."

      Carter frowned. "Should? Like... how much should? 50% should? I need better odds than that."

      To be honest, Ian had no idea. He knew he could get them out of there quickly if necessary, but he was still no match for the spells of even the weakest witch. He was hoping Eilish was right on this one. "100%. I've got you 100%." He hoped he could deliver on that promise, for all their sakes.

      Anya paced back and forth in the kitchen, she could tell Carter did not like this, and she wasn’t exactly confident herself. "A path will be made. I have no idea what that means, but I guess we’ll find out."

      Eilish nodded. "The book has been leading me somewhere, Anya. This is part of the plan. I don't know what it means either, but I didn't know why I had to go to Ireland. If the book says a path will be made, we must trust that. We'll be fine, and you will be bonded to Carter. That's good, right?" She looked at Ian and knew he could see the fear in her eyes as she said again. "We'll be fine."

      Anya shook her head. "Yeah, fine." Anya didn’t feel fine. "I think I need to go lay down for a while. I just feel a little shaken and scared." Carter stood and took her hand, and led her upstairs.

      Ian looked at Eilish. "We'll get through this; if we came this far, there has to be a light at the end of the tunnel." Ian believed the book must have a plan. He just wasn’t sure who was supposed to benefit from this plan.
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      Ostara was only days away, and a cloud of doom hung over the old Victorian house. This should be a time of celebration. A handfasting was a joyous occasion, but Anya dragged herself around like a prisoner on death row.

      Eilish kept trying to cheer her up. "Don't you want to be bonded to him?"

      Anya snapped back, "Yes! You know I do, but not like this!"

      Eilish tried to soothe her. "The book said a path would be made."

      Anya shouted, "But what does that even mean?" Eilish lowered her head. She had no idea what it meant. But she had to trust that the book was controlling things again. "I didn't know why the book sent me to the stone circle in Ireland. Perhaps Rhiannon will appear again."

      Anya shook her head. "You'll be there, though, won't you? Just in case?"

      Eilish hugged her. "Ian and I will be close. I will see everything. I won't let anything happen to either of you."

      Anya cast her eyes in Ian’s direction. "You better not let me down, bloodsucker." The men knew better than to insert themselves into the conversation between the two sisters unless specifically addressed. The sisters had a bond that had lasted a lifetime.

      Ian locked eyes with her. "I won't let you down. You have my promise."

      Carter paused a second before addressing Ian. "I sure hope you meant you won't let us down. I hope I'm not expendable in this equation."

      Ian smiled at him. "I got you, brother."

      Anya broke away from her sister's hug. "Maybe bring that crossbow thing, just in case."

      Ian chuckled, "If it makes you happy."

      Anya sighed. "The only thing that will make me happy is for me and Carter to get on the other side of this ritual alive."

      Eilish spoke up. "Speaking of rituals, I assume this will be a traditional handfasting because the book hasn't indicated otherwise. Fina will come prepared for Ostara, but she won't have the things needed for a handfasting. You and I can make the wreaths for you and Carter to wear."

      Carter shook his head, "Hold up. Am I wearing a wreath? Exactly where am I supposed to hang it?"

      Anya laughed despite the tension in the room. "On your head, cowboy. Your dick is impressive, but I don't think we can hang a wreath from it."

      Carter smirked. "Don't underestimate me, darlin'."

      Eilish giggled. Glad to have something to laugh over.

      Carter leaned back in the kitchen chair. "Ain't too happy about a wreath on my head. Can't you just stick a flower in a cowboy hat or something?"

      Eilish smiled. "Anya's wreath will be made of flowers; yours will be evergreens."

      Carter shook his head. "Well, that's something at least."

      Ian chuckled as Eilish started to write down the items she'd need, speaking them aloud as she wrote. "Anya's wand, decorated with ribbons, a white pillar candle, a cauldron for the candle. Consecrated water."

      Carter spoke again. "What's that mean, consecrated?"

      Anya said, "Water that has been left outside during a full moon. We keep jars of it." He nodded as Eilish was writing the final items on her list. "A bell, a white scarf, and a sprig of heather." She paused as she bit the end of the pen. "We don't have the scarf or the heather. Everything else is in the house, but we'll need to get those from the shop."

      Anya was reluctant for any of them to leave the house. "Maybe we can skip that part."

      Eilish looked up. "The scarf? That's how you hand fast. We can't skip the scarf."

      Anya paced, "We have a million scarves in the house! And we can use sage instead of heather. I have fresh sage growing on the windowsill. Did you have all this stuff in Ireland?"

      Eilish shook her head, "No, but I didn't know we would be hand fast. I think Adriel knew something because she made sure I had the scarf and a wand. I think we need to come prepared for a regular ceremony. The coven will already be in an uproar when they see Carter.

      Carter leaned his head back. "Could we not use words like "uproar" for my weddin'."

      Eilish bit her lip to keep from laughing. "Sorry." She turned to Ian. "You can go to the shop tonight after it closes. I'll tell you where the handfasting scarves are, and you can bring some heather."

      Ian nodded. "I can do that."

      He winked at Carter. "Don't sweat it, brother. Wait until the end when you lay your bare ass down and consummate your marriage in front of everybody."

      Carter's mouth dropped open as Eilish started laughing. "We don't do that, Carter! That was something different that Rhiannon required in Ireland. That's not part of the handfasting ritual."

      Anya stood up and paced. "It better not be. What if Rhiannon shows up for our handfasting? You know Fina won't be doing this? Eilish, I'm not happy about any of this."

      Eilish soothed her sister. "I’m sure it will be traditional. Stop worrying." But she was worrying. There was nothing traditional about handfasting to a human.
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        * * *

      

      Fina was busy making the cakes for Ostara. She had made a list of things she needed for the ceremony. She wondered about the crate of wine. Warrick seemed to be in a funk about the whole ceremony. He had helped gather some of the things in his house, but seriously, he was a useless warlock. She yelled from the kitchen. "Did you get the wine?" She waited and knew he would answer...eventually.

      Warrick sat in his large armchair in the living room, trying to read the paper. He laid his head back when he heard her voice. It was beginning to grate on his nerves. She was always in a flurry, checking and rechecking before any ceremony. In the past, he didn’t have to listen to it until the night of the ceremony. Her living here was a nightmare for him. "Yes, you already asked that once, my goddess." He decided to go into the kitchen and see what kind of wreck it was in.

      He found her mumbling to herself as she slid the cakes into the oven. "Now, let me check to make sure I have it all: salt, candles, water, and shallow bowls. I have my broom and my wand ready. Ah yes, fresh sage and a large feather." She had a list written a mile long on the table, now covered in her baking ingredients.

      Warrick stood back with his arms over his chest. "Fina, why do you always make such a fuss? You have done this how many times in your life now? I know things are a bit stressful, but seriously, you always overdo it."

      She looked up at Warrick and threw up her hands, not listening to a word he’d said as she exclaimed. "I need incense! Jasmine incense. Do you have that?"

      Warrick shrugged. "I do not need such a sweet-smelling incense within my household. The answer is no." She wasn’t surprised, but she had to ask. "Then I need you to go to the shop this second and get me some."

      Warrick stood for a moment and thought about it. That wasn’t a bad idea. He could get some air and take a break from the constant nagging. "Fine, I’ll be happy to walk to the shop and get some fresh air." Fina sighed as he grabbed a jacket and walked to the front door as she shouted out to him. " Finally, you are doing something to help me."
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        * * *

      

      Ian took a few turns as he teleported high above the shop. It was early spring, and they hadn’t hit peak tourist season, so things were quieter in the shop area. He teleported directly inside and looked around. "Damn, you’d think going for a few bits and bobs in a store would be easy." He looked at the list. "White scarf, how hard can that be?" He wandered around and finally found a whole rack of them and searched for a white one. He stuck the scarf in his leather jacket pocket. He loved this jacket he’d picked up in Ireland. "Okay, next on the list is a sprig of heather. What the fuck does heather look like?" He found lots of crystal rocks and books and wandered around until he finally saw bins of herbs and plants, some dried and some fresh. He squatted down and tried to read the labels on each container. He pulled out a bin with heather on the label and carried it behind the counter, plopping it down. "So, this is heather? Learn something new every damn day." He pulled several sprigs of the plants from the bin and wrapped them in the sheets of white paper kept behind the counter. He carefully placed the package in the inside chest pocket of the jacket. As he picked up the bin to put it back, he looked up and what he saw outside the window set his beast on fire.
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        * * *

      

      Warrick had taken his time getting to the shop, breathing in the night air and savoring the silence. They were on the cusp of spring, and he could pick up the scent of fresh mulch as the humans prepared their yards for all the plants and shrubs that would be in full bloom soon, and the tourists would be flocking back in. He rounded Tradd Street and approached the shop, sticking his hand in his pocket to retrieve the keys as he passed the shop window and saw the vampire standing inside. The vampire looked up, and the two made eye contact. Warrick knew he had less than a second to react before the vampire could teleport away and threw an immobilizing spell that dropped the vampire to the floor, writhing in pain. He smiled to himself as he unlocked the door and cast a glance up and down Tradd. It was late, and there was no foot traffic, and only a random car passing by. He closed the door behind him as Ian lay in a fetal position on the floor, unable to move as the pain coursed through his body. "Well, well, well... what have we here? How convenient of you to drop in." He nudged Ian with his foot, and the vampire moaned in pain through gritted teeth.

      Ian tried to gather his thoughts, but the pain was unbearable. He telepathically called out to her, "Eilish!" He heard Warrick walking about the shop but couldn't move to see what he was doing.

      Warrick strolled through the shop. He had plenty of time. "What can I use as a weapon?" He looked back at Ian on the floor. "Any suggestions?" He laughed at his joke as the vampire lay quivering in pain. Warrick browsed through the books and crystals before coming on the display of wands. Most were for the witches, made from crystals, but there were a few sturdy ones for the warlocks, carved from hardwood to form a slender point. They weren't sharp, but he could easily drive the wand through the vampire's heart with a bit of force. He chuckled. "A stake through the heart. Now wouldn't that be the ultimate irony? A vampire is dying from his own mythology." He approached Ian again and ran the tip of the wand across his face, sending another arc of pain, drawing out his torture and final demise.

      Ian lay helpless on the floor, and he couldn’t blink without pain. If he could just reach an arrow from the quiver, he would take that bastard down. "Fuck!" The warlock slid something across his face, and the electric shock jolted his body, already screaming in pain. He needed Eilish. He called out to her again. "Eilish!" Ian knew he had met his fate as he lay helpless. He was done for and would fail in his mission to protect her. This was the end of him; he couldn’t even move, let alone fight this son of a bitch. Warrick and Fina wanted them all dead, and he would be the first to fall.
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        * * *

      

      After Ian left for the shop, Eilish had gone upstairs to take a bath. She was resting her head against the back of the tub as the hot water soothed her when she felt the tingling, followed by pain. She sat up in the tub just as she heard him call her name. She climbed from the tub and only partially dried off as she started to dress, thinking she would need to go to the shop. The pain grew more intense when she heard him scream her name again. She knew he was down. Someone had cast an immobilizing spell. Her anger rose as she threw out both hands in front of her and screamed "NO!" at the top of her lungs.

      Carter and Anya came running, but both were knocked off their feet by the wave of energy that blasted from Eilish's room. The wave moved across the city, and every house felt its impact; humans scrambled for their doorways, thinking there was an earthquake. The wave of energy struck Warrick in the chest, knocked him off balance, and sent him tumbling backward just as Eilish released Ian from the immobilizing spell.

      Ian felt the sudden incredible power of energy flow into the shop and heard the crashing sound. Immediately he was free of the immobilizing pain, and his beast rose out of him like a freight train. He rolled to his feet, grabbed an arrow, and loaded it onto the bow faster than any human eye could see. He rose up, his eyes blazing a red glare that illuminated the shop, and his fangs were out in full force, dripping for the blood of the warlock who was still off-balance, and Ian took his aim.
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        * * *

      

      Eilish felt him rise to his feet, and she cast another spell, enhancing his skills with the crossbow for eternity. "Your arrow will always find its mark, in light of day or darkest dark."

      Ian saw the warlock rise and then heard his mate, felt her in his soul; his beast roared, and he let the arrow fly, hitting the bastard right between the eyes. Faster than a human could blink, he re-loaded and shot again, striking Warrick through the heart. Ian lowered the bow and took a deep breath. She had saved his life. He laid his head back and sighed; his beast would never fail him, and neither would the High Priestess he would love for all eternity. He walked up to the warlock, his dead eyes still wide open. "Guess you won’t ever fuck with my mate and me again!" Grabbing Warrick by his long black hair, Ian dragged him to the back room, out of view of any passers-by. Squatting down, he pulled the arrow from Warrick’s head, "That one was for me." He then ripped the arrow from the warlock’s heart, "That one was for my mate and her sister."

      He stood upright, replacing the bows in the quiver. He knew he couldn’t leave the body here. Ian was used to killing other vampires whose lifeless bodies could be dragged into the sun. Even the day-walkers would vaporize to dust after death when exposed to the sun. Humans and witches presented a problem. The last thing they needed was to have Warrick’s dead body discovered in Bohannon’s shop. They needed a plan.

      He teleported out, heading for home. He landed in her bedroom, where he felt her presence. He grabbed her into his arms. "You saved my life, but Warrick is dead."

      Eilish was stunned. "Dead? It was Warrick? Where is he?"

      Carter had helped Anya off the floor as they joined them in the bedroom. Carter looked confused. "Wait. Did you kill Warrick? Fuck, man. What are we supposed to do now?"

      Ian was crushing Eilish to his chest. "Yes, I killed him. He caught me inside the shop, and the fucker put a spell on me that took me down. Eilish broke the spell long enough for me to draw a bow. Otherwise, our ranks would be down to three now. But that leaves us with a problem. I dragged him into the back room, but there is blood on the floor and a body we need to hide. I believe in your world you call that evidence."

      Eilish locked eyes with Anya. Neither of them had a fondness for Warrick, but they hadn’t wanted this to end in bloodshed. Eilish spoke. "We don’t have much time. I don’t know why Warrick was at the shop, but I can’t imagine Fina won’t react if he’s not home soon."

      Anya covered her mouth with her hand. " “What are we going to do?"

      Eilish broke free of Ian’s hug as she dug through the closet, pulled out a pair of athletic shoes, slid them on, and laced them up. "First, we get to the shop and clean up the blood. In the meantime, I’ll think of something."

      Carter rolled his eyes. "Better think fast, girl. I think you just made me an accessory to murder, and the prospect of life in prison ain’t very appealin’."”
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      Eilish paced the floor as Anya wrung her hands and asked, "What will we do with him?"

      Eilish snapped back at her. "How should I know? Do I look like I have a history of hiding dead bodies!" She shook her head, "I'm sorry, Anya. I didn't mean to yell at you." She looked at Ian. "You've killed before. What do we do?"

      Ian shrugged. "I've killed vampires. We leave them somewhere away from mortals, and their bodies turn to dust in the sun."

      Eilish shook her head. "Well, that won't work."

      Carter had his thumbs hooked in the jean’s pockets, standing with one hip out. "We better come up with something. Your shop opens at 10 in the morning, and Fina will stumble over some weird inventory in the back room."

      Eilish continued to pace the floor as she thought. "When Fina killed our parents, there were days of mourning before we held the funeral. In the meantime, she took them to the Netherworld, built the portal, and hid them there. What if we do something similar?"

      Anya spoke up. "We don't have time to build a portal."

      Eilish shook her head no. "No. What if we just take him to St. Michael’s and place him in a crypt? Any crypt. We'll find one that’s old. Ian can push the slab aside. We can put Warrick inside and close it back up."

      Anya wrinkled her nose. "“You mean just dump him in with someone else?"

      Eilish sighed. "Do you have a better idea?"

      Ian shrugged. "That would be a quick way to dispose of him; just put him in a really old crypt, then no one will be snooping around. I can easily teleport him over there while you all walk. We can come back and clean up the shop. I’m assuming you have a mop and bucket with cleaning supplies? The floors can be mopped quickly."

      Eilish nodded. "Body first, then clean. Okay. Let's take him to St. Michaels. It has some of the oldest graves in Charleston, dating back to the Revolutionary War. It's mainly visited by tourists now." Eilish bit at her lip as she looked from face to face. "I can't believe we're hiding a body. I can't believe I'm following in Fina's footsteps. This isn't who I want to be."

      Anya nodded. "It's not like we had a lot of options. Besides, Warrick would have killed Ian and never thought twice. He'd kill us too, for that matter."

      Eilish sighed. "I know. It just doesn't make this any easier." Ian prodded. "Come on, babe. We don't have a lot of time here." Eilish stood up straight. "You're right. We need to go. Get this done. You get Warrick, and we'll meet you at St. Michael's."

      Ian took off for the shop and landed inside, walking to the back room where Warrick lay dead. He felt no regret, only glory for the kill. After all, he was a warrior, and it had been far too long since he’d had that pleasure. He checked the front of the store where Warrick had been killed. There was a pool of blood where Warrick had fallen and a blood trail from where he had dragged the body. "Fuck. I should have carried the bastard. Too late now. We’ll clean all this up later." He returned to the storeroom, lifted Warrick over his shoulder, and teleported straight for St. Michaels, keeping his eye out for the three figures walking ahead of him in the same direction.
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        * * *

      

      Fina had finished baking the cakes for Ostara and cleaned up the kitchen. She glanced at the clock and wondered precisely how damn long Warrick took to walk to the shop, grab some jasmine incense, and return. She grumbled to herself as she checked the cakes cooling on the counter and returned to her list of things to do, annoyed that he wasn’t here to help.
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        * * *

      

      Eilish opened the old iron gate to the fence that enclosed St. Michael's cemetery and cringed as it creaked. She paused a moment to see if the sound had drawn any attention, but it was well past midnight now, and the lights were out in nearby houses. She waited until the three of them were inside the cemetery before she turned on a small flashlight, keeping the light low to the ground. She whispered, "Look for an old crypt; the older, the better." The three of them fanned out, tiptoeing from grave to grave, not bothering to check headstones as they didn't have time to dig a grave, not to mention that the soil would look freshly turned. Ian landed inside the cemetery, holding Warrick's lifeless body, and Eilish gasped. It was one thing to know Warrick was dead, quite another to see him.

      Anya called out softly, "Over here! There's a crypt from 1730. I doubt he gets many visitors." Carter found her in the dark, and Eilish walked with Ian as he laid the body down on the ground.

      Ian inspected the slab to ensure it wasn’t cracked. "1730, that’s an old one." He placed his hands in the middle of the slab and pushed hard, putting his total weight behind it. He wanted to ensure the stone slab wouldn’t crumble if he moved it. "All right, it feels like it will be stable enough. The last thing we need is for the slab to crack and cave in. We have enough complications. You three will have to lift Warrick and lay him inside." He looked at Carter, who did not look amused. Ian gave him instructions. "You take the most weight and lift the torso." They heard the old mortar crack and crumble as Ian moved the slab. He took it slow and easy and peered inside. "Ok, just lift and lay him down in there."

      Carter bent over, lifted Warrick’s head and torso, and tried to avoid the accusatory stare from Warrick's dead eyes. Eilish lifted him from the hips, and Anya grappled with his legs, which flopped loosely about. Carter said, "On the count of three," as they lifted together and shifted the limp body into the open crypt as it landed with a solid thud. Eilish issued a silent apology to the person who already occupied this space. They stepped back as Ian slid the stone slab back onto the crypt. The old mortar that had sealed the crypt had been destroyed, and the four of them worked diligently to replace the moss around the broken seal to conceal the disturbance. Moss would grow back quickly in the port city’s moist, humid air. The four of them brushed the dirt from their hands and looked about to see if any lights had come on in nearby windows.

      Eilish said, "I think we're okay."

      Carter shook his head. "I need a beer. Let’s get out of here." They turned to walk away.
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        * * *

      

      Fina was fuming. Where in hell could Warrick be? She grabbed her cell phone and dialed. It rang several times and then went to voice mail. "Warrick, wherever you are, you better get your warlock ass back to this house. You have been gone for hours!" She hung up and slammed the phone down on the side table. She would give him hell when he returned.
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        * * *

      

      They were almost at the cemetery gate when they heard a cell phone ring. Eilish looked about in a panic. "Whose phone is that? I didn't bring my phone."

      Anya shook her head, "I didn't bring anything." Carter had his phone in his pocket, but it hadn't rung. Besides, the sound they heard was too far away.

      Ian looked back in the direction of the sound and realized it came from the crypt. "It's Warrick's."

      Carter spun on his heels. "Fuck! Fuck! Somebody shut that thing off!" They ran back to the crypt where Warrick lay.

      Ian got to the crypt before the others, slid open the crypt once again, felt around in Warrick’s jacket pocket, and grabbed the phone. He crushed it in his hand as the glass panel shattered and the hard-plastic shell cracked and fell away. He took the SIM card, snapped it in two, and let all the pieces of the destroyed phone fall into the open crypt. "Burn in hell, asshole."

      Anya was pacing as she whispered, "Oh my god, oh my god. What are we doing here?"”

      Ian slid the slab back in place, and they again worked to cover their tracks. Ian stood up. "Okay, let’s get to the shop and no more lagging about. We have blood to clean up, and I’m anxious to get this night over with." He grabbed Eilish's hand as they turned to leave the cemetery. She looked over her shoulder at the old crypt and hoped they wouldn’t be discovered. The four of them walked quickly and quietly to Rhiannon's.

      They got inside the shop, and Eilish whispered, "Leave the lights off." She and Anya rushed to the back of the shop and grabbed the housekeeping supplies, including a mop and bucket. Eilish grabbed some old rags and some disinfecting floor cleaners. They filled the pail with water and returned to the storefront. Even in the dark, Ian could see the blood and had kept Carter from stepping in it.

      Carter spoke under his breath. "Just what I need. The only person here with the DNA of the dead person on the bottom of my boots."

      Ian chuckled. "You're going to be fine, cowboy."

      Carter shook his head, "Yeah, well, this might not be your first rodeo, so to speak, but it's mine. And hopefully the last."

      Ian smiled. "I won't let you end up some Nancy in prison, brother. I'd teleport you away before that happened."

      Carter gave him a sideways glance, "Gee, thanks. Glad you think this is all just another day in paradise."

      Ian chuckled as he pointed out the bloodstains as the sisters returned.

      Eilish tossed some rags to Carter. "Wipe up the puddles; then we'll mop. Let it soak up; don't spread it around. It will be easier to mop away."

      Ian smiled. "Listen to you. You sure you haven't cleaned up a crime scene before?"

      Eilish glared at him. She was in no mood for light-hearted chatter. He gave her a wink to let her know everything would work out, but he thought how much easier the vampires had it. They cleaned in the dark for about an hour, then bagged the rags and the mop head. Eilish cleaned the bucket with bleach and poured the bleach down the drain. The coven would never involve the police in their affairs, they would take care of their own, so it was important not to leave behind anything that would implicate them.
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        * * *

      

      It had been over an hour, and Fina picked up her phone. "Where the hell are you, Warrick? You didn’t even respond to my voicemail." She was fed up and had enough and redialed him. The phone immediately went to a recorded message that said, 'This phone is no longer in service.' Fina stood in the middle of the floor and stared at the door, the phone still at her ear. "No, no, no! That can’t be right. I must have dialed wrong." She knew she was trying to convince herself it was the wrong number because she had hit auto-dial for Warrick. She dialed the number by hand, and the same message was heard. She fell to the floor, her gut telling her something was very wrong. Luna meowed loudly and paced around her. "No, Warrick, you can’t leave me here alone. I need you to help me." She threw the phone down and covered her face in her hands, the tears streaming. Luna tried to get into her lap. "This is terrible, my pet. What will we do?" Fina knew that only a few people would want Warrick dead, and they all lived in the yellow house. Raising her fist, she screamed, "You will regret this night, all of you; you can’t take him from me without paying for this. I’m still the High Priestess!"
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        * * *

      

      The four walked back home, and Carter left the trash bag of rags and the mop head by the back door. They all headed for the showers, dumping their clothes in the washer. Anya poured in detergent and bleach and started the load of laundry.

      As they gathered in the kitchen, all of them with damp hair, Carter grabbed a beer from the fridge. "Anyone else need a little alcohol?"

      Eilish paced. "Did we forget anything? I mean, we didn't even think about his phone. What else have we missed?"

      Ian stopped her in her tracks. "It's fine. We're fine. Let it go now. Don't let your nerves give you away."

      Eilish nodded. "Right, we have to act like everything is the same. I think I will have that beer."

      Anya replied, "Ditto."
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      Fina spent a sleepless night as she paced; her worry was eating her alive. She had to be sensible. She had a gut feeling, a small misery that lay deep in her heart, that Warrick was dead. But then her mind would reject that thought, and she’d think he was okay; any number of things could have happened.  The sun was almost up as she continued to pace back and forth in a slow, methodical pattern, lost in her thoughts of despair. She was mourning him without any objective evidence or reason, and if she was honest with herself, she was also fearful. If Eilish and Anya knew everything and had the grimoire, she was walking a very thin line. She made coffee and sat at the kitchen table alone. Her hand shook as she lifted the mug to her lips. Luna weaved between her legs, her meows going unnoticed. Fina dragged herself upstairs and saw Warrick’s shirt tossed carelessly on the chair. She used to nag at him about leaving his clothes thrown about, but tears rolled down her face as she grasped the shirt in her hands and held it to her face, inhaling his scent. "What have you done, my love? Where are you?"

      She was lost and must get her wits about her and think more clearly. She had sent him to the shop and assumed he had at least made it there. Maybe there would be a clue as to his whereabouts. She decided to dress and get herself there as quickly as possible before it was time to open the shop. She hoped to find something, anything, that might give her a clue, one way or the other. Although she dreaded what she might find, she drove Warrick’s van to the shop and parked in the lot down the street. She took a deep breath as she left the van and walked to the door. All the lights were out, and the door was still locked. A good sign? "Pull yourself together, Fina."

      She unlocked the door and walked inside. She flipped on the lights and didn’t notice anything immediately but sensed something was profoundly wrong. Something wasn’t right. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but she could feel dread rolling slowly inside her.

      She went to the storeroom, flicked on the lights, and noticed the bucket and mop had been moved. She looked inside the bucket and saw traces of water inside it. The mop handle was balanced against the wall, but the mop head had been removed. Neither she nor Warrick had used the mop the day before when they left the shop. Suddenly she felt dizzy and closed her eyes, and took deep breaths. Someone else had been inside. She dropped to her knees; her breathing was labored. She screamed and raised her hands to her face as she cried. She knew deep inside that he was gone. There was no sign of a break-in. Someone was waiting for him inside this shop, someone with access. They had cleaned up their crime, and she knew exactly who that was. "You will rue the day you ever tangle with the Bohannons, vampire Ian Cross."

      She stood on shaking legs and was unsure of her steps. "You have to pull yourself together, Fina. You are still the High Priestess." She switched off the lights and walked back out into the storefront. She went to the jasmine bin and knelt to pull a few sticks of incense. She had sent her love to his death all for a few sticks of jasmine incense. The tears began to stream down her face again when she noticed the wand underneath the bookcase, barely noticeable. She looked more closely around the shop and saw several things out of place. The rack with the scarves. Heavy fingerprints on the glass case. She quickly pulled the wand from beneath the bookcase and held it to her chest. "I’m sorry, my love." She locked up, carrying the wand and the jasmine. She was on her own now, and Ostara was near. She had to move onward, and she’d have to devise an excuse for Warrick’s absence. She still couldn’t afford for the coven to know there was a rift between the sisters.
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        * * *

      

      Eilish saw the trash bag containing the mop head and bloody rags sitting by the back door as they assembled in the kitchen. "We need to burn this."

      Carter took it from her. "I can do that. I'll burn it in the trash can outback." He took the bag and proceeded out the back door.

      Eilish looked at her sister, who still looked pale, and then at Ian. "I know this isn't your first kill, and you look unphased, but... we just killed someone."

      Ian shook his head. "I just killed someone. Not you. But to be clear, if you hadn't broken the spell, it would have been my body lying on the floor of the shop, not Warrick's."

      Tears filled her eyes as she wrapped her arms around him. "I don't even know what to do now. Fina will figure this out. Even if she says nothing to the coven, that doesn't mean she won't try something. I need to replace the barrier spell."

      She broke away from Ian and spun in a circle, holding her arms to her side as she whispered the spell, and they could hear the soft buzz of electricity as the spell was replaced around the perimeter of the house.

      Anya laid her hands on her stomach. "I don’t think Carter and I should go to Ostara. I’m scared now. Fina won’t let this go. And what we just did, we’re no better than Fina."

      Ian bristled. "Oh, it's different. Warrick and Fina killed your parents for power. I killed Warrick to save my ass. The both of you need to get that clear in your head."

      Eilish stroked his arm. "No, I understand. We both understand. This is just... new territory. I knew there would have to be a confrontation. I had hoped they would back down, but I should have known better. Henwen told us Fina wouldn't hesitate to remove us both." She looked at Anya. "I'll ask the book about Ostara. Our circumstances have changed, so the book may have a different message for me now."

      Anya apologized to Ian. "Sorry, I didn't mean for that to sound accusatory. I'm just a little freaked out right now."

      Carter returned through the back door, brushing his hands together. "Evidence destroyed. At least I hope we got everything."

      Eilish nodded. "Thank you, Carter."

      Anya gave her sister a push. "Ask now. Ask the book now." Eilish sighed. She knew no one would rest until they had some answers. She went upstairs, retrieved the book from the dresser drawer, and opened it to the page that had information on Ostara. Anya had followed her and stood in the open doorway.

      Before Eilish could ask anything. the book whispered, "One down, one to go."

      Eilish rolled her eyes. "It would be nice if you could express your sympathies for what we're going through here. What about Ostara, the handfasting?"

      The book sent out a shudder felt through the house as it spoke in anger, "A path will be made!"

      Anya had enough. "A path might be made, but for who, when, and where? I’m scared. And to be honest, even if he doesn’t admit it, so is Carter. I don’t like this. If we go and Fina is there without Warrick, then what? How is she going to explain that? If she has one small spark in her head that we did this, you can bet she will come at us with guns blazing when we get there!"

      Ian answered. "I'll be there. And so will Eilish. If Fina makes a move, we won't hesitate to kill her too."

      Eilish cringed. She hated the idea of having to kill their sister, but it may come to that. She spoke to Anya. "I won't let anything happen to you. If the book says you must go to Ostara, then it means you have a role to play in keeping the Bohannon coven strong for the future. The book only reveals what I need to do next; it won't show me anything beyond that. It's brought us this far. We just have to trust in it now."
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      Fina couldn’t avoid the inevitable. She began to load Warrick's van with the items she would need to perform the ceremony for Ostara. She was mourning him but, more than anything else, nervous about what may happen tonight on John's Island at the Angel Oak. She had slept little the last few days, thinking about what could have happened to Warrick and preparing to conduct this ritual alone. She assumed Eilish would show up without Anya again, and her nerves were rattled. What would happen if Eilish tried to take over? "Pull yourself together, Fina. You must do this, hold your unsteady ground and perform this ceremony." Her mind was abuzz, flitting from one thought to another.

      As she walked back and forth from Warrick's house to the van, Luna scampered under her feet, and she almost tripped. "My pet, please calm yourself. I’m rattled enough as it is!" She had already thought up a story to tell the coven to explain why Warrick wasn’t present, and she hoped they would buy it. She would say to them he’d flown to Boston to help lead Zavian in his duties at Ostara in the Boston coven. "No one is going to argue with that."

      It had only been a few days since he had disappeared, but she knew he had been killed after what she’d seen in the shop. She had no idea where his body was, which was eating her alive. She shifted her thoughts away from Warrick. She couldn’t dwell on his death now, not tonight. If the news Luna had brought her was accurate, then Eilish was pregnant, and she should be far enough along to be showing. Everyone had noticed she had come to the last ritual wearing that yellow robe, which would hide her awful secret. She walked back inside after loading the last of the things into the van. She poured herself a large glass of wine and downed it. "It’s time to face the coven, High Priestess." She locked the door and climbed into the van. She tried to look determined, but she wasn’t feeling much of that determination.
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        * * *

      

      Eilish had placed the items for the handfasting in a drawstring bag for Anya to carry. She and Anya had made head wreaths to wear, one for Carter made of oak leaves and ivy, woven together to symbolize fertility, love, strength, courage, and endurance. Eilish made a head wreath of dogwood flowers for Anya, woven together with honeysuckle vine. The dogwood symbolized loyalty, desire, and protection, whereas the honeysuckle would bring sustained love to the house where it grows. Eilish had made two white robes, one for Anya and one for Carter. In ancient times, handfasting was conducted skyclad, or naked, but the practice had been abandoned by many of the modern covens, news that Carter was happy to hear.

      Eilish helped her sister with a light application of make-up while Anya squirmed in her seat. Eilish lectured her. "Sit still. You want to look beautiful today."

      Anya huffed. "I just want to survive this day."

      Eilish kissed the top of her head. "Be happy, sister. You’ll be bound to the one you love."

      Anya scoffed, "Or barbecued on the altar if Fina has anything to say about it."

      Eilish brushed out her sister's hair. "Fina has enough problems with the coven right now. She'll have to explain Warrick's absence. She will not do anything to draw negative attention. Besides, Ian and I will be nearby."

      Carter had stepped out of the shower and towel-dried his hair. He wrapped the towel around his hips and entered the bedroom, where Eilish and Anya sat before a mirror. "Please tell me I'm wearing something underneath this gown thing."

      Eilish laughed. "You can wear whatever you want. You won't be removing the robe." Carter had no reservations about marrying Anya, but he wasn't happy about being revealed to the coven. He had seen enough of the other rituals from a distance to be unnerved.

      Ian stepped into the doorway and leaned against the doorjamb. Carter grabbed a solid blue shirt and a pair of jeans from the closet. "All I got is jeans."

      Eilish spoke softly, "It's what's in your heart tonight. You'll be fine." Carter carried his clothes into another room to get dressed and brushed past Ian.

      Ian looked at the two sisters, Anya wearing a dress for a change, having abandoned her overalls. "You make a beautiful bride."

      Anya looked up in surprise. "Do I?"

      Ian smiled and walked across the room, kissing her hand. "Yes, you do. Don't look so surprised." She caught his eyes in the mirror and smiled back at him. "Thank you."

      Ian gave Eilish a kiss. "We should get going. I'll teleport you, but Anya and Carter should drive."

      Carter returned to the doorway. "Okay, this is as good as it gets, I guess," he said as he tucked in his shirt.

      Anya turned in her chair and smiled at him. "Well, it all looks good to me, cowboy. Come on. It's going to be a wedding or a funeral, but we’ll look good either way."
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        * * *

      

      Fina drove the old van to John's Island and began to unpack and set up her altar. It took her ages to do this alone. She tried not to seem unprepared or at a disadvantage, but she felt the coven's eyes on her as they began to arrive. She glanced around, looking for Eilish but saw no sign of her. Relieved, she took a deep breath. The coven kept coming, and each pair of eyes seemed to be looking for one person... Warrick.

      Beckett watched as he held Esca's hand. The coven had been gossiping for months about how the two younger sisters had stopped participating in their ceremonies and how Seraphina was working alone. He stepped forward and called out to Seraphina. "Where is Warrick? Do you need me to stand in?"

      Fina was startled as she did not hear Beckett’s approach. "Oh, dear Beckett, it was such a tough decision for us to make. But my beloved Warrick has gone to help Zavian in Boston. He’s guiding him in his duties for their coven. I’m so proud of Zavian. He’s doing so well getting resettled there. I was hoping Warrick would be back in time. I truly didn’t want him to miss out." She arranged a few more items on the altar and then turned and smiled at him. "I can manage this quite well, Beckett, but thank you for the offer."

      Beckett nodded, looking around at the other coven members, the men pulling on their black robes, and the women in their gossamer gowns as they whispered among their selves. "Okay, well, just let me know if you need help." He rejoined Esca in the circle as he whispered quietly to her. "Warrick's in Boston, my ass. Something isn’t right here."

      Fina picked up the stick of jasmine incense, and all it did was remind her that she had lost Warrick. She had sent him to the shop to bring the incense back home. She touched her finger to the tip of the incense stick and watched as it glowed to life, the fragrant floral scent rising on the smoke. She walked the Four Quarters, allowing the jasmine to cleanse the air. Before the warlocks began their low soft drone, she heard a loud pickup truck rumble to a stop. Fina held her breath; she didn’t recognize this beat-up white truck, and by the looks of everyone staring back at it, neither did they. She started to get nervous but proceeded with the ritual.
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        * * *

      

      Carter pulled the truck to a stop behind the many parked cars, and he and Anya got out of the vehicle. They both removed the white robes from the truck and pulled them on over their heads. Carter held his wreath in one hand and grabbed Anya's free hand. She looped her wreath over her arm and held the drawstring bag. She felt more than saw Ian as he landed high in a nearby tree with Eilish. She looked at Carter as they walked toward the coven, and the coven members broke their circle to let them pass.

      There was a murmur through the crowd as they came to grips with two realities. One, Anya Bohannon was pregnant, and two, she had brought a human to be handfasted to. The couple approached the altar, where Fina stood with her mouth open in shock. Anya spoke up. "We're here to be handfasted, and I would like very much for you to perform the ritual, sister."

      Fina instantly went into a boiling rage. "How dare you even present yourself to this coven in your condition and with a human male. Do you have no respect? No pride? Look at you, a mere nothing, no wonder you settled for a human. Who else would even have you? And that baby growing in your stomach like a ripe watermelon, you can’t hide your nasty behavior anymore, can you? I won’t perform any such handfast ritual for you with that human! Get out of my sight and take him with you!"

      Anya stood her ground and glared at Fina. She could feel Carter tighten his grip on her hand and knew he was ready to blow a gasket.

      Ian whispered to Eilish, "Don’t get too comfy. I may need your help if things get out of hand." Ian could feel Fina's rage from there as they both looked on.

      Eilish responded, "Okay, book, we could use that path you talked about any time now."

      Anya felt caught in a trap. She looked around at the covens’ confused and sometimes disapproving faces as Fina stood firm, her arm extended and her finger pointing back toward the truck. She felt like Carter was one more word away from a bar brawl. "Fina, this is your niece I carry..."

      She was about to make her plea when she heard another murmur rise from the coven as a voice called out. "Git outta my way. Ain't got all night ta fix y’alls problems."

      Ian and Eilish exchanged a quick glance as he held onto her in the tree, and Eilish answered. "Our path."

      Anya looked over her shoulder to see Henwen approaching, using her crooked cane to slowly make her way to the altar. She whispered, "Henwen."

      Carter was even more confused as he saw the old, stooped, shouldered woman slowly moving in their direction.

      He asked, "Do I even want to know?"

      Anya answered. "She's our path forward. Henwen will conduct the handfasting. Put the wreath on your head."

      Carter did as he was told as Anya placed the wreath of flowers on her head and handed the drawstring bag to Henwen. Henwen took the bag and fished around through the contents. "Step aside, Fina. Ya cain't do yer duties, guess I haff ta do dem fer ya. Ain't got time fer all dis drama from da Bohannons."

      Fina was fuming beyond comprehension as a million thoughts ran through her head. Henwen was an old and powerful crone and highly respected by this coven. What in hell was she doing here? Was she in on the death of Warrick with the rest of them? How did she know to be here? Everything was spinning out of control. What would Warrick advise her to do? Fina showed no emotion as her thoughts tumbled in her head. She had to look at least as if she was in control. "Oh, Henwen, I wasn’t sure you would make it in time. It’s been so many years since you joined us, and I thought you’d want to be present tonight. Since you’re here, please lead the handfast. It would be such an honor for us." Fina looked around at the coven, but they weren’t buying any of this. She refused to let them know she wasn’t expecting the old crone, nor that it bothered her. She graciously held out her hand, presenting the couple to Henwen, and then stepped back with the rest of the coven to observe. If they thought they could scare her away, they would be sadly disappointed, and she wasn’t handing over her role as High Priestess.

      Henwen ignored Fina's little speechifying and continued with the ceremony. "Let's git dis over wiff. I gots a possum cookin' and I don't want da meat ta git too dry." She held her wrinkled hands over the heads of the young couple, both of whom had to bow down slightly to the old crone's height. "We be gathered here fer a handfastin’ 'tween Anya Bohannon and dis boy and da Lady and da Lord of da Woods."

      Anya whispered, "His name is Carter." Carter was more disturbed that she called him a boy than he was by the fact she didn't know his name.

      Henwen sighed loudly. "Anya an’ Carter." She dug the decorated wand from the bag, handed it to the couple. "Join hands and hold dis."” She wrapped the scarf around their joined hands.

      Anya whispered, "The candle. You didn't light the candle."

      Henwen paused and gave Anya a hard stare. "Do I look like I gots time fer the candle? Be quiet, girl. Let's git dis over wiff. By da looks of things, ya ain't got much time ta waste anyways."

      Henwen nodded at Anya's pregnant form, then looked at Carter. "Repeat what I say, boy." Carter nodded. "Gib dis vow to ya beloved. Wiff dis wand I pledge myself to ya in da bonds of matrimony. Let dare be joy, blah, blah, blah... I fergit all da words but ya git the picture."

      Carter tried his best to repeat what she said, leaving out the "blah, blah, blah" part.

      Anya giggled.

      Henwen turned to Anya. "Now youse. Don't make me say it all agin. Ya know dis stuff."

      Anya repeated the vows in full. She had heard them many times.

      Henwen removed the scarf and the wand and placed them on the altar. "Do y’all have a token? Somethin' else ta take up my time?"

      Anya shook her head. "We don't have rings. We'll get them later."”

      Henwen nodded. "Good. Dat's it, den. Yaw be married.'' She laid Fina's broom on the ground and then said. "Now jump da broomstick, so ya start wiff a clean sweep." Carter and Anya jumped the broomstick as Carter thought this was the weirdest fucking wedding he'd ever seen. Henwen nodded as she wrapped up the ceremony. "I’m supposed ta say da Lord and Lady bless ya wiff bringin' forth da fruit, but y’alls fruit look pretty ripe already." She cackled as the coven looked about, confused by this jumbled ritual.

      Henwen looked around at the coven. 'Well, dat's it. It done now. I ‘spect ya to welcome dis human into da coven. Dis what Rhiannon want, ya hear? Now y’all go do what ya do. I gots to get home." With that, she walked out of the circle and disappeared into the dark, where Cyrus waited in a truck.

      Fina could not believe the nonsense of Henwen's ceremony. She was mortified by both the process and her sister and the human. But Henwen’s words stuck in her head when she said this was what Rhiannon had wanted. Fina stepped forward once Henwen made her getaway. "That will be all for the night; we will hold a celebration another time. Please enjoy the rest of the evening." Fina didn’t miss the strange looks she was getting from the others; some even sneered at her as they surrounded Anya and her human husband, asking about the baby and congratulating them. It made Fina sick to her stomach to even witness this catastrophe. No one spoke to her, and no one offered to help her load the truck. They just stared at her with contempt. Everything was falling apart faster than she could anticipate.
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        * * *

      

      Ian leaned back in the tree. One year ago, on this very night, he had sat in this same tree and watched Eilish. He had vowed to have her, and now she was his. He smiled as Eilish wiped a tear from her eye as Anya and Carter were bonded. Ian chuckled. "Girl, I've lived a long time, and I've seen a lot in my life, but I have to say, life with the Bohannons is never dull."

      Eilish smiled. "Well, it's usually very dull. But I'll admit, this last year has been one for the record books."

      Ian nodded. "And speaking of books, yours did what it promised, although I sure didn't see that coming."

      Eilish chuckled. "Me either. Who knew Henwen was our path? Come on. Let's get home. I can start preparing dinner for Carter and Anya. It's time to celebrate."
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      After the odd ceremony around Ostara and the even stranger handfasting of the youngest Bohannon sister to a human, led by Henwen, no less, Beckett had called an impromptu meeting of a few coven members at his home. He was brewing some lavender tea in the kitchen, waiting for Esca to put the baby down for a nap. They had been so grateful to Seraphina for the fertility ritual she had conducted a year ago that had finally allowed them to conceive. Fina had always been a strong High Priestess, and being a member of the Bohannon coven carried a lot of prestige in the Wiccan culture, but nothing seemed right these days, and Fina appeared to have lost control. First with those sabbats where Eilish displayed an almost supernatural power, followed by Zavian's departure, then the apparent split between the sisters when Fina left their home to live with Warrick. Now, no one had seen Warrick for days. The coven felt at odds, and gossip was rampant. He heard a knock at the door as he called out to Esca. "I think we have our first house guest. Are you ready, sweetheart?"

      Esca finally got her three-month-old down for the evening after a warm bath. She hoped he would stay down and sleep well while they had guests. "Yes, I’ll get the door." Esca checked her hair in the small mirror in the baby's room before she swept out to answer the door. She looked out to see Lizbet and Asher. Swinging the door open, Lizbet hugged her immediately.

      Asher nodded to Esca, "Thanks for the invite; we finally got a babysitter and had a nice dinner out together. Hope we’re not too early?"

      Esca smiled, "No, we love having you over, and besides, I wasn’t sure how many would be able to come on such short notice. Please come in and make yourself comfortable." As the couple went into the living room, Esca excused herself and went to find Beckett. "It’s Lizbet and Asher. Go out and welcome them; I will get some tea and cakes ready to bring in."

      Beckett nodded as he heard the doorbell again. "I brewed some lavender tea for you. I'll get the door." He kissed her cheek as she prepared a tray and he left to greet the next round of coven members. He opened the door to the sisters, Wynter and Rain. "Come in, please. I’m so glad you could make it. Lizbet and Asher are in the living room; Esca will be out with refreshments in just a second."

      Beckett saw Cressa's car pull up as the sisters made their way into the house, so he stood in the doorway to welcome her. She hurried up the sidewalk. "I hope I'm not late!"

      "Not at all," he said. "Everyone has just arrived. They're all in the living room."

      Esca made her way into the sitting room with guests arriving. She served tea and passed out cakes on small, elegant plates with little forks.

      Lizbet thanked her. "Well, this is lovely, Esca. How is the baby doing?"

      Esca smiled at Lizbet. "He’s growing like a weed, he’s such a good boy, and he does love his Daddy. We are so grateful for the fertility spell from Seraphina."

      Asher grunted. "Things are controlled chaos at our house; with three, there is always something going on."

      Lizbet sighed, "The two boys are just at that age; they are always tussling about something. But speaking about Fina, what’s going on with the Bohannons?"

      Beckett cleared his throat. "Well, that's what we wanted to discuss. I didn't want to draw too much attention by calling the whole coven together. I thought we could share what we know or what we think. Frankly, I'm at a loss. I feel like I've been handed one excuse too many. I visited Fina and Warrick not too long ago. They were consistent with the story about Zavian, and honestly, I have no reason to doubt it. It was clear to all of us that there was no spark between Eilish and Zavian. I can understand his returning to Boston."

      Wynter nodded. "I guess we should confess. Rain and I helped cover for Eilish and Anya a few times. They said Eilish was meeting up with a warlock from another coven, so we lied to Fina and said we were all going out together. One time we saw them in a black pickup truck with a vampire. We asked them about it, and they both said he was just giving them a ride. She was seeing someone from Adelgriefs, and they didn't think it was safe for a warlock from Adelgriefs to be seen in our territory."

      Beckett sat down as Esca offered him cake and tea. He took the tea but waved away the cake. "A vampire? What in the names of all the gods and goddesses could they be thinking? Did she name the warlock?"

      Rain shook her head. "No. Whoever it was, they kept it between the two of them. You know how close Anya and Eilish are. One would never betray the other."

      Beckett shook his head. "Just one more problem. Right now, we need to talk about last night and the handfasting. Clearly, Anya is close to term, and this half-breed baby belongs to the human. I understand Fina's reluctance to conduct the handfast, but it wouldn't be the first time one of our kind has strayed from the coven. Humans can manage in our world. But when was the last time anyone here saw Henwen? I haven't seen her in twenty years at least. And why the sudden appearance and her message from Rhiannon that we accept this handfasting and the baby? I mean, it is unusual, but we wouldn't have denied Anya her choice. Perhaps it was Fina who was standing in the way. I'm confused by it all."

      Asher listened and agreed wholeheartedly with Beckett. "Well, to be honest, Lizbet has been to the shop a few times lately, and Fina was there alone. No Warrick in sight. She always seems to have a fast answer, laughs it off, and tries to shove you out the door.  But that handfasting. I find it very strange that Eilish wasn't there as close as Anya and Eilish are. They’re always together. They do everything together, yet she wasn’t there for her sister’s handfasting, and no explanation was given."

      Esca looked around at the group of her coven that was her closest friends. "Well, I have something more alarming that I’m concerned over. Eilish and Anya have a barrier spell on the yellow house. I went to visit Fina, and the shock of it nearly knocked the baby from my arms. Everyone will want to visit Anya and her mate as is customary after a handfasting. We need to warn them of that barrier spell, Beckett."

      Rain spoke up. "A barrier spell! That's a little extreme! We all knew Fina's excuse for moving into Warrick's house to console him after Zavian's departure was bullshit. It was clear there had been some quarrel between the sisters, but what happened that Eilish and Anya felt the need to put up a barrier spell unless they had reason to fear Fina or Warrick? Do you think that has anything to do with Warrick's disappearance? Fina said he went to Boston to help Zavian with Ostara, but I'm pretty sure the Boston coven needs no help getting Zavian resettled. Did anyone talk to Warrick before he left?"

      Beckett shook his head. "Not me. And I had just been there to visit in person. He didn't mention it."

      Rain nodded. "And Asher has a good point. Anya gets hand-fasted, and Eilish doesn't show up? Where the fuck is Eilish? She led us at Samhain and displayed extreme power over the elements. Do you realize she has the power to control air, water, earth, and fire? It’s a rare gift for a witch to be able to control two elements; I’ve never known a witch who controlled all four. Then Fina sidelines her, and now she's just absent on what is the most important day of Anya's life? Do you think Fina may have... you know... done something? I mean, Warrick is missing, now Eilish?"

      Wynter spoke up. "If Fina had done something to Eilish, Anya would have found a way to communicate that. She didn't look distressed at the handfasting. Nervous, but not afraid. She seemed defiant. You know, like regular Anya."

      Lizbet shrugged. "I agree with that. Anya would have just blurted out that Fina killed Eilish right in front of the whole coven. She doesn’t hold much back. Don’t get me wrong, I adore Eilish and Anya, but this is all very strange. The Boston coven is large; they wouldn’t need Warrick to help. And Henwen? Fina tried to laugh it off like she invited Henwen, but who had even seen her in the last 15 or 20 years? You know Fina was blatantly lying and then stepped back to let Henwen lead. That wasn’t Fina; she doesn’t step back from anything!"

      Cressa sat quietly, sipping  her tea. "You know, Anya looked near term. No one has contacted me, but I'm the only midwife in the coven. I could drop by. I mean, it's not like it's a secret now. She's going to need help when that baby comes. It would be perfectly normal for me to visit without creating any suspicions. In fact, I think we should all, you know, at different times, just drop by. That's what we would do after a handfasting. Bring a gift for the new couple. Maybe if we all just act normal, like all of this is normal, we might learn something."

      Esca began walking around refilling everyone's teacups. "I think that’s a marvelous idea, Cressa. But do you think you should call first? The barrier spell, you know. I don’t know about all of this. It feels like we are being pushed to take sides. I don’t want to end up in the middle of some huge sister showdown." As she sat down, she looked at Wynter and Rain. "What do you think about this? Do you feel pressure to take a side? And who do we follow?"

      Wynter shrugged. "You know, for a while, Anya and Eilish were contacting us all the time to cover for them, so they could sneak out and meet whoever they were meeting. But then it all came to a halt. We didn't hear anything from them. After that, Fina moved out, and no one was at the house on the Battery for a while. Right now, I don't feel like anyone is leading the coven."

      Rain nodded. "It's just been Fina by herself in the shop now. We haven't heard a word from Eilish or Anya. I guess we know now that Anya was sneaking out to see a human, but we still don't know who Eilish was seeing. If she saw someone from Adelgriefs, that's probably not a good sign. That coven has a grudge against all of us, thanks to Fina. And Eilish with a vampire seems just as improbable. I wish I had some answers, but all I have is more questions. But I agree, Cressa going to visit makes the most sense. Just remember that barrier spell, though."
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        * * *

      

      Eilish had baked a cake and finished spreading the icing, placing a single rose on top of the cake. It was the least she could do for Carter and Anya, who had barely left the bedroom since returning from their handfasting.

      Ian admired her work. "It looks nice."

      She smiled. "It looks okay. I don't have Anya's magic in the kitchen. It's a good thing you don't eat."

      He chuckled, pulled her close, and nibbled her ear, sending goosebumps down her spine. "Your magic in the bedroom makes up for it. It turns out you didn't need kitchen magic anyway. You must have been made for me."

      She smiled back at him. "Would you round them up? See if you can break up that love fest upstairs. Anya may not need a break, but that baby has to be wondering what's going on."

      Ian laughed as he headed up the stairs and knocked hard on the door. "You two think you can join us downstairs?"

      He heard Carter call out, "Thank god, the Cavalry arrived."

      Anya's laughter could be heard throughout the house. "Get used to it, cowboy!"

      Ian chuckled and shook his head as he started down the stairs. Anya could give any vampire warrior a run for their money. He heard their bedroom door open as they followed him down the stairs.

      Anya was still giggling as she ran down the stairs. She was happy; she had Carter, and life was good. She walked into the kitchen and saw the cake. "Eilish, you made this?"

      Eilish laughed. "Don't get too excited. You haven't tasted it yet. I did my best, but it's not like yours. I thought we should celebrate your handfasting. Normally we would have had a party after the ritual, and the whole coven would have joined in."

      Ian poured three cups of coffee, then poured himself a glass of Midnight as they gathered around the table.

      Eilish handed Anya the knife. "Do you and Carter want to cut the first slice?"

      "Well, duh!" Anya grabbed the knife and looked at Carter. "Come on, put your hand over mine, and we cut the cake." Anya immediately took a bite out of her slice and laughed as she had icing all over her lip. "This is pretty good, sis. Thanks for doing this for us. It makes me feel happy. And you are the only family welcoming Carter into our coven."

      Carter chuckled as he licked the icing from her top lip and responded, "Not sure I could handle much more welcoming, darlin’."

      Eilish cut a slice of cake for herself and took a bite. "Yeah, about that. I've been thinking. The whole coven knows you're handfasted to a human now and that you're pregnant. I can't imagine that someone won't visit to offer their congratulations. I removed the barrier spell. If people start coming over, it would just raise more questions. That doesn't mean we're safe. Fina wasn't happy about the handfasting or Henwen's interference. She doesn't like it when she's not in control. So, we have to be more alert now. It's four against one, but that doesn't mean we should feel safe."

      Anya shook her head with worry. "I’m so happy right now, and once again, Fina is the spoiler. But what in the heck are you going to do with Ian if the coven comes to visit?"

      Ian chuckled. "I’m a vampire; it’s called teleporting, or I can shadow or stay upstairs. There are lots of options. Besides, you’re going to need me for reconnaissance on Fina."

      Anya scoffed, "Well, that will be one advantage of having a vamp in the family. We will need to know what Fina’s up to."

      Ian smiled as he sipped Midnight and looked over the rim of the glass at Eilish. "Only one advantage?" She smiled back at him, "I can think of at least one more."
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      Cressa gathered fresh nettles and some chamomile in a basket before making her way to the yellow house on the Battery. She didn't know what she'd be walking into, but she was the only midwife in the coven, and quite honestly, she should have been called in before now. With Anya's handfasting and evident advanced stage of pregnancy, Cressa didn’t think her unannounced visit would raise any questions.

      Remembering the warning from their earlier group meeting, she approached the house slowly. She didn't hear the tell-tale light buzzing sound that typically accompanied the barrier spell, so she held her breath and gradually extended her hand towards the intricate wrought-iron gate until her fingertips touched it. Feeling nothing, she exhaled and opened the gate. "That's a good sign," she said to herself. She walked up to the broad front porch and noticed the drapes were kept drawn on all the windows. It was early spring in Charleston. Windows should be open to air out the houses closed up for the winter. She shook her head as she tentatively knocked on the front door.

      Anya and Carter were in the kitchen, cleaning up and organizing the pantry as Anya wanted it. They were trying to get things prepared for the baby to come. Eilish and Ian were upstairs. Anya had no idea what they were up to, but she suspected her sister was reading again.

      Carter stopped in his tracks when he heard the knock at the door and looked at Anya. He spoke softly. "I heard someone at the front door. What do we do?"

      Anya grabbed his hand, and they both went to the front of the house. Anya carefully peeped out the heavy drapes that hung in the parlor. The window gave an expansive view of the broad front porch. "It’s Cressa. She’s the midwife. I’m going to let her in. Eilish said the coven would probably visit after our handfasting, and Cressa would be curious about my pregnancy. Just act normal."

      Carter scratched his head. "Yeah, just not sure what normal is anymore, darlin’."

      Anya opened the door. "Cressa! I wasn’t expecting company, so please excuse any mess. Please come in."

      Cressa greeted her with a smile and a sigh of relief. Anya appeared to be genuinely glad to see her. "Well, it was clear at Ostara that you’d need me soon. I thought I should check in." She stepped inside the foyer and looked at the human male, taking him in from head to toe. He was a cute one, for sure. She could understand the attraction. "Hi. My name is Cressa. We didn't have time to meet after your handfasting. I'm the only midwife in the coven. I've attended every birth in the last thirty years, helped bring all these Bohannon girls into the world, and watched them grow up."

      Carter nodded his head to her. "Ma’am. It's good of you to come by. My mama would be sorely disappointed in me if I didn't ask you to sit at the table and have a glass of sweet tea. Would you like to join us?"

      Anya replied, "And I have some cookies I just baked. Come on in."

      Cressa was not expecting the warm welcome and was immediately taken in by the charm of the human and his Southern manners. "I'd love to, thank you. I brought you some nettles. You should be eating them daily, you know. They are an excellent source of vitamins and minerals to prepare your body for childbirth. And some chamomile to help you sleep at night."
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        * * *

      

      Eilish had heard the knock at the door as she and Ian had moved to the top of the stairs. They overheard the conversation as Eilish flattened herself against the wall in the hallway, wondering if she should go downstairs. The coven knew about Anya’s pregnancy, but hers was still a secret.
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        * * *

      

      Anya exclaimed. "Oh, that is so nice of you, Cressa. I do have more difficulty sleeping comfortably as I’ve gotten bigger. Please, sit down. I apologize if things are out of sorts, we’re preparing for the baby. Trying to get things organized for when the time comes. We’re both so excited." Anya poured the sweet tea, Carter put some cookies on a plate, and they sat around the table. "Help yourself, Cressa. I’ve been doing very well and haven’t felt bad at all. The baby kicks, though; sometimes I think it’s dance time in there!"

      They all laughed, and Anya wondered if Eilish would show herself but knew she was still reluctant to reveal her condition.
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        * * *

      

      Eilish stood with Ian with her hand resting on her belly. "I'm going to need her too. She delivers all the babies in the coven. We're a relatively small group. Cressa will typically follow the mother's progress through the pregnancy and work her calendar around the expected due date, so she can respond when the time comes. Anya and I are close together. I wouldn't want her to deliver Anya's baby and not be available when I need her. I think she needs to know unless you have some experience in this area?"

      Ian furrowed his brow. "Little out of my league, babe. But do you want me exposed? I don’t think it would be a good idea. I’m the only one right now that can protect all of us. Fina is still out there and dangerous. If I’m exposed to the coven, they may take sides, and I don’t want any more complications if we can help it. Whatever you have to tell the midwife, think of it now, and we all stick to that no matter what."

      Eilish nodded. "Okay then. We told Wynter and Rain I was seeing a warlock from another coven. I think it best I just stick to that story for now. I'm going downstairs, so please stay hidden." She kissed him as she turned to go down the stairs. She had been wearing long maxi-dresses that were loose-fitting but did nothing to disguise her ample belly. She took a deep breath as she prepared herself for Cressa's response. She could hear the cheerful chatter as she walked back to the kitchen and stepped into the doorway. "Hello, Cressa."

      Cressa looked up as she was about to take another bite of her cookie and stopped in her tracks. "Eilish?"

      Eilish replied, "Two for one special we got going here."

      Cressa set the cookie back on her plate. "I can see that. Well, I guess that explains your absence of late."

      Cressa gave Carter a stern look. He saw her frown and responded, "Hey, don't look at me! I can only take credit for one!"

      Anya spewed her tea across the table and then laughed. "Lord Cressa, what do you think we do in here?" Cressa turned a bright red and sputtered an apology as Eilish sat at the table. "You don't need to apologize for anything. We were the ones keeping all the secrets. I was seeing someone from another coven. Fina wasn't happy about it. We had a big blow-out over it, and Fina left to give us all time to cool down. It turns out Fina was right for once. The relationship with the warlock didn't work out."

      Cressa put her hand over Eilish's. "Oh, honey. I'm so sorry to hear it. Nothing to be ashamed of." She looked from Anya to Eilish. "Do you know when your due date is?"

      Eilish shrugged. "Not really. I mean, we think we're both close together. End of April, early May. Not sure exactly."

      Anya munched on a cookie and shrugged. "I’m thinking the end of April. At least, that’s my best estimation. I’m sorry we’ve been absent from the coven and kept all these secrets from everyone, Cressa. But we had good reason. Fina was distraught. I’m sure it will all work out, but for now, we all just needed a little space from each other. Fina still thinks we’ve made stupid decisions, but I must admit I’m not sorry about anything."

      Cressa smiled at her. "No reason to be sorry. A baby is a joyous occasion, and you know the coven will welcome them both. I guess I should have brought more nettles! In any case, I'll be here for both of you. You have my number. Give me a call. It only takes me about fifteen minutes to walk over. And don't you worry. Once these babies are here, I'm sure Fina will get over whatever reservations she had. She'll be a proud Auntie for sure!" Anya and Eilish exchanged a glance. They doubted Fina would be feeling any pride.

      Ian had remained at the top of the stairs, listening to the conversation. He was glad they would have the midwife’s help, but he knew this wasn't a secret they could keep much longer. A witch could recognize a vampire on sight, and he knew the moment Cressa saw his child, Eilish's story about a warlock from another coven wouldn't hold up.
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        * * *

      

      Cressa left their house and began the walk back home. She fished her cell phone from her purse and dialed Beckett. She heard his deep voice as he answered. "I hope you're sitting down."

      He scratched his head. "Do I need to?"

      Cressa nodded. "We don't have one pregnant Bohannon; we have two that are due about the same time."

      Beckett did sit down. "Both of them? But who is Eilish handfasted to?" Cressa sighed. "She’s not handfasted to anyone and didn’t name any names. She said he was from another coven but didn’t give any details. I didn't pry too much. I just wanted to make sure they knew I'd be around for the birth... births."

      Beckett frowned. "Well, it explains all the absences and the pulled drapes. At least we have the answers now. That would be enough to make Fina leave in a fury. At least there are no more secrets."

      Cressa sighed. "Never say never."
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      The sisters had several visitors stop by the house after Cressa's visit, bearing gifts for the babies. Carter was reluctant to be introduced to them, as they looked him over with much curiosity. He felt sure they were there to check him out more than to deliver baby gifts.

      Ian had to slip upstairs and wait it out with every visit, and he felt frustrated, like a prisoner in his own home. Eilish had told him the coven would see the vampire in her infant, so he knew this was a secret that couldn't be kept much longer, but neither of them knew what the reaction to his presence in the coven would be. He was beginning to understand first-hand why the vampires and witches had remained separate all these years, even though they both survived as a sub-culture among the mortals. He dared not assemble with the few other vampires in Charleston for fear of bringing more attention and exposure to Eilish and Anya and, soon, his child.

      He loved Eilish with every fiber of his being, but he was questioning the wisdom of his path. Rhiannon's words were seared into his brain, saying she was his to love but not keep. There were many nights when Eilish lay asleep beside him, soft and warm; her white hair fanned across his chest when he wondered what was ahead for them and his child. How could he not love her? He wouldn't have changed things, even if he could. But he also knew life in the yellow house wasn't the life he was born to. He was a warrior, and the battle cry ran through his veins.

      He knew Carter could adjust to this, return to his life of carpentry and slowly assimilate into the coven, raising his child here with Anya. But what was his fate? He was so deep in thought he didn't hear Eilish as she stepped into the bedroom, "It's safe to come out now." He looked up at her and smiled as he stood to his full height. Eilish saw the sadness in his eyes, even behind that smile. She hated having to hide him, and she knew it took a toll on his pride. She went to him, slid her arms around his waist, and laid her head on his chest. "It won't always be like this."

      He returned the hug but was filled with doubt. "You know I will love you until my dying breath, and I will kill anything that threatens you or our child, but I'm having a real hard time seeing this coven letting me in."

      Eilish knew he had doubts. "But once I'm High Priestess, things will change." He ran his hand through that snow-white silk that had caught his eye the first time he'd seen her.

      "I have no doubt things will change. Just not sure how I fit into the picture, babe." Eilish gripped him even harder, and he clung to her as well.

      She whispered, "We'll figure it out."

      He grasped her face in both hands and looked down into those soft gray eyes. "However it plays out, you know I love you and this baby. Rhiannon said you were mine to protect, and I have that to hang on to."

      Eilish felt the pain in his heart. "I need to consult the book again anyway. We have Beltane in a few weeks, and these babies are due. We haven't seen anything of Fina, and she has to know we were involved in Warrick's death."

      Ian frowned. "She doesn't know he's dead for sure. Just missing. She's telling everyone he went to Boston."

      Eilish shook her head. "Trust me, she knows. That's just Fina putting a nice shine on everything for the coven. It's what she always does. She knows he's dead, and she knows we killed him. She's just bidding her time, so I need to see what the book says about Beltane." They heard Anya call to them from downstairs that dinner was ready. He followed her down the stairs to sit around the table, where he never joined in the meal but sipped at his glass of Midnight.

      Anya made French fries, and Carter was casually munching down on the first batch. He had helped her set the table, as she always loved that. He was extremely attentive to her now that she was getting more advanced in her pregnancy. She spoke to him. "You know Beltane is coming soon; I’m a bit nervous about it. I don’t know if the baby will be born by then, and I’m worried about what Fina might do. Even though Ian killed Warrick, and it was self-defense, we all helped dispose of him. She’ll seek retribution and make sure the coven knows we have blood on our hands. I worry so much when all I want to do is be happy."

      Eilish and Ian walked in on her conversation as they sat around the old kitchen table. Eilish spoke up. "I was thinking much the same, sis. I’ll read the book tonight and hope it gives me some direction on Beltane. Sometimes I feel like that book is pushing us off a cliff. Fina isn't going to stay quiet forever. She'll tell the coven we killed Warrick, even if she doesn't have proof. We can always say she killed our parents, but what proof do we have? It's our word against hers, and the coven will feel torn about who to believe. She always said it was the High Priestess from Adelgrief that killed them and that she then killed her in retribution. We have nothing to prove otherwise. I’m afraid if we tell them about the portal, Fina will destroy it. Plus, they will wonder why we didn’t speak up before. I even have a hard time believing it."

      Carter sat at his place around the table as Anya served up hamburgers. He asked, "What about that book? You can show the coven you have the book."

      Eilish shook her head. "The coven has assumed we've always had the book or that Fina has had it. She will say we stole it from her and are trying to take her power and position as High Priestess." Eilish looked at her pregnant sister as she maneuvered into her chair. "If you have any ideas, now would be a good time to share them."

      Anya snorted. "Me? I worry about all of this every minute, it seems. I have no ideas that make any sense; I keep working them around in my head. We only have two saving graces at this time. One is that we have the grimoire. It directs you to do things that seem to be bat shit crazy, but if you think about it, it’s always right. And second is you, Eilish. You have powers that Fina can’t touch; let’s face it, we even have Henwen with us if we need her. She seems to be on our side. She knows the truth about our parents now."

      Ian cleared his throat. "I’m hoping you are counting me as a saving grace?"

      Anya smiled, "Of course you are; it’s just that, to be honest, Eilish can kick ass more than you can, warrior. Bow or not."

      Carter shook his head. "Girl, that hit was below the belt."

      Ian waved his hand, "No offense taken, Anya, because you’re right. Eilish could definitely kick my ass to hell and back without batting an eye."

      Eilish pushed the food around on her plate. "So, we have the book, which only talks to me and clams up around other witches, and Henwen, who may or may not ever come out of the swamp again. And yes, we have Ian."

      Carter spoke as he took a big bite of his hamburger. "And me. I can swing a mad hammer. Ain't lost a bar brawl yet."

      Eilish smiled despite her mood. "I don't think a coven war will look much like a bar brawl, but we'll take what we can get."

      She pushed the plate away. She had barely touched her food. "I'm going to go read the book. I can't focus until I have some answers." She quietly left the table, and Ian watched her as she placed her hand protectively over her belly as she stood, and realized it was an instinctive move, a mother unconsciously protecting her young.

      As she left the room, he looked across the table at Anya. "Sometimes I feel like I'm losing her. She retreats into herself, like she is alone in this, and shuts me out."

      Anya looked into Ian's eyes; what she saw there scared her. She saw how distanced he felt. She and Carter had noticed Eilish and Ian were both stressed out as they tried to envision their lives together in the future. "Eilish has a lot on her shoulders, Ian. I know you do as well; we all do. But you need to realize that Eilish never wanted to be the High Priestess. It has always been that way with her. She knows now that it’s her destiny, and she can’t change that. But she loves you, no doubt. I think she fell in love with you the first time she saw you and hasn’t looked back since. But her destiny will dictate her future, leading this coven and producing the next heir to rule, which is the baby she carries inside her. It’s a lot to absorb. With Fina claiming power that wasn’t hers to hold, maybe that was part of your destiny. She wouldn’t have been able to find our parents and retrieve the grimoire without you. The Bohannon coven would have ended. She needed you. They didn’t know it, but the whole coven needed you to survive. You’re part of this journey, but you’re a warrior, not meant to sit idly but to fight. You can’t hide from me that look of longing to be out there and away from these four walls. I don’t understand this any more than you do. I don’t know what will happen or what path the book will direct for her. Sometimes, she withdraws, but it has nothing to do with you. Eilish can feel all the elements, and that’s rare, even for a Bohannon High Priestess. And she’s preparing for the birth of your child and what she must do next. She told me what Rhiannon said about her not being yours to keep. We don’t know what that means exactly, but Eilish will never stop loving you. You’ll both be okay, I promise." Anya reached out and took his hand, and held it.

      Ian nodded. Anya had spoken what he feared. Even she knew their future didn't include him in the long run. He knew he'd always be bound to Eilish; she’d sealed the covenant with him and been handfasted by Rhiannon herself. For him, the blood covenant meant he could never take another as his mate. But as a warrior, he had never expected to have a mate. Warriors typically remained solitary. But some elements lay ahead for all of them that would pull them apart. "She'll be okay, and our baby will be okay. I'll make sure of that."
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        * * *

      

      Eilish retreated to their bedroom and removed the book from the dresser drawer, laying it on the vanity table. She switched on the small lamp and released the clasp on the book. The book sighed. She flipped through the pages looking for the page with the heading for Beltane. She stopped as she reached the page, and the book whispered, "Beltane."

      Eilish laid her hand across her belly. "Yep. What nightmares do you have for me now?"

      The book was silent for a moment as Eilish read through the rituals of Beltane, a ceremony she was already familiar with when the book spoke. "All must go."

      Eilish paused. "What do you mean, all must go? Who's all? Me and Anya?" The book was silent as Eilish gave an exasperated sigh. "I don't know what to do if you don't talk to me! Who is all?"

      The book whispered, "Eilish, High Priestess of the Bohannon Coven and daughter of Rhiannon."

      Eilish nodded. "I know who I am."

      The book whispered, "Anya."

      Eilish sat up straight. "So, you want Anya to go as well?"

      The book whispered, "Carter Corbin." Eilish bit her lip. "I'm sure he'll be thrilled."

      The book whispered, "And the dark one."

      Eilish frowned. "What?" The house shuddered slightly. She could hear her family’s footsteps on the stairs as they responded to the shaking of the house, as chandeliers swung and dishes clinked lightly inside cabinets. She looked over her shoulder to see all three of them in the doorway.

      Anya spoke, "Is everything okay?"

      Eilish shrugged and shook her head. She looked back at the book. "I don't understand." The house shook more violently as she grabbed the vanity table, and her family grabbed the doorjamb to steady themselves.

      The book spoke again. "You understand all too well. The dark one, Ian Cross."

      Ian felt a chill down his spine as the book spoke his name. As the house settled, the book said once more. "The seed will sprout, and you will bring the fruit."

      Before Eilish could respond, the book slammed shut, and the latch was sealed. Eilish tried to unlock the latch, but it wouldn't budge. She turned in her chair to look at the three in the doorway. "Looks like we're all going to Beltane, and it sounds like the babies will be born before then."

      Anya's mouth dropped open. "Even Ian? The book wants Ian?"

      Eilish locked eyes with Ian. "The book, my path, the fates?" Ian nodded. He knew their secret had to be revealed at some point. You might as well rip off the Band-Aid in front of the whole fucking coven.
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      Anya was cleaning up the kitchen after a late breakfast. She and Eilish had been sleeping in later the last few mornings. Any day now, she was expecting this little wrangler to be born. She was trying to catch up on her baking, making sure there were plenty of baked goods, plus a few casseroles that she placed in the freezer. She knew one thing; she would need a nap later. She finished putting the clean dishes in their proper place and swept the kitchen floor. Finally, standing back, she looked around and thought it looked very homey. She wandered upstairs and walked into the bedroom, picking up several handmade baby blankets and little outfits some of the coven witches had brought over. They were beautiful, and she was grateful for the acceptance the coven had shown. She knew a lot of the visits had been motivated more by curiosity, but the coven appeared to have heeded Rhiannon’s word and, at the very least, had not pushed back on her handfasting to a human, and seemed welcoming of the new baby. She wanted to move these gifts to the nursery.

      Ian and Carter had worked several days moving the furniture from Fina's bedroom, the largest bedroom in the old house. They had decided to turn her bedroom into a nursery for both babies. Anya had realized it was good having a bloodsucker for a brother-in-law; he could lift anything and take it wherever Eilish told him to store it without batting an eyelash. The men had built two separate cribs and then stained them. The rocking chair that Carter had made for her sat in the corner, and she loved it.

      She arranged the blankets in the crib and ran her hand over the top railing. It was smooth to the touch and beautifully constructed, Carter was a talented woodworker. She loved every moment of life with him and felt the best was yet to come. She was in love and happy. She took the tiny baby clothes and booties and placed them inside one of the dressers they had purchased for the two babies.

      She was about to leave and find Carter when she heard him coming up the stairs. He went straight into their bedroom, and she smiled and shuffled after him. When she had walked in, she screamed with joy. He had made her a cradle and placed it by the bed on her side. "I love it. It’s so beautiful!"

      Carter stood up after placing the cradle by the bed. "I need to keep busy; my carpentry skills were getting rusty. I figured you’d want to keep the baby close for a while. But I hope you noticed I'm putting the cradle on your side of the bed." He bent over and gently rocked the rocker. "What do you think? Do you want to put the blankets and stuff in there? I’ll try to make another one for Eilish and Ian."

      Anya clapped her hands in joy. "Well, we got quite a few new blankets, so I’ll put some inside the cradle, and I have a soft one for the back of the rocker. I love the cribs you and Ian worked on, and I love this rocker and cradle so much, and I love you for making them. And you’re right, I’ll need to have the baby near in the beginning if we expect to get any sleep. Eventually, the babies can share a room, but at first, they will both wake each other up with their cries. What are Ian and Eilish up to?"

      Carter stretched his back as he answered. "Well, Eilish seems jittery today. Like she can't settle down. Ian is chill, as always. He was trying to get her to sit and rest for a while. She said she might read the book later if her stomach settled. She was fixing some peppermint tea. How about you? How are you feeling?"

      Anya rubbed her bulging belly. "I’m fine, just a bit restless, to be honest. I’m getting tired of carrying this one around. I’m anxious for this to be over with. But peppermint tea sounds good." She grabbed his hand, and they headed downstairs into the kitchen.

      Ian looked up as they both entered and nodded. "So, how does the cradle look?" He had enjoyed helping Carter and feeling like he was a part of a family.

      Carter spun the kitchen chair around and straddled it as he sat at the table while Anya poured some peppermint tea and sat next to Eilish. "The cradle looks great, and she said she liked it, so I'm sticking with that." He winked at Anya and then looked back at Ian. "It's not too late; I can make one for you guys. Just out of curiosity, this baby you have coming, will it, you know, feed from you as well?"

      Ian smiled. "Only occasionally, to bond. She, or he, will still seek out its mother to nurse."

      Carter shook his head. "Fucking weird, man. No offense. I just never saw a half-breed baby before."

      Ian rubbed his hand across his forehead and brushed back his hair. "Well, that makes two of us. New territory for me too."

      Eilish spoke up. "And me. I guess we’ll figure this out as we go."

      Anya sipped the tea and listened. "Well, compared to what we’ve been through, I think it can’t be but so weird." She finished her tea and sighed. She had been feeling light contractions all day but wasn’t sure this was the real deal yet. "I think maybe I will take a nap; I’m a bit worn out. How about you, sis?" Anya noticed her sister had been quieter than usual today.

      Eilish responded, "I'm good. I may read or nap; I just feel antsy, like there's something I should be doing, only I can't think of what it would be."

      Ian rubbed her back, applying pressure low on her spine. He had watched her rubbing her own back the last couple of days. "You okay, babe?"

      She nodded as she finished her tea, then looked absently around the kitchen as if looking for something to do. But Anya had the place neat as a pin. "Maybe I'll go lie down as well."

      Anya climbed the stairs, lay down, and tried to get comfortable, the contractions continuing irregularly. She took a short nap and then returned to make lunch for everyone. The contractions were settling into a predictable rhythm, but she remained quiet while everyone ate. She managed to clean up the kitchen as the contractions still seemed mild, and she didn’t want to alarm Carter in case they stopped.  As the afternoon progressed, they became more intense, but she worked through them easily. She decided to prepare macaroni and cheese for dinner. She was reaching high up in the cabinet for her baking dish when she dropped the dish and heard it crashing to the floor. The pain spread through her abdomen, and she cried out. Carter came running into the kitchen as she bent over in pain.

      Carter ran to her as she was doubled over, then noticed the puddle of water as it spread at her feet. "Fuck, this ain't good." He yelled out for his sister-in-law. "Eilish! Get down here!"

      Eilish had heard her sister's scream and was already climbing out of bed when she saw Ian at her door. "Help me up."

      Ian grabbed her hand and helped her from the bed as they went downstairs. Eilish saw the puddle at her sister's feet. "It’s a full moon tonight; we should have known to expect something. Babies always come during a full moon. Your water broke, sis. I'm calling Cressa."

      Carter looked worried. "Is that normal? The water thing?"

      Eilish nodded as she waited for Cressa to answer. "It's normal, but she needs to lie down now." Eilish heard Cressa on the other end of the phone, and she relayed the message that Anya's water had broken.

      Cressa replied. "Put that plastic sheeting on the bed I brought over earlier; I’ll be right over."

      Anya took a few deep breaths and got herself upright. She grabbed Carter's hand. "I need to get upstairs and lay down right now." Carter was helping her as Eilish ended the call. Ian helped Eilish climb the stairs behind them when Anya yelled out again. "Eilish, please get the bed ready. I think this buckaroo is not fooling around. He wants out already!"

      Anya waited as Eilish and Ian prepared the bed, and Carter helped her lay down. Anya continued to breathe through her contractions. "Where is Cressa? Is she here yet? What are you going to do with Ian?"

      Eilish had spread the plastic sheeting across the bed and covered it with a plain sheet when she looked at Ian. "Oh, we need to hide you somewhere."

      Ian felt like an outsider, always having to disappear. He'd be glad when he was finally exposed to the coven. "I can shadow myself, and I'll stay in your bedroom, so Cressa won't pick up my energy. You and Carter can stay here with Anya."

      Eilish felt his disappointment as she hugged him. "It won't be forever."

      Ian had to push down the thought that, actually, it would be. Rhiannon had made it clear she wasn't his to keep. He kissed her softly and faded into nothingness as he went to the room he shared with Eilish to wait out the delivery.

      Carter watched him fade and shook his head. "Jeez, how does he do that?"

      Eilish looked at him. "The shadowing? He doesn't disappear. It's more like camouflage. Like a chameleon. He can assume the colors and shapes of the background."

      Carter frowned, "Then how do you know he's here?"

      Eilish smiled, "You don't. That's the whole point." They heard a knock on the door as Eilish turned to go downstairs. "You stay with Anya; I’ll get Cressa."

      Anya looked at Carter. She tried to smile, but the pain was getting more unbearable. She tried to reassure him. "Just roll with it. Whatever Cressa or Eilish tells you to do, do it. I can do this, I promise you. Just stay with me."

      Carter squeezed her hand. "I'm right here, darlin’. I just watched a vampire disappear. Can't get much weirder than that." Cressa entered the room with two large baskets, one on each arm, as she took in Anya lying on the white sheet. "Get undressed, girl."

      She looked at Carter, "Cover her with another sheet, and be quick about it." Carter jumped to his feet, grabbed another sheet from the linen closet, and covered Anya as he listened to Cressa bark out instructions to Eilish. "Birth can attract malevolent beings. The infant is most vulnerable to these entities. You and the boy get towels, roll them up at the base of all exterior doors, and use something to cover the keyholes to keep the spirits out. I noticed you already have all the windows draped."

      Ian sat quietly as he listened to them running about the house, shoving towels at the base of the doors and placing tape over the keyholes. This wasn't a ritual he was familiar with. He assumed the witches already considered the vampires unclean anyway, so Cressa wouldn’t be happy about his presence in the house. He heard both of them return to Anya's bedroom.

      Cressa had placed the colored candles in each corner of the room to open the Four Quarters, yellow in the East, blue in the West, black in the North, and red in the South. "I'll light the candles to call on the protection of Freya to protect you during childbirth and show the infant the way."

      She dug through her basket looking for her matches when Eilish lit each candle with a glance and a nod. Cressa looked up. "Oh, well, that was handy. Do you want to open the Quarters?"

      Cressa crawled across the bed and created a circle made from branches of yew and juniper around Anya; as Eilish stood at the foot of the bed, her arms extended to the heavens. "Spirits of earth, I call to thee. Spirits of the air come to me. Spirits of fire, join me here. Elements of water, cleanse us now."

      Cressa took up her position at the foot of the bed as Carter sat next to Anya, holding her hand and looking on in confused silence. Cressa chanted, "I create a circle here that will serve as Anya's sacred birthing space. No negative energy will touch her. This is a peaceful and positive space. When Anya is ready, may the manifestations of motherhood be upon her."

      Anya was panting through a contraction as Cressa spoke. Cressa picked up a stick of cedar incense and lit it from the blue candle, symbolizing air. "Air; with each breath in and out, Anya comes closer to hearing this baby's name. Speak it now. Hail and welcome."

      Anya lay still and listened between contractions until she heard the whisper. She repeated the infant’s name, "Eryn, her name is Eryn."

      Eilish smiled. "A girl." Carter looked up, "Wait, what? The baby told you her name? We're having a girl?"

      Anya squeezed his hand as another contraction took over, and Cressa warned him to hush. Cressa held up the red candle, which represented fire. "Fire was with you when this baby was conceived, and it will be with you to show the way."

      Cressa picked up a juniper branch, dipped it in the water consecrated by the moon, and sprinkled it over Anya as some of the water landed on Carter's face. He wondered if he was supposed to wipe it away but decided to remain still. "Water, you have cushioned Eryn and given her a bed in which to grow. Flow now and let this mother's breast serve as your bed. Hail and welcome. "

      As the ritual continued, Eilish began to feel her contractions and fought the need to sit down. The wind was picking up outside as the tree branches began to batter the side of the house. She tried to ignore the messages her own body was sending so she could help her sister. Cressa pulled salt from her basket, representing earth, and poured it into the circle of juniper and yew that surrounded Anya. "Earth, I thank you for cradling Eryn inside her mother all this time. You have sustained her and kept her well. Please release her to Anya so she can see the fruits of her labor. I bid you hail and welcome. "

      As Cressa noted the baby crowning, Anya cried out with a strong contraction. Eilish held her hand over her belly as another contraction seized her, making her double over. Ian could feel her pain and fought the urge to go to her. The wind could be heard as it howled eerily, followed by rolling thunder. Cressa raised her arms skyward and called out. "I call upon Freya to be here with Anya as the time of her birth draws near."

      Eilish was panting, and Carter was starting to take notice of her. Eilish softly repeated the call to Freya to be with her as well. Cressa's attention was focused on Anya as she knelt between her legs and helped deliver the tiny infant into this world. She wiped the baby with the consecrated water and cut the cord before placing her on Anya’s chest. Anya cried tears of joy as Carter looked on in amazement. "We got us a baby girl, darlin'."

      Cressa slid off the end of the bed and smiled as the young couple admired their new baby. It was only then that she noticed Eilish steadying herself on a nearby dresser, one hand clutched to her belly. "Child, is your time near?"

      Eilish nodded. "Now. Like, right now." The house shuddered and rumbled, lightning struck nearby, and Cressa was startled by the loud sound.

      She helped Eilish to the bed and shooed Carter away. "Move aside, boy. Lay down here. We don't have much time." Eilish lay down beside Anya, the baby girl lying quietly on her chest.

      Anya smiled at Eilish, "They will be born together, under the sign of Taurus, almost like twins."

      Ian had moved from Eilish's bedroom to stand shadowed near Anya's room, wanting desperately to go in and hold Eilish. The house shook again as the rain fell in torrents, battering the roof with golf ball-sized hail. He remained shadowed as he stepped into the doorway to watch his child being born.

      Cressa moved some of the yew and juniper next to Eilish, but they didn't have much time. "Have you heard the baby's name?"

      Eilish struggled to find a quiet moment between contractions and the powerful storm that raged in the night when she heard the whisper. "Wilder. His name is Wilder." Cressa frowned. It was not a traditional Celtic name. Ian smiled to himself as he heard the gender and the name and thought it was a proper name for a son born to a warrior. Cressa knelt between her legs as she helped bring the infant boy into the world and knew immediately that something was wrong. The lightning struck again, making the lights in the house flicker on and off, leaving them in candlelight.

      She didn't speak as she delivered the child, and Eilish looked at her. "Is he okay?"

      Cressa was unnerved by the ferocity of this un-forecasted storm which battered the house with hurricane-force winds, and nodded. "He's... healthy. Eilish, this infant is not from a witch and a warlock."

      Ian was un-shadowed as he appeared in the doorway. "This infant is mine, born of the love between a witch and a vampire."

      Cressa was dumbstruck as she looked from the vampire in the doorway and back to Eilish. They had heard rumors, but no one thought them true. Her hands shook as she cut the cord and laid the infant on Eilish's chest. She had never delivered an impure breed and wasn't sure if there was a protocol for this. "Then we ask Freya's blessing."

      Ian sat on the edge of the bed next to Eilish and kissed her forehead before kissing his son. The winds and rain disappeared as fast as they had come, and the lights flickered back to life. The infant grabbed his finger and gave him a tight squeeze. Ian locked eyes with him as father and son bonded. "Welcome to the world, Wilder."
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      It had only been two days since the sisters had given birth, but it was time for Beltane. Eilish and Anya worked to gather the items needed for the sabbat. Rhiannon had said all four of them should go, but Eilish wasn't clear about their purpose. She told Anya they should be prepared to conduct the ritual. Anya packed the dark green candle and the various wood chips in labeled containers in a basket. She had already baked the ritual cakes ahead of time. "What about the babies?"

      Eilish closed her eyes and sighed. "Rhiannon said the four of us, but we can't leave them. The coven has to have heard everything from Cressa by now. We don't have any secrets left."

      Anya rolled her eyes, "Uh, I'd say we still have a few secrets. Warrick, for one. Speaking of which, what if Fina comes?"

      Eilish stopped filling the basket as Carter picked it up and carried it to the car. He had survived one ritual and felt he might make it through another. Ian, on the other hand, might have a problem. Eilish bit  her lip. "I think we have to assume she’ll be there. She’ll come with the intention of leading. We may have a showdown, and I'm not sure what we're supposed to do about that."

      Anya nodded. "And Ian?"

      Eilish shook her head and didn't answer for a moment before speaking softly. "I fear for him. I don't know how the coven will respond or what Fina might do, but the book made it clear that he was to be there. I don't think we have any choice."
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        * * *

      

      Fina had begun to prepare for Beltane many days beforehand. She wasn’t used to doing all the preparation on her own. She had made the ritual cakes and had all the candles and various items she needed. She had loaded the van with much trepidation. After Henwen had appeared at the last ceremony, she wasn’t sure who would be there. It could be that neither of her sisters would make an appearance, or both would. Everything felt out of control, but she had to remain calm and give the impression that whatever played out was exactly how she had planned it as their High Priestess. Fina knew things were falling apart, and she was hanging by a thread. She was still grieving over Warrick and missed him terribly. She had no doubt Eilish and Anya had killed him or had the vampire do the deed.

      While Luna seemed to have made her home here at Warrick’s, Fina had found it hard to do the same. She hated this house and wanted to be back in the house that had always been her home, but she dared not attempt it. She had to take everything one day at a time and hope she found an opportunity to turn things in her favor again.
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        * * *

      

      As the sisters finished packing, Ian appeared in the doorway dressed in black leather with the crossbow strapped to his back. Anya looked up and said, "Fuck me!"

      Ian chuckled despite his mood. He had serious reservations about walking into a coven of witches who'd like nothing better than to fry his ass.

      Eilish turned when she heard Anya's remarks and gasped when she saw him. He looked deliciously dangerous, and she was at a loss for words. "I... are you wearing that?"

      He stared back at her. "You got a problem?" She shook her head no. She did have a problem, though. She'd like to take him back upstairs, slowly peel those leathers off him, and make another baby. "You look... intimidating."

      He nodded. "That's the point. Rhiannon called me the dark one. You might as well give her what she wants. Besides, I'm not walking into that coven unarmed. Rhiannon said four would go in; she didn't say how many would walk out."

      Eilish wanted to reassure him that everything would be all right, but she had no idea what lay ahead. "We're going to take the babies. The coven will be protective of the babies."

      Ian nodded. "Even mine?"

      Again, she didn't know the answer. "You know I'd never let them harm him."

      He nodded. "And neither will I. I'm not riding with you. We need to remain separate until we understand what’s going on. I'll teleport. I'll know when it's safe to join you."

      She went to him and hugged him as he wrapped his arms around her and looked down at her stark white hair against the black leathers. "I think that's best. Anya and I will carry the babies. Carter can drive." She looked into his dark eyes as his hair fell around his face. He bent to kiss her lips, whispering, "I love you." He broke away and teleported out.

      When Eilish turned to leave, Anya spoke again. "Where has he been hiding that outfit?"

      Eilish smiled. "I have no idea. It's the first time I've seen it."

      Anya gave her a nudge as they went upstairs to get the babies and wrap them in soft blankets. "Well, tell him he can wear it more often, or better yet, tell me where I can get one for Carter."

      Eilish giggled despite her nerves, trying to picture Carter in body conforming leathers.
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        * * *

      

      Fina drove the van to John's Island, crossing the Cooper River Bridge, and wondered what lay in store. She was lost in her thoughts about the coven. The last gathering at Ostara had gone off the rails with that bizarre handfasting conducted by Henwen. She needed to regain control but didn’t know what she might be walking into. It was all unknown to her as she saw the massive Angel's Oak and parked the van.
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        * * *

      

      Carter had moved his truck and backed the caddy out of the carriage house when he saw Anya and Eilish, each holding their newborns walk towards the car. He knew Eilish had warned Cressa about not revealing her son was a half-breed, but none of them seriously thought that information hadn't been spread to every person in the coven by now. As the sisters climbed into the car, Carter said, "Where's Ian?"

      Eilish settled in the back seat next to the baskets they had packed for Beltane. "He went ahead. He said he'd know when it was safe to join us." Carter gave that some thought. He had taken comfort in knowing Ian would be standing with them; now, he would be entering the circle alone. He wasn't sure how he felt about that. "Well, let's get this over with then."

      He drove in silence to St. John's Island as both infants slept. He parked the car just off the narrow road leading up to the Angel Oak and noticed most of the coven was already there. Warrick's van was parked by the road, and Fina was setting up the altar as the coven members had started to form a circle around the tree. Carter glanced over at Anya, and she shrugged. He looked over his shoulder at Eilish and asked, "Did the book have any bright ideas on how you were supposed to handle this?"

      Eilish shook her head. "No. But I think we have to go inside the circle." She saw Fina starting Beltane as she opened the Four Quarters, and the warlocks began their low drone. "Come on. She's started already." They left the baskets in the car since Fina had already set up the altar and walked toward the circle. Carter had his arm around Anya's waist, and Eilish walked at their side. As they got near, the warlocks stopped their deep-throated drone, and the circle parted to allow them in. The murmur of gossip could be heard as the coven took in the infants and the human male who had been at Ostara. Most had heard Cressa's story of the two sisters giving birth the same night within minutes of each other and her sighting of the vampire who claimed to be the father of Eilish's child. As the three of them got closer to the tree, Fina noticed the disturbance and stopped mid-chant.

      Fina shook with rage. She could not believe they would disgrace this Beltane ceremony with their presence, dragging the human into the center of the circle. Her eyes were glued to Eilish and the half-breed she cradled within her arms. Fina marched toward Eilish and looked her sister dead in the eyes. "What is the meaning of this?" She pointed at the baby swaddled in a blanket. "And where is its infamous sire? Did you think I wouldn’t hear about this?  No guts to come forward and face this coven? I should think not—what a disgrace. I cannot believe you would show your face here, let alone bring that half-breed. Our mother would never have allowed such behavior from her daughter. Have you forgotten you are a Bohannon? Get out. All of you!"

      The coven stood in confused silence as Fina ordered the sisters to leave. Eilish was about to speak when the wind picked up and whipped her white hair across her face. The sound of a horse’s hooves, riding fast, echoed through the night, and the coven looked skyward in the direction of the sound when Rhiannon, surrounded by a bright light that lit up the sky, appeared in a gown of golden threads riding a white horse, her white-blond hair flowing behind her, and they gasped in awe. Fina cowered before her as the goddess called out, "I am the Great Mother, adored by all creation. I am the Primal Mother, the life-bringing force of the Divine Female. I birthed a son who was stolen from me, and now this son has been reborn to the daughter of Rhiannon. Behold him who shall be called Wilder, born to your High Priestess, and he who will be the successor to the Bohannon coven."

      Eilish removed the blanket and held up the child for the coven to see. The coven gasped as they saw the half-breed but dared not question the words spoken by the goddess herself. Ian had watched from the tree where he'd sat the first night that he had observed Eilish and knew it was time. He teleported into the circle and appeared as if from nowhere at Eilish's side as the coven gasped again, some clutching at each other in confusion.

      Rhiannon spoke again, "Your High Priestess was handfasted to the dark one by me at the Stones of Beltany in Ireland, where my own union with Belanus was consummated, and you will accept this child into the fold."

      Beckett spoke up. "But what of Seraphina?"

      The horse reared up on his hind legs as Rhiannon spoke, "She has misled you, but her fate remains unclear. She who holds the Bohannon Grimoire still has much to accomplish." The horse rose up, and Rhiannon disappeared into the night sky.

      Fina knew her fate lay in Eilish’s hands now. Rhiannon had told them all they needed to understand she wasn’t High Priestess. No one would believe a word she said from this day forward; the coven would turn on her and follow Eilish. She began to back slowly to the edge of the circle as all were looking skyward and enthralled with the mere presence of Rhiannon. She ran as fast as she could to the van, Rhiannon's words ringing in her ears. She started the van and drove as if possessed by the devil himself until she was back on the mainland and pulled the van over. She sat at the wheel and stared into the heavens. If Eilish had the grimoire, she knew everything, and everyone would soon know the truth. She had one option left. If she could find Warrick's body, maybe she could shift some blame on Eilish and Anya.
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        * * *

      

      At Angel Oak, the coven slowly regained its composure as they began to approach the sisters to see the two infants. They felt comfortable around the human male and stood close as they peered into the face of the baby girl named Eryn. The crowd stood back from Eilish, unsure of the vampire dressed for battle with a deadly crossbow strapped on his back. Usually, they would have cast an immobilizing spell, but Rhiannon had said she had handfasted the vampire to Eilish. Ian felt their fear and stepped back a few paces, so the coven could crowd around Eilish to look at the infant. Wilder stared back at them, his eyes a pale gray like his mother’s.

      Esca looked at Eilish, "So you were the High Priestess all along? Why would Fina lie to us?"

      Eilish looked over her shoulder at Ian, who had stepped away from her. She wasn't ready to reveal everything she knew about Fina yet. She wasn't sure what else the book had in store. "It was a misunderstanding. There was such a difference in our age, and then we lost our parents." The coven cooed over the two infants, keeping an eye on the vampire. They gradually returned to their cars. It was clear the Beltane rituals were over for this year.
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      It had been a few days since Beltane, and no one from the coven had visited. Anya was busy in the kitchen but wondered aloud why no one had stopped in to see the babies, but Ian knew why. He was starting to feel like an outcast, and he understood why Rhiannon had said Eilish wasn't his to keep. He'd had to step away during Beltane before the rest of the coven even approached Eilish to look at the baby. He couldn't even share in the pride of showing off his son.

      He answered, "It's not the babies they're avoiding; it’s me." Eilish was nursing Wilder and shook her head. "It will just take time. They'll come around." He sat across from her at the table and looked at her. He knew she wanted it to be true, but he had his doubts. "Rhiannon sanctioned our union, but she told the coven to accept Wilder into the fold. She said nothing about me."

      Eilish knew he was right, but she had the life she wanted, here in the yellow house with Ian at her side, living with her sister and Carter as they raised their children together. Why couldn't she have that? Was that too much to ask? "We'll find a way. We have to find a way."

      Carter entered with Eryn over his shoulder and took his usual seat at the table. Anya placed a casserole in the oven and looked up. "Did she wake up?"

      Carter shook his head. "No, but she looked too cute to leave up there in her crib all alone, darlin'. Besides, she's sleeping just fine right here."

      Anya rolled her eyes, "Spoiled much?"

      Carter chuckled, "The world doesn't know what it's in for, just waiting on the likes of Eryn Corbin."

      Anya wiped her hands on her apron. "It's Eryn Corbin-Bohannon, actually. She's a Bohannon. She's part of a long lineage, male or female; they keep the Bohannon name."

      Carter frowned, "She doesn't keep my name?"

      Eilish answered, "She does, but it becomes her middle name." She looked at Ian, "Like Wilder. Wilder Cross-Bohannon."

      Ian shook his head slightly as he looked at Carter. "Sounds like we're just sperm donors’ brother, here to ensure the continuation of the Bohannon dynasty."

      Anya walked past Carter and kissed the top of his head before running her fingers through Eryn's blonde curls. "But you're a very hot sperm donor, so don't discount your role, cowboy."

      Carter chuckled. "It's a title I can live with."

      Eilish felt Ian's disappointment in the baby not carrying his name. "I thought you knew. I mean, my mother was Bohannon; that’s why Fina, Anya, and I all carry the Bohannon name and not my father's."

      Ian sighed. "Never gave it much thought. I guess I just assumed."

      Eilish shifted the baby to her shoulder to burp him and looked at Ian. "I feel like you have regrets... second thoughts. Are we okay? You and me and this baby?"

      Ian stared at his mate holding their son; his thoughts were not what she wanted to hear. He had doubts about his future with them. He would do all he could to keep them together, even though the warrior inside was screaming for release. "We’re fine, all of us. Everyone is fine in the Bohannon house." He smiled at her and stood up. "While dinner is cooking, I’m going outside. I need some target practice with the bow. It’s been a while." He kissed Eilish and then kissed Wilder on the top of his head, and headed out the back door, picking up the bow as he went.

      Eilish followed him with her eyes as he left. Once he was gone, she looked at Anya. "He's not happy. I can feel him. I feel his love for Wilder and me, but he is pulling away. I could feel his rejection at Beltane. Not one member of the coven even acknowledged him. And he's right; Rhiannon said nothing to the coven about accepting him. He's restless, and I'm scared."

      "Sis, he knows what Rhiannon said; both of you do. He’s a warrior; his soul is screaming to get out there and kill something. It’s who he is, just as you are the High Priestess; it’s your fate. I wish I could fix it. I wish you could fix it. I wish for a lot of things. But you know deep down this coven is never going to accept him. He’s a vampire, and both of you will have to face it at some point."

      Eilish sat as silent tears ran down her face. She knew every word Anya spoke was true. The only question wasn't whether Ian would leave; it was when. "It's so unfair. You found Carter, he's not from the coven, and you get to stay together and raise Eryn together. There has to be something I can do. That fucking book didn't put him in my path to avenge our parents and produce the first warlock to rule the coven, only to take him away from me."

      Wilder whimpered slightly as he felt her emotions, and she gently bounced him on her shoulder. She whispered to the infant. "Your Daddy will never leave you." Carter listened to the conversation. "What difference does it make whether the coven accepts him? I can't imagine Ian giving a flying fuck about their opinion. He wouldn't have to go to the rituals and stuff, right? I mean, you will teach Wilder that witch stuff yourself."

      Anya answered him. "It’s not about Wilder. Eilish will teach him everything he needs to know, and the coven will embrace him. But what will Ian do here? He’s a warrior. He can’t stay cooped up in the house forever." She hugged her sister as she held the infant. "It’s okay, little Wilder. Mommy is a little upset; she’ll be fine." She looked at Eilish. "Maybe you should go out and talk to him. I feel sorry for both of you, but you and I know he won’t leave here until you’re safe. Fina is still out there; and honestly, I’m very uneasy about that."

      Eilish handed Wilder to her sister. "Hold him for a bit. He's got a full tummy, so he may fall asleep soon anyway." She stepped outside onto the screened-in porch and saw Ian in the courtyard, holding the crossbow and carefully aiming at a specific knot in the oak tree. Even in the dark, he hit the target dead center. She'd placed a spell on him the night Warrick had tried to kill him. He was already skilled with the crossbow, but she ensured he'd never miss a target again. His aim was so exact he could split a single hair. Whatever happened, she'd at least given him that. She opened the screen door, and he lowered the crossbow and looked at her, her white hair like silver in the moonlight. She asked him, "Can we talk?"

      "Of course, we can talk. You can always talk to me; you know that. I’m sorry, I just needed some air and to release some energy. It’s not helping much. The beast in me prefers a living, breathing target."

      She sat down on the porch steps and motioned for him to sit next to her. He laid the crossbow next to the steps and sat down. "I don't have all the answers, Ian. I only know I love you, and I know you love the baby and me. I know I couldn't have found my parents, or the grimoire, without you. Rhiannon knew that too. She put you in my path so I could rise to my destiny, but it seems like a cruel joke now. I feel your restlessness. I can feel your need to be out there somewhere. Is that because of what Rhiannon said, or is that your nature?"

      Ian took her hand and squeezed it tight. "It’s both. Everyone kept telling me that I wouldn’t be able to stay. The coven would never accept me. But I kept telling myself they would. It would all be fine. But the truth is, my beast has always known the truth.  And right now, I feel trapped, useless, aching to do what I was meant to do. But I can’t and won’t leave you or our son. That’s not in my nature either. You’re both mine. No one can take that from me. I’m torn by conflicting emotions, and it makes me feel like I should have listened to my instincts in the beginning and walked away when I could and let you alone. But my beast knew you were the one, I didn’t know the reason then, and I didn’t care. I’ve never loved anyone. Now I have two people I love more than my life. How do you stop that? How do you walk away from that?"

      She knew he felt as tormented as she did. "Let's take this a day at a time. I'm not giving up on us either, but if there's something you need to do, something that calls to you, then you need to follow that too. There has to be a middle road for us, Ian. We didn't survive all of this for no reason. And we're not out of the woods yet. The coven doesn't know Fina killed our parents, but she knows we know the truth now. She knows I have the grimoire, and the grimoire was in the mausoleum she and Warrick built in the Netherworld. I made an excuse for her to the coven and said it was a mistake, that she misunderstood. But Fina won't stop until she gets revenge."

      He leaned against her as she rested her head on his shoulder. "We’re not done with her yet, babe. Believe me; I won’t let her get away with what she’s done to you."

      She paused a moment. "I need to tell you something."

      "You need to tell me something? That doesn’t sound good. Go on."

      Eilish placed her hand on his thigh and stroked it gently as she talked. "That night in the shop, when Warrick tried to kill you, I cast a spell. I could feel you and knew your life was in danger. I broke the immobilizing spell he placed on you and sent you a... gift. I knew you had the crossbow with you. I placed a spell on you that would ensure you would never miss your target, no matter how far, or how small. No one can take you down if you have time to draw a bow. Do you understand?"

      Ian stood up and paced, trying to absorb what she said.  "Wait, you placed a spell on me?"

      She nodded. "Are you mad?"

      Ian thought for a moment. "Is it permanent?" She shrugged, trying to gauge his response. "Could be."

      He knelt in front of her, so they were eye to eye. "Do you have any idea what kind of warrior that would make me? No one could match my skills. Are you sure that’s what you did?" He shook his head. "I need to test this."

      He stood up and grabbed the bow. He loaded the arrow and aimed, focusing all his energy on the knot hole in the old oak. Keeping his focus on the tree, he shifted the bow slightly to the right so that the arrow should completely miss his target. He fired the crossbow and let the arrow fly. What he saw happen was unbelievable. The arrow self-corrected and hit directly in the center of the old knot. He spun around and looked at her. "That can’t be, Eilish. That’s impossible!"

      She responded. "You can't miss. You’ll never miss. Focus your attention on the target; the arrow will find it. I can remove the spell if you want me to. I wasn't sure how you’d feel about it."

      Ian's eyes widened. "Remove it? This is the best gift you could have given me. Wait, I take that back. Our son is the greatest gift you have given me. I love you so much." He walked to her and lifted her into his arms. "No one is taking you from me, ever. No matter what happens to us, what Rhiannon dictates, or the coven dictates, you call me, and I’ll come for the rest of my life." He kissed her with a love that came from deep within his soul. She was his sun and moon and made everything that had happened in his life worth living for. He knew at that moment that neither of them would ever love another, and they would be there for each other and their son.
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      Dinner was over, and the kitchen was cleaned up at the Bohannon house. Anya and Carter were in the nursery playing with Eryn. Ian was spending time with his son while he could. He didn’t know how much time he would have and wanted to be with him as much as possible. He looked at his mate as she folded the smallest baby clothes he had ever seen. "I’ve got something on my mind; I need to voice it. I’m wondering what Fina is scheming. After Beltane, she ran out of that place like a scared rabbit. I think I should keep an eye on her. Just shadow her and see what she is up to. What do you think?"

      Eilish stopped folding the laundry. With two new babies in the house, it seemed like the washer and dryer ran non-stop. "I think that's a good idea. Despite Rhiannon's direction to the coven, Fina isn't going to let this drop. That's not her nature. She won't try to lead the coven anymore. She knows the coven will reject her, but I did try to do some damage control by saying she misunderstood. That will quiet the coven, but it won't do anything to quiet Fina. She's not going to walk away. She's lost Warrick, and she's lost her position as High Priestess. She's not going to settle back into the role of being another member of the coven like this was no big deal. She's used to being catered to. She'll be looking for revenge. Shadowing her is a good idea. But be careful, please. If she feels you too near, she can still cast a spell. She's not a High Priestess, but she's still a powerful witch."

      Ian laid the baby in the crib. "I’ll be fine, I promise. I’ll shadow and follow from a distance." He dressed in black leather, so he blended into the night, kissed her goodbye, grabbed his bow, strapped it on his back, and teleported out. Ian teleported straight to Warrick’s and could feel her inside the house. She was pacing and agitated as hell. He watched as she came out of the house, and he kept to the rooftops and followed her. She walked to St. Phillip's cemetery, and he furrowed his brow. "This is where you pretended your parents were buried; what in hell are you up to, Fina?"

      He watched her walk through the graveyard, stopping at the crypts and mausoleums. She would stand quietly, running her hand along the crypts, then move on to the next one. Ian had no clue what she was up to. She did this for over an hour. He wondered how long she was going to do this. It was past midnight when he saw her leave through the graveyard gate and walk back to the house. "Something isn’t making sense here. Time to go home." Ian teleported straight into the bedroom where Eilish was feeding Wilder. "That is one beautiful sight if I have ever seen one."

      She smiled at him as he appeared, admiring his son nursing. "He's such a good baby. He'll sleep most of the night now. How was your night? Everything quiet at Fina's?"

      "Well, she went out for a walk. She ended up at St. Phillips cemetery. But what she did was strange. She went from crypt to crypt, running her hands over them and just standing there like she was waiting for something to happen. Babe, she did this for over an hour. Then she went home."

      Eilish looked startled as she placed the infant on the bed. "That's not good. She's looking for Warrick and trying to feel his spirit. He hasn't been dead long; she would still be able to feel him. She knows we killed him and found the portal and our parents. That means she knows we're aware our parents' crypts in St. Phillips are empty. In the old days, it was common for the witches to bury their victims in crypts with the dead. St. Phillips would be the most likely place to look since our parents were supposed to be there. We can't afford for her to find Warrick. She’ll find a way to use that against me with the coven. To say I manipulated her and called on Rhiannon. She'll keep looking, so it's only a matter of time. I don't want to kill her, Ian. I never wanted to kill her. I think we need to tell Anya and Carter. This isn't just about me; it impacts all of us." She carried Wilder to the nursery and laid him down in the crib before tapping on Anya's bedroom door. "Sis? "I'm sorry to wake you, but we need to talk."

      Carter opened the door, and Anya looked out from their bed as she spoke to her sister. "What’s going on? We just got Eryn down to sleep. What's happened?"

      "Ian has been following Fina. She was at St. Phillip's, placing her hand on the crypts. She's looking for Warrick. You know Fina. She'll search every graveyard in Charleston. I don't know what to do."

      Anya rubbed the sleep from her eyes. "I don’t know what to tell you. You have only one source that seems to guide you through this, sis—the grimoire. Ask for help, and see if it has any suggestions for what you need to do. I’m worried about what Fina could do."

      Eilish hated opening that book. Every time she consulted it, it only seemed to send them into another situation she wanted to avoid. But there was no avoiding Fina. "You're right. Could you fix us some coffee? It may be a long night." Eilish returned to the bedroom she shared with Ian, opened the dresser drawer, and removed the book. Ian watched as she placed it on the small vanity table and opened the latch that held the book closed. They both felt the slight breeze that moved through the room when she opened it. She slowly flipped through the pages and heard Anya and Carter making their way downstairs. She continued to scan the handwritten notes made by Bohannon witches stretching back centuries, but nothing seemed relevant to her, and the book was silent. She could smell the aroma of coffee brewing from downstairs.

      She was about to ask Ian to bring her a cup of coffee when the book responded. "Why do you ignore what you know you must do?"

      Ian stepped closer. The book had seemed more tolerant of his presence of late.

      Eilish frowned. "I'm not ignoring anything."

      The house rumbled slightly, and Eilish heard Carter from downstairs say, "Oh hell no, not again."

      The book sighed. "Do you think she is done? Do not be so blind, Eilish Bohannon. Rhiannon has done all she can to secure the Bohannon bloodline, but Fina will take the one destined to rule."

      Eilish shook her head. "Me?" The house shuddered hard, and the lights flickered as doors slammed shut throughout the house, waking both infants, their fearful cries drawing Anya back to the nursery.

      The book shouted, "Not you! Wilder! Fina will take Wilder from you. Stop this foolish innocence and be aware of the evil around you. Fina will destroy what she cannot have!"

      Ian stepped closer to Eilish. "Close the book, Eilish. Close it and say nothing more, and then look at me."

      Eilish looked at him, confused, and closed the book’s covers. The house shook again in protest. She turned in her chair to look at him. Her voiced trembled as she spoke. "Fina will kill Wilder. The book is saying she will kill him. She can cast a spell. She doesn't have to come here."

      Ian felt his beast rise up as his fangs were exposed. "It’s time, Eilish. I won’t let her take my son. Either you kill her, or I will. The choice is yours."

      The house shuddered as it knocked them off balance, and the book opened, emitting green light. The words spoken by the book could be heard throughout the house. "The daughter of Rhiannon must save the infant. You cannot abdicate this responsibility. The dark one may help you, but it is Eilish Bohannon who must face this final task!"

      Eilish clutched Ian as tears streamed down her face, and she screamed at the book. "Then tell me what to do! Tell me how to do it!"

      The book sighed as the cover closed, and the latch was locked again. The book whispered, "A path will be made."

      She held on to Ian as Anya and Carter joined them with both infants. As usual, the book's instructions left her with more questions than answers.
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      Fina continually wandered the house; she was frustrated. She could not find where they had buried Warrick. She was tired of wandering graveyards every single night, seeking him out, only to come home with no tomb found. The longer she searched, the angrier she became. They had no right to live in her house, rule the coven and then kill her warlock. She needed a way to get back at them, and time was running out. Her patience was running thin. Stepping outside for a breath of fresh air, she watched several couples walk past in the late evening with baby strollers, little ones strapped into their seat as their parents pushed them about town. Suddenly a smile of wicked intent spread across her face until she was almost laughing out loud. She had been searching for a way to discredit Eilish but kept coming up empty. She may not be able to take down Eilish or the vampire, but the infant was weak. The infant had not learned to channel any of his powers and was an easy target. The baby was the one she would go after; that half-breed the vampire had sired with Eilish. No way was she going to allow that abomination to live long enough to rule the Bohannon coven someday. Eilish would be broken by the loss of her child, and the Bohannon dynasty would come to end whenever Eilish died, but it was a sacrifice Fina was willing to pay. She would not hand the coven over to Eilish after everything she had done to take control. She would destroy it all first.

      Fina decided on the spot to cast a spell on the half-breed. She could cast her spell from here, and no one would be the wiser. She wanted him gone, and that would bring her sisters around. She would cast a spell for eternal sleep. She gathered black candles and placed them in a circle around her as she stood in Warrick’s kitchen. She held a sprig of hemlock in one hand and wolfbane in the other as she stood in the center of the circle and chanted. "Strengthen what’s dark in me. Strengthen what’s weak. Take the child Wilder to his eternal sleep." The lights in the house flickered off as Fina smiled, lit only by the light of the candles. Once the baby fell asleep, he would never wake again. He would simply stop breathing. She had cast her spell and waited for the coven to find out the half-breed was dead. That would let them see Eilish’s weakness and that no vampire had any business in a coven of witches.
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      Eilish and Anya both felt like they needed an extra set of hands. The men helped out with everything, but the babies were a full-time job. Eilish laughed as she returned to the room with Wilder over her shoulder after changing another diaper. She looked at Anya as she handed Eryn off to Carter so she could put another load of laundry into the washer. Eilish chuckled, "How can two small babies occupy every waking minute of the day for four adults? I haven't even had a shower today. It's pee, poop, feed, repeat."

      Anya looked at her, "Well, for one thing, you need to put them down at some point. Every time I see Wilder, either you or Ian are walking around with him. I know it's like having a new toy, but I’m in the same boat. Carter always wants to have Eryn up so he can play with her. I think our men need to learn more about cooking, laundry, and cleaning the house!"

      Eilish smiled. "So, you're saying we're spoiling them?" She held Wilder up so she could look at his face. "But look at him. Look at that face with those chubby cheeks." Eilish kissed the baby on both cheeks as he squirmed.

      Ian was preparing a bottle for her. Both sisters were doing a combination of breastfeeding and bottle feeding so the infants would make the eventual transition to bottles easier. Ian warmed the formula and said, "Do you want me to feed him? You go take a shower. I'll feed him, then put him down. He usually sleeps after he eats this late in the evening anyway. Go take a minute for yourself."

      Eilish handed him the baby and kissed Ian on the cheek. "Good idea. I know you're going out again later to follow Fina. But I'm sure you prefer I not smell like baby barf when you climb in our bed."

      Ian grinned, "Well, I think I might be getting used to it, actually, but I’m not admitting that to anyone else but you!"

      Eilish giggled as she ran upstairs to take a shower. They all seemed to congregate in the kitchen for everything, even more than usual since the babies had been born. Working as a team helped them stay on top of things. She dropped her clothes in a pile on the floor and stepped over them as she turned on the tap for a shower. She stepped into the old clawfoot tub and drew the shower curtain around her as she relished the feel of the hot water on her back and shoulders. She tipped her head back and let the water rain down over her hair. She stood still for a few minutes with her eyes closed and enjoyed the sensation before lathering her hair with shampoo. She rinsed her hair and added a conditioner, leaving it in a while, scrubbing away at her pale skin with a loofah. She heard Ian enter the bedroom and lay Wilder in the portable bassinet. She smiled as she listened to him speak softly to his son. She rinsed the conditioner from her hair, then turned off the water. She stepped from the tub and wrapped one towel around her hair in a turban as she started to dry off. She coughed slightly, then cleared her throat. She felt an odd sensation as if she couldn't catch her breath. She continued to dry off with the towel before hanging it over the shower curtain rod to dry when she felt the odd choking sensation again, and a surge of adrenaline rushed through her. She pulled the robe off the back of the door and slipped it on as she opened the bathroom door into the bedroom. What was she feeling? Was it Ian? Had he left already, and something had happened? She saw Ian sitting on the side of the bed, lacing up his boots. She looked at the infant in the bassinet and saw that his lips were turning blue. She screamed at the top of her lungs as she lifted the infant from the soft crib. "Ian! Something's wrong!"

      Ian looked startled. "What?" He saw his son with blue lips and dark blue circles under his closed eyes. "He isn’t breathing?" Ian took Wilder and checked his airway for anything he might be choking on. When he found it clear, he began CPR. Anya could hear Eilish screaming and took off from downstairs, racing to get to the second floor. What she saw from the doorway terrified her.

      Carter was right behind her as Eryn started crying from all the commotion. "Eilish, oh my god, what’s happened?"

      Anya pushed herself closer between Wilder and Eilish. "CPR isn’t working; what happened?"

      Eilish could still feel the choking sensation in her throat. It was hard for her to speak. She grasped her own throat. "It's a spell. The endless sleep. I can feel it. Fina. Fina did this." Ian was frantically trying to revive the lifeless form of their infant as the child’s hands and feet turned blue. His efforts weren't working. The CPR was useless against the power of the spell. He looked at Eilish, who was trying to reverse the spell, but she staggered backward, losing oxygen, as she responded to the blood bond from the infant. She fell against the dresser and slid to the floor, gasping, "Anya. Give the baby to Anya."

      Ian handed the baby to Anya, screaming, "Help my son!"

      Anya carefully took the lifeless looking Wilder into her arms. She laid her hands across his throat and began to chant softly. "Reverse this spell of endless sleep. Sweep away this woe. Return it to the one who reaped this spell and now is foe."

      She could see the faint beginnings of the infant’s chest rise and fall as she reversed the endless sleep. She ran her hands across his chest, repeating the chant, and felt his lungs fill with oxygen. Ian stood shaking, unsure how to help his mate or son, but was astounded when he saw his son breathing again. Suddenly, Wilder let out a loud cry and began to wail for his mother. Ian fell back on the bed and lowered his head into his hands, realizing he had been holding his breath.

      Anya handed the infant to Eilish, who was still on the floor. "He's all right now, sis. We got to him in time."

      Eilish held Wilder tight and sobbed. "She would have killed him. Just like she killed our parents and never gave it a second thought! She'll never stop. She'll never leave us in peace. Why did I ever think otherwise?" She looked at Ian, who was already starting to put on his leathers. Eilish spoke with determination and barely controlled hate. "I'm going with you. This ends tonight."

      Ian finished strapping on his boots as he talked to her in a voice that he hoped she heard loud and clear. "Oh, you will go with me because I want her dead right now, even if it kills me. It’s time for you to make that decision, babe." Ian stood and looked her straight in the eyes as he rubbed his son's back as the infant lay in his Eilish’s arms. "If you don’t kill her, I will, Eilish. No one is hurting my son, not while I breathe. Get ready to go. I’ve had enough. My beast is raging inside me for her damn blood, and I will have it this time!"

      Carter watched as he held Eryn and saw the beast rising up in Ian. He was glad he wouldn't be on the receiving end of that!

      Eilish handed Wilder to Anya as she got to her feet and turned to Ian. "You will have it, my love. The book said I'm the one who must face her, but I will need your help. You're the path. You've always been the path. Sometimes I was too blind to see."

      She dropped her robe, and Carter averted his eyes as she dressed in a pair of jeans. She pulled the towel turban from her head and put on a shirt. She stepped into a pair of sneakers and laced them up. Her hair was still wet, and nothing about her looked the least bit intimidating. On the other hand, Ian looked like he could rip someone's head off with his bare hands. Eilish stood up and looked at Ian. "Has she been to St. Michael's yet?" He shook his head no. "Then that's where we're going. She will end up there eventually."

      Ian started to protest. He wanted to go find her, not wait for her to come to them, but he had to trust that Eilish was following her instincts. "Let's go then. Because I don't plan on her seeing another sunrise."
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      Fina could pace no longer. The spell should work once the half-breed fell asleep, and hopefully, he would die of suffocation before they knew anything about it. She expected them to wake in the morning and find that vile creature dead, just like her Warrick. Let them weep and be consoled by this coven; she was on the warpath, and nothing was going to stop her. If Eilish thought a vampire would bring her down, she was kidding herself. Looking at the clock, it was nearly midnight when she left the house. She had several graveyards yet to go, but she decided to start at St. Michael's cemetery tonight.  It was among one of the oldest cemeteries in Charleston and still had above-ground crypts. Her hopes for finding Warrick and revealing her sisters’ deeds were high, which tempered her frustration. They would be burying a dead half-breed soon, even if she couldn’t worm her way back into the role of High Priestess.
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        * * *

      

      Ian had strapped his bow to his back and held Eilish in his arms as they teleported to St. Michaels. They sat high in a tree on the grounds overlooking the cemetery where they could see the entrance. Ian whispered. "Maybe we should have followed her from the house in case she goes elsewhere. You’ll have to tell me how to help you because right now, my beast is ready to rip her to shreds."

      Eilish clung to him as they balanced on the branch. "She’ll come. I can feel it. She won't go easy. I want nothing more than to stay perched here on this branch and have you put an arrow through her heart, but the grimoire said I must face her. She’ll fight back. Not in the way you fight. That's not what we do. It will be a test of spells and who can over-power who. Fina is a gifted witch, and her skills are practiced. The book says my power is greater, but I'm unskilled and untrained, thanks to Fina. As hard as it may be for you, your job is to keep me alive, but not by killing Fina. I must find the means to overpower her on my own. I don't know everything, but I know enough not to ignore the book. The book can help me or hurt me. That's why you mustn't kill her, Ian. I can see your beast, and I know you want her blood. Trust me, please."

      Ian pulled her face to his and kissed her hard. "Remember to use all you have. You fight for our son, your family, your coven and for me."

      Fina approached the cemetery and opened the gate slowly, but the creaking hinges still sounded loud in the dead of night. A slight wind blew through her hair, and she felt something was off.  She quickly took cover behind a tomb and felt the wind blow again, rustling the leaves in the trees, and saw the vampire with her sister sitting high in a tree. She laughed to herself. If they thought they would outsmart her, they needed to think again. She threw her hands straight up in their direction and broke the heavy branch they perched on.

      Ian saw her thrust out her arms, but before he knew what was happening, he and Eilish were tumbling hard into the graveyard. He tried to grab her, but she fell away from him, flailing her arms. He was tossed through the air and hit the ground hard, sliding into a tombstone and striking his head. Fina had cast her spell faster than he could teleport to safety, which wasn’t good. He wasn’t injured, but the tombstone was split in half. He jumped to his feet and looked around for Eilish. He saw her lying stunned beside a gravestone in the row behind him. She wasn’t moving, and then he saw Fina rushing to get to Eilish. He pulled his bow as his beast rose up. His eyes glowed blood red, and his fangs punched through. His voice was a guttural growl as he yelled, "Eilish, get up now!"

      Eilish hit hard and felt the air leave her lungs as she'd had the breath knocked out of her. She sat up, stunned, as she gasped for air and saw Ian and Fina in a stand-off. She knew he'd only hold back for so long if he thought her life was in danger. Her head throbbed from the impact with the headstone as she fought to clear her head. Fina locked her eyes on Ian but was inching her way in Eilish's direction.

      Eilish shook her head to clear the cobwebs, but she could think of no spell to use against her sister. She looked around the old graveyard and knew she held a power that few witches could match. She used both hands and scooped up the dirt from a nearby grave as she stood, her arms extended, as Ian fought to restrain Fina from getting to her physically.

      Eilish called out. "Taker of life, god of gods, accept my offering! Bone, flesh, breath. I beg you, return to me. Rise up from your grave, all soldiers, so brave. Follow me one. Follow me all. We have one more battle before you again fall."

      Ian watched in shock and Fina in fear as the apparitions appeared, each rising slowly from their graves, some dressed in Revolutionary gear, others from the Civil War. An Army of the Dead lined up behind Eilish as Emric appeared from nowhere at her side. "I heard your call, Miss Eilish. Corporal Emric Pinckney, 1st South Carolina Regiment of the Continental Army. Reporting for duty. "

      Eilish ordered Emric and the army of ghosts to apprehend the witch with black hair and follow her. She turned to Ian. "Take me to the portal, now. They'll follow."

      Fina looked on in horror as the ghosts of the dead soldiers rose to apprehend her. They grabbed her, and she swung her arms and kicked at them to no avail. They just kept coming, overpowering her. She briefly broke free and tried to run. They were on top of her, lifting her skyward. She fought as hard as she could but could do nothing to free herself from them. Ian watched in awe as the dead arose in torn and ratty uniforms and took hold of Fina as she fought. Ian lifted Eilish in his arms and rose in the air as Emric helped the Army of the Dead clench Fina. Ian teleported to the portal. He had no idea what Eilish was up to, but his trust in her was complete.

      Eilish guided him as he teleported her through the night. "Go through. You must go through the portal. It won't work to teleport over it."

      She looked behind her as the soldiers held Fina in their grip as she continued to struggle and curse at her. Fina screamed. "Where are you taking me? You can't do this to me, Eilish!"

      Eilish turned away from her sister. "I can, and I will." She spoke to Ian as he sped through the opening of the portal as Eilish pushed through the protection spell, sending out a sound of shattering glass as they broke through. "To the mausoleum." Eilish had nothing with her. No candles, no amulets. She hoped her power was strong enough to call on the gods without the usual offerings. Ian landed with her in front of the mausoleum. He remembered she'd cast a spell when they were here before, but tonight the massive door opened for her as soon as he set her on her feet. She grabbed his hand and led him inside as the Army of the Dead stood in the doorway with Fina held in their grasp. Fina continued to kick and scream, yelling out spells that failed to work on those who no longer lived and breathed. Eilish directed Ian to push the large slabs holding her parents’ bodies from the crypts. They both rose up before her in physical form to observe their daughter destined to rule. Eilish looked at her parents as tears ran down her cheeks. She wished she could keep them with her, but she knew that wasn't her mission. She spoke an incantation. "Behold. In the West is the Summerland, the land of the Dead, where many of our loved ones have gone for rest and renewal. I release you now from the Netherworld and will ensure your physical remains are returned to eternal rest."

      She watched in a mixture of sorrow and joy as her parents’ spirits departed, and she felt the soft caress of her mother's hand across her cheek. "Lead them well, daughter of Rhiannon, and raise my grandson to do the same so the Bohannon coven stays strong."

      Fina called out to her mother. "Mommy, help me! Don’t let her leave me here. It’s a mistake! It was all a mistake!"

      Evelyn’s apparition took her husband’s hand as they both turned their back on Fina. Ian felt her essence as Evelyn paused briefly before him, pale and ghostly. "Take care of my daughter."

      Before Ian could answer, he watched in awe as her parents’ physical forms stood as silent sentinels while their spirits departed. Their physical bodies waited for their youngest daughter to finish what she had started. Eilish turned to the open door and called the Army of the Dead to bring Fina inside as she screamed.

      Fina fought in anger and horror as they grappled with her, dragging her into the mausoleum. She pleaded with the lifeless forms, wailing, "Please, mommy, no! Don’t let her do this!" She knew her life hung in the balance, and she was hopelessly trapped. "Eilish, what are you doing? Call the dead off of me! Now! You need me; you can’t do this to me. I know you killed Warrick. Your vampire can’t help you now, sister; never can he help you."

      Eilish turned to her sister. "I loved you. For as long as I can remember, I loved you. Somewhere along the way, my sister, your love for power became greater than your love for family. You killed our parents for power; you tried to kill my son. Warrick's death is on your hands, not mine. Your evil consumed him. I will give you what you gave our parents, an eternity in the Netherworld, only there will be no portal, no one to find you, no one to rescue you from this prison of your own making. I'm not going to kill you but leave you here to die."

      She motioned for the Army of the Dead to drag her deep into the mausoleum, and she and Ian stepped outside, leading her parents by the hand. Fina fought and clawed at the ghosts as Eilish watched the Army of the Dead push Fina into the open crypt and return the heavy concrete slab, sealing her inside. They left the mausoleum one by one and rejoined Eilish outside in the dark forest as the door to the mausoleum closed. She looked at her parents, their eyes vacant and soulless now, but she knew their souls were safe in the Summerland. She turned to Ian. "Now, take me back the way we came. We have to destroy the portal. The dead will follow."

      Ian picked her up and headed for the portal. The Army of the Dead followed behind them, carrying the lifeless forms of her parents. He had stopped trying to figure this out. He thought being a vampire was weird, but this was the weirdest shit he'd ever seen. They passed through the portal, and he set her down again as Eilish ordered the portal destroyed. The Army of the Dead tore it down, branch by branch, stick by stick, and scattered the portal across the dense growth of the forest floor until nothing was left to indicate it had ever existed. "Now, take us back to St. Michaels." He lifted her again and looked over his shoulder as the Army of the Dead, led by Emric, followed on his heels.

      Ian teleported as fast as he could, and the dead had no problem keeping up with him. When they landed back in the graveyard of St. Michael's, he set her down again.

      Eilish waited until her parents and the Army of the Dead landed and stood before her. She looked at the soldiers and spoke, "The daughter of Rhiannon thanks you. Return now to the realm to which we all must ultimately go."

      She watched as the soldiers walked slowly back to their graves and disappeared as white wisps into the ground. Her parents and Emric remained. "Come with me now." She went to Ian. "Take us to St. Phillip's, please." Emric took her parents’ hands as Ian teleported with her again the short distance to the graveyard outside St. Phillip's church, where her parents' crypt lay empty. Ian set her down and watched as the three apparitions walked behind Eilish as she led her parents to their final resting place, the crypts that bore their names. As Eilish spoke, he watched in amazement as Evelyn and Hamish went from physical form to apparitions. "I will await you at the crossroads and lead you through the darkness within."

      Her parents hugged one another before hugging her one last time, then parting and entering their crypts. Eilish felt the breeze pick up as it lifted her hair, and the scent of juniper and yew was strong in the air. She turned to Ian. "They're at peace now. Their souls in the Summerland, and their physical remains here, for those who loved them to visit." As she went to him to go back home, she noticed Emric was still there. It became clear to her why he had stayed in the Bohannon House all these years. "This was the reason you couldn't leave."

      He saluted. "Yes, ma’am. I told you the soldiers were coming."

      She nodded in gratitude. "Your mission is complete now, soldier. I release you to the peace of Summerland. On this night, all roads cross, all gates are open, and the veil is thin. It’s time for you to cross over."

      Emric saluted again as he placed the old rifle over his shoulder. "You tell Miss Anya goodbye for me. Tell her I'm sorry I scratched up that record. I told her Luna did it, but it was me."

      Eilish smiled, "I love you. Anya loves you, and she'd forgive you anything. Goodbye, Emric." She and Ian watched as he disappeared into the mist.
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      Eilish stood still in the cemetery as the breeze settled. She became aware of the silence, interrupted by the sound of the cicada and tree frogs that were a constant part of the symphony that played every warm, humid night in Charleston. Her emotions were all over the place. She had dispatched Fina, leaving her to die a slow death in that mausoleum locked forever in the Netherworld, the portal destroyed. But she had also freed her parents from their eternal prison, their souls joining those of all the Bohannons that had come before them. And Emric, their beloved Emric, had waited patiently for the Bohannons to get their act together all these years and figure out they had a traitor among them. Did he even know what kept him earthbound? She felt Ian take her hand as she stood as still as a statue, letting the shock of the night's events wash over her. For the first time in her life, she felt the true burden of her role as the High Priestess to the Bohannon coven. It entailed more than just leading the coven through their ritual sabbats; it was the protection and continuation of a legacy.

      Ian could hear her thoughts play through her head and felt she was experiencing a roller coaster of emotions. He, too, was feeling a variety of intense emotions. Rhiannon had given her to him to protect; this was the only reason he’d been allowed into her life. But now, his role had been fulfilled, and he was no longer needed. As her mate, they shared the blood covenant, and he’d never stop looking over her, coven or no coven. She was his for eternity. Why couldn’t they understand that? Still, he felt the true calling of his soul as a warrior and knew he had to return to his roots, or he’d go mad in the end. He pulled her into his arms as she lay her head on his shoulder. It was eerily quiet. "You need to let it all go, Eilish. It’s over. Your sister will never be a threat to you again. You’re the High Priestess, and you must lead your coven."

      Eilish laid her head against his chest, drawing on his strength. She felt his calm and let it settle her as he gently stroked her back. "Normal. We can be normal now. We can open the drapes, stop hiding, come and go as we please, run the shop, and raise our babies. It can all be calm and predictable and... normal. I've almost forgotten what normal feels like."

      Ian rubbed her back and knew all the words she said were dreams. "I love you. I love our son. But tonight, we need to face all realities, each as they come, and at this point, we know the truth, babe. Nothing is or will be normal for us. I will love you forever and stay with you for as long as I can, but deep inside, you know Rhiannon will make me leave. Besides, my beast will eat me alive to be free to do what he is supposed to do, be a warrior." He pulled back from her, looked into her eyes, and absorbed every single feature on her face. He kissed her as the moonlight shone down on them. "Let's go one day at a time together until we can’t. Let's enjoy every minute we have as a family."

      She felt fear clutch at her heart. She shook her head. "I did everything the book asked of me, and all I wanted in return was you. Maybe things will change. The coven can change. We have Wilder now. He'll need you. I'll need you. Please don't speak of leaving. We can make this work. I know we can."

      Ian saw the spark of hope in her eyes. She would never let go of this dream. For tonight, he wanted her to have that dream, and sleep in his arms as if all was normal. He smiled. "We can make anything work now that my mate is in charge of the whole shebang. Let's get you home. I need to hold my son. And I am sure Anya has been pacing the floor since we left."

      He scooped her up and teleported them back inside the Bohannon house, landing in the kitchen where they found Carter holding a sleeping Eryn and Anya pacing the floor with a sleeping Wilder. They had both been too fearful of leaving the infants unattended and held onto them ever since Ian and Eilish had left. Eilish looked at the clock on the kitchen wall. It was almost 4:00 a.m. They had been gone for four hours. It felt strange, like it was only seconds ago, but also like an eternity had passed. Everything about their lives had changed.

      Both Carter and Anya looked at them expectantly as Ian set her down. Eilish spoke softly. "It's done. It's over."

      Anya handed Wilder to Ian. "Eilish, I know you’ll explain everything to me, but Emric left the house. He's never left the house before. He never came back. It's been hours of agony wondering if you were okay and what was happening."

      Eilish nodded, hugging her sister and holding her tight. "I know. I'm sure you’ve been on edge all night. But the book was clear that Ian could not be the one to kill Fina. He could protect me as best he could, but he couldn’t be the one to confront her. Fina came at us full force. I had nothing with me. I wasn't even sure how to channel my powers. I did the only thing I knew for certain I could do and called on the dead. The soldiers rose from their graves, and suddenly Emric was there. This was what had held him here. This final mission. He stood at the window all those years, saying, "the soldiers are coming." We always thought he was lost in the memories of his battles and those he lost when all this time he was waiting. We carried Fina through the portal, locked her in the mausoleum, and destroyed the portal. She will die there. I freed our parents to the Summerland and returned their human remains to their crypts in St. Phillips. We can visit them now for real, not some empty tomb that cried out for justice. When it was over, I released Emric to the Summerland. He was ready to go. He said to tell you he loved you... oh, and that Sam Cooke record you were pissed off about getting scratched. He said he did that and blamed it on Luna. He asked your forgiveness."

      Anya stood with her mouth open and flopped down on a kitchen chair. She felt the tears running down her face. "I will miss him, and I forgive him." She began to shake as she held her hands over her face. "I can’t believe it; Fina is really gone, Emric is gone, and you’re now the High Priestess."

      Eilish felt her tears, a combination of relief that this nightmare was over and adjusting to the absence of Emric. He had stood guard on the second floor every day of her life. She looked at the two men, both holding their children, who looked back at them with pride and curiosity. Both sisters had been bound to men outside their coven, or any coven, a human and a vampire, and neither would ever understand what it meant to be born a witch, just as she couldn't understand what it was to be human or vampire. Eilish spoke to both of them. "We'll make this work now. We can live our lives as normal."

      Carter sat down at the kitchen table as Eryn cooed and nestled into his neck for warmth and the touch of skin. Carter said, "Normal. I could do with a little normal. Does this mean I can go back to work now? Come home to the yellow house and my wife and daughter, and adjust to the fact that there's a little magic going on?"

      Anya laughed, and it felt good to release it all. "Well, I should certainly hope so. If I send your cowboy ass to work, you better come back to me every night." She looked at Ian and then at her sister. "What will you tell the coven?"

      Eilish sat down at the table. "I'll consult the book, but the book has never mentioned revealing Fina's deeds. Even when Rhiannon appeared at Ostara, she could have told the coven, but she didn't. I don't think the book wants the truth to be known. There has never been a break in the passage of power from one generation to the next, and I think the book wants to maintain that legacy of the Bohannons. I'll record our history in the book, for future generations, for Wilder, and for the children he brings into the world to carry on. But for the coven, I think we say Fina left to go to Boston to be with Warrick. She felt humiliated by her mistake of assuming that since she was the eldest sister, she was the High Priestess. She felt that she and Warrick should make a clean start. One thing is for sure. No one will ever find either of them."

      Wilder began to wiggle in Ian's arms and nuzzle at his neck, his little hand fisting his dark hair. "Whoa, big guy, you’re hungry." Ian looked at Eilish and smiled. "He needs to feed; he’s had a rough night, and needs calming."

      Eilish looked at the two of them, father and son, and knew what her son needed. "Then feed him. He's a vampire, too, and he'll need to bond. He doesn't have fangs; trust me, I'd know by now. Feed him."

      Ian sat beside Eilish at the table and held Wilder in his arms. Wilder cried and fisted his hands, wailing them about. "Calm down, big guy, give me a second. Daddy's got your back." Ian bit into his finger and held it to Wilder's lips. "Come on, you recognize my scent, and I know you want it." Wilder latched onto Ian's finger and pulled it to his mouth, followed by small slurping sounds. Ian looked up at Eilish and grinned. "That’s my boy right there, babe."

      Eilish smiled, and Carter scrunched up his face. "Well, that's gross. I see I need to realign my ideas around normal. I think I need a beer."

      Anya giggled as he mastered the art of balancing a baby on one shoulder while opening the fridge, retrieving a bottle of beer, and snapping off the cap on the edge of the counter before tipping it to his lips. "I'm impressed, cowboy."

      Carter wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his shirt. "Hey, I got skills too, darlin'." He winked at her. "You might be surprised by what I can do with one arm tied behind my back."

      They all laughed at his response when they heard a cat yowling at the front door. Eilish turned her head to the sound and left to open the door. Luna marched in and headed straight for the kitchen, wrapping herself around Anya's ankles. Anya laughed. "Rat Face! You're home!" She got up, placed a fresh can of Luna's favorite flavor on a saucer, and put it on the floor as Luna raced for the bowl. "Well, I guess we’re all home now."
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      Over the next few days, Eilish and Anya knew they would have to resume some semblance of a normal routine. The shop had been closed since Fina had been locked away. Anya, Eilish, and Ian had gotten up early and gathered around the kitchen table. Anya had asked her sister how long it would take for Fina to die. "I don't know. Days? A week? She could be dead already. But her soul is trapped in the Netherworld. We'll never know how she killed our parents, other than Warrick helped her, but we know she locked them in the Netherworld, so it's the fate she deserves. I don't want to ever discuss it again. It never happened. We move on."

      Anya agreed. "The simpler the story, the easier it is to believe, so I think we stick to the story of her going to Boston and leave it at that. The coven will gossip; there’s nothing we can do about that." Eilish nodded. "In the meantime, we need to re-open the shop. We can take the babies with us when we go. That's how we grew up, where we learned the meaning of every crystal and herb, and Wilder and Eryn will do the same. The coven can watch them grow up, and we will bring them to every ritual so they can learn. We will teach them to discover their power when they’re young."

      Ian was aware there was no place for him in that scenario. His son would be raised Wiccan, not a vampire. Carter entered the kitchen, jeans low on his hips and no shirt, wiping the sleep from his eyes. He was drawn by the scent of the coffee brewing and had heard the tail end of the conversation. "You're re-opening the shop?" He slid into a chair as Anya filled a large mug of coffee and placed it in front of him.

      She nodded. "We need to re-establish our old routine. Get things back to normal. The sooner, the better."

      Carter stretched, raising his arms above his head and arching his back. "Guess my vacation is over then. I need to work anyway, and if you're taking the babies to the shop with you, it doesn’t look like you need a househusband."

      Anya laughed. "You're not off the hook, cowboy. There will still be plenty to do."

      Ian sat in silence, listening as they made plans to resume what was for them a normal routine and was anything but normal for him. Anya looked at him. "What about you, bloodsucker?"

      Ian locked eyes with Eilish, and she felt his conflict. He had been placed in her path to protect her, but the threat had been removed. There was nothing she wanted more than to have him here, helping her raise their son, sleeping next to him at night. It was enough for her, but she already felt it would never be enough for him. He was a warrior, and the pull to roam the night was one he wouldn't be able to ignore for very long now. Their quiet routine, which they longed for, for him, would be like locking a tiger in a cage. It was against his nature. Ian didn't have an answer for Anya, and Anya could see the anguish on his face and knew better than to push the issue.

      They quickly re-established their routine, gathering for a hearty breakfast every morning where Ian sat and drank Midnight as they planned out their day before Carter left in his truck, and the girls placed the infants in a papoose and walked with them to the shop. They had been starting to plan for Litha, and Ian was wondering if he could hang on for that long. How could he leave her? How could he leave his son? But the voice in his head said, "How can you not? They create life; you destroy it." He felt like he was losing his mind.

      It had been weeks of wandering through this old house, waiting for her to come home in the evening so he could hold his son, hold her, feed from her, make love to her, and hold her while she slept.

      He was restless; he needed to do something. He would go mad if he laid awake beside her night after night, resisting the pull to hunt. Sitting up, he threw his legs over the side of the bed and tried to control his breathing; even that was a struggle. Every inch of his body ached to hunt, and he was useless here in this house. The moonlight shone through the window as he turned his head to look at her and his son asleep. He needed to get out into the night and hunt. He quietly dressed in his leathers and tied up his boots. He pulled his hair back in a ponytail and felt his beast ready to jump out of his skin. He grabbed his crossbow and a quiver full of arrows and strapped them onto his back. He would look for Ryker; he was always good for a hunt.

      Eilish felt his turmoil in her sleep and sat up in bed. He was dressed in leathers with the bow strapped on his back. Her adrenaline spiked, thinking he had sensed some danger. "What's wrong?" She quickly cast her eyes in the direction of Wilder, who slept undisturbed in the bassinet near their bed.

      He had his back to her and knew she had awakened. She was his mate and he knew she felt everything he did. "Nothing concerning you. Go back to sleep. I’ll be back." Ian teleported straight from there before she could respond and headed to the bar Ryker frequented.

      Eilish watched him go, and her heart ached. She couldn't stop him from being true to his nature. She could beg him to stay, but that would break him, which wasn't what she wanted either. Rhiannon's words rang in her ears, "Not yours to keep. Not yours to keep. Not yours to keep." She had initially thought it was a cruel punishment inflicted on her by Rhiannon for falling in love with a vampire. She understood now; it was a cruel punishment for Ian. He was the only one who could help her regain what was rightfully hers, and Rhiannon had placed him in her path, but now he was the one who would pay. She swiped at a tear. "Be safe, my love."

      Ian hit the cool night air and sucked in deep breaths of it, clearing his head, and teleported to the bar.  He circled high above until he found a place to land safely unnoticed. Tourist season was picking up, and they were out and about drinking and strolling around. If they only knew what lurked amongst them. He walked into the packed bar and picked up Ryker’s scent, ignoring the strange looks from the patrons. He didn’t care how he was dressed or how intimidating he looked. Walking to the bar, the bartender nodded at him. "Have you seen Ryker tonight, I’m looking for him?"

      The bartender answered, "He just left with some shady-looking dude I haven’t seen in here before."

      "Thanks." Ian walked outside, into the closest alley, and teleported to the top of the building. He closed his eyes and let his senses do the work for him. His eyes snapped open wide as he picked up his scent. "You stupid fuck!" He took off like a bullet teleporting several blocks over.

      He zeroed in on the dark alleyway, and what he saw made him grin. Ryker had been lured into the alley by a rogue vampire setting him up for an ambush. The rogue had two buddies along with him, and they were making Ryker work for his living. Ryker was trapped, and Ian couldn’t have been happier. His eyes glowed a deep red, and his fangs punched through. Time to let some rogues know who they were dealing with. Loading an arrow, he aimed and hit one in the back of the head. The arrow penetrated through his skull and was sticking out of his forehead. Ryker looked up to see where the arrow came from and barely missed a shuriken aimed at his heart.

      Ian dropped to the ground as he loaded another arrow. The rogues were bouncing between the buildings like jackrabbits. Ian called out, "I’ve got the tall one, brother." The rogue came at Ian head on, and he let the arrow fly; it was close and hard-hitting. It hit the rogue in the arm and nearly tore it from his shoulder. As the rogue staggered and fell, Ian landed on his back. He leaned in close to his ear. "You were just what the fuck I was looking for." Ian ripped the rogue’s head from his shoulders and flung the head aside. He looked to see Ryker going head-to-head with the last one.

      Ryker and the rogue went toe to toe for a while, but Ian was getting antsy. Ryker knew what he was doing and wasn’t in immediate danger, but Ian smiled as he loaded the arrow and waited for the right moment. Ryker slipped a shuriken from his pocket and was preparing to throw it when Ian let the arrow fly for the rogue’s heart. The rogue dropped before he even realized what had happened to him.

      Ian turned to Ryker, shaking his head, blood covering him from head to toe. Ian and Ryker both looked a mess. Ian asked, "What the fuck were you doing, brother?"

      Ryker huffed. He was checking a wound on his arm that had already started to heal. "I met that vampire at the bar. Never saw him in there before. He suggested we hunt, so I left with him; I didn't know he had set me up for an ambush." He looked at Ian, dressed in leather and holding the crossbow. "Glad you were here, but maybe a better question is, what the fuck are you doing? Not exactly dressed for a night of barhopping. You got a gig?"

      Ian huffed. "Yeah, you. You were my gig, but at least I got a few kills in the process. You need to be more aware of what the fuck is happening. Your skills are rusty; now we got a damn mess to clean up, and we’re in the middle of town. The tourists are rolling in here this time of year, and you’re playing with rogues like damn amateurs."

      Ryker chuckled as he lit up a cigarette and offered one to Ian. Ian hadn't smoked much around Eilish; the witches considered it an impurity that poisoned the body. He gladly took the cigarette and inhaled deeply, enjoying the taste before exhaling. Ryker watched him. "You're too damn domesticated, brother. Since when did cleaning up after a kill present a problem? We're in a dark alley with scattered trash and broken booze bottles. Don't expect any tourists to come strolling through. Come on, help me pick these guys up. I'll show you where we take out the trash."

      Ian gave him a look that said, 'fuck off.’ "Mind your damn business; I needed to get the fuck out of that house tonight. I needed the kill. Thanks for obliging me." Ian picked up the body and the head he had satisfyingly ripped off the rogue. "Let’s get this over with."

      Ryker slung one body over his shoulder, grabbed the other by the scruff of his neck, and motioned for Ian to follow as Ryker teleported out. Ian followed him over a swampy area where he saw Ryker drop the bodies into the swamp, where the alligators ate them. Ian followed suit, dropping his kill. Ryker watched with satisfaction. "My favorite dumping ground. What the gators don't eat will disappear with the morning sun. Back to nature, brother."

      "Yeah, I like that; not complicated. I’m taking off; I need to get back home."

      Ryker shook his head. "Back to the wife?" Ian shot him an evil stare. Ryker laughed. "Every vamp knows you sealed the covenant with a witch. They all talk, you know. You don't actually think that will work, do you? I mean, look at you. I can’t see you dancing around a bonfire with flowers in your hair, brother. Get your head straight."

      Ian got right up in his face. "You don’t have to remind me I have a mate, and in case your crazy ass forgot, I’ve got a son too. I don’t walk out on that responsibility. So, fuck you, Ryker!" Ian took off and teleported toward the yellow house. His beast was settled, but he knew it wouldn’t last long. Ryker was right; he didn’t belong here. He had no purpose here; no one needed his base instinct, which was to kill. His head wasn’t on straight. But he couldn’t leave her and his son. He was confused between what his heart wanted and what his beast needed. This life with Eilish and Wilder wasn’t what his beast needed. He circled the house several times and finally landed inside the bedroom. He was covered in blood and grime. It was a short but bloody fight, but one he’d relished. He took a deep breath and smelled the blood on him, it made his heartbeat faster, and his blood sang in his veins. He looked at Eilish as she slept. She could never remove his need to kill, no matter what spell she weaved.

      Eilish felt him when he returned and opened her eyes. As she sat up in bed, she could smell the blood and switched on the lamp by the bed. "Oh my god, are you alright? I can get Anya. She's a healer."

      She was jumping from the bed when he grabbed her arm to stop her from leaving. "I don't need a healer. The blood isn’t mine."

      Ian let go of her arm. "I’m a mess, and I don’t want you to get this all over you. Let me take a shower; go lay down. I’m not hurt. I just needed to let the beast free, that’s all. I know you can’t understand this. I’m doing the best I can, babe. This is what I do, what I am, and I can’t make it go away. " He walked to the bathroom and stripped. He took a long hot shower and decided to forget everything else but the fact he loved her. He dried off and walked to the bed. She lay awake curled up on her side, and he slid in beside her. "I love you, Eilish, and I always will. I need you to remember that."

      She welcomed his embrace. He felt at peace now, but she knew it was only temporary. The night would call him away again and again. She gently lifted his hand to her lips and kissed the back of his hand. "I don't need a reminder. You're a part of me. I feel your heartbeat; I feel every breath you take. Whatever happens, Ian, whatever you need to do, you need to know I understand." She hoped she could keep him longer by giving him his freedom, but they both felt the clock ticking.
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      Eilish thought she should consult the book before they prepared for Litha. After Beltane, she didn't know what to expect anymore. The book informed her to bring Anya, Wilder, and the dark one. Eilish was annoyed that the book didn't say his name. "Ian, his name is Ian." But the book didn't respond. She placed the book back in the drawer and went downstairs. There was warm chatter coming from the kitchen as Eilish found her family there, Anya cooking, and the two men at the table, Carter with a beer and Ian with a Midnight, laughing and talking. Both infants were sleeping for a change, so it was a rare break. Their conversation stopped when she entered the room. Everyone knew she had been with the book and turned to look at her in anticipation. She slid into a seat at the table and shrugged. "Me, Anya, Wilder, and Ian."

      Anya furrowed her brow. "What about Carter and Eryn? Did it say why they couldn’t come? Or is this another ‘a path will be made’ situation?"

      Eilish shook her head. "The book didn't say. This is Litha. It's Summer Solstice. It's a celebration, but so far this year, all our rituals have been interrupted by some damn drama. It just said you, Wilder and Ian... well, the dark one. The book still calls him the dark one. I guess Carter can stay home with Eryn, and you and I should plan a normal Litha, but be prepared for anything. You know the coven won't accept Ian as High Priest, so I think we can expect there is more to this than the book is telling me."

      Anya looked at Carter, "Well, I guess you’re babysitting the buckaroo on Litha."

      Ian leaned back in the kitchen chair. "The dark one. It seems I’m always on the wrong side of the fence in this family; even that damn book thinks so. I’m guessing I should be prepared for anything." He spun the glass of Midnight around on the table, thinking that this coven would have its chance to finally say what they felt at this ritual.

      Eilish laid her hand on his arm as he twirled the glass and read his thoughts. She wished she could reassure him but felt they were at a crossroads. "I don't know what the book has in store, but the coven won't say anything. The coven follows; it doesn't lead. They won't follow you, though. We already know that. If you tried to step into the role of High Priest, they would turn their back. I wouldn't put you in that position. I think we go, Anya and I will conduct the ceremony, and you hold Wilder. Stand with the circle. No one will take your hand, but you'll have the baby so pay no attention to that."

      Ian nodded at her. "Let’s hope no one tries to take my son from my arms because I’m not responsible for what I might do, babe."

      Eilish looked at Anya, who held her gaze. She couldn't imagine that anyone from the coven would be so bold, but she didn't know what might happen at Litha. She turned back to Ian. "Wilder has been named, and his role defined to the coven by Rhiannon herself. No one from the coven would ever hurt Wilder. In fact, like you, they would die protecting Wilder. He represents our future now." She corrected herself, "The coven's future."

      It hurt her to realize Ian was not part of the coven. "If it is demanded, though, if the book intervenes, you can give the baby to Anya or me. Please don't try to fight the forces of the gods and goddesses. I know our rituals appear silly to you, and most of the time, we draw on the powers of nature in a spirit of celebration, but these are powerful forces, Ian. Our rituals are gifts, a sign of gratefulness for the bounties the earth has granted to the coven, but you've seen the power. It gives life, but it can also take it. All I can ask is that you trust me, follow me if I ask it of you, and please oblige me. I know you've been placed in an impossible situation, and it's unfair."

      Ian nodded. "I’ve been here since day one, and I made you a promise. You’re my mate now. They may not like it, but you’re my world. Part of love is trust, and I trust you, Eilish. Now when is Litha?"

      "In two more days." She had started to say; we have two days left. It was in her mind to phrase it that way. It felt final; like she needed to give him a heads-up or a warning. She looked at Anya and bit  her lip.

      Ian answered, "Two days then." He picked up the glass of Midnight and drained it. He could feel her trepidation; she wasn’t sure what would happen to any of them. He felt heaviness weighing on her as the walls closed in on them. Time was passing faster than he’d felt in his entire life. Rhiannon had made it clear that she was not his to keep, and he knew in his gut that the deadline was coming sooner rather than later.

      As Litha arrived, Eilish and Anya gathered the supplies in silence. Summer flowers, fruits, consecrated water, salt, candles, and a cauldron. Anya had baked the ritual cakes again and hoped she wouldn't be bringing them all back home uneaten as they had done after Beltane. She looked at Eilish as she carefully placed the cakes in a basket. "I'll be glad when things get back to normal, at the rituals, I mean." Eilish nodded in silence. Anya continued. "But you're worried, I can tell. Have you told me everything?"

      Eilish sighed heavily. "I've told you all I know, but I'm afraid I don't know much. I have a bad feeling. The book only tells me so much and then leaves the rest unspoken. When I ask for more information, it says a path will be made, but when I consulted the book for Litha, I didn't even get that. Just silence. Why Ian? We already know the coven won't follow Ian. Why did the book say he was to be there?"

      Anya shook her head, her honey-blonde hair tumbling in her face as she brushed it away. "I don’t know, sis, this book has been taking us on a journey we could never have predicted. I’m hoping Litha gives us some answers. But look at all the good things, like releasing Mommy and Daddy and putting Fina where she belongs. You didn’t end up with Zavian. And you have already given birth to the successor to the Bohannon coven. Just take a deep breath, and let’s see what happens."

      Eilish nodded in silence. Everything felt right in their world, and things were back on track for everyone except her and Ian. And the irony was, without Ian, none of it could have been achieved. "Yeah, okay."

      Carter and Ian both came from upstairs, holding their children, and entered the kitchen. Anya looked up. "You want to help me load these things in the car, cowboy?"

      He nodded and laid Eryn in a portable bassinet on the kitchen table. "Tell me what you need, darlin'." He grabbed up baskets of supplies and followed Anya to the black Caddy.

      Eilish looked at Ian, holding a wide-eyed Wilder in his arms. She went to him and embraced them both. "I don't know what happens tonight. I'm fearful, and I know you feel it, but whatever they throw at us, know that I love you."

      Ian closed his eyes, took in this moment of the three of them together, and took a deep breath. His beast knew something lay ahead. He kissed the top of her head. "I love you, too."

      The three walked outside to the Caddy, and Ian and Eilish climbed into the backseat.

      Anya put her hands on her hips. "So, I'm the chauffeur now?"

      Carter gave her a goodbye kiss. "Behave yourself, darlin'. They're hanging by a thread right now."

      Anya nodded, checking her attitude. "You're right. Sorry."

      Carter chuckled. "Wait. Did you say I was right?"

      He squeezed her tight, and she laughed as she punched him in the arm. "Don't push your luck. I might change my mind." He kissed her again as she slid behind the wheel on the driver's side.

      Carter looked the car over. "You ever think about trading this heap in?"

      Anya looked at him through the window in mock horror. "Trade this in? Not on your life!" She winked at him as she backed the car out of the driveway and headed for Angel Oak. Ian and Eilish had watched the playful banter in silence. It was the relationship they would never have, and they both knew it.

      Wilder had fallen back asleep with his head on Ian's shoulder. The drive to John's Island seemed far too short as Anya pulled the car off the gravel road, and they got out of the car. Ian leaned against the car as the sisters disrobed and pulled on the sheer gossamer gowns. He watched as the other coven members donned their gowns and robes and made their way to the tree, forming a loose circle. Ian balanced Wilder on one shoulder while he picked up what he could with his free hand, and the sisters carried the other supplies. Ian set his items down at the base of the tree and stepped back into the circle as the other coven members stepped away from him. Their motions were subtle, but they made it clear he was not one of them. Even Wilder's presence didn't soften his unwanted presence.

      Eilish and Anya set up for the ceremony. Anya opened the Four Quarters as the warlocks started their deep baritone drone. Eilish approached the altar they had set at the base of the tree and rang a small bell three times. "I celebrate Life on this Midsummer's Night. Sadness is cast aside, and joy flows within as the High Summer now begins." She heard the droning stop followed by soft murmurs that rippled through the coven.

      She turned to see what had disrupted the ritual to see Rhiannon standing in physical form in the center of the circle. She had arrived without fanfare and spoke softly. "I come to you one final time, daughter. You will not see me again."

      Eilish looked at Anya, who stood immobilized. Rhiannon held out her hand to Ian, inviting him to join them at the center of the circle. "Join me, please." Ian walked reluctantly into the circle and stood next to Eilish, Wilder still sleeping quietly as Ian grabbed Eilish's hand. He could hear her soft sobs.

      Rhiannon spoke; her voice sounded like music, like the sound of birds singing and wind in the trees; soft and soothing, hypnotic and mesmerizing. "We are gathered to witness the parting of hands between Eilish Bohannon and the dark one."

      Anya begged softly, "No, don’t do this. We’re family. We’re all family. Eilish did everything you asked her to do." Rhiannon gave her a sad smile as the coven looked on in sympathy. They would never accept Ian as their High Priest, but it was clear to them all how much Eilish loved him. Wynter gripped Rain’s hand and wished there was something they could do to console Eilish.

      Eilish whispered as tears flowed down her cheeks, "No."

      Rhiannon looked at her lovingly. "It is time, daughter. He cannot live in our world, and even he feels the pull to be free. I put him in your path to right the wrongs, but know you must go the rest of the way alone." Rhiannon lifted their already joined hands, and they watched as a white silken cord appeared and wound its way around their wrist. She spoke softly as Eilish cried, and Wilder started to whimper. "You will seek to live separate lives, yet you remain joined in blood. This union is ended, but like all things, one end is a new beginning. The wheel of life turns, and we turn with it."

      The silken cord slipped from their wrists and fell to the ground. Rhiannon looked at Anya. "Ring the bell, please."

      Anya spoke through tears, "Please don't make me do this."

      Rhiannon spoke again. "Who better than the one who loves her the most? You do this out of love. Ring the bell, Anya Bohannon." Anya cried as she rang the bell nine times, and Rhiannon spoke. "So, mote it be. It is time now for the dark one to depart. Give the child to its mother." Wilder had started to wail, feeling the ripping apart of his parents.

      Ian hushed Wilder. "No, she’s mated to me. I’m her protector, as well as my son’s. She’s mine. Look at her, she’s ripped apart by this, and you expect me to leave her in this condition? No!" Ian growled; his beast was not happy and was ready to rear up and show them what he could do.

      Rhiannon watched patiently as the dark one resisted. She lowered her head and smiled. She would have been disappointed if he had walked away without a fight. She had chosen him carefully from the mercenary vampires who roamed unattached. He was not a random selection. She had known from the start that he would be loyal to her and would lay his life on the line for her, but it was time for him to go. Rhiannon had made a bold move in placing the vampire in her path. The two species were at odds with each other but had learned to live in peace, largely by ignoring each other’s presence. She had hoped the two younger sisters would discover Seraphina’s betrayal on their own and Eilish would find a means to conquer Seraphina and rise to power. When it was clear that would never happen, Rhiannon had placed the vampire in her path, making him an outcast in both worlds. The coven would never follow him, but she hoped he could find his way back in his own world.

      When she looked up, she saw the beast rise up in his eyes as they glowed red, and the coven backed away. Rhiannon knew he wouldn't leave voluntarily. It was not in his nature, no matter who commanded it. She saw Eilish cling to him as the baby instinctively reached for his mother and grabbed Eilish around the neck. Eilish cried out as the baby wailed loudly, and Ian fought to hold onto her.

      Rhiannon held her arms straight at her side before throwing them back hard as a fierce wind rose up, and Ian was sent tumbling, head over heels, as the Angel Oak creaked and moaned as if it would be torn from its roots. Lightning lit up the sky as the low dark clouds moved in, blocking the full moon. The coven stood against the winds as if it were a still night, yet broke their circle as Ian rolled past them, and he came to a final stop, flat on his back and looking up at the dark clouds as he felt the heavy rain on his face. The coven closed their circle, unphased by the wind that had tossed him as if he were nothing more than a leaf caught in an autumn breeze. The coven joined hands as they moved closer to their High Priestess, blocking his return. Ian looked at their backs, knowing they were the ones who would protect her now. He heard Rhiannon's words. "Go now, dark one. I do not wish you harm; this is a battle you cannot win. I told you at Beltany; she was yours to love but not yours to keep. Eilish Bohannon will be protected, and your son will rise to greatness. Take pride in those things and go now."

      Ian could see Eilish with her face contorted in pain as her shoulders shook with her sobs. She held their son in one arm and her other hand stretched out to him. Anya was trying to comfort her. He called out to her. "Eilish! Tell me what to do!"

      Eilish looked up at him through her tears and said, "You must go, my love. But you will always have my heart."

      Ian heard her voice loud and clear; he felt her let go of him and knew this was all he would ever have of her. She belonged to them, along with his son. He slowly stood, his shoulders crouched and fallen. Even his beast was broken and would not rise to help him. He looked to the skies and roared with unbearable pain and helplessness. Never in his life had his heart felt like it was shattered, even when he was turned into this beast he had now become. There was nothing left, nothing to fight for. He felt her love and her agony but also her resignation. He saw her white hair blowing in the warm breeze, and his heart cracked even further, his soul screaming to touch her, kiss her, be her warrior. What was he to do now? Where was he supposed to go? She was his life. There was only one option in his head, muddled with pain and sorrow…Ryker. He teleported straight up and could not look back at what he had left behind; it would have killed him; he was sure of it. The emptiness carried him through the night sky; he had left everything of importance in his world behind him.
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      Rhiannon disappeared as silently as she had arrived. Eilish felt Ian leave as he teleported away, and it felt like her soul was ripped from her. She dropped to her knees and released a wail that could be heard for miles. A large branch broke free from the Angel Oak and crashed to the ground as the coven scattered. The glass shattered in nearby car windows as the wind whipped wildly and the rain poured down. Anya dropped to her knees to console her as the baby wailed inconsolably, feeling his mother's emotional pain.

      Wynter and Rain rushed forward to help Anya with Eilish. The rest of the coven kept their distance, some returning to the safety of their cars, unsure of what power Eilish may release now that the vampire had been sent away. Wynter reached down and touched Anya's shoulder. "Let us help you, Anya; she is in a horrible state of grief." Rain took Wilder from Eilish's arms.

      Anya grabbed Eilish and shook her slightly. "Sis, come on, we must get you home now. It’s over. You have to focus on Wilder now." She got Eilish to her feet and slowly guided her to the Caddy. Wynter gathered all the things she could that needed to be returned to the Bohannon house, with several other coven members getting the nerve to step forward and help.

      Eilish let herself be led away, her sobs so deep she couldn't get her breath. She stumbled several times as Wynter and Anya helped keep her upright. The baby cried as Anya opened the passenger side door of the old Caddy and Wynter helped Eilish into the car. Eilish wailed, "Why? I did everything she wanted. Why?"

      Rain placed the infant in her lap. "Hold onto the baby, Eilish. Okay? Do you have him?" Eilish didn't answer and seemed lost in her own world of pain. Anya was fearful the baby would fall from her lap when Eilish's mothering instincts kicked in, and she clung to the infant, and mother and child cried together.

      Anya closed the car door and thanked Wynter and Rain before walking to the driver's side, and dialing Carter on her cell. She heard him answer right away.

      "Hey, darlin'. What's up." Anya slipped behind the wheel and started the car. "The coven sent Ian away. I'm going to need your help as soon as I get home. Watch for the car and please come outside. I'm not sure I can get her in the house."

      Carter could hear the wails of Eilish and the infant in the background. He had a lot of questions, but he knew this wasn't the time to ask them. "Eryn's asleep. I'll be waiting at the back door. I'll come out as soon as you pull in."

      Anya tossed her phone onto the wide dashboard and drove the Caddy back to the mainland. She had to bite back her own emotions. She had no answers to Eilish's questions and no idea how to console her. She just kept repeating, "It will be okay. We'll get through this." But she didn't know if it would be okay, and she didn't know how the hell they would get through this. She'd known the coven would never accept a vampire, but Ian didn't need to be a part of their rituals. She didn't understand why Ian couldn't remain in her sister's life.  As she left the island, the fierce storm disappeared as quickly as it had come. The drive back to the city felt like it took forever.

      When she pulled into the driveway and pulled up to the carriage house, she saw Carter walking out to meet them. Anya got out of the car, still wearing her gossamer gown, soaked from the rain, and clinging to her naked form, her hair hanging in wet ringlets. She walked to the passenger side and opened the door. "Come on, sis." Eilish was doubled over, her body shielding Wilder as she sobbed, gasping for air.

      Carter stepped forward and lifted Eilish upright in the seat. "Take the baby, darlin'." Anya scooped Wilder from her sister's lap, and Carter lifted Eilish from the car, carrying her back to the house. He looked at Anya. "You're gonna have to fix this. Make one of your teas, or cast a spell or something. She's not going to be calmed by words."

      Anya nodded in agreement and bounced the baby on one shoulder as she combined lavender, chamomile, and valerian root into a tea. Carter brought both a warm bathrobe as Anya waited for the water to come to a boil, then poured a cup for Eilish and poured the remainder into a bottle for Wilder. She added some ice cubes and ran the baby’s bottle under cold water, adding a bit of sugar for sweetener so the baby would take it. She slipped the bottle into Wilder's open, wailing mouth and spoke softly. "Drink, baby." She nodded at Carter to give Eilish the tea.

      Carter held the cup carefully and placed one hand under Eilish's chin. "Drink." Eilish turned her head away, but Carter grabbed her chin and held it firmly. "I said drink."

      Eilish sipped the tea and glanced at Anya. Anya rooted through the pantry and found her wand. She stood behind Eilish and chanted, "By Earth and Air, By Fire and Water, so shall you hear my call. Powers of birth and re-birth. Powers of silence and peace. Heal her body and mind."

      As Anya cradled the infant in her free arm, he fell silent, sucking on the nipple and emptying the bottle. As Eilish calmed, her head dropped forward as she fell asleep. Carter picked her up and carried her upstairs as Anya followed. He laid her on her bed, and Anya placed the baby in the crib and pulled the crib next to the bed.

      She left the lamp on by the bed and looked at Carter before collapsing in his arms, finally shedding her own tears. "Come on, darlin.' Let her sleep. We'll leave her door open so we can hear her and the baby. Nothin' else we can do right now."

      Carter led her back to their bedroom, where Eryn slept undisturbed. Anya noticed for the first time she was still wearing the gossamer gown under the bathrobe; she hadn't had time to change. Carter undressed as she pulled the gown over her head, and collapsed on the bed, not bothering to dry her hair. He climbed into bed beside her and held her tight. "I got questions."

      She shook her head. "Not tonight. I can't deal with anymore tonight." He squeezed her and kissed the top of her head. "Sleep then. We'll figure this out tomorrow."
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        * * *

      

      Ian landed outside Ryker's house. He was in a daze of pain and could feel Eilish was as broken as he was. He would absorb all the pain in the world for her, but he felt helpless now to comfort her. It was best to let it all go. She would heal and take care of their son, and he would... hell, he had no idea what the fuck he was going to do now. He pounded on the door; he could smell Ryker inside. "Open the fucking door!"

      Ryker had just returned from feeding and had stepped out of the shower when he heard Ian's voice and the loud pounding on his door. He wrapped a towel around his waist and opened the door. "What the fuck, brother? Get in here before you attract attention." He dragged Ian inside and closed the door. He never brought women back to the house and tried hard not to let the hours of his comings and goings draw the attention of his neighbors. He had lived there a few years and would probably need to move on soon anyway, but he didn't need Ian to speed up the timeline. "You look like hell. Fix yourself a Midnight, and I'll get dressed."

      Ryker left him while he returned to his bedroom and pulled on a pair of jeans before returning to the living room to see Ian drinking from the bottle, watching as the last of the dark red liquid was drained from the bottle. Ian polished off one bottle and was working on emptying a second one. Ryker sighed. "Gonna be one of those nights, is it?" Ryker pulled another bottle from the bar and poured them both a glass and set the bottle on the table in front of Ian. He handed the glass to Ian before he sat down. "Wanna talk about it, or are you just gonna drink all my Midnight?"

      Ian dropped into a slouched position on the couch. The Midnight was kicking in, and he had no intention of stopping. "I got one of the things I came for." He held up the glass before emptying the contents down his throat. "I need a place to stay, man." Even he could hear the slow, drawn-out slurring of his words. "Witches"

      Ryker wasn't crazy about the idea of a roommate, but he knew from the news that Ian's house had collapsed in on itself and that it had something to do with the witch he was banging. "Trouble in paradise, brother? You in the doghouse, or what?"

      Ian raised his hand in the air, swinging the third bottle above his head. "They took her away from me. My son too. Who the fuck do they think they’re messing with? She’s my fucking mate." He tried to stand up and fell backward again but made his way to his feet on the second attempt. He started pacing around the room and picked up another bottle of Midnight, holding the bottle to his lips until the bottle was empty. "Why don’t they just fucking kill me? My whole life is fucked now, brother. I love her. I want her back right now. Let’s go." He stumbled and fell over onto the couch.

      Ryker emptied his glass and sighed. "Don't think you're in much shape to do anything right now. And not sure she'd be impressed if she saw you. Come on, lay down. You want me to bring you a woman. I don't usually bring them here. Might soothe you to fuck and feed."

      "No!" Ian screamed. "I want her! No one else but her. Go get her, now!" He was overcome with his sense of loss and sobbed as he lay down. "I can’t live without her. I can’t. What the fuck." Then everything went black as Ian passed out on the sofa.

      Ryker shook his head. "Okay, well, that's a solution." He threw a blanket over Ian and went to bed. The glow from his earlier hunting session was gone, but he was tired and climbed into his bed. He had no idea what he would wake up to tomorrow.
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      Eilish hadn't left her bedroom for days. Anya and Carter had been taking care of Wilder. Anya kept taking her food which she left untouched. "Sis, you can't keep doing this. Wilder feels your anguish, and it affects how well he feeds. You're both losing weight. Come on, get up, take a shower, then come downstairs. I want you to eat at the table with Carter and me."

      Eilish stared back at her, her eyes blank. Anya tugged at her arm. "Get up, sis." Eilish reluctantly left her bed and let Anya lead her to the bathroom, where she stood silent under the running water until the hot water turned cold. She stepped from the tub and dried off when she started to shiver. She looked in the mirror at her pale skin and her red-rimmed eyes. She had cried until there were no more tears to cry. She struggled to understand the point of it all. She had endured all of this to be the High Priestess, a role she never wanted in the first place. Still, she had a son to raise. She got dressed as Luna weaved between her legs and followed her down the stairs as she made her way to the kitchen. Eryn was in the portable crib as Carter entertained her, and Anya struggled to get Wilder to eat. Eilish spoke, "Give him to me." Her voice sounded raw and scratchy. It was the first time she had spoken in days.

      Anya looked up and rushed to place the baby in her arms, hoping the bond between mother and child would help snap her sister out of her unbearable sadness. Eilish sat at the table and breastfed her son, who instantly settled down and stared back into her eyes. Anya started fixing some eggs. "I'm going to fix you something, and you're going to eat. No arguments."

      Eilish nodded. She wondered if she could die from a broken heart and thought that didn't sound so bad, but her son needed her. She'd push through, put one foot in front of the other, take one breath after the other, and get through what felt like an eternity of emptiness ahead of her.
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        * * *

      

      Ian stayed inside, never leaving the couch, his agony only relieved by the Midnight he consumed. He could still feel Eilish strong inside him. With their blood bond, he knew he would feel her until the day she died, or he died, whichever came first.  All he wanted was to be with her, make love to her, feed from her, and hold his son. He took another swig of Midnight, but he wasn’t dead-drunk… yet. It helped dull his pain and his need to feed. He refused to hunt and find anyone else. He couldn’t bear the thought of lying next to someone else, but he may soon be forced to a quick ‘hit and run.’ His beast could survive only so long before taking over. He propped his feet on the table in front of him and laid his head back on the couch. He hadn’t showered or changed clothes. He was lost in his agony. He heard Ryker come in from another night of carousing and feeding and didn’t open his eyes or lift his head to greet him. He lifted the bottle in the air. "Welcome home, asshole."

      Ryker was weary of his uninvited roommate. He dropped into a chair and stared hard at Ian. "So, how long do you expect to live like this? Midnight will only sustain you for so long; then, you will be forced to feed. And I gotta say, the way you smell, don't expect the women to flock your way, brother."

      Ian huffed. "Try not to be so damn sympathetic. How the hell would you know what it feels like to have a mate you can’t see, touch, or feed from? And you can’t fucking do shit about it. Come bitch at me when you get there. Right now, I wish I were dead instead of this pain of living without her." He took another swig of Midnight. His beast wasn’t happy, but he didn’t care; he wasn’t either. They would suffer together in misery.

      Ryker sighed. He didn't have the patience to be a nursemaid to a love-sick vampire. He was about to leave the room when he heard a knock on the door. He didn't have a good feeling about any unexpected visitors. He slipped the blade from the sheath he wore at his waist as he went to the door. He leaned his head against the door and inhaled. Not vampire. He inhaled again. Witch. "Fuck." He opened the door to find an old woman, her head covered in a brown shawl, her hair white and unruly. She stood hunched over and steadied herself using a crooked cane. "What the fuck? Who the fuck are you?"

      Henwen whacked him across the legs with her cane. "Git outta my way. Ain't here ta see you. Where dat boy?"

      Ryker was too stunned to react to her striking him with her cane. "I assume you mean Ian. He's over there. I hope you came to take him with you."

      Henwen pushed past him, and Ryker looked up and down the dark street, hoping his neighbors weren't watching before he closed the door. It really was time to move. Henwen approached Ian as he lay with his head back against the sofa, a bottle in his hand. She poked him hard in the chest with her cane. "Hey! Bloodsucker! Dis how ya act? Ya think she be impressed wif dis? Ya smell, boy. Git up. Right now. I ain't got time fer dis. Ever since da Bohannons showed up at my cabin ain't been nothin' but trouble." She whacked him hard with her cane. "Go clean yerself up, boy. I ain't sittin' here smellin' yo stink."

      Ian grumbled, his brain too addled by alcohol to be shocked by the sudden appearance of Henwen. "Since when the hell has it become the job of every damn witch in this state to tell my ass what to do?  She’s my mate, and I need her. She needs me. Why won’t they let me stay with her? I’m no threat to any of them."

      Henwen huffed. "Always knowed da vampires was dumb as a rock. Y’alls lust fer blood makes ya think wiff yo dick. Use yer brain. Don't unnerstan nothin.' Rhiannon say ya cain't stay. Didn't nobody say ya cain't see her. Figure it out. She be in a mess too. Ya gots responsibilities now. She sealed da covenant, didn't she? She be yourn now. Cain't change dat part. Ya cain't go live in da big yeller house, but dat ain't what ya want anyways, and don't act like it is. Ya need to be what ya are, be a vampire, but ain't nothin' stoppin' ya from comin' back to her, and yer son. You gots to find a way ta thread dis needle, unnerstan'?"

      Ryker spoke up. "I understand." Henwen whacked Ian with the cane again. "See? He unnerstan. Now git yo nasty ass in da tub unless ya waitin’ fo me ta give ya a scrubbin'."

      Ryker chuckled, and Henwen flashed him a look that took the smile off his face.

      Ian shook his head to clear the cobwebs. "Holy hell, I can go see her and Wilder. I can feed, I can make love to her? Damn it; you need a fucking rule book to follow this damn craziness!" He stood up and got nose to nose with Henwen. "Don’t move; I’m taking a shower, and you’re going with me to see my mate! If I have any problems, old crone, you better have my ass!" He swung around to look at Ryker. "Entertain her till I get back." Ian went for the shower like he was shot out of a cannon.

      Ryker looked around the room. The only thing he had to drink in the house was Midnight. "Uh, you want to have a seat?" She shook her head. "I be done here. He don't need me now. She know what ta do wiff him when he git dare. But you..." she pointed at Ryker. "Ya needs to git him back on his feet. I kin tell ya what he gonna do. He go to her to feed, den he come back here and wait till he kin go agin. Boy ain't right in da head right now. Dat ain't his nature. She need him ta be who he is, know he out dare, doing whatever da fuck y’all do, killin' and fightin' and stuff. She need ta know he got his life straightened out. Dat yo job. Figure it out. Cain't be solving witch problems and vampire problems. Now git outta my way." She went to the front door and disappeared into the night.

      Ryker watched her go. "Great. Now I'm a therapist."
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      Ian had never taken a shower that fast in his life. He needed to get to her and wasn’t sure how long Henwen would wait before she came crashing through the door, smacking him with her cane.  He dressed simply in a white t-shirt and jeans and laced up his boots. He was half out of breath as he raced into the living room to find Ryker dumbfounded. "What the fuck did you do to her? Where is she?"

      Ryker exhaled the smoke from his cigarette as he sat slumped in the large armchair. He was tired of all the damned fucking drama in his house. "Didn't do anything. She said she was done here and left. She didn't think you'd need her to hold your hand to get back to your mate." Ryker took a sip of Midnight from his glass. He looked at Ian, who was ready to run. "You going now? She's not a vampire. She'll be asleep, you know."

      "Doesn’t matter. I’m out." Ian teleported directly to the yellow house and straight into their bedroom. The moon shone through the window, and its rays landed on her face. Her white hair fanned out on her pillow, and her lashes lay delicately on her cheeks. He glanced at the small bassinet beside her, where his son looked up at him. He was a beautiful baby. "Shh, little buddy, it’s just Daddy." He picked him up gently in his arms and kissed his soft rosy cheek. Wilder cooed, and Ian felt his heart explode. "Yeah, I missed you too, but you know I will always love you. So, don’t be giving Mommy a hard time, you need to learn from her, and she will need you to love her and look after her." Ian closed his eyes and let this moment sink into his soul. His son would have a legacy to be proud of. He’d make sure of it.

      He returned his son to the crib and undressed, dropping his shirt on the floor. He sat on the side of the bed and unlaced his boots, pulling them off before stepping out of his jeans. He climbed into the bed beside her, moving slowly, trying not to disturb her. He wanted to watch her sleep like he had done for so many nights when he had lain beside her. He gently brushed the hair from her face when she was startled awake. She sat up abruptly, "Ian!" She grabbed for him and clung to him with all her strength. He held her and inhaled her scent. She smelled like jasmine, vanilla, and cinnamon. He could always taste it in her blood.

      He had missed her so much he thought he might die, and some days wished he could. "Shh. I'm home. I needed Henwen to tell me what we both already knew. The handfasting, the handparting, they are choices. Decisions that are made, just like the mortals. To stay or to go. We sealed the blood covenant. No spell can break it, not even by Rhiannon. You are mine; you will always be mine. I may not be able to stay and live in your world, but nothing can keep me from returning. For as long as you live, for as long as Wilder, or his children and his children's children live, if I still draw a breath, they will have whatever protection I can provide. And you, you are bound to me by blood. Rhiannon said endings were just new beginnings so we will figure this out, yes? She was right when she said I couldn't live in your world. I need to be what I am, but I will always come back... if you want me. Do you need me to release you, let go? Or can we live like this, me, coming and going?"

      Eilish stroked his face as he talked, and tears of joy fell on her cheeks. "Don't ever release me. Don't you dare release me. We'll find a way." She kissed him then, hard and urgent, her hand tangled in his hair.

      Ian wanted her so bad that every single bone in his body ached. His beast wanted to play and play hard, but he knew this wasn’t the time for his beast to run wild. She could handle it, but he wanted to savor every second with her tonight. He kissed her, his tongue rolling and playing with hers. He bit her lip softly and drew a drop of blood that he licked from her lip. The fire inside him flamed out of control so fast it made his head spin. He nuzzled into her neck and licked from her shoulder to her ear. The rapid pulsing beat of her heart drove him to madness. He wanted her and her blood, and everything she could give him. He nibbled on her ear and whispered. "I love you, and I need you. You are everything to me." He had straddled her as she lay back, and he buried his head between her breasts and placed kisses down to her naval. His hand roamed gently down her side and over the curve of her hip, and he bent to kiss her hip and leave small angel kisses. He felt her body move in response to him, her sounds of passion driving him onward.

      Eilish gasped at the touch of his lips on her skin, the heat of his tongue as he explored her body. She didn't think she'd ever feel him again. His touch ignited a fire she had felt slowly dying out these last few days. Her blood brought him back to her; she should have known it always would. "Hold me, make love to me. I need to feel you on top of me. I need to feel you at my neck. It's my blood you seek."

      Ian looked into those gray eyes as he slid across her body, skin to skin. He felt her wrap her legs around him as he glided inside her; his moan could have awakened the dead. She was soft and wet, and he had craved to be here for what seemed like months. He stroked her slowly but knew he had to have her blood. He lowered his head to her neck, and she turned her head to the side, welcoming his bite. His fangs punched through, and he sank his teeth into that beautiful white skin and drew a mouthful of her essence, and swallowed. His body felt the life returning to every cell as her blood crackled and sparked in his veins as it went straight to his cock. He kept drawing the life he needed from her as he stroked harder and harder, deep and sweet, as her blood mingled with his. He felt her close. "Cum with me, babe." He bit down again and drew the precious blood from her as he felt the muscles in her body tighten.

      She felt the heat between her legs when he sunk his teeth into her flesh. She heard the wind battering the windows as the rain started to fall, followed by a loud clap of thunder and lightning that lit up the room in flashes like a strobe light. The wind battered the house, as the old live oaks creaked under the force, and the Spanish moss whipped eerily in the wind. She wrapped her legs around his hips as she clung to him, her arms wrapped across his broad back. She loved the feel of him, the weight of him. She could feel his body respond to her blood and rose to meet him as they came together, and she cried out with the pleasure only his body could bring her. The power went off in the house, but the candle by her bed ignited, illuminating them with a single flame. She dropped her head back on the pillow as she felt his body relax on top of her. She held him there, not wanting him to move as they both waited for their breathing to return to normal and listened to the raging storm as it passed as quickly as it had come.

      She heard a tap at her door and Anya's voice, "Sis?"

      Eilish answered, "I'm fine. I'm better than fine. Go back to sleep."

      Anya smiled to herself as she returned to Carter.

      Ian finally rolled to his side and pulled her close, covering her face with kisses. "I missed you. Not having you would have been the end of me. What we have in the future won't be conventional. Can you live with that?"

      She turned to face him and looked at his face in the candlelight. "And when exactly were we ever conventional, Ian Cross?"

      He smiled as he kissed her. "Good point."

      They would sleep, wake, and make love again before falling back asleep. At sunrise, he got up and got dressed. "I should go."

      She sat propped up in the bed, watching him tie his boots. "I know."

      He leaned over her and kissed her with passion. "But I'll be back."

      She nodded and smiled. "I know."

      He kissed his son and whispered, "I love you." Wilder cooed peacefully as he slept. He looked at Eilish. "And I love you."

      As the sun peeked through the curtains, he held her gaze in the dimly lit room. The power had returned at some point during the night. "That storm last night. Did you do that?"

      She smiled, "We did that. I am the witch with power over air, water, earth, and fire. You bring out the best in me; what can I say?"

      He chuckled as he kissed her again. "We should try not to burn the house down then."

      She smiled back at him. "I'll work on it."

      He shook his head as he tried to envision their future. She could read his thoughts and answered, "We'll figure it out as we go. We always did, and we always will. I know I have you, and that's everything. I love you more than life. You carry my heart, Ian Cross."

      He kissed her one last time before he disappeared. She sighed and laid her head back against the pillows stacked against the headboard. She ran her hand over the spot where he had slept, his scent still hanging in the air. It wasn't everything, but it would be enough. She heard Wilder stir in his crib. He was hungry. She could smell coffee brewing. She'd get up, feed her son, and join the rest of her family for breakfast before she and Anya walked to the shop and Carter went to work. They would pause every day to look at the renovated house where it had all started.
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      Ian had been spending his time at Ryker's, waiting. He'd wait until he needed to feed, then he would teleport to the house on the Battery, slip back into her bed, and leave in the mornings. Some days he would sit with the family through breakfast before they had to go to work, like in the old days. On the weekends during the day, when they were all at home, he would spend time with Wilder. He'd return to Ryker's, where he would sleep on the couch and wait. He knew this wasn't a sustainable life, but at least it included Eilish and his son.

      Ryker had grown weary of his presence underfoot, although he was glad that Ian had stopped drinking himself into a stupor. He had picked up a tip he decided to pass on, thinking it might be just the thing for Ian. He came home from a night of hunting to find Ian had already settled on his couch for the night. "You know, you can't live here like this forever. I heard some news tonight, brother; a call went out for mercenaries in the D.C. area. It's a relatively short teleport. You could easily get back to her. You want the details because your sorry ass isn't spending the rest of your life on my sofa?"

      Ian sat up and looked at Ryker, listening as his brain began to work overtime. He knew he could not live this life forever. He was already tired of the inactivity and waiting until he could be with Eilish and his son. But she was back on her feet, and everyone seemed to have resumed their old routines, and life in the yellow house was good for them. Not so much for him, but he had made an uneasy peace with it, knowing he could go to her whenever he needed to feed, make love, and see his son. "D.C., huh? A lot of action in that place. All mercenaries? That’s Canton's territory, isn’t it?"

      Ryker dropped into the armchair across from the sofa and lit up a smoke; at least Ian looked mildly interested. He needed to play his cards right. He tossed the pack of cigarettes and the lighter on the coffee table for Ian and watched him light up. "Canton, yeah. He's all tied up in mortal politics right now. He's a master but not a warrior, so I'm guessing he feels exposed living out in the open among mortals. You should check it out. It can’t hurt anything. You need to change your name, though. News travels fast in the vamp underground. Everyone already knows the vampire named Ian Cross is mated to a witch. Masters will be leery of hiring a mercenary who might bring trouble with them. Just be John-fucking-Doe or something, but whatever you decide, you can't spend your life skelking around my house."

      Ian stood up and started pacing. Teleporting to and from D.C. would be easy. A master hiring all mercenaries usually ran a loose ship, which meant he would have a good bit of freedom. This was worth checking out, at the very least. If it worked out, it would get him out of Ryker's place and out of this town, where every damn witch knew who he was. "First of all, skelking isn’t even a damn word; it’s skulking, you moron. I think I need to check this out. Do you have info on where to go? I’ve been out of the loop for a while; also, I’m unfamiliar with D.C."

      Ryker ignored the dig. "Skelk, skulk, whatever, brother." Ryker took another drag on his cigarette. "Canton lives in Georgetown with all the rich mortals, but my source said a mercenary named Tomas was already on board and is running the show. Said they didn't see much of Canton, which could be good for you. Go up, ask around, and find Tomas. He's in Georgetown somewhere. Should be easy to track."

      Ian shook his head. "Tomas, right? I’ll check it out once we hit the midnight hour." Ryker nodded and smiled, and headed for his bedroom. Ian tried to get some sleep; he wanted to be at the top of his game going into D.C. As midnight struck, he dressed in his leathers, strapped on his crossbow, and headed north.

      He stayed on the rooftops and watched the activity all around him. This place was alive twenty-four-seven and crawling with rogue vampires. He made the rounds, checking out the lay of the city and the night spots where people tended to congregate. D.C. was a culture shock compared to Charleston. He zeroed in on the smell of two vampires at ground level and followed them from his position on the rooftops. They were mercenaries for sure, and he watched as they took out a rogue who was ready to pounce on a few women coming out of some swanky bar. He waited until they’d made their kill and dropped down several feet from them so as not to have them attack. They both turned and crouched. Ian held up his hand. "Easy, I’m a mercenary too, from out of town. I heard Canton was hiring. Just looking for Tomas."

      One of the vampires stepped forward, and Ian nodded. "I’m not looking for a fight, just a damn job."

      The vampire told him to follow him, and they headed away from downtown D.C. Ian could see they were entering an affluent, upscale neighborhood. Where the hell was this vampire taking him? He picked up the scent of another vamp. They landed in an empty house with a for sale sign in a grove of well-maintained trees and surrounded by expensive homes. Ian followed the mercenary warrior inside.

      He looked at Ian, said, "This is Tomas," and retook flight.

      Ian looked at him. "Mercenary, looking for a job, heard you needed some good warriors."

      Tomas asked, "How long have you been in the game?"

      "Long enough." Ian checked him out; he had been around the block a few times, that was for sure. Tomas was a pro.

      Tomas looked him over from head to toe. Mercenaries were a silent bunch. They didn’t stay with covens because they didn't like the structure. Most of them didn't stick around very long anyway. Tomas nodded at the crossbow. "You any good with that thing? Don't see a crossbow very often anymore."

      Ian stared him down. "My weapon of choice. If I were some fucking amateur, I wouldn’t be standing here." Ian pulled out a pack of smokes he’d taken from Ryker and lit up.

      Tomas watched him for a second. "Here's the deal. Canton is pretending like he's a fucking mortal. Don't ask why. It won't make sense anyway. That's his place over there. He's a master but not a warrior. Has a mate. Felt like he needed some coverage. Right now, we're pretty loose. There are about a dozen of us. Since I was the senior, I ended up being in charge, but we got almost no direction from Canton. I'd need you to show up, check in with me, and get your assignment for the night. Keep rogues off the street. I usually watch Canton and his mate myself. Can you handle that?"

      It was perfect setup for Ian. "I don’t feed where I play. So, I need time to feed and get out of here for a night once in a while. Deal?"

      Tomas answered, "Don't care what you do in your spare time, brother. I heard we might get a new master, though, a warrior. That could change things. Master with warrior skills means more structure and more rules. A lot of mercenaries don't like it. You'll have to decide for yourself if and when that happens. Until then, pay is pretty decent. Don't screw up, don't draw attention, and don't leave behind a mess that ends up in the newspaper. In other words, clean up after a kill. If you can do that, you got the job if you want it."

      Ian nodded. "I want it." Ian thought about working under a master warrior with his nose stuck in everything he did. But for right now, he could make this work.

      Tomas lit up another cigarette. "Fine. I don’t have time to figure out an assignment for you tonight. We usually gather around 10 p.m. in an underground parking garage on Wisconsin Avenue. I'll assume you changed your mind if you're not there tomorrow night at ten sharp. Oh... what's your name?"

      As Tomas talked, Ian checked out the house Tomas had been guarding. The lights came on, and he saw a gorgeous blonde walk past the window in a silk robe. He realized he was being asked his name. He was about to answer Ian Cross when he paused, remembering Ryker’s warning. Name? Fuck he should have thought up a new name! Ian looked down at the floor and had to think fast. He looked back at Tomas and spoke the only word coming into his head. "Skelk." He teleported out immediately; he needed to get to his mate and son.
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        * * *

      

      Eilish had thought he would come tonight. He had been showing up every three to four days for weeks now. That was about as long as he could comfortably manage without feeding. She knew he was still living at Ryker's and waiting for the time he could come to her. She still worried about him and how long he could live like this. She got Wilder down for the night and climbed into bed to wait for him, but when he didn't show, she fell asleep. She awoke around 3:00 in the morning when she became aware of him in her room. She switched on the lamp by the bed and saw him in leathers with the crossbow strapped across his back. He was a vision to behold, and something had changed. "Ian! Is everything all right?"

      Ian looked at her with a soft smile on his face. "Yeah, everything is fine. We need to talk." He went to his son as he slept soundly and bent down, kissing his cheek. Eilish patted the side of the bed. He sat down and then kissed her. "I’ve taken a job as a mercenary in D.C. I’ll have some freedom to come and go. I can come home when I need to feed, spend the night, and be together with you and Wilder. But..." Ian looked over at his son and left the sentence hanging.

      Eilish felt fear clutch at her heart. "But what?"

      "I need to do this. My beast was alive tonight. I wasn’t even working, and I could feel him rise. It’s what I do, just like what you do is rule this coven. I don’t know how regular my schedule will be. When you see me, you see me, and I’ll push hard to not feed from anyone but you. There’s a possibility another master may come in. That means rules, structure, and discipline. Right now, I have more freedom. But if another master comes in and takes over, shit may change, and I’ll have to change; I have to survive, be me, and be a warrior. So does my beast."

      She stroked his cheek. She had hoped the day would come when he could find his way back to being what he was destined to be and still find a place for her. "I want you to be free, Ian. You need this. I ask that you be careful and return to your son and me when you can."

      Ian stood up and stripped. He climbed in beside her. "You are the only heartbeat I feel inside me. And besides that, I will always come back to you." Ian winked at her, and the night sped by before either of them knew what had happened.
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        * * *

      

      Ian had been going back and forth to D.C. and Charleston for about a month now. He had free rein; hell, the whole damn outfit was a bunch of misfits. Everyone seemed to do their own thing. But he stayed high on the rooftops and had his share of kills to outnumber them all. He never cleaned his leathers. They smelled of sweat, dirt, and bloody kills. He liked it that way. It kept the others at an arm’s distance. He wasn’t social and kept contact with the other mercenaries to a bare minimum. They didn’t ask questions, and he offered nothing of his history. Skelk was all they knew.

      When he teleported back to Charleston, Anya made him strip outside before coming into the house because she said he smelled worse than Henwen. He immediately went to the shower, and Anya always had fresh leathers for him when he left.  One day, they were all called into their usual meeting place at the parking garage. Ian was astounded when he saw who was there. Things were about to get real. It was the legend himself, the Warrior's Warrior, Shade Medici. Ian felt a knot in his gut, and his heart fell. He had never seen him before, but everyone on the fucking planet knew Medici and his warriors. Top of the line. What the fuck was he doing here in the States?

      Shade watched as the bunch of straggly damn misfits Canton called mercenaries wandered in. Cazzo, they didn’t even have a fucking decent place to congregate. He looked at Tomas, who nodded and said everyone was there. He looked around as each one leaned against the concrete parking garage walls. What the fuck did he get himself into? Time to rattle some heads.

      "Listen up, you boneheads. If you don’t know who I am, you will learn in a short minute. Medici. Master, and now your worst nightmare." Shade chuckled as he looked at their faces. "Canton has given me full control of you bunch of street thugs. You either live and breathe by my rules or leave now. Real simple. We are here to rid this city of infiltrating rogues, and you do it my way or hit the fucking highway. Tonight, I will speak with each of you one on one. I demand honesty, respect, and loyalty while I am here because if you cannot meet my expectations, I have a whole camp full of warriors itching to get their feet wet in this place."

      Ian looked at his boots as he listened to Shade. This arrangement had been perfect for him. He'd been able to come and go as he pleased and kept his distance from the other mercenaries. He was back in his world of mercenaries and felt at home here. They only knew him as Skelk, but he was Ian Cross, and he now had a weakness. He could never reveal that he was mated to a witch. No one would hire him, and he would put his mate and his son's life in peril. He hoped this wasn't the end of a good thing. He waited his turn, hanging back until all the others had met with Shade. Some had left on the spot; others decided to stay. When everyone else was gone, he stood silently leaning against the wall of the poorly lit underground garage, deep in shadow. He eyed Shade suspiciously and asked, "So, what do you want to know?"

      Shade looked this one over hard. He smelled like he lived in a barn, and his long stringy hair was unwashed, but something caught his attention. The warrior had a crossbow strapped to his back, whereas most warriors carried swords. Shade didn’t often see mercenaries choosing that particular weapon, which made him curious. Something about his stance gave him a good feeling about this one. "Name."

      "Skelk. I've got skills. I'll stick around, but I've got my conditions."

      Shade stepped in closer. "You got balls, warrior—big ones. Do you have any idea who you are speaking to? Because I command respect. Not a good idea to start off demanding conditions, si?"

      Skelk held his gaze. He might as well figure out now if this arrangement would work. Shade might be the Warrior's Warrior, but Ian was dammed sure he hadn't been rolled head over heels across the ground on his ass by a witch who had been dead a few thousand years. "Not demanding anything. I just need to know. I can hit anything with my crossbow. Anything. Any distance. Stationary target, moving target, doesn't matter. One arrow, and it's done. But I don't feed here. You said you had arranged for the warriors to feed, and I know that's customary, but it won't work for me. I have someplace to be. Don't ask, and don't follow. Some things need to stay private. I need to know if that doesn’t work, and I won't waste your time."

      Shade made intense eye contact with this mercenary. He was head-to-toe in worn leathers, and this wasn’t his first gig. He was confident and straightforward, and Shade had a gut feeling that if this mercenary used a crossbow, he knew how to use it. Shade stepped back and ran his hands through his hair. He had trained a lot of warriors in his time. This one's eyes spoke to him. This one had secrets, and Shade could understand that better than most. "I hear you, warrior. I respect that you have told me this upfront, si? I have seen a lot of warriors come and go. I know that if that crossbow is your weapon of choice, you probably work up high. That tells me you like it alone up on those rooftops. I could use that skill here. Give me what I want, follow my directions, and respect my knowledge and skills. Prove what you say you can do with a crossbow, and you can feed wherever you like. Tell me when you need to go. Don’t just take off. I’m working on getting us a place to meet, and I will have a plan in place shortly. It is going to be different here from now on. If you follow the rules, you have a place here; that is all I ask of you."

      Ian nodded. "I don't cause trouble. I'll follow all your rules and let you know when I need to leave. Ten, twelve hours. Mostly at night, sometimes during the day. Other than that, I'm here to do whatever you need me to do."

      Shade cocked his head to the side. It almost sounded like this one already had a mate. Shade fist-bumped him as they reached an agreement. "Let me ask you something, Skelk; just be honest with me. You have a mate?"

      For the first time during their conversation, Ian broke eye contact. "There's someone I go to. I'd like to leave it at that. I stay out of people's business and appreciate the same. What we do is risky, and I can't have her exposed. Understand? I'll leave if I ever think what I've done is putting her at risk. I've heard the talk... about you, I mean. I'd think you, more than most, might understand."

      Shade knew immediately he was referring to the gossip about his attachment to the mortal redhead. Shade felt his beast rise up hard and fast and had to tamp him down. "So, you are protecting your own. I see great potential in you, Skelk. Stick with me, and I will ensure your family stays anonymous and you can support them. Get your ass out there and show me what you got, warrior."

      Ian responded "Yes, master." He teleported out before Shade could change his mind. And so, it began. He would stick with the Medici, killing rogues, and following orders but remaining distant from the others. Every three or four days, he would take off. Sometimes, they'd be swamped, and he'd have to wait a week before heading to Charleston to be with Eilish and his son. He knew Eilish never mentioned their arrangement to the coven, but it wasn't a secret. It hadn't taken the coven long to figure out why all those unforecasted thunderstorms happened in the middle of the night and left the local weatherman trying to explain them away on the morning news. He knew her coven would never follow him or even acknowledge his presence, but they were happy for Eilish as she rose to power as their High Priestess and watched as his son mastered his skills as a warlock. The coven wanted their High Priestess to be content, so they were happy to keep her secrets, as the Medici kept his. As Carter said, "It ain’t paradise, but it will do until paradise comes along."
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