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   For all the star-crossed lovers of the world who think it's impossible.
 
   It's not.
 
   Never give up on love.
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 Sudden Endings
 
    
 
   
ROSE
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   These sudden joys have sudden endings. They burn up in victory like fire and gunpowder.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   LIQUID FIRE POURED into me, filling me with the intimate sense of him as he leaned in to claim my lips with his own. I reached for him, needing him closer, needing to feel his flesh against mine, but my arms couldn't close the distance between us, which grew wider with each hitched breath. So close to finally feeling something real, something carnal and deep, I cried out in frustration, dropping my hands as he disappeared. My cries deepened into a frenzy of panic and my eyes flew open. I clutched my blanket and stilled myself to calm my racing heart.
 
   Just a dream. Always just a dream. It could never be more than that. Not with my dream man, not with any man. Knowing this did nothing to dampen the disappointment that weighed heavy on me each time I entered that one moment where dreams and reality co-existed and I forgot who I really was and what would happen if I ever experienced that level of surrender. But fear replaced my self-absorption when the alarms penetrated my foggy mind. Outside my cottage, footsteps raced through the cold night, crunching on newly fallen snow. Through my frosted window, flashlights wavered back and forth, looking for something, or someone. It's happening again!
 
   The floor under my bare feet felt like ice as I slipped out of bed and fumbled in the dark for my clothes. Sandy, my loyal Alaskan Husky, whined when I moved to leave the cottage without her. I ran a hand through her thick white fur. "You want to come? I have to go check on your puppies. Do you want to see your babies?"
 
   She barked once and wagged her tail.
 
   The alarm shut off, leaving us both in a stunned silence that filled the room. Sandy licked my hand and stood by the door waiting as I pulled on my boots and coat and braced myself for the cold. I rummaged through the basket next to my door, looking for my warmest gloves. At least in the winter I had a ready excuse for covering my hands.
 
   Outside, the black pitch of night greeted me. No one had turned on the floodlights yet, which made me wonder if they'd been damaged. Flashlight in hand, dog by my side, I headed to the main house on our coven's 100-acre property as I sent my magic ahead of me to sift through the energy from the attack.
 
   Before I could get more than a few steps, Blake ran up to me and laid his hand on my arm as he fought to catch his breath. He ignored Sandy's low growl as he pushed me toward the door. "You should go back in. They've broken onto the property again. Bastards slashed the tires on three vehicles and left a deer carcass as a gift."
 
   My heart thumped with extra force at the news. "That's horrible. Whose cars?"
 
   "The property truck, Darren's car and Lauren's." His jaw hardened, and he narrowed his dark eyes, squeezing my arm tighter in his anger. "Bastards will cost us hundreds in new tires. They even smashed out the windows. We've got to strike back. Teach them a lesson."
 
   Using my gloved hand, I eased his fingers off of me. He flinched at the touch, despite the layers of protection. Good thing I had a thick skin, sort of. I kept my voice calm, even through my own rage. "That's not a decision you can make on your own. We'll all talk about it when we meet tomorrow morning."
 
   He waved his flashlight over his watch and smirked. "More like a few hours. It's 2 a.m. The meeting's in two hours. Where's Ocean?"
 
   "She's on a date, and I'd better check on the puppies and try to get a bit more rest." I stepped around him to continue walking, but he blocked me with his large body made of the kind of muscle you get, not from the gym, but from manual labor day in and out. He smelled of pine needles and snow, a scent that would have been appealing on anyone else but him.
 
   "Rainbow wants everyone inside except the security team. The puppies are fine," he said.
 
   I'd thought about it a lot, what it was about Blake that revolted me so much. Easy on the eyes, dedicated to our coven, though lacking magic of his own, he would have been a safe choice, if I'd had any choice at all. He'd even indicated an interest on more than one occasion, and the only almost-kiss I'd ever experienced had been with him on my thirteenth birthday. But his touch made my skin crawl, even through clothing. I shifted away from him. "What about my sister? She must be scared."
 
   "She's sixteen, Rose, not a little girl anymore. She's not as helpless as you think. Just go back inside. We'll handle this." He smiled to soften the command in his voice, and I sighed and walked back into the cottage.
 
   I'm not a little girl anymore, either. Guess no one got the memo.
 
   Not for the first time I wished for a lock on my house, but none of us had locks, despite the recent string of break-ins. I shed my winter gear and gloves and toweled off the snow from Sandy's paws. Knowing I'd never get back to sleep, and frustrated that I'd been dismissed by Blake like some kid, despite the fact that I was nineteen and he was only twenty-one, I searched my one-room dwelling for something to occupy my time until our daily pre-dawn meeting.
 
   My favorite romance novel sat on the dresser next to my bed, and I reached for it, grateful that I could at least breathe in vicarious passion through the lives of others, if not my own. My hands stilled on the book as shivers of energy traveled through my body, connecting me to the earth, to my coven and to my family. Mother's voice called out to me through one of those lines. "Rose. Help! Hurry!"
 
   We almost never communicated telepathically. The drain on energy and resources was just too much, and, with the modern convenience of cell phones, unnecessary. Besides that, most members of our coven didn't have enough power to do it. Heart racing in my chest, I ran out the door and through the dark with Sandy at my heels, straight to the lower level of the main house where Mother lived. The air crackled with fear and desperation and the ramped up emotion of it all forced my gut into uncomfortable knots.
 
   As leader of the coven, Mother commanded the most power and respect. She'd never reached out to me for help before, which made this all the more alarming. I forced my legs to pump faster, Sandy running at my side, as I navigated through the icy paths masked with shadows of the night.
 
   There should have been others out with flashlights, checking the property, but I didn't see or feel anyone. Perhaps the mental cries of Mother drowned out everyone else? 
 
   When we reached her door, I hesitated. Mother didn't like people barging in on her. While everyone else in the coven had a default open door policy—meaning literally anyone else here could walk into your house without knocking—Mother was immune from that. To some extent, so was I, but only because my coven feared an accidental touch. Only in my own home could I go gloveless. My best friend and roommate, Ocean, was the only person in the coven not scared of me and my dark gift.
 
   Sandy whined and clawed at the door, jarring me out of my thoughts. Inside, something clattered to the ground, and Mother screamed. I pushed the door open and tried to mentally ready myself.
 
   But nothing could have prepared me for what I found.
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   A giant brown wolf stood before Mother, baring his teeth with a low, throaty growl that sent shivers of fear up my spine. Mother cowered in the corner of her couch, eyes like saucers as she backed away from the wolf with her hands in defense position. She made eye contact with me as I walked in and yelled, "Help! Rose, help! He attacked me."
 
   Sandy growled and the puppies in the kennel barked and yipped. Sandy stood in front of her puppies, ready to attack this new threat, hackles raised on her back.
 
   Feeling utterly useless, I shouted at the wolf. "Get away from her!"
 
   It turned its head to me, large golden eyes glowing in the dim light. For a moment I felt a connection to the beast, as if he was trying to tell me something, but the moment shattered when Mother shrieked at me. "Do something, Rose."
 
   What did she want me to do? I didn't know self-defense…  no one would let me study it. I had no weapons… other than myself. Mother, who—even cornered by this magnificent beast—looked in control and poised, with her midnight black hair in an up-do and her face made up with flawless makeup, glanced down meaningfully at my hands.
 
   This couldn't be. She couldn't possibly want me to use my power on the wolf. It didn't even work on animals.
 
   But this wolf, three times the size of even a large wolf, felt more than animal. Something tickled at the back of my mind. Something I should have known but had forgotten. It hovered on the edge of my memory, teasing me with knowledge just out of reach.
 
   The wolf howled, his head high in the air, and more howls tore from the nearby woods, echoing through the cold night.
 
   Then it all clicked and I took a step back. So it was true. All the stories and rumors. The O'Conner clan really could shapeshift, and they were here, on my land, attacking my family.
 
   For months they'd been terrorizing our coven, trying to drive us out of our rural home in Washington. We refused to be bullied by the wealthy Druids who commanded the public favor in the local, and even international, spiritual and business communities.
 
   We didn't have the money to fight them legally.
 
   We didn't have the power to fight them magically.
 
   And we had no idea what they wanted from us.
 
   But they'd attacked relentlessly. Sabotaging our cars, destroying our property, leaving dead animals for us to find. Now, they'd sent someone to hurt Mother. Maybe kill her. Anger boiled inside of me, reaching through me and around me, and the steel traps around my power uncoiled as I took measured steps toward the wolf.
 
   Reason left me. Fear abandoned me. Only rage sustained me as I reached out with a bare hand to touch the flesh beneath the thick fur of the wolf.
 
   With a final push, it flooded out of me. My darkest secret. My cross to bear. It pooled into my hand, turning it into the worst kind of weapon. My flesh turned into a fire only I could withstand, and the wolf howled in agony as his mind, or soul, or whatever part of him made him 'him', turned to ash and left him forever.
 
   I collapsed to the ground, vision blurred, body cold, hardwood floor beneath me shifting and dipping. Blackness pressed in on me, but before it could claim me entirely I saw the wolf shift back to human. A naked young man, no older than myself, lay in a heap of skin, muscle and bone, staring vacantly at me, eyes glazed over with a white haze that indicated he'd never be himself again.
 
   Though his body still lived, I'd killed his soul. And a new kind of darkness squeezed my heart as I faded into nothing.
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I Bite My Thumb at You
 
    
 
   
DEREK
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   Do you bite your thumb at us, sir?
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   I'D ALWAYS BEEN most comfortable at night. The cloak of darkness allowed me to hide my sins, or flaunt them, depending on the company.
 
   Tonight was a little bit of both.
 
   The leggy waitress sauntered over to the pool table that I'd rented for the night. Lose a few games and everyone wants to show you how it's done. That's when I pull out my A game to cover my expenses for a few more days.
 
   Living from cheap hotels and traveling the country on a motorcycle wasn't everyone's idea of a good time, but it kept me busy and kept me in the company of beautiful women. How could I complain?
 
   She handed me a tall glass full of amber liquid and raised a perfectly manicured eyebrow at my choice of a non-alcoholic beverage while everyone else worked at getting sloshed.
 
   "It's all about illusion. People see what they want to see. Right now, they see a cocky prick who drinks too much and bets too much on half-assed games of pool. It's how I keep my edge." Of course, bragging about this didn't exactly work with my stay-under-the-radar plans, but even I enjoyed the admiring glance of a woman who respected my techniques.
 
   "You're like that detective, in those old television shows. Columbo, I think. Acts dumb but is really super smart and always, like, gets the bad guy in the end." She twirled a strand of long blond hair and chewed on her lower lip as she talked.
 
   When she bent over to pick up an empty glass from the table, her cleavage spilled out of her tight blouse, giving me an eye full and making things uncomfortable in my jeans.
 
   She slipped me a piece of paper with a phone number on it and winked. "You have really pretty eyes. They're, like, blue with sunlight in them. Like a cat."
 
   Wrong species. "Thanks, they are a bit unusual."
 
   "I think they're cool." She leaned in closer. "I get off at closing. Want to give me a ride home?"
 
   "If I'm still around, yes." The most honest answer I could give.
 
   The light of desire dimmed in her eyes a bit, but she smiled and walked away, swinging her hips to the music.
 
   I adjusted my jeans and focused on the game. Daryl, the big guy who'd challenged me, had won the last three games and had bought drinks for his buddies to celebrate. This final game was all or nothing, and for him, it would be nothing. He just didn't know it yet.
 
   It only took me one turn to sink the eight ball and win the game. I put my leather coat on, then reached for the money, well over three hundred dollars, and pulled back just in time to avoid a broken hand as he slammed his pool stick against the table. 
 
   "You fucking cheat. Yer a shark." The jowls of his chin vibrated with his rage, and his beady eyes squinted like a rat. "You 'aint getting none of my money, or yours."
 
   It was for moments like these, rare though they were, that my drinks were always alcohol-free.
 
   I relaxed my body and assessed the room around me. Two exits, one in front and one in back. I could get through the back door easily enough and hop on my bike. Daryl had two friends at least as big as him, but their collective mass had more to do with their daily beer intake than any gym memberships.
 
   I could take them, if I had to. But better not to fight, especially in the bar. If the cops showed up before I could extricate myself, it would create a whole new pain in the ass I didn't want to deal with.
 
   I reached for my money again, and he lunged at me. Anticipating his move, I shoved the money in my back pocket as I twisted to the side, then used his weight against him to knock him on his ass.
 
   He hadn't been hurt, so his buddies didn't know whether to fight me or help him up. Most people, even oversized idiots, didn't want trouble with the police.
 
   Hands in the air, I gave my surrender. "Look, I just got lucky on that last one, but I won fair and square." I backed up toward the door, ready to bolt if he or his friends came after me.
 
   Daryl slapped his friend's hand away and used the pool table to help himself stand. "Give me back my money, or I'll rip yer face off and take it back myself."
 
   I shot a mournful glance at the hot waitress, who realized that I wouldn't be sticking around for closing, then darted out the door to my bike.
 
   Daryl and his friends had no chance to catch up to me, which was for the best, since I really didn't want to be responsible for taking his money and sending him to the hospital all in one night.
 
   As I pulled out of the parking lot, my cell phone buzzed in my pocket. Very few people had this number, and those that did weren't likely to use it at this time of night… unless….
 
   My hotel in Portland, Oregon was close enough that it made more sense to go straight there than try to find someplace safe to pull over. Not to mention it was freezing outside. Ten minutes later I had settled into my hotel room and checked the messages on my phone.
 
   Five calls, and all from the last person on earth I wanted to speak to.
 
   I selected the last incoming call and pressed the green call button on my phone. The first ring cut off as a familiar voice answered.
 
   "Son, is that you?"
 
   I sat on the cardboard-like bed and pulled off my boots. "Yeah, Dad, it's me. What's up? Is Mom okay?"
 
   "She's fine. But, Dean…. " His voice trailed off as if he didn't know how to say what he had to say next. Except my dad always knew what to say.
 
   "Dad, what happened? Is Dean okay?" Real fear gripped my chest. I hadn't seen my younger brother since I left home two years ago, but we still talked every chance we got. I may have been a shitty brother, but I loved him.
 
   "There's been an accident, Son. You need to come home. Dean's in trouble."
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   It took four hours to get home, and I thanked the gods that be that I hadn't been back East or in the mid-West when the call came in. Pulling onto the vast estates that my parents owned, I imagined what they would think when they saw me.
 
   It had been two years, and I'd changed a lot. I also smelled like a night at the bar.
 
   I pulled off my helmet and attached it to my bike, then walked the long path to the front door and rang the bell. It may have been my family home, but it wasn't my home anymore.
 
   My sister, Tammy, met me at the door and pulled me into a hard hug. "Oh my God, Derek, where have you been? We've missed you." She stepped away to look at me and smiled. "I've missed you. How could you just abandon your little sister like that?"
 
   "Tam, we talk every week. It's not like I disappeared." But I had to admit, it felt good to see her again. She'd grown a lot. Last time I saw her she'd just turned sixteen and had been a late bloomer. Now she was a young woman, and she'd definitely bloomed. A growl formed at the base of my throat at the thought of any man touching her, but Dean, her twin brother, could look after her. They'd always been close. I was only four years older, but it felt like a lot more, especially after I left.
 
   "What happened? Is Dean okay?"
 
   Her smile at seeing me faded, as she struggled to hold in the tears forming in her eyes. "No, no he's not. Come in. Dad wants to talk to you, I'm sure, and Mom is dying to see you."
 
   She took my backpack from me. "They're in the library. I'll put this in your room."
 
   "I still have a room?" I'd assumed they'd turned it into a gym, or a scrapbooking room for my mom.
 
   "Of course you still have a room." She rolled her eyes and for a moment looked like the sixteen-year-old girl I'd left behind. "This is your home. Your family. You'll always have a place here, whether you want it or not."
 
   Her words cut at me, though I didn't think she meant them to. She and Dean could never understand why I left, why I didn't want to join the family business and become Dad's mini-me. Sometimes, I had a hard time understanding it myself.
 
   David O'Conner commanded a room, whether alone and casual or amidst hundreds of people in formal wear. He pushed his plush leather chair back from his mahogany desk and stood when I walked in. "Derek, you've come home."
 
   My mother, Lauren O'Conner, the woman who had turned down a New York modeling career to become a literature professor, replaced a copy of Chaucer's Canterbury Tales that she'd been perusing and smiled up at me. "My boy."
 
   They'd aged since I'd seen them last, but they wore it well. A creeping of grey hair at his temples gave my father a distinguished look, and my mother, always a beauty, still carried herself with a grace and elegance that few women could mimic.
 
   She put her delicate hand on my face. "Have you found what you've been looking for, out there on the road?"
 
   I shrugged. "Maybe life isn't about the answers, but rather the adventure."
 
   "Always the wandering philosopher." She shook her head, but didn't lose her smile. "I'll let you and your father catch up. Come tell me of these adventures when you have a few moments to spare, will you?"
 
   I kissed her cheek, still smooth despite the fine lines forming around her eyes. "Of course. It's good to see you again, Mom."
 
    When she closed the door behind her, my dad held out his arms to, and I accepted his hug, then pulled back. "I'm not staying. I'm just here to help with Dean until he's better."
 
   My dad's smile faded. Seemed I was on a roll at tearing the hope from everyone tonight. "I know you don't want to be here, but I'm glad you came. Tammy needs you now most of all. This has hit her the hardest."
 
   "She seemed okay to me." A lie. She had only seemed okay on the surface, but I could tell she carried a lot of pain and rage in her eyes.
 
   "You know your sister. She doesn't want anyone thinking she's weak." He walked to the leather loveseat in the corner and sat down, gesturing for me to join him. I sat across from him in the matching chair. 
 
   People always said we looked alike. My father's dark hair had turned salt and pepper, but I'd seen pictures of him when he was my age, and I supposed I could see the resemblance. We were both tall, with a lean build, dark hair and unusual eyes. But where I was most comfortable in jeans and a leather jacket, my dad enjoyed fine tailored suits, even when working from home, like now.
 
   Around us, books covered the walls from floor to ceiling, and my fingers itched to pick one from a shelf and start reading. I'd spent a lot of time in this room as a child growing up, and it brought back memories. For the last two years, I'd had to keep my library on an e-reader, and I missed the feel of actual paper between my fingers as I read.
 
   On one wall, a fire burned bright, crackling as it consumed the wood and filling the room with the smell and memories of campfires. 
 
   Dad noticed my focus and smiled a real smile. "You know you're welcome in here anytime. These books are for everyone, not just me."
 
   I nodded without committing to anything. It would be too easy to get sucked into this life again, and I wasn't willing to give up my freedom. "What can I do to help with Dean?"
 
   "Before we talk about Dean, I'd like to hear about your adventures. What have you been doing? You haven't used any of your trust fund, so I'm curious about how you've been supporting yourself."
 
   "I've just been traveling. You know, seeing the country. I make do." I didn't want to talk about this right now; I just wanted to see my brother.
 
   "You know, Son, if you just come home, there's a place for you here. A place for you at Rose Botanicals. You don't have to work in my office if you don't want to. We could find you a place that suited your… temperament." 
 
   I stood, angry that he'd use this time to once again push me into his mold. "I'm going to see Dean. I don't want to have this conversation again, Dad. I can't be who you want me to be. Not now. Not ever. Just let it go."
 
   His disappointed sigh followed me out the door and up the stairs to Dean's room, where I assumed he'd be. When I walked in, Tammy looked up at me with unshed tears still full in her eyes. When I saw Dean, the tears flooded my eyes as well.
 
   "What the hell happened to him?"
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter_3]THREE
 
    
 
   
Seek a Foe
 
    
 
   
ROSE
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   Thou shalt not stir one foot to seek a foe.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Diary,
 
    
 
   I dreamed of him again, the man who haunts me at night. But the dream is changing. Before, all I felt was longing and unfulfilled desire. This time, I could touch him, feel him, taste him. It happened in a flash, as dreams often do, and carried with it the scent of magic, but for that moment, I was normal. My touch no longer brought death, only pleasure.
 
    
 
   And for that moment, I was happy.
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   TEARS FELL FROM my eyes and bile rose in my throat. I pushed out of bed and ran to the bathroom to empty the contents of my stomach in the toilet rather than my bedroom. I'd never used that much of my power before, not since… Not since I was six and Donna Smuckers said I was a devil worshipper. I hadn't meant to hurt her, hadn't meant to wipe the light from her eyes like that. I didn't even know I could.
 
   The unwelcome memory played side-by-side with last night's horrors. Two lives lost because of what I was. Did it matter that last night was in defense of Mother? That the wolf would likely have killed her, and probably me? It seemed like that little fact should have weighed heavier, like it should have given a moral rightness to my soul. But nothing could erase my guilt.
 
   With shaky legs I walked back into my living room. Ocean, my best friend, stood in the kitchen with a pot of tea, while Jasmine, my little sister, flipped through pages of a book on my coffee table. They both looked up at me as I sank into my favorite overstuffed chair and propped my feet up on the matching red ottoman. Sandy whined and put her head in my lap. I stroked her soft ears and murmured platitudes I hoped would give her some calm after last night's scare.
 
   No one spoke, and I raised my eyebrow. "Well? What happened after I passed out?"
 
   Ocean brought me a cup of tea and sat on the couch next to Jasmine before answering. She crossed her long legs, baring more thigh as her already short shorts crept up higher. Even in the winter she showed more skin than most people did in the summer, but she got away with it. Ocean was like her name, vast and strong and inviting. She could have been a mermaid in another life with her long red hair full of wild curls and green eyes full of mischief. But any playfulness had been dampened by what happened. 
 
   Now, she was all business. "Rainbow had Blake take the guy that attacked us back to their property, and he's getting the cars fixed. No one blames you, Rose. You did what you had to do to protect your mother and yourself."
 
   I ignored her last statement, took a sip of my tea, and thought about all that had happened last night. One thing didn't make sense. "Why was he here at all?"
 
   Ocean frowned. "Who?"
 
   "The wolf guy. What was he doing here? How'd he get in Mother's room in the first place?"
 
   Jasmine huffed in annoyance. "Why even ask something like that? Who knows why these creeps do anything? They could have killed our mom."
 
   I looked at my sixteen-year-old sister. "How is Mother?"
 
   She shrugged and ran a hand through her dark bob with purple highlights. "You know. Normal. Nothing phases her. She wasn't happy you missed the meeting this morning, though."
 
   Ocean kicked Jasmine and shot her a nasty look. "You had to bring that up?"
 
   I sat my tea down on the table so hard the water sloshed out. "What? Seriously? I was unconscious. After saving her life. That's a legit reason to miss a 4 a.m. meeting."
 
   Jasmine narrowed her hazel eyes at Ocean. "What? I'm just giving her the heads up. She should know. I'm not saying I agree with Mother." She looked at me. "Obviously, you couldn't have been at the meeting. I'm sure she's grateful for what you did, but everyone else is really nervous. You haven't done that since you were little. People forget, but now… I don't think they'll forget anytime soon."
 
   "Right. I'll be even more of a leper. Great."
 
   Ocean grabbed my hand, my bare hand, and held it, looking me square in the eye. "They can go screw themselves as far as I'm concerned. You did what you had to do, and I'll never be scared of you, Rose. Never."
 
   I squeezed her hand and then pulled away, scared enough for the both of us. People had a right to be worried. What I could do shouldn't have even existed or been possible, and I'd never known how to handle it. It's why I was home schooled in high school, why I took online classes for college, and why I had no friends or social groups outside of our coven. I was too dangerous to be around people. Rose—the beautiful flower with the deadly thorns. 
 
   Outside, the stillness of the morning gave false-promises of peace. I knew the truth, nothing about this day held peace, but I had to find some way through this. "I'm getting dressed, and then I'm going to find someone who will teach me self-defense."
 
   Ocean smiled with as much force as Jasmine frowned, and my sister jumped on the attack. "You know Mother has forbidden that. People might find out about you, about us. It's too risky. You could hurt someone."
 
   I pulled a long-sleeved cotton shirt and another pair of jeans from my drawer, then slammed it shut. "Thanks for the vote of confidence, Sis."
 
   "I'm not trying to be mean, but you know this is a bad idea."
 
   "No, I really don't know that." My voice escalated with my own anger. "What I know is that draining people of their life is a bad idea. What I know is that I can never do this again and still live with myself. I need other tools, other ways of defending myself and others. If I'd done this earlier, that boy might still be alive."
 
   Jasmine crossed her arms over her chest. "He is alive, Rose. Don't be dramatic."
 
   "Dramatic? Seriously?" Oh if only I could hit my sister. "You weren't there, Jas. You didn't see him after I touched him. You don't know anything about what I can do, or how it makes me feel."
 
   She stood and stomped her foot. "You always think you're so special, so much better than everyone else. Well, I'm sick of it. Do what you want, but don't blame me when it all goes wrong."
 
   The door slammed hard behind her, shaking the windows and causing Sandy to bark. Ocean and I looked at each other with matching stunned expressions. My heart felt heavy. "Does she really hate me that much? Does she really think I think that I'm better than everyone else?"
 
   Ocean shook her head. "She doesn't know what she feels or thinks right now. She's sixteen and full of conflicting hormones. Don't take it personally, Rose. It'll pass. Jasmine loves you. We all love you."
 
   I tried to remember being sixteen. It wasn't that long ago, but it all blurred together. Nothing ever seemed to change in my life, and all my memories felt like photocopies of each other. Always the same.
 
   Jasmine lived a more normal life than I had, so maybe she had a more diverse spectrum of experiences. I hoped so, for her sake. "Do you think she'll tell Mother about my classes?"
 
   "I don't think so. Besides, it doesn't matter." She spun me around to face the mirror hanging on my wall. "You do realize that you're an adult? She has no legal claim on your life or your choices anymore."
 
   My reflection didn't convey an adult in charge of her own life. Instead, my mousy brown hair, ordinary hazel eyes and make-up less face made me look young and unremarkable. The kind of girl who lives under the thumb of another, and who never speaks out in her own defense.
 
   A new awareness settled in me, and I turned away from the girl in the mirror. "You're right. It's time I took control of my own life. Let's find a place to learn self-defense."
 
   Ocean's face lit up in a smile, her dimpled cheeks, red lips and emerald eyes so beautiful. "Perfect! I'm so proud of you, Rose. Okay, I'll look online for different places today and we can check a few out tomorrow."
 
   "No." I reached for my jacket and purse. "I'm going today. Now. I don't want to wait anymore."
 
   Much to her credit, my best friend didn't hesitate a moment. She pulled on her coat and scarf and waited while I put on my boots, then marched me out of the cottage and to her car. "Get in. I'll drive. I'm taking the class with you."
 
   "Thank you." My insides let out a sigh of relief. If she were with me then I wouldn't do anything bad. I wouldn't be able to hurt anyone. She'd stop me.
 
   Already I felt better about this new adventure.
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   Fate guided us as we went in search of a studio. Ocean's car actually ran out of gas on a corner that featured a gas station, a laundry mat, a coffee shop, and a martial arts studio called Inner Peace Martial Arts.
 
   When the car sputtered to a stop, Ocean slammed her palm down on the steering wheel and cursed.
 
   I tried hard not to laugh out loud at her antics. Instead I said, "Guess you have to push while I steer."
 
   She glared at me. "We can both push. I'll steer while pushing."
 
   I got out and went to the back of the car, while she stood by the driver's side and leaned in to steer. Once in place, she hollered back to start pushing. It didn't take as much strength as one might imagine to push the car to an available spot at the gas station. She had a Fiat Coup, which wasn't big at all, and we had the advantage of nudging it along with a little magic.
 
   Ocean emptied out her purse on the counter in the gas station, scrounging for loose change and small bills. She collected bits and pieces of what amounted to $4.32 and presented it to the cashier.
 
   Such a small amount of gas pumped into her car quickly.
 
   I pointed to the martial arts building. "Let's go check them out."
 
   She nodded and drove us across the parking lot.
 
   My palms became slick and my heart rate raced as I came face to face with my own rebellion. This was real, not some fantasy. I was actually going to disappoint my mother and coven leader and walk into this new way of living. 
 
   I steeled myself, took a deep breath, and opened the door into the heated studio.
 
   And nearly walked right into the absolute sexiest man I'd ever laid eyes on.
 
   The man from my dreams.
 
   He turned to look at me, mouth open as if about to say something, but he just stood there in silence, chiseled jaw slack. His blue eyes shimmered with a hint of gold, giving him an animal-like quality. But it wasn't just his eyes. He stood so still, as if poised to leap for his prey in a great hunt. Well-defined muscles rippled under his tight black t-shirt, and his gaze held an intensity I'd only ever seen in my forbidden dreams. He smelled wild, like a forest at night. He possessed strength, power, a sway over others, and I would've backed away, intimated, if not for a shuck of black hair that fell onto his forehead, softening his features and giving him a boyish quality that tugged at my heart.
 
   I pushed my mess of hair out of my face and tried to smile. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to run into you like that."
 
   This all happened so fast that Ocean still stood behind me, half inside and half outside. When I didn't move, she pushed me forward. My mystery man steadied me with strong, confident hands as my friend muscled her way in. "Rose, what the hell—"
 
   She stopped mid-sentence when she saw a man with his arms around mine. "Uh, okay. Hi, I'm Ocean and this is Rose. And you are?"
 
   Leave it to Ocean to make abrasiveness so charming.
 
   Whatever it was about me that had caught his attention would fade away in the brightness of Ocean's beauty and spunk, I knew that from experience. It didn't bother me anymore. Not everyone could be a star.
 
   But he only glanced at her briefly, then locked eyes with me again. "I'm Derek. I work here. Is there something I can help you with?"
 
   He worked here? We had to leave. No way could I focus on learning to defend myself with this guy around. I'd be frozen in place.
 
   I opened my mouth to tell Ocean we had to leave when she beamed at him and walked over to the desk. "Yes, you can help us, Derek. Rose and I need to learn self-defense, pronto!"
 
   He released my arms and waited until I too walked to the desk before he took his place behind it and pulled out a brochure. He handed it to me. "Here are our classes. We have three a week for beginners, with one for more advanced students afterward. Have you taken any kind of martial arts before?"
 
   "No, never." I had to remind myself not to stare at his lips. Or his chest. Eyes. Focus on the eyes.
 
   "Then you'll want the beginner classes."
 
   Ocean pulled the brochure out of his hand and put it back in the rack. "Actually, we'd like private lessons. Do you do those?"
 
   I groaned under my breath and glared at her. She just twinkled a mischievous grin back at me, but she was forgetting one thing.
 
   I'd noticed the prices for the classes. Not cheap. And that was for a group. "How much are private lessons?"
 
   "Normally, they're $100 an hour. If you and your friend want to take them together, I can give you each half off, so $50 an hour per person. Plus, you'll need to buy your uniforms."
 
   That settled that. "I'm sorry, we're going to need to think about this. It's a bit out of our budget right now."
 
   I tugged on Ocean to get us out of here, but she ignored me. "Do you own this place?" she asked.
 
   He pulled his focus off of me to look at her when he answered. "No, I don't. I trained here growing up, and I've just come back into town and needed some work, so Master Kyoung offered me my job back… until I leave."
 
   The last part seemed to be an afterthought that he had a hard time saying out loud, almost like he felt obligated to say it. My heart inexplicably sunk at the thought of him leaving town. I had no claim on anyone, let alone him. He could do what he wanted, why should I care?
 
   I shouldn't let him stop me from getting the training I needed either. He'd be leaving soon, so that was a good thing. I wouldn't have to worry about getting distracted by some random hot guy that made all of my insides gooshy, even though he didn't feel so random when I had memories of that body, that face, from my dreams. Still, I had no time for gooshy, thank you very much.
 
   "Is Master Kyoung here right now?" I surprised myself by asking.
 
   "Yes, he is. One second." He left through a door into what looked like the main workout studio, with a mirrored wall and padded floors. Two voices echoed through the hall, his and a man with a thick Korean accent, presumably Master Kyoung. I couldn't tell what they were saying, but when they came back in, a short man with kind eyes bowed to me, and I bowed back. "You Rose? You interested in training? Learning to fight?"
 
   "Yes, Sir. But I'm afraid your prices are steep. I was wondering… " I swallowed and willed myself to continue. "I was wondering if you had a website to advertise your studio, or if you needed a new one. I do web design and I can make you a really nice one if you'd be willing to trade for lessons and two uniforms?" I held my breath as he considered my proposition.
 
   Ocean's eyebrow shot up, and she grinned. I started to feel pretty pleased with myself as well. Regardless of the outcome, I hadn't given up until I'd explored all options. 
 
   He turned the laptop on the counter to me. "Show me your work."
 
   I typed in the site I'd developed for Mother for her kennel, then opened up new links to type in a few other sites I'd built for members of our coven. "Here are a few examples. I can customize it to exactly what you want."
 
   He clicked through the pages, looking at the sites, then opened up a new site on the screen. "You make this better?"
 
   I browsed through his website, impressed with the quality and ease of navigation. My heart sank. "Honestly, this site is very well made. Unless you just want a whole new look, there's not much I could do to improve on it. Whoever you hired did an excellent job."
 
   He nodded. "Yes. I use new website. New look. And you and friend train with Derek." He slapped Derek on the back. "He teach you how to be strong. How to defend yourself. That work?"
 
   I would have hugged him if I'd known him better, and didn't have an aversion to touching people. Instead I smiled and bowed again, thanking him for his willingness to work with me.
 
   Then I looked at Derek, his eyes still locked with mine, and my knees shook from a sudden weakness. What had I just gotten myself into?
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   Did my heart love 'til now? forswear it, sight! For I ne'er saw true beauty till this night.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   WHAT HAD MASTER Kyoung just gotten me into? I followed him back to his office, waiting until we were out of earshot of Rose and Ocean before speaking. "What's going on? You just had your website redesigned last month. Why are you giving away free lessons for something you don't need?"
 
   The compact Korean sat behind his desk in silence, waiting for me to sit and breathe before he answered. "She special. She special for you, so I take new website and you take girl and teach her. She need your help."
 
   "Master, with all due respect, if you're trying to play matchmaker, I'm not available. I'll be leaving town as soon as we sort things out with my brother." My pulse rose when I thought of the girl out there, so I shoved her from my mind. "I can't afford any attachments."
 
   The walls of Master Kyoung's office were lined with imaginative weapons of all kinds. This room, so different from the book-filled library at home, had been a second home to me growing up, and where I learned not just how to fight, but when to fight, and when not to fight. The latter was still a much harder lesson for me to grasp.
 
   Master Kyoung twisted the wedding ring on his left ring finger. "You have too much unattachment. You like a tree with no roots. You think you tall but you die soon. This girl, Rose, she save you from that, if you let her."
 
   "You're putting an awful lot of expectations on a girl that just walked into your studio about three seconds ago. Besides, her friend is more my type." That last part would have been true before Rose walked into my life. Ocean was sexy, assertive, flirtatious, everything I liked in a woman. But as soon as I looked into Rose's eyes, everything had shifted under me. Even saying I would be leaving soon felt wrong, like a lie, and that scared the crap out of me, because I didn't want anything tying me to this place and this life.
 
   "I know things, secret things, and I know this. Ocean, she meant for another, but Rose… she meant for you. Now go, teach her to fight. She need you and I hired you." Master Kyoung looked back down at his paperwork, clearly unwilling to discuss the issue any further.
 
   The choice was mine. Stay and train a girl my psychic Master thought would be my one true love, or quit the only job I had in this area and depend on my dad for money. If I was going to be in town for more than a few days, I couldn't hustle my way into cash—too risky. Looks like I would have to keep my defenses up. Shouldn't be too hard, I had a lot of experience keeping women at a safe distance.
 
   With renewed confidence that one petite girl could not be my undoing, I focused on the job at hand. Grabbing two black uniforms, I walked back to my waiting clients.
 
   Ocean should have attracted more of my attention, but as soon as I saw Rose, I couldn't keep my eyes off of her. Her petite frame wouldn't be affective in a full on attack, so I'd have to teach her how to use her opponent's body weight against him. She pulled her hair back and tied it up with a rubber band, leaving her long pale neck exposed. Everything about her was so delicate, so fragile, that I wanted to protect her more than teach her to protect herself.
 
   She looked like a porcelain doll with her multi-colored hazel eyes, dark curly hair and skin the color of cream. When she saw me, she smiled, transforming her face from pretty to stunning and making me feel like the only person in the world. I had to resist the urge to lean in and kiss her right there. I pulled myself back in time, not wanting to attract any sexual assault charges my way. Instead, I offered her a uniform. "Did you want to get started now or…. "
 
   "Now, if you're available." I wanted to say no, I wasn't available in any way, but I choked on the words and nodded.
 
   Ocean grabbed her uniform from Rose's hands. "Where do we change?"
 
   I pointed to the women's bathroom. "I'll be in the studio when you're ready." Hopefully the bulge in my pants would be gone by the time they got back. This was ridiculous!
 
   When Rose came back out, she had on the pants and jacket, but it hung open, revealing flashes of her smooth stomach. She held out the white belt. "I'm not sure how to put this on. Can you show me?"
 
   Heat flooded my body with each step I took toward her. "Sure."
 
   She handed it to me with a gloved hand. When she saw me noticing, she blushed a flattering pink. "I… have a condition… and I need to wear gloves. Will that be a problem?"
 
   "Um, no, I don't think so. Put your arms out so I can wrap this around you."
 
   Her jacket fell open even more, and I saw more than just her skin. Her black bra peeked through, the lace forming a pattern over her cleavage. I inhaled and forced my arms around her waist, trying not to touch her for fear of what my response would be if our skin connected. Pulling her jacket together, I wound the belt around her until I had just enough to form a knot. She watched my hands, likely memorizing the technique so she could do it herself.
 
   I yanked the knot closed and stepped back, hoping she didn't see the effect of being so close to her had on me, as hard to hide as that effect might be.
 
   She stepped back at the same time, her skin still flush pink. "Thank you. Um… Ocean should be out soon, she takes a bit longer to get ready. Is there something I should do while we wait?"
 
   Me. You could do me. I mentally swatted myself. "Why don't we warm up with some stretches?"
 
   Ocean joined us after a few minutes, and I helped her with her belt. Despite a killer figure, my body gave no reaction when I wrapped my arms around her. I could've been helping my sister, for all the attraction I felt.
 
   I was in serious trouble.
 
   The hour-long lesson nearly undid me as I adjusted Rose's stance, molding her soft body into hard shapes with my touch, and watched her bend over, twist, kick and punch. She had surprisingly good form and strength for someone who'd never fought before, but she seemed nervous every time I touched her, like she was scared I would hurt her. This triggered warning bells in my head. Was she in danger? Had someone else hurt her? I wanted to ask her if she was okay, but that didn't seem my place. Instead, we focused on the drills and the lessons, and I bit my tongue but kept my eyes peeled for unusual bruises.
 
   At the end of the hour, both girls had put in a good work out. Rose's face shined red from the exertion, and beads of sweat clung to her neck and chest, dripping seductively into the valley between her breasts.
 
   She disappeared into the bathroom to change and emerged in her regular clothes. She held out a gloved hand to me. "Thank you for the lesson."
 
   I took her hand and we stood there, not really shaking hands, not really holding hands, just… suspended in the moment.
 
   Before I could still my tongue, I blurted out, "Would you like to go out with me? On a date?" What? No. I needed to take it back, but I couldn't.
 
   She pulled her hand out of mine and looked down at her feet. Ocean walked up behind her and smiled. "She'd love to. How about tonight? Say, 8:00? You can pick her up at this address by the gate." She handed me a slip of paper with an address in Olympia.
 
   Rose looked up in surprise.
 
   As much as I wanted this date, Rose had to agree or it was a no-go. "Rose? Do you want to go out with me? It's okay if you don't. I probably shouldn't have asked since I'm training you. You can forget I ever said anything."
 
   "No!" She reached for my hand again. "No, I mean, yes. I'd love to go out with you."
 
   A lightness of being infused me. "Great. So, does 8:00 work for you?"
 
   "Yes, that's fine. I'll see you then, Derek."
 
   When she said my name, it floated in the air like the wind, and like the wind it caressed my skin. "See you then, Rose."
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   These times of woe afford no time to woo.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Diary,
 
    
 
   There's an order to Community, a sense of things getting done and things working out. Someone handles all the food, someone else the money, and someone yet again handles all repairs. It gives everyone an assurance, the same assurance parents give their children, that everything will be okay. Some look down upon our living, but I don't find it so strange. I've never been to a village, but I've read of them, and if our Community had need of another name, I suppose I'd call it that, a village.  We raise kids together. We spend nights by the fire. When the morning rooster sings its song, we all hear the same melody and move to the same tune. We all breathe the same northern wind, carrying the scent of pine and the chill of winter. We all walk the same earth and leave footprints in the mud. My mother started Community as a place where people can be themselves, but we became more than one self could ever be alone. We raised each other on our shoulders and built a place sturdier than any other home. There's an order to Community, a sense of things repeating and things fitting in. Someone handles all the rules, someone else the punishments, and someone yet again handles all our futures. Everyone works together. Everything fits.
 
    
 
   Except me.
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   MOTHER LEAD A discussion on what our response should be to the recent attacks on our coven as my mind wandered to my time with Derek. The way he'd said my name, the way he'd touched me… I just couldn't stop thinking about him.
 
   Flutters of butterflies swarmed my belly when I envisioned what our date that night would entail. Would he try to kiss me? Would I let him? That would have been an easy question to answer yesterday. Of course no one could touch me or kiss me. I couldn't risk it. But now, all I wanted was to feel his body pressed against mine for more than just martial arts training.
 
   Ocean leaned over to whisper in my ear. "If you're trying to keep lover-boy a secret, you might want to stop gazing off into the distance with that lovesick grin on your face. Someone's bound to notice."
 
   I forced myself to frown and focused my eyes on my lap. "You're right. I'm never going to be able to keep this a secret!"
 
   "You don't have to, you know. As I believe I mentioned before, you're an adult. You're allowed to date anyone you want." Ocean stuck her tongue out at me and I giggled, then covered my mouth.
 
   Grandma Florence caught my eyes and smiled at me with a mouth full of dentures. I blushed, sure that she could read my mind and tell all my secrets. What would Grams think of what I was doing? Part of me wanted to confide in her, to have an ally other than my impetuous best friend, but if she didn't approve and she told Mother, I'd be busted. 
 
   Despite Ocean's assurance that I could do what I wanted, I still had to deal with Mother's outbursts, and my whole world revolved around this coven; without them I had nothing. No one. The risk of exposure was too great to bring anyone else in on my secret.
 
   Time to focus back on the meeting, if I could get my head out of the clouds.
 
   The room smelled of old things and stories long forgotten. Each member of our coven had left their mark in this well-used room over the years, and the collective energy settled into the wooden floors that creaked and the soft couches and cushions that didn't.
 
   The room, though large, couldn't grow to meet the demands of our ever-growing coven, and large pillows had been added to accommodate comfortable seating on the floor, giving the whole affair the look of a confused sleepover. 
 
   Amber Carlisle, a talented witch of earth magic, held tightly to Lauren's, her wife's, hand as she voiced concerns about taking on the Druids. "We're not as strong as you'd like for us to be, Rainbow. Going up against them like this could be dangerous, even deadly. Have you considered the risk to our coven? To our children?"
 
   Aside from my sister, who was nearly an adult, there was only one child left in our group, a darling three-year-old, Mist. Karen and Darren Kurtis had joined us a few years ago and brought their healing skills and their adorable daughter with them. Any of us would have done anything to keep that little girl safe.
 
   At that moment, Mist popped her head up off her mother's shoulder and looked at all the solemn faces in the room, then laid back down and fell asleep.
 
   It would be nice to live once again with the innocence of a child, to not have to face adult decisions and adult consequences. Children couldn't appreciate the gift of that life until they'd grown past the point of enjoying it. That hardly seemed fair, but then, life was rarely fair in the fates it chose to hand out.
 
   Everyone had come to this last minute meeting, so the main house living room was packed. Ocean and I had scored prime spots on a love seat, so at least we could whisper without anyone else being too close to hear.
 
   Nick, a single gay man with tremendous talent in acting and singing, sat in the chair nearest us and every once in a while glanced over and winked at our giggling. Richard and Elizabeth sat nearest Mother, as her right hand helpers. Half the time she yelled at them to divorce and make themselves happier, the other half she worked them hard on the kennel business. They seemed happy enough to me, but we weren't close.
 
   Wolf Song and Wildflower, the artists in our group, sat on the floor wrapped in each other's arms and paying close attention to Mother.
 
   My father, Rain, had slipped off to check on the kennel dogs and the new pups Sandy had recently given birth to. They'd been pretty upset since the wolf incident. I could relate to that.
 
   Blake sat across the room, next to my sister, and spent far too much time staring at me for my comfort. His attentions had escalated recently and it made it harder to be sneaky. It also creeped me out a bit, the way he just stared at me and followed me. Perhaps I was being hard on him. We used to be pretty good friends, until he started crushing on me. He had always been faithful to our coven and worked hard to take care of our property. Plus, he was definitely easy on the eyes. Still, I couldn't help feeling uncomfortable by his interest in me, especially now that I knew what it felt like to reciprocate that kind of attraction.  
 
   Being surrounded by family, my blood family and coven family, made me feel complete and a part of something bigger than myself. We weren't perfect by any stretch of the imagination, but who was? Humans would be humans no matter where I went; at least here I had a solid foundation of love and support with people who understood me. I feared losing that more than anything else, which made this date with Derek all the more risky.
 
   A blend of regret and fear and desire warred inside me. I just couldn't do it. I couldn't risk losing this. "Ocean, I can't go through with it. I'm going to call and cancel on him as soon as we're done here."
 
   She turned her fierce eyes on me and shook her head. "You're going if I have to drag you there myself tied up and gagged."
 
   "That's kinky, even for you."
 
   Her laughter brought all eyes to us, and we both shut up and focused again.
 
   "I understand you all are scared, but we can't define our lives by fear," Mother said. "We have to fight back, take a stand, otherwise they will never leave us alone. They will force us to leave our home and our life here, and quite honestly, we can't afford to do that. We'd never be able to sell this property for what we purchased it, and that would make it impossible for us to find another property where we could all live in community."
 
   She paused and made eye contact with each of us, letting her words sink in. Mother was the queen of dramatic pauses.
 
   "If we don't do something soon, we will lose our way of life, and our coven will be disbanded, leaving each of us to fend for ourselves in a world void of any magic or sympathy for magic users. Is that what you want? To be forced our on your own?"
 
   Heads dropped as people considered what their lives would be like without our coven. My stomach twisted into a knot at the thought of losing anybody here, even Blake. We could lose if we went against the Druids, and we could lose if we didn't.
 
   I hated no-win situations. "Mother, why do they want to destroy us so bad? They're more powerful. They're rich. They have everything they could want. What could be so important about our simple life? We have a bit of mortgaged-to-the-hilt land and some dogs. We don't have anything that could help them. So what's this about?"
 
   Mother stretched her spine to full height until she looked like a queen commanding her throne room. "You take much for granted, young lady. We live in splendor here. I grew up poor, impoverished, living on food stamps and sleeping in an empty corner of our tiny apartment. What power I had then couldn't help me, it only served to make me an outcast. Look around at the opulence you have at your fingertips.
 
   "What we enjoy here is coveted by many. This community, these teachings, this way of life and even our magic, so grounded in the elements. They want what they can't have. They are motivated by greed and restlessness of the soul, which is why we must stop them."
 
   I didn't refute her or argue, as that wouldn't have served a point, but her explanation left a lot of questions in my mind. 
 
   My dad returned at that moment and sat a few seats away from Mother. "The pups have been fed and the kennel cleaned."
 
   Mother nodded. "Did you wipe the floors the way I showed you?"
 
   He hesitated. "Not exactly, but I did clean the floors thoroughly."
 
   Her voice escalated. "Rain, we can't run a business if you don't adhere to the guidelines I set up. Your way of cleaning is not effective. You risk leaving contaminants on the floor, which could make the dogs sick. Go back and redo it correctly. And don't take short cuts this time."
 
   He looked so defeated as he got up and left again. My heart broke for him, but he also made me angry. Why didn't he defend himself? Or tell her to clean the damn floors if his way wasn't good enough? Their relationship perplexed me, and I knew for a fact that if I ever could have love and truly be with someone, it wouldn't be like that. But, it worked for them, at least enough that neither of them wanted to end it. I just hoped they were both happy.
 
   "We need to destroy their base of power, somehow," Mother said, pulling me from thoughts of marriage and love. "They have to have something that's making them so strong, so undefeatable. If we can find that and take it from them, then we can infuse our own coven with that power, and we will no longer be their victims."
 
   Darren raised a hand and spoke. "How do we know they actually have something like that? What if they just have power in them, like us? And besides, Rose defeated one, so they aren't really undefeatable, are they?"
 
   "Rose neutralized one, true, but they are many and will not likely come at us so unprotected again. I've been around a long time, and I've heard stories of them, of their power and where it comes from. They have something feeding them, and we need to find it. Their shifting abilities and magical strength is simply impossible without a base of power. I'm certain of this." She stood and paced the room. "I want to send Blake in to find out what they're hiding and what their weaknesses are. We will form a circle and feed him power to see what cannot be seen and to remain unseen as he does so. Since he is empty of his own magic, he will be able to carry the combined power of ours without damage or consequence."
 
   Stunned silence filled the room. What Mother suggested had never been done before, and the risks were significant. That much power could kill him, or render him lifeless, like one of my victims. I may not have been Blake's biggest fan at the moment, but I certainly didn't want him dead.
 
   "Mother, we can't do that." I avoided Blake's eyes as I defended his life. "He could die."
 
   Blake spoke up before Mother had the chance. "I'm willing to risk it. We have to do this. I don't want anything to happen to any of you. You're my family, the only one I've ever known. I would do anything to protect this coven."
 
   I could feel his eyes on me, but I refused to meet them. His intensity made me too nervous.
 
   Mother stood. "We do this now. He'll leave late tonight, when it's safest. The power will sustain him."
 
   Now? We were just going to blast him with our power right this minute? I was so not ready to do that—and neither were a lot of people by the looks of it. But once Mother decided something, it was impossible to dissuade her.
 
   I slipped on my coat and scarf and followed behind Ocean as we made our way as a group to our circle outside. Our magic was bound to the earth, sky, water and air, to the elements that made up life. We were stronger outside, our power more focused and pure.
 
   When we reached the pentagram that contained the coven magic, we each took a spot around the circle, and Blake stood in the middle with his eyes closed. Mother used sage to purify the sacred space and each one of us. When she got to me I bowed my head as she waved the sage around me, up and down my front and back. Then I lifted my feet so she could purify that area too. I never felt any different after this, but it served a function in the rituals we performed. 
 
   She then bound the circle as we held hands and focused our power on Blake.
 
   Magic surged through me, fed by each member of our coven. Everyone had a unique flavor to their magic. Mother's felt unmovable, like a rock. Ocean's felt powerful and vast, like her name. Even Mist joined us, her power sweet and delicate, like a flower.
 
   Mother chanted, and we focused. I didn't want to release my magic, didn't want to be responsible for harming another person again, but caught up in the flow of power I had no choice. 
 
   The magic poured out of me, mingled with other strands of energy in a rainbow of light, and then slammed into Blake, who screamed and fell to the ground.
 
   I broke the circle first and ran to him, but with my fear of touching, I couldn't offer any help. Darren approached and I backed away, watching as the healer laid hands on him and searched his body. 
 
   When Darren finally looked up, he didn't look alarmed or worried. "He's just passed out, but he's fine. He'll awaken shortly and, I believe, not suffer any ill affects from our spell."
 
   Murmurs of joy rippled through our small crowd, and my heart lightened knowing we hadn't caused any permanent damage.
 
   Blake's chest rose and fell steadily, and he had a peaceful look on his handsome face. I left him to those who could better assist him and made my way to my own cottage to get some work done on Master Kyoung's website and sort through everything that had happened that day so far.
 
   Ocean followed close on my heels, grabbing my arm to walk together. "You're not getting away that easily. We're going to talk about this date, but our talk will not involve whether or not you're going. No, it will involve which outfit of mine you're going to borrow so you don't look like an old schoolmarm who's never been kissed."
 
   I laughed. "But I haven't ever been kissed. Well, except that time with Blake, but that hardly qualified as a kiss." I cringed at the memory.
 
   "He doesn't need to know that! Let's go pick out something suitable and get you ready. We only have a few more hours before he'll be here to whisk you away."
 
   Only a few hours? What kind of torture was my best friend planning for me?
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   Peace? I hate the word
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   I TWISTED MY tie in a loop and tried to straighten it, but it still looked like a blind child had put it on. Who invented this torture anyways? I'd have been much happier in my leather jacket and a t-shirt, but Rose deserved my A-game, such as it was.
 
   "What are you getting all dolled up for, Bro?"
 
   Tammy's voice startled me from my misery. I spun around to face my sister, who leaned against my doorframe, smiling.
 
   "I have a date."
 
   "With a girl?" She raised her voice in mock astonishment. At least I hoped it was mock.
 
   "No, a penguin. Yes, a girl." Another twist and my tie fell apart in my hands. I sighed and threw it on the bed.
 
   "You've been home a day and you've already met a girl? Figures. But I thought your bar dates usually preferred a more casual look?" She walked into my bedroom and picked up the tie, then stood at my back and reached around me to tie it. "You're doing it all wrong. Let me help."
 
   I bent lower so she could reach my neck, and even still she had to get up on her tiptoes to finish it.
 
   One look in the mirror told me she had more skills than I did. "Thanks, Sis."
 
   I slipped on my suit jacket and hoped I wasn't overdressed. Perhaps I should have told her where we were going so she'd know what to wear. I didn't want to make her uncomfortable on our first date.
 
   Oh, God. Now I sounded like a girl. I needed to get this chick out of my head. Maybe sleeping with her would do the trick. But even as I thought it I knew I couldn't use her in that way.
 
   The clock in the hall chimed six times. I still had over an hour before I needed to leave to pick up Rose.
 
   I turned to Tammy and presented myself. "Do I look okay?"
 
   She rolled her eyes. "You know you do. You have women eating out of your hands. I'm glad I'm your sister, because I'd hate to be one of your conquests!"
 
   "That's just wrong, Tam. I can't think of you that way."
 
   "Why are you so nervous about this girl? Is she special?"
 
   I considered her question carefully before answering. "Yeah, you know, I think she might be. Which is really bad."
 
   Tammy flopped on my bed and made herself comfortable. "Why, because it means you might have to stick around awhile?"
 
   "That's exactly why. I'm not ready to give up my life just yet." I slipped my watch on and checked to make sure I had cash in my wallet.
 
   "Is our life here so bad that you just can't imagine being a part of this family?" She tried to keep her words light, but I heard the hurt behind them.
 
   "It's not you guys, it's me. I'm just not cut out to follow in Dad's footsteps."
 
   "Then don't. Stay, but live your own life. He's not an ogre, you know." She stood and crossed her arms over her chest. "He's not going to force you to be something you don't want to be."
 
   I thought back to when I first left home. "That's not what it felt like last time we talked about it."
 
   "You're like an old man with a grudge, you know that?" Her eyes brightened as her anger took over. "You get in one fight with him and decide nothing here is worth keeping. He's human. He made a mistake. Don't you think it's time to give him a chance to do better? Or are you so perfect that you've never said something you regretted later?" Now her eyes had a feral quality to them, and I could feel her power surface as she channeled her inner animal.
 
   "Are you going to shift and challenge me for successor rights?" I meant it to come out as a joke, but it sounded more like a plea.
 
   Her face fell. "Dean would have, if you'd really wanted him to."
 
   I pulled her into my arms. "How is he?"
 
   "The same. It's like he has nothing left in him, but every now and then I feel something, like a shadow of who he was." She frowned. "It's almost worse when I feel that, because it gives me hope, and I don't think there's any hope in his recovery."
 
   "They should pay for what they did to him. Those witches are out of control." I let Tammy go and stormed downstairs and into my dad's library.
 
   "Dad, we need to talk."
 
   He looked up from his book and stood. "Of course, Son, what is it?"
 
   "Why aren't we getting everyone together to go after the witches and destroy them for what they did to Dean? Why are we just sitting here on our asses doing nothing?"
 
   My wolf roared inside of me, and I fought off the desire to shift and then to hunt.
 
   "Derek, you know that's not our way. We are guardians of vast power, and with that comes—"
 
   "—immense responsibility," I finished. I'd heard this bullshit too many times growing up. "But they're dangerous. Don't we have a responsibility to protect ourselves and other innocents from their misuse of power? Someone in that coven is powerful enough to strip Dean, a powerful Druid and shifter, of his life, while leaving his body functional. Doesn't that scare the crap out of you?"
 
   He sank into his chair and covered his face with his hand. "You have no idea how scared that makes me, and how grief-stricken I am about this. Your mother is devastated and is hardly eating or sleeping. Everyone is deeply affected by what has happened to Dean, but we have to use our heads and not run in half-cocked and ready to destroy them. We don't know who did this or why. We don't know how many members of the coven are a part of what's happening. Would you want to destroy innocent lives by mistake?"
 
   I hadn't thought of that, that there might be members of the coven who weren't involved in this. But that didn't change the fact that we had to do something soon. And we had to find a way to fix my brother.
 
   But looking at my father's face, at the lines that had grown deeper even in the time I'd been home, the way his eyes had dulled, I couldn't bring myself to keep arguing with him.
 
   Dad stood, hugged me, then let me go. "I love you, Son. I love all three of you more than you'll ever know. But you know the Druid's have a violent history. Do you remember what I taught you?"
 
   "Of course, I remember." I didn't roll my eyes, out of respect for my father, but I'd heard this a thousand times. "The Druid's once used human sacrifice and blood magic to enhance their powers. Our ancestors destroyed all records of those before us, and passed down those histories orally as they worked to create a magic that would free us from those early times."
 
   He nodded. "That's right. We have that power now, and we have to be careful how we use it, lest we return to the ways of old and destroy ourselves, and others, in the process."
 
   My father took his role as leader seriously, and it was for that reason, because of that solemnness, that I knew I could never lead in his place. I had to leave as soon as we'd found a way to cure Dean. I'd let my brother challenge me and win, then I'd leave and never come home. It was the only way to keep my family safe.
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   Sin from thy lips? O trespass sweetly urged! 
 
   Give me my sin again.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Diary,
 
    
 
   What can I say about Seattle that you haven't already seen in movies? It has a flavor to it that's distinct from all other cities. In New York, you have a fast-paced energy, a frenetic heartbeat that makes the New York minute seem much shorter than any other.
 
    
 
   In San Francisco, there's an artistic haze of searching and not finding, as if all the lost, brilliant pieces of life have come together in a mosaic that is full of color and friction.
 
    
 
   But in Seattle, you get an earthy rightness with the wonder of art and city life. Imagine a fishing village, perched on the waters that give it sustenance, combined with culture of art-loving free thinkers, and then add a dash of the wild outdoors, where jeans replace dress pants and hiking boots replace heels, and you get a sense of what Seattle is about.
 
    
 
   We have the World's Largest Ferris Wheel, the Seattle Space Needle, The Pacific Science Center and Seattle's Best Coffee.
 
    
 
   And we have fish and seafood and nightlife and camping, and tall buildings lit up at night like lighthouses that lost their way.
 
    
 
   Seattle is for people who love culture, but refuse to sacrifice their wild nature to attain it.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   "I CAN'T GO. It's too risky." I yanked off the ridiculously high heels Ocean had shoved my feet into and flopped back on the bed. "I have to focus on protecting the coven. And I want to find out more about these Druids. They have to have a motive, some end game other than just terrorizing us. Maybe if I can figure out what it is, it'll help us defeat them."
 
   "News flash: Going on a date with a hot guy is not going to put anyone at risk. Put your shoes back on, he'll be here in a minute." She handed me the evil torture devices covered in red satin, and I slipped them on my already sore feet.
 
   "I'm not going to be able to walk in these, you know." I looked down at them suspiciously. "Falling on your ass isn't sexy on dates, I've heard."
 
   She flipped her hair over her shoulders. "Nonsense. It'll give him a chance to rescue you. Men like to rescue damsels in distress."
 
   "I'm not a damsel and I don't need rescuing." I lifted my foot as evidence. "But I am in distress, that part is true." Still, I surrendered and allowed her to apply another coat of mascara to my already black eyelashes. "Besides, what's the point? I can't touch him, or kiss him, or… you know…. "
 
   "Do him?" She wagged her eyebrows and laughed. "Who says? You didn't lose control of your powers the other night, you used them to protect your mother."
 
   "But when I was six—"
 
   "—When you were six, you were six! Get it? A kid. Kids aren't known for self-control, but guess what? You're not a kid anymore. You don't have to be ruled by fear of your own abilities, and it's time you saw that for yourself." She used another tool in her bag to curl my eyelashes, then she applied another coat of red lipstick to my lips and declared me fit for dating.
 
   I stood carefully and hobbled to my full-length mirror to review the extent of the damage she had inflicted on me. I sucked in my breath when I saw myself. I looked…
 
   "Beautiful. You are stunning!" Ocean smiled and took a bow. "Though, I really can't claim much credit, it's all you, I just helped you bring it out."
 
   I tugged on the too short red dress and messed with my hair. She slapped my hands away. "Don't touch, you'll ruin the perfection."
 
   "What if he's dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, I'll look stupid." I wish he'd told me where he was taking me, so I'd know if I was overdressed. Of course, I could've asked, if I'd been thinking clearly.
 
   "A woman can never be overdressed. You'll be fine." She checked her watch. "He'll be here any minute, let's go. We don't want tongues wagging. I'll drive you to the front gate and wait with you until he comes."
 
   Sandy walked up to me and sat at my heel. "Sorry girl, I can't take you this time. Maybe next time." I sure hoped Derek liked dogs, otherwise this relationship was doomed before it started.
 
   I grabbed my nicest coat and slipped gloves over my freshly painted, and finally dried, red nails. Ocean scowled at me. "You can't cover up your pretty hands." She yanked the gloves off, and I looked down at my flesh, panic rising in my throat. "I can't go gloveless, not with him, not after what happened. It's too soon, Ocean."
 
   She sighed dramatically but handed me back my gloves. "Fine, but try not to act weird and nervous. Just relax and be yourself."
 
   "If I was being myself I'd be in jeans and a cotton shirt, not dressed up like Pretty Woman."
 
   She pulled me through the door and into the night. "Ha, ha! Very funny. Let's go get you laid."
 
   "Ocean, I'm so not having sex tonight. I just met him."
 
   Her car alarm clicked off, and we both slid in. "Well, at least get a good kiss in. It's the least you can do after all the work I put in on you."
 
   "Remind me again why we're best friends."
 
   The car rumbled to life, and she pulled out onto the dirt road that lead to the main gate. "Because, I'm charming, fun, beautiful, and I make you laugh."
 
   "I suppose that's all true. You're also irritating."
 
   She smiled. "It's one of my many charms."
 
   We arrived at the gate just as Derek pulled up in a black Mercedes.
 
   Ocean whistled under her breath. "Who knew Mr. Hot Stuff was loaded. You sure know how to pick them, girlfriend."
 
   Rich and gorgeous? I was so out of my league.
 
   He pulled his car to the side and stepped out. I let out a sigh of relief when I saw his pressed, pinstriped suit and tie. His dark hair still had a wildness about it, though I could tell he'd tried to tame it with product. The suit fit him in a way only tailored suits fit, and I wondered why he was working at the martial arts studio when he clearly didn't need money.
 
   I leaned in and whispered to Ocean, "Thank you." I would have been mortified if I'd shown up in jeans.
 
   She held out a thumbs-up and drove away after I slammed the door shut.
 
   Feeling very exposed, I teetered over to him, and he rushed to hold his door open for me. He leaned in close, nearly grazing my shoulder with his chin. "You look incredible."
 
   My heart stammered and stuttered and I'm sure I turned the same color as my dress. "Thanks. So do you."
 
   I slipped into the most comfortable leather seat I'd ever been in. In that moment I understood why someone would spend an obscene amount of money on a car. I wanted to sink into the cushions and never get out.
 
   When he returned to the driver's seat and closed the door, I let out a breath I didn't realize I'd been holding in. "Nice car."
 
   "Oh, this isn't mine. It's my sisters. I didn't think you'd want to drive all the way to Seattle on a motorcycle." He grinned, and the dimple in his chin deepened. I had a sudden urge to glide my tongue over his chin and suck on his bottom lip.
 
   Oh my! I needed to keep my head clear. "Um, yeah, that would have been tricky, at least in this dress." I motioned down to my exposed legs and the dress that wouldn't have even allowed me to straddle a bike, let alone ride on it for over an hour.
 
   "So, we're going to Seattle?" Yeah, because that's the height of intelligent conversation, repeating back to him what he'd just said. Good going, Rose.
 
   He frowned. "Yes, that was the plan, unless you'd rather stay local? Do you have to be back by a certain time?"
 
   "No, I'm free for the evening, and Seattle sounds nice. I haven't been there in a long time."
 
   "Great! Let's get going." He pulled out and turned the car around, then headed back to the main street.
 
   Warm air blew on my legs, thawing them from their brief exposure to the cold. I hoped he didn't have a lot of outdoor plans in mind.
 
   At first I worried we wouldn't have much to talk about during the long drive, but it turned out we had a lot in common. We enjoyed many of the same bands, and hated a lot of the same foods—like oysters and clam chowder. "It's the texture, right? It's just too chewy!"
 
   "Exactly," he said. "It's like eating one of those blobs that kids play with, you know what I mean?"
 
   I nodded. "Yes, I think I had one of those when I was a kid."
 
   He glanced over at me, then back to the road. "You're even more beautiful when you smile, you know that?"
 
   There went my heart again. "Um, thanks."
 
   "You don't like being complimented very much, do you?"
 
   I shifted in my seat, positioning myself so I could look at him better. "It's not that. I'm just never sure how to respond without sounding cocky or self-effacing. Now Ocean, she knows how to take a compliment and make it sing for her."
 
   "Have you two been friends long?"
 
   I thought back to the day we met, when we were six years old and I tore the life from another girl in our class. Ocean didn't judge me or tell on me when she realized I was to blame. She just hugged me and then convinced her parents to join our coven. They died in a car crash when she was thirteen and the coven had been her only family ever since.
 
   But of course, I couldn't tell him any of that. "We've known each other since we were kids. She's like a sister to me, closer than my own sister, actually. What about you? What's your family like?"
 
   "I have a sister and a brother. They're twins, so I'm always the odd man out, but it's okay. We're all still pretty tight."
 
   He pulled off the highway and slowed to stop at a red light, then turned to look at me as we talked.
 
   "What about your parents?" I asked. "Are you close to them?"
 
   His face expressed a range of conflicting emotion, and I knew there was a story behind it, but I didn't press for more. If we got through a first date, I'm sure he'd share more about his life eventually. I certainly had a lot about my own family and history that I wasn't willing to share tonight.
 
   "I love my parents, but we don't always see eye to eye on what my life should look like, you know?"
 
   I nodded. "I do know. I think everyone has that problem with their parents to some degree. They want a certain kind of life for us, and I'm sure it's hard for them to let go long enough to let us make our own choices, especially if they believe our choices are hurting us or others." I thought of what Mother would say about this date and how dangerous it could be getting close to a man.
 
   He raised an eyebrow. "You're very wise."
 
   "Not really. Just observant. There's a difference."
 
   The light turned green, and he focused back on the road. "I'd wager a bet that you're both observant and wise. I'm a pretty good read of people, so I wouldn't argue with me if I were you."
 
   I laughed. "Well, far be it from me to challenge your people reading skills."
 
   His lips turned up in a half grin. "Indeed."
 
   "So, where are we going?"
 
   "An Italian restaurant my sister told me about. It's supposed to have the best meatballs in Seattle."
 
   He already knew how much I loved Italian food from the getting to know each other question and answer phase of our date. "Sounds delicious."
 
   Couples walked hand-in-hand down the sidewalk as we pulled into our parking spot. On the way in, Derek purchased a single white rose from a man selling them and handed it to me. "A rose by any other name would still smell as sweet. Though I do believe you outshine even the loveliest of roses."
 
   "Sweet words. I hope they have some meat behind them as well."
 
   "Nothing I say is without substance and truth." A devil of a gleam shined behind his eyes, and I flushed in the few parts covered by Ocean's dress.
 
   As soon as Derek gave his name, we were ushered to a table in a private corner, complete with candlelight and live violin music.
 
   I'd never been on a date before, so I had no real life experience to compare this with, but if I had to judge based on movies and romance novels, I'd have said this ranked as one of the best, most romantic dates ever.
 
   "You sure know how to make a girl feel special," I said as he pulled out my seat for me.
 
   He sat across from me, and the candlelight danced in his eyes as he stared at me.
 
   Had this been Blake, the attention would have made my skin crawl, but with Derek it felt so natural, so right. I couldn't avert my gaze from him either.
 
   Two hours later, I acknowledged that he had been right. They made the best meatballs I'd ever had, not to mention the dessert.
 
   But the best part about the evening had been getting to know Derek. His wit, intelligence and sheer animal magnetism made him impossible to resist.
 
   As we left, he offered his arm to me. "Are you up for an adventure?"
 
   I wrapped my arm around his, enjoying the feel of the hard muscles under his jacket. I longed to feel his body pressed against mine, those strong arms wrapped around my whole body, our flesh touching. It created an ache somewhere deep inside me, made worse by his proximity. In that moment I knew I'd do just about anything he wanted as long as we could spend more time together.
 
   "Sure, as long as it's physically possible with my current outfit. I didn't think to bring a change of clothes."
 
   "You'll be fine with what you're wearing, though maybe a bit chilly. But if you'll let me, I can help keep you warm." With that, he pulled his arm out of mine and wrapped it around my shoulders, holding me close to him as we walked back to the car.
 
   He smelled of aftershave and mint, and I didn't want him to ever let me go.
 
   When we reached his car, he pressed me against it and leaned into me. "Rose, would it be too forward of me to kiss you right now?"
 
   That swarm of butterflies living in my stomach staged a revolt, leaving me breathless with heart pounding need. His lips had paused mere inches from mine, waiting for my response. My heart screamed yes, my body screamed yes, and my mind tried to calm everyone down, to no avail.
 
   I tilted my head back, my lips parting a fraction, and nodded. He didn't hesitate to claim my lips with his as one arm wrapped around my waist and pulled me tight against him and his other hand cupped the back of my head, pulling me deeper into his kiss.
 
   His lips tasted of wine and, when he parted my lips with his tongue, I eagerly met him with my own. My nipples hardened from the friction against the lace bra I'd worn, and heat flooded my belly. 
 
   I moaned against his mouth, and his fingers tugged at my hair, pressing me even closer to him.
 
   Nothing in my life had ever felt this good, this full of bliss and pleasure.
 
   His hand dipped down the small of my back and covered part of my ass. With more pressure, he closed whatever distance still remained between our hips, and I felt him harden against my stomach.
 
   Time slipped away and fireworks danced beneath my eyelids as our bodies fought through layers of clothing to find each other.
 
   Control slipped, and the core of my power bubbled to life, summoned by intense emotion. It latched onto our passion, ready to unleash itself in our moment of surrender.
 
   All at once my world lit on fire within me, and I pushed him away, stifling a cry.
 
   He stumbled back, more from shock than from my overwhelming strength. "I'm so sorry. Did I hurt you? I didn't mean to get so excited."
 
   I couldn't speak, couldn't breathe, couldn't process what I had almost done. Another moment and he could be laying on the cold cement, a husk of his formal self.
 
   My power still buzzed inside me, and I hated myself for who I was and what I could do. Tears threatened to spill down my face, and, for a fraction of a second, I worried about all the makeup Ocean had put on me. I'd look like a dying clown if I cried.
 
   Overwhelmed, scared, and nearly out of control, I kicked off the stupid heals I was wearing and ran away into the night.
 
   I heard footsteps behind me and Derek calling my name, but as if from a dream.
 
   All that mattered was getting away, saving him from me and my dark gift from hell.
 
   I turned down a corner and disappeared into the night.
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   O, I am fortune's fool!
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   I BENT DOWN to pick up her shoes, and, when I looked up, she'd disappeared. This had never happened to me before, and I had no idea what to make of the situation. Should I chase her? Give her some space?
 
   She was running around Seattle, barefoot, barely dressed, in the cold, at night, without any way home. Surely she'd come back. Right?
 
   I called her cell phone, but heard it ringing near me and realized she'd also left her purse. Great.
 
   Pacing back and forth, I considered my best option, then made another call.
 
   "Aren't you supposed to be on your date?"
 
   My sister—straight to the point.
 
    "I am on my date, but she ran away?"
 
   "What did you do to her?" I could hear the laughter through the phone.
 
   "This isn't funny. I didn't do anything to her. I took her to that restaurant you suggested, which she loved by the way. We had a great time, and then, when we walked back to the car, we kissed. Probably the best first kiss I've ever had, but mid-way through it, she freaked out and ran off, leaving her purse and shoes. What do I do?" My eyes darted down the street, looking for any sign that she was coming back.
 
   "You go after her, stupid."
 
   "But doesn't she need some time to clear her head? I don't want to piss her off or freak her out even more."
 
   She sighed. "Trust me on this one, Bro. You need to go after her."
 
   "Okay, thanks. I'll let you know what happens."
 
   "And try not to terrorize any more women in the meantime."
 
   "You're a brat." She hung up before I could, but her banter lightened my heart a bit. This had to be just a misunderstanding. Perhaps the kiss had been too much. I'd find her and sort all of it out.
 
   I threw her purse and shoes in the car and debated whether I should walk or drive. Driving would be faster, but if she went down walkways I couldn't drive I'd never find her.
 
   She was barefoot and freezing, so she'd need to sit and warm-up as soon as I found her. The car would be better for that. I could always park and walk if need be.
 
   With that settled, I slid into the driver's seat and slowly pulled out of the parking spot, then drove in the direction she'd gone.
 
   Had this been any other girl, I'd have been pissed. Instead, I was worried. I didn't know what I'd done wrong. Had I hurt her? Scared her? Traumatized her in some way? She seemed so innocent, so pure. Had she never been kissed like that before?
 
   It was that innocence that drew me to her. She didn't play games or use seduction to woo me. She said what she thought and meant what she said. No other woman had affected me this way before. I didn't want to lose her before I even had the chance to get to know her better.
 
   A small nagging voice in my mind took that moment to remind me that I didn't plan on sticking around long enough to get to know anyone, but I ignored it and continued to scan the streets for signs of this girl who had already burrowed her way into my heart.
 
   I thought about what Master Kyoung had said, that she and I were meant to be together. He'd always had a bit of a psychic bent, and I'd never known him to be wrong about anything. If he was right about her, then I had to fix this.
 
   After circling the neighborhood for fifteen minutes, another kind of fear settled in my gut. I should have found her by now. She could be hurt.
 
   A hum of magic buzzed through me as I brought my shifter powers to the surface. With heightened senses, magical and physical, I scanned the area, sifting through different scents and sounds and emotions, until the scent of rose perfume drifted into my car.
 
   Her perfume.
 
   I tracked the direction it came from and concentrated harder. A swell of fear blasted me, causing my heart to stop.
 
   She was scared. Terrified. In danger. 
 
   And I might not make it in time.
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   O teach me how I should forget to think
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   TERROR FILLED ME, pulsing through me with each step I took. Some part of my brain acknowledged that my feet had frozen into ice cubes, and that as numb as they were, I'd never notice if I stepped on something sharp or dangerous until it was too late. But the more I thought about what I'd almost done, the smaller that part of my brain got.
 
   I looked down at my bare hands, shocked and ashamed that I'd let my guard down like that. I could have killed him, wiped out his mind and soul with the fire burning in me. Its hunger consumed everything once given freedom, and I'd almost let it out tonight.
 
   The burn of his kiss still lingered on my swollen lips. His scent clung to my skin. I craved him so much it scared me. I could never allow myself to lose control like that again.
 
   Lights flickered off as the last of the businesses in this area closed. Bars would be open, and be warm. I could call Ocean and have her pick me up. I looked around, but didn't see anything that looked like a bar. In the distance, I saw lights from what I assumed was the Seattle Science Center, and the Space Needle filled the sky, even though it wasn't the tallest building in Seattle.
 
   I walked toward that area, not sure how far away it was or if there would be any answers for me there, but not ready to face Derek after that kiss, and my embarrassing and hasty departure.
 
   I'd run away from the guy.
 
   Barefoot.
 
   Only the sheer horror of my actions eclipsed the mortification I felt in that moment. He must hate me. Certainly, he'd never want to go out with me again, which was probably a good thing.
 
   I'd have to find a new martial arts instructor, which sucked, but it was necessary. Whatever power he had over my heart and body had nearly undone me, and him. He didn't know the danger he was in being with me, and I could never tell him.
 
   My whole life I'd lived under this curse that prevented me from getting too close to anyone.
 
   I thought I could handle it, that I could live this way, until I met Derek.
 
   I'd tried to convince myself that he wasn't really the man in my dreams, that I'd superimposed his face—and body—into my fantasies after meeting him, but I didn't believe my own lies.
 
   And tonight I'd fallen under the spell of Derek so completely that I'd lost myself, and my dark gift had taken over and nearly devoured us both.
 
   I failed to pay attention to where I was walking until I found myself by a beautiful fountain in a courtyard near the Seattle Science Center.
 
   In anticipation of the holidays, lights shone down on the asphalt and projected a lightshow of snowflakes and colorful Christmas tree ornaments. 
 
   Walking through the lights, I made my way to the fountain and the large Christmas tree glowing with festive decorations.
 
   Nothing appeared to be open, so I sat by the fountain and watched the light and water dance together in synchronicity.
 
   As the fever of lust cooled, I considered at least a hundred better ways I could have handled that kiss rather than running off like a twit, shoeless and without my purse. I could have stayed and pulled away gently, citing inexperience and wanting to take it slow. It would have been true. I could have said I felt sick and needed to go home. That also would have been true, in a way.
 
   Anything but what I'd done. And now look at the mess I was in.
 
   Tears filled my eyes and trickled down my cheek and into the swirling water below me. If throwing coins into a fountain made wishes, what did the tears of a broken-hearted girl make?
 
   The scuffing of shoes on cement pulled me out of my wallowing. My pulse raced as I shifted to see who had made the sound. I wished and hoped for it to be Derek, but in my gut I knew it wasn't.
 
   Turning away from the water, I saw two figures walking toward me through the heavy mist that coated Seattle. 
 
   I didn't get a closer look until they approached me. They looked to be in their early 20s and had the staggered walk of people who'd been drinking too much. So, there was a bar around here after all. If these two were indicative of the clientele it brought in, maybe it was best I hadn't found it.
 
   The tall one on the right wore low hanging jeans and a baggy shirt that came down to the middle of his thighs. The bandana around his head made him look like a Hollywood reject for a gangster movie. The shorter, meatier guy to his left at least had his pants on properly, but that was about the only improvement to his looks.
 
   Walking with his groin thrust forward, the tall one leered at me. "Look at this, Johnny. Looks like the little flower lost her way. You must be cold in that skimpy dress of yours. Maybe my friend and me can warm you up a bit."
 
   Johnny licked his lips, and I would have laughed if I hadn't been so scared.
 
   Not scared for me, of course.
 
   Scared for them.
 
   My dark gift had already been called up once tonight, and it sat on the edge of my consciousness, waiting for its chance to strike. These two jerks had no idea what they were about to get themselves into.
 
   "I'm just waiting for my boyfriend. My shoe broke and he left to get me my other pair. He should be back in a minute or so." I poised myself as if I hadn't a care in the world. "You might know him? He teaches martial arts and is pretty famous for his fighting skills."
 
   My insides shook as they neared me. They didn't look convinced, or the least bit deterred from their course of action, and I had no intention of allowing myself to be raped or killed.
 
   "I might believe that, except 'aint no one out here but us. So I'm thinking you're lying to me. And no one lies to me. Not never. Ya hear?" His voice dropped two octaves, and Johnny pulled something from his jacket.
 
   A knife.
 
   On instinct, I jumped into the fountain, hoping they wouldn't want to get wet on such a cold night. The ice water sent pulses of pain through my feet and legs, and I worried that I might be doing permanent damage to myself. Could I get frostbite this fast?
 
   I had no time to consider my own question as the men laughed and joined me in the fountain. "You think a bit of water will keep us away? We're gonna party tonight little girl. We have more friends who'd love a taste of such a fresh peach."
 
   He slid his hand over my shoulder and pulled down the strap to my dress, revealing the black lace bra under it.
 
   I smacked his hand away and yanked my strap back up. "Get the hell away from me, now! I will scream so loud you'll need a hearing aid for the rest of your life."
 
   "Oh, this one has some fire in her, Johnny. You like fire, don't ya?"
 
   Johnny nodded, but didn't speak, and as I looked into his eyes, I shivered. He looked cold inside, heartless and empty and vicious. I wouldn't be the first girl he used that knife on if he got close enough, and I wouldn't be the last.
 
   Maybe it wouldn't have been so bad to use my powers on these two. I'd be saving other innocent victims from future pain and death.
 
   Power filled my hands, and I wished I could do other kinds of magic, control other elements, but aside from a few enhancing spells, I was useless. This dark gift was my only strength, the only thing that could save me just then.
 
   "This is your last chance to leave me alone. Don't come any closer or you'll regret it." Not true. There'd be nothing left of them to regret anything.
 
   I imagined how I looked from their eyes. A scantily clad girl, dripping went and defenseless. Nothing I could say would convince them of the danger they were in.
 
   Images of Derek's martial arts demonstrations flashed in my mind, and I wondered if I could throw them off balance with my skills, then run like hell.
 
   When the spokesman for the group stepped closer, I kicked out like I'd been taught, but he caught my foot easily and pushed me back. I fell into the water, hitting my head on the fountain. Bright lights spun in my eyes as I tried to focus.
 
   They leaned in to me, one spreading my legs while the other reached for my shoulders. I extended my hand, touching the one without the knife, channeling my power. It trickled at first, my fear at war with self-preservation. The wolf-boy's face flashed in my mind, and I pulled my hand free as adrenaline surged in me, panic overriding thought as those memories transported me to that moment, as I stared at his lifeless eyes. My heart hammered in my chest, pushing so hard I felt it in my ribs. 
 
   My head ached and nothing made sense. Time, faces, events, they jumped around, jumbling in my mind.
 
   "Come here little bitch. I'll show you what a real man can do."
 
   I pushed him away, trying to control my power, and Johnny lashed out with his knife and sliced across my right bicep. I cried out in pain as my blood mingled with the water, turning it pink.
 
   I couldn't hold back anymore. I had to protect myself. Holding in a sob of grief, I touched them both at once, and just as I was about to unleash every dark thing inside of me, they pulled away and turned to someone approaching us.
 
   "Get the hell away from her, or I will kill you both and eat your hearts for breakfast."
 
   That voice, I knew that voice. He growled under his breath, sounding more animal than human. I couldn't see him through the mist and the two men blocking me, but I knew Derek had come. He thought he was saving me, and maybe he was… saving me from the guilt of taking two more lives. Saving me from having to become the person I hated most.
 
   I pushed myself up as my attackers sauntered over to Derek with a cocky disregard for the danger they were in.
 
   The fight couldn't have lasted more than two minutes. Derek took them out with a few carefully chosen kicks and punches, until they both lay on the ground, unconscious. When he turned to face me, his eyes glowed with a supernatural light that disappeared as he ran toward me.
 
   "Rose, are you okay? Oh my God, I was worried I wouldn't find you in time."
 
   Water splashed on him until his white shirt clung to the muscles of his body. My own clothes had probably turned into a second skin, but the pain in my head and my arm made concerns about modesty insignificant.
 
   He reached for me and pulled me into his arms. "You're bleeding. He cut you. I'm going to rip his head off and feed it to him through his ass."
 
   The violence in him should have scared me, but it only made me feel safer, protected. "Don't. Let's just go. I don't feel well."
 
   He nodded, then lifted me into his arms and began walking back to his car.
 
   If I hadn't been so cold, so tired, and in so much pain, I might have protested. But I wasn't sure I could actually walk any distance in my condition, and his arms felt so good, so right, around me. His strength gave me peace and comfort. I rested my head against his shoulder and closed my eyes, content to forget about everything else for this one moment and think only of him.
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   Good night, good night! parting is such sweet sorrow, 
 
   That I shall say good night till it be morrow.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   "I SHOULD TAKE you to the hospital to have that cut stitched. It looks bad." Actually, I should just take you to my house, dry you off, get you in warm clothes and heal you. I didn't care if it would expose our family's secrets, the thought of her suffering tore at something inside me, and the shirt I'd given her to stop the bleeding had already turned bright red.
 
   "No, I'll be okay. I just need to go home." She shivered next to me, and I increased the heat and broke several speed laws to make the drive shorter.
 
   "I'm sorry I'm getting your car all wet. I'll pay you for the cleaning."
 
   She looked at me with those large eyes, so sad, so scared, and I wanted to go back and kill those two guys who had hurt her. 
 
   We hadn't talked about the kiss, about why she ran, and I didn't want to make her life more miserable than it was by bringing it up, but I had to know if I'd see her again. "I know this would qualify as the worst first date ever. I'm sorry. It's my fault. If I hadn't been so… enthusiastic with that kiss, none of this would have happened. And don't worry about the car. My family cares more about people than cars."
 
   "It's not your fault. And I know I owe you an explanation for why I ran, but… I don't know what to say. I got scared, I guess. You're… " she stuttered, nervous. "You're the first person I've ever kissed like that."
 
   I didn't know what to say to that. I figured she was inexperienced, but she was also a beautiful, funny, intelligent and caring woman. How had she gone her whole life without being kissed?
 
   Looking in her eyes, I knew she spoke the truth. I also knew she was holding something back, but I could hardly judge someone for having secrets when my secrets trumped all. "You're far too amazing to have escaped high school without a kiss."
 
   She averted her eyes and smiled. "I was homeschooled. My family is pretty private, and so I never interacted much with people my own age. My parents don't even know I'm on a date with you. They'd freak if they found out."
 
   "You are over eighteen, right?" Wouldn't that be a kick in the pants, if she turned out to be a minor?
 
   "Yes, of course. I'm nineteen. But, like I said, I had a sheltered life. When I met you I just, I don't know. I liked you. I wanted to get to know you better. I'm tired of living under their rules and their expectations for what my life is going to be."
 
   I stopped at a red light and looked at her. "I can relate to that. I'm really sorry. If I'd known, I wouldn't have kissed you, as hard as it would have been to resist."
 
   She winced, and I thought I'd said something wrong, but she showed me the shirt, too full of blood to be of much use, and her wound still bled.
 
   "If you won't let me take you to the hospital, at least let me stitch it and dress it for you, otherwise you'll need a hospital."
 
   "Are you a doctor?"
 
   "No, but I have a lot of experience. Trust me. Can you do that?"
 
   Her eyes glazed over in pain, and I knew she wouldn't last long if we didn't stop the bleeding. She nodded, and I pulled over into a motel parking lot. "Stay here, I'm going to get us a room."
 
   Her eyes grew big and a look of panic settled on her face.
 
   "Just for an hour or so, so we have privacy, water and clean towels while I fix you up. Unless you want to go home looking like this?"
 
   She shook her head and then closed her eyes to rest.
 
   I took that as a yes and ran in to get us a room, then made a call.
 
   When I got back to the car, she was nearly unconscious. I carried her into our room, then went back to get my first aid kit. With as many bar fights as I'd been in, a first aid kit like this was mandatory.
 
   "Rose, I need you to sit up, can you do that?"
 
   I helped her sit with her back against the bed frame, then gave her two Vicodin. "For the pain. You're going to need it."
 
   She swallowed them, and I collected clean towels and a bucket of water and proceeded to clean out her cut. Each cry from her lips ripped at my soul, but I had to do this thoroughly.
 
   When I began to stitch, she got quiet, and I thought she'd passed out, but her eyes were open and looking somewhere only she could see.
 
   "I'm done, Rose. It's all over."
 
   I wrapped my arms around her and held her to me as she cried. "It's okay. I'm here. I'm not going to let anything happen to you."
 
   When her sobbing subsided I gave her a soda to drink. "This will help with your blood sugar."
 
   She took deep gulps until the can was empty. "Thank you. I'm feeling much better."
 
   A knock at the door caused her to cry out again.
 
   I put my hand on hers. "Don't worry. It's just my sister. I asked her to bring some clothes so you wouldn't have to go home soaking wet and freezing. You can trust her."
 
   I let Tammy in and introduced them. Tammy rushed over to Rose and hugged her. "You poor thing. Let's get you changed and cleaned up." Tammy glared at me. "Don't you have somewhere else you can go for a few minutes?"
 
   I refused to budge. "I'm not leaving her again."
 
   Tammy rolled her eyes. "Okay He-Man, then guard the door. We need privacy so she can get dressed."
 
   Oh. "Right. Of course."
 
   I stood outside while Tammy helped her.
 
   When I came back in, Rose looked dry, warm and much healthier. She smiled when she saw me. "Your sister is awesome. I really like her. Thank you both for all of your help. I just didn't want to involve my family by going to the hospital. It would have been a mess, and the police might have wanted to know what happened. It's better this way."
 
   I had my own reasons for keeping the police out of my affairs, so I couldn't fault her there.
 
   Tammy put an arm around her. "I think you should take her home now. She's exhausted and needs sleep." She looked at Rose. "You have my number. Call me if you need anything."
 
   "Thank you. I really appreciate it."
 
   I didn't understand how women could bond so quickly. These two looked like they had been best friends forever.
 
   Tammy tossed a set of keys at me. "Take Dad's car, it's drier. I'll take my car back and have the seats dried."
 
   She grabbed the keys on the dresser and left before I could reply.
 
   I held my hand out to Rose. "Are you ready to go?"
 
   She nodded and accepted my hand. She'd found a pair of gloves, and I missed the feel of her skin. At the studio she'd said she wore gloves for a medical condition, but her hands looked perfect to me. Perhaps this was another secret she didn't feel she could share with me yet.
 
   We drove back to her house in silence, and panic rose in me as we pulled up to her property. "Rose, before you go, I need to know when I can see you again. I know this date sucked, but I'll make it up to you, I promise."
 
   Her eyes held such sadness as she looked at me. "I'm not sure I'm ready for a relationship right now. There's a lot going on in my life at home and I just—"
 
   "—Please, don't say no. Give me a chance. Let me take you on one more date. I promise this one won't end in stitches."
 
   The fate of my future hung in the air between us, clinging to that in between moment as she decided our destinies.
 
   "Okay, maybe one more date won't hurt."
 
   My heart lightened at her words. "Great. I'll call you tomorrow to set it up. Do you want me to walk you to your house?"
 
   I didn't want her walking in the woods this late, and her property looked big.
 
   "No, I'm fine. I know this place by heart. I'll talk to you tomorrow."
 
   She took her purse, shoes and dress and stepped out of the car. I got out and walked over to her. "Goodnight, Rose."
 
   I kissed her gently on her forehead. I wanted more, but didn't want to scare her off again.
 
   "Goodnight, Derek."
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   I have a soul of lead
 
   So stakes me to the ground I cannot move.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Diary,
 
    
 
   Our dearest friends in life often arrive in our darkest moments, and where once we were alone, then we are two. 
 
    
 
   Ocean had found me through tragedy, when my dark gift first burned through me and into another.
 
   When once again tragedy struck, another soul friendship had been born.
 
    
 
   Sandy had been the first pup born in a new litter that promised to be the cream of the crop. Mother anticipated a high selling price for them.
 
    
 
   But there were complications, and as the Universe gives life, so too does it take life.
 
    
 
   Sandy's brother got stuck in the birth canal, forcing a C-Section. Her brother died, and ultimately, so did her mother. The last pup, another girl, hung on to life for a few more hours, but couldn't land entirely on this plane.
 
    
 
   When she died, Sandy was left alone. No litter mates, no mother from which to nurse, and so tiny we worried she wouldn't make it either.
 
    
 
   I spent a week feeding her by hand every two hours, keeping her warm, giving her love and care. When she pulled through, Mother said she had chosen me to be her human and allowed me to keep her.
 
    
 
   We've been inseparable ever since. Sandy knows my moods and knows my fears. She may not speak or communicate as a human, but we share a language of the heart that transcends words.
 
    
 
   When Mother wanted to breed her, I worried over her for months, sick with anxiety when she finally went into labor. Would fate steal her from me, as it had stolen away her mother?
 
    
 
   Would her babies survive the birth?
 
    
 
   With only one minor scare, pups and mom came out healthy and happy, and Sandy proved to be the best kind of mother, nursing her babies and loving them.
 
    
 
   She grieved when Mother took the pups to the kennel to begin showing them to perspective buyers. We both missed the pitter-patter of their little feet as they played in our small cottage, but I took her to visit, and she settled into the knowledge that they were healthy and thriving.
 
    
 
   Watching her give birth, seeing her care for her babies, I felt an old longing stir in me. I could have been a good mother, I think. I would have loved my babies and given them everything they needed to thrive in a world so often uncertain. I would have taught them the skills they needed to adapt to the ever-changing landscape of life without losing themselves in the noise.
 
    
 
   But I'd never have the chance.
 
    
 
   My dark gift would always keep me locked in the silence of my own solitude.
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   I WANTED MORE than just a chaste kiss on the forehead, but so much had happened that night, and I needed time to sort it all out in my mind. I probably shouldn't have agreed to a second date, not after what I'd almost done, but the thought of never seeing him again broke my heart.
 
   He'd saved me, even if he didn't know the truth of what he'd saved me from. He'd been there in a way no one else ever had, and he'd even stitched up my arm. I'd have a nasty scar, but I'd live.
 
   His sister had made me feel like part of their family. She didn't judge or ask questions I couldn't answer. I wanted to be a part of their lives, but I felt selfish for wanting something that could hurt others.
 
   Derek didn't start his car and drive away until I reached the front door of my cottage, and I smiled despite everything. He'd watched to make sure I got home safely. That knowledge filled me with a glow I didn't know how to define, but I loved the feeling.
 
   Sandy greeted me at the door, and I pet her head. "Ocean, you awake?"
 
   Clad in an almost see-through nighty, she walked from her bedroom and raised her eyebrow at my new outfit. "You changed clothes. Those aren't even your clothes. Oh my God, did you two have sex?"
 
   I'd intended to keep my cool and tell her everything in a calm, mature way. 
 
   No such luck.
 
   Through sobs and tears as she held my hand on our couch, I confessed every glorious and horrible detail about my very first date.
 
   She didn't interrupt or ask any questions until I'd finished.
 
   "Wow, that's a lot of intense shit in one date. But you did agree to go out with him again?"
 
   "Yes. But I shouldn't have, right? Not after I almost killed him."
 
   She handed me a tissue to wipe my face with. "First, clean yourself up, you look like a raccoon. Second, you didn't almost kill him. You're not even giving yourself a chance to learn to control what you can do. Who has always been the one to say that you couldn't ever be with anyone, that your powers couldn't be controlled?"
 
   "Mother, obviously, and every one else here."
 
   "Rose, I'm going to suggest something that I don't think you'll like, but hear me out okay? I love you like a sister. And I'm grateful that your family took me in when mine died. But I don't think your mom raised me out of the kindness of her heart. I think she wanted my powers to feed this group. I'm powerful, in my own way, and I give the coven control over the water element, which they wouldn't have if I weren't around. It's a rare gift, as you know, and she wanted it."
 
   I waited for shock, anger, or defensiveness to rise up in me. I'd been programmed my whole life to agree with Mother, defend Mother, and do whatever Mother said. But it never came. Could I possibly agree with Ocean about Mother? It seemed inconceivable, but there it was.
 
   "So what are you saying?"
 
   "That maybe, your mother is wrong. Maybe her motives have more to do with not wanting to lose your power, than with helping you grow into your own. Rose, the only reason I'm still in this coven is because of you. Otherwise, I would have left a long time ago."
 
   My mind stalled as it tried to process what she'd just said. I couldn't imagine this coven without Ocean, and she'd never once mentioned that she wasn't happy here.
 
   "Are you so miserable?"
 
   "No, not miserable, but I don't think our community is all it's cracked up to be. I do think Rainbow is hiding something. Or at the very least, she's using people. I'm sorry, Rose, I know this is hard to hear, but I have to be honest with you. I was so proud of you when you questioned her about the motives of the Druids, and I didn't buy her B.S. story about them."
 
   I'd totally forgotten about the meeting earlier. Had that just been today? It felt like a lifetime ago after everything that had happened. "I wanted to talk to you about that. I think we should research them and the company they control. We need to find out more about Rose Botanicals and see if we can figure out why they've targeted us."
 
   She squeezed my hand. "I think that's a great idea. So you aren't mad at me?"
 
   I leaned over to hug her. "No, I could never be mad at you. You're my very best friend, Ocean. You're my family."
 
   "I'm so glad. I would never do anything to hurt you. Speaking of—" she pulled back. "I want to take a look at this cut. Maybe I can help it heal."
 
   I pulled Tammy's borrowed sweater off and watched as she peeled back the bandage and whistled.
 
   "That bad?"
 
   "Yes, but wow. That's some impressive stitching. Derek did this?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "He's a keeper, Rose. Seriously."
 
   Memories of him filled my mind as Ocean channeled her power into me. The scent of him, the feel of his lips against mine. The taste of his tongue in my mouth. The hardness of his body pressed against me.
 
   Ocean replaced the bandage. "That should help with the pain, but it's got a lot of healing to do before you can go bare armed again. Good thing it's winter. How will you explain the scar come summer?"
 
   I shrugged. "Let's just deal with one thing at a time, shall we?"
 
   I went to my desk and turned on my computer.
 
   Ocean walked over. "What are you doing?"
 
   "Researching the O'Conners."
 
   "Now?"
 
   "Why not? I couldn't sleep even if I tried, and this will keep my mind off other things for a while. Plus, we need to know what's going on."
 
   She nodded and pulled up a chair next to mine as we began a Google search looking for anything on Druids, anything on the O'Conners in Washington, and anything about Rose Botanicals.
 
   I scrolled through pages, speed reading. "There's precious little about the Druids in general. Some bits about them doing human sacrifices—that's lovely. But nothing concrete. They seem mostly wiped out of existence."
 
   "Type in something about Rose Botanicals."
 
   I did and found a lot of press clippings, product information and news reports about them. Publically, they were reputable and loved by customers and charities alike. They donated half their profits each year to various charitable organizations, in addition to donating millions of dollars in products to low-income families, hospitals, relief victims and military. Their products had high praises with claims that they helped everything from acne to stomach aches to major illnesses, in addition to making rooms smell pretty.
 
   Nothing online implicated them in anything shady. If anything, they were above reproach and honored as heroes. "If I didn't know them, I'd want to work there," I said.
 
   "Me too. Anything on the family that owns the company?"
 
   "Not much. They live private lives and stay out of the media for the most part. In one press release, a spokesperson from their company said they prefer to let their products and customers speak for them. Good PR move, but not very helpful to us."
 
   Outside, a frantic howling filled the night, followed by the yips and whines of puppies in fear. I looked out the window, but couldn't see anything through the torrent of rain flooding the world. Wind ripped through trees, tearing off branches as it abused the land in its rage. Sandy joined in the howling and scratched at the front door, desperate to check on her babies. 
 
   "I should go see what's going on and make sure the puppies are okay. Can you keep digging?"
 
   "Sure."
 
   Sandy followed me to the kennels, slipping through mud and water as we dodged the debris of the storm. I felt around with my magic to see if anyone had broken into our property again, and a sudden wave of nausea overwhelmed me. I bent over and vomited out all the lovely Italian food Derek had bought me. "Oh no. What's happening?"
 
   I picked up my speed, running through the dark with Sandy, who had gone unnaturally quiet. 
 
   As suddenly as the barking had started, it stopped, which filled me with even more fear.
 
   Rounding the corner I burst into the area where the puppies were kept and froze, rainwater dripping down my face.
 
   Oh God. No. This can't be happening. This isn't possible.
 
   Bending over, I dry heaved until my body had nothing left to give in its emptiness. My tears came in harsh sobs, mingling with the rain, and Sandy howled and whined and paced around the kennel, uncertain about what to do.
 
   All five of her puppies lay in the kennel, cut in half from head to tail.
 
   I didn't hear anyone approaching until they grabbed my arms from behind, squeezing my stitches.
 
   "No!" Mother gasped as I winced and pulled away from her. She turned to me. "What happened here?"
 
   "I don't know." My words came between hiccups and sobs. "I heard the puppies barking and came to make sure they were all right. I found them this way."
 
   I turned to leave and she grabbed me again. Blood seeped through my shirt and onto her hand. "Why are you bleeding?"
 
   "I… I cut myself on a gate earlier. It's nothing." I tried to pull away but she wouldn't let me. I had to get out of there. Out of that room and away from that gruesome sight.
 
   Jasmine came in, her face pale and tears in her eyes. "She's lying. I heard her talking to Ocean. She was on a date with a boy and was attacked."
 
   Mother turned on me. "Is this true, Rose? Did you disobey my orders and go out with a boy?"
 
   I tried to summon my courage, tried to be more like Ocean, but it had fled at the site of those poor puppies. "Yes."
 
   "You've put everyone here at risk. Do you understand that? Being a part of this coven means following the rules. If you can't do that, then you will no longer be welcomed here. From here on out, you're not allowed off this property unless accompanied by me, or someone I appoint from the coven, and it certainly won't be Ocean, who's on thin ice with us as well. Are we clear?"
 
   Lacking any will to fight, I would have said anything if it meant getting back to the cottage and away from this horror. "Yes." In the back of my mind, in the place that existed before this tragedy had occurred, I wondered about Derek. The thought of not seeing him again penetrated the fog inside me, bringing with it even more pain.
 
   "Go back home and stay put while I deal with this. I'm very disappointed in you, Rose."
 
   Sandy didn't want to leave her puppies, but finally walked away when she saw me leaving. As I walked past Jasmine I frowned at her. "Are you really so jealous of my relationship with Ocean that you'd betray me like this?"
 
   She had the grace to at least keep her eyes down in shame as I stormed out and then ran back to my house.
 
   When Ocean saw my face, she pulled me to the couch. "What happened?"
 
   I told her everything and she stared at me in horror. "Rose, this may not be the best time to tell you this, but I think it's important."
 
   I wasn't sure I could handle anything else, but I nodded numbly.
 
   She pulled out a piece of paper she'd printed, and I looked at it, not totally comprehending what I was seeing.
 
   "This picture was taken 25 years ago at a charity event. That's David O'Conner, head of Rose Botanicals." She pointed to a man in an expensive suit. He reminded me of Derek, but probably any good-looking man would remind me of him just then. I was so tempted to call him and beg him to come over and get me out of here, but I couldn't leave Ocean.
 
   There had to be a way to be with him and protect those here as well. Mother's new rule had to have a loophole, but I couldn't see it through the horror of this night.
 
   "Rose, look! The woman he's got his arm around, do you recognize her?"
 
   I looked more closely at the grainy black and white photo and my heart stopped.
 
   My mother stood arm and arm with our enemy, and she looked very much in love.
 
   "No, this can't be. This doesn't make sense. It must just be someone who looks like her."
 
   "Rose, look at her necklace."
 
   I did, and my heart sank. She wore the rose pendant that my grandmother had given Mother to pass down to her first born daughter. Me.
 
   I reached for the pendant hanging around my neck and stroked the hand painted rose, custom made for my grandmother when she was my age.
 
   My mother and the Druid's leader had been involved, and she'd lied about it all these years.
 
   The horror didn't end as Ocean kept speaking.
 
   "Maybe he's attacking us out of jealousy or something. But by all accounts, he's a happy family man with three kids and a loving wife. Not much is mentioned about them in public, but they seem like a solid family. Rose, I'm so sorry to say this, but what if we have this all wrong. What if there's something more going on than we realize?"
 
   My mind couldn't process anything else in that instant and I lay back against the couch and closed my eyes, willing everything to just go away.
 
   


[bookmark: Chapter_12]TWELVE
 
    
 
   
This Day's Black Fate
 
    
 
   
DEREK
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
    
 
   This day's black fate on more days doth depend;
 
   This but begins the woe, others must end.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   THE MOON HUNG low in the sky, full and bright. We had no more compulsion to shift on a full moon than any other night of the month, but it did bring out our more animal nature.
 
   I'd tried to sleep, to read, to work out, but nothing could pull my mind away from Rose. Grabbing my phone, I gave in to the need to call her, despite the late hour.
 
   "Hello?" She sounded dried out and scratchy, like she'd been crying.
 
   "Rose, it's Derek. I'm sorry to call so late, but I had to see if you're doing okay."
 
   I paced back and forth, leaving footprints in the light dusting of snow that coated the courtyard behind our house.
 
   "Derek. Um, I can't really talk now. And I'm not sure I'll be able to make our date tomorrow night. I'm sorry." Her voice cracked and she stopped talking.
 
   "Are you okay? What happened?" She hadn't said she didn't want to see me at all, so there was some hope.
 
   "Someone killed a litter of puppies tonight. I'm the one who found them… " Her voice trailed off as if she'd left something else unsaid. But what she had said was bad enough. I wanted desperately to hold her and take her away from all the pain she'd experienced today, but that wasn't yet my role. I was still a relative stranger, despite a few intimate moments.
 
   "God, I'm sorry. Do you know who's responsible? Can I do anything to help?" I silently begged her to say yes, that I could help by coming over and being there for her.
 
   "No. Thank you, but I have to go. It's been a tough night. I'll try to call you tomorrow."
 
   "I understand. I'm here for you if you need me, Rose. Get some rest."
 
   I slipped the phone into my pocket and walked toward the one place I might be able to find some peace.
 
   As I walked through the woods, the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, as if someone were watching me. I looked around but didn't see or hear anyone. Using my shifter senses, I inhaled deeply to catch the scent of anyone unfamiliar, but got nothing. I shrugged it off as my own paranoia after the night I'd had.
 
   A field of magic surrounded the hidden garden, and for a moment I worried that being away might have turned it against me, but I slipped through without a problem.
 
   Inside I stood in awe at the beauty of this place. No matter how many times I came here, it always stilled something restless inside of me.
 
   Exotic flowers grew side by side with indigenous trees. Mossy boulders had been placed strategically for sitting or leaning against. Ripe fruit hung heavy from trees long out of season, and in the center of it grew the most perfect rose bush I'd ever seen.
 
   Roses of every color grew from one bush, always fragrant, no matter the weather, petals pristine and powerful.
 
   Each rose color held different magical properties, and the tonics that we derived from them, and oils we culled from them, had made up the bedrock of my family's successful business at Rose Botanicals.
 
   The few remaining Druids heavily guarded this power source, as it also held the heart of our power.
 
   I didn't want to admit, even to myself, how much I'd missed being in proximity to these roses, to my family. Here my soul began to mend, filling out like a person starved and dehydrated who finally found their oasis. I couldn't allow myself to accept the truth of that, because if I did, I would have to choose this life, and then I would lose any semblance of freedom and choice I'd ever have.
 
   Shoving those thoughts aside, I plucked the right combinations of petals to make the cream I'd need to help Rose heal her arm. Even her scar would heal almost completely, leaving only a faint line to indicate anything harmful had ever befallen her.
 
   All the equipment I needed to make a basic healing salve was hidden in a secret compartment in one of the rocks. I pulled it out and began crushing the roses, mixing and blending.
 
   "Would you like some help?"
 
   I looked up to see my father standing over me. My instinct to fight him in everything fell flat as I looked at the mess I was making with the salve. "Yes. Thank you. I guess I've lost my touch since I've been gone."
 
   My father sat next to me on the ground and looked at what I'd made. "Not so, you've got the basics. We just need to add a few more ingredients and get a cleaner sample of the oils in the rose. May I?"
 
   I handed him the bowl and watched him work his own magic, turning my mush into a fragrant cure for serious cuts.
 
   "Are you injured?"
 
   "It's not for me."
 
   "I see."
 
   He didn't ask, and I wasn't planning on telling, but my stupid mouth didn't feel like listening to my brain. "I met a girl. She's special, Dad, real special. I took her out tonight but the whole date was a disaster." I told him everything that had happened. "This is for her arm, but I don't even know if she'll see me again."
 
   "Do you think you could love her?"
 
   I might have been falling for her already, but that was a tidbit I'd keep to myself. "I could, with time."
 
   "Is she worth it? Is she worth whatever it would take to make her happy, to love her and be there for her?"
 
   Yes. "I don't know."
 
   His eyes settled on mine without judgment. "Son, I think you do, or you wouldn't be out here in the middle of the night mashing rose petals together."
 
   Crap. "We've only had one date and one training session at the studio. No one can fall in love that fast."
 
   "Really? I see. Well, let me ask you a question." Uh-oh. He had that voice that said I'd be learning a lesson. "Do you think your mother and I are in love?"
 
   "Of course." They'd been deeply in love for as long as I could remember.
 
   "Did you know that I told her I loved her after our first date?"
 
   Double crap. "No, I didn't know that."
 
   He mixed in another oil and stirred some more, using his Druid magic to accelerate the process. "It's true. I met her at a bookstore. She looked stunning standing in the classics section browsing through Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet. I wanted to impress her with my charm and brains, so I struck up a conversation and told her that I thought that the true tragedy in Romeo and Juliet wasn't in their love and death, but in their misguided notion that they had really been in love at all. Infatuation, I said, was at the heart of that play. Foolish, youthful lust."
 
   I laughed, trying to imagine the look on my literature professor mother's face as my dad criticized her favorite play.
 
   "You can imagine her response. She defended them and spoke eloquently of social injustice and sins of the father and how the true tragedy lay in their family's inability to look past ancient grievances and see into a brighter future. She postured that the deaths of the two young lovers spurred a renewed self-reflection in their families and forced them to consider the painful arrogance and futility of their struggle against one another.
 
   "Before she had even stopped speaking, I knew I would spend the rest of my life with her. I asked her out on the spot and proposed to her, ring in hand, that night on our date."
 
   The romance of his courtship stunned me. I'd always seen my dad as a business man, a good father—if a bit overzealous in turning his kids into his corporate puppets, and a devoted husband, but never an impulsive romantic. "Did she say yes?"
 
   "Of course not." His deep laugh rumbled through the garden. "She hardly knew me. But it didn't take long to finally convince her we were soul mates."
 
   "Do you really think Rose could be my soul mate?" The idea terrified me, but also gave me an uneasy joy.
 
   "Only you can answer that, but based on what you've said, I'd say yes."
 
   "Are you just trying to convince me I'm in love with her so I'll stick around and join the business?" I didn't mean it to sound as accusatory as it came out, but he didn't flinch or frown. 
 
   He smiled and put his hand on my shoulder. "Son, all I have ever wanted is for you to be happy. I don't care if that's with Rose Botanicals, or the studio, or driving your motorcycle around the country. I apologize for the things I said when you turned eighteen. I realized after you left that I'd driven a wedge between us, and it's pained me ever since. The only question I have for you now is: are you happy? Truly happy?"
 
   In that moment I knew the answer. I'd been running my entire adult life, trying to find that one thing that would make me feel alive. I'd never found it, but when Rose walked into the studio that day, it found me.
 
   "I think I might be starting to find happiness. But what if it's too late? What if I've already lost her?"
 
   "It's never too late." He handed me the salve. "This is ready. Go to her. Fight for her. Show her you love her and won't hurt her. Trust your heart above all else."
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   Don't waste your love on somebody, who doesn't value it.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   YOUR DAD IS wrong. Sometimes, it is too late.
 
   The coven's magic weighed heavy in me, like eating a dinner that sat wrong in your stomach, but it did its job and kept me hidden from the Druids by masking my scent, hiding the coven's magical signature and cloaking me in darkness so that their eyes glanced off of me.
 
   I pulled out my phone and called Rainbow. "It's Blake. You were right, they have a power base. It's in a secret garden in their woods. I couldn't get close to see it, but it sounded like a rose garden from the way they talked about it."
 
   "Good. Come home now so we can create a plan."
 
   "There's more."
 
   "What?"
 
   I debated whether to share this information. Rose had grown into a beautiful young woman, and if I played my cards right, I might be able to use this situation to my advantage and finally have a chance with her.
 
   Once upon a time, we had been friends. I didn't know exactly when that had changed, but I was determined to renew the affection that once existed between us. My thoughts traveled through time, to fonder memories.
 
   "Blake, could you help me with the puppies? I can't carry them all."
 
   It was Rose's thirteenth birthday, but still she chose to help with the kennel.
 
   "Sure, give me that big guy and let's get them to their new potty place."
 
   She smiled brightly as we marched the puppies to the yard.
 
   We sat on a swing, watching the puppies play and explore the outdoors. I had my arm around her in a friendly way.
 
   "What's it like, going to a regular school?"
 
   Her question surprised me. "I don't know. It's all right. Mostly, it's a lot of busy work and waiting. I think you're lucky to get to work at your own pace and do the things you want to do."
 
   "But you get to meet new people, right? Date girls, have friends, go places." She tried to hide the longing in her voice, but I could hear it.
 
   "I guess. But I don't really have friends outside of community, and I'm not dating anyone."
 
   "Have you kissed a girl before?"
 
   "Yeah, sure."
 
   "What's it like?"
 
   "Kinda wet, but a little fun too. Haven't you kissed anyone?"
 
   She shook her head. "How would I have? I never leave this place."
 
   Something inside me buzzed as I considered the possibilities. "Would you like to know how it feels? To kiss someone?"
 
   She turned her face up to me, hope in her eyes. "Yes. Very much."
 
   I leaned in and kissed her gently. She tasted of birthday cake, sweet and good.
 
   When I pulled back she still had her eyes closed, and she licked her lips.
 
   "What did you think?"
 
   She opened her eyes. "It was nice. Thank you, Blake."
 
   Rainbow's voice pulled me out of my memory. "Spit it out, Blake, or come home. I don't have time for this."
 
   "The rose garden is guarded by powerful magic. Even with the power of the coven, I couldn't penetrate it."
 
   "That will be handled. Get out of there before you are seen." The phone clicked, and I knew I'd been dismissed.
 
   I hadn't lied, exactly. She hadn't sent me here to spy on that bastard who was taking advantage of Rose. I'd given her the information she needed. I could handle the Derek situation myself. When Rose realized that she'd been dating the son of our enemy, she'd be inconsolable, and need someone there to comfort her. Maybe she'd finally see me as more than the maintenance guy, as someone who could love her and take care of her, way better than this rich prick. Maybe she'd remember that first kiss and realize I was the one she was meant to be with.
 
   As the two O'Conners came out of their secret garden, I slipped back into the woods and headed toward my truck.
 
   Rainbow had promised me power, real power, if I could help them secure this source. I knew I could do it, and with that power I could finally make Rose mine.
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   Stony limits cannot hold love out,
 
   And what love can do, that dares love attempt.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Diary,
 
    
 
   This disconnect that has wedged itself between me and Jasmine hasn't always been here. There was a time when we were close, the three of us. When we played and danced and sang, and when Jasmine wanted to be just like me when she grew up.
 
    
 
   Jasmine has earth magic, and she and Ocean would have great fun weaving together their gifts to make Mother Nature their playmate, while I smiled on, content to be the observer in these fanciful games.
 
    
 
   It was a winter much like this one that killed that play and replaced it with wary jealousy.
 
    
 
   Jasmine had been five that year, and Ocean and I thought we knew everything at the mature age of eight. We'd been snowed in for two days, forced to stay indoors as Mother Nature played without us. Mother would not budge on this, insisting that we keep warm. In retrospect, I think she just didn't want to deal with the hassle of feeding, warming and bathing three girls, cold and wet from playing in the snow, so she banned play altogether.
 
    
 
   One morning, while Mother checked on the puppies, we decided to sneak out and make our own fun. We hadn't had a chance to build a snowman yet, and with Jasmine's and Ocean's magic, we were sure we could build the best one ever!
 
    
 
   I wish I had a picture of us from that day, hair wet from snow, eyelashes sparkling with ice crystals, as we did indeed create the best snowman ever. If we'd had a few more minutes to ourselves, I feel certain we could have brought to life Frosty the Snowman in all his glory.
 
    
 
   But our magic was cut short by an irate mother who stormed out of the house hollering our names.
 
    
 
   We ran back as fast as we could through a foot of snow, fear chilling us more than the snow ever could.
 
    
 
   She stared down at the three of us with fierce, unreadable eyes.
 
    
 
   We waited for our punishment in silence, but I couldn't let my best friend and little sister get in trouble.
 
    
 
   I stepped forward. "It wasn't their fault. They tried to stop me, but I went out anyways. They were coming to bring me back."
 
    
 
   Mother pulled me into the kennel and instructed me to drop my pants and bend over a crate as she pulled out a paddle.
 
    
 
   With Ocean and Jasmine forced to watch, she paddled my bare bottom, waiting for me to break.
 
    
 
   By the third hit, I cried out in pain as fire shot through my skin, burning me raw.
 
    
 
   Jasmine ran forward to stop her, slipping from Ocean's grasp.
 
    
 
   Mother threw her aside like a bag of rice, and she fell to the floor, twisting her wrist when she landed on it. She crawled to the corner and cried while Mother counted off to ten, a sadistic gleam in her eyes as she beat me.
 
    
 
   I couldn't sit for a week, but it was Jasmine who bore the scars of that day.
 
    
 
   While none of us made a habit of disobeying after that, Jasmine withdrew into herself and coveted from afar the friendship Ocean and I still nurtured.
 
    
 
   Every winter I beg Jasmine to come build a snowman with Ocean and me, but every winter she says no.
 
    
 
   Frosty will never come to life, as long as the joy that once lived in my sister stays dead.
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    "WHAT IF YOU learned to control your power, then you could be with him without fear, right?"
 
   Mother glared at Ocean for whispering to me, and I elbowed her in the ribs and hissed under my breath, "Hush. We'll talk later."
 
   She was right, though. If I could control my powers, we wouldn't have a problem, but that was a big if. I didn't think it was possible. Mother made it clear that it would never happen, that I'd always live under this curse. But then, Mother had kept some pretty big secrets from everyone, and I had no idea what to do with that information, or with the unerring trust I'd always placed in her.
 
   Ocean and I had stayed up all night talking about our options. I wanted to show Mother the picture and ask her about it, but Ocean said she'd just come up with some lie and we'd never learn the truth. She argued that we should hold onto it and try to find out more.
 
   So I promised not to say anything, but carrying around this secret felt like lying with every breath. A lie of omission was still a lie, and though I had no moral imperative to tell anyone about this, my conscious wouldn't let me rest.
 
   My mouth dropped in a wide yawn that I tried unsuccessfully to stifle. Between my late date with Derek, the attack, finding the puppies—I could barely think of them—and staying up late with Ocean, I hadn't gotten a single minute of sleep last night.
 
   I debated whether I would go to my martial arts training today. I needed rest, and Mother would be pissed if I left the property, but I needed to learn to defend myself, especially after everything that had happened. Maybe I could say I was sick and needed to sleep and Ocean could cover for me.
 
   What was I thinking? I needed to stay away from Derek. So I would have to find another way to train.
 
   With that decided I focused on the meeting.
 
   Mother was still talking, naturally. "Our magic successfully protected Blake during his mission, and we now know for a fact that their power source is real. It's being guarded in a secret garden, and we believe it's a rose bush."
 
   Roses. How ironic.
 
   "We need to steal the rose bush and claim its power. This will strengthen us and weaken them, and allow us to defeat them once and for all." Mother draped a purple scarf around her neck in a flourish of the dramatic. "Rose, I will need you by my side for this, to use your powers against the Druids should they get too close."
 
   All eyes turned to me, and I shrank in on myself. I didn't want to use my powers against anyone ever again, regardless of the reason.
 
   "Is there a problem, Rose?" Mother stood and towered over the group.
 
   My voice held steady despite my fears. "After what happened last night with the puppies, I just can't do anything like that right now. I'm still drained from the last time I used my powers. It's going to take a few days to recover. At least a week, I think, maybe more. In fact, I'm really not feeling well. I need to rest, maybe spend the day alone in bed."
 
   Mother stood silent, penetrating me with her eyes. Finally, she nodded and the coven let out a collective breath. "Very well. You are looking a bit pale. Stay in your room today; you're excused from all chores for the next week. We won't attack until the new moon, when our powers will be strongest and they'll be weakest. You have almost two weeks. Be ready."
 
   Two weeks to figure out a way to stop all of this insanity before more people were killed.
 
   Mother dismissed the meeting, and Ocean and I walked back to our cottage.
 
   She held my arm to steady me. "Are you really going to ditch martial arts today?"
 
   Now more than ever I needed those skills. Why couldn't life be simpler? "No, I need to go. But I need you to stay here and cover for me, to keep people out of my room. Can you do that?"
 
   She nodded. "I was going to suggest that very thing. First, take a nap, because you really do look like hell. Second, call Derek and ask him to pick you up on the south side of the property. You can sneak out the back and no one will know you're gone. I'll say I have to stay with you in case you need anything. With your mom putting all this pressure on your magic, everyone will want to make sure you get your strength back."
 
   I hugged her hard. "You really are the best friend I could have ever asked for."
 
   "I know." Her smile didn't quite reach her eyes, not after the horrors of the dead puppies, but her support still lightened my burden some.
 
   Sandy hadn't moved from her bed all day, and I'd had to force her to eat and go outside. I'd need to make sure Ocean gave Sandy extra attention while I was gone. I sat next to her on the floor and rubbed her head as I dialed Derek's number
 
   My call to him lasted longer than I'd planned, as I shared with him the pain of what had happened last night. When I hung up, I felt witnessed in an intimate way.
 
   I couldn't say whether it was the abiding friendship of Ocean, the new connection with Derek, or several hours of sleep that finally brought me back to life, but by the time I left for my secret rendezvous I was ready to fight.
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   Wilt thou be gone? it is not yet near day:
 
   It was the nightingale, and not the lark,
 
   That pierc'd the fearful hollow of thine ear;
 
   Nightly she sings on yon pomegranate tree:
 
   Believe me, love, it was the nightingale.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   ROSE LOOKED READY to kick ass when she snuck through the woods to my car. She slunk in and ducked down. "Hurry, before someone sees me."
 
   "Should I start driving a car with tinted windows?" I asked, trying to keep the mood light. 
 
   I hated seeing her so scared of her own family. For all of my family's flaws, they always supported me in my life choices, even if they didn't like them. Rose looked a cross between terrified and angry, and I wanted to confront someone, anyone, and tell them to let go of the control they had over her, but I didn't yet have that right.
 
   Maybe I never would.
 
   The blistery winter day had stayed dry so far, but heavy clouds heralded rain in the near future. Tall trees stood as green sentinels on either side of us as we bumped along dirt and rock until we reached the main road.
 
   Silence lingered, stifling all the unspoken words between us.
 
   That morning I'd confided in my mother about Rose. She too had shared the story of how she met my father, and talked about how he patiently and persistently won her over.
 
   "Did you not like him at first?" I had asked.
 
   Mom's green eyes softened as she seemed to peer into the past. "I liked him very much, but I was scared. I'd never been in a serious relationship, and your grandparents had always encouraged me to explore the world before settling down. I didn't want to be like those other girls who jumped into bed, and into marriage, with the first handsome man who swept them off their feet."
 
   Could that be what scared Rose? "What changed your mind?"
 
   "Love changed my mind. When you find the one, when you share that spark of kismet, then it becomes inconceivable to walk through life with anyone else. More than that, it's impossible to imagine life without them. I made him work for that "Yes," because I didn't want to be a pushover. But I knew from the beginning that he would be mine forever."
 
   The talk left me cautiously optimistic, that despite such a shaky beginning, Rose and I might yet find our way through the obstacle course of this new passion.
 
   I snuck a glance at her and heat rose inside me at her loveliness. "Do you want to talk about what happened last night?"
 
   She smirked. "Which parts?"
 
   "Any of them? All of them?"
 
   "I'm not sure what to say about it. I feel like a fool for acting like I did on our date and putting us both in danger. You were really incredible, you know. Thank you for… everything."
 
   I placed my hand on her gloved one, and wondered once again what secrets she kept in those gloves. "You don't have to thank me."
 
   "And thank your sister for me. She's awesome. You're lucky, my sister hates me."
 
   It seemed unbelievable that anyone could hate Rose, but I didn't argue. "That sucks."
 
   She shrugged. "We've just had very different experiences in life."
 
   She didn't bring up the puppies and what happened, so I didn't push, though I couldn't imagine who would do something so cruel and demented.
 
   "Derek, can I ask you something?"
 
   "Sure, anything." My heart raced, though I didn't understand why.
 
   "Can you teach me some real fighting techniques? I know I'm not going to become Bruce Lee after a few lessons—or ever, really—but I need practical street fighting skills. After what happened last night with those guys… and at home… I just want to know I at least have a chance at defending myself. Is that possible?"
 
   Her eyes pleaded with me to say yes, and if I could have used my magic to give her the strength she craved, I would have, but learning to fight didn't happen overnight. "I can teach you some techniques that will help you in a pinch, but I'll be honest, it takes time to get to the point where you can go up against someone with training and expect to survive. You're pretty small, and you're not going to be able to match the strength of even unskilled male attackers. But there are things you can do to help, and we can work on those, okay?"
 
   She closed her eyes and leaned back against the seat. "Okay. Thank you."
 
   Mater Kyoung greeted us when we arrived at the studio. "I leave you two to practice. I have meeting in town, okay?"
 
   Rose thanked him. "Oh, and I'm nearly done with your new website. I'll come by soon to show you."
 
   He bowed and walked out, leaving us completely alone together, and my heart accelerated at the thought.
 
   "Why don't you go change, and we can get started. But first, I have something for you." I pulled out the small jar of salve. "This will help you heal. Roll up your sleeve."
 
   She pushed the blue fabric of her sweater up her arm, and I pulled the bandage open and rubbed in some of the cream.
 
   "What's in it? It smells beautiful."
 
   "It's a family recipe. Essential oils, mostly. It's all natural, but very effective."
 
   I stuck the bandage back on. "We'll need to put one more coat on when we're done, then you can take it home. Apply twice a day until it's healed. It'll even help with scarring."
 
   She looked at the jar in my hand. "Did you make that yourself?"
 
   "Yes. Last night I couldn't sleep, and I wanted to give you something to help. I know it can't fix all the wounds inflicted on you, but it can at least help with this."
 
   The distance between us closed as she pressed her body against me and wrapped her arms around my neck. I pulled her closer.
 
   Her lips grazed against my earlobe. "Thank you, Derek. Thank you."
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   Some grief shows much of love,
 
   But much of grief shows still some want of wit.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   HIS BODY PRESSED against mine as he mimicked an attacker coming up behind me. I did as instructed. Instead of fighting him, I went against instinct and let my body go limp, so as to surprise him, but my body just wouldn't fully relax.
 
   I threw a mock elbow punch to his groin but couldn't get past his defenses.
 
   "Remember, unless he's wearing a cup, no guy's going to be functional if you hit him where it hurts. Don't be afraid to play dirty and be vicious. Grab his balls and tear them off. Hit as hard as you can, and once he's immobilized, run like hell. It's your best chance of escape." 
 
   He reached for me and pulled my hand toward his groin. Blood rushed to my face as I imagined cupping him much more gently than he was training me to do.
 
   "You want to be ready to attack as soon as he gives you an in."
 
   Pulling me against him, gripping both wrists hard, he held me. "Do you remember how to get out of this?"
 
   I yanked my wrists, but he held firm.
 
   "Thumb up and twist. Don't use brute force, that won't work."
 
   Over and over we practiced these moves. Our bodies brushing against each other, the feel of his breath on my neck when he came up behind me, the hardness of his body when he pinned me to the ground.
 
   He drilled me in each position, forcing me to escape, to free myself from his grasp. My muscles burned with the fire of new movement, getting stronger with each repetition.
 
   These techniques required a certain submission that I had a hard time giving. The letting go of power in order to attain it was a foreign concept to me. Unnatural, even. I hoped that in a real life situation, muscle memory would kick in, and I'd be able to let go, to go limp in the arms of my attacker in order to escape. To twist instead of pull, using leverage rather than force to free my wrists from bondage.
 
   But the only way my muscles would remember was if I kept practicing.
 
   Soon enough I mastered the groin shots and even got the hang of the wrist move. But no matter how hard I tried, I still stiffened and fought rather than relaxed when he attacked from behind. Overriding my natural survival instinct turned out to be harder than I imagined, even if this particular instinct wouldn't help me survive.
 
   "Breathe through it. Remember that it's a strategy that will give you the clear shot to hit and escape. Think of it as a feint. You're not really giving in, you're psyching your attacker out. It's just a trick. Ready to try it again?"
 
   I bent over to catch my breath, hands perched on my knees to keep me upright. "Yeah, just give me a second."
 
   "You're doing great, Rose, honestly. I'm really proud of you. This isn't easy to learn in one night. And really, we have time. We can keep working on it. It doesn't all have to happen now."
 
   Oh, but it did. I might not be able to sneak out again. I might not see him after today. And next week, I had to face an enemy I didn't know how to defeat. An enemy I didn't understand at all.
 
   And yet, knowing I might not see Derek again hurt far more than thoughts of our upcoming battle with the Druids.
 
   He drew me to him both emotionally and physically, in a way that defied logic and reason. I wanted to know him intimately, and more than that, I wanted to be known by him. A fluttering of panic built up in my chest like angry bees when I thought of sharing my darkest secrets with him.
 
   More than telling him witches were real, and I was one. More than revealing the attacks my family had been under recently. To be truly close with anyone, I would have to confess the darkness that lived in me. I would have to tell him everything, and if I did that, he'd never want to see me again, of that I was certain.
 
   I'd known from the beginning I should walk away, say goodbye before I hurt us both, but it was too late for that. Pain had already inserted itself into our lives. I couldn't save myself from it.
 
   So why was I still here, pressed against him, taking in every look, every touch, every unspoken message shared between us?
 
   I never imagined that lust, or perhaps love, could have this hold on someone. A vice squeezed every drop of joy from my heart each time I imagined my world without him. Had it only been a few short days since I first set eyes on him? It felt like a lifetime.
 
   He reached behind me once again, pulling me against him, and this time I stopped fighting. Surrendering to his arms, to us, to the magic and mystery that held us together in a world determined to tear us apart, I let go.
 
   When my body collapsed in his arms, he adjusted to catch me, and I feigned an attack on his nether regions, though my intentions in that department had nothing to do with pain, and everything to do with pleasure.
 
   He spun me around, grinning from ear to ear. "You did it, Rose! That was awesome."
 
   Heart beating out of my chest, legs weak and wobbly, I gripped his muscular arms to steady myself. "I did, didn't I?"
 
   Time stood still as we clung to each other. We could have been the only two people in the world, for all that the world mattered to us in that moment.
 
   "Rose." His voice came out thick and husky—the sound of desire and longing.
 
   My head tilted back, lips parted, a buzz of anticipation shooting through my body.
 
   Everything beyond his eyes, his body, his presence, faded into a blur as he became hyper-focused.
 
   He leaned in with a cautious hesitancy, and I could see the uncertainty in his eyes. The unspoken question of "Will you run again?"
 
   I stood on my toes to reach his mouth with mine, answering his desire with wordless lips.
 
   The mysteries of the universe locked into place as his lips pressed against mine.
 
   With a gentle urgency, he peppered kisses on the surprisingly sensitive skin of my jawline, up to my ear. His tongue flicked out and teeth latched on to tug at my lobe, then, using his teeth, he drew a line of fire down my neck.
 
   A moan escaped my lips as his hand moved under the top of my uniform, touching the burning flesh of my waist and moving up toward my ribs.
 
   His hand reached my breasts, and I sucked in the air around me as it slipped between my sports bra and my skin.
 
   With deepening urgency, his lips found mine, his tongue probing my mouth as his thumb flicked my hard nipple, tugging it until an electric pulse of need traveled down my body and into my lower abdomen.
 
   When his hand cupped my breast completely, rough and gentle and strong, I thrust my hips against his, wanting so badly to feel him inside me. All those times I used my own hand, my own finger, what would it feel like with his hand, his fingers, his cock?
 
   I'd read romance novels. I knew the carnal pleasures that could be had. I wasn't ashamed of my body or this need. My pussy ached for release, for his body to fill me, to stroke me, to bring me to climax.
 
   Claiming my own boldness, I let my hand explore the hard contours of his muscles until I reached his throbbing cock. This time he moaned as I stroked him through his pants and my gloves.
 
   The feel of him, so large and thick and hard, sent lightening through my body.
 
   I didn't feel my own power open up and hitch a ride on this passion.
 
   Didn't feel when it wormed its way into Derek through our skin-to-skin contact.
 
   Didn't know I was slowly killing him until his kisses slowed and he lost his breath.
 
   Looking into his eyes, I saw the light fade as his face lost its color, and I pulled away, putting emptiness between us.
 
   Filling myself with emptiness.
 
   My desire for him deepened, even as I tied my uniform back together.
 
   My grief filled me, even as he moved to touch me.
 
   "Rose, what's wrong?"
 
   "Nothing. I just think we're moving a bit fast, and it's getting late. I need to get home." I waited for him to argue, to say that he didn't want me to leave, that he needed me as much as I needed him.
 
   "Yeah, you're probably right. I'm sorry." He pressed his hand to his head. "I guess this worked me out harder than I realized. I'm feeling a bit lightheaded."
 
   My heart dropped into my stomach as my worst fears were confirmed.
 
   No matter what I did, I'd never escape this curse.
 
   If I ever gave into my passions, I'd destroy us both.
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Live or Stay
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   I must be gone and live, or stay and die.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
    "SO DON'T." OCEAN sat cross-legged on my bed, her wild curls tumbling down her back as she twirled one strand through her manicured fingers.
 
   "Don't what?" I held up another dress, but she grimaced and shook her head.
 
   I sighed and threw it on my bed with the others.
 
   "Don't take it so far. Just date. Enjoy. Kiss a little. Hold hands. Don't let yourself get so hot and bothered that you start to lose it. He's stronger than you think, and so are you. You can learn to control this, just take it in small steps."
 
   If I truly disagreed with her, I'd be cleaning my room of the mess I'd made and calling to cancel this whole crazy plan. And boy was it crazy.
 
   I'd convinced Mother that I truly saw the error of my ways and needed time for a walk-about—private time for reflection and meditation as I prepared myself for the fight ahead.
 
   She hadn't wanted to let me go, but the most unlikely advocate came to my defense—Blake.
 
   In the end, she acquiesced, and I got the next twelve days to myself. I just had to be here in time to storm the castle, as it were. I honestly couldn't believe I'd won, and I'm not sure I'd have agreed to do this if I'd really thought I'd had a shot in hell at winning her over.
 
   I pulled slacks and a blouse from my drawers. "This?"
 
   Ocean heaved her breasts dramatically and yanked it out of my hands. "We seriously have to go shopping and get you some clothes that don't make you look like a total frump. You're about to embark on the most romantic almost two weeks of your life. You'll be alone. In a cabin. With your rich hunk of a boyfriend. You need sexy clothes, not prude clothes."
 
   I fell back into a chair. "I give up. You pack. I'm done. Just make sure I have at least one pair of jeans, a comfortable pair of shoes in case we hike through forests, and something to wear to bed that isn't see-through."
 
   She stuck her lower lip out in a mock pout. "You're no fun. But if I can pack the rest, then I give in to those demands, as long as you promise not to wear the same jeans and frump every day of the week."
 
   With my vow to diversify, she went to work filling my suitcase with clothes from her closet, which scared the daylights of me.
 
   "Okay, so let's say I just go and have fun and keep it from getting too hot. What's the point in all of this? I can't even tell him my real last name for fear he'll figure out who and what my family is. I certainly can't tell him that if we consummate our affections I'll likely kill him. That would put a serious damper on the romance, don't you think?"
 
   Clothing decorated every square inch of my bedroom, and I had no desire or energy to clean it up. Derek would be at our secret meeting spot in less than thirty minutes, and I still had to get ready.
 
   Ocean threw me an outfit. "Wear this."
 
   I groaned, but peeled off my comfortable clothes to put on her latest fashion torture. The skinny jeans clung to my skin like they'd been painted on, and the low cut blouse left little to the imagination, but I had to admit the color complimented my skin tone. For a red-head, Ocean had a lot of clothes that worked for me, which made me wonder if she secretly bought clothes for me and pretended they were hers. I'd never seen her wear most of these outfits.
 
   Still, after brushing out my hair and applying a light coat of lip-gloss and mascara, I studied myself in the mirror and smiled at what I saw.
 
   Ocean came up behind me. "You clean up good, Rose. Now grab your bag and let's get going. I'll drive you to your spot."
 
   I whistled for Sandy and pulled her leash down from its hook, though I'd likely never even need to use it. She came, but slowly, with none of her old enthusiasm.
 
   "Did you pack dog food? My toiletries? A razor?" How horrible would it be if I had to go all hairy during our romantic interlude?
 
   "Yes, yes and yes. I got you covered. I even included protection in case you suddenly learn to control your powers and are ready to let loose and bump uglies with Mr. Hottie. I figured on Extra-Large, am I right?"
 
   "You are so crude sometimes, Rose." But that didn't stop the uncontrollable giggles that took me over. "And, um, yes. You're right."
 
   By the time we left, I had to redo my makeup from all of the tearing up.
 
   When we got to the secret spot behind the property, Derek was already there, standing by his car.
 
   At the sight of him my heart froze, reluctant to meter out any more beats for fear that it would accelerate time, and I would lose these moments with him all too soon.
 
   His face lit up with joy when he saw me. "You came!" He reached for me, swinging me around like a child.
 
   "Yes. I came."
 
   Ocean loaded my luggage into the trunk of his car while we gazed at each other like star-crossed lovers.
 
   Sandy sat at my feet, waiting for us to finish.
 
   I looked down at her and patted her head. "Derek, this is Sandy. Sandy, this is Derek."
 
   She hadn't fully recovered from the massacre of her pups, and I'd hoped that coming with us would cheer her up.
 
   Derek held his hand out. "Hi there. You're beautiful."
 
   She sniffed him, then licked his hand, and he petted her.
 
   I smiled at the two of them. "She likes you. She's usually wary of strangers."
 
   He ruffled her head, then put his arm around me. "She must know I'm not a stranger."
 
   Ocean cleared her throat. "Okay, you two love birds, I'm outa here. Don't do anything I wouldn't do."
 
   She winked at me, then drove away.
 
   Derek watched her car pull out. "What wouldn't she do?"
 
   "There's nothing Ocean wouldn't do," I informed him.
 
   "Well," he pulled me against him more tightly, "I like the sound of that. Shall we head to the cabin?"
 
   I gulped past the lump in my throat and nodded.
 
   Despite my best intentions, I couldn't stay away from him. My only hope lay in finding some way to stay in control of my powers.
 
   These next two weeks would be my ultimate test.
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   When I imagined his cabin, it was a modest affair with a small fireplace, a bedroom or two and a too-small kitchen that didn't get used often.
 
   Yeah, no. What stood before me could have appeared in any number of "where the stars live" magazines. The polished wood tones of the multi-level, well, let's just call it mansion? Estate? Really freaking big house that happened to be made out of logs so people called it a cabin? Whatever it was, it blended well with the tall pine trees and spruce that surrounded it. The snow-peaked mountains in the distance leant the scene an Ansell Adams quality, had it been in black and white. Instead, the subtle colors of winter gave it a warm feeling, despite the snow.
 
   It had a wide porch with outdoor couches and chairs and an iron wood-burning fire pit for warmth. Near that sat a custom built Jacuzzi. I loved soaking in hot water while siting in the cold, watching it snow, and hoped we'd have a chance to use it.
 
   Derek carried my luggage, and I followed him up the steps and into an expansive living area that connected to a gourmet kitchen with an island, a bar and a formal dining area.
 
   "My father had this built from fallen trees. It took years to finish, but no trees were cut down in the making of this house. He even resourced the local boulders and rocks that were pulled during the foundation laying to create the landscaping and some of the ornaments and detail in the design."
 
   A spiral staircase led to a second and third floor, and the wall behind it was made entirely of glass, so as you climbed the stairs you could look out at the mountains and forest. "Your father sounds like an amazing man. I hope to meet him some day."
 
   A look of surprise crossed Derek's face. "Yeah, he kind of is, I guess. And I'm sure you'll get to meet him. I know he'll love you."
 
   I always assumed that the coven would be the only family I ever knew, but it occurred to me in that moment that if the fates smiled down on us, I could have another family, too. That awareness opened up my world in more ways than I could have imagined.
 
   Derek put my luggage down and held out his arm. "Want a tour?"
 
   I took his arm. "Sure."
 
   A dozen bedrooms, a master suite that left me breathless, custom bathrooms with multiple shower heads that left me flushed with naughty thoughts, and a game room later, and I needed to sit down and catch my breath.
 
   "Your family's not just rich, is it? You're like upper echelon wealthy. You're like Donald Trump wealthy."
 
   I hoped it didn't sound like an accusation, but when his face fell, I feared it did.
 
   I pulled him down to sit next to me on the couch. "There's nothing wrong with that. I just hope you don't mind that I'm not. At all."
 
   "Rose, the money doesn't mean anything to me. I've been living on my own, with whatever I earned myself, since I turned eighteen."
 
   His admission humbled me. "Why?"
 
   His thumb stroked the inside of my palm as he answered, sending shivers of pleasure through my body. "I didn't want to be a trust-fund kid. I wanted to prove to myself that I could make it on my own merits."
 
   "What does your family do?" I looked around the house for clues about his life, but it was pretty generic. Maybe they rented it out and kept personal effects out of reach.
 
   "They own a few businesses. It went global years ago through a combination of hard work and luck. Don't get me wrong, my parents are devoted to their work and to their family, but it's not the life I want."
 
   "I can relate to not wanting to follow in your parents footsteps."
 
   "What do your parents do?"
 
   I rubbed Sandy's belly, who'd taken up residence next to Derek on the couch. "They breed Huskies. It was Sandy's babies that were killed the other night. She's not taking it well."
 
   "I'm so sorry, I didn't know. We'll make sure to take her on walks and help her recover."
 
   Warmth spread in my chest. "Really?"
 
   "Of course." He patted his lap, and she eagerly moved to lay her head on him, eyes closed as he rubbed his hands over her.
 
   Lucky dog.
 
   "Animals are sacred beings and deserve our respect, love and care. I admire the fact that your family works with dogs. They are often mirrors that reflect the areas we humans still need to work on. So many pet owners think that when they have an out of control dog, it's the dog's fault, when really the dog is reflecting back to the owner something about them that is out of alignment."
 
   I'd never heard someone give voice to what I had always believed. "No wonder Sandy adores you." No wonder I adore you.
 
   Derek moved Sandy off of his lap and walked to the stone fireplace. With precision, he laid each log piece down and then lit the fire, fanning it until it filled the center with an orange and red flame.
 
   "Did you chop that wood yourself?" Images of his hard body, shirtless, muscles flexing as he swung the ax flooded my brain.
 
   "Actually, I did. Are you impressed?"
 
   "Very."
 
   "Good." He joined me back on the couch and put his arm around me, pulling our bodies closer together. "I like impressing you."
 
   I rested my head on his shoulder and enjoyed the smell of freshly-cut wood burning, and the warmth of the fire as it filled the room with silhouettes of flames dancing on the walls.
 
   Derek leaned in and cupped my face with his hand, then kissed me deeply.
 
   My body responded immediately, tensing and aching, but I cut the kiss short and pulled away. "Before we do this, we need to talk about the rules."
 
   "There are rules?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Okay, let's here them." 
 
   "First, no sex."
 
   His face froze. "None at all?"
 
   "None at all. Not during this trip."
 
   He nodded. "I can live with that, though it will be very hard."
 
   I bet it would. Man, I hated having rules.
 
   "Second rule, if things get too hot and I pull back, that's it. We stop."
 
   "Always. You don't even have to say it, Rose. I'd never push you past your comfort zone. Even if we were naked, wrapped around each other, and I'd already pushed my cock into you, if you said to stop, we'd be done."
 
   Oh, the brat. His words had their desired effect, and my panties bore witness to that effect.
 
   My voice cracked when I spoke again. "Rule three, no long term promises. We use this time to get to know each other, but we don't commit to anything beyond this until we each have time alone to reflect on what we really want."
 
   This last rule was in some ways the hardest. With every kiss and every touch, we shaped a future out of wishes and longing. I didn't want to destroy that life before it had begun, but in thirteen days I would be facing off with the most powerful people I'd ever met. I might not live through the night. If I did, I'd likely never be the same again. These rules existed to protect us both.
 
   He sat in silence so long that I worried I'd ruined things already.
 
   Through the window, a family of deer crossed the dewy lawn, stopping to stare in at us. I wondered what they thought of these strange creatures locked in glass and wooden boxes, viewing the world through their self-imposed prisons.
 
   Derek brushed a loose hair from my face. "If you need these rules to feel safe with me, then I'll honor them. But I'm not going to lie to you, Rose. I want more than stolen kisses and fleeting emotions. I never thought any woman could lure me from my vagabond life, but you have, and I'm not giving you up without a fight."
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   See how she leans her cheek upon her hand. 
 
   O that I were a glove upon that hand 
 
   That I might touch that cheek!
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   I'D SURPRISED MYSELF with my bold declaration, but I'd meant what I'd said. I wouldn't give her up without a fight. I hadn't worked out what that would mean for my future, and maybe I wasn't quite ready to sort out those details, but whatever my future entailed, I knew Rose was a part of it.
 
   As the sky outside burned bright with the dying rays of a setting sun, I held her, content to listen to the steady rhythm of her breath and imagine what fantasies floated around in her mind as she gazed at the fire.
 
   The occasional hitch in her pulse told of unspoken fears, and yet I sat on the outside of her nightmares, a mere spectator of the aftereffects. She clearly hoped her rules would protect her. She didn't understand that I too would offer up my life in her defense. Whatever she feared, whatever dark turn the future foretold for her, I'd be by her side.
 
   But her last rule did buy me time to talk with my family and figure out the best way to tell her my secret. I'd take her to the rose garden and let her feel the power that my family guarded. Then I'd show her my other form, and pray that she could take in all that I offered.
 
   My father had found a woman who could embrace our life as her own, who chose to take the magic in and become a shifter. Surely other such women existed. Surely Rose was one of them.
 
   She had to be, or none of this made any sense and fate was just a cruel heartless bitch punishing people for the fun of it.
 
   A surge of power infused me as the waning moon rose high in the sky.
 
   She shifted in my arms and stretched. Outside snow like powdered sugar fell to the ground, clinging to the grass and bushes as winter settled in around us.
 
   "What would you like to do tonight, Rose?"
 
   She glanced outside, toward the hot tub. My cock hardened at just the thought of being submerged in hot water with her near-naked body.
 
   "Want to go for a dip?" she asked.
 
   "It's cold out." Not that I wanted to dissuade her. God, no. But I had to at least act the gentlemen.
 
   "That's my favorite time to go. When it's cold and snow is falling. The warmth of the water and chill of the air are at odds with each other. Seemingly opposite elements, yet they balance each other, creating a perfect environment for enjoying the evening."
 
   "Beautifully put. You brought a suit?" Say no. Please say no so we can skinny dip.
 
   "Yes. At least, I'm pretty sure I did. Ocean did most of the packing."
 
   If not naked, then a swimsuit Ocean would have packed would be the next best thing. "Let's go change. I can use the hall bathroom if you want to use the bedroom."
 
   We hadn't talked about who would sleep where, but I'd put all of our luggage in the master suite. I didn't want to bring it up for fear of jinxing my chance to land in bed with her organically, even if it was to be a chaste affair.
 
   I needn't have worried about whether her bathing suit would be sexy. When she came downstairs she had a towel wrapped tightly around her, but what little I could see convinced me I'd have to thank Ocean when this was over. For my part, I had the standard guy trunks. I wondered if woman had a preference for what was sexiest? Surely they didn't think speedos were a big turn-on. I'd have to remember to ask Tammy sometime.
 
   "Ready to go outside?"
 
   She braced herself and nodded.
 
   When I opened the door, a gust of cold air blew in, sending goosebumps up both of our arms.
 
   We half ran, half walked to the hot tub, and I pulled the cover off, revealing a pool full of steaming water. I turned the bubbles and lights on and offered her my hand. "Ladies first."
 
   She looked down at herself, and without raising her eyes, dropped her towel on the chair next to her.
 
   A red string bikini—emphasis on string—clung to her as if its tiny life depended on it. From head to toe, she was the most stunning creature I'd ever seen, with long legs that I desperately wanted wrapped around my waist. And perfectly round breasts that I'd felt, but hadn't seen or tasted—yet. Her nipples pressed against the thin fabric, round and hard, probably from the cold, but maybe from desire. A flat stomach and curved hips. I wanted to run my tongue across every inch of her flesh, then part her thighs and explore her from the inside.
 
   She raised her eyes just in time to see the effect her choice of swimwear had on me.
 
   I met her eyes, unashamed of my arousal. It wasn't just her body that gave me these cravings. Knowing the kind of person she was on the inside made her outer beauty all the more sensational.
 
   She took my hand and stepped into the tub. I followed her, pressing my chest against her back and wrapping my hands around her stomach.
 
   Pulling her unto my lap, I traced a line down her neck with my tongue as my hands began to massage her thighs.
 
   Perhaps unconsciously, she let her knees fall open, allowing access to her center. My massages moved higher, brushing my hands against her pussy, teasing her clit through her bathing suit. I continued the massage with one hand as my other hand moved up her body, cupping her breast and teasing her hard nipples. "You are magnificent."
 
   She moaned, leaning into me, rubbing herself against my hand. Taking that as an invitation, I pushed her bathing suit bottom to the side and slipped my finger along the swollen lips of her pussy.
 
   She grabbed my forearms, digging her nails into me.
 
   My finger slid deeper into her, into her center. Her muscles gripped my finger, and I imagined my cock in that tight, warm spot. She was so small that I'd have to ease into her gently. With my thumb I rubbed against her clit while pushing my finger all the way into her and stroking the pleasure spot deep within. She bucked against my hand, clawing at my arms and moaning.
 
   I could have fucked her then and there, but I knew I had to take it slow. I couldn't break any of her rules.
 
   Slowly I stroked, teasing and building up to the release I knew she needed and wanted.
 
   Before we could reach that climax, she pushed off me, pulling my hands off of her and faced me from a few feet away.
 
   "That was… I can't even tell you how amazing that was, but I need to slow down. It's too much, too soon."
 
   My cock ached with need, but I nodded. "Of course. I promised we'd stop whenever you needed to, though I must say you have more self-control than I do."
 
   She looked down at my shorts and smiled. "I have an idea. What if… " She turned scarlet red, but kept talking. "What if we, um, you know, pleasured ourselves, here in the Jacuzzi, in front of each other. No touching, just looking."
 
   I'd never been so turned on in all of my life.
 
   Without a word, I pulled my cock out of my shorts and stroked myself, looking her square in the eyes.
 
   Her lips formed an 'O' but no sound came out. I almost laughed, but I was waiting for her to reciprocate.
 
   She reached behind and untied her bathing suit top. With deliberate movement, she pulled one strap down, then the other, holding the small triangles of fabric to her chest. With a teasing smile, she pulled the bathing suit away, revealing her perfect breasts and rose-colored nipples. I had to force myself to stay still, to not reach over there and tease her with my tongue and teeth.
 
   With one hand she massaged her tits, stroking and pulling at her nipples. I memorized her movements, her speed, the amount of pressure she used, so I could give her the satisfaction she craved when I finally got permission to lavish her with my attention.
 
   With her other hand she slipped off her bathing suit bottoms, and my hand stilled at the site of her naked, the lights and water playing over her skin.
 
   She sat on the seat and spread her legs. Through the water I could see everything. The way her pink skin flowered out to reveal the one place I wanted to bury myself in so bad.
 
   When she fingered herself while rubbing against her clit, I stroked my cock harder, faster, imagining us together, fucking. Making love.
 
   Never had being with a girl felt so sensual, even though I couldn't actually be with her. I wondered if I could really leave this—leave her—when it was time to ride back to my old life. With her, I felt born again, like anything was possible and my life had just begun. Was this what poets called love?
 
   My mind narrowed in, losing its words, as her body trembled with impending climax.
 
   A coil of tension built at the center of my body, tightening with each stroke of my hand. A pressure to let go and give into the need that burned through me.
 
   When the pressure reached its apex, ecstasy filled me, flooding my body with fire and ice.
 
   We reached our climax simultaneously, each moaning in pleasure as we gave in to the fantasy of our coupling.
 
   Spent, satiated, but with an aching need that my own hand could never satisfy, I reached for her and she came willingly, collapsing in my arms as I held her and kissed her head.
 
   Someday soon I would convince her to let me to do to her all the things she had just done to herself and more.
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   Love is a smoke made with the fume of sighs.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Diary,
 
    
 
   I laid myself bare before him tonight, in the most intimate way I could without crossing those dangerous lines drawn in blood and flesh. My pulse quickens each time I reflect on the memory of his fingers probing, rubbing, caressing my body. I surprised myself tonight with my boldness, offering him all of me, if only from a distance.
 
    
 
   I'm not ashamed, though. We witnessed each other, and isn't that what relationship is about? Bearing witness to one another, witnessing and being witnessed so that our acts of love, passion, kindness, adventure… all the moments that make us human, so that these acts have meaning and memory beyond ourselves?
 
    
 
   Whatever else happens, he will forever know me, and I will forever know him.
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   WRAPPED IN HIS arms, covered by a thick comforter, I'd never felt so safe. We'd reluctantly donned clothes after our Jacuzzi encounter, but neither of us wanted to sleep separately, so we joined each other in the master suit, like newlyweds forbidden their night's pleasure, but holding on to the companionship left to them.
 
   Sleep pulled me into the dark world of dreams after hours of whispering harmless secrets to each other and stealing kisses that could never lead to more. When the sun scared my dreams away and brought me back to him, I found that we hadn't moved much in the night. His arms still wrapped around me, my head cupped in his arm as his chest and body curved around mine, pressing into me.
 
   He kissed my head and mumbled good morning, and against my ass, his cock twitched awake, hard and needy as it poked into me. Feeling more than a little naughty, I pressed myself harder against him, reveling in the feel of that hardness digging into me, desperate to escape his pajama bottoms. 
 
   He groaned and brought his lips to my neck, nipping at me. "Don't get me started. I need to use the bathroom, and you have rules, as I recall."
 
   Yes, my damn rules. I wish I could throw them out the window and impale myself on his incredible cock.
 
   Instead, we both got up and did our morning routine, and I took Sandy out for a short walk.
 
   Derek caught up to us at the door. "Can I join you, or do you need some alone time?"
 
   I held out my gloved hand. "Please, come."
 
   He winked at me. "I did. Last night. But I much preferred watching you come."
 
   Despite my scarlet face, spreading my legs and coming for him was the most erotic moment of my life. I couldn't wait to fulfill other fantasies with him, and I had more confidence that I might someday be able to control my powers after last night. Maybe it was the water, or maybe it was me, but I'd caught myself before my power took over, and I'd been able to pull away. I hadn't hurt him, hadn't even come close. True, I hadn't been able to keep touching him after that, but it was more restraint than I'd previously had, and it gave me hope.
 
   Morning dew had turned to ice, leaving the world encased in crystal. A brave squirrel ran up a tree, perhaps looking for his storage of nuts. In the layers beyond sight, the forest teamed with life. Bugs scurrying about their day, small animals looking for shelter, plants and trees stretching their roots deeper into the hard soil. I breathed in the stillness of the morning, only to find myself reflecting on how very much alive it all was, even if I couldn't see it.
 
   Sandy sniffed around, then found a spot to do her business.
 
   Derek pulled me against his chest. "What are you thinking about? It looks serious."
 
   I kissed the cleft in his chin and smiled. "Not really. It's remarkable how much is going on around us that we never see or notice. We think we're at the center of things, but we're oblivious to so much."
 
   "Would you want to be more aware of all that? To hear and see and smell the things humans can't?"
 
   His question felt weighty and important, but I couldn't fathom why. "I really would. Maybe it would be distracting or overwhelming, I don't know, but I'd risk it, to be more connected to life."
 
   My stomach chose that moment to growl, and Derek laughed. "We need to get you back to the cabin for some breakfast. I've been told I make a mean omelet."
 
   Walking hand in hand, Derek told me about his adventures growing up with his sister and brother, and the holiday trips they would take here at Christmas and summer. "We'd build tree forts and play hide and seek. Down the trail there's a lake. It would be freezing now, but in the summer we'd swing from a tree and dive into it, seeing who could splash the highest."
 
   "Sounds like you and your siblings are close."
 
   His face darkened. "We are."
 
   "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to bring up bad thoughts. How's your brother doing?"
 
   "The same. My parents are looking for ways to help him, but the doctors are stumped."
 
   "May I ask what happened?"
 
   He hesitated, and somehow I knew that what he was about to say wouldn't be the whole truth. "He was in an accident while out hiking and is in some kind of coma."
 
   "I'm so sorry." I squeezed his hand. "I hope he recovers quickly."
 
   "So do I. But, enough of that. Let's get some food in you."
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   I sat at the bar watching him cook. The frying bacon made my mouth water, and my stomach rumbled. "Can't I just eat a small bowl of serial while you finish? I promise it won't ruin my appetite. You have my favorite, Captain Crunch."
 
   He looked up from chopping bell peppers. "I only bought that because you begged me to. I don't know how you can eat that stuff, it's like eating children's toys."
 
   "Eating Captain Crunch is a valid life choice, don't knock it."
 
   The pan on the stove sizzled with butter. "You can bask in that life choice another time. This will only take a few minutes. I don't think you'll starve."
 
   Hopping down from the stool, I joined him in the kitchen. "You never know. At least let me help. It'll keep my hands busy and my mind off my impending starvation."
 
   "I can think of better ways to keep your hands busy." He trailed his finger over my collarbone.
 
   I shivered from the heat between us.
 
   Then he pulled back and handed me a bowl. "You can get the eggs ready."
 
   Our morning progressed in companionable banter. After a delicious breakfast that was well worth the wait, we took Sandy for another walk as he regaled me of stories from his childhood.
 
   Ocean texted, asking how it was going. I gave her a quick run-down of our Jacuzzi escapades, and I could practically hear her screaming in excitment.
 
   That afternoon we cuddled in front of the fire, and Derek read me passages from his favorite books. The cabin had a fully stocked library with all of the classics, books of poetry and many contemporary favorites. His deep voice soothed me as he read bits of Shakespeare and sections from Milan Kundera.
 
   During a particularly long passage, my eyes fluttered closed, and I laid my head on his lap as he stroked my hair while he read.
 
   Time passed in gusts of words, and when I opened my eyes again, the sun had set and the fire had died down. I sat up and stretched. "Did I fall asleep?"
 
   "Yes. I didn't want to wake you. You looked so peaceful."
 
   I shivered. "It got cold."
 
   He stood. "I'll get the fire going again."
 
   When he bent over to add more wood, he stiffened.
 
   "You okay?"
 
   "I'm fine. Just a crick in my neck." He stoked the fire until it burned bright then came to sit next to me.
 
   I reached for his neck and kneaded it with my fingers. "You're tense. Would you like a massage? I've been told I'm pretty good."
 
   He reached for my fingers and kissed them through the gloves. "I'd love one, but only if you're sure."
 
   A chance to touch his body from head to toe? Yeah, I was sure. "Yes. But, for it to be effective, you should probably strip down. And do we have any massage oil or grapeseed oil?"
 
   My voice sounded professional and matter-of-fact, like I did nude massages all the time, but inside I quivered with nerves. I'd be fully clothed and he'd be naked. The thought aroused me.
 
   I found a sheet in one of the pantries and laid it over the thick bearskin rug in front of the fire. "You can lay down here to stay warm." 
 
   He handed me a bottle of grapeseed oil, then pulled off his clothes, one piece at a time.
 
   My eyes took in the site of him. Though I'd seen him naked in the water, this was different. His cock had already stiffened and pushed against his ripped stomach when he freed it from his boxers. I sat on my knees in front of him, oil in hand, frozen. It would have been so easy to reach forward with my mouth and lick the tip of his cock, but I did want to give him a massage.
 
   I cleared my throat. "Okay, lay down on your stomach."
 
   He did as told, and I admired his backside, which I hadn't gotten a clear view of the night before. His perfectly muscled body and the curve of his ass begged for skin on skin contact. Since I wouldn't be getting too sexually aroused—I hoped—I pulled off my gloves and dripped the oil into my hands, then rubbed the length of his back.
 
   Following the direction of his muscles, I used different techniques to work out his knots and relax his muscles. When I reached his ass, I worked on his hips, then used my thumbs to massage the pressure points at the base of his back.
 
   Moving lower, I deliberately dipped my hands between his thighs, allowing my fingers to lightly stroke his exposed balls.
 
   A growl started in his chest as I cupped them and massaged them. 
 
   Before he could get too distracted, I worked my way down his legs and feet. "Okay, time to turn over so I can do your front."
 
   I knew how I wanted to end this massage, but first I needed to build up the anticipation.
 
   "Close your eyes." 
 
   Once they were closed, I rubbed along his forehead, and eyebrows, massaging the pressure points on each, then gently stroking his eyelids with my thumbs. Down his jawline, I moved, using my longer fingers to rub at his neck while I did.
 
   With each part of his body, I gave my complete attention, memorizing the feel of him. I skipped his groin area, but still stared at his growing cock as I massaged the front of his legs and feet, then worked myself back up to his hips.
 
   He'd kept his eyes closed as instructed, and I debated about whether to use my mouth or hand.
 
   Bending down, I flicked my tongue out and licked his tip, tasting his tangy pre-come.
 
   The muscles in his body jerked and tensed as I continued to lick, while I used my nails to tease his balls. Hoping that I wouldn't choke, I guided his cock into my mouth and sucked harder on his tip. His hands reached up and gripped my head, digging his fingers through my hair.
 
   Emboldened, I took him in deeper, using my hand to stroke the base of his cock while I sucked and licked.
 
   I'd been watching him the night before, as he brought himself to climax, and I tried to match the rhythm that had worked for him. Stroking, licking, filling my throat with him, the power of this position delighted me.
 
   I could do anything to him, as he submitted to my touch, my stroke. My senses expanded beyond my own needs to include every twitch, thrust and groan from his body. He became a book to read, a new landscape to study, a map to memorize, and I reveled in that discovery like an explorer on a new continent.
 
   He grew harder, more urgent in his moaning. "Rose, I'm going to come soon, if you don't want to swallow, pull back."
 
   I ignored him and kept sucking, ready to take whatever he could give.
 
   My sex slickened with arousal as I brought him closer and closer to his own climax. I hadn't expected to be so turned on by this, but seeing him respond to me so sensually, it opened up a desire inside myself.
 
   I worked to keep my own passions dampened, resisting the urge to finger myself as I sucked him.
 
   Thick come, salty and tangy, shot into my throat and I licked and sucked, swallowing it down as his body spasmed.
 
   When he finished, he collapsed on the floor and pulled me to his chest, kissing me deeply. "You are one amazing woman."
 
   I'd just given my first blowjob and I'd loved how in control and powerful I felt. A thrill coursed through me to know that I could give so much pleasure, bring him to such great heights of ecstasy. I couldn't wait for the day when he could safely spread my legs and slide his tongue along my pussy, teasing my clit until I came.
 
   But until then, we could do this. We could find ways to be together without breaking my rules, but while still having fun.
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   And fun we had. For another six days, we ignored the world and explored each other in as many ways as we could. I told him as much about my life as I dared without revealing my secrets, and he shared more stories of his. We went on long walks, cooked meals together, played games by the fire, and found creative ways to explore each other's bodies.
 
   Whether they were love, lust or some combination, I wasn't yet sure, but my feelings for him had grabbed hold of my heart and wouldn't let go. I knew that if I survived the attack on the Druids, I'd find a way to be with him, no matter what. Even if that meant going against my family for good.
 
   On the seventh day, I woke to a snow-covered world. Not wanting to wake Drake, I used the bathroom and took Sandy out for a walk, leaving a note for him on the bed so he'd know where I'd gone.
 
   I loved fresh snow, that pristine look of undisturbed nature. Sandy enjoyed it too, and I let her off-leash to run and play. She barked at squirrels and danced in the snow. Her depression had abated during our time in the cabin with Derek. She'd fallen in love with him and stayed near him wherever he went. It seemed that she needed him in our lives just as much as I did.
 
   So enraptured with the snow and the promise of a new day, I didn't notice when Sandy went stiff until she barked, then howled, then started running back to the cabin in distress.
 
   All I could think as I followed her was that something had happened to Derek, and my heart shattered at the thought.
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   These violent delights have violent ends
 
   And in their triumph die, like fire and powder
 
   Which, as they kiss, consume.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   SNOW FROSTED THE cabin, and I wondered it if would still burn down effectively. I'd waited for six days, watching them kiss, touch and undress for each other as rage took up residence in my heart.
 
   Rainbow expected me to call in if Rose didn't go on a true walk-about as promised. I hadn't called in, because I needed to handle this problem myself.
 
   They hadn't strayed more than a few feet from each other this whole time, leaving me little opportunity to end Derek's life while sparing Rose and her dog. I knew this would hurt her, but I didn't want to physically harm her. Emotional wounds could heal, and this was just a fling. I'd be there to comfort her, to offer her support. She'd see how much I truly loved her. How much I deserved her.
 
   That morning I caught a break. Rose came out of the cabin with Sandy by her side. I waited for Derek to close the door behind them and walk hand-in-hand with her, as if he couldn't spend a moment not touching her. But he never came.
 
   Once she had gone far enough into the woods to be out of harm's way, I took the cans of gasoline and the matches and crept up to the cabin. I still had the coven's power protecting me, though only Rainbow knew that, so I didn't fear being seen, but shifters might be able to sense more than others, and I didn't want to risk getting caught.
 
   I poured the gasoline around the porch and splashed it onto the walls, then lit a match and threw it. A whoosh of fire flamed to life, consuming the carefully crafted vacation home. Somewhere inside, Derek would meet his end.
 
   Hiding in the bushes, I watched the fire blaze. It didn't demolish the house as fast as I'd hoped. The sheer mass combined with the weather slowed down the fire.
 
   Sandy barked in the distance and came running toward the inferno. Part of me wanted to run up to save the dog, but I couldn't expose myself.
 
   The dog, fearless beyond measure, jumped in through a window that had shattered, howling from pain as the flames licked her legs and glass cut into her flesh.
 
   It took several moments for Rose to catch up, panting and screaming, tears pouring down her face. She hollered to the house. "Derek? Where are you? Sandy! Come back, girl!"
 
   It took a lot for me to stay in place, to not offer her a friend. But there'd be plenty of time for that. I just hoped her dog survived.
 
   Rose ran up to the house, looked around as if praying for help, then ran into the flames crying out for Derek and Sandy.
 
   My heart contracted in pain. If she died, none of this mattered. It would all be for naught.
 
   I knew I had to do something. I sifted through the family magic and pulled a strand of Ocean's powers. She controlled the water element. If I could channel it through her, maybe I could slow down the flames.
 
   Concentrating, I imagined a watery hand reaching out to submerge the fire, stifling their influence.
 
   With energy draining out of me like water drains from a bathtub, I gave the fire everything I had.
 
   Finally, it slowed, then died out, leaving the smoking remains of a once beautiful home.
 
   Five minutes passed as I waited to see if Rose would emerge unscathed. Then ten minutes. It became difficult to breathe.
 
   When she stumbled out of the cabin, I collapsed in relief. Then Derek followed at her heels, carrying a furry bundle that didn't move, and I knew the fire had claimed the wrong casualty.
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   Ay me! sad hours seem long.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   I HAD NO choice but to tell my family the truth about where I'd been and who I'd been with. The police department already knew. The fire department knew. Derek had to go home and tell his family, so he dropped me off at the entrance to the coven property.
 
   "Are you sure you don't want me to be there with you when you go home? I can stay, Rose. My family can wait."
 
   I wanted to say yes, but it would be bad enough without dragging him into my drama, and I had too many secrets from him still to introduce him to my family.
 
   "No, I have to do this alone." My voice sounded distant, like someone else was speaking.
 
   I hadn't cried yet, which felt wrong. But my heart had frozen in shock, and hadn't yet begun to beat again. When it did, I was sure the pain would overwhelm me.
 
   Sandy lay in the backseat, lifeless and covered in burns. She'd warned Derek of the fire, but had already been too badly injured by then to save.
 
   By some miracle, we'd survived unscathed and the fire had stopped on its own. I didn't have the energy to probe with my magic to find out why or how. I felt dead inside and just wanted to rewind time and go back to the days before, when the magic of love could have sustained me forever.
 
   Derek pulled me into an embrace, and I waited for the wave of emotion to crash, but it didn't. Still, I clung to him, not wanting him to leave despite my words, but I no longer had the luxury of his touch and nearness. I'd have to face this next hurdle alone.
 
   Ocean met us at the gate, her face pale and makeupless, her eyes rimmed in red and puffy from crying. When I got out of the car, she grabbed me and hugged so hard I couldn't breathe. 
 
   "Oh my God, Rose. I'm so sorry. Where is she?"
 
   I gestured to the backseat, and Ocean opened the door. Derek came up next to her and helped her pull out Sandy, and Ocean cradled the large dog in her arms.
 
   As Derek drove away, Ocean and I walked side by side toward the main house to face a new kind of fire together.
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   We'd buried Sandy in the hard winter earth near her puppies. I'd insisted on it, despite the challenge of digging this time of year.
 
   Fate had come full circle, ripping Sandy and her litter from the world just as it had done to her mother and littermates.
 
   Now I sat alone facing my mother. I'd just told her everything, and her face betrayed her disappointment and anger.
 
   I didn't care. She could scream, threaten, throw things… nothing would make me feel worse than I already did.
 
   "If you hadn't disobeyed, and broken the rules, Sandy wouldn't have died."
 
   Of all the things I expected her to say, that hadn't been on the list, and her words were like a knife in my gut.
 
   Seeing my body cave into itself, she twisted the knife deeper. "You're just lucky the young man you shacked up with isn't dead as well. Obviously you didn't have sex, but that was just a matter of time. This fire could have saved his life. I hope you now understand why it's important for you to stay away from boys and focus on your coven. In less than a week, on the new moon, we have to go against the Druids, and I need you focused and at your best."
 
   Still, I said nothing. I had no voice left.
 
   "If you leave this property again before the attack, you'll never be allowed back, not even to collect your things or see your sister or Ocean. Now, go home, get yourself together, and prepare for war."
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    and all these woes shall serve  For sweet discourses in our time to come.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   TIME LUMBERED FORWARD thick and slow, like sap frozen to the bark of a tree, stuck forever in its last drip. It had been two days since I'd heard from Rose, despite numerous phone calls, emails and texts. I was starting to feel like a stalker, but, knowing how much she must be suffering, I couldn't give up.
 
   I was about to drive over to her house when my phone binged with a new email.
 
   "Derek, I'm sorry I haven't returned your messages. It's been a hard couple of days and I just needed time alone. I miss you. I'll call you later tonight. Love, Rose."
 
   At least I could stop worrying that she never wanted to speak to me again after Sandy died trying to save me. The guilt of that chewed through me, tarnishing the most perfect week I'd ever experienced.
 
   Instead of leaving as planned, I went to check on Dean, who hadn't shown any signs of improvement.
 
   Tammy sat by his bead, holding his hand, tears running down her face. "It seems our childhood memories are burning down around us. First Dean is attacked and… taken from us. Then our cabin is burned down." She looked up at me. "What do we do, Derek? I don't know how to handle this. I need him back."
 
   I sat in the chair next to her and rubbed her back. "I do too. There has to be a way to heal him. We'll find it, I swear, and we'll make those witches pay for this and the cabin."
 
   She used her sweater sleeve to wipe her eyes. "Do you really think they're responsible for the fire?"
 
   "Who else would deliberately do that? We know it was arson, so it had to be someone coming after our family." Besides, I sensed something unusual about the energy in the woods after the fire. Power had been used by someone.
 
   "Don't you have a few enemies that might want to hurt you?"
 
   I thought of the bars I'd toured, the men I'd conned money from in pool. "Yes, but they wouldn't know where to find me, and they'd certainly never suspect that I'm an O'Conner. I've been using mom's maiden name since I left." Even with Rose. I didn't want her to know that I was the heir to Rose Botanicals. I wanted her to fall in love with me for me before she found out the truth about my family.
 
   "Are you so ashamed of us that you won't even use our name?" She looked hurt, and I didn't want to add any more pain to her life.
 
   "No, not at all. I just needed to find my own way for a while. It had nothing to do with you guys."
 
   She shook her head. "That's where you're wrong. We're a family. When you left, it had everything to do with us. We were hurt. We missed you. We worried for you."
 
   Looking back down at Dean, she smiled and brushed a lock of hair out of his face. "You know Dean and I used to spend hours making up stories about your life when you first left. We imagined elaborate scenarios that rivaled James Bond movies. We'd try to outdo each other with the most outrageous Derek O'Conner escapade. We held each other together, but now, I don't have him, and you'll be leaving soon. I feel so alone. So lost."
 
   Our mother walked in at that moment, her eyes full of grief since my brother came home this way. She kissed us both on the head, then leaned in to kiss Dean. "All of my children, finally together. This isn't how I imagined it."
 
   I stood and offered her my seat.
 
   "No, I'm not staying. I just wanted to see how my poor boy was doing. Have there been any changes? Any sign he's heard you?"
 
   Dean lay on the bed, eyes open but face void of any thought or presence. He could have been a mannequin, for all the life that existed in his eyes.
 
   I resisted the urge to shake him, to beg him to wake up. This nightmare had to end soon. "Have the doctors come up with anything?"
 
   Mom shook her head. "No, nothing. But I'll let you know the moment they do. Have you heard from Rose?"
 
   Leave it to my mother to still be concerned about my love life despite everything going on. "Just now. She's hurting."
 
   "I can imagine. Give her our love and tell her we look forward to meeting her when she's ready. I've never seen you so happy, so hopeful, as you've been since you started seeing her. Anyone that can bring the spark back in my son's eyes is a keeper."
 
   "Thanks, Mom." I hugged her, then turned to hug Tammy. "I've got to go email her back. I'll see you in a bit?"
 
   They nodded as Mom sat next to Tammy, and I slipped out and locked myself in my room.
 
   I couldn't wait until that night, I needed to talk to her sooner. Phone in hand, I listened to it ring and willed her to pick up.
 
   When I heard her voice, I almost thought it was her voicemail, but I had that memorized and this wasn't it. "Rose?"
 
   "Hi, Derek. How are you?"
 
   "Missing you. Can I see you soon? You don't have to go through this alone, you know."
 
   Was that a sob I heard? I couldn't tell with the crappy cell phone reception she got in the country.
 
   "I'm okay, but it's a bit crazy here right now. My family is dealing with some other stuff and until I get that sorted out, I'm afraid it'll be hard to get together."
 
   My heart dropped. Was she breaking up with me? "How long?"
 
   "Just a few more days, I think. Then we can go out, and I'll explain everything, I promise. Derek, there are things about me that might be hard for you to accept, and if you can't, that's okay. I'd never hurt you on purpose and I just want… " Definitely a sob. "I just want you to be happy."
 
   "Rose, what are you talking about? There's nothing you can tell me that would make me love you any less."
 
   A pause.
 
   A long pause.
 
   Because I'd just used the "L" word, entirely by accident. But I meant it, so I didn't take it back. I just wished I could have said it to her face, first.
 
   "Love?"
 
   "Yes, Rose. I love you. You have no idea how hard it is to not say something like that, when every time we talk, every time I look at you, my heart is screaming it." I held my breath and waited to see what she'd do.
 
   More sobs. "Oh, God, Derek. I love you, too. I do. But you don't know the real me, and when you do, I fear you'll change your mind about this. But I love you, just know that. And even when you hate me, I'll still love you. I have to go now, but I just wanted to thank you for giving me the most magical week of my life. I'll never forget it."
 
   She hung up, and I stared at my phone, unsure of what to think or feel. She loved me back, so that should have made me happy, and it did. But why did she think I would hate her? What could she possibly tell me that would be so horrible?
 
   And what would she think of me, when she learned my secrets?
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   Ready to go but never to return.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Diary,
 
    
 
   He used the word that exploded my world into a million shiny threads of color and light. But how can he love a woman he doesn't really know?
 
    
 
   We think we see the truth of life, but the real truth slithers under layers of foliage, unseen and unknown, waiting to strike like a snake dripping with venom.
 
    
 
   If we had the power to rewrite our histories, what stories would we tell? Would I have chosen to forgo paradise to save Sandy's life, only to leave her stuck in her own sorrow? Does the fact that her last days were filled with joy give more meaning to her death, somehow?
 
    
 
   And what would she think of all this, if she could think at all?
 
    
 
   Today we go to war, and with war there are always casualties. I've already forfeited my soul for this battle, and it hasn't even begun. What of me will be left to love when this is over?
 
    
 
   Will Derek even see the same woman when he looks into my eyes?
 
    
 
   Somewhere, hidden in the secret folds of the universe, there must be a different path I can choose. But those secrets have yet to be revealed to me.
 
    
 
   And tonight, my hands carry only death.
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   Wisely and slow, they stumble who run fast.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   THE NIGHT OF a new moon was always a calm affair at my house. The energy of a full moon built our power like a raging fire, but the new moon soothed us, causing a more reflective journey.
 
   My dad used these nights to meditate and hone his gift of Seeing.
 
   On this particular night, I hadn't heard from Rose since I told her I loved her, but my mom and sister both suggested that this time I give her a bit of space before pursuing her more aggressively.
 
   So when my dad invited me to join him in his meditations, I surprised myself by accepting.
 
   We sat, knees crossed, in the rose garden, allowing the power of this sacred space to enhance our ability to channel. I'd always liked the unpretentious nature of the new moon. It didn't flaunt itself; it just went about its work in silence, invisible to everyone, not at all showy. But under such moons, new creations were strongest, new journeys encouraged.
 
   It was a night of new beginnings, and I hoped that this meditation could help provide me the answer I needed to bring Rose into my life permanently.
 
   We'd been sitting in silence for an hour, me mostly trying not to scratch at random itches, when my dad's eyes popped open and he stood. "We have to gather the whole family. The witches are planning to attack tonight. They're coming for the rose bush."
 
   Blood bumped faster in my veins, and my wolf side howled to come out and attack. "We can finally crush them and get them out of our lives for good."
 
   "No, Son. That's not our way. We will defend and protect, we will offer healing to anyone who is injured—including the witches, but we will not engage in violence. Violence only creates more of the same. If we want a world of peace, love and true harmony, we have to practice that ourselves."
 
   He walked out of the garden before I could point out that, throughout history, any true revolution that affected change for the better had begun in bloodshed. He may not want to fight, but for my brother, my family, and for our sacred duty to defend this power, I was ready to rip every single witch's throat out and drink their blood.
 
   The magic of the roses, the magic of the moon and my ancestry, filled my veins, coursing through me as part of my flesh. It bent the core of my DNA, reshaping me into something new. Bones broke and mended, organs repositioned, skin turned to fur and my senses heightened.
 
   The pain, extreme but fleeting, gave way to the crash of sensory overload as I adjusted to the sounds and smells of the night.
 
   Bugs scurried under the boulder, their legs grating against the ground, filling my ears with their sound. Moss grew on trees, its odor distinct and musty.
 
   Leaves rotted and decomposed under the fresh fall of snow, but my wolf nose didn't interpret this as unpleasant, just a natural extension of the earth's cycle.
 
   I embraced the power, howling at the hidden moon, and stood guard over the roses while I planned my attack.
 
   Each of us had distinctive markings, and I was the only all black wolf in the pack, so if I went against my father's orders, he'd know it was me.
 
   I paused and reflected on my choices. Was I really willing to risk losing my family for a chance at revenge?
 
   In that moment, I'd have given anything for revenge.
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   One fire burns out another's burning,
 
   One pain is lessen'd by another's anguish.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   WE'D MADE IT to the Druid's property when we heard the wolf howls echoing through the forest. Standing on the edge of the vast estate, but far enough out that we couldn't be seen by anyone at the house, we formed a circle with Blake in the middle and pulled our black cloaks around us so that our faces were shielded from even each other.
 
   He needed more magic from us than he'd ever taken before, and that required blood magic.
 
   Mother cut her arm and dripped blood into the circle as she chanted in another language. I didn't know this spell, but when she handed me the knife, I did the same and passed it on to Ocean, who stood at my side.
 
   My arm stung as the blade bit my flesh, aching deeply as blood dripped onto the cold ground.
 
   Once the knife returned to Mother, she completed the spell, and light from each of us moved through the circle toward Blake, filling him until he glowed as if he'd swallowed a rainbow.
 
   We reformed the circle after he left, and I could see what he saw, as if through his eyes.
 
   A sense of vertigo threatened to undo me, but I held on to Ocean's hand, and Mother gripped my other hand with iron force.
 
   The numbness from Sandy's death hadn't entirely left me, but Derek's confession of love had broken the dam that I'd raised around my emotions, and for several days after that I'd cried my heart out.
 
   Now I stood as a shell of a person who once was, but might never be again. The choices I made tonight could unmake me forever.
 
   Behind my eyes, I saw as Blake saw, running with increased speed and strength toward the garden he'd seen before.
 
   It was a private garden, locked within old stone walls. He slowed his pace and looked around for others.
 
   Bushes rustled to his left, and when he turned, a black-as-night wolf, larger than the one I'd destroyed, jumped out at him and tackled him the ground.
 
   The coven sent him more power as he fought the wolf, evading tooth and claw, seeking an opening with his knife. The beast lunged forward and tore into Blake's leg, and I felt the pain as my own. Gritting my teeth, I channeled, and our power wove through Blake's muscle, mending it, weaving it back together. The wolf leapt back and growled. Super human strength pitted against a beast filled with magic. The fight could favor either of them, so I pushed more into Blake to give him an edge.
 
   As he and the wolf came face to face, I could see into the wolf's eyes and my heart raced. The eyes, so familiar, like I'd looked into them before.
 
   Flashes of the other wolf played through my memories. His eyes as a wolf and his eyes as a boy as he turned into the human shell that collapsed on the kennel floor.
 
   My body shook from the inside out, and my power slipped away from me, dissipating into the night.
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   He jests at scars that never felt a wound.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   THE NIGHT AIR filled with smells and tastes in my wolf form. A hunger to hunt, to kill, to punish, filled me. My father knew the choice I had made, and he let me make it while the others stayed to guard the roses and my brother.
 
   The scent that stood out the most had been this man. His scent had been on Dean when we found him dumped in the cold on our property, like trash.
 
   His scent had also been at the cabin after the fire.
 
   This man had hurt my family for the last time.
 
   I jumped him in the shadows, expecting some level of power from him, but not expecting such strength and speed. Certainly not expecting him to heal as fast as I could injure him.
 
   He carried only the one knife, but he used his body as an even deadlier weapon, blocking me and throwing me against the trees. Even in wolf form, I couldn't heal as fast as him.
 
   He taunted me with his abilities, which made me think they weren't his naturally.
 
   "You can't win, wolf. I'm not alone."
 
   He confirmed what I suspected, and I dodged him and dove to the side, leaving him to his own mission as I found those responsible for this attack. 
 
   He was a pawn in their game. 
 
   I wanted the queen.
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   too early seen unknown...and known too late
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   THE BLACK WOLF approached us with a violent howl. Our circle scattered as he charged in, snapping at coven members with his razor-sharp teeth.
 
   When he saw Mother, he dove for her, pinning her between a tree and a boulder. We had so much power flowing into Blake that most of the witches had almost nothing left. They backed away, unable to do anything to fight against a large, magical wolf-Druid.
 
   I wished I'd confronted Mother about her relationship with David O'Conner, at least then we might have known more about their powers and limitations. Instead, we knew precious little.
 
   Mother fought the wolf with what little power she had left, calling forth the earth to push against Derek, but the attack only stung him, and he moved in for the kill.
 
   I stood behind him, facing Mother, my palms sweaty with fear and dread.
 
   Mother called for me, and the last wolf attack continued to play in my mind, as if on a loop. Mother calling, begging me to help.
 
   "You must use your powers. You have to stop him."
 
   But that wasn't a memory. Mother once again wanted me to kill. To destroy life, even though it went against all the values of what being a witch meant. She reached into my mind and spoke to me, prodding me into doing her will.
 
   I hesitated, and the wolf lunged, biting into her leg. Blood seeped from fresh bite marks.
 
   Mother screamed in pain and begged me to help her.
 
   The wolf snapped at anyone who tried to approach her, but I was behind him. I knew I could touch him and end this.
 
   And end him.
 
   Magic swelled in me, that darkness that always fought to be free finally found its way out.
 
   My hands lit up with heat, the energy of fire to burn and destroy.
 
   The same energy that had killed Sandy and destroyed Derek's cabin.
 
   I took a step.
 
   Then another.
 
   The power needed a way out. I could no longer contain it.
 
   I touched the wolf, ready to unleash the darkness, ready to take a life. 
 
   It's time I took control, I'd told Ocean, and this was me, taking control, ending this feud.
 
   "Hurry," Mother whispered to my thoughts.
 
   Or was someone else still in control?
 
   I tried to pull my hands away from the wolf, but it was too late. The power had latched onto him, draining him. 
 
   No. This was not the way I'd live my life. 
 
   I gathered my energy, willed it back inside, back into the dark pit from which it came. The touch of death clung to my fingertips, and I pulled with all my might. 
 
   And my hands came off the wolf.
 
   The beast turned on me and charged, and I used what Derek had taught me, feigning one way while coming in for an attack below. I just hoped wolf boy parts hurt like real boy parts as I kicked between its back legs.
 
   The wolf whined, fell back, then righted itself and lunged at me, pushing me to the ground and pinning me.
 
   He looked ready to tear my throat out when my hood fell back, and he saw my face.
 
   And I saw his eyes, and finally I remembered why they were so familiar.
 
   This wolf had the same eyes as Derek, when he'd defended me from the men who'd attacked me.
 
   The. Same. Eyes.
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   Alack, there lies more peril in thine eye
 
   Than twenty of their swords: look thou but sweet,
 
   And I am proof against their enmity.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   Rose.
 
   Rose.
 
   Rose.
 
   MY MIND REPEATED her name, as if I could make all of this horror disappear and we'd be back in the cabin, holding each other in front of the fire.
 
   At first I thought the coven had captured her and used her to punish me. She was their prisoner.
 
   But then I realized that she hadn't been restrained. And she'd been about to use some kind of power on me.
 
   All of the blood lust drained from my body, and my heart cracked into shards.
 
   As if from another dimension, I heard the leader call for the coven to capture me, but I couldn't move. Couldn't make this new reality where Rose was my enemy mesh with the reality I had lived where she was my love.
 
   A magical net surrounded me, and still I didn't fight.
 
   Her beautiful eyes were wide in fear, her pale face drained of even the slightest color. I could tell from the swelling around her eyes that she'd been crying a lot, and I didn't know which part of me should respond to that—the man who loved her, or the Druid who wanted her dead.
 
   The nets tightened around me, pulling me off of her. My claws scraped against her chest, leaving raw, red lines. I didn't harm her on purpose. Would she know that? Did it matter?
 
   The man I'd fought came back, bent over and out of breath. He said something about the power failing. He couldn't get the roses.
 
   Perhaps my dad had been right. Perhaps fighting them hadn't been the best choice. Nothing seemed to matter anymore.
 
   As they pulled me along the icy forest floor to their cars, my eyes never left Rose's. She shuffled forward, Ocean at her side, and stared at me, tears running down her face as my wolf body gave out and my human body took over.
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   What must be shall be.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   No.
 
   No.
 
   No.
 
   NOT DEREK. IT couldn't be. But the eyes. And then he shifted, trapped in the magical threads of power from my coven, the wolf shifted into man, and my beloved Derek lay there naked, staring at me with so much hate and pain.
 
   I knew every inch of him, had touched and loved all of him in the only ways I could, and now he had been reduced to a wounded animal. 
 
   Worse—the enemy.
 
   Large purple bruises formed on his back from when Blake had thrown him against the tree, and the threads of magic dug into his skin, cutting him and leaving open wounds.
 
   I clutched my chest where his claws had torn into my flesh as they pulled him off of me. "Stop!" 
 
   Mother leaned against Blake, who helped her to the car. The others looked at me, shock on their faces. 
 
   I pointed to Derek's battered body. "You're hurting him. He had nothing to do with the attacks on our property. He's innocent. Let him go, please."
 
   Ocean held me upright as I pled for the life of this man I still loved, despite everything.
 
   He hadn't even been in town until after the attacks had started. He'd come back for his brother, who'd been hurt.
 
   Oh God. His brother. I had destroyed Derek's brother.
 
   No.
 
   No.
 
   No.
 
   This couldn't be happening. A week ago I had hope, a future with promise. Now, my world had turned to ash and everything I loved had been taken from me.
 
   Blake shouted about making him pay for what he'd done to Mother, but all I could see was what we were doing to him. What I'd done to his brother.
 
   I sobbed in Ocean's shoulders as the coven I'd been raised in once again ignored me to follow the misguided lead of Mother.
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   Under love's heavy burden do I sink.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   "ARE YOU SURE about this?" Ocean crossed her legs, waiting for me to reply.
 
   I looked at Sandy's empty bed, and my heart once again mourned her loss. I hadn't the strength to remove all signs that she'd lived here, so instead I lived with the smells and sites of her daily life, as if she'd come barreling in from the outdoors at any moment, licking my hand.
 
   "I'm not sure of anything anymore. But he had nothing to do with the attacks on us, that I know. He doesn't deserve to be our prisoner, naked and kenneled, treated worse than a criminal."
 
   Outside the night howled its discontent, perhaps for all the injustices that had commenced on what should have been a night of fresh starts.
 
   Ocean reached for my hand. "I believe you. I didn't get the psycho vibe from him, either, and I trust you. Let's go save Derek from our crazy coven."
 
   I nodded, but didn't stand. "Only one problem. To save him, I'll have to see him again. Talk to him. Explain myself, and yet I'm too confused by all that's happened to explain anything. How did we get here, Ocean?"
 
   She hugged me, then pulled back to look me in the eyes. "I don't know, but no matter what, you have me. We'll figure this out together. First, we need to take care of your boyfriend."
 
   Boyfriend. The word stung. "He's not my boyfriend. Not anymore."
 
   "That remains to be seen." She pulled me off the couch and handed me some clothes. "Time to don the spy gear."
 
    [image: ] 
 
   "Don't worry about Blake, I know how to handle him." Ocean said as she handed me the flashlight. 
 
   Our 'spy gear' consisted of black leggings, a black turtleneck, and a black knit cap. I thought it was a bit overkill, but I didn't press it. What did it matter what we wore? My hands shook with fear at seeing Derek again.
 
   Mother had ordered him locked in one of the kennels, with Blake as a guard, while she took care of her leg.
 
   Everyone had retired hours ago, drained emotionally and magically. Ocean and I had concocted this half-assed plan, and now we had to see it through. I wouldn't let Derek rot in a dog kennel so this coven could use him as a bartering chip with his family in trade for the rose bush.
 
   Part of me began to worry about what Mother would do with that kind of power. Nothing about this made any sense. The stories Derek told about his family, the kindness his sister had shown, these weren't the kinds of people who got their kicks killing puppies and torturing innocent people.
 
   And his dad and my mom had history.
 
   I was committed to finding out the truth, but first, I had to set this right. He might hate me forever, and I wouldn't blame him, but I would at least save him first.
 
   I waited until Ocean lured Blake out of the barn before I slipped in and found Derek's prison.
 
   My mouth dried up as if someone had shoved cotton balls in it. "Derek, I'm so sorry."
 
   I undid the latches and held the gate open. "You're free to go. Shift and get home to your family before Blake gets back."
 
   He stood there, naked and beautiful, and stared at me. "Was all of this just a ploy to get at my family's secrets so your family could steal them?"
 
   It hadn't even occurred to me that he would think that. "What? No, of course not. I didn't know who you were until just before you turned human. Your family has been attacking us, harassing us and… and killing our puppies. Mother thought this was the only way to protect ourselves."
 
   His eyes widened. "Do you really believe me capable of that, Rose? Don't you think I'd know if my family had done that?"
 
   "Honestly, I don't know what to think right now. But I know you have to go."
 
   He took a step forward, coming too close. "Aren't you scared I'll attack you?"
 
   In another context, his threat would have aroused me, but the love we had no longer existed, at least on his end. "You're the one who should be scared of me. I knew you'd hate me when you knew the truth. I don't know what's going on. Your brother, he was here, in wolf form, attacking Mother. I saw that with my own eyes. I never would have… I wouldn't have done what I did to him if it hadn't been to save Mother."
 
   "You? It was you? You destroyed Dean? He's the most gentle person I've ever met, if he was attacking your mother, he'd have had a very good reason." A light dawned in his eyes as he looked at my hands. "That's why you wear gloves. That's why you always pull away when we get too close, isn't it?" He backed away from me, disgust in his eyes.
 
   My head fell forward in shame. "Yes. I was going to tell you after tonight. I know you can never forgive me, but I thought I was protecting Mother. I thought your brother was trying to kill us.
 
   "I'm sorry, Derek. So sorry. I'm gong to find out what's going on, and I'll find a way to fix your brother. I'll never stop trying to make this right."
 
   "It's too late, Rose. You can't fix this."
 
   Another voice interrupted us. "You're right, she can't. But that will be dealt with later. For now, you'll have to return to your cell, boy. You're our prisoner until your father gives me what is rightfully mine."
 
   Derek turned to Mother and bared his teeth. "He won't give you anything, you psychopath."
 
   "Oh, I think he will when he finds out we have his eldest son." She turned to me. "Is this the boy you've been carrying on with? You were in deeper than I thought. We'll have to work on this rebellion of yours."
 
   My whole life I'd given into her, doing what she said and never questioning her. I thought she had the best interest of the coven at heart, but now I wasn't so sure.
 
   I stood between her and Derek and spoke to him without turning my head. "Get out of here, Derek. I'll handle her."
 
   Mother limped forward, her leg bandaged. My chest had its own bandages as well. Her power slammed into me before I expected it. Maybe I really didn't expect her to attack her own daughter, at least not full force.
 
   I fell back and into Derek's arms. He caught me and righted me, then let me go just as fast, but I'd felt something between us as we touched. A spark of magic.
 
   I spun to face Mother, fury burning in my hands. A new kind of power pulsed through me, and I realized that Derek had fed me some of his magic. 
 
   It had his flavor, his energy and resonance. I didn't yet know what I could do with it, but I allowed it to settle into me as if it had always belonged.
 
   My senses expanded, and I could feel the earth pulse with its own strength. Water, air, fire, earth, all of the elemental magic fused in me as I realized with shock that Druids controlled it all, and now, so could I.
 
   Mother's air magic pushed at me, like invisible boulders crashing into my weak defenses.
 
   I looked at Derek and his eyes softened for just a moment, giving me a glimmer of hope for what might be.
 
   I strengthened my shield with the Druid magic and searched myself for ways to go on the offensive and end this for good.
 
   My new power wrapped around Mother's attacks, turning them back against her.
 
   Derek had given me a reflective magic. Whatever Mother threw at me was returned to her in equal force.
 
   As Mother attacked herself, I pulled deeper and commanded the earth to send up roots to entangle her.
 
   The earth didn't want to obey me, and fought against the darkness it sensed in me, but another flush of power from Derek infused me, and the earth submitted, shooting vines through the floor.
 
   Mother screamed as vines wrapped around her, trapping her and rendering her harmless.
 
   "You're not going to do this, Mother. He's leaving here safely."
 
   When I turned to Derek, he shifted, looking unstable as he howled at the moon and, with a forlorn glance at me, ran into the woods and disappeared.
 
   Mother stared up at me with cold eyes, and I wondered if she had ever really been warm, or had I always projected love onto her out of my own desperate need to feel something from the woman who'd given me life.
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   Is love a tender thing? It is too rough, Too rude, too boist'rous; and it pricks like thorn."
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   NOTHING MADE SENSE.
 
   Life. Love.
 
   It didn't add up.
 
   She'd saved me, after her family captured me.
 
   She'd gone up against her mother to defend me, but she'd been the one to injure Dean.
 
   I'd fed her power, but I also wanted to punish her for the pain she'd caused my family.
 
   Running through the woods, down streets and through the town, I hid in the shadows, using what little magic I had left to cloak myself as I made the long trip home. My injuries burned and ached, and I knew I'd feel it tomorrow, but it wasn't the physical pain I feared.
 
   In the morning I'd wake up and my whole life would be a lie. My heart would remember the pain it was in, and I'd lose everything I thought I'd gained.
 
   A part of me didn't want to wake up, but I knew I had to.
 
   When I got home and got dressed, I found my dad in the library, but he wasn't working, just staring out the window. He rose and hugged me. "You made it home. I've been forming a plan of how to break you out, but you're here."
 
   I told him everything.
 
   Men cry. 
 
   People don't think we do, and usually we don't, but sometimes, we do. 
 
   That night I did. 
 
   I cried in front of my dad and showed him the tattered shreds of my heart as I pulled out the engagement ring I'd bought her with some of my trust money. I wanted to get her the best money could buy. Now, it served as a cruel reminder of the life that could have been.
 
   My dad stared into the two-carat diamond, his eyes glazing over, and I knew he saw something I didn't. 
 
   "Son, not all is as it seems. You fell in love with her heart, and what you saw was her truth. There's more to this story than you know. Don't give up yet."
 
   He gave the ring back to me. "Keep it safe. You'll need it someday."
 
   The little moments of life are often the sweetest. It was all those little moments with Rose that ran through my mind as my father and I sat in silence.
 
   How she looked as she ate her dreadful cereal.
 
   The kindness she showed to everyone, people or animal.
 
   The way she made me laugh with her understated humor.
 
   I had to ask myself, could that woman I'd fallen in love with truly be my enemy?
 
   "Dad, you said something before, about how there might be innocent people in the coven, people who don't know the truth of what's happening."
 
   My dad nodded. "Yes. It seems especially likely now, under the circumstances."
 
   "Could Rose be innocent, despite having been the one to injure Dean?"
 
   "If someone or something attacked one of us, would you do everything in your power to stop them before they harmed us?"
 
   "Of course," I said.
 
   "And what if you later found out that we hadn't really been under attack, that you had harmed an innocent because you'd been misguided, or misinformed? Would that make you evil?"
 
   I considered his question. "Not evil. Still in the wrong, but not evil. It would be a fatal mistake."
 
   I got his point, so I had to determine how much Rose really knew about her coven and her family, and what she thought was happening that night when Dean was attacked.
 
   And I needed to find out why Dean had gone there in the first place, but the only person I could ask, couldn't respond.
 
   "Dad?"
 
   He turned to me. "Yes?"
 
   "I've decided not to leave. You were right all along, this is my home and I'm needed here. I need to be here."
 
   My dad smiled. "I'm glad to hear it, Son."
 
   "And I have a favor to ask."
 
   "Anything," he said.
 
   "Will you help me find the truth about what happened tonight? Will you help me get Rose back?"
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   My only love sprung from my only hate.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Diary,
 
    
 
   When we see reflections of ourselves, do we see our true self? It's a question I've been pondering as I consider how to see the world for what it is.
 
    
 
   The Great Mystery can never be unraveled, for with each layered uncovered, like an eternal onion, it reveals another. But what of the smaller mysteries? Those, I feel, must have answers, and I intend to find them.
 
    
 
   I've sat for hours, staring out my window, replaying our week together in my mind. The way he laughed at my jokes and smiled so tenderly before he kissed me. The stories he told of his family. The many meals he cooked that didn't consist of food that looked like children's toys. The tales he told and secrets he shared and the truth he laid bare for me to see.
 
    
 
   I saw him, I know I did. So if I saw him, and if he is the man I love, then I'm not seeing the truth of something else.
 
    
 
   That is the mystery I must unravel, if I ever hope to bring him home to me.
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   And where two raging fires meet together, they do consume the thing that feeds their fury.
 
   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
    
 
    
 
   DARKNESS HID OUR covert meeting. While everyone else slumbered, we embraced the night, throwing shadows into the wind with the candles we'd brought.
 
   Rainbow paced the kennel, her leg already healed through magic.
 
   I didn't know what had happened, but there'd been a shift in power and Rainbow didn't like it.
 
   I'd found her tied up by roots and had cut her free. Everyone assumed she'd kick Rose out of community for her betrayal, but I knew she needed her eldest daughter for the power she wielded.
 
   What would come next, I could only imagine.
 
   Rainbow poked her finger into my chest. "Keep an eye on her. Watch her and make sure she doesn't have any contact with this Derek character. He's bad news for her. We need her to use her powers more if our plans are to succeed. Find ways to force her, to drain it out of her. Can you do that, Blake?"
 
   I shrugged. "I'll try, but so far your plans haven't been working too well. The attack you staged with the Druid got her to use her gift, and she only hated it more. What's the point?"
 
   Her eyes formed slits and tore into me. "The point, oh cheeky one, is that if you want all the powers promised to you, you'll do as I say."
 
   My legs shook in fear and excitement. I needed these powers to woo Rose and to become a man people would respect.
 
   "Speaking of, I have your first reward." She held up her hand as if swatting a fly. "You will get your first fill of power tonight. It will help you keep Rose out of trouble and get her on board with our plan."
 
   My heart beat through my chest. I'd waited for this day for years. "What do I need to do?"
 
   She drew a pentagram into the snow and dirt and retrieved a covered bowl from her large bag. "Kneel before me."
 
   I did as she said, palms slick with anticipation.
 
   Sticking her fingers into the bowl, she trickled its contents over my head. Something sticky dripped down my face as she muttered words in another language.
 
   A wave of energy forced its way into me, clawing painfully into my soul. I gripped my chest and fell to the ground. "What did you put on me?"
 
   She loomed over me, her long hair swept up in a bun. "The blood of innocence. The puppies sacrificed themselves for your first taste of true power. To make it more permanent, we'll need pure blood from a human, but that will come later.
 
   "Enjoy this while it lasts, Blake. If you fail to do as instructed, you will not be pleased with the consequences."
 
   Death haunted me from all sides as I struggled to breathe. Puppy blood dripped in my mouth and eyes, stinging them.
 
   The power that took me over felt foreign and invasive.
 
   For the first time, I doubted my alliances, but I was in too deep to back out now.
 
   Opening myself up as much as I could, I accepted this strange force and felt it remaking me into something much stronger.
 
   Into a brand new me.
 
    
 
   ~THE END~
 
    
 
   *Watch for Seduced by Pain coming February 14, 2013 to continue Rose and Derek's journey.
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   Sam never questions her role at the secret organization dubbed Rent-A-Kid.
 
    
 
   Until she meets Drake.
 
    
 
   She reads minds. He controls minds. Together, they might get out alive.
 
    
 
   THIS SPECIAL EDITION INCLUDES:
 
    
 
   *Award-Winning Book #1 - Forbidden Mind
 
    
 
   *Book #2 - Forbidden Fire
 
    
 
   *Book #3 - Forbidden Life
 
    
 
   *In-Depth Q&A with Author Kimberly Kinrade
 
    
 
   *Extensive Bonus Content (Available ONLY in this Special Edition)
 
    
 
   Get the whole trilogy, plus bonus content and save money... even if you already bought Forbidden Mind. This special edition gives readers the best deal with the best content!
 
    
 
   Excerpt:
 
    
 
   This was the moment. Our first meeting. What if the chemistry we had in our minds didn't translate to our bodies? What if he looked at me and ran away?
 
    
 
   Ana, reading my mind, tugged me to the door with a motherly smile. My heart clenched at the thought that Lucy and Luke should have basked in that smile over the last eighteen years. The injustice of it all renewed my motivation.
 
    
 
   She opened the door and Drake stepped forward, and for that moment, the world stopped spinning and time stood still.
 
    
 
   In my imagination, he hadn't been so tall. Tall and muscular. His blond-highlighted hair lay casually messy, and his crystal blue eyes held me in a long stare. He'd found a way to shave, and the chiseled strength of his jaw made my knees weak.
 
    
 
   When he smiled, warmth filled my stomach.
 
    
 
   "Sam." 
 
    
 
   That was it, just one word, but he made it sound like it held all the secrets of the universe. His voice was deeper, huskier, than it had been in my mind.
 
    
 
   "Drake, it's really you." 
 
    
 
   He reached for my hand. "It's really me." 
 
    
 
   When his skin touched mine, lightning danced between us. He pulled me close, breathing in the scent of me as our bodies touched. I nearly cried right there in his arms, just being held, feeling him. I never wanted to let go.
 
    
 
   But I had to.
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   SAPPHIRE EYES
 
   An erotic short story
 
   Get it on Amazon.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   We are pulled to each other like magnets. Or moths to a flame perhaps? Let's hope the burn doesn't scorch too badly. Can you handle the heat?
 
    
 
   Time and space disappear and we are alone. The where is irrelevant. Only the who is of any consequence. You and I. For now. Until such a time that there is no you and I to speak of. Bodies merged into one.
 
    
 
   And then we dance.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Escape into this erotic short story by award-winning, bestselling author, Kimberly Kinrade and get lost in the seduction that can happen between heartbeats.
 
    
 
   Adult sexual content. Graphic sex. 
 
    
 
   Look for other romance titles from Kimberly Kinrade
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   SUNRISE & NIGHTFALL
 
   By Kimberly Kinrade & Dmytry Karpov
 
   Historical Fantasy Romance
 
   Add it on Goodreads here.
 
    
 
    
 
   He'll risk everything to save her life.
 
   She'll sacrifice it all to save his soul.
 
    
 
   Danika Star will die soon, her visions have foretold this, and they are never wrong.
 
    
 
   Andriy Zorin will live forever, but not without a price.
 
   They never expected to fall in love, especially with each other, but fate had other plans.
 
    
 
   To save the woman he loves, Andriy must defy the rulers of his kind and make her immortal.
 
    
 
   But even immortals can be killed.
 
    
 
   Set during the early Renaissance in Venice, Italy under the threat of the Inquisition, Sunrise & Nightfall is a story about love, death, immortality and the power of redemption.
 
    
 
   
AN UNEDITED SNEAK PEEK:
 
    
 
   Outside of Venice, Italy
 
   Andriy Zorin
 
   17 May 1522
 
    
 
   One year ago today I lost my heart and gained my soul, because she chose to believe that anyone could be redeemed from their past, no matter how bloody. I have stayed busy in that year, rebuilding what had been lost, creating the life she would have wanted for me—for all of us. Her memory weighs heavy on me always, but I have, to date, stayed ahead of the grief, if by only a half-step, until today.
 
   Today I take pause to grieve and remember and tell the story of the woman who changed the world. Her name will not be written in books of history, but it will be forever carved into my soul. Her stack of letters, written in her final days, sit unopened by this journal, waiting for me to find the courage to read them.
 
   She hasn't come to me since that night, but I feel her always. Her story mustn't be forgotten, and I will make sure it's not. This is my story, and her story. Our story, and the world's story. It is the story of every being who walks the night or basks in the sun.
 
   The pain is still so raw, the loss fresh, that once I open this first letter, I know I too will be ripped open once again, exposed to the pain anew. Why then do I torture myself in this way? Because with the pain comes the love and the joy of cherished memories, moments too sweet to let rot from fear.
 
   She would have wanted me to move on, to live fully, and so I shall try, if only for her.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Venice, Italy
 
   Danika Star
 
   17 May 1521
 
    
 
   Death stalks us all, in one form or another. Most fear the death of the body, but this is the cycle of life, a natural progression to a new reality. It is not to be feared. But humans act rashly to avoid the unknown, and in so doing often make deals with the devil, sacrificing their very soul for a longer taste of life—a sweetness that inevitably turns bitter.
 
   When the first vision took me, I had no fear. My own death would bring about something greater than any one life.
 
   When the second vision took me, I knew the worst kind of fear, and I knew that I only had a short time to alter the path he had chosen, to save his soul before he could no longer be redeemed.
 
   I write this now as I near the end, in hopes that this story, our story, will live on as a reminder to him… and to others… that no one is past redemption and forgiveness, and to show that death is not the end, merely the beginning of a new kind of journey.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Venice, Italy
 
   Danika Star
 
   20 October 1519
 
    
 
   The chill of late fall settled in my bones as I hurried through the empty streets of Venice. A dark cloak made of thick wool protected me from the cold, and from prying eyes bent on keeping women in their place. Philip kept pace with me, acting as an unorthodox chaperon for our illicit midnight rendezvous. We had little time to complete our mission. Within a few hours, the air would fill with the scent of fresh bread, as the baker prepared for the start of his day. Street urchins would stake their territories in anticipation of a hot meal. The world, so quiet now, would slowly awaken, greeted by the sunrise, by the promise of a new start.
 
   And I had to be back before any of this happened, or all of our lives would be forfeit.
 
   Tension vibrated through Philip's stocky form, his green eyes creased in worry. "This is far too risky, Danika. We should have waited for her at the manor."
 
   A dark tendril of curl fell out from my hooded cloak as I jerked my head to scan the streets. The force with which I set it in its place pulled a few strands loose at the scalp. "My vision left no room for caution. She's in danger and we must find her."
 
   Sinister forces brewed in the underbelly of the city, though neither my visions nor our network of sources had given shape to the ominous weight I felt. We'd been lucky so far, in as much as we could call it luck. Venice still remained a haven for the Gifted and Nephilim alike, a place we could all live in peace. But that peace would soon be shattered, I feared.
 
   We walked without fire to light our way in order to stay hidden in the shadows. But Philip's kind ruled the shadows. Though not of the Court of Nightfall, having been born Nephilim and not turned by blood magic, he still possessed heightened senses that enabled him to walk as if in full day. The Daywalkers of the Court of Sunrise had all the power of their Nightwalking kin, with fewer weaknesses.
 
   I stayed close to him and wrapped myself in my own magic to avoid tripping on the uneven dirt roads and pebbled paths.
 
   It seemed to take longer than it actually did to arrive at The Four Bridges Inn, which ironically was not located near any bridges. The Inn Keeper, a grizzled man of unknown years named Giovani, greeted us at the back door with a hushed voice and nervous glances over our shoulders.
 
   A thick accent turned his words into puzzles to decipher. "She be here, but you not be taking her any time soon."
 
   I shivered as a gust of wind blew past me. "We must. Already we have pushed the timetable for this. Where is she?"
 
   The map of time that was his face creased in an extraordinary display of tunnels and ridges when he frowned. "She be with the horses."
 
   Philip flashed his sharp incisor teeth and the glow of golden white wings shimmered behind his back. Giovani gasped and cowered into his kitchen, allowing us entrance. Philip pierced him with a stare. "You are well paid to aid our friends who travel to Venice. How dare you treat even one of them like livestock."
 
   Nephilim rarely showed their wings, and though they still remained hidden in a thin veil of nearly transparent magic, it was enough to remind Giovani that we took our charge's health and safety very seriously.
 
   A wave of nausea swept through me and I bent at my waist and clutched my stomach. "I need to see her. Now!"
 
   Philip steadied me and carried our bags as Giovani ushered us to the barn. Sweat dripped from his round face despite the temperature outside, and I began to suspect him of more than just neglecting our charge. Philip and I exchanged a glance and he nodded once, sharply. We would have to be on our guard with him, and we might have to find a new rendezvous spot, if this one had been compromised.
 
   The smell of manure and moldy hay assaulted us as we entered the dimly lit barn. At the sight of Giovani, a white stallion to our right neighed and bucked at the wooden beams imprisoning him. Festering sores from what looked like lashes across his flanks oozed illness and his eyes clouded with fever. The Inn Keeper backed away, fear on his face when I turned to him, power lighting up my eyes. "Get out of here now. If I ever hear of you abusing animal or human again, my friends will be paying you a visit. Are we clear?"
 
   He nodded and scuttled from site and Philip pulled me along. "Danika, I know your heart is big, but we're running out of time."
 
   I shook him off and approached the horse. "This won't take much time or power. I can't leave him here like this, dying and in pain."
 
   The horse eyed me with suspicion, then sniffed the air. I allowed a tendril of my power to float free, surrounding the fearful beast. He whimpered and bent his body until he lay on the foul smelling hay. "There, there. It's going to be okay. I'm going to help you."
 
   Once he had calmed, I entered the pen and lay hands on him, summoning the power of water to cleanse his wounds, and earth to regenerate and heal him. Swirls of green and blue light warmed my hands and reached out to the illness infecting the horse. I pulled the pain and sickness into me, holding it in my hands and releasing it into the earth to be transmuted into something pure.
 
   Wound knit together and healthy flesh replaced that which was damaged. His eyes cleared and he pulled himself to standing, huffing and neighing in pleasure. I rubbed my hands over his body and kissed his nose. "Would you like to come home with me?" His head nudged mine and I smiled.
 
   The wail of a woman in pain pulled me from the moment. Philip reached for me. "She needs you now."
 
   I left the stall with a silent promise to the horse that I would not forget him and joined Philip as we followed the screams deeper into the barn.
 
   In one corner, laying on her own coat, a woman heavy with child cried out as another contraction wracked her body in pain. I bent down, pushing her thick dark hair out of her face. "We're here. You're going to be okay."
 
   She clenched her teeth through the pain as she spoke. "S'il vous plaît. Aide-moi."
 
   My French was limited, but I knew she plead for help. "Oui. We'll help you." I looked up at Philip. "I need clean cloth, hot water and my bag."
 
   He dropped my bag next to me and left to get the other items I needed. "I hope you can understand me. I'm going to give you a tonic to help ease the pain. I need you to swallow it all, okay?"
 
   She nodded. "I speak… some."
 
   I reached for my bag and pulled out a vial that I gave to her. She drank it all and within a moment sighed in relief as the blend of herbs and magic relaxed her body. "Good. Where is your husband? I was told there would be two of you."
 
   Her large eyes filled with tears. "Jean-Paul. Mort."
 
   "Dead. He died?"
 
   She nodded. "Killed. They found us. The… how you say? Man who hunts us?"
 
   "The Inquisitor?"
 
   "Oui! The Inquisitor, he found us. Jean-Paul died to save me and le bébé." She cried out with another contraction, this one less painful with the tonic. When it eased she reached for my hand. "Le bébé, he is special. Of the sun, comprenez-vous?"
 
   Her pain, emotional and physical, flowed into me and I struggled to contain it, to send it back to the earth. "Yes, I understand. He is a Daywalker. Your husband, he was Nephilim of the Court of Sunrise?"
 
   She slumped into my arms, her face a mix of emotion. Relief that I understood, fear and pain for what had passed and what was to come.
 
   My magic swirled around me and I shared with her my power. "What is your name?"
 
   Her eyes glowed with the light settling into her. "Lisette."
 
   "Lisette, I have friends at Court. They will help you and your son, do you understand?"
 
   She nodded.
 
   Philip arrived at that moment, a bucket of steaming water and a handful of linens that looked like they could use a good wash, but we didn't have a lot of options.
 
   I thanked him and held his eyes as I spoke to Lisette. "This is Philip of the Court of Sunrise. He will be able to initiate your son upon birth and make sure he receives all of the rights and privileges associated with being a Daywalker."
 
   Philip nodded, sadness in his eyes as he too pieced together what the woman had lost at the hands of those who sought to persecute anyone different. He bent and held her hand. "It would be my honor to do so, if it pleases you."
 
   She cried and squeezed his hand. "Oui, s'il vous plaît. Je vous remercie beaucoup."
 
   Philip's eyes clouded with tears, and I knew he was thinking about his sister's birth, and how he had to perform the same rights for her after their mother had died in childbirth. It must be a Nephilim who performs the rights, for a child of Sunrise to come into their power and place properly, and Philip's father hadn't been Nephilim, so that task was left to a young and scared Philip who had just lost his mother.
 
   Lisette cried out again and I felt the child drawing near. "It's time. Lisette, I need you to push."
 
   I positioned myself to receive the child and instructed Philip to hold her from behind. "When the next contraction hits, push with everything in you."
 
   She screamed and pushed. Blood poured out of her and she became pale and listless. My power searched for the problem. "The baby is coming out the wrong way, feet first. There's a tear. She's bleeding out." My heart raced as I used my hands to manipulate the child, trying to turn him in the right direction. Lisette's cries exploded around us, the pain near unbearable.
 
   I couldn't extricate my hands to help her. "Philip, I have another vial of tonic in my bag, give it to her."
 
   As he did, her body relaxed a fraction and I used my power to repair the damage, but if I couldn't turn the baby around, it wouldn't make a difference.
 
   Tears streamed down her face. My hands stayed steady but my heart dropped to my gut as I fought to keep her alive and save the baby living in her womb. I couldn't let this woman lose her husband and child on the same day.
 
   My power, slightly drained from healing the horse, now rushed out of me, leaving me feeling empty and exhausted. I sought more source, pulling from the earth, the sky, the water, sucking it in only to empty it into Lisette and her child.
 
   Philip looked up at me, eyes wide in concern. "Danika, I can hear her heart slowing. She's dying."
 
   "I know, but I won't let it happen." My heart cracked and I fought my own tears. So much hate and pain in this world. All of it unnecessary. She could have lived a happy life with Jean-Paul and her baby, and instead they had to run from their home and life because of fear and prejudice. So many killed, and for what?
 
   I couldn't think of that right now. Had to focus. Finally, the baby turned, head positioned to exit the birth canal. I sent her more of my power, what little I had left. "Lisette, we're almost there. Be strong. Push!"
 
   I felt her draw on her own inner strength and bare down again. The baby's head crested. "Push again!" And with that last push, the baby dropped into my hands, bloody and wriggling. I worked fast, sending more power to Lisette to repair the damage left from the birth while I cleaned off the child and cleared out his mouth and nose.
 
   Once wrapped in the cleanest cloth I could find in the pile, I placed him in her arms. "Your son. He's perfect."
 
   She wept and kissed him as I cleaned her up, then she passed him to Philip.
 
   A golden glow of power surrounded him and the child as he spoke the ancient words to initiate the boy into their court. This would allow him to grow into his own powers as he aged, rather than having them thrust upon him all at once, without any way of controlling them. As he reached puberty he would come into his full power with his wings. It also gave the child a place within their society. He would never be alone, helpless in a world that didn't understand or want him. I wished other Gifted had such rituals and community. Too often those like me never understood who or what they were and died alone and often violently at the hands of those who feared them.
 
   As Lisette healed, she regained her color and strength and eagerly reached for her child when Philip completed the initiation. "Merci. Thank you for saving me and my son. He is also Jean-Paul, for his father."
 
   My head spun from exhaustion and too much use of power, but I smiled and packed up my bag. "That's a lovely name. Rest here and we'll see about getting you a room until you're fit to travel."
 
   Philip nodded and left to speak to Giovani while I cleaned up the mess of childbirth as best I could with rags and hot water. I shrugged out of my coat and laid it over Lisette and her son. "You two need to stay warm." She nodded and dozed into a half-sleep while nursing her baby.
 
   An unexpected surge of bittersweet longing clung to my heart as I watched mother and son. I would never know that kind of bond, never have children of my own. I thought I'd come to accept that. Being a midwife I often delivered babies and witnesses the joy of that connection, but it had become harder, knowing what I would have to do to save the man in my vision… and to save so many others. I didn't regret my destiny, but I wondered what a softer path in life would have felt like.
 
   I shook myself out of my own wallowing and leaned against a pile of hay to rest my eyes and regain some of my own power, but was startled out of my sleep when Philip charged in and called for me. "Danika, get Lisette and the baby out of here. We've been betrayed."
 
   ***
 
   If I hadn't been so distracted by the mission and the injured horse, I would have followed my instincts about Giovani. But, it was too late now. I nudged Lisette awake and reached for the baby to help her up. "We have to go now. It's not safe. I'm sorry."
 
   I swayed as I stood, but clothed the child in my arms and steadied myself. It would take us too long to get back to the manor by foot. The white horse neighed and I smiled and walked over to him. "Will you help us?"
 
   He neighed again and I took that as a yes. "We will have to ride together. I've healed your tears, so it shouldn't hurt too much. Will you be okay?"
 
   She nodded and I handed her baby back to her while I prepared the horse for riding. He stayed calm and even got on his knees to allow Lisette on, as if he knew she needed to be handled with care. I insisted she keep my jacket and slid in front of her, ignoring the deep cold of the night air as she and the child pressed against my back.
 
   Though it had felt like hours, it was still dark outside. Near the Inn, sounds of fighting gave me pause. Philip glowed in golden lights, his wings fully visible to anyone who watched as he took on the five thugs Giovani had summonsed to help capture us.
 
   Philip looked up and saw us waiting. "Run! The Inquisitor is coming to Venice and there's a reward for any Gifted. Go!"
 
   So that was why the Inn Keeper had suddenly turned on us. Greed. My heart sank as I contemplated the ramifications of the Inquisition finding its way to here. We had been safe before, but this changed everything. Where would we send those in exile? What would become of them, of us all?
 
   I galloped through the quiet streets, worry weighing heavy on me for Philip and for our city and our charges.
 
   We made good time, the sun sending out its first tentative rays of light as the horse slowed to a stop in front of Philip's estate. A beautiful red-head swung open the front door, just as I slid off the horse and helped Lisette and her child down. She ran to me, as much as she could with her own child growing in her, and hugged me hard. "I've been worried out of my mind." Her green eyes scanned the lane that lead to her brother's home. "Where's Philip? Is he okay?"
 
   "He should be joining us soon. Giovani betrayed us and your brother had to fight off some thugs. They shouldn't pose much of a challenge against him though." I hugged her again. "It's good to see you. We need to get them to bed." I stood back to introduce our new friends. "This is Lisette and her son Jean-Paul."
 
   Lisette curtsied. "Bonjour."
 
   I held the reigns on the horse. "Lisette, this is Elizabeth. She's Philip's sister and my dearest friend. She'll take good care of you and your baby."
 
   Elizabeth frowned. "You look exhausted. You need to come in and rest."
 
   I shook my head. "I can't. You know I can't. I'm already late and my brother is going to be angry as it is."
 
   She sighed, a guilty expression flashing over her face before it disappeared. "Well, he did send a message asking about you. But honestly, Danika, Darius is an overbearing ass. You don't have to do what he says. You're so much more powerful than him!"
 
   "In our hidden world, perhaps, but not in the regular world. To them I'm just his widowed sister who is forced to work as a mid-wife, while he is the great and rising physician to the wealthy." We'd had this conversation too many times to count, but Elizabeth never gave up.
 
   Her eyes narrowed, and I knew what would come next. "Marry Philip. You know he'd have you in a heartbeat if you but gave him the slightest indication you wanted him in that way. Then we'd be real sisters and we could live here together and do the work we were meant to do."
 
   I would have given almost anything to live that reality, but it wasn't to be, and Elizabeth, who believed the world could be anything we chose it to be, would never understand. "I have to go. I'll see you soon."
 
   I draped my leg over the horse and left my friend behind as she ushered the new mother and babe into her home. The pull of their lives, of that home and the safety and freedom it would afford me was strong. But I didn't love Philip in that way, and knew that I never would. Even still, our friendship and deep caring might have been enough, if not for the other who waited for me in the near future. My heartstrings had already bound to his, site unseen, and I couldn't change the course of our destiny, I could only hope to shape it enough to save at least one of us from a fate worse than physical death.
 
    
 
   
Disagreeable Things
 
    
 
   Andriy Zorin
 
   21 October 1519
 
    
 
   "What is the city but the people?"
 
   —William Shakespeare, Coriolanus
 
    
 
   Venice stank. Like most cities, it stank of the people that populated it. The smell of dung and dead things spilled from the canals—appropriate, in a way. The canals were, after all, the roads of Venice. Roads had horseshit. The canals had people shit.
 
   They had barges too, packed with goods by day and festive drunks by night, and Gondolas. The boats, sharp and flat like blades of grass, streaked through the water, carrying ladies who enticed the men with their flesh, and Gondoliers who recited poetry old and new. Even when the streets were empty—but of course, they were never empty—winged lions and griffins listened on, forever etched in stone by the meticulous hand of an artist. Some statues had been forged from bronze, others stolen. They say the Horses of Saint Mark came from Constantinople. The armies of Venice sacked the city during the fourth crusade and dragged the horses back to their city, placing them on the terrace of the façade of the Basilica, where they forever graze. The city had statues and boats and colors and foods as various as the seasons. And this season, the fall wind touched everything with a slight chill, like the air from a window in a stuffy room. It was quiet nice.
 
   It didn't make up for the shit.
 
   I rubbed my nose and walked across Piazza San Marco, a town square so unlike the winding streets of Venice and so full of human. Before me stood Saint Mark's Basilica at nightfall. Seldom did a Venetian vessel return from the Orient, without adding to the Basilica clumps of some ancient building, as if it were a castle made from sand and not from stone. Lead-covered domes topped the chapel, and marble carvings and columns, older than the structure itself, covered the interior brick walls. Four roman emperors, the Tetrachs, held each other in the south west corner. Five round-arched portals led the way inside. Frozen in stride, the Horses of Saint Mark looked down upon me with their old eyes, as if saying, "You do not belong here. You are not wanted." They were right. But when anyone other than me is right, they are wrong. I entered the house of god. The Nephilim Tribunal lay within.
 
   "They will not want to see you." Ezio strode beside me and clutched his coat. Only nerves drove a man to hold things so close.  Only nerves turned a man's fingers bone-white. "We should go back to the country, maybe Florence, no?"
 
   I shook my head, still walking. "The election is here, not in Florence."
 
   "That's the problem, my friend."
 
   "If you wish, you may wait for me out here." I gestured at the interior dome and the mosaic above.
 
   Ezio harrumphed. "You know that'll never do, my friend. Wherever you go, I follow."
 
   "And I'm glad to have you with me." I clapped him on the shoulder and walked behind the columns on either side of the inner dome.
 
   The choir lofts were empty at this late hour, and only two men walked upon the floor, whispering prayers to their god, heads clutched in their arms. As they wandered out of sight, I traced my hands down the wall and found a loose piece of stone.  With a hard push, it sunk in, and a stone door opened, revealing stairs going down under the Bascilia. They led to the Tribunal.
 
   "I have a bad feeling, my friend," Ezio whispered.
 
   I grinned and descended the stairs. "Let's hope it goes away then. You wouldn't want to lose your appetite. I hear the feast tonight will be… how would you say it? Fantastic."
 
   "What feast?" Ezio followed me, each step a heavy thud, as if he carried a burden on his shoulders.
 
   I suppose I was a burden. "Prince Dante is getting married tonight."
 
   "And we've been invited?"
 
   I smiled my secret smile. "Not exactly."
 
   "But we're still going to go."
 
   "You know me too well."
 
   We arrived in the Under Dome. Here, not murals, but paintings draped the walls, and torchlight told their tales. At the end of the hall, three doors stood under marble arches, all a different kind of color.
 
   Obsidian, darker than the night sky, plated the archway on the right, and sapphire banners hung from its teeth-like spires. Black steps rolled out from the doorway, swathed in sheen, yet the door itself devoured all light, as if the mouth of a gluttonous beast. The air hummed, and it seemed to growl at me.
 
   The archway to the left glittered. It was gold, all of it, as if an empire had melted down its wealth and poured it over the auburn door. Crimson banners guarded the way inside. The Court of Sunrise kept their riches within.
 
   Color split the central archway, lathering the left side in gold, casting the right side in black. The banners followed form, red on the left, blue on the right. It was beautiful. It was The Court of Twilight and seat of the High King.
 
   Sunrise, Twilight, Nightfall. I would rule them all.
 
   We approached the center door, and a figure, leaning against the wall, covered in armor both gold and black like its charge, shifted the spear on its shoulder. It spoke with a woman's voice, full of honey and subtlety, like a Goddess. "Why have you come here?"
 
   I decided to call it a she, and she deserved a bow. "My lady, I am Andriy Zorin, heir of Erebus, son of Nightfall. I am here to claim my seat on the Tribunal."
 
   She-Goddess snickered and unclasped the chainmail over her mouth. The dark red lips—she had to be of Sunrise—made a pleasant sight, and I started to notice the curves of her armor, woman's curves.  "Call me The Watcher. The last man to call me a lady died a very unpleasant death."
 
   "How unfortunate."
 
   "For him."
 
   I imagined The Watcher drive a spear into a man's gut and rend it free, spilling bits of intestines on the marble, and my own stomach clutched as if in defense. "Did the man try to get past you?"
 
   She puckered her lips as she paused, and my hands got a little hotter. If the rest of her body matched that mouth, she was beautiful indeed. "He tried to court me."
 
   I made a note to never court The Watcher. "May we pass?"
 
   She shook her head and pushed off the wall, speaking with an edge not directed at me. "Prince Dante is receiving his trial."
 
   "And you can't interrupt such a momentous occasion. I completely understand." I creased my eyes and softened my voice, as if sharing words between friends. "However, it would be a shame if Dante was elected. There are such better candidates."
 
   Even more anger filled her words. "I agree. Tiberius should win, but the old fool isn't even running. So Dante will win almost uncontested, and he has no respect for the old ways."
 
   "No respect."
 
   "The pig thinks he can have anything he wants."
 
   "Anything he wants."
 
   "He should have never have even been made Lord of Sunrise."
 
   No one had told me that little detail. "It is frowned upon for a Lord to seek the Twilight Throne."
 
   "Exactly. They say he communes with the church, you know, and The Pope."
 
   More news. I rubbed my chin and said nothing.
 
   "If he's elected, our entire faith will go to the mud."
 
   I used my soft voice, laced with passion, again. "Our faith is stronger than that. Isn't that right Ezio?"
 
   He jumped, as if from sleep, and raised a weary fist halfway in the air. "Yes. Our faith is stronger."
 
   "Stronger!" I roared.
 
   The Watcher shook her head. "What is it with you? Please be quite. There's a ceremony going on in there."
 
   "My apologies. I just get so invigorated." My hands waved back and forth as if in real shame. I didn't feel it. I couldn't remember the last time I had. "How much longer are the proceedings?"
 
   The Watcher sighed and slouched back against the wall. "Hours. And I'm here on ceremony, not for actual protection."
 
   "A waste of skill, though not of beauty."
 
   The Watcher frowned. I forgot: don't court The Watcher. So I did my shameful act again.
 
   The frown faded. "You can wait."
 
   "Thank you. I understand. You can't let us in."
 
   "No."
 
   "But you're not here for protection."
 
   "No."
 
   "Only on ceremony."
 
   "Yes."
 
   "So if we were to… "
 
   A smile crept on The Watcher's lips and a gleam entered her eyes. "I think I'm going to take a nap." She slouched lower on the wall and lowered her head.
 
   And we walked on through.
 
   ***
 
   The Throne Room reflected its exterior, torn in half by two factions and their colors. The first floor stretched long and wide, covered in a black and gold carpet, lined with suits of armor on either side. The second and third floors held balconies from which you could view the hall. Members of the Tribunal used it while making judgments. Those pleading, or on trail, used the first floor and seemed puny amidst the vast hall. At the far side, a circle engraved with glyphs and cycles of the moon marked the carpets end and the place where the elected High King would ascend to the throne. No other way could The Twilight Throne be reached. It had been carved from obsidian and gold fused together, with a base like giant rock, and the mixture hung suspended in midair, a shimmer of white heat around it. If a Nephilim flew close by, their wings would burn off. Some say, they'd never grow back.
 
   Unless, you were the High King. Then you'd stand within the circle of glyphs, the Moon Dial, and a path of stairs would rise toward the throne. The white heat would not touch you. The seat would not graze you. And you… you would rule all of Nephilim.
 
   ***
 
   I would be king. No matter what The Watcher thought, Prince Dante would not go uncontested.
 
   He rested on one knee at the center of the hall, no doubt accepting the trial he would have to perform to prove his worth. Whatever it was, the Tribunal spoke of it no longer. Instead, they turned their gaze to me.
 
   A voice like parchment, thin and old, drifted from a second balcony. "Who comes here?"
 
   In this hall, hundreds of feet below ground, the air squeezed around me and drained my lungs, leaving the smell of smoke behind. My muscles tightened. A hint of sweat touched my brow. I was about as deep in a city as you could be. At least it didn't smell so bad.
 
   I put on my biggest smile and sauntered to the center of the room. As my face reached the light, gasps dropped from the balconies.
 
   "Count Zorin." The old man spoke again, and I could see him now, above me. Tiberius. Pale skin, full of lines and grooves like wet bred, clung to his hollow eyes. Whatever hair he once had on his head, had transferred to his beard, which ran past his waist and twisted in thick, rope-like cords. Black robes veiled his body, though by the looks of his veined hands, it was a slim thing, worn away by age. Not many Nephilim showed long years, but those who did often displayed cunning and intelligence. They had sought out immortality at their old age, and they had found it. Tiberius had not only found it, but become the Lord of Nightfall as well.
 
   I flung my hands on my hips. "I have returned, my Lord. Please, show me to my council-seat."
 
   Tiberius' face betrayed no emotion. Not when he didn't want it to. Then… he laughed. "You dare claim a seat among us, whelp? Your father would weep in his grave."
 
   I clenched my teeth. "My father would want me to have what's mine… my Lord, or so I would believe. I am his heir, and thus the heir to his seat on this court."
 
   "He would disagree with you, if he were here. You are a disgrace to his name."
 
   His words started a fire in my veins. "Do you presume to know my father's mind, Tiberius? Was it not he, who taught you our ways, who supported you in joining this court? I trust you simply misspoke."
 
   The laughter left his face, leaving no emotion. "Yes, thank you, Count Zorin. I only meant to offer opinion on the matter. After so many years away from court, I do not think you will enjoy it."
 
   "That is for me to decide."
 
   Tiberius raised a goblet to his purple lips and sipped. "Yes, but now is not the time to decide anything. A trial is being bestowed." He gestured at Prince Dante, who now stood on his feet, but had not spoken. The man grinned.
 
   I rolled my eyes and raised my hands at the balconies. "Now is the time. As my father's heir, I qualify for election and ask to be trialed as well."
 
   Whispers filled the hall as members of the court debated with their attendants. Ezio groaned behind me, and Tiberius raised his goblet, regaining silence. "You have not yet been inducted into the Tribunal. To run for election would be improper."
 
   "I agree," said a voice, and then more echoed the call.
 
   I grit my teeth. The Tribunal followed tradition and rules like dogma, but perhaps their hatred for me surpassed even their need for order.
 
   Prince Dante lifted his hand. "My Lords, as a member of this court, I say let him be trialed."
 
   "I agree with the Lord of Sunrise." A man with golden curls, Antonio, tapped an equally golden cup. He was Dante's brother, and his words slurred from drink. "Let him be trialed, and let fate decide if he is worthy."
 
   Other members nodded their approval. They liked this Prince Dante, and so I hated him.
 
   "So be it." Tiberius stuck his cup against the balcony like a gavel. "Are you ready to accept your trial, Andriy Zorin?"
 
   I nodded and thanked the fates for my luck.
 
   "Then kneel."
 
   I fell on one knee, the sweat dripping off me.
 
   "Show your faith to this council and its people. Earn ascension and prove a king. Will you accept judgment?"
 
   "I will."
 
   "Then your trial shall be thus. A Grand Inquisitor is arriving in Venice tonight. His mission, as we know it, is to eradicate the Unsired and Wingless within the city. Rid us of him, and you shall have proven yourself worthy. Do you accept your trial?"
 
   My knees wobbled, and I stared at Tiberius. "A Grand Inquisitor? This is suicide."
 
   "This is your trial. You may refuse. There is no dishonor in that."
 
   "There is no honor in this trial. One does not simply kill an Inquisitor."
 
   "One worthy to be High King will find a way." He grinned, no doubt to kindle my rage. It worked.
 
   "I accept my trial. May the Inquisitor shudder in his sleep, for I will see him in his grave." I stood.
 
   Tiberius nodded. "So be it. Now, venture forth and prove your worth."
 
   I bowed and walked away. No ceremonial claps followed me out the door, only Ezio grumbling about Inquisitors and trials. He was right to complain. To kill an Inquisitor and live would be impossible.
 
   But Tiberius never said kill.
 
   Still, not killing meant talking, and I preferred the former. As we rounded up the stairs, the rage inside me boiled and with it hunger. I wished to blast the steam at Tiberius, who doomed me with his trial, and Dante, who thought he could beat me at this game. That's all it was, after all—a game to see who should be king. And they dealt me a losing hand. I wanted to cut theirs off. If they'd been there, I would have.
 
   But instead, the stone door opened, and a portly man gazed at me, draped in the white garbs of a priest. "Who are you, my son?"
 
   "The devil, Father." I showed my face, and the old man dropped his scepter. He'd caught me in a bad mood. More's the pity. Venice stank of the people that populated it. One less person made it smell a little better.
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