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“…it is agreed that the devil has made a dreadful knot of witches in the country, and by the help of witches has dreadfully increased that knot.”

- Cotton Mather

(The Wonders of the Invisible World, 1693)


When we last left our heroes…


In Equinox Enthralled (Book 5), the witches and wolves are faced with the empty graves of their murdered loved ones, only to learn that the Collector has reanimated the dead to form a zombie army, which attacks the wolf den.

Abby is seized and pushed through a portal that sends her back to 1692 Salem, where she is thrown into a pit with other captured witches: Mary Hutchinson from Jamestown (early 1600s), Frannie Piedmont from Boston (1915), Alastair McTavish from Glasgow, Scotland (1964), and Ha-Jun Kim (“June Bug”) from Baltimore (1995). Each witch has a skill that the Collector seeks to collect, though Abby is his prize.

Stella, Ethan, Hawk, Stryker, and Dylan follow Abby back through time and are assisted by the ghost of Bridget Bishop.

Abby inadvertently informs the Collector that Stella and Ethan have paired their magic, putting a target on her friends’ backs. In what should be her final moments, she makes a “Hail Mary pass” and knocks the Collector unconscious, though she remains chained. The Collector vanishes just as the rescue party bursts in.

In Trask’s Mill, they discover a bracelet once owned by Stella’s mother; it is engraved with the letters S.W., the initials for Samuel Wardwell, Stella’s ancestor who was hanged in Salem.

After a wild race through Salem, all while being chased and attacked by zombies, the allies return to the twenty-first century with the four anachronistic witches from the pit.

They research how to open portals that will send their new friends home and track the Collector wherever’s he’s disappeared to. Antoinette from the Boston coven reveals that they will need an object tied to the year and specific places from which each person was taken.

Stella and Ethan are attacked by more zombies, and Stella discovers a silver hair caught in the clasp of her mother’s bracelet. If it belongs to the Collector, she could use it to make a poppet. If Antoinette is right about needing an object to create a portal, that hair could lead them to the Collector where she could use the poppet to kill him. Or at least maim him.

Ethan secretly sends some of the silver hair to a friend in the BCA lab and reports that the Collector is none other than Stella’s father.

The Collector and his minions kidnap two young she-wolves from the den, purportedly to use them as bait for Stella, Ethan, and Abby.

Magnus Moseby discovers that the engravings on the bracelet aren’t S.W (the initials of Stella’s ancestor) but runes that merely look like an M. and an S. They’ve been looking at the bracelet upside down. The runes provide instruction on how to open portals.

Jun steps through a portal to scope out the Collector’s whereabouts, but when the allies finally face the Collector and his minions again, the Collector captures Stella. He releases the kidnapped she-wolves, but brings Stella into Trask’s Mill to extract her paired magic.

Abby creates a deadly blood-filled spell that explodes the mill, and though Stella is rescued, the Collector vanishes yet again.

They open portals to return their new friends to their proper times, and Stella and Ethan find a moment’s peace while the final battle looms.
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Chapter
One



Broomstix

Salem, MA

“Who the hell am I kidding?” Stella Aldren slapped her hands down onto the dozens of legal documents and bank statements spread over her sales counter. “It’s too late.”

With a small adjustment to the corset she wore over her black lace dress, she turned toward the store window and stared out onto the sidewalk. It was late in the afternoon and nearing the end of October.

More than three weeks had passed since she’d discovered her very own father was the proverbial monster under the bed. The thing that went bump in the night. The source of so much misery and despair.

Worse, she was no closer to stopping his reign of terror, but she was only one week away from the bank foreclosing on Broomstix.

She’d invested all of the inheritance she’d received from her mother into her magic store. Losing Broomstix didn’t just mean the ruination of her mother’s legacy; it would be like losing her all over again.

Stella fiddled with her mother’s gold bracelet. These days, she rarely took it off, and she found comfort in rubbing her thumb back and forth across the two runes engraved in its surface.

After all her mother had done for her—both in life and now in death, providing her an invaluable tool for finding her father, the Collector—Stella couldn’t let Broomstix fall into the hands of some heartless, non-magical banker.

She also knew that her victory over her budget—should she achieve it—wouldn’t mean as much if she didn’t save the store on her own.

But should she accept Ethan’s financial offer anyway? Probably.

Was she being a stubborn idiot about it? More than one person would give a resounding “yes.”

And yet, she had to try and do this on her own. Her mother hadn’t had a lot of time to teach her life lessons, but one that had stuck: if you make a mess, it’s your responsibility to clean it up.

Magnus Moseby—who, somewhere along the way, had turned into her teenaged sidekick—had already agreed to go from being a part-time employee to a volunteer, but there had to be something more she could cut from her budget. She’d already sold her crappy car last spring. Yesterday, she’d dumped every single one of her online subscriptions. She couldn’t cancel her cell phone service, so… Hmmm. How badly did she need to eat?

Izzy Jacobs gave her an exaggerated wave through the large display window, and Stella blinked, noticing her friend’s raised eyebrows.

Oops. She’d apparently been staring out the window, totally lost in her thoughts. She didn’t know for how long.

Stella waved back, made what she hoped was a self-deprecating smile, and asked, “Are you done?”

Izzy read Stella’s lips well enough through the window, and Stella did the same when Izzy’s mouth formed the shape of the word, “Almost.”

Izzy stepped aside as a group of people in Halloween costumes strolled down the sidewalk. It wasn’t an unusual sight. Halloween in Salem was an all-month affair.

Once the people passed, Izzy pulled her long frizzy hair into a ponytail and got back to work. She and Jade, Stella’s younger sister, had been standing outside the store for the last thirty minutes, replenishing the magic in the protective ward they’d put on the door.

They’d done the same thing to Ethan’s and Antoinette’s apartments in Boston, the wolf den, the homes of every member of the coven, and—just in case—even the home of their late high priestess’s non-magical widow.

When it came to the Collector—not to mention his gray, pasty zombie minions—they couldn’t be too careful.

A tuneless humming came from the back of the store, and Stella glanced toward the sound. Catherine Renaudin Mather, Ethan’s mother and a prophetic witch, sat in the reading chair by the end of the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. She wore a short denim skirt and a red cardigan. Her shoulder-length, gray-blond hair was tucked behind one ear, and she doodled on a notepad that was balanced on the chair’s upholstered arm.

Stella could guess what Catherine was writing. For weeks, she’d been doodling random numbers, zero through five, but for some reason always skipping the number four.

Stella would find the numbers written haphazardly on discarded napkins and slips of paper tucked into books, even once on a gum wrapper.

When Stella asked Catherine about the numbers, she said she didn’t know what they meant, only that—if she kept writing them down—their importance would become clear. Such was the frustratingly imprecise nature of prophetic magic.

It made Stella glad for her fire magic. It was more direct. When she lit something up, no one ever asked what she meant by it.

The door opened, making the little bell jingle, and Magnus strolled in. He tossed his head to get the thick shock of dark hair off his forehead, then announced himself. “And voilà. Magnus the Magnificent. In the flesh.”

He said this with a flourish of his hand that seemed uncharacteristically sarcastic.

Stella frowned. Magnus’s high school talent show was in two days, on Sunday afternoon. He’d been practicing his sleight of hand for weeks. “Did your dress rehearsal go okay?”

The twinkle that Stella was used to seeing in his green eyes dulled. “It’s just the Spirit Week talent show.”

“Just a talent show?” Since when did he dismiss any opportunity to show-off his tricks? “That doesn’t sound like you.”

He shrugged.

“Magnus, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” He strode past her. “Just…nothing.”

She twisted her body to watch him pass, then called after him. “Well, I for one look forward to seeing you perform.”

“You’re going to be there?” He turned, and his face brightened, though only a little.

Oh, god. Had the other kids been mean to him? Magnus wasn’t the most popular kid in school. He was too unique to be everyone’s cup of tea. But the thought of anyone dimming his light made Stella see red.

She tried to play it cool though. He was sixteen. He didn’t need her making a scene about it. “Of course I’ll be there. Ethan too.”

Magnus exhaled, and one corner of his mouth turned up. “Okay.”

“So…” she hedged. “How was school otherwise?”

He rolled his eyes dramatically while sliding his backpack off his shoulder. It hit the floor with a heavy thunk. “HoCo fallout. Shrapnel everywhere.”

“Uh-huh.” Stella quickly shuffled her financial documents into a neat stack and flipped them over before Magnus walked behind the counter. “And what does that mean?”

“The dance is only a week away, and half the couples broke up today. Too many tears. Whisper sessions around every corner. And they served meatball subs for lunch.”

“That’s bad?” Stella asked.

Magnus stashed his backpack under the counter. “Let’s just say the restrooms weren’t very pleasant.”

“That’s disgusting.”

“That’s high school. Hi, Darren.” Magnus tapped on the terrarium where Stella’s indigo snake was curled up and snoozing.

“Don’t tap on the glass,” she said.

“He likes it.”

“No,” Stella said. “He tolerates it at best.”

“Darren likes me.”

“Not as much as Alice,” Stella said.

To prove her point, the little red chicken came barreling out of the utility room at the back of the store.

“Awww,” Magnus cooed. “Did you hear my voice?”

Alice must have realized she was revealing too much enthusiasm. She dropped out of her run, gathered herself, clucked once, then strutted sedately behind the counter where she pecked at Magnus’s shoelace.

Magnus scooped her up and kissed her neck.

“If you think you’ve got everything under control,” Stella said, picking up her paperwork, “I’m going to head upstairs to work on a few things.”

Magnus glanced around the depressingly empty store and deadpanned, “Yeah. I think I’ve got it.”

“Cool.” Stella climbed the stairs to the second story, then up the ladder to her attic apartment—an apartment she would lose if she lost the store. Her mortgage and her business loan were both in dire straits.

The apartment was a mess, as per usual. Her bed was unmade, and the floor was covered in stacks of clean laundry and out-of-season summer clothes that she’d boxed but had never gotten around to putting away.

There were even two plastic bins of family photographs that she’d been meaning to put in frames once life got back to normal.

Stella ducked under a rafter and deftly stepped over two piles of clothes until she reached her sewing area tucked into the alcove beneath the gable window. She moved her sewing machine to the side—briefly considered how much she could sell it for—then spread out her legal and financial documents.

One week.

One more week to fix the last two years of mediocre revenue, or there’d be an auctioneer here, selling off her inventory to the highest bidder, then taking bids on the building itself.

She had to imagine there’d be a ton of interest in colonial-era real estate, especially with the basic renovations she’d already done. It would likely sell for pennies on the dollar. All the bank cared about was recouping as much as it could. Bloodsuckers.

And it wasn’t like she could offer them an excuse for the last six months of delinquent payments. Tales of enemy covens, magical battles, demons, zombies, and time travelers weren’t likely to fly with the bank’s board of directors.

She leaned forward, resting her forehead on top of the paperwork, then gently bumping her skull against the sewing table. “Come on, Stella. Get it together.”

She sat up, and her gaze landed on the poppet she’d made of her father. It was constructed of black holographic vinyl, and it had wide, gray-button eyes, a thick head of hair made from silver silk threads, and she’d stretched out the face to represent his melted features—something that was no doubt the result of his immersion into blood magic.

Over the last few weeks, she’d even gone so far to embroider his initials—RG—on the poppet’s chest.

But the thing that really conducted the magic—for without it, the poppet was nothing more than a rag doll—was the single strand of her father’s real hair, tucked inside the poppet’s chest.

So now, the poppet was as powerful as it was going to get, and while it might not be enough to kill him, she hoped it would wound him enough to give them an advantage.

The next time she faced her father, he wouldn’t escape. She’d reconcile all the damage her bloodline had caused magickind.

“Knock, knock.”

Stella glanced over her shoulder as Ethan’s jet-black hair, then his perfectly defined profile appeared in the open hatch in the attic floor. He turned those mesmerizing navy-blue eyes in her direction and—God help her—she was weak for him.

How he always managed to turn her to Jell-O she did not know. It was one helluva good trick.

“‘Knock, knock’ to you too,” she said. “What time is it?”

“Getting close to dinnertime.”

“Already?”

“You must’ve been busy to lose track of time.” He picked his way across her messy floor without comment, then landed a kiss on her lips.

“Just going through my budget.”

He nodded. Again without comment, though she could see the frustration in his eyes. He didn’t understand why she wouldn’t take him up on his offer. He was filthy rich. He could rectify her accounts and not even flinch.

Secretly, she wondered if maybe she would. But only if it came to that. Only if there was no other option. October was historically her best month for sales. There was still time.

“Have you heard from the wolves today?” he asked.

“Nothing except their daily update of ‘all’s well.’”

“Hmmm,” Ethan said.

“It has been eerily quiet, hasn’t it?” she said. “I was glad for the first couple days of peace, but now… What’s my father waiting for? If he means to get his revenge by killing every witch hunter, historical, modern, literal and otherwise⁠—”

“Kind of ironic, isn’t it,” Ethan said. “At this point, he’s the biggest witch hunter of all time.”

Stella drew in a breath. My god, he was right.

Ethan’s phone rang, and he checked the screen.

“Who is it?” Stella asked.

“It’s Doherty.”

Stella recognized the name of Ethan’s former campaign manager, Shawn Doherty. “What does he want?”

“Let’s find out.” Ethan answered the call, putting it on speaker. “Hey! What’s up?”

“Ethan!” Doherty said. “I can’t believe you’re picking up, man. It’s good to hear your voice.”

“You too. You’re on speaker with me and Stella.”

“Ah,” Doherty said, doing nothing to mask his apparent disapproval that she was still in the picture.

Although he’d never said it, there was little doubt that Doherty blamed her for Ethan’s decision to drop out of the gubernatorial race.

Ethan met Stella’s eyes, and the corners of his mouth quirked upward. Well, at least one of them found it funny.

“I noticed you hadn’t RSVP’d to the Halloween Ball tomorrow,” Doherty said.

“Shit,” Ethan dragged his hand down over his face. “I’m sorry. I meant to send my regrets. I can’t go.”

“It’s for charity,” Doherty said.

“I know,” Ethan said.

“All the important players will be there. Judges—state and federal. The partners from all the top law firms. Members of the house and senate⁠—”

“I get it,” Ethan said firmly. “And I know. I attended last year, remember?”

“Which is why I thought you’d want to go again,” Doherty said.

Ethan sighed. “I suppose Terry Patterson will be there.”

Patterson had been Ethan’s opponent for the party’s nomination. Now, he’d won it and would soon be facing the current governor in the upcoming election.

“Of course he will,” Doherty said. “And it would be good for you to be seen in public if you’re ever going to resurrect your political future.”

“Do you really think I still have a future in politics?” Ethan asked, with just a hint of regret slipping into his voice.

It was something Stella hadn’t heard in a long time, and it gave her a sharp stab of pain in her heart. She really had upended his life.

Ethan turned toward the wall, aiming the phone away from Stella even though she could still hear everything.

“I’m hardly a party favorite anymore,” Ethan said. “I dropped out of a campaign that the polls said I was winning for undisclosed personal reasons. Hardly the behavior of a horse anyone would want to back.”

“Personal reasons, by the way, you still haven’t disclosed to me,” Doherty said with some annoyance.

Ethan didn’t acknowledge the jab out loud, but continued, saying, “The media had a frenzy with it.”

“True,” Doherty agreed, “until a bigger story came along. Thank god for celebrity sex tapes.”

“I’m sorry,” Ethan said on an exhale. “You won’t be seeing me at the masquerade this year. Maybe next year.”

“Fine,” Doherty said with an exasperated sigh. “But let’s get a beer soon and catch up.”

“Soon,” Ethan promised and hung up. He turned to Stella with a smile that looked a little forced. “Hungry?”

“Always,” she admitted. “Are you sure you have an appetite?”

“I’m starved, and I know exactly what I need.”

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Pasquale’s.”

Pasquale’s? They hadn’t eaten at the Russo family’s Italian restaurant since June, back when Ethan was being pursued by not one but two covens, including her own. What a difference four months could make.

It would take them an hour to get into Boston at this time of day, maybe longer, but they probably wouldn’t have to wait for a table once they got there. Mr. Russo kept a private table in the kitchen that Ethan was always welcome to use.

“Sounds perfect. Just let me change.”

“You don’t want to wear a corset into Boston?” he asked.

“Not if I’m eating Italian, I don’t.”

Stella got into her most comfortable pair of jeans and an oversized men’s sweater she’d thrifted at the Fancy Flea, a vintage flea market in Marblehead. She left her mother’s bracelet on her wrist, then brushed her long auburn hair up into a high ponytail and swiped on some strawberry lip gloss.

Together, she and Ethan headed downstairs.

Magnus had already gone home for dinner. Now, Catherine was behind the counter, making another one of her number doodles, this time on a blank sales slip.

“Can you close the shop for me in thirty minutes?” Stella asked.

“Of course, dear.” Catherine looked up, then her lips parted, and her eyes took on a glassy, dreamlike expression. “Do you have the key?”

“To the store?” Stella asked. “It’s in the drawer to your right.”

Catherine’s head turned slowly toward the drawer. She opened it, but frowned at its contents. “Not that one. Do you have a round key?”

“Uh…no.” Stella looked up at Ethan and gave him a questioning glance. The key to her store was square.

He shrugged.

“Huh,” Catherine said, still staring down into the drawer, and her eyebrows knitted as if in deep concentration.

“So, you’ll lock up?” Stella asked.

Catherine’s head jerked up. She blinked those same navy-blue eyes she’d passed on to her son, then plastered on a smile. “Yes, of course. Didn’t I say that? I’m sorry.”

“No worries, Mom.” Ethan leaned over the sales counter and kissed her temple.

She patted his cheek. “All right now. You two have fun tonight. Just, please…for me…be careful.”


Chapter
Two



Pack Lands, West of Methuen

7:00 PM

“Smell that tang?” Hawk brushed his dark loose curls off his face, then buried his strong fingers in Abby’s chocolate-brown scruff.

His touch sent a tingle of anticipation down the back of Abby’s neck.

It was dusk, and the heavily forested lands surrounding the wolf den were bathed in deep shadows and myriad animal scents. Abby’s nostrils flared, taking in the spicy musk, and she leaned forward, stretching out her spine.

“A deerrr?” she asked, her wolf tongue straining to articulate and ending with a lick of her razor-sharp teeth.

Her three mates remained in their human forms, continuing her training while chuckling to themselves at her odd hybrid quirks.

She was still the only wolf who could use her human voice after a shift. Either that, or no other wolf wanted to try. She had to admit, it was a bit unnerving, even to her own ears.

“Good,” Dylan said, tightening the stubby blond ponytail at the base of his neck. “You’re getting better at this. It’s definitely a deer. Buck or doe?”

Abby growled. He didn’t really expect her to distinguish between the sexes now, did he? She could tell a carnivore from an herbivore, wasn’t that enough? Why on earth would the sex matter? A hunt was a hunt.

Except, like, you know…when it wasn’t.

Some hunts meant so much more, especially when she could never quite tell if she was the predator or the prey.

The Collector was still out there—somewhere in the world, somewhere in time. He might not have invaded her mind in recent weeks, but she could still feel him. Watching. Always watching. What was he waiting for?

She stalked forward, refocusing on the scent of the deer. She couldn’t see it through the trees, but she guessed it was fifty yards ahead.

“That’s it,” Hawk whispered in her ear. “You’re down wind. Take your time. Get closer before you make your move.”

Stryker didn’t say anything at all, but Abby felt the supportive weight of his hand against her flank.

She rounded a tree. She still couldn’t see the deer, but estimated it was now only thirty yards ahead, camouflaged by the shadows.

A stick snapped under her foot.

“Shhh,” Hawk said. “Easy.”

Abby counted to ten in her head, then drew in a deep breath and took a few more steps. They rounded another tree, then another, and…

There it was. Tall and tawny, with mud-covered hooves and a bright white chest. Judging by its single-spike antlers, it was only a yearling, though already magnificent—regal, even.

Its head shot up, and its dark eyes shone like liquid onyx.

Abby licked her teeth, eager to pounce.

The buck twitched, and Abby stopped breathing.

They were still down wind, but had she botched the hunt? Was the buck going to bolt?

“Hold,” Dylan said, dragging the word out, compelling her not to move.

The deer jerked its head to the side, clearly on high alert. But it wasn’t looking at them. It had turned in the opposite direction. Was it possible something else had spooked it?

And then Abby picked up the concerning scent herself. She didn’t know why she hadn’t noticed it sooner. Another animal was nearby—a carnivore, judging by its dark rich scent.

Hawk, Stryker, and Dylan all turned their heads in the direction the buck was looking. They seemed equally confused by the interloper.

Maybe it was because this second scent wasn’t as odd as it should have been. It was strangely familiar, yet somehow, when Abby searched her memory banks, it remained frustratingly out of reach.

Despite her inability to identify the scent, she associated it with danger, but without it being the source of the danger itself. Did that even make sense?

Did anything make sense? She was a talking wolf, for Pete’s sake.

“It’s human,” Hawk said.

Human? Abby sniffed at the air again while Hawk pulled off his shirt, preparing to shift.

A second later, Stryker and Dylan did the same. Their muscles flexed with urgency as they pushed down their jeans and kicked them off. They were already barefoot.

Normally, the sight of her mates’ naked, perfectly chiseled bodies was enough to capture Abby’s attention, distracting her from hunger, fatigue, pain, and every other sensation.

This, however, was not one of those times. The pack lands could be under attack. From the Collector? His zombie minions? Someone else entirely?

With a burst of energy, her mates lunged forward into their wolf forms—one silver, one black, one russet—and, with Abby, the four of them moved forward as a unit toward the strange new scent, the buck completely forgotten.

Hawk led the way. Abby, Stryker, and Dylan fell into a familiar V pattern behind him. They stalked forward, tracking whomever had been foolish enough to intrude on their woods. Regardless whether it was intentional or unintentional, the stranger was too close to the den for the pack’s comfort, and all of the wolves were programmed to defend.

Another stick snapped, this time under the intruder’s foot.

An unfamiliar male voice muttered a curse.

Hawk growled in response.

The intruder must have heard the deep, rumbling warning because he cursed louder, then took off at a run. Obviously, he was trying to make an escape, though his crashing footsteps only made him easier to track.

Ah! Yes! This was the part Abby liked best about her wolf half. The chase. It was thrilling! No matter the aftermath, the chase made her heart sing.

Her paws pounded against the earth, and her tail stretched out stiffly. Her spine prickled as her fur bristled.

Their pack quickly had the stranger in their sights. His back was to them as he ran, and though his shoulders weren’t particularly broad, his legs were long. His hair was midnight black and cut short. He wore a short-sleeved polo shirt, khaki shorts, and very white sneakers.

He wasn’t a boy, but he couldn’t have been too old because he raced through the woods with a fair amount of speed and grace, never looking back.

His arms pumped and clawed forward as if he wanted to swim through the air in front of him. Occasionally, he ducked under a low-hanging branch, or slapped at the twigs that threatened to smack him in the face.

Abby and her mates were so close on his heels now that she could hear the stranger panting. His feet thudded against the hard-packed ground.

Hawk huffed, and the rest of them—understanding his directive—fanned out, preparing to confront the intruder from multiple angles. It was a strategy that worked well, and within seconds, they had him surrounded.

The man skidded to a stop when he was confronted by Dylan’s russet wolf, then whirled to face the midnight-colored Stryker who was coming at him from the left.

The man bent his knees and put his arms out to his sides as if preparing to defend himself. As if he stood a chance.

Abby crept forward, coming at the man from his other side. He wasn’t particularly tall—maybe five-foot-ten—and in his mid-forties. His skin was tan with golden undertones.

And his scent… Why did she recognize that scent when she didn’t know his face?

She curled her lips back and flattened her ears while continuing to stalk forward.

The man whirled, and his dark eyes locked with hers before widening with—not surprise exactly, rather something more like relief.

That didn’t make sense. She may have been the smallest wolf in her pack, but she was just as lethal. She snarled to make her point.

Hawk echoed her reproach, and he bared his teeth as he stalked closer to their prey.

Abby expected the man to cry out, to try to escape, to do anything but stand there and stare at her—Her—when Hawk was the greater threat.

Instead of screaming, the man’s lips parted. He blinked once. His eyelashes were short and dense, making him look like he was wearing liquid eyeliner.

He leaned forward and asked in a tentative voice, “Dudette?”

Abby jerked back. No. It couldn’t be.

She sat back on her haunches and tipped her head to the side. It had only been three weeks since they’d last seen Ha-Jun Kim, but in that same amount of time—in his own time—he’d aged thirty years. Where was the gangly teenager in the Green Day T-shirt and broken glasses?

“Jurrrne Bug?” she asked, still not sure.

Jun smiled broadly at the sound of her voice. “Still friends? You’re not going to rip my throat out, are you?”

Hawk, Stryker, and Dylan rumbled out a collective sound that communicated both surprise and continued wariness.

“Wh- why are you herrre?” Abby asked, both excited to see him and worried about what had prompted an unannounced visit. “Something wrrrong?”

“I would’ve called first,” he said apologetically, “but I didn’t know how to reach you. I thought I was on the right path, but my car hit a pothole and ricocheted like a pinball straight into a tr⁠—”

“Wherrre are your glasses?” Abby blurted, knowing it was an inane question, given the circumstances, but she was still reeling from the drastic change in her friend’s appearance.

“I got contacts a long time ago.”

Right. This time warp business was going to mess with her head. Three weeks ago, she’d sent Jun back to 1995. His timeline had continued from there on. And now they were reunited. And he was…

“How old arrre you?” she asked.

“Am I that decrepit?” he asked with a wide grin. “I’m only forty-six, and I’m told forty is the new thirty, so...”

Hawk growled. He’d moved closer to Abby while Jun was talking, and he nudged her shoulder with his nose.

“Hawk still wants an answerrr,” she said. “Why are you herrre?”

Jun’s face got serious. So serious, it chilled Abby’s blood.

Here we go, she thought. Here we go.

“Dudette,” Jun said, taking a small step forward, “I’m here about the Collector. There’s something you all need to know.”


Chapter
Three



Pasquale’s Ristorante

North Boston’s “Little Italy”

7:30PM

After an appetizer of fried calamari, a bottle of chianti, and a shareable bowl of linguini and clams, Stella had no choice but to unbutton her jeans before leaving their booth, then rolling out onto the sidewalk.

It hadn’t been the best choice—stuffing herself—when she was supposed to be staying alert and light on her feet, but some things couldn’t be helped, especially with Mr. Russo telling her to “mangia, mangia.”

Now, she and Ethan stood outside the restaurant with Mr. Russo, and two of his sons, Tony and Gino. Ethan maintained the friendly smile he’d worn all evening while simultaneously keeping a vigilant lookout on their surroundings.

Mr. Russo clamped onto both of Stella’s shoulders and pulled her close, kissing one cheek, then the other. “Arrivederci, bella, and come back sooner rather than later, no? Don’t let Ethan stay away so long next time.”

“It could take me a few weeks to be hungry again,” Stella said, “but we’ll see you soon.”

Mr. Russo rocked back on his heels and folded his hands over his round belly. “Bene.”

Ethan, Tony, and Gino did some shoulder chucks and back slaps, then Stella and Ethan were off.

“I need to walk off this dinner,” Stella said on a groan.

“Short walk,” Ethan said. “Then we should buzz over to Antoinette’s apartment. See how she’s doing.”

His thumbs moved over his keyboard, punching out a text.

“Antoinette?” Stella asked. “Did you tell her we might be stopping by?”

“No. But as her new high priest and priestess, don’t you think we should pay her a visit while we’re in town?”

“Absolutely,” Stella agreed. It was exactly what Judith would have done, and she was embarrassed she hadn’t thought of it herself. It was just that, lately, sheer survival had trumped all other responsibilities that came with being co-leaders of the coven. “That is, assuming Antoinette’s up for spontaneous visitors.”

As it was, Antoinette said she had nothing better going on than to have them pop by, which—coming from her—was as good an invitation as any.

So, after Stella and Ethan walked past the North Church, then up to the Copp’s Hill cemetery and the site of their recent grave robbing, they hopped into a cab. Minutes later, the driver dropped them off on White Street in East Boston.

It was nearly eight o’clock in late October, so the street was dark, made even more so by a busted street lamp.

Antoinette’s building was a three-story brick structure that had once been a grand home before being carved up into six apartments. Most of the windows were dark, but all the lights were blazing in one of the dormer windows.

Antoinette buzzed them up, and they climbed the steps to apartment 3C.

When the door opened, Stella realized that Antoinette’s fashion sense wasn’t limited to her wardrobe. Her open-concept apartment was dressed in a purple velour couch, red throw pillows, and a white faux-fur area rug. Its black and white checked floor looked original to the building.

“Drink?” Antoinette asked while striding toward the kitchen. Her long, untied, wildly patterned silk kimono fluttered out behind her, revealing glimpses of black leggings and turquoise kitten heels.

“Sounds good,” Ethan said.

“I’ve only got gin, orange juice, tequila, and well…water.”

“Water for me,” Stella said—she’d had enough wine for the evening—and she wandered toward the fireplace, which had been bricked up, but Antoinette had a dozen candles burning on the hearth.

A framed photograph of Lovey DuPre sat on the mantle, and a familiar lump of unresolved guilt lodged in Stella’s throat.

“I’ll have tequila,” Ethan said.

“I’ll join you in that,” Antoinette said. “OJ or straight up?”

“Whatever you’re doing.”

“Best believe I’m doing it straight.”

A faint waft of fermented apples reached Stella’s nose, and she turned toward the scent only to find the Boston coven’s grimoire on a bookshelf. She should have known.

Just seeing the book gave her that odd, contradictory feeling of running into an old enemy, but one with whom you’d shared a traumatic experience. Did you hug, or look the other way?

Then she wondered if the grimoire should still be considered the Boston coven’s grimoire. With most of them dead, was it now simply Antoinette’s grimoire? Or now that Antoinette had joined the Salem coven, was it their grimoire?

Hmmm. She didn’t know how that worked.

She entered the kitchen area just as Antoinette filled a glass with ice water from a filtered dispenser, then held it out to her.

There was a magnet photo of a chubby baby with a big gummy smile on the fridge, and Stella remembered the night she’d first met Antoinette. They’d convened a circle to help out her cousin’s baby who’d been born with a heart murmur.

“Is the baby okay?” she asked.

Antoinette smiled. “Collette’s doing fiiiine. Cute as a button.”

She poured two tequila shots, downed hers while Ethan did the same, then led them to her purple couch where Stella and Ethan took their seats. The glass coffee table was scattered with paperwork.

“Excuse the mess,” Antoinette said as she dragged a black plastic chair from her bedroom. “Work’s been a nightmare.”

Stella had never considered what Antoinette did for a living, and she felt kind of bad about that. “What do you do?”

“I’m a fashion buyer for Macy’s.” Antoinette set the chair—which turned out to be one of those vintage accent chairs that looked like a cupped, upturned hand—at the end of the coffee table.

“Really?” Stella asked, though she guessed that made sense. Still, it was hard to picture Antoinette doing anything corporate.

“Mmm-hmmm.” Antoinette sat in the palm of the chair. “Now. I’m glad you’re here. I’ve been thinking about the Collector.”

Stella exchanged a glance with Ethan and cleared her throat. So much for small talk. They were getting right down to it.

“I think we all have,” Stella said.

Antoinette gave her a single nod of approval. “It’s odd that he took off whenever he was faced with more than one of you at a time.”

“We think so too,” Ethan said, “but we can’t figure out why. He’s stolen so much power at this point. He shouldn’t have felt outnumbered.”

Antoinette leaned back a smidge, and the base of the chair—the wrist—rocked against the floor. She folded her arms in a peevish pose. “Exactly. Anyone who’s been trying to perfect his magic for twenty years should be at the top of the food chain, so why bolt?”

“Got any ideas?” Stella asked.

“Only that this idiosyncrasy might give us a clue as to who or where he might be.”

“We know who he is,” Stella said. He was her father. She shared his blood. And she wondered, even though no one said it, whether they felt she, indirectly, shared his guilt.

“Girl, we know who he was,” Antoinette corrected. “These days, that man’s no more your father than I am.”

Another lump rose in Stella’s throat, and it took more of an effort to swallow it down, because Antoinette’s words answered a whole lot of questions. That is, if she really meant them.

And at the same time, as much as Stella hated her father for what he’d become, she still wanted a father—her father—the way things used to be. Or at least, the way she remembered them.

“Just ask yourself…” Antoinette leaned forward and opened a drawer under the coffee table to retrieve a pen and a small notepad.

The notepad had several pages of scribbled notations, arrows, with some things circled and others crossed out.

“Why might someone who’s so powerful want to disappear the moment all of the people he’s been trying to collect are standing right in front of him?”

“I’ve been working on a theory,” Ethan said. “What if it’s not a matter of what he wants to do? What if he has a wide variety of magic at his disposal, but he can only access one type of magic at a time? If that’s true, when he’s encountered by a group that would present a diversified attack, he’s no longer at the top of the food chain, and he has no choice but to disappear. It would also explain why he depends on an army.”

“Could it be even simpler?” Antoinette asked. “Could he just be a coward?”

Stella looked down at her hands. She often wondered what parts of herself had come from her father, besides her wide, gray eyes.

Lately, despite Ethan’s assurances that she was “the bravest, most stubborn, most frustrating woman” he knew, she’d felt more than a little bit of fear and self-doubt.

You didn’t find yourself magically strapped to a gurney with your father about to suck the magic right of you and not come away emotionally scarred.

“Or…” Ethan said, suggesting another one of his theories, “his powers could be mercurial like Stella’s used to be before we paired our magic. Maybe her endurance problems came from him. Maybe his strength fizzles out. He is getting older. He’s gotta be nearly sixty by now.”

Stella snorted, and they both looked at her. She realized she hadn’t contributed much to the conversation so far, but her stomach felt funny. Whether it was the clams, the wine, or thoughts about her father, she couldn’t be sure.

“Stella?” Ethan asked.

“Lovey was a force of nature,” she said, “and she was in her seventies.”

“Nearly eighty,” Antoinette amended.

“And then there’s Goodwife Joan Wright,” Stella added. “She celebrated her four hundredth birthday a while back, and I’d think twice before even considering crossing that witch.”

Antoinette pointed to one of the scribblings she’d made on her notepad. There were several pages of them, as if she’d been brainstorming for days. “Let’s go back. You’re theorizing the Collector is disappearing either against his will, or because he has no other choice. But what if it’s a strategy?”

“You think he’s disappearing to gain an advantage?” Stella asked.

“It’s certainly freaking us out enough,” Antoinette said. “That’s giving him a certain kind of power. How long have you two been looking over your shoulders?”

“A while,” Stella agreed. “We’ve warded every property owned by the coven.”

Antoinette nodded; they’d taken care of her apartment too.

Ethan put his hand on Stella’s knee.

She liked the feel of his warmth. Just knowing he was close softened the edges of her worry.

“And then there’s the question of whether he’s disappearing from the site, or just disappearing from sight,” Antoinette said.

“I’m sorry?” Stella asked, not hearing the difference.

“Site like location and sight like being able to see him,” Antoinette explained. “Is he disappearing and leaving the physical spot? Or is he still there, but you just can’t see him?”

“He leaves the location,” Stella said, grateful to know one thing for certain.

“Aren’t you the confident one?” Antoinette said with an inflection of mock admiration.

Stella narrowed her eyes at Antoinette’s tone and explained. “If he was still there, I’d sense his magic, even if I couldn’t see him. He must be opening portals so quickly he’s gone before anyone realizes.”

“You’re really so sure?” Antoinette asked. “What if he could become a shadow? Something without any mass. Would you still sense his magic?”

Stella felt Ethan’s gaze slide to her, and her heart stuttered at the apprehension on his face. How was she even supposed to respond to Antoinette’s question? She’d never encountered a witch who turned into a shadow.

Ethan’s focus returned to Antoinette. “You think that’s what he’s doing? Turning into a shadow?”

“Pfft.” Antoinette rolled her eyes. “I don’t think anything yet. All I’ve got are questions.”

Stella was still stuck on her last question. Would she sense the Collector’s magic if he had no physical mass?

“Okay, well,” Ethan said, addressing Antoinette. “Have you ever heard of a witch who could assume the shape of other things? Is that even a possibility? Because if the Collector collected that kind of magic…”

His voice tapered off, but Stella heard the end of his sentence loud and clear in her head.

If her father had collected that kind of magic, they were all screwed. He could be anywhere, any time, and now any thing.

Kind of like the demon they’d faced. It had fluctuated between having mass and being something akin to a shadow, but either way, she’d always been able to sense its magic. If her father was doing something similar, she’d know it.

“No matter what the Collector turned himself into,” Stella said with one-hundred percent confidence, “I’d still sense his magic.”

Antoinette and Ethan both looked at her with raised eyebrows.

“Magic—no matter its source—is independent of physical mass,” she explained. “Its source isn’t connected to any particular shape, height, or weight. If he turned into a shadow—which, by the way, I’m not convinced is the case—it wouldn’t affect the properties of his magic.”

“How do you know that?” Ethan asked. It wasn’t something they’d ever discussed before.

Stella squirmed in her seat. She’d hoped they’d simply take her word for it because, for Antoinette’s sake, she wanted to avoid any unnecessary reminders of the demon that had decimated the Boston coven. “I just know.”

Antoinette frowned. “You just…know?”

“Right.” Stella readjusted the red throw pillow behind her back.

“And you’re willing to operate on that basis?” Antoinette asked. “Hunches and gut feelings?”

Stella inhaled through her nose and blew it out through her mouth. “It’s not a hunch.”

“Okay, then,” Antoinette said with some obvious reluctance. “You’re the high priestess, and despite the fact that I refuse to think of that man as having any relation to you, I will concede that you know him better than anyone else.”

Ethan moved his hand from Stella’s knee and slid his arm around her shoulders. Their paired magic crackled along every inch of their contact.

Antoinette crossed out shadow theory in her notebook, but only lightly, and rose to her feet. “Another shot of tequila?”

“I’m not driving,” Ethan said with a smile.


Chapter
Four



Pack Lands, West of Methuen

8:00 PM

“Iwas so worrried the Collectorrr would find you again,” Abby said, using her nose to find the spot where Jun had wrecked his car. Her mates let her take the lead, seeing no reason to cut their training day short. A scent trail was a scent trail.

“Oh, he did,” Jun said. “A few times. And once I even found him. But each time I was better prepared than before. If we can go to your den, I’ll tell you all abou— Ah! There’s my car!”

Jun got behind the wheel, turned the key, and the engine started.

Four wolves put their heads to the front bumper and pushed while he reversed out of the trees and back onto the narrow road.

Once righted, he leaned out his open window and said, “Lead the way. I’ll follow.”

Abby took off at a run with her mates right behind her. As soon as they reached their shed, they shifted back into human forms and dressed. Then they invited Jun in to continue his story.

“So, the Collector never did manage to snatch you,” Dylan said. “Nice.”

“Actually…” Jun said, “He bested me once.”

“He got you?” Abby cried, imagining Jun in another pit. Or worse, strapped to a gurney. “What did you do?”

“As soon as the Collector turned his back, I opened my own portal and time-hopped home.”

“But…the anchor,” Hawk said. “You’d need an anchor to get back to the right time.”

Jun pulled on the chain around his neck and fished out a laminated paper from inside his shirt.

“What’s that?” Stryker asked. He pushed up his sleeves to reveal more warm, brown skin and black tribal tattoos.

“Genius at work,” Jun said, and he laid the object flat on the end of their bed so everyone could see.

It appeared to be the torn half of a matte photograph. The woman and the two little girls in the photo wore matching red sweaters, and the printed letters beneath their feet spelled out HAPPY HOL⁠—

“Every Christmas,” Jun said, “when my wife does our Christmas cards⁠—”

“That’s your wife?” Abby asked, and she snatched up the photo. She tucked her brown hair—which had grown past her shoulders by then—behind her ears to get a better look.

“Married seventeen years,” Jun said, leaning back against the brand new wardrobe. “We have three daughters and a dog.”

The woman in the photo was stunning, and the two little girls were adorable, especially the one who was missing her front teeth. Abby would have liked to see the other half of the card too, which presumably included Jun, their third daughter, and the dog.

“Every Christmas when Ellie does our Christmas cards, I rip one in half and put half under our mattress. I laminate the other half and wear it around my neck. Then, if anything happens, I can open a portal back home and use my half of the card to bring me back to the other half in our bedroom, if not on the same day, at least sometime around the date she was getting the cards ready.”

“You’re right.” Stryker lounged across the bed, his head propped up in his hand. “That’s pure genius.”

“How close to center do you hit the target?” Hawk asked.

“I only needed to do it once and ended up having to live two days over. It wasn’t too bad, though…I did wrap the Christmas presents twice that year, which was kind of a bummer. Still, beat the alternative.”

“I’m glad you came back to tell us.” Abby returned the laminated card to him.

“Oh, that’s not why I came,” Jun said. “At least not all of it. I haven’t gotten to the best part.”

“What is it?” Hawk asked.

“As often as the Collector almost caught me, I was able to turn the tables and spy on him.”

“You learned something,” Stryker surmised.

Jun’s smile was tight-lipped and grim. “He wears many faces. At this point, I’ve seen seven of them, but there are likely more. His face isn’t melted from playing in blood magic, like Stella Aldren assumed. It’s melted from too many transformations.

“He can’t hold onto any of those seven glamours forever though. That’s why he sometimes lets us see his more gruesome face. It’s like a facial vacation for him.”

“Could you describe any of the faces you’ve seen?” Stryker asked, pushing himself up to sitting. “I bet Ethan Mather knows someone in the BPD who does crime sketches.”

“I can do better than that.” Jun slipped his phone from his pocket and gave it a wave. “I got photos.”

“No shit?” Dylan asked, leaning in.

Stryker got off the bed, and he and Hawk drew in close.

Abby linked her arm through Hawk’s.

“There’s this one.” Jun showed them a grainy close-up of a younger man with dark hair that hung to his shoulders.

“It’s hard to tell,” Hawk said. “I don’t think I’ve seen him anywhere around here.”

“Then there’s this one,” Jun said. “This is the face he was wearing the day before he grabbed me. I followed him into a post office and hid behind a stack of delivery boxes.”

Abby thought that was unnecessarily reckless. The post office lobbies she knew would have left him too exposed, delivery boxes or not.

Jun scrolled through the other five photos.

“I don’t recognize any of those faces,” Dylan said.

“Me neither,” Stryker said.

“Send them to Stella Aldren,” Hawk said. “We have her number.”

“Actually,” Abby said, “I bet Stella would love to see Jun in person.”

“On it!” Dylan placed a quick call.

Stella’s voice came on over the speaker. “Dylan? Is everything okay?”

“We have a visitor.”

“Oh no.” Her voice seemed to wither. “Is it the Collector? Where’s Abby?”

“She’s fine,” Dylan said, his eyes slicing her way. He reached out and tapped his finger to the end of her nose. “She’s right next to me. But we’ve got a surprise for you.”

Stella let out a groan. “I don’t like surprises.”

Abby leaned over the phone and yelled, “You’re gonna like this one. Or most of it anyway. Where are you? We’ll come to you.”

“Are you sure? I’m in East Boston.”

Abby glanced up at Hawk, and he gave her a nod. If the Collector had new evils in store, there was no time to waste.


Chapter
Five



Antoinette’s Apartment

East Boston

10:00PM

Antoinette got up to answer the knock at her door, her silky kimono billowing out behind her.

Stella and Ethan turned around on the couch, preparing to greet Abby and her mates when they came through the door. Stella was eager to see what “surprise” Abby had mentioned.

The door opened and Antoinette rocked back on her heels.

“Hello, Antoinette,” Hawk said from outside in the hall.

Antoinette replied with an accusatory, “Who’s this guy?”

Stella and Ethan both jumped to their feet. Maybe Abby’s surprise wasn’t going to be a good one.

Antoinette’s tall frame blocked the door, giving off a defensive vibe. Had the wolves led an enemy here while under duress?

Magic tingled in Stella’s fingertips, ready to be unleashed.

“Easy,” Ethan murmured, though she could feel the energy spinning within him too.

“It’s a physical witch,” Stella whispered. She could detect the warm, wet-earth smell—familiar, but… “Oh, shit.”

“Stella?” Ethan’s magic crackled between them.

“Jun?” Stella called out. “Ha-Jun Kim!”

Ethan’s head jerked toward her, then back toward the door.

“How’d you guess?” Jun asked loudly, though he was still out of sight. He peeked around the edge of the doorframe.

Antoinette glanced back at Stella. “You know this guy?”

“Yes, and so do you,” Abby said from the hallway. Her muffled voice was somehow able to sound simultaneously amused and annoyed. “It’s June Bug.”

“Who?” Antoinette asked, turning back toward the five new arrivals.

“Our time-hopping friend from Baltimore,” Abby reminded her.

Antoinette looked Jun up and down. “The one with the nasty restaurant-carpet anchor?”

“It was the perfect ticket home,” Jun said. “Thanks.”

“You grew up,” Antoinette accused.

“It’s been thirty years,” he reminded her. “At least for some of us.”

“Well, get your asses in here,” Antoinette said as if she hadn’t been the one blocking their paths. “Anyone could be lurking in the hallway.”

She stepped aside, and Hawk, Stryker, Dylan, Abby, and Jun filed into the apartment, all of their eyes darting around the scene.

Stella imagined Antoinette’s interior decorating style was a lot of color and pattern for the shifters to take in all at once, especially since they were used to the more subtle hues of the forest.

Stella rushed around the end of the couch and pulled Jun into a hug. “I tried to find you, but you weren’t on any of the socials. Not even the boring ones. Not even the white pages.”

She released him, and Ethan reached her side. He slipped his arm around her back while giving Jun a firm handshake.

“That’s because I don’t have an online footprint,” Jun explained. “I didn’t want to make things too easy for the Collector.”

“It’s just nice to know you got home safe,” Stella said. “I was worried the portal wouldn’t work.”

“It worked for me on my scouting mission,” Jun reminded her.

“Yeah, but as it turned out, you didn’t travel through time, only space. And you have to remember, it didn’t work out for my mom when she tried to time hop.”

“Your mom might not have known about the need for an anchor,” Hawk said.

“I know,” Stella said. “That’s the conclusion I came to, but I still worried for Jun. For all of them.”

“I don’t know about Frannie and Mary,” Jun said. “But I did track down Alastair. Sort of.”

“Why ‘sort of?’” Ethan asked.

“I found an obituary.”

Abby’s hand flew to her mouth, and Stella felt a wave of sadness rush through her. She may not have been imprisoned with him in the pit, like Abby had, but she’d really come to like the Scotsman during their time together.

“Not his obituary,” Jun said quickly. “His brother’s. It was in a Glasgow paper, and it said the deceased was survived by his mother Margaret McTavish and his brother Alastair. There was a family photograph attached, so I knew it was the right one. The date was two thousand and eight.”

“So, he got home,” Stella said, relieved that she hadn’t sent him through the portal and straight to his death.

“We did hear the Beatles music coming through the portal,” Ethan reminded her. “It was a pretty good sign.”

“Is he still alive?” Abby asked.

“Don’t know,” Jun said. “He traveled farther than I did. He’d be in his late eighties by now.”

“I wish you would’ve come to see us sooner,” Stella said, even though it had only been three weeks since they sent him home. “It would’ve saved me a lot of worry.”

“Who says I didn’t come see you earlier?” Jun asked, and the corner of his mouth quirked.

“What are you saying?” Ethan asked.

Stella looked at Jun’s face, really looked at it. At first, all she could see was the grown-up version of the kid she’d known. Now, she rifled through the file cabinets of her memories and came up with another context.

She pointed at him. “You’re the guy from HJK Antiques and Collectibles. I knew I smelled magic on that guy. On you!”

“HJK…Ha-Jun Kim,” he said proudly.

Stella slapped her hand over her forehead. “I never put that together.”

“Why would you?” Jun asked. “At that point, we’d never met. Or rather, you’d never met me.”

“What are you two talking about?” Hawk asked.

“An antiques dealer—” Stella pointed at Jun. “—from HJK Antiques and Collectibles sold me some used books about a year ago. The dealer said he was familiar with my store and thought I might be interested in purchasing the books for my inventory. And…” Stella paused as it all dawned on her.

Jun’s dark eyes glittered with amusement.

“And one of those books was the book on Germanic runes!” Stella exclaimed. “The book Magnus used to decode the engravings on my mother’s bracelet.”

She held up her hand without really realizing she was doing it, and the bracelet slipped down her arm.

“No shit?” Dylan asked.

“You own an antiques store?” Abby asked.

“That bit was a lie,” Jun said, wrinkling his nose. “The truth is, I saw that book in another bookstore, and I recognized the torn cover with the big green stain. I knew I had to get it to Stella’s store, so it would be there when we needed it.”

“Amazing,” Stryker said. “You did good, kid.”

Jun gave him a chin lift of appreciation.

“This is nice,” Hawk said, “catching up and all. But we didn’t just bring Jun by for a visit.”

“No?” Stella asked, worry suddenly squirming through her stomach. “What is it then? Is something wrong?”

“Tell them,” Hawk ordered.

“Maybe we should sit,” Jun said.

They all found seats—Ethan, Stella, and Abby on the couch, Stryker standing directly behind Abby with his hands on her shoulders. Jun stood to Abby’s left by the edge of the coffee table. Dylan sat on the floor near Ethan. Hawk leaned against the wall in front of Ethan, and Antoinette reclaimed her seat in the black plastic hand chair.

Once they settled, Jun repeated a story he’d obviously already told the wolves because they didn’t look nearly as shellshocked as Stella felt by the idea of Jun trailing the Collector. Was he crazy? That was like spitting in the eye of the dragon.

Still, she had to hand it to the kid…or she guessed she should say man. He was definitely ballsy. The Collector could detect the presence of magic like she could, which meant Jun had taken an enormous risk.

And then he got to the part about the faces. “He can take on the appearance of other people. The face we’ve seen…it’s not the only face he shows.”

Stella put her hand to her chest to quell a weird sort of fluttering sensation. Was that how he’d disappeared on them from Trask’s Mill? Not once, but twice?

She glanced around the room. If they’d seen a stranger’s face, they would have noticed. But not if…

Oh god. Had her father temporarily adopted one of their own faces? Had he been standing there all along? Right in their midst, until he had the chance to slip away?

“But…” Ethan asked, “if he’s wearing different faces, how do you know that it’s him?”

“He has a tell,” Jun said. “He does this thing with the fingers on his left hand. He puts his thumb to his pinkie…”

He demonstrated while explaining. “Then touches his ring finger, then the middle one, then the index finger. He does it three times in succession and usually, from what I’ve observed, right when he’s walking through a door.”

“That’s true!” Abby said. “He did that when he first entered Trask’s Mill. Back when I was chained to the wall. Well, actually before I was chained, but you know what I mean.”

“And how many different faces have you seen?” Ethan asked.

“Seven,” Jun said.

Stella felt the blood draining from her head.

“Do you have any idea how he’s doing it?” Ethan asked.

“I’ve got a few ideas,” Jun said. “The least likely, based on what I’ve seen, is that he’s creating new appearances from scratch and living multiple lives.”

“What are the more likely options?” Hawk asked.

“That he can temporarily adopt another person’s appearance, with or without their knowledge, or⁠—”

“Or he’s collecting them,” Dylan muttered. “Not for their magic, but for their bodies.”

“Wait,” Ethan said. “Are you suggesting that monster has been wearing people around like a cheap suit?”

“That’s nasty,” Antoinette said.

“It would be very on-brand for him,” Stryker said.

Stella’s stomach turned. Her father was spreading his evil everywhere, destroying everything he touched. Using the faces of strangers and probably those of her friends to do god-knows-what.

“It’s crazy,” Abby concluded, and Stryker began massaging her shoulders.

Jun pulled out his phone, opened the photo app. He reached across Abby to hand his phone to Stella. “Here’s one of the faces he’s used. Have you seen this face in Salem?”

She took the phone and studied the picture. It was a man in his late sixties with thinning white hair but a thick mustache.

Ethan shook his head. “Never seen him before.”

“Me neither,” Stella said.

Antoinette exited the hand chair, offered the seat to Jun, then squeezed in between Stella and Abby on the couch. She leaned closer to see each photo as Stella scrolled through the next two images—one older man, one younger. Both impeccably dressed.

“The photos are a little too grainy to be sure of anything,” Ethan said with some obvious disappointment. “But I don’t think I’ve seen these people before.”

Jun leaned forward in the hand chair and—“Whoa!”—had to catch his balance when the base rocked. “Sometimes I had to zoom-in more than my phone could handle, but they’re not all bad.”

“Stella?” Ethan asked. “Antoinette? Any of these faces ringing a bell for you?”

Stella scrolled to next photo—another man.

“Not yet,” Antoinette said. “But white dudes all look alike.”

Ethan gave her a deadpan expression that made Antoinette cackle.

“Think hard,” Hawk said, putting his hip to the wall.

Stella scrolled to the next photo, then the next, which was a photo of three dark-haired little girls—clearly Jun’s daughters—and she realized she’d scrolled too far.

“Wait,” Ethan said. “Go back to that last one.”

Stella scrolled back.

Ethan used two fingers to enlarge the photo. “I know this guy.”

“You do?” Stella asked. It was a photo of a well-dressed man in his mid-forties. His dark hair had a thick white streak toward the front.

“I’ve known him for years,” Ethan said incredulously. “I just saw him four months ago at one of my campaign fundraisers.” He turned his head toward her. “The same event where I first met you.”

“Who is it?” Abby asked, leaning over Antoinette’s lap to get a better look at the photo. “I mean…whose face is it?”

“David Hurley,” Ethan said. “He’s the senior managing partner at Beach and Flanagan, one of the biggest law firms in Boston.”

“Are you sure?” Stella asked. “These photos aren’t the clearest.”

“This one is clear enough,” Ethan said. “See his rounded nose and that white streak in his dark hair? They’re too distinctive. This is definitely him. I’m one-hundred percent positive.”

“Where did you take the photo?” Stella asked Jun.

Jun got out of the plastic hand chair and moved closer to see which image they were looking at.

“Right.” Jun reclaimed his seat. “I figured you’d have the best shot at recognizing that one. All the other photos were taken in Baltimore and Providence, but that one… That one I got last weekend, here in Boston.”

“Are you saying you trailed the Collector from Baltimore to Boston?” Stella asked.

“No,” Jun said, shaking his head. “I was here last weekend on a family vacation. We were doing a walking tour of the Freedom Trail, and I about shit myself when I saw that man coming out of Faneuil Hall and doing that thing with his fingers. I followed him for a while⁠—”

He caught Stella’s eye and added quickly, “while keeping a very safe distance, to make sure it was really him.”

Ethan quickly closed the photo, handed the phone back to Jun, then curled his fingers around Stella’s knee.

He seemed to know what she needed. Him. Comfort. Connection. His warm touch pulled Stella out of her gloom, and she wished they were alone, where he could quiet her noisy head and force her focus onto just themselves.

Ethan gave her a reassuring smile. He read her so well. And he was so damn rock solid. She could depend on that, even if she didn’t understand it. No matter what Jun said next, they would handle it. Together.

“Just my two cents,” Ethan said, “but in my mind, your least likely theory is so unlikely it can be ruled out entirely. He’s not coming up with identities from scratch and living seven different lives.”

“Why are you so sure?” Hawk asked.

“Because he wouldn’t have time to live David Hurley’s life. Hurley is one of the top dogs at his firm. Big law firm lawyers have big law firm caseloads. They put in a ton of hours. And you don’t hold on to a gig like that if you’re always disappearing, especially for long stretches, which the Collector has been doing with all his time hopping and magic collections.”

“In that case,” Hawk said, “using similar logic, that probably eliminates the possibility that he’s killing these people. If he killed them, then took off with their faces for long periods of time, there’d be missing person reports.”

Stella was pretty sure her father wasn’t killing people for their faces. If that were true—to disappear on them at Trask’s Mill—he would have had to kill one of them to take over their appearance.

Stella leaned forward and put her elbows to her knees, her face to her palms. The very idea of her father taking over the body of one of her friends was enough to make her shudder. So much so, she couldn’t bring herself to share her theory. Shit. She couldn’t even look at them.

“So we think he’s adopting different faces for the short-term?” Antoinette asked.

“Sounds risky,” Dylan said. “If he’s walking around wearing someone else’s face, what happens if they run into each other? I can’t imagine the Collector would want to cause a big scene.”

“Dylan’s got a point,” Stryker said, and he leaned over the back of the couch to wrap his arms around Abby’s neck and shoulders. “The Collector is all about stealth and hiding. So, why would he choose a face that’s so identifiable as this David Hurley? Why not pick an average face that disappears into a crowd?”

“You said David Hurley is an attorney?” Antoinette asked Ethan.

“The most senior partner at Beach and Flanagan,” he confirmed.

Antoinette sucked the back of her teeth. “Then my guess is the Collector picked a face that carries some clout and would get him into places regular folk can’t get into. At least not easily. He’s using this attorney’s face to get something he wants.”

“Or it’s a mutual thing,” Hawk said. “Maybe all those people knowingly loaned out their faces because they’re getting something of value in return.”

Stella lifted her head from her hands. Hawk’s theory might be true for some, but if her own theory was correct, it wasn’t true for all. She opened her mouth to finally contribute to the conversation, but nothing came out.

“Like…what would they be getting from him?” Dylan asked Hawk.

“Money,” Antoinette said. “Expensive cars. He’s got to have weaseled away a ton of wealth, time hopping like he does. He’s probably been playing the stock market for centuries, and he’s got all the inside tea.”

“If you’re right,” Ethan said, “I hope Hurley was a recent transaction. I can’t stomach the possibility that I spent thirty minutes talking to this guy at my fundraiser, and it was the Collector the whole time.”

“If we could get in front of David Hurley,” Abby said, looking up. “Stella could tell if he’s really the Collector in disguise.”

All eyes turned toward Stella.

“Oh.” Stella cleared her throat. “Yeah. Of course. If David Hurley is my fa⁠—”

“If he’s the Collector,” Antoinette said, admonishingly.

“If he’s really the Collector in disguise, the scent of his magic will be an amalgam of all the magic he’s stolen.”

“Could you tell if it was just a mask?” Abby asked. “Or if he’d taken over the man’s body?”

“You mean if he killed the man to do an entire-body takeover? If he’s literally wearing death?” Stella wrinkled her nose at the thought. “I don’t think that’ll be the case, but if I’m wrong, the stench of that much blood magic would knock me on my ass.”

Everyone seemed satisfied by that, and they resumed their conversation while Stella’s thoughts drifted toward a basement room beneath a tattoo parlor not far from where they currently sat.

She recalled the beetles scurrying over the floor, the charmed armoire that rattled its invisible chains, and all the dark spells locked behind its doors. The rotting scent of so much blood magic had nearly bowled her over. This time, would her father do the same?

“We should call Hurley’s law firm and make an appointment to see him,” Abby declared. “Face him head on.”

“It would have to be a meeting for all eight of us,” Antoinette said. “No one goes in alone. As soon as that maniac realizes we’re on to him, it’ll be on like Donkey Kong.”

“Or he’ll just disappear again,” Hawk said. “He’ll take on another face and we’ll lose him.”

“He does have a way of doing that,” Jun murmured.

“The guy is as slippery as an eel and mayonnaise sandwich,” Dylan muttered.

Stella placed her hand over her stomach. Her big Italian dinner was considering a revolt, and Dylan’s quip made it all the more imminent.

“We don’t need to make an appointment,” Ethan said.

“You’ve got a better idea?” Hawk asked.

Ethan nodded slowly. “I know where David Hurley will be tomorrow night.”

He did? Ethan was all kinds of resourceful, but Stella couldn’t fathom how he could know something like that. He didn’t have his mother’s prophetic gifts.

“How in the hell would you know that?” Hawk asked, folding his arms but still leaning nonchalantly against the wall.

Ethan looked up and waggled his eyebrows at Hawk. “Magic.”

Hawk grunted and looked out the dark window.

Ethan pulled his phone from his pocket and hit a button. A second later a muffled voice came over the line. “E?”

“Yeah, Doherty. It’s me. Say, I’ve changed my mind. Put me down as a ‘yes’ for tomorrow, and I’ll be bringing several guests. I forgot how much I loved a masquerade.”


Chapter
Six



Antoinette’s Apartment

East Boston

10:30PM

“What’s all this about a masquerade?” Hawk asked.

Stella was wondering the same thing. Ethan hadn’t sounded interested at all when Doherty called earlier in the evening to check on his failure to RSVP.

“It’s a charity ball,” Ethan explained. “I went last year when I was gearing up for my campaign. David Hurley and his law partners…they were all there.”

So that was it. Stella’s imagination started to spin, picturing the loud, crowded, costumed ball. Wasn’t it bad enough, trying to find her father when he was disguised as someone else? Now, they had to throw a masquerade layer on top of it all?

Though she supposed, after everything they’d been through, this was just par for the course. Why should things suddenly get easy?

Hawk glanced at Stryker, then at Dylan and murmured, “We’ll have to buy suits.”

“Technically,” Ethan said, “you’d need costumes, but it’s not necessary. You aren’t going.”

Hawk’s eyes snapped to Ethan, and Stella braced for what would come next. Ethan might not have been an alpha wolf, but he was nobody’s beta.

“The fuck we aren’t,” Hawk said, his silver eyes flashing. “That maniac is after our mate.”

“And what are you going to do?” Ethan asked in a tone that verged on sarcasm and definitely suggested a challenge. “Shift in the middle of the ballroom? Shifter magic is too in-your-face. You’d be a liability.”

Hawk pushed himself off the wall and took two menacing steps toward Ethan.

Ethan rocketed to his feet and met the shifter head on.

“Hey!” Antoinette cried, throwing her arms out wide and leaning over her glass coffee table. “I got breakable things here.”

“Ah, hell,” Stella murmured to herself. The last thing they needed was a macho pissing contest.

“This maneuver requires subtlety,” Ethan said. He was nose-to-nose with Hawk. Neither of them seemed willing to back down.

“Uh…just to say,” Dylan hedged, looking up at the shifter-witch face-off from his seat on the floor. “None of your guys’s magic is exactly subtle. Abby can deafen everyone within a square mile, and I’ve personally witnessed Stella set an entire forest on fire.”

Stella scoffed. “I’m not going to light up the ballroom, Dylan.”

“Regardless,” Ethan said, “just witches—and hybrid witches—in the ballroom. And let me remind you, Hawk, you’re not the only one with a partner who’s on the line.”

“Abby’s not going in alone,” Hawk said without glancing toward the couch where Abby sat ram-rod straight.

“She’d hardly be alone,” Antoinette offered. “You just heard Ethan. There will be five of us, assuming Jun’s sticking around.”

“Oh, I’m sticking around,” Jun said.

“Alone as in without us,” Hawk said.

“I want my revenge,” Abby said, her eyes on Hawk.

“And you’ll get it,” Hawk barked, “but not tomorrow. At least if that means going in without us.”

“Hawk,” Abby said reassuringly. “Babe. It’ll be okay.”

Before Hawk could answer, and he looked like he was about to explode, Stryker waded into the debate. “The Collector almost killed you, sweetheart, so please don’t bust our balls. We go with you, or you don’t go at all.”

“It’s a masquerade,” Abby cajoled, tipping her head back to look up at him. “I’ll be wearing a mask. The Collector won’t even know it’s me.”

No one responded because they all knew that was a weak argument. By this point, the Collector could probably detect Abby’s magic from a mile away.

“We could be getting way ahead of ourselves,” Jun said in a clear attempt to lower the temperature of the room. “We don’t even know if David Hurley will be there—either as himself or as the Collector in disguise.”

“Hurley will be there,” Ethan said. “It’s probably written into their contracts because the partners at that firm never miss an opportunity to schmooze with the most important people in the state.”

“Which means,” Hawk added, “if Antoinette’s right about the Collector wanting to assume Hurley’s clout, that he’s just as likely to be at this party because—whatever he’s after—the source of it will likely come from one of those VIPs.”

Ethan tipped his finger at Hawk in agreement.

“Ooo-wee!” Antoinette exclaimed while looking at her phone. “These pictures from last year’s masquerade are wild. People go all out.”

“Abby,” Hawk said. “A word in private.”

Abby rose from the couch and allowed Hawk to lead her to the kitchen area. Stryker and Dylan followed. They formed a close huddle.

Stella, Ethan, Antoinette, and Jun tightened their own conversation circle on the couch, and while Antoinette continued to scroll through last year’s masquerade photos, Ethan laid out an initial plan of approach.

“We can enter the ballroom in pairs. Spread out to cover as much ground. I think we’ll need to work out some signals…”

Stella tried to focus on what he was saying instead of the wolves’ ongoing argument with Abby. She could see both points of view, but she was leaning toward Hawk. The less people that were facing her father, the better for her conscience.

Antoinette might be able to separate her from the enemy, but Stella still had a hard time doing that herself.

Antoinette flashed them an online party photo from a few years back. “Cleopatra. That’s who I’m going as. A thigh-high slit will be good if we have to run, and I’ve got the perfect necklace.”

“Do you really think you’re strong enough for this?” Dylan asked, his volume suddenly rising above the rest of the voices in the kitchen.

Stella stopped looking at the photo and turned toward the kitchen. Ethan, Antoinette, and Jun turned too.

Abby growled at all of her mates, but she grabbed Dylan—the biggest of the three—by the front of his shirt and threw him up against the refrigerator.

The back of his head cracked against the freezer, knocking a box of cereal off the top and onto the kitchen floor.

Dylan chuckled and said, “Point taken. You’re strong. But you’re still not going.”

He leaned down to give Abby a quick peck, but she bit his lip instead.

“Get a room,” Antoinette groused, only half serious.

Abby turned toward her with a wicked grin. “Got one?”

“No, I do not,” Antoinette said.

“Then I guess we’re leaving,” Abby said. “Come on. We can argue about this in the car. Stella, I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Didn’t you drive with them?” Stella asked Jun as the wolves headed for the door.

He shook his head. “I’m parked outside, and my hotel’s only a few miles from here.”

Ethan glanced toward the door and even though the wolves were already gone, his attention held.

“What is it?” Stella asked. Her body felt heavy. This time tomorrow, all her friends could be facing danger. Again. Because of her father.

“It’s too bad we won’t have Abby tomorrow night,” Ethan said.

“If they don’t change their minds about that,” Jun said, “we should bring in Jade and Izzy.”

Stella exhaled wearily, but she knew he was right. Besides, they’d be pissed if they found out they’d been kept in the dark. “I’m sure that won’t be a problem.”

Ethan returned his gaze to her. “No offense, Red. Jade’s your sister. But when I think about her and Izzy, ‘not a problem’ isn’t the first thing that comes to mind.”

“Why?” Jun asked. “They were a huge help after we rescued Abby.”

Ethan drew in a deep breath. “Let’s just say, I’ve got a long memory. They’ve got my appreciation, for sure, but I still think twice before turning my back on either one of them.”

Stella had to admit that was fair. Four months ago, Jade and Izzy had tortured Ethan within an inch of his life. In fact, if Stella hadn’t attacked her own coven, she and Ethan could have both been killed.

Things, of course, were different now between them all, but history did leave its scars. Hopefully, tomorrow night would leave them unscathed.


Chapter
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It was after midnight when Ethan and Stella climbed into the back seat of another hired car. There were no cardboard trees dangling from the rearview mirror, but Ethan could smell more than one pine-scented deodorizer stashed somewhere inside.

Normally, this would make him roll down the window. Artificial anything was not his jam. It was a philosophy that had served as the backbone of his campaign, and it was one of the things he enjoyed most about magic.

With the exception of prophetic magic, there was no bullshit about it. Everything straightforward. Just like Stella. You got what you saw. And when he looked at her, he loved everything he saw: beauty, loyalty, integrity, honesty.

He sniffed, blocking out the stifling piney offense, and refrained from opening his window. It was late fall, and Stella had been shivering when they were waiting on the sidewalk. So he endured.

She snuggled into his side, which took the edge off his mood, and he put his arm around her shoulders.

“You were pretty quiet tonight,” he said, keeping his voice low in case she were already falling asleep.

“Was I?”

He smiled—Did she really think he wouldn’t notice?—and brushed his knuckle across her cheek, catching the lock of auburn hair that had fallen over her face. He loved her hair. The color. The thickness. How surprisingly soft it was. He tucked it back behind her ear.

“It was a pretty intense conversation,” he said, “but after we saw Jun’s photos, you barely said two words.”

“I guess I have a lot on my mind.”

That was certainly true. She was either thinking of her father, which made sense given the conversation, or she was thinking about the very real possibility that she would soon be losing her store and her home.

It took everything in him not to make her another financial offer. It would be so easy for him to save her, but he knew better than to push. And he respected her desire to take care of her own shit.

But they’d talked about marriage. More than talked. Not only was their magic paired, he considered them engaged. He just needed to get the ring.

Nothing too ostentatious. Stella wouldn’t want that; it would draw too fine of a line under the differences in their bank accounts. But nothing too small either, not considering the enormous impact she’d had on his life.

Should he take a guess on what she wanted and make it a surprise? Or would she want to pick it out herself? These were questions he’d never had reason to think about before. And now, with life as precarious as it was, he didn’t want to wait.

“What are you going to wear?” she murmured, snuggling in even closer.

For a second, he didn’t understand the question. Then he wound his way back to the immediacy of the moment. There were things they had to do before he could think about diamonds—starting with the masquerade ball.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I went as Robin Hood last year.”

Stella didn’t lift her head from his chest, but she exhaled a laugh through her nose and curled her fingers into the front of his shirt.

“Is that funny?” he asked.

“You?” she asked. “In tights? I don’t know if it’s funny or obscene.”

“Compression shorts and a long tunic hide a variety of sins.”

“Hardly,” she scoffed. “And you were a serious politician.”

“I know. Thankfully, the only photograph of me that got published was from the chest up, and I was wearing a mask. Doherty thought, if my identity was blown, it was a costume that resonated with my campaign promise of looking out for the little guy.”

“Well, you can’t go as the same thing two years in a row,” she said.

“What about you?” he asked.

“I’ve never been, so it doesn’t matter. I’ll just wear something I already have. I don’t have time to shop.”

That made sense. She had a whole closet full of witchy Halloween costumes at the store—everything from colonial garb to black pointy hats. Either one would do, unless she was tired of them. Would she want to go shopping if she had the time?

Ethan kissed the top of her head, and she nuzzled her cheek against his upper chest.

“Isn’t Magnus coming to the store in the morning?” he asked while leaning forward to make sure the driver was taking the best route out of the city.

“It’s Saturday, so yeah.”

“Then why don’t you have time to shop?”

“I’m meeting with a financial planner at ten. He’s going to help me with debt management.”

“Ah,” he said, even though she had to know it was a little too late for that. “You know…we convinced an entire city council to let us bury my father in a historic cemetery in the middle of Salem. You could⁠—”

“I know,” she said quickly. “I thought about using magic to get myself out of this jam, but it felt dishonest. I made this mess. I’ll get myself out of it, or…”

“Or?” he pressed.

“Or I won’t, and I’ll live with the consequences.”

If it came to that, Ethan wondered how hard it would be to move her into his apartment. Would she fight him on that too, insisting on independence?

They continued in silence while the car rumbled over the repaired cracks in the road, then slowed as they merged with the late-night traffic on the Meridian Street Bridge.

As soon as they were across the river and into Chelsea, Ethan decided the driver knew what he was doing, and he settled in for the rest of the ride.

“If you’re not going shopping,” he asked, “any thoughts on what you’ll wear to the masquerade?”

Stella yawned. “I figure I’ll just wear my red dress.”

“Your…” Ethan’s heart skipped. “You mean the red dress?”

That thudding sensation he’d gotten in his chest while watching her cross a crowded ballroom, coming toward him…the vision of her luscious body straining the seams of that sinful column of satin... and every other memory from that night shimmied along the edges of his mind.

He’d often wondered if he’d get to see that dress on her again. He’d hoped for better circumstances, but he’d take his pleasures when and where they came.

“Yes, the red dress,” she said on a bit of a laugh. “You can’t seriously imagine I’ve got more the one. I can go as Jessica Rabbit.”

“Shit.” Ethan said as his imagination ran wild. She could end up being a dangerous distraction to an already high-stakes kind of night.

“What?” she asked, as if she didn’t know.

“I’m getting hard just thinking about you in that dress.”

She snorted. “Then it’s a good thing you won’t be wearing tights.”

“You’ve—”

She slipped her hand over his crotch.

Ethan flinched, ending on a strangled sounding, “—got that right.”

She squeezed, and he carefully removed her hand from his cock. Any other time, yeah, sign him up. But right now they were in the back of a stranger’s car, and it would be another thirty-five minutes before they got back to Salem. Maybe he should have told the driver to take them to his apartment in the city.

Ethan’s gaze slid from the top of Stella’s head to the rearview mirror. The driver’s eyes appeared to be on the road, though the corner of his mouth was tipped up more than necessary.

“Something loose then,” Ethan said. “Maybe a 1920s gangster. That could go with Jessica Rabbit.”

“If you’re going shopping for yourself, can you pick me up some long gloves? I think they’re supposed to be purple. If not, I’ll have to find some time to make them. I’ve got the fabric, but⁠—”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll get some.”

“Thanks, Ethan.”

“Anything, Red. You name it.”

When they finally arrived in Salem, Ethan helped a very sleepy Stella out of the car. Once they were upstairs, they didn’t pick up where they’d left off. They both crashed onto Stella’s bed and slept like the dead until morning.
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“Iget why you have all these colonial clothes,” Antoinette said, “but what’s with the rest of this shit?”

It was early afternoon on Saturday. Antoinette, Izzy, and Jade were rummaging through the second-floor costume closet—scraping hanger after hanger along the metal rod—while Stella stood at the railing, peering down onto the sales floor.

Magnus, wearing a top hat and his magician’s cape, tended the cash register.

There were quite a few customers in the store below—some of whom were also in costume—witches and woodland faeries for the most part—and Stella hoped for a record-breaking day.

Her financial planner hadn’t been the miracle worker she’d hoped for, and he’d alternated between pitying and judgmental looks that made the walls feel like they were closing in.

So, after he sauntered out the door, she decided at least someone should enjoy their afternoon and gave Darren a break from his terrarium. He was currently coiled around her arm and bumping his nose against her mother’s gold bracelet.

“The ‘rest of this shit,’” Jade explained, twirling one of her dark brown curls around her finger, “is because Stella likes to go standard witch sometimes for the customers.”

Antoinette picked a pointy, purple velvet witch hat off a hook and clicked her tongue. “It’s cliché.”

“It’s marketing,” Stella countered. “Or is it promotion? I can never keep the terms straight.”

“Actually,” Jade said, “I think it’s called ‘branding.’ What’s that?” She pointed at the floor near Stella’s foot.

Stella looked down, spotted a small scrap of paper that was caught between the wall and the baseboard, and bent to pick it up.

It was another one of Catherine’s numerical doodles—numbers zero through five, but still no number four. Stella crumpled it into a ball and stuck it in her pocket.

“Doesn’t matter what it’s called,” Izzy said while she picked at her split ends. “Marketing, promotion, branding… I’ll do a pointy black hat before I wear another apron and bonnet. I’ve had enough of those costumes to last a lifetime.”

“Same,” Jade said. “After our adventure in colonial Salem, I’m taking a permanent pass on bonnets.”

Stella stroked Darren’s bright blue scales and narrowed her eyes on Antoinette. The constant squealing of metal hangers against the metal rod was wearing on her last nerve.

“Maybe if you tell me what you’re looking for,” she said, “I can help you find something to wear. Last night you seemed pretty set on Cleopatra.”

“Oh, I am.” Antoinette said. “My costume’s in my bag. I just wanted to see what other options you had. What are you and Ethan wearing?”

“He’s going as a 1920s mob boss, vintage pinstripe suit, hat, carnation, and spats.”

“Stylin’,” Antoinette said. “What about you?”

Stella inhaled deeply, then let it out just as slowly. She figured she should get in all her good breathing now. Her lungs would be seriously restricted later tonight. “I’m wearing my old prom dress. It’s red and super tight, so I’m going as Jessica Rabbit.”

“That’ll be sick,” Antoinette said approvingly.

“You’ll need a pair of long gloves,” Izzy said.

“Ethan’s at Joker’s Wild right now, buying me a pair. He’s also getting a bunch of those little oval masquerade masks for all of us.”

The bell over the door gave a jingle, and Stella glanced over the railing.

Ethan walked in carrying several plastic shopping bags. His head tipped back, and his eyes went immediately to her. He smiled.

“That’s a lot of bags for a pair of gloves and masks,” Izzy noted as soon as Ethan joined them upstairs.

“That’s because I found something for you and Jade too, unless you’ve already got your costumes sorted.”

“We’re still thinking about it,” Jade said.

“Well you can stop thinking,” Ethan said. “I found the perfect thing.”

“What is it?” Jade pushed herself off the wall she’d been leaning against.

Ethan gave Stella a sideways glance, and his navy-blue eyes sparkled with amusement.

She moved from the railing to get a better look.

He set the bags down and with one hand pulled out a hanger with an orange leotard, yellow tights, belt, and cape. With his other hand, he pulled out another hanger with a red leotard and cape and pink tights and belt.

“Vintage costumes,” he announced proudly. “Electra Woman and Girl.”

It only took Stella half a second to remember the nicknames Ethan had given Jade and Izzy after their first electric encounter.

Apparently, however, Ethan had never used those names in front of them because Jade and Izzy stared blankly at the costumes. This only intensified the burning pressure in Stella’s sinuses as she tried to keep a straight face.

After a few more seconds, Izzy instinctively selected the Electra Woman costume and said hesitantly, “Thanks, Ethan.”

Stella barked out a laugh and slapped her hand over her mouth.

“Sure,” Jade said slowly, dragging the word out. She took the hanger with the red Dyna Girl costume. “I guess I can have my ass hanging out in public.”

“You got some skinny white-girl ass,” Antoinette said. “You’ll be fine.”

“Abby called me,” Ethan said, still looking quite pleased that his costume selections hadn’t been vetoed. “She’ll meet us at the hotel.”

“They’re letting her go?” Antoinette asked, doing nothing to mask her surprise.

“Hawk is sending Stryker along. But just him. Apparently Stryker has the best handle on subtlety. I decided it wasn’t worth fighting about.”

Stella agreed. And it was an excellent compromise. Truth be told, the wolves had gotten them out of plenty of jams. She’d be glad to have at least one shifter—one and a half if she counted Abby—in their back pocket tonight.


Chapter
Nine



Broomstix

6:00PM

“Red?” Ethan called.

He stood by Stella’s sales counter, dressed in a pinstripe suit, spats, carnation, and fedora, with his head tipped back and his eyes glued to the top of the sagging staircase.

“It’s about time to roll!”

He’d left Stella up in her attic apartment fifteen minutes ago to finish her hair. At the time, he’d thought she was nearly done. She’d already looked perfect. More than perfect. Stunning.

“Um…” Her voice sounded far away, muffled, and—if he wasn’t mistaken—troubled. “Just a second!”

Izzy clicked her tongue. “She’s still in the attic. What’s taking her so long?”

Ethan had no idea. Everyone else was ready. Izzy and Jade were wearing their coordinated Electra Woman and Dyna Girl costumes.

Antoinette stood off to the side dressed as Cleopatra. She was taking a selfie with Darren, Stella’s indigo snake, who had wrapped himself around Antoinette’s arm like an exotic piece of jewelry.

His mother sat on a stool behind the counter, doodling on a notepad. She’d promised to hold down the store for Stella until closing time.

Ethan called up to Stella again. “Everything okay, babe?”

“Coming!” she yelled back, but her statement wasn’t supported by any evidence. There were no sounds of her coming down the ladder.

“I’ll go check on her.” Ethan took off his fedora, set it on the counter, then jogged up the steps to the second floor. When he got there, he immediately deduced the problem.

His first inclination was to help. His second impulse was to watch the show.

Stella had clearly made a gross miscalculation. The last time she’d squeezed herself into that dick-torment of a dress, she’d been in a hotel. All she had to do was slink down a hallway and into an elevator.

Now, she was encased in a satin straitjacket and trying to figure out how to descend a ladder. The slit in the skirt wasn’t high enough to aid her mobility, and the bodice was too tight for her to bend over. There wasn’t even a railing for her to hang on to.

Her back was to the opening in the floor, and Ethan pinched his lips together as she pointed her foot toward the ladder’s top rung, then pulled her foot back. Pointed. Pulled back.

Ethan lost all sense of amusement, however, when Stella wobbled dangerously on her standing foot. The high-heeled shoes weren’t helping, and his arms went out to catch her in case she fell.

Fortunately, Stella found her balance, then disappeared from view.

Now what was she doing?

There was a scuffling noise as she dragged something heavy across the floor, and she was back.

Ethan could just make out the edge of a large cardboard box at the edge of the open hatch. He assumed it was the box where she’d stored the out-of-season clothes she still hadn’t put away.

Stella balanced her weight against the box while putting one foot on the top rung. Next, she eased her other foot down to join it.

“Shit, shit, shit,” she murmured, shifting her hips back and forth.

Ethan was back to enjoying the show.

She was cute. And she was funny. And so long as she didn’t break her neck (and they survived the rest of the night) he was looking forward to teasing her about all of this later.

“Don’t move,” she said, and it was clear she was giving instructions to the box and not to him. “I’m trusting you with my life.”

She stretched her right foot down toward the next rung while clinging to the box for balance.

That’s it, Ethan thought. She was slowly descending. Another couple rungs and she could grab on to the edges of the ladder.

“What are you doing up there?!” Jade yelled again from the ground floor.

“I’m coming!” Stella yelled back, sounding irked. Her voice darkened as she muttered to herself, “I’d like to see you try this, Dyna Girl. You’re in a Lycra leotard. Girls do back handsprings on fucking balance beams in leotards.”

Ethan laughed. He couldn’t help it.

The sound made Stella jerk and twist, which wasn’t great.

“Careful!” he cried, and his arms went up and out again, ready to catch her.

Fortunately, Stella had a firm grip on the top rung of the ladder.

“It’s not funny.” Her cheeks and chest flushed the most tantalizing shade of pink, especially against the red satin.

“It is funny,” he said, still chuckling.

“I can’t move in this thing.”

“I can see that,” he said. “Let me help you.”

He reached up and wrapped his arms lightly around her thighs.

She twisted around in his hold and, with her breasts smushed into his face, wrapped her own arms around his head in a viselike grip.

“Uff,” he grunted, then slowly slid her body down his front—enjoying every inch of the journey—until her high-heels hit the floor.

“Thanks,” she said, letting out a relieved breath. She fixed his hair.

“Promise me you’ll press your body against me like this later tonight, and that’s all the thanks I need.”

“We gotta survive the night first.”

It was an unnecessary reminder, but they’d faced worse. Besides, Ethan considered tonight merely a reconnaissance mission.

The Collector may have been certifiably insane, but if it was him who showed up in the ballroom tonight, Ethan couldn’t imagine the man would wage war in a crowd. He was stealthier than that.

“We’ll survive,” he assured her. “We always do.”

“Luck has a way of running out,” she said, sounding serious.

He had no answer to that, and he was surprised to discover that he was absentmindedly trailing his finger lightly along the top of her dress, cresting over one breast before dipping into her cleavage and continuing the journey.

Stella hadn’t missed it, and she arched one eyebrow. “Wanna skip the party?”

“Yes,” he said, his voice rougher than normal. Then he sighed. “And no. Everyone’s downstairs and ready to head out.”

“Better not keep them waiting.”

At the same time, Jade yelled, “For fuck’s sake. Let’s go!”

Ethan led Stella to the top of the stairs.

Stella stopped there and laughed. “Now, that’s what I call a dynamic duo! You two look great!”

Ethan had to admit—when it came to Izzy and Jade—he’d demonstrated some serious chops as a masquerade stylist.

The duo flashed huge grins, and Jade said, “Not as good as you, Stellz. Shit.”

Ethan’s mother also looked up and smiled. “You two do look amazing together.”

“And Antoinette,” Stella said. “You look like the goddamn Queen of the Nile, but you know Darren’s gotta stay behind.”

“Girl, please,” Antoinette said, gently unwrapping the snake from her arm. “It was just for the photo op. Can we go now?”

“Car’s parked at the curb,” Ethan said as he led Stella carefully down the stairs.

They stopped at the counter where he put on his fedora and handed Stella her purple satin gloves.

“Don’t forget your key,” his mother said.

“My key?” Ethan asked. This was the second time she’d brought up keys; she’d said something similar to Stella the night before. “What key?”

One corner of his mother’s mouth tipped up in a smile, but her gaze had gone a little glassy, and she seemed to be looking straight through him.

“It’s very important,” she said.

Stella paused with one glove pulled only halfway up.

“It’s very important you have the key,” his mother repeated, her voice sounding hollow and very faraway.

“Mom?” Ethan said warily because the spaced-out look on her face suggested she wasn’t talking about the keys to the store or to his car. “Is there something else you need to tell me?”

This time, at the sound of his voice, she jerked her head, blinked once. “What? Oh, no.” She went back to her doodle. “Have a successful night, kids. Be safe.”

Ethan pursed his lips and thought about pressing the matter, but he knew there was no point. If her prophetic magic was kicking in, the first messages were often murky. They’d become clear soon enough.

The party-goers stepped out onto the sidewalk, and the door to Broomstix closed behind them.

“That was another prophecy,” Stella said.

“Probably,” Ethan said grimly.

“Any idea what she means?”

“Not yet,” he admitted.

Antoinette, Izzy, and Jade squeezed into the back of Ethan’s BMW. He waited for Stella to get into the passenger seat.

She bit her lip and looked down at the seat as if it might bite her.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“The ladder was hard enough. Not sure how I’m supposed to get into your car. Or sit and breathe at the same time.”

“No worries.” Ethan leaned the passenger seat back as far as he could without putting it in Jade’s lap.

“This was a terrible costume choice,” Stella grumbled.

Ethan laughed as he helped her into his car.





Forty-five minutes later, they were pulling up to Boston’s Four Seasons Hotel. A person dressed as Einstein in a wild crazy wig and lab coat stood near the valet podium, along with a couple dressed as Red Riding Hood and the Big Bad Wolf.

“Looks like we’re in the right place,” Ethan said. “Masks on, everyone.”

They all secured the elastic bands around the back of their heads just as the valet opened Ethan’s door.

“Thanks,” Ethan said. “Fob’s in the cupholder.” He got out, then jogged around the front of the car to pull Stella up to her feet. Antoinette, Jade, and Izzy climbed out of the back.

Einstein, Red Riding Hood, and the Big Bad Wolf approached. Einstein said, “Hey, Stella. I mean…that is you, right?”

Ethan recognized Jun’s voice immediately, which clued him in to who was behind the other two costumes. “Appropriate choices,” he said, enjoying the thought of a shifter dressed as a wolf. “You went all out.”

“Roman’s mate volunteers with a community theater,” Stryker explained. “She got us the costumes.”

“That’s a lot of fur,” Stella said. “You’re not going to overheat, are you?”

“You’re not going to bust out of that dress, are you?” Stryker quipped.

Abby elbowed her mate hard in the ribs and said, “You look amazing, Stella.”

“Everyone’s decided on their signal?” Antoinette asked, her gaze slicing across the lot of them.

They’d discussed their game plan already, of course:

Go in as pairs: Ethan with Stella, Izzy and Jade, Antoinette and Jun, Stryker and Abby.

Look natural.

Blend into the party.

Mingle.

Find David Hurley and/or the Collector wearing his face, then signal the rest of them so Stella could get close enough to sniff him out. The goal was to discover what was going on, not lodge an attack.

Everyone had been left to decide on a signal that would play to their own magical strengths and be noticeable in a crowded ballroom without alarming the guests.

“I’ll make the overhead lights flicker twice,” Izzy said.

“I’ll make a waiter to drop a tray of glasses,” Antoinette said. “Jun can amplify it if need be.”

“I can send out a sound wave that rattles the windows a bit,” Abby said.

“Without breaking them,” Stella said.

“Please,” Abby said. “I’ve got more control than that these days.”

“What about you and Stella?” Stryker asked.

“Can’t exactly set the ballroom drapes on fire,” Stella said, “so Ethan’s going to set off the sprinkler system.”

“You told Hawk your goal was subtlety,” Stryker reminded him, his tone accusing. “Seems you’re missing your own mark.”

“I’ll just make them drip a little,” Ethan said. “Unless someone’s directly under it, they’ll only notice people’s response, not the water itself. Stay focused. Whoever spots him first, send out your signal. Don’t engage on your own.”

“Roger that, big guy,” Jun said.

Stryker gave him a nod, and they entered the hotel in staggered pairs, each disappearing into the mass of costumes.


Chapter
Ten



Stella sucked in a breath. It may have been early in the evening, but there were already at least five hundred wealthy and influential Bostonians in the ballroom. The costumes ranged from court jesters to vampires, birds of prey to medieval maidens. Everyone had their faces—and motivations—masked.

As she scanned the crowd, the memory of her mother’s voice whispered in her ear, “Monsters come in all shapes and sizes, sweet girl. The most dangerous monster is the one who looks the most like you.”

Right. She’d always assumed her mother meant those words as a metaphor. Now, she wasn’t so sure. Her father did look a lot like her, at least in the eyes. Tonight, however, he could look like anyone. Or anything.

To the left of the ballroom entrance, a zombie wearing a purple velvet eye mask leaned against the bar. After battling so many of her father’s minions, the sight of this one, leisurely sipping on a Sam Adams, sent shivers down her spine.

She tugged on the sleeve of Ethan’s gangster suit. “Look to my left. That’s just a costume, right?”

“What?” Ethan asked. “Where? Do you see David Hurley?”

“The zombie. At the bar. With the beer.”

“Oh,” Ethan said. “Yeah. Look at his hands. He either ran out of gray paint, or he lacked commitment.”

Stella took another peek just as the zombie raked his eyes over her body.

The ogling gave her a different kind of shiver. “Ewww.”

Ethan took her gloved hand and turned her in the opposite direction. “Too bad you can’t use a glacio spell and freeze them all.”

They’d discussed the possibility that morning. It would make it so much easier if they could simply wander the ballroom as if it were a statue gallery and casually unmask everyone until they found their man.

But they had concerns about whether the Collector would be impervious to the spell—plus the glacio spell was too much of a blunt instrument. It would also freeze their friends in place, and that wouldn’t serve their purposes.

Stella checked the front of her dress. “Let’s walk the crowd. See if I pick up the Collector’s scent.”

“This place reeks of perfume, cologne, and pumpkin-spice candles,” Ethan said, curling his lip. “Will you be able to detect anything else?”

“With any luck,” she said. “Come on.”

They waded further into the dimly lit ballroom. Rotating disco balls sent silver flecks of light across the crowd. Stella tried to stay close to Ethan, but they were occasionally split up as other guests traveled in the opposite direction, weaving through the crush of people either toward the dance floor or to the bar.

“Uff.” Stella took a jab to the ribs as a Phantom of the Opera turned too quickly and caught her with his elbow.

Ethan grabbed her hand and dragged her another five feet forward into a small open space at the edge of the dance floor.

The band—consisting of a lead singer wearing a silver sequined gown, a piano player, a three-piece brass trio, and a drum set—played on a slightly raised stage set up along the wall.

They slipped into the first bars of their next jazzy selection, and Ethan shot Stella a wide grin. “They’re playing our song.”

“Our song?” Stella’s head whipped toward the band. Was that Ethan’s code for something else? As far as she knew, they didn’t have a song.

The singer swayed as the rest of the band played a dramatic orchestral introduction.

“It’s what we danced to at my fundraiser,” Ethan explained.

Stella tried to force a smile, but honestly, she didn’t remember what the band had been playing that night. She’d been too focused on getting a strand of Ethan’s hair, making a poppet, and striking him dead. The memory of that night still made her wince.

Still, she took a second to listen and nearly lost her breath when the lead singer crooned:

Those fingers in my hair

That sly come hither stare

That strips my conscience bare

It's witchcraft

Oh, for Pete’s sake. They’d been playing Frank Sinatra’s Witchcraft when Ethan dipped her on the dance floor that night? Good lord. She had to be the only failed assassin with a theme song.

“How ‘bout that dance you promised me?” Ethan asked, walking backward while he tugged her onto the floor.

Stella narrowed her eyes. She was sure they’d never discussed dancing.

Ethan’s lips twitched upward, and that’s when Stella realized what he was doing. He was recreating the night they met. The song. Her dress. Even his question. But they were here for work, not pleasure.

“Come on,” Ethan urged.

Stella’s gaze slid across the four dozen masked and costumed couples twirling around the parquet floor.

“All right,” she conceded. “One dance.”

Ethan offered his arm, escorted her onto the floor, and spun her around before pulling her back so fast their bodies collided.

Stella’s breath left her in a whoosh, and the heat between them made her stomach flip.

Yeah. This was feeling awfully familiar. Ethan was definitely trying to recreate their first night, but it wasn’t like him to get distracted. It made her wonder if perhaps this dance was part of a greater plan.

“You can’t get me all hot and bothered if we’re going to look for the Collector,” she whispered.

“I’m not doing anything,” he responded innocently. “Just let me lead, and I’ll move us around the floor. While I do that, you keep your sniffer sharp. Get a good look at this place from every angle. The Collector could even be out here on the floor.”

Stella dug her fingertips into Ethan’s broad shoulder, and his grip tightened around her other hand.

They danced, moving in quick, graceful steps, then pausing to take in the people around them before gliding to another area of the dance floor.

“Anything?” Ethan asked.

“Have’t got a whiff of his magic yet,” she replied.

A woman in an elaborate feather headdress spun by on the arm of a courtier dressed in head-to-toe purple velvet.

Then Stella and Ethan were moving again.

At one point, he pulled her so close, Stella practically straddled his muscular thigh.

Heat flared through her chest as he pressed in hard against her mound.

“What are you doing?” she asked. “You’re ruining my concentration.”

“We’re just dancing,” he said.

“You’re so full of shit.”

Ethan tightened his arm around her waist and lowered her into a dip, bringing his lips so close to hers there was barely enough space for their breath.

Blue and red ribbons of magic—invisible to everyone else but powerfully palpable to them—encircled their bodies, and their paired magic sparked to life.




Meanwhile, on the other side of the ballroom, Jade and Izzy stood with their backs pressed against the wall, surveying the scene.

“Show me the photo again,” Jade said as she tightened the two short pigtails secured just below her ears. She’d never heard of Dyna Girl before Ethan handed her what he called the “perfect” costume. But she’d googled the character to get the look right. In for a penny, in for a pound.

There being no place to stash a phone in their skin-tight Lycra costumes, Izzy had brought along an actual four-by-six glossy photograph of David Hurley. She flipped her cape back off her shoulders, pulled the photo out of the top of her yellow leotard, and handed it to Jade.

Jade scanned the image, then refocused on the crowd.

Izzy sighed. “Remind me how a photo is supposed to help us when everyone’s wearing a mask.”

“The guy’s a lawyer,” Jade said, handing the photo back to Izzy. “He’s probably not going to come as something ridiculous. He does have a reputation to protect.”

Izzy slid the photo back inside her leotard, flattening it against her chest.

“A big shot like Hurley—or the Collector pretending to be Hurley—will probably come dressed as a king or a sheikh or something,” Jade said. He’d probably also be with a group of other respectably dressed people. And for some reason she pictured them hovering by the bar.

The crowd parted, and Jade got a glimpse of a military uniform. “What about Napoleon?” she asked. “See him there? Oh, wait… No. He’s too short.”

“Too short for what?” Izzy asked.

Jade looked up at her friend. Sometimes Izzy wasn’t all there, though her glitter make up was on point tonight.

“Too short to be Hurley,” Jade explained. “Ethan said he was about an inch shorter than him, so that Napoleon guy can’t be who we’re looking for. Come on, let’s walk the crowd. Look for someone who’s over six feet tall.”

They headed into the ocean of people and were only a few steps in when Izzy said, a little louder than Jade thought was necessary, “How’s your neck after that car accident?”

“What?” Jade asked without taking her eyes off the crowd. “What car accident?”

“Is it going to delay you filing for divorce?” Izzy asked.

This time, Jade looked up at her. “What the hell, Izzy?”

“Shhh,” she said as she continued to scan the sea of masked faces. “You’ll scare away the fish.”

“Fish?” Jade asked.

“I’m fishing for a lawyer,” she whispered, “so maybe you should limp a little.” Then, even louder, “I heard that crash was gnarly. What kind of settlement do you think you could get?”




Even wearing flat gladiator sandals, Antoinette had a couple inches on Jun’s five-ten. Did Cleopatra make a weird couple with some crazy-ass mad scientist, or whatever he was supposed to be? Hell, yeah.

It seemed most of the couples in the ballroom had coordinated their costumes. Stella and Ethan went together. Same with Abby and Stryker, even Izzy and Jade. The only thing she had in common with Jun was the size of their hair, except her ‘fro was perfection while his was some cheap costume-store wig.

So, not only did her pairing with Jun offend her fashion sense, it explained all the curious eyes as they passed through the crowd.

Or maybe she was just being straight-up paranoid.

And maybe she was being a little unfair.

Because, best believe, Jun was smart as a mug, and even though he couldn’t originate any magic of his own, he could amplify whatever she laid down. In other words, she may have been poorly matched, but she wasn’t poorly armed.

“Should we get a drink?” Jun asked. “Blend in with everyone else? I’m buying.”

And he was a gentleman. She could work with that too.

There were three bar stations set up, one by the entrance to the ballroom, one on the wall to the left, and one in the middle of the ballroom along the far wall. The dance floor was off to the right, and the band had just broken into Sinatra’s Witchcraft.

Antoinette only recognized the song because Gram had been a Sinatra fan. “Ol’ blue eyes,” she’d called him.

A lump rose up in Antoinette’s throat, and she pinched her nose to stave off the tingling sensation that was growing there. She didn’t cry. Not in public anyway. And even though this was a mission to catch a face-stealing psychopath, she wasn’t about to ruin her eyeliner.

“Maybe just one drink,” she said, “you know…to take the edge off.”

“Ve can sip zem,” Jun said in a crazy German accent. “Zey’re only props. Ve need to stay sharp.”

Antoinette glanced across the ballroom and made eye contact with a tall man dressed in a toga.

He held her gaze, sending such a slither of apprehension along her arms that she looked down to make sure she’d remembered to leave Stella’s blue snake at the store.




Abby’s phone vibrated in the deep pocket of her red velvet cape. She checked the screen. “It’s another text from Hawk. That makes three since we left the den.”

“What’s he saying this time?” Stryker asked, his voice muffled by the head of his big, furry wolf costume.

“Same as before. He’s checking to make sure I’m safe.”

“Because he doesn’t trust me,” Stryker said, tipping his head in an odd way. “God, I can’t see shit in this thing.”

“Of course he trusts you,” Abby said. “If anything, he doesn’t trust me.”

“You can be impulsive,” Stryker agreed. “And you have a history of finding trouble, even when you aren’t intentionally running straight into it.”

“Is that so bad?” she asked, smacking his furry shoulder. “I found the three of you. Some might say I ran straight into you.”

“So it worked out for you one time.” His tone suggested an exaggerated eye roll.

“That it did,” she agreed.

“Hey, is that Antoinette over by the bar?”

“I can’t see over all these people,” Abby said, rising up on her toes, “but if it is, she might have the right idea. It would make us more inconspicuous if we were holding a drink like everybody else.”

“All right, but that line is too long,” Stryker said. “Let’s try the one by the back wall.”

Abby took Stryker’s furry mitten paw—she hoped he wasn’t overheating in his costume—and they headed toward the bar.

They came at it from the side, near the corner where several men were deep in conversation. One of them was clearly dressed as William Shakespeare in a slouchy velvet hat, gold earring, and a long black coat over a shirt with a wide white collar. His mask was more substantial than the oval ones so many people had chosen; his included Shakespeare’s mustache and beard.

When Abby and Stryker were no more than twelve feet away, the bartender handed Shakespeare his drink.

Shakespeare pushed his mask all the way up to his forehead and put his lips to the glass.

Abby squeezed Stryker’s hand and yanked him to a stop.

“What is it?” he asked.

She jerked her chin in Shakespeare’s direction. “I see him.”

Stryker turned his Big Bad Wolf head slowly toward the bar.

Abby couldn’t tell if it was the real David Hurley or the Collector in disguise. Either way, he looked just like the photo Jun had shown them: same rounded nose. Same eyes. Same ruddy patches at the tops of his cheeks. Even that white streak of hair seemed to be peeking out from under his hat.

The maskless Shakespeare made eye contact with Abby, and adrenaline spiked her blood.

He slid his gaze from her to Stryker, then quickly repositioned his mask. He turned toward the bar, carefully set down his glass, and…

He bolted!

People screamed as he plowed through the crowd.

“Abby!” Stryker cried. “The windows! Signal the others!”

Shit. She almost forgot.

Abby clapped her hands over her head, sending out a sound wave that rattled the ballroom’s ten-foot windows.

That job done, she and Stryker pushed through the crowd, heading in the direction the man had gone. He’d gotten a sizable head start, but at last, the chase was on!


Chapter
Eleven



Stella twirled on the balls of her feet as Ethan spun her across the dance floor. By then, they’d covered every inch of it and, so far, no sign of Hurley.

Ethan pulled her against his body and touched his lips to hers while murmuring, “Anything yet?”

“Still no.” Stella had to close her eyes to keep the room from spinning, but they snapped open again when a woman screamed on the far side of the ballroom.

“Jesus!” Ethan exclaimed. “What’s all that?”

The scream was followed by the bellow of several indignant men and the rattle of windows.

“Is that…?” Stella whispered. The rattling sound had been nearly drowned out by all the shouts.

“Abby’s signal,” Ethan said. “They’ve spotted him already?”

Stella couldn’t see what was happening in the middle of the crowded room, but she sensed a path quickly parting for a tall hairy wolf costume that was ripping and clawing its way toward the exit.

“So much for subtlety,” Ethan said.

“So much for an evening of mere reconnaissance.”

Stella knew she should have picked a more sensible costume. She kicked off her shoes, then reached down and tore the slit in her dress even higher, all the way up to her hip.

An elderly woman standing nearby gasped in horror, as if intentionally ripping one’s dress was the worst thing going on in the ballroom.

If she only knew!

“Let’s go!” Ethan said, and they pushed through the crowd, leaving Stella’s shoes behind.

They reached the ballroom doors simultaneously with Electra Woman, Dyna Girl, Cleopatra, and Einstein.

“Which way?” Antoinette asked.

Out of her peripheral vision, Stella caught the fluttering edge of a red cape disappearing around a corner at end of the hotel lobby.

“There!” she cried, pointing.

Stella’s bare feet pounded against the carpeting as Ethan and Jun rushed past her. Antoinette surged ahead too, those long legs requiring half the steps that Stella needed to cover the same amount of ground.

Ethan crashed his palms into the hotel’s front door and pushed them open. Jun, Antoinette, Izzy, and Jade followed right behind him.

Stella made it outside onto the sidewalk and winced as a pebble pressed into her tender arch. Too bad she didn’t know a spell to toughen the soles of her feet. All she could do was pretend she didn’t feel the pain.

Ethan’s head twisted right, as he looked down Dalton Street, then left.

They all heard a shriek coming from that direction, and Ethan yelled, “This way!”

They ran toward the corner, and Ethan cut back toward Belvidere Street. He shouted over his shoulder, “Keep up!”

Stella rounded the corner, pumping her arms hard. She may have been at the back of the pack, but there was no way she was going to lose him. Ethan didn’t need to worry about that.

“There they are!” Jade said as she ran just a few steps in front of Stella, her superhero cape flying out behind her.

Pain sliced through the bottoms of Stella’s feet.

“I see them,” Izzy replied.

Thirty yards ahead, Abby in her red cloak and Stryker—who’d wisely thrown off his wolf head somewhere along the way—disappeared around another corner.

Seconds later, Ethan and Jun barreled around the same corner, going so fast the centrifugal force nearly slung them into the street.

Then Antoinette did the same but at a slower clip.

Finally, Stella limp-hopped around the same corner, just in time to see a man in a black coat with a wide white collar straddling the top of a chain link fence at the end of a private alley.

By then, Stryker had closed the gap. He leaped into the air, swinging his arm to snag the man’s ankle, but he missed.

The man dropped over the other side of the fence, and took off down the alley.

Stryker and Abby whirled to face the rest of them as they finally caught up.

“He got too much of a head start on me,” Stryker snarled. “I couldn’t get out of the ballroom fast enough in this stupid costume.”

“Don’t worry,” Ethan said. “I know this area. It’s my neighborhood. There’s only one other way out of the alley. It’s not a straight shot, and he’s got a lot of obstacles to get past before he finds the exit. We need to split up, go around these apartments and cut him off at the other end.”

“What if he lives in one of these?” Antoinette said, tipping her head back to look up at the apartment block.

“Then he won’t be coming out of the alley,” Ethan said, “and we’ll have narrowed our focus. Now, go! But someone stay here in case he doubles back.”

Stryker and Abby took off immediately, headed around the right side of the block.

“I’ll stay,” Stella said. “It’s too hard for me to keep up without shoes.”

“I’ll stay with her,” Jade said, putting her hands to her knees as her chest heaved.

“The rest of us…” Ethan said.

“Let’s go!” Izzy said, and she, Ethan, and Antoinette took off to the left.

Despite the sounds of city traffic, all Stella could hear was her own rapid breathing and the whirl of her thoughts.

“Do you… Do you think that was really Dad?” Jade panted.

Stella shook her head and pulled off her long gloves. She was so sweaty, it took some doing to get them off.

“You don’t think so?” Jade asked.

“I don’t know,” Stella said, looking around for a good place to stash her gloves. Finding none, she set them on fire, and the cheap fabric melted away. “He’s nearly sixty. Do you see him climbing over chain link fences?”

“A spell?” Jade asked.

“Do you know any that improves your athleticism? Because if you do, I could use it about now.” Or maybe they wouldn’t have to climb the fence. Maybe Jade knew an opening spell?

“It could be more evidence toward the whole-body takeover,” Jade said. “Hurley’s about—” She took another deep breath. “—twenty years…younger than Dad.”

“Maybe,” Stella admitted. “But…” She reached for her sister’s hand.

Jade straightened and wove her fingers together with Stella’s.

“If he comes back this way,” Stella said, “I’m glad I’ll be facing him with you.”




Ethan never enjoyed being separated from Stella. It made his magic feel twitchy and unsettled, like a sneeze that never came. It also reduced his potential to half-strength, not being able to access the aether of their paired magic. But in the moment, he hadn’t seen much choice.

Stella wasn’t dressed for pursuit, and they couldn’t lose momentum. They also couldn’t leave the alley entrance unprotected because they had no idea whom they were chasing.

On the one hand, the real David Hurley shouldn’t have had any reason to run. On the other hand, the Collector was prone to silently disappearing, not raising commotions.

Whoever it turned out to be, if he doubled back on Stella and Jade, they were strong. They’d be okay. They had to be.

Antoinette’s sandals slapped against the pavement behind him.

He glanced over his shoulder and saw Jun running beside her. Somewhere along the line, Jun had lost his wild gray Einstein wig, but his oval masquerade mask was still firmly in place.

There were only a few random people out on the sidewalk on this block. If they thought three people running pell-mell in masks and costumes was an odd sight, they were jaded enough not to stare.

Ethan turned the next corner just as Stryker and Abby came around the corner at the opposite end of the short block. They were closing in on each other, but no one was dashing out of the alley between them.

Were they too late? Had the Collector already exited the alley?

If so, he could be anywhere by now. Or maybe Antoinette’s earlier question had been more on target than he supposed. If they had to knock on every apartment door, they’d be doing that for hours. Someone would likely call the cops about people banging on doors.

“Anything?” Stryker yelled ahead.

“No,” Ethan said.

Something metal and heavy tipped over near the exit to the alley, and the resulting sound reverberated off the brick walls.

They all turned their heads toward the sound just as a black blur of velvet raced out of the alley. The man saw them, skidded to a stop, whirled, and ran back into the alley.

“Christ!” Stryker cried, and they took off after him.

This time, their prey didn’t have the benefit of a head start.

Stryker reached out, caught him by the shoulder and threw him up against the brick wall.

“It’s time you stopped to catch your breath,” Stryker said to the man—and more credit to the shifter because he wasn’t even breathing hard.

What was hard was the grip Stryker had on the front of the man’s black velvet coat.

“We can’t do anything here,” Jun said, glancing over his shoulder toward the end of the alley. “The residents walk through here.”

“Get your hands off me!” the man protested, trying to dislodge Stryker’s hand.

“That doesn’t sound like the Collector’s voice,” Abby said.

Stryker made a frustrated growl and yanked his hand back.

Ethan took over, holding the man to the wall while Stryker whipped down the zipper on his furry wolf suit. He stepped out of it and kicked it behind him. Thankfully, he was wearing a black cut-off T-shirt and basketball shorts underneath.

Ethan pulled off the man’s mask, and David Hurley stared back at him. Looks could be deceiving though. Ethan wasn’t so naive to be fooled by either mask.

“If he took Hurley’s face, he could take his voice too,” Antoinette said.

“What the hell are these crazy people talking about, Mather?” the man asked.

Ethan felt a muscle twitching in his jaw. This was either the real David Hurley, or the Collector was an above-average actor.

“What do we do with him now?” Jun asked.

“Before we do anything,” Ethan said. “We need Stella. She can confirm what we’re dealing with. We’ll go from there.”


Chapter
Twelve



Something was off. Stella felt it in her gut. And it wasn’t just because the man they’d been chasing was sitting on the ground with his hands laced behind his head, muttering incoherently.

Jade kicked the man’s foot—not hard, just enough to get his attention. “Quit mumbling and answer my sister’s question.”

He looked up at her, then at Stella. “I already told you. My name’s David Hurley.”

Yes, Stella thought. He’d said that. But the faint scent of magic swirling around him gave her reason for doubt.

The strange thing was, it wasn’t the spicy, soupy amalgam of magic she’d come to associate with her father. Rather, it was a thin, crisp whiff of lavender—personal magic, though not very strong. Was it coming from him, or was it simply on him—like a residue picked up in passing?

When Stella didn’t respond to his insistent claim, the man’s expression turned sour.

“Fine,” he said. “If you don’t believe me, ask him.” He slid his angry gaze from Stella to Ethan. “Tell her, Mather. You know who I am.”

Ethan pressed his lips together but said nothing.

“Is he a witch?” Stryker asked.

“He’s something,” Stella said. “But this isn’t my fa⁠—”

“The Collector,” Antoinette cut in.

The man flinched, and bits of sand that were clinging to his coat sprinkled onto the pavement.

“You’re saying this isn’t the Collector?” Stryker asked.

“Right,” Stella said. “It’s not.” And she was sure of it.

“Great.” The man slid a finger inside his broad white collar, which was probably a little less crisp and lot less dry than when he’d started the evening. “Sounds like you’re all looking for someone other than me. Big misunderstanding.”

He started to get up off the ground, but Stryker pushed him back down. “If you’re not the Collector, then why the hell were you running from us?”

“I don’t have to answer that,” the man said.

“Are you the real David Hurley?” Ethan asked.

The man folded his arms. “Of course I am.”

“What did you and I discuss at my fundraiser in June?” Ethan asked.

The man’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

“You heard me.” Ethan crouched in front of the man. “We talked for nearly thirty minutes. What was the topic?”

The man lifted his gaze from Ethan to Stryker, who—if they were going strictly on physical appearances—was the most obvious threat.

“If I recall,” the man said, returning his eyes to Ethan, “you were big on transparency. Especially among politicians.”

That was true. Stella remembered Ethan discussing transparency with a reporter. Someone had quipped that Ethan’s opponent was as transparent as a solid oak door.

But did that mean this was the real David Hurley, or someone else who was remembering what they’d written in the paper?

Ethan didn’t respond. Maybe that was because he couldn’t riddle it out either.

“Satisfied?” Hurley asked. “Great. I guess I’ll just be—” He shifted his position like he was preparing to stand.

“Not so fast,” Ethan put his hand on the man’s shoulder and kept him on the ground. “Why did you run? How did you even know to run from us?”

“Let him get up, Ethan,” Stella said. “There’s eight of us and one of him. He isn’t going anywhere.”

Ethan gave her an up-tipped glance of annoyance, but acquiesced. He pulled back his hand and stood. “You heard the lady.”

The man made a harumph sound, probably at the term “lady.” Stella was barefoot, practically falling out of the top of her dress, and with a ripped slit in her skirt that went so high she was sure they could all see the thin elastic waistband of her red lace panties.

Everyone took a half step back to give the man room to move, then as soon as he was up, closed in on him again.

When the man still didn’t answer Ethan’s questions, Ethan prompted, “Well?”

“Well what?” the man asked.

The tops of Ethan’s cheeks got a little red, something Stella didn’t think was a good sign.

“That wasn’t just a wolf costume,” Ethan said, tipping his head toward Stryker. “My friend here is an actual wolf. Shifter, that is. One word from me, and he’ll tear you to shreds.”

Stella raised her eyebrows and glanced at Stryker, not exactly sure how he’d react to Ethan referring to him as his attack dog.

If Stryker was fighting an eye roll, Stella couldn’t tell. But he did raise one hand and allowed five claws to spring from his fingertips.

The man paled. “Fine. Fine.” He glanced at Stryker’s hand again, then back to Ethan. “What do you want to know, Mather? Just tell me.”

“Are you the real David Hurley?” Ethan asked.

“Yes.”

“Do you know the Collector?” Stryker asked.

Hurley shook his head. “Never heard that name.”

“What about Robert Aldren?” Stella pressed.

He shook his head again.

“R.G.?” Abby tried. “Or maybe Archie?”

Hurley’s eyebrows drew together and lowered over his dark eyes.

“How’d you enjoy your visit to Faneuil Hall?” Jun asked.

Surprisingly, out of all of their questions, that one got the biggest reaction. Hurley’s head jerked back, and he asked, “Faneuil Hall?”

“I saw you leaving the building last weekend,” Jun said.

“I…” Hurley didn’t exactly flatten his body against the brick wall, but he looked even more trapped than he had before. “You’re mistaken.”

“Apologies,” Jun said. “You’re right. Maybe it wasn’t you. Maybe it was just your face.”

Hurley’s eyes slid to Stryker, who’d chosen that exact moment to pick his teeth with one particularly sharp claw.

Stella watched, fascinated, as Hurley’s cheeks went bloodless.

“I don’t know his name,” he said quickly.

“You don’t know whose name?” Stella asked. “You must call him something.”

Hurley shook his head like he meant to shake it right off his shoulders. “About a month ago, he came to my office. I agreed to let him use my face whenever he wants.”

“Agreed?” Stella asked. “Like he gave you a choice?”

Hurley squirmed, and his skin went a little gray. “Not exactly.”

Stella nodded. That tracked. “Did he pick you because you’re a witch?”

“I’m not a witch,” Hurley said.

Stella raised one eyebrow.

“My mother was,” Hurley muttered.

Hmmm, Stella thought. That could explain the magical residue.

“Back to the name,” Ethan said impatiently.

“He’s a client of mine,” Hurley said. “I can’t tell you anything. There’s attorney-client privilege.”

“Not anymore there’s not,” Stryker said while letting his canine teeth grow to lethal proportions.

Izzy sparked tiny bolts of electricity in the spaces between her fingers, which were currently pointed right at Hurley.

Jade twirled one finger in the direction of Hurley’s pants and magically undid his belt before slowly pulling it through the loops.

Stella wasn’t exactly sure what Jade planned to do, but between the idea of losing his pants, Izzy’s electrical threat, and a very agitated Stryker, Hurley was blinking rapidly and ready to talk.

“He goes by Robert Giles Corey,” he said, blurting out the words like they’d been shot from a cannon. “He told me to not let you get too close. That’s why I ran.”

Jade released her spell, and Hurley’s belt hung like a dead snake skin from two belt loops over his hip.

“Robert Giles,” Ethan murmured. “I guess there’s your R.G..”

“Giles Corey isn’t by accident either,” Izzy said.

“It’s totally on brand,” Stella agreed.

“What do you mean?” Stryker asked.

Throughout this exchange, Hurley wiped sweat off his upper lip.

“Giles Corey died in Salem in 1692,” Jade explained, “but he wasn’t hanged. By law, the witch hunters required the accused witches to either admit or deny. Giles Corey refused to plead. He wouldn’t play the witch hunters’ games. He wouldn’t give in to their demands. He refused to give them the power. So, they pressed him to death under slabs of stone.”

“The Collector,” Stella said, remembering all that he’d confessed to her in Trask’s Mill, “wants power over those people he equates with the witch hunters. That’s his goal.”

“How is using your face supposed to help him gain power?” Ethan asked Hurley, whose expression had now gone completely blank.

“What did he give you in exchange for your identity?” Ethan pressed.

Still, Hurley said nothing.

“He let him live,” Stella said. “That’s the payment he received. His life.”

“He’d have to let him live if he wanted to keep using his face,” Jun said, which Stella thought was pretty astute. She didn’t exactly know how the magic worked, but that made a certain kind of sense.

“Where do you keep his files?” Ethan asked.

“There aren’t any files,” Hurley said, and the fact he’d decided now was the time to start talking again made Stella suspicious.

Apparently, Ethan wasn’t buying the response either because he got a little closer. “You said he’s a client of yours. You had to have opened a file.”

Hurley scoffed. “You think he’d let me enter his information into our firm’s database?”

Ethan stared Hurley down.

Hurley stared back, but a muscle jumped in his jaw.

After what felt like a full minute, Ethan asked, “That’s it?”

“That’s it unless you can offer me protection,” Hurley said.

“Protection from the Collector?” Ethan asked. “We can’t promise you that, and you know it.”

Hurley was insistent. “I want like…a binding oath that you’ll protect me.”

“A binding oath?” Jade asked.

“Yeah, like…” His gaze whipped wildly back and forth across all of their faces. “Like an unbreakable vow.”

Jade snorted. “You watch too many movies.”

Hurley blinked once, and his lips parted. “But…”

“There’s no such thing,” Stella explained. “Not in real life.”

Hurley blinked again, then his whole posture changed. This wasn’t a huge surprise; he was an attorney; he’d likely been in a ton of negotiations. He knew to hang on to whatever leverage he still had.

He folded his arms and said, “Then that’s all you get from me. Let your shifter friend do his worst. I’m done.”

Stella might not have been an attorney, but still, she recognized the play. Hurley had information on her father and knew his plans. He also knew that the only way for them to get their hands on the information was to keep him alive and talking.

In short, Hurley was calling their bluff. And in that, she heard the memory of Lovey DuPre’s voice saying, Dead men don’t talk.

Unfortunately, they weren’t bluffing. They couldn’t protect the man from her father. She wasn’t even sure they could protect themselves.

Her hand shot forward. On a hunch, she reached into Hurley’s coat pocket and got lucky. She extracted his phone.

“Hey!” Hurley lunged forward, but Stryker put a hand to the man’s chest and pushed him back against the wall.

Stella’s bright idea did have its limits though; she was no tech genius. So, she handed the phone off to Izzy. “See where he goes.”

Izzy grinned, held the screen up to Hurley’s face to unlock it, then started punching buttons.

“You’re invading my privacy!” Hurley protested.

“And you’re getting on my last nerve,” Ethan said.

“Here we go!” Izzy exclaimed with a wide grin. “Location Services weren’t disabled. It looks like several times a week he’s going to a small commercial building in Cambridge. Number Two Mellen Street.”

“Something tells me Beach and Flanagan doesn’t have a satellite office in Cambridge,” Ethan said smugly.

To his credit, Hurley took a page from Giles Corey’s book. He didn’t admit or deny.

So, there was only one thing for them to do. Fortunately, when it came to breaking and entering, Stella and Ethan were well practiced.

“Izzy? Jade?” Stella asked. “Are you two good to guard him while we check things out?”

Together, the currently caped superheroes had all the necessary power to keep Hurley on lockdown, plus Izzy could put a powerful ward on either end of the alley to keep the public out. Their talents were best used here.

“You got it,” Jade said, looking like she was going to enjoy an evening with Hurley. “Take all the time you need.”


Chapter
Thirteen



Number Two Mellen Street was a nineteenth-century house in the asymmetrical Italianate style. The front door was to the right, and the top step was covered with an ornately carved, wooden canopy. The bay window on the left was duplicated right above itself on the second floor, and the overhanging eaves were supported by scrolled wooden brackets.

It was not well lit. There was no signage out front. It was only when Stella climbed the front steps and spotted the credit card logo stickers on the door that she felt assured the building was commercial and no longer a private residence.

She turned over her shoulder and took in her motley crew.

Jun and Antoinette were the most conspicuous in their respective bright white lab coat and shimmering sheath. They practically glowed in the moonlight.

Abby had shrouded herself in her red, hooded cloak, and she fidgeted with the hem of her sleeve while glancing over one shoulder, then the next.

In comparison, Stryker, who was dressed the most normally—T-shirt and basketball shorts—seemed completely at ease.

Ethan, of course, was as handsome as ever, his usual charisma only enhanced by the fedora. And, Stella thought off-handedly, he was surprisingly unrumpled, given all the activity.

As for herself, Stella was currently drowning in Ethan’s pinstripe suit coat with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows and the hem hanging nearly to her knees. He’d given it to her as soon as they’d left the downtown alley—both for warmth and for modesty—and while she was grateful for the extra layer, the additional volume was a bit incommodious.

“It’s an office building for sure,” she said, hugging the jacket tighter around her.

Laughter erupted from the college campus a block away, then several car doors slammed.

Abby jumped at the sound, and a few seconds later, two cars crammed full of students sped by before turning onto Mass Ave.

“Even with the broken streetlight,” Antoinette said, “I’m thinking we’re too exposed. Everyone ready to get off this sidewalk and find a back entrance to this place?”

“Just call me Little Ready Riding Hood,” Abby said, her voice sounding more jittery than Stella had ever heard it before.

Everyone looked at Abby in either confusion or groan-worthy concern for her sense of humor, then hustled around the side of the building.

At the back, Antoinette tried the door. “Locked.”

She crouched, getting eye-level with the door knob, and extended her fingers toward the lock.

“How are you going to open that?” Stella asked. “You have personal magic, not physical.”

Antoinette flicked her wrist and revealed a bobby pin. “I thought I’d do it the old-fashioned way. Ethan wanted us to go for subtlety tonight, right? Can’t exactly blow this place up.”

“Ah,” Stella said. “Very clever. Carry on.”

“Are you kidding?” Abby asked, nervously glancing over her shoulder. “It’s a-door-able.”

“What’s with you and the puns tonight?” Stella asked.

“Sorry,” Abby said. “I can’t help it. Sometimes nerves bring them out.”

Stella couldn’t really blame Abby for being nervous. Her own heart rate felt inordinately high. Still, that was seriously terrible. “That was seriously terrible.”

“Be nice,” Stryker said, chuckling. “We’ve got nothing else to do until Antoinette gets us in. I don’t see any harm in a good door pun.”

Abby shifted her weight and wrung her hands while keeping her gaze glued to Antoinette’s crouched form.

“Do you think you can do better?” Ethan quipped.

“I don’t know…” Stryker planted his feet wide and folded his arms, clearly accepting the challenge. “I’m always open to new things.”

There were a few distinct clicks from the door as Antoinette twisted the pin in the lock.

“Good one,” Ethan said. “But sorry, dude, I don’t swing that way.”

Stryker snorted. “That’s because you could never handle it.”

Stella rolled her eyes to the heavens, then, since they were already aimed that way, sent up a little prayer before muttering, “Are you getting any closer with that lock?”

There was another click—this one loud—and Antoinette tried the knob again. It turned.

Stella exhaled.

“Et…voilà,” Antoinette said, opening the door for them all to enter.

“Antoinette,” Ethan said, with his hand over his heart. “You are the key to our success.”

Antoinette waved them all through. “I don’t see a comedy special in any of your futures.”

Stella conjured flickering flames at the ends of her fingers and illuminated the small, dark hallway. There was barely enough room for the six of them to stand, especially with the protruding cubby-hole mailboxes that were mounted on the wall.

“If these numbered boxes are any indication,” Ethan said. “There must be four separate office spaces.”

“Only the boxes for suites one, three, and four have tenants’ names on them,” Stryker said.

“Then I’ve got a hunch which one’s Hurley’s,” Stella said with just a hint of sarcasm. She checked her phone. “It’s already ten o’clock. I don’t want to leave Izzy and Jade alone with him for too long, so let’s find this office and see what’s there.”

Stella led the way as they crept down the creaking hallway to suite number two. Stella tried the knob. It was also locked, but Antoinette was already primed and ready. She had the door open in no time, or at least, no time for any more jokes.

“I hate to flip the light switch,” she said, “but…”

“Close the blinds,” Ethan said, and Stryker and Abby made short work of it.

“That’s the best we can do,” Antoinette said. “And if we’re gonna be quick, we’re gonna need to see better than a few candle flames can give us.”

Stella agreed, and Jun flipped on the overhead light.

“All righty then,” Ethan said, his eyebrows rising.

Stella understood his surprise. She’d somehow had the idea that an attorney’s office—even a secret satellite one—would be neater. Organized. A polished mahogany desk, maybe one with a brass name plaque and a small bowl of mints.

This one on the other hand… It had the big desk, the built-in bookshelves, and the patterned Oriental rug, but the place was a disaster.

“Do you think someone beat us here and tossed the place?” Antoinette asked.

“No,” Stella said. “It’s just organized chaos.” And she should know. She was the master.

“How can you be sure?” Stryker asked.

“See that?” Stella pointed to a ballpoint pen that was resting atop a mess of papers three inches thick. “If this place were tossed, that pen would be on the floor.”

Stella picked up one of the pieces of paper from the desk and quickly read through it. It had something to do with a real estate investment in Delaware. As far as she could tell, it had nothing to do with her father, but what did she know?

She jerked her head toward the file cabinet. The strangest scent of magic was coming from inside one of the drawers. It had a sweetness akin to rotting apples, but a metallic sharpness that hinted at pain.

“What is it, Red?” Ethan asked.

“Smell that?” she asked.

“Magic?” Jun asked.

Stella nodded. “It’s coming from in there, and whatever it is, it’s protected.”

All heads turned toward the file cabinet.

“You mean there’s a ward on it?” Antoinette asked.

“Something like that,” Stella said. “Different though.”

Ethan slipped his hand into hers, and they crossed the room toward the metal cabinet. There were four drawers. One of them had to contain something useful.

Abby groaned. “Of course, the information we’re after would be locked up even more.”

“Maybe,” Ethan said.

Stella looked up at him in confusion. If she were her father—or Hurley for that matter—she’d do whatever she could to protect her secrets. The magic coming out of the file cabinet was so unusual, it could take them more time than they had to open it.

“The file cabinet could be a decoy meant to grab our attention and lead us off target,” Ethan explained. “We’ll address the cabinet. The rest of you, go through everything on the desk, the floor, the bookshelves. Read every piece of paper.”

“Every piece of paper?” Abby asked in a high-pitch squeak. “There has to be thousands of them.”

“Everything you can,” Ethan amended. “Check for other hiding places too.”

“What exactly are we looking for?” Abby asked.

“For starters,” Stella said, “any names you recognize. Anything to do with Salem. We’ll go from there.”

They all picked an area of the office. Stella and Ethan put their attention toward the file cabinet.

“I do think the information is in there,” Stella whispered to Ethan.

“We could go through all the work of unraveling the spell, only for the drawers to be empty,” he said.

“One way to find out,” she said.

“True.” Ethan raised his hands to the cabinet and red ribbons of magic unfurled from his palms.

Stella closed her eyes and bowed her head, feeling the direction of the spell he was creating, then that of the spell standing in their way, which was one of rebar, reinforced concrete, shrapnel, and landmines. It felt like overkill.

Sure, she understood that her father would want to protect whatever information he’d given Hurley, but shouldn’t that level of protection have also been on the door to his office?

She held out her hands and let her own magic unfurl. She didn’t have to open her eyes to know the blue ribbons of her magic were waving through the air, searching for Ethan.

She felt it the moment her magic found his. As always, there was a blooming sensation in her chest, then the invisible, odorless, tasteless swell of aether as their magic paired and intensified.

The perfume of old books—leather and dry paper—and the fresh salt of high tide drifted toward her. Then suddenly, it turned, and she sensed the muddy primordial aroma of its retreat. It left behind the image of live grenades left lying on a beach.

She cocked her head to the side and peeked through her lashes up at Ethan.

His forehead was furrowed, and the corners of his mouth turned down.

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

“I can’t smell magic like you can, but I can feel it, and this spell feels very much alive. It has a pulse. And I get the uneasy feeling that unraveling it is going to unleash something nasty.”

“That’s what it feels like to me, too,” Stella said. But they had to somehow get inside the file cabinet. She wondered if they should just take the whole thing with them. It couldn’t be that heavy.

Ethan must have had the same thought because he put his hand to the top of the cabinet and pushed. It didn’t move. It didn’t even rock.

“What did he do?” Ethan asked. “Load this thing up with bricks?”

There was a thud from somewhere in the hallway outside the office, and Ethan whirled.

“Someone’s here,” Jun whispered. “Douse the lights.”

Abby jumped up from where she was kneeling on the floor. Papers fluttered from her hands like autumn leaves as she slapped the light switch, throwing them into darkness.

Stella and Ethan fell into crouches. Everyone else held their positions like figures in an after-hours wax museum. Stella’s pulse pounded in her ears.

“Mr. Fox?” said an unfamiliar male voice. “Yeah. Sorry to call so late, but I came back to the office and⁠—”

Silence, except for a few footsteps coming toward Hurley’s office.

“Yeah. I forgot a file on my credenza. Anyway that’s not what I’m calling about. The back door was left unlocked again.”

More silence. More footsteps.

Stella held her breath.

“Right. Well, the chiropractor was the last to leave. She’s making a habit out of it, and I’ve got a lot of sensitive client files in my office. I can’t⁠—”

The footsteps stopped right outside Hurley’s door, and Stella grabbed onto Ethan’s wrist. Should she do something? Maybe a freezing spell so they could all get out of there without being discovered? But then what would they do about the file cabinet?

“So, you’ll talk to her?” The man started walking again, and to Stella’s relief, he passed right by Hurley’s door and his footsteps climbed the creaking staircase that led to the second floor.

“Should we—?” Abby whispered.

“Shhh,” Stella said.

They all held their positions for the next several minutes until the man came back down, headed out the rear door, and locked it.

The collective exhale in Hurley’s office was audible, then they returned to their search, this time leaving the lights off.

“Antoinette, Abby,” Stella said. “Get over here.”

There was a bit of fumbling in the darkness before they reached Stella’s side.

“What’s happening?” Stryker asked, sounding alarmed.

He’d been kneeling in the corner of the office, going through the books that were stacked on the built-in shelves. Upon hearing Abby’s name, he was on his feet.

“That’s the problem,” Stella said. “We’re not sure what’s happening. When we open this drawer, I think it’s going to bite back.”

“How so?” Abby asked, her voice shaking.

“It feels like it’ll explode out at us.”

“Shit,” Antoinette muttered.

“We need to push back,” Stella said. “Keep its defensive magic contained while you unlock the drawers.”

“Me?” Antoinette asked.

“You’re the one with the bobby pin,” Stella said.

“I can conjure a wall of water to slow down any projectiles,” Ethan said, “but I doubt it will be enough.”

“You want me to push back with sound waves?” Abby asked, and the nervous energy rolling off of her raised the small hairs on the back of Stella’s neck.

“I want you to push back with whatever you’ve got,” Stella said.

“Are you going to use fire?” Stryker asked, clearly intending his question for Stella. “Because…just a reminder…this whole place is full of paper.”

Stella shook her head. “Fire won’t do anything useful here, but I’ve got a flattening spell. It’s basically another kind of compression. Between the three of us, we can push it back.”

“Are you ready?” Ethan asked.

“Ready,” Stella and Abby said together.

Ethan dropped into a squat, then turned his palms toward the floor, curled his fingers inward, and pulled up slowly like he was doing a dead lift, straightening his legs. With every inch, he raised a thick curtain of bubbling water between them and the file cabinet.

When he was done, Abby clapped her hands over her head, then pushed outward toward the cabinet. The vibration of her magic was there—powerful and strong—but directed with pinpoint accuracy so none of it leaked back on them.

“Now you,” Ethan said.

“Antoinette,” Stella said. “Be quick. The magic feels like it’s easily tripped. Almost like it wants to be tripped.”

Like it wants to destroy.

A cold sweat broke out on Stella’s forehead. She took a deep breath, then held up her hands and said, “Levelen.”

Her spell hovered there in the air, ready to flatten whatever got past Ethan and Abby’s counteroffensives. With any luck, the magical shrapnel would be flattened like a pancake.

Antoinette inserted her bobby pin into the lock on the top drawer and started a countdown. “Ten, nine, eight⁠—”

“Hurry,” Ethan said. “This shit is heavy.”

“One.” Antoinette twisted the pin, and the file cabinet drawers flew open—as did a shit-ton of magic that blew Abby backward across the desk to the far side of the room.

Stryker caught her before she hit the floor.

“Shit!” Ethan leaned into his magic, his muscles straining as he held back most of the barrage of skin-slicing magic that left a cold metallic taste on Stella’s tongue.

She closed her eyes, turned her head, but kept her hands up. The few bits of shrapnel that made it through hit her flattening spell dropped to the floor like tiny bits of lead confetti.

The whole thing probably made a terrible racket, but Stella felt as if she were in a vacuum, everything moving silently and in slow motion.

When the dust finally settled—literally and figuratively—she lowered her arms and took a shaky breath. Ethan did the same.

Jun unwrapped his arms from around his head.

“Well?” Stryker asked from the far side of the office. He had turned his back to the explosion, and he was using his body to shield Abby from harm. “Is there anything inside?”

Antoinette rose from her crouch.

“I don’t know.” Stella took one hesitant step closer to the file cabinet and looked down. The bottom two drawers were clearly empty, but the second drawer…

She wrapped her fingers around its handle and glanced nervously up at Ethan.

He was looking down at her.

Then, together, they peered inside.
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“Do you think it’s safe to touch them?” Ethan asked.

“We didn’t go through all of that not to,” Stella said. The drawer was stuffed full of file folders, some of them thin, others bulging with papers stacked askew, their edges torn where they’d gotten stuck in the drawer.

Ethan smiled, and Stella realized he’d been kidding. He reached into the drawer, removed the first dozen-or-so files, and handed them backward to Jun. “See if there’s anything interesting in there.”

Jun took them over to the window and raised the shade an inch to let in some moonlight.

“Are the files at least alphabetical?” Stella asked, rising up on her toes to get a better view of what was left in the drawer. She snapped her fingers and held a flame closer to the files to give Ethan some light.

Ethan walked his fingers through a dozen more files. “Mostly. A few might be out of order.”

“Look for the name Corey,” Stella said. “Robert Giles Corey.”

“I’ve got A-D,” Jun said, “but I’m not seeing any Coreys.”

“Really?” Antoinette asked. “If that was the name the Collector gave Hurley, why wouldn’t it be filed under Corey? I bet there’s a file still buried somewhere on his desk. Do you think we should turn the light back on?”

“Too risky,” Stella said, then turned toward Jun. “What about Aldren?”

“Ummm… nope,” Jun said.

Stella sighed in frustration.

“What about a file labeled Robert Griffin?” Ethan asked, and he pulled out a thick manila folder.

“What?” Stella asked. Her father’s real name was Robert-Griffin Aldren. Would he be so obvious to use his real name?

Ethan turned from the cabinet and laid his discovery on the cluttered desk. “Light.”

Stella moved to stand beside him and held her flame over the file as he flipped through the pages. There seemed to be a number of financial documents, bank accounts, investments, and then Ethan got to a document that made Stella’s blood run cold.

It was several pages, stapled together, with row after row of names, many of them—hundreds even—crossed out.

“Is this what I think it is?” Ethan asked.

“If you think it’s a list of witches to collect,” Stella said, “then yeah. I’m pretty sure that’s what we’re looking at.”

Abby drew closer with Stryker at her back.

Antoinette put her hands on the desk and leaned in.

Ethan dragged his finger down the list, stopping at the crossed-out names they recognized, like that of his own father, John Mather, Hawk’s former captor, Marissa Black, and Brady, the murdered shifter.

“Frannie isn’t crossed out,” Stella said, putting her hand over her heart. That was a welcome relief, not only because Frannie was a friend, but because that meant her father hadn’t collected Frannie’s magic and made himself fire resistant.

The names Alastair McTavish and Mary Hutchinson were also intact, as was Ha-Jun Kim, as they already knew.

Ethan got to the last page of the document, and Stella grabbed it from him with her fire-free fingers. She held it up to her eyes and squinted.

“What is it?” Abby asked.

“This page isn’t a list of witches,” Stella said. She read to the bottom of the list just to make sure.

“What is it?” Stryker asked. “Shifters?”

“No,” she said. “It’s a different kind of hit list.”

“Don’t keep us guessing,” Antoinette snapped.

“Matthew Hopkins,” Stella said, lowering the paper just enough to make eye contact with Antoinette.

“Who?” Abby asked.

“Oh, lord,” Antoinette said grimly. “When it comes to witch hunts, you might call Matthew Hopkins the ‘founding father.’”

“He kicked things off in England in the 1640s,” Stella said. “Also Hopkins’ associate, John Stearne.” Her eyes went back to the paper. “Then there’s the usual suspects: Cotton Mather. William Stoughton…”

“We all know Cotton Mather,” Abby said. “Who’s Stoughton?”

“Chief Judge during the Salem witch trials,” Stella said. “But that’s not all.”

She read off the rest of her father’s list: “Jonathan Corwin, Thomas Danforth, Bartholomew Gedney, John Hathorne, John Richards, Nathaniel Saltonstall, Peter Sargent, Samuel Sewell, Stephen Sewall, Wait Winthrop, Thomas Newton, Anthony Checkley.”

And it wasn’t just men associated with Salem either. The list went on to include names from seventeenth-century witch hunts in Connecticut—Roger Ludlow and the Reverend John Davenport—as well as names from other states, and more modern names too.

None of them were crossed out yet.

“He’s gearing up,” Stella concluded. “He means to go back in time and wipe them all out.”

“Is that such a terrible thing?” Abby asked. “Wouldn’t more lives be saved than taken?”

Stella understood the logic, but it wasn’t that simple. “When you pull the threads of history, you don’t know what you’ll unravel.”

Ethan busied himself, taking pictures of every page in the document. The flashes that went off each time were blinding.

Stryker pulled the rest of the file closer to himself and flipped through the remaining documents. “Wouldn’t it be easier to just take the file with us?”

“We’re leaving it behind,” Stella said. “We’re putting everything back where we found it. With any luck, he won’t know that we were here.”

“Uh…” Antoinette said. “His defensive spell on the cabinet went off. He’s gonna know.”

Stella blinked once. Damn. She was right about that. There was no point covering their tracks.

“Look here,” Stryker said. “There’s a key taped inside the back of the folder.”

“A key?” Ethan asked, and his head jerked toward Stella.

“You don’t think…” Stella said, but she was definitely thinking it. Was this the key Catherine had been talking about the last couple of days?

Ethan cheeks puffed out, and he blew out a long breath.

“By any chance is it a round key?” Stella asked.

“Yeah.” Stryker glanced at the file cabinet. “And I think it’s made of iron. It’s too old to be for the locks on the file cabinet, or even the door.”

“Check the book shelves,” Stella said. “Maybe the books are covering an old safe? If this is the key Catherine was talking about, it’s got to be important.”

Immediately, Stryker, Abby, Jun, and Antoinette started pawing at the shelves. Books slid onto the floor.

“Maybe the desk?” Ethan asked. He untaped the key from the back of the folder and tried it in the small keyhole in the desk drawer.

Stella got down on her hands and knees beneath the desk and looked up at its underside, wondering if there might be a secret compartment. Ethan’s own desk, the one where she’d found the stolen athame, had a secret compartment.

She flattened her palm against the smooth wood and searched for something irregular.

“Anything?” Ethan asked.

Stella curled the fingers of her other hand into the Oriental rug’s short wool pile and groaned in frustration. “No. Nothing.”

“Nothing on the book shelves either,” Antoinette said.

Stella could only see Antoinette from the knees on down. She watched as Antoinette turned toward the desk and tripped over the edge of the rug.

Stella had a thought. She scratched at the wool fibers, then put her nose to them. The rug was neither authentic nor old. It still had a bit of its factory, chemical smell. “Move the desk.”

“What?” Ethan asked.

“Move the desk,” Stella said, crawling out from underneath. “Roll back the rug.”

“You think there’s something underneath it?” Ethan asked.

“I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure Hurley bought this rug recently.”

“If he hasn’t had the office long, it makes sense that he’d decorate it,” Abby said.

“I know,” Stella said. “There might not be anything there, but we have to look.”

Stryker and Ethan moved the desk. Jun, Antoinette, and Abby rolled back the rug.

“Do you see anything?” Abby asked.

“No,” Stryker said, and given that he had better night vision than any of them, that was saying something.

“Get the lights,” Ethan said. “Just for a second. Just long enough to check out the floor.”

Abby got up and flipped on the lights.

Stella scanned the floor, then spotted Antoinette’s hand in her periphery. It shot out, index finger extended.

“There,” Antoinette said.

“Lights off,” Ethan ordered, and Abby flipped them off.

They all descended on the part of the floor where Antoinette had indicated.

Stella walked her fingers along the joint between the boards. A piece of the floor was cut into an eighteen-inch square. One of its edges had two flat hinges. The opposite edge had a small, metal, oval plate with what felt like a keyhole.

“Try the key here,” she said.

Ethan fumbled a bit, then got the key into the hole. “It fits.”

He turned the key, and it clicked. When he opened the door, it revealed a hidden compartment under the floorboards.

“What’s that?” Stryker asked.

Stella held her flames a little closer.

Ethan reached into the compartment and pulled out a square wooden board with silver numbers—zero through nine—painted around its edge.

“Ohhh,” Stella said, feeling awestruck. “I think it’s some kind of witch board.”

She sold mass-produced ones at her store, but she’d never seen a homemade witch board, especially one so primitive.

“Witch board?” Stryker asked. “You mean like a ouija board?”

“That’s the most common type,” Antoinette confirmed, “but this one looks different. No letters. Just numbers.”

“Does this mean something to you, Red?” Ethan asked.

“Not yet,” Stella said. “But it has to be important.”

She sent up a silent thank you to Catherine for all her pestering about keys.

Prophetic magic may not have been Stella’s favorite, but it did come through from time to time.

“Uh…Stella,” Stryker said.

“What?” She looked up.

Stryker pointed toward the window.

The shade was still raised a couple of inches to let in the moonlight. And a gray, swampy face was peering at them through the glass.
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“Have I mentioned how much I hate those fucking zombies?” Stryker growled.

Abby couldn’t have agreed any more. She also hated how she’d let herself grow complacent in thinking that maybe, just maybe, they’d eradicated them all before.

“Guess we won’t be taking the time to put the office back together,” Jun said.

“Of course my father would have this place watched,” Stella said.

Abby grabbed the witch board they’d found beneath the floor and slipped it under her arm. “Let’s get out of here.”

They all rushed into the hallway, then looked at each other. The distinct sound of doorknob jiggling was coming from both entrances. They were surrounded.

“Do we split up and go at them simultaneously?” Jun asked. “Or put all our efforts into one door?”

The zombies at the back door gave up on the doorknob and threw all of their weight against the door, making a tremendous crash.

Antoinette peered up the staircase toward the second floor. “Should we go up?”

“Maybe the roof,” Stryker said, his head tipped back as well. “It’s not a bad idea. The next house is close enough. We could jump.”

Abby held back as Stella rushed for the stairs with Ethan, Antoinette, and Jun on her heels.

“What is it?” Stryker asked as Abby remained frozen in place.

God, she felt so stupid. She shook her head. “Nothing.”

But she couldn’t deny the strange sense of déjà vu that was snaking through her belly, bringing with it a feeling of dread.

“I’m fine,” she lied. “Let’s go.”

She and Stryker climbed the stairs. At the top, she looked left, then right, searching for access to the roof. She didn’t see anything obvious. Were they now more trapped than before?

Stella was at the bay window that faced the street, peering down onto the sidewalk below.

The sight of that window made Abby flatten herself against the wall. Grim memories raised the small hairs on her arms.

“Five of them,” Stella said, pulling back. “There’s at least one more standing under the canopy, clawing at the door.”

“There’s six of us,” Ethan said. “It’s a fair fight.”

“Except how many are in the back of the building?” Jun asked. “We’re still cornered.”

“Maybe they made an even split,” Stryker suggested. “Six at the front. Six at the back.”

“We got this,” Ethan said. “We’ve faced more than a dozen at one time before.”

“Not on a public street we haven’t,” Stella said. “And not so close to a college. Aren’t those gray swampy bastards worried about being seen?”

“It’s nearly Halloween,” Abby said from where she remained flat against the wall. She wetted her lips. “No one’s going to blink at them. Anyone who sees them will just wonder where the party’s at.”

“But if we set off an attack spell,” Stella said. “People will definitely blink.”

“You guys do tend to make a scene,” Stryker agreed.

“Everyone, stand back.” Stella threw open the sash.

Stryker pulled Abby back into the stairwell. Jun, Antoinette, and Ethan moved to a corner and crouched.

Stella leaned out of the window. “Hey! Hey, assholes!”

“Shit,” Abby muttered as a lightning bolt of fear ran down her spine. She couldn’t see what was happening below but heard a zombie’s wheezy bellow.

“Ethan?” Stella asked. “A little help?”

“You got it,” Ethan said without leaving the corner, but apparently understanding exactly what she needed.

He slung his magic in Stella’s direction, and Stella seemed to physically grab onto it, doing some kind of intricate hand motion that looked like braiding, before aiming her right arm toward the ground below and yelling, “Glacio!”

Now, Abby knew what was happening. She’d seen the effect of that spell in a farmhouse not far from the music festival in Greenfield. On that occasion, Stella had frozen a young man so completely he’d toppled down the stairs like a marble sculpture knocked off its base.

If she wasn’t mistaken, those six zombies were now six zombie statues, giving her and her friends their opportunity to escape. Abby hoped that didn’t mean going through the window.

But Stella crawled over the sill, apparently finding a foothold on top of the first floor’s bay window. Then she looked back at them all.

“Are you coming, or not?” she asked, right before she dropped out of sight. She landed with an “oomf” and a small yelp of pain.

“Jesus,” Ethan muttered, but he followed her out.

Stryker pulled Abby out of the stairwell, and Antoinette and Jun went out the window.

Abby glanced back at the stairwell. Maybe there was another way out.

“What’s going on?” Stryker asked. “There’s definitely something wrong with you.”

Abby clutched the witch board to her chest. “I can’t do it.”

Stryker’s eyebrows lowered over his dark brown eyes. “What do you mean, you can’t do it?”

She shook her head, feeling like a coward, but not enough to make her change her mind. That window…

All she could see on the other side were the Gable guards wanting to drag her back to captivity, a cold rainy cliff and a niche barely big enough to hide…

“Abby, what is it?” Stryker asked, his expression softening. “You can tell me.”

“The last time I went out a window…”

Gah! Why couldn’t she shake the grisly images that kept flashing past her eyes? A blood-soaked fillet knife and a guard’s severed neck, the expression of twisted evil on the face of her best friend, then another knife…

She felt so stupid. She didn’t want to admit to her mate how scared she was. She knew she could go through this window, and none of those horrible things would be waiting for her on the other side. But still…

“Is it the height?” he asked. “Because I’ll catch you.”

She shook her head.

“Abby,” he said, his voice dropping low. “What is it?

“The last time I went out a window, I was escaping the Gables. After that, it was just disaster after disaster.”

“You’re wrong,” Stryker said. “You going out that window was a huge success.”

She scoffed. “Not two hours ago you were telling me I had a history of finding trouble. That even without trying to, I run straight into chaos.”

“And then you reminded me that you ran straight into us. Me. Hawk. Dylan. You rescued yourself when you jumped out that window, Abby. You proved to yourself how strong you could be.”

She wanted to believe him, but the window felt like an impenetrable ward. It was a threshold she was too afraid to cross. She’d rather face whatever was trying to break in the back door.

“Come on,” Stryker coaxed. “You did it once. You can do it again.”

“I’m…” God, why was she freezing up like this? She was no coward. It was embarrassing.

“I’ll go out first,” Stryker said. “Then you come to the window and jump. I’ll catch you. You know I will.”

She did know that. None of her mates would let her fall.

She nodded, but she did it shakily.

“Okay,” he confirmed, and he slowly crawled out the window. He hesitated there, made sure she was looking at him, then dropped out of sight.

Now, Abby was alone in the building with more crashing sounds against the back door, downstairs.

She crept toward the window.

The sound of splintering wood shot through the building. The zombies at the back, those unaffected by Stella’s spell, had broken through the door.

Abby sucked in a ragged breath. She threw one leg over the windowsill and looked down at Stryker. Everyone else stood expectantly behind him.

Stryker’s dark clothes and skin made him nearly invisible in the night, but she knew he had his arms out wide, ready to catch her.

Abby’s stomach pitched. It was a lot farther down than she’d even imagined.

She tossed the witch board to Stryker, who caught it easily. He set it on the ground by his feet, then re-extended his arms.

She got her other leg out of the window and quickly flipped around to her stomach. She clung to the windowsill with a death grip.

“Let’s go!” Stella called up to her. “The spell’s strong, but nothing lasts forever.”

“Ethan,” Stryker said, “take my keys. Go get the car.”

He tossed his keys to Ethan, and they all took off to where the SUV was parked a few blocks away.

Abby craned her head over her shoulder and met Stryker’s eyes.

He was looking up at her with an expression that was both encouraging and worried. “You can do it, babe.”

Abby nodded, then closed her eyes, faced the house, drew in a deep breath, and dropped.

It felt like she fell forever.

Until she jolted with the impact of landing in Stryker’s strong arms.

He kissed her forehead. “Now, we run.”

He set her on her feet just as a howling sound came from around the edge of the house. They’d been discovered.

Abby bent down and grabbed the witch board.

Stryker grabbed her hand, and they took off as the putrid scent of zombies closed in behind them.

Abby didn’t dare look back, but she got the distinct impression from the sounds they were making that a handful of the zombies were so stupid they’d run into their frozen brethren and toppled them to the ground.

Others, however, had dodged around the zombie statues well enough and were quickly gaining.

Abby’s delay in getting out the window had put them half a block behind Stella, Ethan, Antoinette, and Jun, who were almost to where they’d parked the SUV.

Abby’s wolf vibrated within her skin, but she held it back. If she shifted, she’d be faster, but once she reached the car, there’d be that moment when she’d have to shift back. And that would take time. Not long. But every second was precious. And there was the matter of her clothes. She’d like to keep them on her body if at all possible.

Stryker seemed to be wrestling with a similar conflict. Energy rippled around him as he ran beside her. Their breath came out in smoky puffs against the cold, October night.

One of the zombies nearly caught up, and it stretched its arm forward, its hand reaching into the small gap between Abby and Stryker. It curled its fingers to grab onto one of their shoulders. It probably didn’t care who.

Stryker snarled, reached across his own body with his right arm, grabbed onto the zombie’s wrist and, as if he were swinging an axe, arced him over their heads. He slammed the zombie onto the ground in front of them.

Abby leaped over the downed body, not knowing if it was dead (again) or just knocked out. She and Stryker kept running.

But then something seemed to catch her around the throat, choking her, and her head snapped back even as her body continued to move forward.

Her cape! One of the zombies had grabbed the back of her cape. It yanked, and she flew backward, her feet going out from under her.

She landed on the pavement—first breaking her fall with her right wrist before slamming her back against the concrete. The witch board flew out of from under her arm. Her head bounced once, and she blinked up at the blackened sky, gasping for air.

“Abby!” Stryker cried and though she couldn’t see him, she knew he’d stopped, whirled, and run back toward her.

There was a screeching sound, the howl of an agonized wolf, and a zombie’s hiss.

Capes, Abby thought, still dazed. Hadn’t she heard somewhere that capes were a bad idea?

The thought was there, then gone, and she had a vague idea that more zombies had caught up to them because the screeching and gurgling was far too loud for there to be only one.

And Stryker was having to face them alone!

Abby peeled herself off the pavement, avoiding her injured wrist, and vaguely noticed three green-bloodied bodies on the ground.

Apparently only two were still on their feet. One was battling Stryker, and the other was running toward the spot where the witch board had landed on the ground.

The retreating zombie grabbed up the witch board and whirled in the direction of Hurley’s office.

Abby’s injured wrist meant she couldn’t engage her magic by clapping her hands over her head, so she slapped her good arm down against her thigh.

The result wasn’t as powerful as usual, but it was enough to conjure something. She sent a blast of magic toward the escaping zombie, knocking it off its feet.

Simultaneously, Stryker dispatched his opponent, slashing open its throat. The creature screeched, then fell limp in a pool of its own green slushy blood.

“Let’s go!” Ethan called from behind the wheel of the wolf pack’s SUV.

Antoinette, too, was hanging out of the backseat door and gesturing for them to hurry.

But Abby didn’t run for the car. She ran back in the direction of Hurley’s office.

“Abby!” Stryker cried. “Where are you going?”

“One second!” She pried the witch board from the fallen zombie’s hand, then turned and ran for the car.

Stryker followed at her back. They jumped into the middle seats, slammed the door shut, and Ethan peeled away from the curb.

“Are you all right, babe?” Stryker asked.

“Just my wrist,” Abby said, and she handed the witch board forward to Stella. “And maybe my head a little.”

Stryker growled low under his breath.

“Now, what’s wrong?” Antoinette asked.

“I was supposed to protect her,” Stryker said. “Hawk’s gonna have my ass.”

“You did protect me,” Abby said. “We protected each other. And now it’s over, and we’re going home.”

“Not yet, we aren’t,” Ethan muttered. “We’ve still got to get Izzy and Jade if⁠—”

“If?” Jun asked.

“Those zombies didn’t show up by chance,” Ethan said. “The Collector obviously knew we’d be here, which means, he knows we talked to Hurley, which means he probably knows where Hurley is. And who’s with him.”

“Oh god…” Stella murmured.

Abby’s head throbbed painfully, and she whispered to Stryker. “I should’ve jumped out the window more quickly.”

“You did great,” he assured her.

Abby shook her head, and looked down at her lap. She sent up a silent prayer to the universe and hoped—for Izzy and Jade’s sakes—they weren’t too late.
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“Izzy’s ward’s still up,” Ethan said, passing the car keys back to Stryker.

It was after midnight, and he’d just parked the wolves’ SUV beside the mouth of the Boston alley where they’d left Hurley with Jade and Izzy.

“You’re right,” Stella said on a rush of air. “I can feel it.”

Ethan took this as a good sign, and apparently Stella did too because she jumped out of the passenger seat and ran into the dark alley.

“Hey, wait!” Ethan yelled as everyone threw open their doors and raced after her.

“Ethan!” Stella called back to him.

He did not like the sound of her voice.

“What is it?” he asked because, even though he wasn’t that far behind, it was dark. The kind of dark that was so thick you felt like you could fall into it, and it would support your weight.

“Hurry!” Stella pleaded, and she dropped to her knees beside something on the ground. Whatever it was, she grabbed it and shook. “Jade! Jade! Wake up!”

By then, Ethan had reached them. Jade wasn’t the only one on the ground. So were Izzy and Hurley.

“Oh, shit,” Stryker said when he and Abby joined them. Antoinette and Jun arrived last.

“Check for pulses,” Ethan said, as he pressed the pads of his fingers against Jade’s neck.

“Is she dead?” Stella asked.

“Red,” Ethan said, “light the scene up. We need to be able to see.”

Stella pulled back, away from her sister, and snapped up ten flames at the ends of each of her fingers. A familiar green ooze splattered the scene.

“Zombies,” Jun said. “Jesus.”

Antoinette pressed her fingers to the side of Izzy’s neck. “She has a pulse.”

“Hurley does not,” Stryker said. “Dude’s dead.”

“Damn it,” Ethan muttered.

“Jade?” Stella asked, her voice rising, and the whites of her eyes flashing.

“She’s good,” Ethan said. “She’s just knocked out. Same as Izzy.”

“Why would zombies kill Hurley?” Jun asked.

“Maybe because the Collector thought he was giving away his secrets,” Ethan suggested. “Either that or Izzy and Jade killed Hurley themselves, and the zombies came later.”

“Izzy and Jade wouldn’t do that,” Stella said.

“Believe me,” Ethan said. “They’re capable.”

“I know,” Stella said, “but they wouldn’t make an executive decision like that. They knew we might need more information from him.”

“Maybe they didn’t have a choice,” Antoinette said.

Ethan lifted Jade’s head off the ground, and his stomach flipped when he realized that her hair was wet. “Damn it.”

Stella held one of her flames closer to Jade’s face. “Is that blood? Red blood?”

“Yes, and there’s a lot of it.” Ethan pulled off his shirt and bunched it behind Jade’s head.

Izzy made a moaning sound and tried to push herself up.

Abby helped her, asking, “Are you hurt?”

“Jade?” Izzy asked, slowly turning to her left.

“Bleeding,” Stella said. “What happened?”

“Attacked.” Izzy’s gaze slid in the direction of the pool of green ooze. “Three of them. They dropped Hurley right away. We got in some good shots, before we bit it. Is Jade okay?”

“I think so,” Ethan said.

“We need to get my sister home,” Stella said. “Marietta can get her fixed up.”

“Can you drive us to Salem?” Ethan asked Stryker. “I’ll pick up my car from the hotel sometime tomorrow.”

“You got it,” Stryker said. “I’m in no hurry to face Hawk.”

“I’m fine,” Abby assured him. “You’re not in any trouble. Let’s get them into the car.”

“What do we do about all this mess?” Jun asked.

“You and I are on clean up,” Antoinette said.

Jun’s mouth popped open, but he didn’t say anything.

“Make sure Hurley’s body is cleaned up too,” Ethan said, “and put him somewhere decent where he’ll be found right away. Make it look like natural causes. No blow-back on us, but also no scandal for him. You good with that?”

“Yeah,” Jun said. “Sure.”

“All right.” Ethan got to his feet and lifted Jade into his arms.

“Be careful with her,” Stella said.

“Grab my shirt,” Ethan said. “Don’t leave any evidence behind.”

Jade’s blood slid against his bare arm as he carried her out of the alley. Stryker carried Izzy, even though she insisted she could walk on her own.

The six of them got into the SUV, and Stryker followed Stella’s directions to Marietta and George’s house in Salem.

Stella called ahead, so by the time they arrived, Marietta and George were waiting for them on the front porch of their bungalow and Marietta’s cure was already bubbling in the kitchen. The aromatic woodsy scent of Angelica—something Ethan knew she used in both her protective and restorative brews—wafted through her open window.

“We’ve got them from here,” George said, taking Jade in his arms. His dark brown skin crinkled with worry at the corner of his eyes.

Jade murmured something during the transfer, and though her words were incoherent, any sign of life was a definite improvement.

“We can stay,” Stella said.

“No,” George told her. “You two go back to your apartment and get some rest. We’ll talk in the morning.”

“Izzy,” Marietta said, “come inside.”

Izzy did so without argument, and Marietta followed her in.

“Was your evening otherwise successful?” George asked tentatively.

“Maybe,” Stella said. “We found something. We’ll see.”

George gave her a nod, then turned his gaze to Ethan and gave him a chin lift.

Ethan opened the door for him so George could carry Jade inside the house, then he let it close gently behind them, leaving himself and Stella, Stryker and Abby, standing on the porch.

“To Broomstix?” Stryker asked.

“Actually,” Stella said. “Could we stay at the den?”

“You want to stay with the pack?” Stryker asked, sounding surprised.

“My father is clearly on the move,” Stella said. “I’d feel better if there were more people around us tonight. I’m dead tired, but I’d feel too vulnerable sleeping in my apartment.”

Stryker glanced at Ethan, clearly looking for direction.

While Ethan hated the idea that Stella felt uncomfortable in her own home, he saw the wisdom in her request. The more allies they had around them, the better, and he could stand a good night’s sleep.

He gave Stryker’s a single nod.

“You got it,” Stryker said, and he turned the SUV toward the den.


Chapter
Seventeen



Stella and Ethan took the same bedroom they’d had the one and only time they’d slept at the wolf den: the tiny supply room—sometimes crash pad—on the far side of the kitchen. The hollow core door was still missing its doorknob, and Ethan easily pushed it open.

He felt around for the light switch and flipped it on, revealing the two walls of wire shelving filled with canned goods, cleaning supplies, and paper towels. Not much had changed in the last several months; however, the twin mattress had actual sheets on it this time, plus two pillows, so that was a notable upgrade.

“Are you mad?” Stella asked.

“Mad?” he asked, confused. He didn’t know what was more exhausted, his body or his mind. “About what?”

“About coming here,” she explained. “Did I offend you by saying I didn’t feel safe at home?”

Ethan had to think about that for a second, still not sure if he was tracking. “Are you asking if my male pride was bruised when you suggested we stay at the den?”

“I didn’t mean to suggest you couldn’t protect me,” she said quickly.

“Or that you couldn’t protect me?” he asked, finally catching on. “We take care of each other, Red.”

“I know, but⁠—”

“But we don’t know what the Collector is preparing to unleash. There’s safety in numbers—more safety anyway—and we both need our sleep. I know I’ll sleep better knowing there’s a night watch and that we aren’t going to be caught off guard while unconscious.”

Stella seemed persuaded. She wriggled out of his suit jacket—the one she’d been drowning in since they’d gone to Cambridge—and Ethan helped her with the zipper on her dress.

As for himself, he was already half-undressed in just his pinstripe pants. He’d left his bloodied shirt with Jade, and he must have lost his hat while running for the car.

“How are your feet?” he asked, pushing off his pants. He stepped out of them.

“My feet?” She furrowed her brow and peeled her dress down her body.

The red satin pooled on the floor. Ethan tried to ignore how much it reminded him of the puddle of blood behind Jade’s head.

“You’ve been running barefoot ever since we left the hotel,” he reminded her. He folded his pants and set them on a shelf.

“Oh.” Her voice went up a little, as if she’d forgotten all about her long-lost shoes.

Ethan found her surprise cute. She was cute. Powerful, of course. Sometimes reckless. Often disorganized. Smart. Caring. Passionate. But also cute.

Stella sat on the edge of the mattress and pulled her foot into her lap to check the sole. It was a filthy charcoal gray.

“A little nicked,” she said, “but otherwise fine. Must have been all the adrenaline. After we caught up to Hurley, I never felt a thing.”

“How about now?” He crouched in front of her, took her bare foot in his hands, and squeezed, gently massaging the arch.

Something soft flitted across her face. “I feel a lot, Ethan. But not in my feet.”

“Yeah,” he said. He felt it too. Whenever they were alone together, the aether of their paired magic swelled to overflowing. “You need a shower before you get into bed.”

“Even that bed?” She glanced down at the ancient mattress. “I really doubt it’ll mat⁠—”

“How ‘bout this?” he asked. “I want to shower with you before we call it a night.”

Her eyes snapped back to him. “Oh.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Oh.”

“I thought you were tired,” she said. “Don’t you want to sleep?”

“I’m sure after I’ve fucked you, I’ll sleep like the dead.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “After you’ve fucked me?”

He smiled. “You got a problem with that?”

She pretended to consider that, even going so far as to tap her finger against her chin. Again, cute.

“I guess not,” she admitted.

“Good.”

“I’ll go see about towels.”

“I’ll go with you.” He rose to standing, took her hand, and pulled her up off the mattress.

“Uh…” Stella stopped and looked down at herself, then at him. She was in her matching red lace bra and panties and nothing more. He was in his boxer briefs. “Should I put my dress back on before we go out there?”

Ethan snorted. “The wolves walk around naked all the time. No one will blink twice at our underwear.”

“Yeah,” she said contemplatively. “You’re probably right.”

Still, she ducked behind him as they made their way back to the main den.

The place was mostly cleared out except for Chelsea, the only she-wolf who engaged in combat and who, more than once, had fought alongside them. She was reading a magazine in front of the fire.

“Chels,” Stella said. “Any chance you could point us toward some bath towels?”

Chelsea whipped her head in their direction, her black ponytail flipping over her shoulder. “In the hallway cupboard, just outside the bathroom.”

“Where’s Max?” Ethan asked. He’d rarely seen Chelsea and her mate apart.

“He’s on patrol tonight with Peter. I’m waiting up for their shift to be over.”

“Just the two of them out there?” Ethan asked, glancing toward the door. After the night he’d had, two sentries didn’t seem like enough, and he’d hate for anything bad to happen to Max. Or to any of them, for that matter.

“No,” Chelsea said. “Roman’s got plenty of pack patrolling the perimeter, but Peter and Max are partnered.”

Ethan couldn’t help himself. He laughed. “Now do ‘she sells seashells by the seashore.’”

Chelsea’s brow furrowed. “What?”

“Ignore him,” Stella said. “He’s bone tired.”

She tugged on his arm, leading him toward the hallway and adding a hasty, “Thanks,” to Chelsea.

All of this just made Ethan want to laugh harder. Maybe Stella was right and he was more exhausted than he realized.

They stopped at the cupboard to grab two towels, then ducked inside the bathroom. Someone must have just taken a shower because the room was already filled with steam.

“I hope they left us some hot water,” Stella grumbled.

“I don’t think you’ll be cold,” Ethan said.

He assumed she’d get his innuendo, and she didn’t disappoint. Her eyelids lowered to half-mast, and she leaned back against the bathroom counter.

Ethan stripped out of his boxer briefs, flipped on the shower, then returned to Stella.

She drew him into her, wrapping her arms around his waist and pressing her forehead against the center of his chest.

“Let’s get you cleaned up, yeah?” he asked.

She nodded, still with her head against his chest, and he reached around her to unclasp her bra.

They stepped apart, and it fell to the floor. Stella hooked her fingers into the elastic around her waist and wriggled out of her panties.

Together, they eased under the water, her back to his front, and he soaped up his hands. He ran them over her breasts, then over the soft curve of her stomach, moving lower.

She turned in his arms, squeezed shampoo into her hand and lathered his hair.

That done and rinsed, she turned toward the shower wall and bent her knee, exposing the bottom of one foot. Ethan gently washed it, laughing when he found a ticklish spot, and she flinched.

With the second foot done, they stopped long enough to stare into each other’s eyes.

He thought about the first time they’d met at his fundraiser. The way she looked, crossing the crowded floor to him, the way she bit the corner of her lip, and the way her gaze slid over his face and hair.

He now knew she’d been on a mission that night, but maybe he’d been on one too. He’d been alone for so long, trying to find meaning in his ambitions and his love for the city. He’d always known something was missing, and it went well beyond the parents he’d lost. Or thought he’d lost.

In retrospect, he’d somehow known Stella held answers for him, answers to questions he’d been too ignorant to ask.

Now, he needed to be there for her because ever since learning her father was behind so much misery, she’d hadn’t been the same. Sure, she’d put on a brave face, but he’d noticed the change.

His soapy hands drifted down over her ass, and he squeezed.

She leaned into him. “That feels nice.”

Ethan wanted her. Just as she wanted him. But maybe not now. Maybe all they needed was this. Touch. Comfort. Reassurance.

He palmed the side of her breast and swiped his thumb over her nipple, testing the waters, so to speak.

She leaned into him even more, giving him her full weight.

“Am I a terrible person?” she asked, her voice small.

“Red. Babe,” Ethan said. “Why would you even ask something like that?”

“Because David Hurley died tonight, and all I can think is how badly I want you to make love to me.”

“Stella,” he said, and he hoped she could hear the empathy in his voice.

“A man died,” she said, “and I’ve barely given him any thought. All I could think about was myself. What I was going to do next. How I was going to get us home safe. But you… You felt the weight of that moment, like any decent person would. You’d realized we couldn’t—shouldn’t—leave his body alone and exposed. I can’t help but wonder if I’m pathologically selfish and uncaring.”

She didn’t say, like my father. But all the same, Ethan heard the worry in her voice.

“Our magic may be paired,” he said, keeping his voice low while he caressed her shoulders. “But you don’t really know what I’m thinking.”

“I know that not that long ago, you were joking about fucking me. But your good sense has won out, as it always does.”

“My good sense?” What was she going on about? His cock couldn’t be harder than it was right now. Did that strike her as good sense?

“You’ve mellowed out. Don’t get me wrong. I like the feel of your hands on my body. It’s sweet. It feels amazing. And it’s clearly the better way to act on a night like this.”

“It was a terrible night,” he agreed. “And I do feel the impact of all that went down. But you’re wrong if you think I don’t want to fuck this day away.”

“You mean make love,” she said, probably still trying to strike the right mood for the occasion, but Ethan couldn’t help the smile that spread across his face.

“You can’t ‘make love this day away,’” he said. “The grammar doesn’t work. Plus, ‘fuck’ just sounds so much better.”

She slapped at his chest, but not too hard.

He grabbed her wrist, then lifted it over her head as he pressed her back to the shower wall, hoping to make himself absolutely clear.

“So, what do you say?” he asked. “No disrespect to the loss of life, but do I make this day go away for the both of us, at least for a while?”

“If you can do that,” she said, “you really are magic.”

“You doubt me?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.

A beat passed between them, the only sound being the heavy spray of water.

“Never,” she said, and she rose up on her toes to kiss him.

Ethan let out a groan at the taste of her, and he braced himself against the wall to keep from crushing her against it.

Her tongue moved against his, creating a kiss that had to be intentionally designed to suck the soul right out of him. It was then he understood the depth of her distress.

Sure, he’d thought he understood it before. But now…

“Ethan,” she murmured before sliding her lips to the underside of his jaw, and down his throat.

He hadn’t shaved in nearly forty-eight hours. He’d figured the dark stubble would enhance his gangster costume, though now it wasn’t doing Stella any favors. He knew from experience that his scruff would rub her lips and skin raw.

He pulled away and looked down into her eyes.

She tenderly cupped his cheek.

He turned his head and kissed her palm, then bent, grabbed her behind the knees, and hoisted her up.

Stella wrapped her arms and legs around his body as he slowly lowered her down over his shaft.

“I need you,” she pleaded while smoothing her thumb over the tense muscle in his jaw.

“If you can’t tell,” he said, “you already have me.”

“Oh, believe me,” she said. “I can tell. As cocks go, yours is pretty remarkable.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere.” Ethan thrust into her, grinding his hips against hers, and his weight pressed her tight against the shower wall.

Stella winced.

“Jesus!” He pulled back. “Did I hurt you?”

“No,” she said, and though she laughed a little, the corners of her eyes were still tight.

“What is it?” he asked.

“When I jumped out the window, I landed on my feet, but staggered and rammed my back against the corner of the house. I think I got some bruises. But it’s okay.”

“It’s not.” Did she really think he was okay with her being in pain?

“I don’t want you to stop,” she said.

Ethan reached up into the spray of water and harnessed it, swirling it into a four-inch thick sheet of water that held its shape. He settled it behind Stella’s back, cushioning her from the wall.

“Better?” he asked.

“Better,” she said, and her wide gray eyes glazed over with a lust Ethan felt deep in his balls.

He pressed into her again, and she tightened her legs around his waist. He thrust in, and though her head flew back, the cushion of water absorbed most of the impact.

Red and blue magic flowed out of them, tinting the water a vibrant shade of purple, as Ethan thrust into her, wishing there were a way to get even deeper with each stroke he took.

She clawed at his back and panted into his mouth. The beauty of the moment overwhelmed him, but then she pushed him even higher, using her internal muscles to squeeze him so tight he thought he might pass out.

God, she looked so sexy. So powerful. So…magic.

Ethan reached between them with one hand and pressed his thumb against her clit. “You gotta come for me. Keep squeezing my cock like a vise, then I want to feel your sweet aftershocks ripple up and down my shaft.”

“Jesus, Ethan.”

“Can you do that for me, Red? Because I’m not going to last much longer.”

He rolled his thumb against that tiny nub, and Stella let out a whimper.

“Can you?” he asked, pressing more firmly.

“God, yes!”

And Stella wasn’t lying. Ethan could feel her riding the edge of her climax.

“That’s it,” he said. “Fuck, that’s it.”

He lifted her an inch and bounced her on his cock, swirling his thumb against her clit until she let out a scream that Ethan quickly smothered with his mouth.

His balls constricted, then his cock emptied into her.

Stella moaned with pleasure, and her body went slack as Ethan continued to hold her, now rocking their bodies sweetly as their mutual orgasms slowly tapered off.

She pushed the wet hair off his forehead, and he reveled in the fact he was still deep inside her.

“All better?” she asked.

“I’m ruined,” he said.

A part of Ethan wanted to sleep for a week, while another more feral part of him wanted to keep erasing their day.

Stella shook her head and laughed, the sound of which made Ethan moan because her laugh was a turn-on, and—god damn—his cock was hardening again.

She must have felt it, because her laugh turned off like a switch. “Maybe we should take this back to the bed.”

“Maybe we should,” he agreed.

So they did.

And then they slept.


Chapter
Eighteen



The smell of maple syrup and coffee tickled Stella’s nose, and though the delicious aromas woke her, she didn’t open her eyes.

Instead, she surrendered to the illusion that she was six years old again, waking up to the sounds of her parents cooking Saturday breakfast, Jade stirring in the twin bed next to her, mourning doves cooing in Washington Square across the street.

The bittersweet mind fuck didn’t last long, even as the mouth-watering aromas lingered.

She pushed up on her elbows. There were no windows in the wolves’ storage room, but her overall stiffness told her she’d slept for a long time. She’d put good money on it being well after noon—good money, that is, if she had even two measly nickels to rub together.

She glanced down at Ethan who was still sound asleep and lying on his stomach. She could just barely make out the edge of the white sheet that was pushed all the way down to the small of his back and clinging to the curve of his mighty fine ass.

Not wanting to wake him by turning on the lights, she snapped up a couple of small finger flames and turned to survey the room.

Two coffee mugs and a plate piled high with pancakes sat atop a tower of boxes that were stacked by the door.

Their bath towels lay crumpled on the floor by the boxes; her red dress pooled on the floor a little closer to the bed. Ethan’s pants were folded neatly on one of the wire shelves, and the witch board lay beside it.

The witch board…

Slowly, Stella peeled back the sheet and walked to the shelves on silent feet. They’d been in such a flurry of panic last night, she really hadn’t taken the time to study the strange artifact they’d found under the floorboards of David Hurley’s office.

She’d have to remember to thank Catherine for her visions about the key. Without it, they might never have found the witch board, and it was clearly important. Why else would her father take such pains to hide it?

Stella picked up the board and ran her finger along its smooth edge. It was approximately twelve inches square, half an inch thick, and— she sniffed it—made of cedar.

She was surprised to find that the wood was still incredibly aromatic. That made her think it wasn’t very old, but the design was so plain and straightforward, lacking even the most primitive of embellishments, she doubted her assessment.

Unlike the ouija boards she sold at her store—which had letters arranged sequentially in an arc with the numbers zero through nine in a row underneath—this board had no letters at all, and the silver numbers repeated over and over around its border, though not in a regular numerical sequence.

The center of the board was completely bare. She turned the board over. There was nothing on the back either. Not even a marking to suggest its maker.

The mattress groaned as Ethan rolled onto his side. His voice was rough with sleep when he asked, “What time is it?”

Stella found Ethan’s phone in the pocket of his pants and checked. It was as she suspected, well after noon. “Two o’clock.”

Ethan flopped onto his back and threw his arm over his eyes. “Any messages from Antoinette?”

“Antoinette?” she asked.

“Was she able to clean up the scene last night?”

Ah. He meant, were she and Jun able to move Hurley’s body somewhere safe and erase all evidence that would connect them to his death?

Stella punched in Ethan’s password and opened his texts. There was, in fact, a message from Antoinette, time-stamped six a.m. “She texted, ‘Thanks for inviting me to the party. I had a great time.’”

Ethan grunted, and his lips curled up into a smile. “Smart.”

“How is that smart?” Stella asked.

“More than one person saw a group of people racing out of the Four Seasons hotel, chasing a man dressed as William fucking Shakespeare. After Hurley’s body is discovered, if someone figures out who any of us were, we don’t want investigators discovering a text message between us that says, ‘mission accomplished,’ or even a simple ‘done.’ A thumbs-up emoji would even look bad.”

“No one’s going to suspect us of being involved. No one, that is, except my father.”

“Masks aren’t foolproof. Things slip.”

Hmmm, Stella thought, and she refocused on the witch board.

“Do I smell maple syrup?” Ethan asked, sitting up.

“Yeah.” She swung her arm—and the firelight—out toward the boxes by the door.

“When did that get here?” he asked.

“I don’t know, but I think it’s still hot.”

“Smells like it.” Ethan got out of bed and walked naked toward the food. “Doesn’t look like you’ve had any yet.”

Stella turned, reacting to the surprise in his voice. “I guess I got distracted.”

His gaze dipped from her face to the board in her hands. “What did you call that thing?”

“A witch board. Sometimes they’re called talking boards.”

“Have you used one before?” Ethan took a bite of pancakes, then wiped a drip of syrup off his chin.

Stella shook her head. “Can I use your phone? I need to call Magnus.”

“Have at it.” Ethan turned back toward the food.

She dialed, and Magnus picked up with his typical enthusiasm. “Broomstix. Blink and you’ll myth it.”

Stella sighed. “Hey. Can you do me a favor and pull all the books we have on magical artifacts?”

There was a moment of hesitation and a shuffling sound before Magnus asked, “Magical…um…artifacts?”

“Yeahhh,” she said, stretching out the word because she didn’t understand the worried tone in his voice. “Bonus points if they have a chapter on witch boards.”

“Right. So, um…”

“Magnus, what’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing!” he exclaimed, then his voice dropped lower. “Nothing.”

“Magnus…” she said warningly.

Ethan pulled the fork out of his mouth. “What’s wrong?”

Stella put the call on speaker.

“I’m sure it’s just a coincidence,” Magnus said, “but someone came in this morning and bought all of them.”

“What?!” Stella shouted.

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” Magnus cried. “I thought you’d be happy. We didn’t have that many books on the subject—only a half dozen or so—but it was a pretty big sale and a nice start to the day.”

“It’s okay,” Stella said, closing her eyes and summoning calm. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“It sounds like I did,” Magnus said.

“No,” she assured him. “There’s a bad actor, but it’s not you. Who was it? Who came in to the store?”

“Never saw her before.”

“Her?” Stella was so sure her father was behind it that the image of a woman got her a little rattled. Did this thing just get bigger than it already was? Was he now presenting as a woman?

“Yeah,” Magnus said. “A lady. My mom’s age maybe. Blond-ish hair. Big smile.”

The description didn’t help much. In fact, it could have described Ethan’s mother.

“Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out,” Ethan said.

“Oh, hi, Ethan!” Magnus said.

“We’ll be back to the store soon,” Stella said. “I’m sure you’ve got somewhere you’d rather be this afternoon.”

“Not really,” Magnus admitted. “Especially if you’ve got something big going down.”

Stella rolled her eyes toward the ceiling, wishing her young friend would be a little less excited about finding trouble. “See you later, Magnus.”

“Okay. Bye, Stella.”

She hung up, then went back to Antoinette’s text to pull up her number. Broomstix didn’t have a monopoly on books about magical artifacts. Far from it. Antoinette had inherited Lovey DuPre’s cache of information.

Antoinette answered on the first ring. “Nope. Nothing. I ain’t got shit.”

“You ain’t got…?” Stella looked up at Ethan.

He shook his head, obviously equally confused by her greeting.

“What are you talking about?” Stella asked.

“I assume you’re calling to see if I’ve found any information in Gran’s books about that weird board we found last night.”

“Well…” Stella said, giving big eyes to Ethan. “Yeah.”

“Like I said, I ain’t got shit,” Antoinette repeated. “Not a single book on witch boards.”

“Anything on magical artifacts in general?” Stella asked.

“Nada. So, I’ve been googling all morning looking for something that resembled the one we found. Still nothing.”

“All right,” Stella said, feeling defeated. “Thanks for looking and for…coming with us to the party.”

“Can’t say it was a pleasure, but at least it’s never dull running with you two.”

“Right,” Stella said, bowing her head toward the phone. Right now, she wouldn’t mind life being just a little bit dull.

“Where you at now?” Antoinette asked.

“The wolf den. We’re heading back to Salem as soon as we’re dressed.”

“Oowee, girly,” Antoinette said. “If you’ve got that man naked, do yourself a favor and take…your…sweet…time.”

“Uh, Antoinette?” Stella said. “You’re on speaker.”

“And?” she asked. “That man can’t be surprised. He’s got a mirror.”

Ethan laughed and went back to the boxes to eat more pancakes.

Stella said her goodbyes, then returned Ethan’s phone to his pants pocket. “Get dressed. We need to get home. Check on Jade.”

Ethan forked up another bite of pancakes and made an airplane motion toward Stella’s mouth.

She opened for him.

He stuck the pancakes in and gave her a sticky peck on the lips while she chewed.

A knock sounded at the storage room door.

“One second,” Ethan called.

“It’s Roman,” said the alpha wolf on the other side of the door.

“We’re getting dressed,” Ethan said, swallowing one more bite of pancakes. “Better get dressed, Red.”

They did—Ethan covering Stella’s strapless dress with his suit jacket again—and they exited.

Roman was waiting for them in the kitchen, leaning against the humming refrigerator.

“Thanks for the hospitality,” Ethan said.

“Never a problem,” Roman said. “Stryker filled me in on last night.”

“Right,” Ethan said.

“Hawk’s not happy that Abby got hurt.”

“I didn’t think it was that bad,” Ethan said. “Did I misread the situation?”

Roman shook his head. “She’s fine. Hawk’s just pissed he wasn’t there when it happened. She could’ve gotten a hangnail, and he’d be pissed.”

Ethan laughed. “Okay, then is there something else you wanted to talk about? We were just about to get out of your hair.”

Roman clenched his teeth, and a muscle flexed in his jaw. “I think you’re overestimating your capabilities when it comes to bringing this Collector down.”

“I—” Stella said before really knowing what she wanted to say.

Fortunately, Roman cut her off. “I put in a call to a witch I know in a coven in Virginia. They apparently are well aware of what’s going on, and they prefer to take defensive measures rather than go on offense.”

“Okay,” Ethan said. “That’s fine for them. Best of luck to them.”

“But I know someone who might be up for the fight,” Roman said.

“Who?” Stella asked, adjusting the witch board under her arm.

“Joanie Wright.”

Stella blinked once. He couldn’t be serious. She deadpanned, “Goodwife Joan Wright?”

“What kind of help is she offering?” Ethan asked.

“Ethan!” Stella cried. “She backstabbed us. She turned us in, and we were attacked.”

“Because she’s a survivor,” Ethan said. “Remember. That’s what she said. And we need someone on our side who knows how to stay alive.”

“I don’t know…”

“Think on it,” Roman said. “It’s not like you’re running into battle today, are you?”

Stella shook her head. “We’ve got some loose pieces that we’re trying to fit together before we make a move.”

“Then you’ve got time,” Roman said. “Let me know what you decide.”

“Thanks,” Ethan said. “Now, we’ll be getting out of your hair. Whoever made breakfast, thank them for us, will you?”

“You got it.” Roman lowered his gaze to the witch board tucked under Stella’s arm. “I’ll get you a bag for whatever that is.”




Forty-five minutes later, Stella and Ethan were back in Salem and walking in the front door of Broomstix. Magnus was gone for the day. Catherine was behind the counter, doodling. As soon as she saw Ethan, she sighed with relief and hopped off the stool.

Marietta’s presence, however, was a surprise. She stood by the center display table with a huge grin on her face. The fringe on her purple batik tunic practically vibrated with her obvious excitement. The silver streaks in her long, dark hair stood out in stark relief.

Before Stella could ask what Marietta was doing there, Catherine had rounded the counter and run up to Ethan. “Did you find your key?”

“We did,” Ethan said with a big smile. “Thanks, Mom. It was inside a folder we found at David Hurley’s office.”

Catherine’s forehead furrowed, and she pulled her chin back into her neck. “A folder?”

“Yes,” Ethan said. “Taped inside.”

“But…” Catherine released his arm and took a step backward. “That’s not right.”

“It is,” Ethan insisted. “It was even round. Just like you said. Everything worked out perfectly.”

Stella wasn’t sure that ‘perfectly’ was the best characterization of last night, but she didn’t correct him.

“We owe it to you, Mom,” Ethan finished, his voice warm and sincere. “We found⁠—”

“No,” Catherine said, shaking her head. “That can’t be it. Oh dear, I have to think on this.”

Her gaze got that faraway look she often got. She walked right past Ethan and headed for bookshelves where she began pacing.

“Mom?” Ethan asked. “We found something else you should see.”

Stella raised the plastic bag that Roman had given her to carry the witch board.

But Catherine didn’t have any interest in what Ethan was saying. In fact, she didn’t seem to hear him at all. She was already muttering to herself and rolling a crystal around in her fingers.

Stella lowered the bag. She was quite sure that she’d never get used to the woman’s eccentricities.

“Judith was much the same sometimes,” Marietta said.

“I don’t remember Judith’s prophetic episodes ever being so odd,” Stella commented. “No offense, Ethan.”

“None taken,” he said. “My mother is an enigma.”

“So,” Marietta said, pulling their attention back to her. “I take it you were successful last night?”

Stella pulled the witch board out of the bag. “Have you ever seen something like this before?”

Marietta frowned and stepped closer. She rubbed her palm over the board’s surface. “Never. What is it?”

“We don’t know exactly,” Ethan said. “Stella thinks it’s a witch board.”

“Hmmm,” Marietta said noncommittally. “Where did it come from?”

“We found it hidden in an attorney’s office,” Stella said.

Marietta looked up, her eyes round.

“It’s a long story,” Ethan said. “We’ll explain later.”

Stella slipped the board back into the bag and remembered what she’d meant to ask Marietta when she’d first walked in. “What are you doing at the store, Marietta? Has Jade recovered?”

“She’s fine,” the older witch said cheerily, even clapping her hands once. “Right as rain. And I’m here, darling, to save the day. I’ve found just what you need to stop your father.”


Chapter
Nineteen



“Marietta,” Stella said, grabbing the older witch’s wrist. “What do you mean, ‘stop my father’?”

“Why…” Marietta blinked twice. “The poppet, of course.”

“But…” Stella’s hand fell away, and she wondered if Marietta was starting to slip a little. “But I already made the poppet. Remember? You’ve seen it. Black holographic vinyl, silver hair, gray eyes. I sewed his initials on the chest, and I got one of his actual hairs sewn inside. The magic is complete.”

“Yes, yes,” Marietta said placatingly, “but, honey, you haven’t been willing to use it.”

Stella scoffed. “I’m not afraid to use it, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

Marietta’s smile turned empathetic, telling Stella that that was exactly what she was thinking.

“He’s too powerful,” Stella explained quickly. “When I use it—and I will—it will likely only wound. So, I’ll have to be really close to him when I do it so I can take advantage of any temporary vulnerability.”

There. That sounded rational. And she wasn’t blowing smoke or trying to cover for some weakness. She was the one who’d faced her father. She was the one who felt the cold power within him. If anyone knew the right way to go about this, it was her.

“Okay,” Marietta said calmly, as if she were gearing up for her big moment. “But what if the poppet could kill him?”

Stella stood stock still and stared. That was, of course, what they were talking about. Killing her father.

And she knew that’s what ultimately had to be done. Her father had shown no signs of remorse, no indication that he would ever stop plundering the world of its magic.

But it was one thing for her to think it. Quite another to hear Marietta say the word out loud. In fact, every time someone said it so plainly—that she would have to kill her father—Stella’s stomach lurched in a sickening sort of way.

Ethan slid in close beside her, creating as many points of physical contact as possible. “What are you saying, Marietta?”

Marietta’s earlier enthusiasm was back, and her smile grew impossibly wide. She reached into the big square pocket on the front of her tunic.

Stella scrunched her nose, expecting Marietta to pull out some noxious plant or maybe a vial of poison.

Instead, Marietta pulled out a ring.

“A ring?” Stella asked, leaning in. “Does it have magical properties?”

Marietta shook her head. “None of its own, but it belonged to your father. If you put it inside the poppet…”

Stella reached out and took the ring from Marietta’s palm. The gold was highly polished. The design was bulky, with a flat face monogrammed with the initials R.G.A.

Marietta was right. A personal belonging would definitely give the poppet a boost, but Stella doubted it would be enough to kill him when his magic was so close to being perfected.

“Why do you have his ring?” Ethan asked.

“Ah,” Marietta said. “Stella’s mother bought it for him as an anniversary gift, but it needed to be resized. She died two weeks after taking it to the jeweler, and R.G. must have forgotten all about it. About six months after the coven exiled him, I got a call, saying that the order had been done for a while and asking whether anyone was ever going to pick it up.”

“So, you went to get it,” Stella surmised.

“I had instructions from your mother to make sure things got passed down to you and Jade.”

Stella touched her wrist, just to make sure her mother’s bracelet was still there.

“That meant your father’s ring, too. I stuck it in my dresser drawer for safe keeping, until you were older. Over the years, it got shoved to the back. I was cleaning things out this morning and found it.”

Stella held the ring up at eye level. She couldn’t remember ever seeing it before.

She tried to picture it on her father’s finger, and while she could picture his hands over hers on the handlebars of her first two-wheel bike—pushing her along, telling her, “You got this! You can do it!”—she couldn’t see a ring.

The image popped like a soap bubble. Gone.

“I don’t want it,” Stella said, and she shoved it back into Marietta’s hand.

“But the poppet,” Marietta said, her eyebrows raised toward her silver-streaked hairline.

“It can’t hurt,” Ethan said encouragingly. “Worst case scenario, your poppet is no more powerful than it already is. But two personal objects, a hair and his ring… Stella, we can’t say no to any potential advantage that comes our way.”

Stella bit the corner of her lip. “I don’t think it⁠—”

She stopped when she caught the hurt look in Marietta’s eyes, and she realized something she hadn’t considered before. Marietta had spent the last two decades watching over her, caring for her, protecting her.

But ever since this whole thing started with her father—the Collector—Marietta had been mostly sidelined. Combat was no place for the subtleties of an herbalist, even a potentially lethal one.

And now Marietta was trying to help, still wanting to protect.

And she’d shut her down.

Maybe Marietta was even trying to make amends for how things had started with Ethan.

“Ethan,” Stella said, “would you mind if I had a word with Marietta in private?”

Ethan’s eyebrows rose, but for only a second before an expression of understanding washed over his face. “Of course. But why don’t you two go upstairs. I’ll tend the store.”

Stella led Marietta upstairs, then up the ladder to her apartment. Marietta hadn’t been up there since she’d brewed the potion that led to Stella and Ethan pairing their magic. It wasn’t an experience Stella remembered well, except for the times when she thought she was dying.

Marietta took one look at the apartment, clucked her tongue, and immediately began picking clothes up off the floor and hanging them in the small closet.

“Marietta,” Stella began while fighting the urge to protest. “I’m sorry for rejecting the ring. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

For a second, Marietta’s hand hesitated in the air, several inches from the closet rod. Then she made a hmph noise and hung the hanger. “You didn’t have to bring me up here to say that, honey. And I’m sorry too. It didn’t occur to me that the ring would cause you pain.”

Stella sighed and sat on the edge of her mattress. “It seems everything is painful these days.”

“Not Ethan,” Marietta said, snapping her attention away from the mess on the floor. “You don’t regret him, do you?”

“Of course not!” Stella couldn’t imagine how Marietta would even think that.

Marietta exhaled. “I didn’t think so.”

“What if I can’t kill him?”

Marietta bent to pick up two books from the floor. She set them on top of the boxy television set. “We’re talking about your father now?”

Stella tightened one corner of her mouth and narrowed her eyes.

Marietta merely chuckled at Stella’s attempt at derision. “I understand. He’s your father. But honey…he’s also not. The man he is now…he’s not the man you remember.”

“I know that. I’ve faced him. And when I did, he had no qualms about killing me.”

“Exactly,” Marietta said, though her rational tone did not completely cover the flicker of fear in her eyes. “Your father is a sick man, honey.”

“We found his hit list. I think he’s moving on from collecting magic from witches. He has plans to go back in time and kill every witch hunter whose name hasn’t been lost to history.”

“His mind has been warped by greed, anger, and vengeance. It’s a more lethal concoction than anything I could brew.”

“But how did he get that way?” Stella asked. Had there been hints of it in his youth? Had her mother married him, thinking she could change him?

“How does anyone get any particular way?” Marietta countered. “They read only one version of history. They listen to only one voice, or multiple voices that all say the same thing. They don’t seek the truth; they seek only validation for the ideas they have already decided are true.”

Stella folded her hands and picked at her thumbnail. “And Mom couldn’t turn his head to see things in a different light.”

“It wasn’t for lack of trying,” Marietta said, taking a seat on the mattress beside her. “As you know, she died trying.”

Stella couldn’t even look up when she asked, “Did he even mourn her?”

“Of course he did. Believe it or not, he loved her. Her death was incredibly painful for him. In fact, if I’m not mistaken, I think he even felt some guilt about it.”

“Good,” Stella said. “He should have.”

“Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough,” Marietta said. “By then, his mind had set its course, and no amount of talking could ever create enough wind to change those sails.”

Stella winced, remembering how her father had taken her to Pickering Wharf to watch the boats heading out. They’d imagine what cargo they were carrying and where they were going. On one of those days, he’d taught her all the words to Puff the Magic Dragon.

“So, he’s a coward,” she concluded.

“Yes,” Marietta said. “And not to defend him for what he’s done, but we can all be cowards. There’s a reason only a few people were brave enough to explore the edge of the earth.”

Stella considered that, and while it might have explained a few things, it excused nothing. “Can I see the ring again?”

Marietta pulled it out of her pocket, and Stella slipped it on her finger. It was too big and too top heavy, so it immediately spun upside down.

“You’re right,” Stella said. “The poppet needs every bit of help it can get. Thank you for bringing this to me.”

“You’ll see,” Marietta said. “It’ll make a difference. You, honey, will make a difference. Your mother had every confidence in you. And so do I. Ethan will have to as well.”

“What do you mean, ‘Ethan will have to’?”

Marietta drew her eyebrows together. “I assume Cotton Mather is on your father’s hit list.”

“Of course.”

“Did he indicate what year he was going to make his assassination attempt?”

Stella’s skin prickled, uncertain what Marietta was getting at. “I assumed the 1690s.”

Marietta tipped her head to the side.

“You think he’s going back to a different decade?” Stella asked, her voice rising.

“I think we don’t know what he’s planning, or when he plans to do it. However, I would think that the younger Cotton is, the easier it will be for your father to get to him.”

“But…if he’s really young…” Fear rippled down Stella’s spine. If her father were to kill Cotton Mather before Cotton was able to sire his illegitimate son, John Silence Mather, with the Scottish witch, Isobel Duncan…

“Stella!” Ethan yelled from two floors below.

Stella sucked in a breath, and her head twisted toward the open hatch in her attic floor.

“Jun’s here!” he cried. “You’re gonna want to see what he brought.”


Chapter
Twenty



Stella clambered down the ladder and hit the top of the stairs just as Jun dumped a stack of books on the counter, grunting as he divested himself of the weight.

“What did you bring?” Stella was already halfway down the stairs with Marietta following more slowly.

Ethan moved from the bottom of the stairs toward the sales counter where Jun was spreading out the books.

“Magnus called me,” Jun explained. “He said you were cleaned out of books on magical artifacts this morning, and since I was the one who found that book on runes, he thought I could help out again. I called a friend of mine in Baltimore who dabbles, and…” He made a sweeping hand gesture toward the stack of books as if to say, “voilà.”

Ethan opened one of the books and began flipping through its pages. “Your friend dabbles in what, exactly?”

“Oh, this and that,” Jun said without making eye contact. He pulled another book off the stack and handed it to Stella.

She decided she didn’t care if Jun’s friend dabbled in underwater fortune telling, especially if it meant the answer to the witch board lay in one of those books. But there was one thing she still didn’t understand.

“How did he get them to you so fast?” There hadn’t been enough time for even an overnight delivery to Salem.

Jun gave her a confused look. “I went and got them.”

“You’ve been to Baltimore and back since we saw you last night?” she asked.

“Uh…yeah,” he said.

“But—”

“Stella, I’ve been traveling via runes for years. So long as I have what I need to steer, it’s pretty damn efficient.”

Stella bit down on her bottom lip. Jun may have had the one crucial element her mother had missed—the need for an anchor—but Stella continued to approach the whole thing with caution.

It was unnerving to think of Jun casually popping through space and time like he was doing nothing more than hopping on a city bus.

Marietta grabbed another one of the books. “I take it you’re looking for information about the witch board?”

“Yes,” Stella said. “No one seems to know anything.”

“What questions do you have?” Marietta asked.

“Primarily…” Ethan said, “where did this one come from, and why did the Collector give it to Hurley?”

“I doubt any of these books are going to give you such specific answers,” Marietta said.

“Probably not,” Ethan agreed. “All this book has is the definition, and this bit about planchettes.”

“Planchettes?” Jun asked.

“The reader,” Stella explained.

“The who?” Jun asked again.

Ethan read aloud. “Every witch board has its own planchette, a smaller, often triangular board on casters that conducts energy when users place their fingers lightly upon it.”

“Planchettes are the things that read the messages,” Stella added. “Without a planchette, the board is just a hunk of wood.”

“Oh!” Ethan exclaimed, “Now, this bit is interesting. It says that the planchette can be anything that the board maker has designated, but the most powerful are made of precious metals—most often silver because gold is harder to obtain for most makers.”

“So, whoever made our board also made its planchette?” Jun asked. “Does that help us find the planchette that goes with this board?”

“It might be if we knew who made the board,” Stella said.

“Have we decided that the Collector didn’t make it himself?” Jun asked.

“We haven’t ruled anything out,” Stella said.

Marietta turned a few pages in the book she was reading.

“Some planchettes,” Ethan said, picking up where he left off, “also called messengers, hold vertical pencils for the purpose of producing automatic reading. See footnote 121. Others have a window through which users can see the letters and/or numbers that create the ultimate communication.”

Stella picked up the witch board and tilted it this way, then that.

“What are you doing?” Jun asked.

“Trying to see if this one was used for automatic writing. I thought I might be able to see indents where a pencil moved across it. Cedar is a pretty soft wood.”

Marietta cleared her throat. “This book is more about magic chalices, lanterns, and mirrors, but there is this one paragraph about witch boards. It says, ‘While mass produced ones are made of cardboard, they were originally made by individuals who practiced prophetic arts and preferred the energies conducted by hardwoods like maples, oak, ash, and birch.’”

“So, cedar would be unusual?” Ethan asked, glancing at his mother, who was still sitting quietly at the back of the store, doodling on a pad of paper. “Does that help us any?”

“None of this helps,” Stella said.

“Let’s not get prematurely discouraged,” Jun said. “We’ve only just started digging for information.”

“Do you think we might have missed something else at Hurley’s office?” Stella asked. “Something else we were supposed to find to make this all make sense? The planchette could’ve been there too.”

“If R.G. was worried about the witch board falling into your hands,” Marietta said, “I doubt he’d keep the planchette anywhere near it.”

“Still…” Jun said, “maybe we should go back to make sure.”

“We’re not going back there,” Stella said. “At least, not yet.”

“How about we go through those screenshots I took of the documents in Hurley’s file,” Ethan suggested. “There could be another clue buried somewhere in those notes.”

Stella sighed. “I feel like my mother would know exactly what to do.”

“Just like Bridget Bishop,” Ethan quipped.

Stella jerked her chin back toward her neck. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just that, when we wanted to know how to break Bridget Bishop’s curse, you went to the source.”

“Okay. But what does that have to do with my mother?”

Ethan looked at Marietta, then back to Stella as if he thought the answer should be obvious. “If you want her advice, why don’t you just ask her?”

“You mean, like, summon her? My mother?” An icy chill ran down Stella’s spine.

“Yeah,” Ethan said. Plain as that. As if he hadn’t just suggested she open Pandora’s box.

“No. Uh-uh.” Stella backed up. “I’m not doing that.”

“Why not?” he asked. “In fact, I’m surprised you’ve never done it before.”

Stella stared up at him for a few beats, always amazed when she tripped over a hole in his magical education.

“Ethan, wanting to talk to her, and summoning her from the grave… You just don’t do that.”

Jun made a face that suggested he was on Stella’s side with this one.

“But you’ve summoned Bridget Bishop,” Ethan said, glancing back and forth between her and Jun and Marietta.

“That’s different,” Stella said, and her heart pounded erratically.

“I don’t see how,” he said.

“Marietta?” Stella asked, turning to her for help.

“Bridget Bishop,” Marietta explained softly, “has been dead for over three centuries. She has no claim on our earthly bodies. She’s more…distant.”

“I would think that would make it harder to summon her.” Ethan’s gaze slid to his own mother, who, after all this time, was still pacing along the bookshelves, rubbing her crystal.

Marietta shook her head. “What it ‘makes’ is for it to be easier to let Bridget go once the conversation is over.”

“I’ve seen psychics on TV before,” Ethan said. “They pass on messages from deceased loved ones all the time. I used to think it was fake. Now, I know different. And those people in the audience, it seems to bring them peace.”

“Those people feel peace,” Stella explained slowly, “because they have confirmation that their loved one is still aware of what’s going on in their lives. I already know my mother is around in spirit. I don’t need that confirmation.”

“So, what’s the problem?” he asked.

“What happens after those TV cameras turn off?” Stella asked.

“They roll the credits,” Jun said, chiming in, and his smile said that he was hoping to break the tension in the room.

It didn’t work. They all turned their heads to him, and he shrugged sheepishly.

“It’s not enough,” Stella said. “For a lot of those people, that one conversation isn’t enough. They want to talk to them more. It can become an obsession, and that kind of hold on a spirit is like a shackle. For both sides. I won’t do that to my mother.”

“Marietta?” Ethan asked. “What about you?”

She shook her head. “Claire Aldren was like a sister to me.”

“Mom?” Ethan asked, turning to Catherine next. “You’re a prophetic witch, and you didn’t have a relationship with Stella’s mom. You should be able to scry her spirit easily.”

Catherine lifted her gaze from her crystal, then blinked once as if coming out of a dream. “Of course. But even though I’ve never met the woman on this earthly plane, she is my son’s future mother-in-law. We likely would have been good friends.”

A lump rose up in Stella’s throat. Had Ethan shared their future plans with his mother? Or was she making predictions about their future?

Marietta blinked once, then looked questioningly at Stella.

Stella ignored this and asked, “You’re saying you feel too close as well?”

“I’ll do it,” Jun said. “I’ll need Catherine to call her up, but I’ll talk to your mom. If she has any advice for how to proceed with the witch board, she can tell me. Then we can end the conversation and let her go.”

Stella was simultaneously grateful and unnerved.

“Okay,” Catherine said, checking her watch. “but not now.”

Ethan shook his head. “Mom, we⁠—”

She held up her hand. “Not now. It’s two o’clock. Magnus’s talent show is in an hour.”

Oh my god. Stella pressed her palm to her chest.

“Figuring out your witch board is important,” Catherine said, “but you promised Magnus you’d both be there, and you can’t let him down.”


Chapter
Twenty-One



Stella hadn’t been back to her high school in nearly a decade, but it still smelled the same, like pizza, gym shoes, and a cloud of cologne.

Several kids hurried past as she, Ethan, and Catherine headed down the school’s main hallway. Up ahead, a poster listing the homecoming festivities featured a drawing of the school’s mascot: a witch with a pointy hat and fangs.

“Nothing like embracing the town’s history,” Ethan said, remarking on the illustration.

“Cute, isn’t it?” Stella replied dryly. She’d never liked the witch’s snarling face, but she guessed, when the school’s athletic teams were facing falcons and panthers, it was best to show a few teeth.

Ethan jogged ahead and held the auditorium door open for her and his mother.

They followed the crowd into the auditorium. Once Stella’s eyes adjusted to the dark cavernous room, she realized that nearly all of the two hundred seats had been claimed.

“Ah!” She pointed to the row that was third from the back. “There are a few seats in the middle of that row.”

They slid past the people who’d already claimed the coveted aisle seats, and several of the girls looked up at Ethan with wide enamored eyes.

Stella opened her program as soon as she sat. Unable to read in the dark, she was about to snap-up a fingertip flame. Fortunately, she remembered herself in the nick of time and opened the flashlight app on her phone instead.

“This is amazing,” Ethan whispered.

Stella looked up at him, then glanced around the audience. She didn’t see anything amazing. “What is?”

“High school. Can’t you feel the energy?”

What Stella felt was her stomach turning. High school had not been her best years. Ethan on the other hand… She looked up at him again. Oh, yeah. She could totally see it. She bet he ruled his school.

“Let me guess,” she said. “Big man on campus?”

Ethan looked embarrassed, and he barely spared her a glance. “I might have been captain of the football team.”

“Figures,” she muttered.

Ethan took a breath and added, “And maybe student council president.”

“Oh my god.”

“What?” he asked, sounding affronted. “You weren’t captain of the Young Entrepreneurs Club?”

“Let me put it this way,” Stella said, “if I had the choice of going back to high school for a day or facing another zombie…”

“You do have a choice,” Ethan said. “You could do like Jun and pop back for a visit.”

“No, thanks.”

“Come on,” he teased. “You wore that red dress to prom, didn’t you? You had to have guys crawling all over you.”

“I went with Izzy and another girlfriend to prom, and the principal took one look at me in that dress and sent me home. It wasn’t a great evening, and I can promise you, no one missed me.”

“Bastard,” Ethan muttered.

“The principal?” she asked. “Yeah. He still works here.”

Stella searched the faces of the few staff members lined up against the wall. She found the principal standing near the front. “There.”

“Hmmm,” Ethan said. “Maybe I should go introduce myself. Tell him what I think about him censoring a young lady’s wardrobe.”

“Please, don’t.”

The curtain rose, and everyone went quiet. That is, everyone except Ethan, who whispered, “When’s Magnus up?”

“Last one before intermission,” Stella whispered back.

“How many acts?” he asked.

Catherine leaned forward so she could look past Stella and scowl at her son. “Seven in each half. Now, be quiet, you two.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Ethan said, chuckling to himself. He sat back against his seat and folded his arms.

The emcee walked out into the spotlight, and the show began.

It started with a barbershop quartet made up of boys whose voices had recently changed. Then there was an Irish dancer, followed by a boy who pounded out a ragtime medley on a grand piano.

“He was pretty good,” Stella said, and she hoped Magnus would be able to compete.

Her hopes for him grew after the comic-relief act of five boys pantomiming a synchronized swim routine.

Next up was a Double Dutch team that had won the regional championship. They were followed by a mediocre juggler. Then, it was Magnus.

Stella scooted forward to the edge of her seat. She hoped he was doing okay as he waited in the wings because her own stomach was doing somersaults.

“Here we go, here we go, here we go,” she murmured.

“Relax, Red,” Ethan said. “He’ll do great.”

“I know he will. I’m worried about the crowd response.”

“Are you kidding? These people just went nuts for a guy who juggled rubber ducks. Don’t forget. Magnus once bested Antoinette and Lovey DuPre.”

“I don’t think he’s going to get away with setting off a smoke bomb in the auditorium.”

“Here he comes,” Catherine whispered, and she clutched Stella’s arm.

Stella looked down at Catherine’s hand, took some comfort in not being the only one with vicarious performance jitters, then focused on the stage.

Magnus the Magnificent entered from the wings, dressed in his black satin cape over a starched white shirt and black pants. He wheeled out a squeaky table draped in a black table cloth. A deck of cards, a pitcher of water, a newspaper, and a pile of colorful scarves lay on the table.

“Woooooot!” Catherine shouted, clapping loudly, which surprised the hell out of Stella.

The girl sitting in front of Catherine turned around to look at her, then whispered to her friend.

Magnus’s cheeks were already turning pink; Stella could tell, even from a distance.

“Come on, Mags,” she whispered, and she spun her mother’s gold bracelet nervously around and around her wrist. “You’ve got this.”

“I…” Magnus cleared his throat. “…am Magnus the Magnificent.”

“Try Magnus the Mess,” some guy shouted from the crowd.

Stella whipped her head in the direction of the voice, but she couldn’t tell who was heckling Magnus.

“For my first trick…I’ll need a volunteer from the audience.”

Someone’s hand shot up in the air.

“Thank you,” Magnus said, sounding relieved. “Come on up.”

A teenage boy wearing a letterman’s jacket jumped out of his seat in the front row and jogged up the steps that led to the corner of the stage. He did this to applause, and he held up his hands in victory.

He stopped beside Magnus’s table.

Magnus cleared his throat again. “So, this is a brand new deck of cards. I’m going to have you pick a card, show it to the audience, then stick it back into the deck. Okay?”

The kid leaned in toward the microphone clipped to Magnus’s collar. “Sounds awesome.”

“So, pick any card you want.” Magnus fanned the cards out on the table. “However you want to do it.”

The kid selected a card and took a peek.

“Okay,” Magnus said. “I’m diverting my eyes, so make sure you get a good look at the card, then show it to the audience.”

The kid flashed the four of diamonds at the crowd.

Some “ooohs,” slid through the crowd, followed by laughter.

“You got it?” Magnus asked. “Okay. So, put it back into the deck wherever you decide. It’s completely up to you.”

The kid put the card back in the deck, then smirked at the audience.

“I don’t like this,” Stella said as worry churned in her gut.

“It’s fine,” Ethan said reassuringly. “He’s doing great.”

Magnus picked up the deck and shuffled it before holding the deck out toward the kid. “Can you, please, cut the deck?”

“Sure,” the kid said, but when he reached for the deck, he knocked it out of Magnus’s hands and all fifty-two cards went fluttering to the stage. “Oops.”

“Oh!” Magnus cried. “Um… Oh…”

“I knew it,” Stella whispered. Poor Magnus. Clearly his trick was unsalvageable. There was no way he was going to be able to figure out what card it was now.

“Sorry,” the kid said unconvincingly. “Maybe you should move on to your next trick?”

“Uh…yeah,” Magnus said. “Moving on.”

The kid jogged back to his seat, wearing a huge grin.

Stella’s gaze slid to the principal, who looked annoyed but unmotivated to step in. Typical.

“For my next trick, observe this pitcher of water.” Magnus dribbled water onto the stage floor where it splatted into a small puddle.

“I will now roll this newspaper into a cone and pour water into it.”

He did so, emptying the entire pitcher. No water dribbled out. He set the pitcher back on the table, then unrolled the paper. All the water had disappeared.

Magnus grinned at the audience, and while there was some applause—Stella, Ethan, and Catherine making the most noise—there wasn’t as much enthusiasm for the trick as there’d been for even the juggler.

“Okay,” Magnus said, his voice tight. He crumpled the paper up into a ball and tossed it onto the floor. “For my next trick, I’ll need another volunteer.”

This time no one yelled anything. No one raised their hand or stood up either.

“What do you think?” Ethan asked. “Should I go up there?”

Stella put her hand behind his shoulder and pushed him up out of his seat. “Yes. Go! Go!”

“I volunteer!” Ethan announced, and two hundred bodies swiveled in their seats toward the back of the auditorium.

Magnus made a visor with his hand and peered into the darkened audience. “Uh…great. Come on up, sir.”

Ethan side-stepped out of the row, and Stella saw the moment when Magnus recognized who was coming down the aisle. His shoulders relaxed, and he almost smiled.

Ethan reached the stage and faced the audience with the comfort of a former gubernatorial candidate.

“What’s your name, sir?” Magnus asked, playing dumb.

Ethan leaned down toward Magnus’s clip-on microphone. “Ethan Mather.”

A few whispers slid around the audience, apparently there was still some name recognition left over from Ethan’s campaign, even among high-schoolers.

“Mr. Mather,” Magnus said with a renewed brightness in his voice, “how would you like to be sawed in half tonight?”

“Not much,” Ethan said with a broad grin. “I just had this shirt dry cleaned.”

Laughter from the audience.

“What’s he doing?” Stella asked Catherine. She assumed Ethan would be helping, not giving Magnus more of a hard time.

“No idea,” Catherine whispered back.

“Oh,” Magnus said, also sounding a little stumped. “Um…”

“Sawing in half is an old trick,” Ethan said. “Aren’t you Magnus the Magnificent?”

“I…uh…yes?” Magnus asked.

Ethan leaned in and whispered something in Magnus’s ear.

Whatever he said made Magnus’s face brighten a little, and he started again. “Mr. Mather, how would you like to levitate off this stage tonight? That will keep your shirt nice and clean.”

Ethan scoffed. “You could try. But you’d have to be pretty strong to get me off the ground.”

More laughter from the audience while Ethan surreptitiously stepped into the puddle of water Magnus’s last trick had left on the floor.

“You’re right about that,” Magnus said. “Prepare to be amazed.”

Magnus waved his arms in a dramatic gesture, then gave his cape a big swirl.

“Hey!” Ethan looked down at his feet, but the surprised look on his face was all an act.

Stella was immediately aware of the wet-earth scent of physical magic overtaking the auditorium.

Ethan gave a very subtle twist of his wrists, and the puddle under his feet widened. “What the⁠—?!”

Magnus crouched low and stretched his arms out toward Ethan’s feet. “Rise!”

The puddle deepened and solidified, lifting Ethan two inches off the ground.

Ethan pretended to wobble and exclaimed, “Enough!”

Stella slapped her hand over her mouth to keep from laughing while the crowd sucked in a collective breath.

“Rise!” Magnus commanded, this time a little louder.

“I said, that’s enough!” Ethan shouted, putting on an Oscar-winning performance. “Put me down!”

“RISE!” Magnus wiggled his fingers.

“How high can he go?” Catherine whispered near Stella’s ear. By then, Ethan was nearly a foot off the ground.

“Ok!” Ethan cried, sounding nervous. “I’m convinced. You’re a real magician.”

“He’s not a magician!” someone in the audience cried out. “Moseby’s a freakin’ witch! Like, a real one.”

“Oh, no,” Stella murmured. Accusations of witchcraft didn’t have a great track record in Salem, regardless of the school mascot.

But everyone in the crowd surprised her by jumping up and applauding.

Ethan dropped to the floor, and the water made a huge splash. It cascaded off the edge of the stage, probably soaking the feet of everyone in the front row.

Magnus took a deep bow, and the lights went out on the stage.

The sound of a squeaky table rolling back to the wings cut through the excited chatter.

A few moments later, the house lights flipped on, and Ethan stood at the end of their row again. “It’s intermission,” he said. “Seen enough?”

“Where’s Magnus now?” Stella asked.

“Greeting a few of his admirers back stage,” Ethan said proudly. “He’ll be busy for a while. He said, ‘thanks for coming.’”

“Well, then I guess we can go.” Stella and Catherine exited their row.

When they got outside and into the sunlight, Catherine walked ahead as Stella glanced back at the auditorium doors.

“Was Magnus mad that he didn’t get to show off the rest of his tricks?” She nervously twisted her mother’s gold bracelet around her wrist, just as she’d been doing throughout the show. “He’d worked so hard on them.”

“No,” Ethan said. “He’s good. And he’ll have plenty more shows after tonight.”

The bracelet slipped past the heel of Stella’s hand and clattered to the sidewalk.

Catherine glanced back, then stopped. “You dropped the key.”

“No, Mom,” Ethan said, bending down. “That was Stella’s bracelet.”

He retrieved the bracelet and handed it back to Stella.

Catherine frowned at the bracelet, as if she thought he were lying and this was all another trick.

“Seriously, Mom. It was just her bracelet. I have my keys right here.” Ethan pulled them out of his pocket and gave them a jingle.

Still, Catherine furrowed her brow as if he was speaking a foreign language.

Getting nowhere with that, Ethan let out a heavy sigh. “You two wait here. I’ll pull the car around. It’s time we get back and summon a ghost.”

Stella bit down on her lip, but she gave him a nod. There was no more room for delay.


Chapter
Twenty-Two



That evening, as the sun was setting, Stella got Judith’s old scrying candle off the shelf and set it on the floor in the center of her second-floor meeting room. Catherine, Ethan, and Jun gathered around while Stella and Marietta hung back, close to the exit.

“Flame, please, Stella,” Catherine said.

Stella snapped her fingers, and the candle lit. The flame was orange, signifying that their five living spirits were the only ones present.

“Your mother’s full name?”

“Claire,” Stella said as a lump lodged in her throat. She cleared it and amended, “Claire Elizabeth Aldren.”

Catherine nodded. “I’ll need a little room to work.”

Ethan and Jun backed up, joining Stella and Marietta against the wall, while Catherine circled the candle in a slow promenade, muttering her incantation.

“Judith didn’t do it like that,” Stella whispered in Marietta’s ear.

“Shhh,” Marietta whispered back. “There’s rarely one way to do anything.”

Catherine completed her third rotation, and though the candle flame remained orange, Stella thought she saw it flicker. Was the veil between worlds beginning to lift?

Stella reached behind her and wrapped her hand around the door knob, preparing to exit.

“The flame’s gonna go out,” Jun said as the candle dimmed, its flame reducing to barely more than a spark.

Catherine got on her knees in front of the candle and cupped her hands around it. “The energy is low, but it’s holding steady. Be patient. We can still have a good result.”

“Maybe if I left now,” Stella said, but Marietta squeezed her hand, encouraging her to stay. At least, for a little while longer.

“Claire Elizabeth Aldren,” Catherine beckoned, her voice going unusually low. “Will you speak with us?”

The fresh-bread scent of Catherine’s prophetic magic filled the room, something only Stella could smell, and she leaned forward, inhaling.

The candle flame swelled, but it didn’t lengthen—nothing to make Stella think her mother had arrived.

“Call to her,” Catherine said, and though she didn’t look up, Stella knew she was talking to her.

“I’m not part of this,” Stella said, which was a lie. She still hadn’t been able to make herself leave the room.

“Call to her,” Catherine repeated. “Then you can go.”

Stella glanced up at Marietta, who gave her a nod. Next, she locked eyes with Ethan, who dipped his chin encouragingly.

Stella took a step toward the candle. “M- Mom? Mom, it’s me. Stella.”

The flame swelled, then leaned toward the west.

“That’s good,” Catherine said. “That’s good. The energy’s growing. There are strong emotions behind it too. Ah! There it is.”

The flame turned blue, noting the presence of a spirit. But was it the right one?

Stella stepped back, flattening herself against the wall.

Catherine leaned closer to the candle. “Is that you, Claire Aldren?”

The flame crackled.

“We can’t quite hear you,” Catherine said. “There’s a young man here who’d like to ask you a few questions.”

Catherine tipped her head toward her shoulder, indicating Jun should move in closer.

Jun left his spot on the wall and knelt beside Catherine.

Stella’s heart was in a tug-o-war, desperately wanting to see her mother’s specter while knowing it would be a terrible mistake to stay. “We should get the hell out of here,” she whispered to Marietta.

“We will,” Marietta said. “Just one more second.”

“I understand you can magnify magic?” Catherine asked Jun. “Now, would be a good time to do that.”

“Ah,” Jun said. “Right. Um…”

He closed his eyes and bowed his head. In response, the flame immediately turned bright cobalt and sputtered loudly.

“Uh, hi,” Jun said. “I’m Jun.”

“Claire,” said a whispery voice.

Stella’s heart lurched at the sound of her mother’s voice, and she bolted. Marietta followed her out but didn’t close the door all the way.

“Perfect,” Jun said, his nervous voice slipping out into the hallway. “Um…I’m a friend of your daughter. Your daughter, Stella.”

“Stella.”

Stella slapped her hand over chest, and her heart pounded against her palm as she whispered, “Shouldn’t we close the door?”

Marietta shook her head. “I’ll leave it open just a bit, so we can listen.”

“Marietta, it’s dangerous.”

Marietta put her finger to her lips. “Not if we don’t see her too.”

Stella wasn’t so sure about that, but her curiosity was piqued enough to concede.

“Is that a head and shoulders taking shape?” Ethan asked from inside the room.

“Yes,” Catherine said, sounding relieved. “Jun, ask your first question. Quickly. The flame is dim. The connection isn’t as strong as I’d like.”

“Right,” Jun said. “Um. We found a witch board. It’s, uh, hidden. Or rather, it was hidden in the Collector’s attorney’s office. That is to say, your husband’s attorney’s office.”

Stella strained to hear her mother’s response, but all she heard was her own heartbeat and the faint sputtering of a candle.

“Try again,” Catherine said.

“We found a witch board,” Jun repeated, this time a little louder. “We think it belongs to your husband, R.G. Aldren. Do you know anything about it?”

“Oh my god,” Ethan whispered. “There she is.”

“Mom.” Stella reached for the doorknob—she couldn’t help herself.

But Marietta grabbed onto her wrist and stopped her from opening it further, saying, “No. Just listen.”

“Follow,” her mother responded in a whispery voice. “Stella.”

Her mother’s voice was so clear now that tears sprung into Stella’s eyes.

Marietta must have seen them, because she squeezed Stella’s wrist even harder, preventing her from dashing back into the room.

“You’re saying we should follow Stella?” Jun asked. “I got no problem with that, but I think Stella would like a little direction about where to go.”

“Stella has the key to it all,” her mother said.

“No,” Jun said. “I don’t think she does. We’re looking for help. Can you give us a clue about how to use the witch board? Or what it might mean?”

“Closet.”

Jun sighed so heavily, Stella heard it from out in the hall.

“I’m losing her,” Catherine said. “She’s leaving. Give it one last go.”

“Claire!” Jun called out. “Why was it so important for your husband to hide the witch board? Can we use it to defeat him?”

“The key,” her mother said, now sounding very far away. “Squid metal…key round…her arrest.”

There was a small pop.

“And…she’s gone,” Catherine said.

Stella whipped open the door to find a thin ribbon of gray smoke licking up from the extinguished wick all the way to the ceiling.

“Well, that’s more information than we had before,” Ethan said, optimistic as always.

Jun looked up at him in disbelief, and Stella had to agree.

“What?” Ethan asked. “At least we have confirmation about the round key.”

“Okay, but squid metal?” Stella asked accusingly. “What does that even mean? And whose arrest, exactly?”

“Yours?” Ethan suggested.

“Why should I be arrested?” Stella asked, then she stopped and thought. Were people arrested for being unable to pay their debts? Was she going to jail when her store was auctioned off to the highest bidder next week?

“You’re not going to be arrested,” Marietta assured her, but Stella wasn’t convinced. What did Marietta know about foreclosures?

“I’m sure Antoinette and I covered our tracks well enough with Hurley’s body,” Jun said. “There’s been nothing on the news about foul play. I’ve been watching.”

“Oh my god,” Stella said. She hadn’t even thought about Hurley’s dead body. She totally should have thought of that. Of course, she’d been noticed last night. She’d been wearing that damn red dress.

“Take it easy,” Ethan said. “Maybe we heard her wrong. She could’ve been saying ‘at rest,’ or even ‘at best.’”

“Exactly,” Jun said.

Stella’s head pounded, and her body felt heavy. “What time is it?”

“Nine,” Ethan said.

Was that all? Stella closed her eyes. This day felt like it had gone on forever and she’d only been awake for seven hours. How was it possible that this was the same day she’d eaten pancakes in the wolves’ storage room?

“Everything all right?” Marietta asked.

“I don’t know,” Stella admitted. “Is it too early for me to go to bed?”

“You’ve had a busy couple of days,” Marietta said. “No one’s going to fault you if you turn in early.”

“Yeah, okay,” Stella said, glancing quickly at Ethan. He’d had the same amount of sleep last night, but he looked perfectly alert.

“I guess…” For a second, she thought about sticking it out for a while longer, but her body prepared its protest. “I’m sorry. Excuse me.”

“Wait,” Jun said. “I need to get home to my wife and kids. This will be it from me for a while.”

Stella frowned—she hated goodbyes—but that feeling was overwhelmed by her gratitude for all he’d done. She opened her arms and pulled Jun into a hug.

“Thank you,” she said, squeezing tight. “For all your help.”

“This won’t be the last you see of me.”

“I hope not,” she said, then kissed his cheek and left the room for the second time.

She headed up the ladder to her attic apartment. At the top, she picked her way across the floor and threw herself face-first onto the mattress.

It bounced twice before a deep voice asked, “Are you really going to bed?”

Stella yelped, twisted, and sat up. “Jesus, Ethan! You scared me!”

His eyebrows shot up. “You didn’t think I’d follow you?”

“I didn’t think you were a ninja.”

He laughed at that, finished his ascent, then crouched to close the hatch in the floor. “I think your nerves are shot.”

That could totally be true, but Stella rolled her eyes and flopped back on the bed.

“Do we need to debrief?” he asked. The floor creaked as he came closer.

Stella threw her arm over her eyes. “Where do we even start?”

“At the beginning.” He sat on the edge of the mattress, and it compressed under his weight. “Starting with, the Collector has a hit list of nonmagical persons and a revenge kink.”

“Pfft. Ethan, stop.”

“He can disappear at will by adopting someone else’s appearance.”

And there it was. That image that Stella just couldn’t shake. Everyone had been so focused on David Hurley, had they never stopped to consider the disappearances they’d witnessed for themselves?

“Something has been bothering me about that,” she said. “It’s been bothering me for a while. The disappearances.”

“For good reason,” Ethan said, cupping her knee with his warm hand. “It’s unnerving.”

“The Collector disappeared on us at Trask’s Mill. Twice. Once when we rescued Abby. Then again when you rescued me.”

“Yeah.” Ethan dragged out the word, and his voice went up at the end like he wasn’t sure what she was getting at.

“He changes his appearance so he can go unnoticed,” Stella explained.

“Right…” Ethan’s eyebrows pulled together. Clearly, he still wasn’t comprehending.

Stella hesitated for a few seconds, letting the quiet settle over them before asking, “So, whose appearance do you think he was using at Trask’s Mill?”

“What?” Ethan’s hand tightened over her knee.

“Whose appearance was he using at Trask’s Mill? If the theory is that he disappears by using someone else’s appearance, then that means he hadn’t really left when we thought he had. He was still in the mill somewhere, just looking like one of us.”

Ethan’s lips parted, and he stared blankly ahead.

“It was really dark in the mill,” Stella reminded him. “There was a lot of chaos both times. We were all focused on Abby the first time.”

“And on you the second time,” Ethan added.

Stella nodded, her lips pressed together, then she took a deep breath. “We might not have noticed if there were two Hawks, for example, or two Juns. All he needed was a few seconds to back slowly out of the scene and make his true escape.”

“We would have noticed if there were two of anyone.”

“Only if we could see them both at the same time. And if he was there, for even a little bit, then he was watching and listening to us.”

“Did we say anything that he could use against us?”

“That’s just it,” Stella said, sighing. “I don’t remember.”

“Too bad our little séance with your mother didn’t help much. The only things she said were ‘follow Stella,’ that you have the ‘key to it all’—a ‘round key.’ Something about a ‘closet.’ Then that bit about ‘squid metal’ and your ‘arrest.’”

“Not my arrest. ‘Her arrest.’ We don’t know what woman she was talking about. But…”

Stella’s gaze slid from Ethan to the corner of her attic and more specifically, the door to the tiny storage cubby.

“But what?” Ethan asked.

“Oh my god.” Stella got off the bed and dug through a dresser drawer until her fingers brushed against what she was looking for. “Oh my god! I found it!”

She held it up for Ethan to see. It was a key. And better yet, it was round.

“No wonder your mother wasn’t convinced we’d found the right one yet!”

“What does it go to?” Ethan’s eyebrows had nearly hit his hairline.

Stella closed the key tight in her fist. “What would you say if I told you it was to a closet?”

Ethan’s face went blank with obvious shock. “You’re joking.”

“Okay, it’s not an actual closet, just a little cubby, but…” She moved swiftly to the corner of the attic and got on her hands and knees.

“The previous owners gave the key to me at the closing, but I’ve never used it. ”

She unlocked the tiny door and peered inside. Of course it was pitch black. She snapped up a few flames and passed her hand around the small storage area.

“Anything?” Ethan asked excitedly. He sounded like he was crouching right behind her.

“Empty,” she said, and the bubble of hope that had been expanding in her chest deflated. “I’m not sure what I was expecting.”

“All the answers to the universe?”

“Something like that.” She sighed and sat back on her heels. “Damn. I thought that was going to be it.”

“Don’t give up yet.” Ethan stroked the back of her head. “We’ll figure this out.”

She relocked the cubby and stood up. “You’re sure?”

“No,” Ethan deadpanned.

Stella laughed. She couldn’t help it.

Ethan put his arms around her. “Have I ever told you I love it when you laugh?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Well, I do. I like it when you make all kinds of noises.”

Stella arched an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

Ethan reached around her and slid his hands down low. “Maybe you could demonstrate some of them for me?”

“Like what?”

“Hmmm.” He squeezed her ass and ground his hips forward. “I am partial to your heavy breathing. Then, there are those little squeaky noises you make.”

“I don’t make squeaky noises.” She shoved his shoulders, but to no avail, and—truth be told—she hadn’t tried that hard.

“Wanna bet?” One of his hands left her ass and slid between her legs.

“Ethan.”

He kissed her, and she let out a moan.

“Yeah,” he said, his lips brushing against hers. “I like that noise too.”
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Two days later…

Abby emerged from the woods with her arms full of dry grapevines and several stalks of something-or-other that were covered in loads of orange berries.

She’d gotten it into her head to recreate the wreath on the cover of the one and only Home and Garden magazine that—against all odds of shifter masculinity—had gained its unlikely entry into the den. She’d found it buried under a stack of Hustler, Sports Illustrated, and Motor Trend.

Why she was making home crafts when they were still under threat of the Collector and his zombie attacks…? That was a very good question and one she’d been asking herself for the last two hours.

She’d decided it was her way of giving him the middle finger. She was going to go about her business as if he had no effect on her. Plus, hanging a pretty fall wreath on the door would make the shed look more homey.

After living for so long without a home, she needed this. Her mates might tease her about the decorations, but their jabs would all be in fun. She liked it when they teased, caling her the marauding Martha Stewart. Dylan, in particular, was a master at the silly jabs, and Hawk, though mostly serious, would occasionally crack a smile.

God, she lived for those smiles. Since coming home from the masquerade ball with a sprained wrist and a lump on the back of her head, she’d yet to see one.

She’d made it halfway across the clearing when Hawk came tearing out of the woods on the opposite side.

“Where have you been?” he yelled.

She made a shrugging gesture, not to be ambiguous or evasive, but because that was all she could manage with her arms full of vines, and because it did emphasize her collection and pretty much answered his question.

“Scared me to death when I realized you’d snuck off,” he said, his volume now less than a bellow because they’d nearly closed the gap between them.

“I didn’t sneak off,” she said.

“I tracked your scent into the woods, then it disappeared.”

“Did it?” Huh. She’d waded through the creek a bit, but not for so long that it should have thrown Hawk off the trail. Was he really that undone?

“What’s all that?” he asked.

“Arts and crafts.”

Hawk let a low growl rumble past his lips. No surprise. She knew he didn’t have the same fondness for home décor, and he really wouldn’t think it was worth the risk of “sneaking off” alone.

Just then, Max’s flatbed truck pulled off the narrow road that wove through the woods and drove into the clearing. He parked beside a row of SUVs and a rusted-out Pinto.

Abby stepped closer to Hawk’s side, and he put his arm around her shoulders.

The driver’s door flew open, and Max hopped out, his brown skin glowing in the sun. “Hey, you guys.”

“Did you go to town for something?” Hawk asked.

“Mail,” Max said, and he lifted a bundle for them to see. “As a matter of fact, something came for you, Abby.”

“Me?” Abby glanced up at the underside of Hawk’s jaw, then to Max. “Who would send me mail?”

Since the debacle that came from letting her friend Christa know her whereabouts at the den, Abby had been careful not to reveal their location to anyone.

“No idea. There isn’t a return address.” Max pulled the envelope out of the stack and read the front of it. “Abby Prescott, care of Tyrus Cain. Methuen, Mass.”

“Tyrus?” Hawk asked.

“Who’s Tyrus Cain?” Abby asked.

“He was the pack alpha,” Hawk explained. “Two alphas ago. Before my time. I never met him.”

“And the post office workers would know that letter should end up with the rest of pack mail?” Abby asked.

“Good question,” Hawk said. “Obviously someone at the post office was old enough to still recognize the name and get it in the right box.”

Max made it to them and held out the letter to Abby.

She set the grapevines on the ground and took the envelope. She glanced up at Hawk again, seeking reassurance, because she had the uneasy feeling the correspondence could go off like a bomb.

“Go ahead,” he said. “Open it.”

For obvious reasons, Abby remained reticent. The world outside the pack—her parents, the Gables, the guards, the Collector and his minions—not much of it had been good.

Maybe this was finally the arrest warrant for having killed Jerry. Except that wouldn’t come in an unmarked envelope, would it?

She wedged her finger under the flap and slid it across to the other end. A single piece of paper was folded inside. She put it to her nose and inhaled the familiar, female scent. “Frannie.”

“Frannie?” Hawk said. “Frannie from the pit?”

“Frannie from Boston,” Abby said, knowing Frannie would not take kindly to a moniker that coupled her name with the term “pit.”

“What does she say?” Max asked.

“It starts out with ‘Boston, 1930,’” Abby said excitedly. “That’s fifteen years after we sent her home. So, that’s good.”

Hawk nodded. “Keep reading.”

Abby wetted her lips and read out loud.

Dear Abby,

“Like the advice column,” Max interjected.

Abby ignored him and kept reading.

I have left this letter in my safe deposit box with instructions to my progeny that they are not to post it until the date I have indicated, which I hope is the date now marked on this envelope. If you are reading this, then, for once, they have not been a disappointment to me.

Abby chuckled. She couldn’t imagine having Frannie as a mother, though Frannie would’ve been far better than her own.

As you are likely aware, the stock market crashed last year, or in your case, nearly a century ago. It has severely damaged my husband’s interests. Not even my magic could have shielded us from financial devastation.

Oh, no…” Abby silently read ahead.

“What does she say after that?” Hawk asked.

“Um…she says…”

The whole country is suffering, which makes those who seem unaffected stand out. One such person is a Mr. Simon Ford.

Abby looked up at Hawk. “Simon Ford? Why does that name sound familiar?”

“Because that was the name of the kid at the farmhouse,” Hawk said.

“What kid?” Max asked.

“The one who was using Brady’s debit card,” Hawk explained. “The one who let the Collector use his grandfather’s barn to hold his collection of corpses.”

A chill ran over Abby’s arm at the mention of the barn. She could still see the empy tank that, in anticipation of her capture, bore her name.

Max’s lip curled in response. “That was Simon Ford?”

“Keep reading, Abby,” Hawk ordered.

This Simon Ford is not someone I know, but I remember you mentioning the name during one of the stories with which you regaled us during our time in that ghastly hole, so I can’t help but wonder if my letter will create some interest for you, especially since the gentleman resides in Salem.

Abby frowned but kept reading.

He holds himself out as being a psychiatrist like Mr. Freud, though I have my doubts, and according to my cook—yes, we have still managed to employ a cook—who has heard it on good authority from her cousin, who works in Salem on the property adjacent to Mr. Ford, the entire town views him as a recluse. His servants are indeed quite afraid of the old gentleman, but⁠—

Abby stopped there to catch her breath because she understood what Frannie was saying.

“What is it?” Max asked.

“Obviously,” Abby said, “she’s not talking about the Simon Ford we know. He’s not a ‘gentleman,’ and he’s certainly not an ‘old gentleman.’”

“He could be,” Hawk said. “If he’s time hopping.”

Abby shook her head. “You forget. Simon Ford isn’t a witch.”

Hawk’s lips parted, but he didn’t say anything.

“Someone’s just using his name,” Abby said. “Someone who’s used to adopting aliases.”

“The Collector,” Max surmised because, really, how many options were there for a Salem recluse who managed to avoid the stock market crash and knew the name Simon Ford?

Abby nodded, then picked up where she’d left off in the letter.

His servants are indeed quite afraid of the old gentleman, but they stay because he pays them exorbitantly well—so much so, it has become a nuisance for other families in the town to provide competitive wages, especially in these trying times.

The other thing you should know: he apparently has a room in the house that none of the staff are allowed to clean, let alone get a peek inside. It is rumored that this is where he has kept his wealth after the banks’ collapse, which may be true, but if he is who I think he is, I worry that there are more sorry souls imprisoned there, or he has established another place to do his grisly business.

Abby sucked in a breath.

“Does she say anything more?” Max asked.

“Just this,” Abby said.

For obvious reasons, I don’t dare go to Salem to confirm my suspicions, but I relay this information to you in case you are still searching for the Collector in your time. If he remains elusive, you now have one more place to look.

Affectionately yours,

Frannie.

P.S. I should have mentioned the address for the house, but upon my re-read, I see that I did not: 176 Washington Square East, Salem.

P.P.S…

“God, don’t you just love a P.P.S.?” Abby asked.

“That’s what she wrote?” Max asked.

“No, that bit was me,” Abby admitted, quickly moving into the actual post postscript. “Frannie says…”

If you are traveling to 1930 Salem to visit the house, I would not complain if you were to also make a stop in Boston. I would love to see your face again. Until then, be safe.

“Wow,” Max said.

Abby stared at the letter for another few seconds, amazed by Frannie’s ingenuity in delivering her message while simultaneously uncertain about how to use the information. Had the time finally come to confront the Collector? Were they going to time hop back to the 1930s?

“We’ll need to give Stella a call,” Hawk said. “She’s not going to believe this.”

Abby carefully refolded the paper along its one-hundred-year-old creases.

“Why wouldn’t she believe the Collector has traveled to 1930?” Abby asked. “He’s traveled further back than that.”

“It’s not the date. It’s the address,” Hawk said. “One-Seventy-Six Washington Square East is Stella’s childhood home.”

If Abby needed any more convincing that Simon Ford was the Collector, then that did it.

“In that case,” she said, her voice rising, “we can’t call Stella.”

“Why the hell not?” Hawk asked.

“Because her store is only a few blocks from there.” Abby threw her arm out in a general south-easterly direction. “If we call her, she won’t wait for us. She’ll go back into the house on her own. With Ethan probably, but without us.”

“You hate being left behind,” Hawk said.

“I hate letting Stella have all the fun,” Abby amended, and in truth, she also wanted to redeem herself for having balked at the second-story window of Hurley’s office.

Hawk glanced up at Max with a help-me expression.

Max chuckled, then walked away muttering, “And I thought Chelsea was a handful.”

Hawk let out a heavy sigh.

“So?” Abby asked. “Are we going to Salem?”

“Yes,” he said.

“Great! I’ll mustard the troops.”

Hawk’s eyes narrowed in confusion. “What?”

“I’ll mustard the troops,” she repeated before translating, “Get Dylan and Stryker.”

“It’s muster the troops,” Hawk said.

Now it was Abby’s turn to be confused. She furrowed her brow. “Are you sure?”

“Pretty positive,” Hawk said with a smile.

Abby shrugged even as her heart fluttered at one of her mate’s rare smiles. She bent down to retrieve her grapevines.

“And if we’re going to be digging up ghosts in that old house,” Hawk said, “there’s one more person whose prophetic insights we could use.”

Abby’s head jerked up. “Who’s that?”

Hawk drove his hands deep into his pockets. “When I tell you, promise you won’t call Stella to warn her?”


Chapter
Twenty-Four



The bell rang out over the door to Broomstix and Stella, who was dishing out pellets to Alice in the back room, heard Jade exclaim, “Um…hi?”

It was an odd way to greet a customer. So odd, in fact, that Stella left the back room without giving Alice her typical scratch between the wings. Alice clucked disapprovingly.

A multi-layered, cool yet dusty scent of ancient magic filtered through the store and hit Stella’s nose, and when she saw what had inspired Jade’s less than gracious welcome, her whole body gave a start.

Izzy, too, had risen from one of the reading chairs.

Goodwife Joan Wright—the tiny, withered, four-hundred-year-old, backstabbing witch—stood in the middle of the store. She wore an oversized, tattered coat, and she surveyed Stella’s wares with disdainful pale blue eyes.

The bell rang again, and Hawk and Abby appeared.

“Sorry,” Hawk said. “I had to park up the block. Didn’t want Joanie to have to walk.”

“I’m old. Not dead,” Goody Joan said in a dry, wispy voice that snapped like a twig. “Though ’tis not to say I discourage such courtesies.”

“Joanie?” Izzy asked. “You mean…you’re Goody Joan Wright?”

“Precisely,” Goody Joan said. She tucked a lock of her long, frizzy, mostly black hair behind her ear.

Precisely, Stella thought. Once upon a time, Goody Joan had tipped off the entire Salem coven to Stella and Ethan’s location where they’d been attacked. These days, no one wanted to acknowledge that sordid piece of recent history. But Stella always had the hardest time letting go of a grudge.

“What are you all doing here?” Stella asked, her tone far from conciliatory.

Surprisingly, Goody Joan smiled at that, and her cheeks creased into dozens of soft folds.

“Abby got a letter from Frannie Piedmont,” Hawk said.

“Frannie?” Stella rocked back on her heels while doing a quick calculation. Frannie would have to be one-hundred-and-fifty years old by now. “How on earth?”

“Delayed delivery,” Abby said, “but she sent news.”

“About the Collector,” Stella said because what else could it be? “Is she all right?”

“Fine,” Abby said excitedly. “But she thinks she knows where he is in 1930.”

“Let’s hear it,” Jade said, stepping out from behind the counter and drawing close to Izzy’s side.

“She thinks he’s living in your old house,” Abby said.

“What?” Stella asked.

“The one on Washington Square. And he’s going by the name Simon Ford.”

“The kid from the farmhouse,” Stella murmured.

“Exactly.” Abby beamed.

Hawk stepped forward. “She says the Collector has a secret room in the house that none of his servants are allowed to enter. We think he might have another laboratory there. Or worse.”

Stella shook her head while keeping an eye on Goody Joan. None of this explained the old witch’s presence in her store. Roman had suggested her help, but she hadn’t agreed to accept. “That house doesn’t have any secret rooms.”

“Yeah,” Jade said, “I don’t remember anything like that either.”

“You were young when you lived there,” Hawk asked. “Were you looking for secret rooms?”

“Fair point,” Jade said.

“Or maybe it was only secret in the 1930s?” Abby offered.

“So, what are you suggesting?” Stella asked.

“That we go check it out,” Hawk said.

“You want to go back to 1930?” Stella asked. “Now?”

“No,” Hawk said. “Not yet. We want to search the house first and see if there’s any more evidence to find. I brought Joan along because she’s good at magical digging. If there was something dark going on there, even a hundred years ago, she’ll fish it out.”

“You didn’t need to bring her,” Stella said. “I can smell magic. Remember? I could detect Abby’s scent in that pit even with centuries between us.”

“Yes,” Hawk said, “but Joanie can tell more than the type of magic. She can tell whose magic it is. Since finding that witch board, it’s possible the Collector has hidden other things here and there, things that might help us defeat him.”

“Witch board?” Goody Joan asked, her eyes widening.

“The witch board hasn’t helped us with anything,” Stella said bitterly.

“Pray what witch board?” Goody Joan pressed.

“Show her,” Jade said.

Stella clamped her lips together and considered that. They’d struck out with Catherine summoning her mother for helpful information, but Goody Joan was also a prophetic witch. She might have some insight into how to use the witch board, or have a workable theory on why it was hidden.

But Stella was resistant to showing too much of her hand.

“Go on,” Jade urged.

Stella still hesitated, then, catching Hawk’s quizzical expression, let out a groan and went behind the sales counter where she’d hidden the artifact. He was right. They needed answers. Regardless of where they might come from.

“Hmmm,” Joan said as she approached. “What have you learned so far?”

“Nothing,” Stella said. “We summoned my mother, but⁠—”

Goody Joan looked up in alarm, facing Stella across the counter with the witch board between them. “You summoned your mother? ’Twas terribly reckless.”

“Not me,” Stella said. “I didn’t do it. Ethan’s mother summoned her, and our friend Jun asked the questions. We wanted to ask her why the Collector might have hidden it.”

“Who is this Collector you both mention?” Goody Joan narrowed her pale blue eyes on the board and dragged her finger around the random numbers that ran along its four edges.

“My father,” Stella explained.

“Hmmm,” Goody Joan said again, and this time she stroked the center of the board with her withered hand.

“Joanie,” Hawk said. “What do you know about it?”

She looked up at Hawk, then slid her keen gaze to Stella. “Where did you say you found it?”

“Hidden under some floorboards in the Collector’s attorney’s office.”

“Old building perchance?”

“Sort of,” Stella said with a shrug. “Not that old. I mean, not as old as you.”

“Hmph,” Joan said, though she didn’t seem to take too much offense. “I have not seen one of these in a long, long time. They were often burned by the Puritans. Eventually witches stopped making them. This one does not look too old though, which makes it interesting. I suspect it is even from this century.”

“Really?” Stella asked. “It’s so primitive looking, I assumed it was older.”

“The style reflects the maker, not the era. Whoever made this aimed for speed, not style. They used materials available to them.” Goody Joan sniffed the wood. “Cedar?”

Stella nodded.

“Unusual choice. And these numbers…” Goody Joan rubbed one knobby finger along the groove that made up the downward stroke of one of the number sevens. “They were not carved by an expert craftsman.”

“You think my father didn’t just own the board. He made it?”

“I did not say that,” Goody Joan said. But then, she hadn’t ruled it out either.

“Well, I say we go check out the house,” Jade said. “Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

Stella had her doubts about what could be gained. They already knew what her father was up to in terms of siphoning magic off of witches and wanting to assassinate all the witch hunters from history. What she wanted to know was why he was so insistent that Hurley hide the witch board.

The answer to that now lay with Hurley in his grave. Her father’s minions had made sure he couldn’t spill any more secrets.

“Go,” Izzy said. “I’ll watch the store for you.”

Stella still hesitated, but ultimately caved. “Thanks, Iz. When Ethan stops by…”

“I’ll let him know where to find you.”


Chapter
Twenty-Five



Ethan stood on the sidewalk outside the boarded-up house that had been Stella and Jade’s childhood home. He tipped his head back, drove his hands deep into his pockets, and let out a deep sigh.

Despite his and Stella’s magical pairing, he’d never developed her gifts for detecting the presence of magic. Still, there was no missing the fact she’d found a way to get inside.

He knew this, of course, because Izzy had told him where Stella had gone. But also because he heard her frustrated voice yelling, “Well, this was a waste of time!”

Ethan wandered around the side of the house and found the back door ajar. He entered the house through the kitchen. The electricity had been turned off to the house long ago, but flashlight beams bobbed across the walls in the next room.

When he reached the living room, he rocked to a stop as one of those beams illuminated the face of a woman Izzy had, for some reason, failed to mention. “Goodwife Joan Wright!”

“Master Ethan,” the ancient witch replied with a demure nod.

Stella scoffed and turned toward the wall.

Ethan shot Stella a quick glance, then focused on Abby and something Izzy had bothered to tell him. “I heard something about you getting a letter from Frannie?”

Abby blew out a breath and held her flashlight under her chin. “She said we might find some information about the Collector here. Apparently, he hid something in this house back in 1930.”

“Or at least, that’s the rumor among scullery maids,” Hawk added from a corner of the room.

Ethan couldn’t quite get a read on the shifter’s voice, on whether he’d come to the house expecting a gold mine or a wild goose chase.

“We checked every room,” Jade said. “But no evidence of the Collector having any laboratory here. And there aren’t any witches locked in a pit, or even in the cellar.”

“You know…” Stella said. “I’m starting to get really sick of this. We want to know what he’s up to? Fine. Let’s draw the runes. Let’s open a fucking portal and go right to him. I’ve got the poppet.”

Ethan bristled, remembering the sight of Stella being held captive by her own father. Her body bound to a gurney. The worst thing imaginable about to happen… It was an image that came to him often and one he hoped to someday shake.

“Nay,” Goody Joan said, and her emphatic tone made Ethan flinch. “This time you must be better prepared, especially since you know not whom he will resemble.”

“This time?” Stella said. “Wait. Are you saying you know about last time?”

Oh, boy. Ethan braced. This wasn’t going to be good.

Goody Joan tipped her head to the side, but said nothing.

“You saw it in your tarot cards, didn’t you?” Stella asked, but it wasn’t really a question. “Before we went to Trask’s mill. You knew the Collector was hiding under an invisible ward. You knew we’d be attacked. You knew he’d capture me.”

Goody Joan pursed her lips.

“You might’ve given us some intel before we jumped into that mess,” Stella accused.

“Stella could’ve died,” Ethan said, somewhat softer in tone but no less disturbed by the old witch’s lack of charity.

Goody Joan shook her head. “If you thought you needed me, you knew where to find me.”

“Unbelievable,” Stella muttered, and she flung her arms out in frustration.

“Let’s focus on the here and now,” Hawk advised, stepping out of the corner. “What can we do to be better prepared?”

“Too bad Stella’s mother couldn’t have been more specific on that point,” Ethan said.

“Yes. What did your mother say?” Goody Joan asked Stella. “Anything about this dwelling place?”

“I was out in the hallway,” Stella said, and she folded her arms.

“Most of what her mother said sounded like gibberish,” Ethan offered. “The connection was never that strong.”

“Tell her anyway,” Hawk said.

“Well,” Ethan hedged. “She did mention something about a closet. Have you already checked them all?”

“You can’t hide a laboratory in a closet,” Stella said.

“Abby and I checked the closets,” Hawk said. “The hallway. The kitchen pantry. All the bedrooms.”

Abby lifted her chin, and she looked toward the ceiling.

“Abby?” Ethan asked. “Something you wanted to add?”

“What?” She jolted, seemingly startled by his question. “No. It’s just… I was thinking. The bedroom at the front of the house, it didn’t have a closet. It should’ve had one, right? Being a bedroom.”

“That was our parents’ room,” Jade said, and she looked up at the ceiling too.

“I don’t remember if they had a closet,” Stella said, then she shrugged. “We’re here. Best be thorough.”

She aimed her flashlight app toward the foyer and strode out of the living room, her long auburn hair swinging behind her.

Ethan followed several strides behind. Normally, he could have overtaken her, but this was her house. Besides that, it was dark, and he had no idea where he was going.

She was up the stairs before he’d climbed the first few steps, and when he reached the bedroom, he found that Stella had stopped just inside the door. He nearly collided with the back of her.

The room was even darker than downstairs with now just two tiny flashlight beams between them. Still, he could make out the worn floorboards, the peeling wallpaper, and an old mahogany wardrobe standing against an interior wall.

Stella stared up at a massive piece of furniture, and Ethan pulled her out of the way so that Jade and Abby could enter.

“I forgot about that thing,” Stella said. “Our parents kept their clothes in a wardrobe.”

“Why was it left behind?” Abby asked.

“It was probably too heavy for Marietta and George to move into storage,” Jade suggested.

Stella stepped up to the piece of furniture. “Maybe if it had been in better shape, they would’ve bothered to keep it.”

She picked at some of the decorative molding on the wardrobe doors, and the strip snapped right off.

“Hawk,” Ethan called down the hall because the shifter had hung back to help Goody Joan, and they were still coming up the stairs. “I could use your help with something.”

“Shhh,” Goody Joan scolded. “Do not shout. The magic holds many secrets.”

“Secrets?” Stella called out. “What kind of secrets?”

Ethan focused his attention on the wardrobe as Abby opened the doors and felt along its bottom. As far as he could tell, it was completely empty.

“Someone has been planning,” Goody Joan said as she hobbled into the bedroom. “It was not as strong down stairs, but now that I am up here… Ah, yes. A most devious scheme.”

“You’re talking about the Collector,” Stella said. “What’s he planning?”

Goody Joan furrowed her brow, then reached into the pocket of her coat and pulled out a handful of some kind of herb. She trickled it along the bedroom wall, reached the corner, and made a ninety-degree turn while trickling some more.

“The planning has taken years,” she said. “The intent behind the magic is strong.”

“Is the magic coming from inside the walls?” Ethan asked, because if that was the case, they’d have to strip all the wallpaper and maybe even pull up the floor.

Goody Joan closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, as if she’d just been served a delicious meal. “Can you not smell that?”

“I can smell the trace remnants of my family’s magic,” Stella said. “It’s faint, but it’s all over the house.”

“Cedar,” Joan said.

“A lot of closets are lined in cedar,” Hawk said

“Maybe so,” Abby said, “but this wardrobe isn’t.”

Ethan glanced up at the bulky furniture, an idea suddenly coming to him. “Come on, Hawk. Let’s move it. It could be blocking something.”

Hawk took one end of the wardrobe, and Ethan took the other. They rocked it toward Ethan so it was tipped onto two of its stubby feet, then walked Hawk’s side out a few inches from the wall, just enough to see behind it.

“There’s nothing there,” Abby said, peeking around the edge of it.

A wave of defeat flooded Ethan’s chest. There was no closet door, nothing but more wallpaper, though it was more pristine than the rest of the room.

Stella sighed. “I thought for sure…”

“Move it some more,” Hawk said, and even though Ethan saw no point in it, they both put their shoulders to one end and pushed it a few feet down the wall.

Goody Joan shuffled forward and slowly raised her withered hand.

She extended her index finger and touched the newly exposed wall, leaning in. Her finger went right through the paper.

“Ah,” she said. “As suspected.”

The scent of cedar washed into the room, and Jade jumped in to tear down a larger section of wallpaper.

Abby helped, and Ethan watched as, very quickly, they revealed a shallow recess in the wall.

“It’s not much of a closet,” Hawk said, shining his flashlight around. “I can see why they needed the wardrobe.”

“It’s not a big enough space for a gurney,” Stella said. “My father couldn’t have used it as a laboratory in the 1930s, and he couldn’t have imprisoned more than one person in here at a time.”

Abby gave a whole body shiver.

Hawk threw his arm around her shoulders saying, “It’s not too small to hide a bunch of cash though, and that’s what Frannie’s letter suggested. He could store all the cash he’d need to support the different lives he’s been leading.”

Ethan shone his own flashlight around the narrow space, moving lower than where Hawk’s light had hit. The beam illuminated a spot at the bottom of the wall where someone had cut out a perfectly square hole. A hiding spot within a hiding spot.

Ethan dropped to his knees and shoved his arm into the hole, all the way up to his shoulder.

“Anything?” Stella asked, crouching right behind him and resting her hand on his back.

Ethan felt around blindly. There was plenty of dust coating the framing and plaster laths. He felt a few stubby nails. Some kind of dry, pebbly detritus that he didn’t want to think too much about. But nothing that screamed of a magical discovery.

“Nothing,” he said. “It’s empty.”

He pulled his arm out and, after Stella backed up, rose to his feet. He brushed his hand off on his pants.

“You know,” Jade said, crouching down at the base of the closet. “That hole is about twelve inches square.”

“Yeah?” Hawk asked. “Does that have magical significance?”

“Not normally,” she said. “But isn’t that the exact same size as the witch board you found? And it’s made of cedar.”

“What?” Stella asked. “Let me see.”

Jade leaned to her right.

Stella peered inside. “Oh my god.”

Ethan’s chest tightened with a mixture of apprehension and excitement.

“Is she right?” Hawk asked.

“I’d bet my life someone cut the witch board out of this closet. But was it my mom or my dad?” Stella glanced over her shoulder at Goody Joan who was trickling more herbs along the interior wall.

“I see a highway,” Goody Joan said. “A path forward.”

Ethan glanced at Goody Joan, not sure what she was talking about.

Goody Joan looked just as confused by her words and not ready to explain.

Stella frowned, then looked up at Abby. “Think hard. Did Frannie’s letter say anything else that might shed some light?”

Abby shook her head. “The only other thing of note was that the Collector told the neighbors that he was a psychiatrist.”

Stella scoffed, and Ethan had to agree. It was an interesting ruse for a man who was most definitely insane.

“What about Stella’s mother?” Hawk asked. “Did she say anything more when you summoned her?”

“A line of communication,” Goody Joan murmured to herself.

“Not really,” Ethan said, answering Hawk. “Jun asked her about the witch board, and the only thing she said was that Stella had the key⁠—”

“Which I obviously don’t,” Stella said.

Ethan exhaled heavily. “And something about squid metal, a round key, and her arrest.”

“Squid metal?” Goody Joan asked, tipping her head to the side like an eagle studying a mouse.

“That’s what I meant before about gibberish,” Ethan said. “It’s too bad we don’t have the planchette. We could just ask the witch board what it’s all supposed to mean.”

“The planchette?” asked Jade, who hadn’t been present when they were doing their research.

“Those things that move around on the board,” Stella explained. “The things that relay the messages. You know. Like on a ouija board. Without planchettes, the boards are useless.”

“Aye, aye,” Goody Joan said. “She wants to speak with you.”

Everyone looked at Goody Joan, whose face was creased—even more than normal—in intense concentration.

Stella turned back toward the closet. She took one finger and traced the edges of the twelve-by-twelve-inch hole.

Ethan knew what she was doing. It was similar to the way he used to run his fingers along the edges of the antique desk he’d inherited from his father, back before he knew where the monstrosity had come from. He’d often run his fingers across its worn surface, trying to imagine the original owner who’d done the same thing before him.

“Unless that planchette is hidden somewhere in the closet,” Hawk said. “We should get out of here before the neighbors notice we’ve broken in.”

“Should we move the wardrobe back into place?” Abby asked.

“I can help,” Jade said.

Stella remained transfixed by the inside of the closet. She didn’t show any signs of being ready to leave. And then she snapped up some additional finger flames and held them down low by the bottom corner of the hole. “Ethan, look.”

Ethan squatted beside her and peered inside.

It was hard to see, even with the flames, but he knew immediately what had piqued her interest. He wasn’t sure how he’d missed it the first time, but an “M” and a lightning-bolt “S” were written in black Sharpie at the base of the closet wall.

Or more accurately, someone had written the runes ehwaz and sowilo—the runes he understood to mean powerful travel; the runes that were engraved on Stella’s bracelet; the runes that allowed them to open a portal and hop through time.

“Thank you, Frannie,” Ethan murmured. Without her letter, they never would have found this, and it was too coincidental to be meaningless.

“Are those the same runes?” Abby asked, leaning over the top of them to get her own look at the closet wall.

“Does this mean Mom’s bracelet and the witch board are connected?” Stella asked, her wide gray eyes bright with possibilities.

“They have to be connected,” Ethan said.

“Whoa,” Abby said, stepping back. “Can we just sit with this for a second? My head is starting to spin.”

“Let me see,” Jade said, drawing closer.

“The runes,” Stella said. “The ones on the bracelet are written inside the closet right where the cedar was harvested for the witch b⁠—”

Stella sucked in a breath and pushed herself backward, nearly knocking Ethan over in the process.

“What’s wrong?” he asked. “Are you okay?”

“Her arrest,” she said scrambling to her feet. “You were right. She was talking about me.”

“Huh?” Jade asked.

“Oh my god,” Stella said, blinking rapidly.

“What’s going on?” Hawk asked.

Stella laughed, and flashlight beams reflected off the tears in her eyes. “The connection wasn’t great. You said so yourself, Ethan. So, maybe it wasn’t gibberish. Maybe Mom wasn’t saying ‘her arrest’…”

Stella cleared her throat and held up her hand. “Maybe she was saying, ‘her wrist.’ The key was around my wrist.”

Ethan’s gaze focused on the bracelet.

“Mom said I had the key to understanding the witch board, and it’s been around my wrist this whole time.”

“The key to understanding,” Ethan said. “And it’s round. Mom’s been wanting us to find a round key. Could that mean the bracelet is the planchette?”

Stella laughed and cried at the same time. “What did that book say? That gold made the most powerful ones?”

“Yeah, but it also said that whoever made the board also made the planchette that went with it. Your bracelet is old. It’s been in your family for generations, but your parents only bought this house after you were born. The same person couldn’t have made both.”

“Oh…” Stella furrowed her brow and bowed her head. “Damn.”

“Do you speak of that bracelet?” Goody Joan asked, pointing at Stella’s hand.

“It’s been passed down my maternal line,” Stella said.

“Our maternal line,” Jade interjected.

“’Tis not the bracelet that has been in your family for generations,” Goody Joan said. “Only the gold.”

Ethan turned toward Goody Joan and held his breath.

Goody Joan smiled softly. “Pardon my delay. But the magical intent is now clear. There is no such thing as ‘squid metal.’”

No one said anything, primarily because there was no reason to argue that point.

Jade slapped her palm over her forehead. “But there is such a thing as liquid metal.”

“She melted down gold to make the bracelet,” Ethan whispered, mostly to himself.

“And if she made the bracelet…” Jade said.

“Then we’re right. It’s not just a bracelet,” Ethan said, circling back to his earlier hypothesis. “And she didn’t just give us the runes. She gave us the key to it all.”

“Mistress Claire Aldren has opened a pathway of communication with her daughters,” Goody Joan said.

“You’re saying Mom made the witch board to talk to us?” Jade asked, and her voice broke on the end.

“That would explain something else, too,” Stella said.

“Explain what?” Abby asked.

“It explains why the Collector hid the board. He saw us take the bracelet. He didn’t want us to have them both, together, because then we could use them.”

“How could he have seen us take the bracelet?” Jade asked. “When I found it on his work table, he’d already disappeared.”

Stella shook her head while rising to her feet. “He was in the room with us.”

“What room?” Jade asked, as if she expected him to jump out of the walls.

Ethan slid his gaze across the shadowy faces of everyone present. Hawk frowned down at Stella. Abby stood wide-eyed.

Goody Joan’s lips curled up at the corners, and her eyes seemed to dance with possibilities. She looked quite pleased and, if Ethan wasn’t mistaken, calculating.

“Not this room,” Stella said, easing her sister’s obvious misapprehension. “Trask’s Mill. It was dark in there. I think he adopted the appearance of someone we expected to be there. Not for long. Just long enough to hide in plain sight before he could make his actual escape.”

“He disguised himself as one of us?” Jade asked, looking around.

“You really think he saw you take the bracelet?” Hawk asked, and they all moved closer together, forming a circle.

“The timing works,” Ethan said. “We found the bracelet a month ago. About the same time he started using Hurley’s face. The same time Hurley started working from the satellite office.”

“The same time the Collector would’ve hidden the witch board,” Stella added.

“But we already had the bracelet,” Abby said. “With its runes and the anchor in Stella’s poppet, we could already find him, wherever he is.”

“Sure,” Stella said, “but the witch board is prophetic magic. So, it can tell us not only where he is, but where he’ll be.”

“That would give us the advantage,” Ethan said. “We won’t be going to him, he’ll be, unwittingly, coming to us. Where we’ll be waiting.”

“But we already know where he’ll be on at least three dates,” Abby said. “The dates he abducted Jun, Alastair, and me. So, how’s this any better?”

“If you want an answer to that question,” Goody Joan said, stepping into the center of their circle, “you should listen to your mother.”
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Broomstix

“So?” Ethan asked. “How do we do this?”

He’d convinced Stella to close her store early. Yes, she’d lose a few hours of potential sales, but when it came to saving her store, she had to know it was too late to turn things around. Maybe she’d always known it, which was why he still couldn’t understand why she’d rejected his help.

Now, the store was lit with only the dim glow of a hundred battery-operated candles. The witch board sat in the center of the now-cleared display table in the middle of the sales floor. The gold bracelet lay on top of the board.

No one made a move to touch either one of them, and Stella looked like she was going to chew a hole right through her bottom lip.

Ethan got a piece of paper and a pen to jot down whatever messages came through.

“What do you mean, ‘how do we do this?’” Abby asked. “Didn’t you ever mess around with ouija boards at sleepovers? I didn’t even know I was a witch and⁠—”

“Hybrid, babe,” Hawk interjected.

“Shifter-witch hybrid,” she amended, “and I had a ouija board.”

“The few sleepovers I went to as a kid,” Ethan said, “didn’t involve summoning spirits. At worst, we TP’d houses or played ding-dong ditch.”

“Crimes that would’ve no doubt dogged you on the campaign trail,” Hawk said good-naturedly. “Smart to get out before you hit the scandal rags.”

“Let’s be serious,” Stella said.

“I think everyone’s got a case of the nerves,” Jade said, flicking her hands back and forth like she was trying to dry them. “We all need to shake ‘em off.”

“The two daughters should do this in private,” Goody Joan said. “This is a pathway your mother established to communicate with you. Not with us.”

“These people should hear whatever it is our mother has to say,” Stella said, “They’ve been our allies in everything having to do with the Collector.”

Ethan heard the subtle accusation in Stella’s tone, but Goody Joan had no reaction to it.

“Should we all put a finger on the edge of it?” Jade asked.

Ethan refocused on the bracelet.

“First,” Stella said, “we need to ask the board a question.”

“I’ve got a question,” Hawk said. “How is the board supposed to answer anything when there aren’t any letters on it? Only numbers.”

“That’s true,” Abby said. “Ouija boards have letters. That’s how my friend knew that Jacob had a crush on her in the fourth grade. It spelled out his name.”

“Let’s just try it and see what happens,” Ethan said.

They all reached for the bracelet and touched it with an index finger.

“Okay,” Stella said, sounding more uncertain than Ethan was used to. Even when she was nervous, she’d always seemed in charge. “M- Mom, it’s me and…Jade…and some friends. I guess what we want to know is…how can we get the advantage over Dad? We want to stop him from killing more people, taking their magic, and changing history.”

“And borrowing faces,” Jade added quickly.

Ethan stared at the bracelet and all of the six fingers resting along its edge. He expected to feel some kind of vibration. Magic. An energy. But nothing happened. “Is it working?”

“Maybe we need to ask one question at a time,” Abby suggested. “That was like four all at once.”

But suddenly the bracelet shot across the board.

Abby and Hawk lunged forward, having kept their fingers securely along its edge.

“Yikes,” Abby said.

Ethan bent his head so he could look straight down at the board through the center of the bracelet. “It stopped on a number one.”

“Okay…” Abby said, and for some reason she looked up at Hawk as if he might understand it.

“Not to be a downer,” Hawk said, “but to reiterate…how does the number one answer any of your questions?”

The bracelet zinged across the board, and all of their arms moved with it.

“Now, it’s over a zero,” Jade said.

Zing!

The bracelet shot across the board stopping in front of Goody Joan. She peered down at the board. “Three.”

Zing!

Once more, the bracelet slid across the board. This time, stopping in front of Stella.

“One,” she said.

Ethan held his breath, trying to come up with some kind of meaning. One, zero, three, one. Was it some kind of code?

He waited for the next number to be revealed, but nothing happened. They waited—it seemed —for at least a minute before Hawk withdrew his finger from the edge of the bracelet.

“That can’t be it,” Stella said, sounding defeated.

Ethan withdrew his own finger and quickly scribbled the numbers onto the paper.

“One, zero, three, one?” Stella asked. “What the hell is that?”

“You don’t…” Jade started, but she looked a little sick. “You don’t think it’s a year, do you? Like, she’s not telling us to find him in the year 1031?”

“Listen to your mother,” Goody Joan urged.

“I’m not going back to the Middle Ages,” Stella said, finally pulling her finger off the bracelet. Jade, Goody Joan, and Abby did the same.

The bracelet immediately started to vibrate against the board, though it remained over the same number.

“Now what?” Hawk asked.

Nobody responded. Apparently, nobody knew.

The vibrations put the bracelet into shallow spin, which eventually intensified until the bracelet was on its edge, spinning like a top. It rotated across the board, finally collapsing over the number two.

Everyone exhaled, and Ethan reached across the table to pick up the bracelet, but Jade slapped his hand.

“Hey,” Stella said in his defense.

“Wait,” Jade replied. “See what it does next.”

“Is this still in response to your initial questions?” Abby asked.

“Put your fingers back on the planchette,” Goody Joan said. “I don’t think you want to irritate your mother for long.”

They all did so, and the bracelet immediately sailed across the board, stopping on another zero, another one, then the number five.

After that, it moved no more. And they waited. They waited a long time, just to be sure.

“If two, zero, one, and five is supposed to be another year, at least 2015 sounds more reasonable,” Hawk said.

“The Collector told me that Jun almost captured him in 2015,” Abby said. “That’s why the Collector went back to 1995, to try and kill Jun when he was still a kid.”

“It’s possible 2015’s a significant year,” Hawk said, still considering the significance of the numbers. “But we still don’t know what those first four are supposed to mean. What were they again?”

“One-zero-three-one. Then two-zero-one-five.” Ethan read off his paper before turning it around to show the others. “Do these numbers look familiar to anyone?”

“They look like some of your mother’s millions of doodles,” Stella said. “All the numbers zero through five, but no number four.”

“Well, that’s encouraging,” Ethan said.

They all stared down at the witch board, which remained as silent as before.

Ethan suddenly jerked his head up. “What if it’s more of the same?”

Stella glanced up at him. “What do you mean?”

“What if it’s all part of the same? Maybe your mother wasn’t giving you the year 1031, but the date ten, thirty-one, October thirty-first.”

“Halloween, 2015,” Stella said softly, her face taking on a faraway expression.

“Oh my god,” Jade whispered.

“Jade?” Abby asked.

Jade pulled out her phone and hit a couple of buttons.

Everyone watched her intently as she stared down at the witch board while waiting for someone to pick up.

Someone did finally answer, and Jade’s head shot up. “Izzy? What year did we go to Bethany Roger’s Halloween party?”

Ethan could hear Izzy’s muffled but definitely puzzled voice coming over the phone line.

“Yeah,” Jade said. “That one.”

Another long pause as Jade listened to whatever Izzy had to say, and Ethan watched, fascinated, as it seemed all the blood ran out of Jade’s face.

“That’s what I thought,” she said. “Thanks.”

Another pause.

“Yeah. I’ll explain in a bit. I gotta talk to Stella first. Bye.”

She ended the call and pocketed her phone.

“I don’t like the look on your face,” Stella said.

“Do you remember Bethany Rogers?” Jade asked.

Stella turned her head and gave her sister a quizzical side-eye. “Sure?”

“She was one of my BFFs in elementary and middle school,” Jade explained for the rest of their benefits. “And then her family moved to Medfield. Bethany invited me and Izzy to her Halloween party in 2015. George drove us out there.”

“Medfield?” Ethan was familiar with the small suburban town southwest of Boston, as well as its infamous past. “Didn’t Frannie’s letter say the Collector was telling people he was a psychiatrist?”

“Yes,” Abby said. “What about it?”

“Do you know what’s in Medfield?” Jade asked her, but it was Ethan who answered.

“Medfield State Hospital,” he replied.

Jade nodded, and everyone turned his way. Everyone, that is, except for Goody Joan, who stepped away from the group and began pacing along the bookshelves.

“It was originally called the Medfield Insane Asylum,” Ethan added.

Not too surprisingly, Abby wrapped her arms around herself. Not that long ago, she’d been confined to a similar place.

“It closed its doors over twenty years ago,” Ethan said, “and some movies have been filmed there, but nothing recently. There’s a push to renovate the complex into housing or maybe even a cultural center.”

“The place is patrolled,” Jade said. “But you can still walk around the grounds. It’s very popular on Halloween.”

“That’s where Bethany had her party?” Stella asked.

Ethan kept watch on Goody Joan while the conversation continued. The ancient witch put her fingers to her temples and shuffled along the bookshelves, mumbling to herself.

“Not exactly,” Jade said, “but we found our way there after Bethany’s parents went to bed. You’re not supposed to go inside the buildings, of course.”

“Let me guess…” Stella said.

Jade pressed her lips together. “We might have gone into Building R.”

“Jade,” Stella said, sounding aggrieved.

“It’s supposedly where the most dangerous patients were treated,” Jade protested, as if that was sufficient excuse. “Totally wigged me out. I swore I felt someone staring at me, and… Okay, normally I’d say this was going to sound nuts, but under the circumstances…I swore I felt Dad’s presence that night. Like, his ghost.”

“It’s haunted?” Abby asked. “I suppose—a place like that—that would make sense.”

“Except it doesn’t make sense because our father’s not dead,” Stella reminded them.

“Yeah, but I didn’t know that at the time,” Jade said. “Maybe it wasn’t his ghost. Maybe it was really him. Anyway, I totally freaked, and we got the hell out of there.”

“You never told me any of this,” Stella said.

“Because Izzy convinced me I’d imagined it. We might have been smoking something that night.”

“This might explain why the Collector was telling people he was a psychiatrist back in the 30s,” Abby said. “It would explain why he was going to Medfield. The hospital was still in operation then. Maybe he was using the grounds for his own purposes, and he was still doing it in 2015.”

“Decent theory,” Jade said. “There are a ton of buildings and new ones keep getting closed, then completely abandoned. Especially today, it’s a great place to hide.”

“Does this mean we’re going to Medfield?” Hawk asked.

“There must be a reason Mom is giving us that date, and I trust Jade’s instincts. There’s a good chance the Collector will be at the Medfield Hospital on Halloween, 2015. And if we’re able to get the advantage by getting there before him…”

“If we’re opening a portal to go to Medfield Hospital on Halloween 2015, what’s our anchor?” Hawk asked.

“Shit,” Stella said, and everyone’s face fell. In all the excitement, they’d forgotten about their need for an anchor.

“Never fear,” Jade said, her eyes twinkling. “Give me an hour. I’ll be back.” She dashed out the door.

They all watched the door swing shut behind her, and Ethan took a deep breath.

“If your sister somehow comes up with an anchor to the hospital,” Hawk said, “are we all going?”

“We’ll need every method of attack available,” Stella said. “I’ll go get the poppet.”

Goody Joan stopped dead in her tracks and turned slowly to face Stella. “It will not matter who goes to Medfield, unless you face the monster with the beetle in your pocket.”

Stella shivered, and Ethan instinctively put his arm around her shoulders.

“There were tons of beetles in the basement of the tattoo parlor,” Stella said. “Down where the Boston coven kept its grimoire. Do you mean we need to face him with blood magic?”

It wasn’t a bad guess, Ethan thought. Prophetic magic had a way of speaking in symbols and metaphors. His mother’s magic was much the same as Goody Joan’s.

“Or maybe’s she’s referencing Alastair?” Hawk suggested. “He was abducted from a Beatles concert.”

“No,” Abby said. “She means me. When the Collector was in my head, he always referred to me as his ‘little beetle.’ When you face him, you need to do it with me.”

“And if we find him?” Hawk said. “How do we kill him this time? Without him slipping away.”

“I’ll weaken him with the poppet,” Stella said, “But we kill him with fire.”

“That’ll work?” Hawk asked.

“The Collector let something slip when he held me captive,” Stella explained. “He said that a prophetic witch once told him he would die in fire. That’s why he wanted Frannie’s magic. She’s fire resistant.”

“But if you were able to survive something as awful as demon fire,” Hawk said, “wouldn’t the Collector be able to do it too?”

“I don’t know,” Stella said. “But whoever that prophetic witch was, the Collector believed her, so I trust her too.”

“Well,” Goody Joan said. “’Tis about time.”

Ethan’s surprise caught in his throat, and he choked. “You?”

“He tortured me for information,” Goody Joan admitted.

This didn’t surprise Ethan. He’d often wondered why she hadn’t been a target. Her longevity had to be incredibly enticing to the Collector.

“How did you escape?” he asked.

Her lips turned up just the slightest bit, and she shrugged. “I am a survivor, you see?”

“I may not always appreciate a prophetic witch’s methods,” Stella said, “but I’m glad you told him about his downfall. Indirectly, you gave us the information too.”

Goody Joan tipped her head to the side, as if accepting the barest hint of a compliment.

“So, fire is the answer,” Ethan said.

“But not just any fire,” Stella said. “You didn’t feel how strong the Collector’s magic was. It’ll have to be stronger than demon fire.”

Ethan’s gut twisted remembering the sight of Stella curled into a fetal position in the middle of a forest, surrounded by ash and devastation, some of her own hair burned right off her scalp.

“What’s stronger than demon fire?” Hawk asked.

“The three of them,” Goody Joan said. “If they lay their cards just right.”
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It was closing in on midnight. By then, Stryker and Dylan had arrived in Salem and they had their plan: weaken the Collector with the poppet, then wait for him to arrive at Medfield Hospital.

As soon as he did, Stella would call up as much fire as she could summon. Ethan would bolster it with their paired magic, and Abby would add whatever she could to increase the vibration of their energies to—hopefully—overwhelm the Collector and end him for good.

If they needed extra power, they had Jade and the shifters.

Beyond that, Stella could only trust that—one—her mother led them to this moment on purpose and—two—she knew something that was yet to be revealed.

While they waited for Jade to come back, Abby called Jun several times, hoping he’d join them and lend his magical magnification gifts. All her calls went to voicemail.

Jade finally returned to Broomstix, bringing Izzy, as well as an old red and black Harley Quinn costume she’d crumpled into a ball and tucked under her arm.

“This is what I wore to Bethany’s Halloween party,” she explained, grinning from ear to ear. “We can use it as an anchor when we open the portal.”

“Uh…Jade,” Stella said. Had her little sister totally forgotten how an anchor worked?

“It took us forever to find it,” Jade continued, seemingly ignoring Stella’s lack of enthusiasm.

“I found it, actually,” Izzy said. “It was buried in a bin in Marietta’s cellar.”

“It won’t work as an anchor,” Stella explained. “Not if it’s here. An anchor has to be partially here and partially at Medfield Hospital, specifically on Halloween 2015.”

“Ah,” Jade said, wagging her finger. “But see, that’s just it. Only most of it is here.” She shook out the costume. “See? I caught the hem on a nail, and a chunk of it ripped off when I was inside Building R.”

“That’ll work!” Ethan said. “You can do the honors, Jade. Open the portal.”

“Remember how the runes go?” Stella asked.

“Pfff. Of course,” Jade said. “I got it.”

They huddled together, except for Goody Joan, who held back.

“You’re not coming?” Stella asked.

“I am an old woman. I would be a liability.”

Stella looked to the shifters to get their read on the situation. They knew Goody Joan best and might know if this was a bad omen.

After all, Goody Joan prided herself on being a survivor. After four hundred years, she’d learned to avoid situations that jeopardized her life.

Hawk shrugged, which wasn’t helpful.

Before Stella could think better of the plan, Jade quipped, “Suit yourself!” and—still clutching her torn costume—drew the runes in the air.

Each stroke created a line of fire and when she was done, a shimmering circle of air wobbled in front of them before cracking open like a pair of eyelids.

It was nearly pitch black on the other side of the portal, but sure enough, when Stella, Ethan, Jade, Izzy, Hawk, Stryker, Dylan, and Abby stepped through the opening, they entered the grounds of the Medfield State Hospital.

Up ahead of them, the massive complex loomed, including the hint of a church steeple that was illuminated by the moon. To her right, a glowing white-painted sign read:

PASS AT YOUR OWN RISK.

UNSAFE CONDITIONS.

“Y’think?” she asked Ethan, lifting her chin toward the sign while clutching the poppet to her chest. She could feel her father’s monogrammed ring just there, inside the poppet and under her thumb.

Ethan grunted. “I wish rotting floor joists and crumbling mortar were the only things we had to worry about.”

“This way,” Jade whispered, and since she and Izzy were the only ones who’d been there before, they led the group along the edges of the paths that skirted the first few buildings.

The entire campus seemed to be built of the same red brick. Most of the windows were either boarded or bricked over and only a few had surviving bits of white trim. Brambles grew over many of the buildings’ doors, fending off any thoughts of entrance.

Eventually, they made it to the rear of the complex and the infamous Building R. It was surrounded by a fifteen-foot chainlink fence with its openings padlocked and previously attempted breaches patched with plywood, more chains, and wire. Another sign read in large block letters:

ENTRY TO BUILDINGS PROHIBITED

“Well, Stella?” Stryker asked. “Sensing the presence of any magic yet?”

“I don’t know,” Stella said.

“What do you mean, you don’t know?” Ethan asked. “You always know.”

“There’s definitely something nearby, but it doesn’t smell like the Collector. His magic is blended with everything he’s stolen. There are no distinct notes.”

“So, it worked,” Ethan concluded. “We’ve beat him here. We’ve got the advantage.”

“Yeah, I don’t think he’s here yet. Whoever this magic belongs to… I don’t know. It feels young. Maybe he’s holding other witches in one of these buildings?”

“Then this won’t be a wasted trip,” Dylan said, “even if he never shows. It’ll be another rescue mission.”

“Should we split up and see where the magic is coming from?” Jade asked.

“Maybe we should stick together,” Izzy said.

“Stick together,” Stella said, focusing her attention on Building R. “Ethan? Give me a leg up?”

Ethan looked up at the top of the chainlink fence, pressed his lips together, then bent over and laced his fingers to make a stirrup.

Stella passed the poppet off to Jade and set her foot in Ethan’s hands.

“One…two…three!” Ethan heaved Stella into the air toward top of the fence.

She’d just got her hands around the top crossbar when, quite suddenly, she was blown backward. Her arms windmilled as she flew through the air away from the building.




Abby rushed to the spot where Stella landed and bent over her friend’s body. Stella’s eyes were wide open, but unblinking. She didn’t seem to be breathing.

“Oh god. She’s not…?” Abby couldn’t make herself say the word.

Ethan dropped to his knees beside Stella. “Breathe. You just got the wind knocked out of you.”

“Is she okay?” Jade asked, a cry in her voice. She hugged the poppet to her chest.

Stella dragged in a gasping breath.

“There she is,” Hawk said, and he brushed the loose curls off his face.

“Shit,” Jade said. “You scared me.”

Stella groaned. “What happened?”

Ethan helped her sit up.

“You got to the top of the fence,” Abby said, replaying the scene as if it were a movie in her head. “Then it was like a cannon blast hit right in front of you. It threw you thirty feet.”

“That’s what it felt like,” Stella said, and she grabbed the back of her head. “Do we know why?”

“I didn’t detect any kind of ward,” Izzy said.

“Well, if you didn’t…” Abby said, knowing that she could stop there and her meaning would be clear. Izzy was a whiz at creating and destroying wards. If she didn’t detect one, then that was that.

“Is it an electric fence?” Stryker asked, glancing over his shoulder at it.

“I think I’d notice if it was,” said Izzy—who, in addition to wards, had an uncanny way with currents. Even now, her long frizzy brown hair seemed to lift off her scalp.

“Maybe it was just a fluke,” Hawk said, though it didn’t sound like he had a lot of faith in the theory.

“I’ll try it,” Abby said, and she ran for the barricade.

“Wait!” Dylan cried.

But she was already scaling the fence—the irony not lost on her that four months after breaking out of a facility she was now trying to break in.

As soon as her hand hit the top rail, she too was blown backward.

Hawk, fortunately, was prepared and caught her in his arms before she could hit the ground.

“Thanks,” she whispered.

“Not a problem,” Hawk said, and he gave her a quick kiss on the lips.

A high-pitched scream split the night, and they all turned toward Building R.

A second later, the doors burst open and six shrieking high-school girls—all of them dressed in Halloween costumes, one of them in a torn Harley Quinn costume—poured out of the building.

“Shit,” Izzy said. “Jade, that’s us!”

The shifters immediately pushed their group behind some shrubbery as the girls screamed bloody murder while deftly climbing the fence and jumping down to the other side.

Abby didn’t know what would happen if Jade and Izzy’s younger selves ran into them, but she had to believe it wouldn’t be good. She watched in wide-eyed fascination as the last girl made it over, and the party ran away into the night.

“Uh…” Jade said. “Did that really happen?”

“Why the hell did you let me cut my bangs so short?” Izzy asked.

“I think the better question,” Hawk said, “is how they got in there.”

“We went in that night the same way they just came out,” Jade said. “Over the fence.”

“There must not have been a ward back then,” Abby said.

“But…” Izzy said. “This is back then. We’re in 2015. If there wasn’t a ward back then, then there shouldn’t be a ward right now.”

“Something kept Stella and Abby out,” Hawk said.

Jade got a determined look on her face, handed the poppet back to Stella, and stepped out from behind the shrub. She balled her hands into fists and approached the fence.

Abby braced in anticipation as Jade fit the toe of her right shoe into one of the holes in the chainlink.

Seconds later, she was up, over, and dropping gracefully to the ground on the other side. She put her hands on her hips and looked up at the top of the fence in confusion. “Huh.”

“How did you do that?” Abby asked, emerging from behind the shrub with everyone else. Jade had made it look so effortless.

Jade shrugged.

“My turn,” Izzy said.

She went up and over just as easily.

“Maybe we’ve got a window of opportunity,” Ethan said, and he wedged the tip of his shoe into the chain link.

That’s as far as he got, though. He was immediately blasted backward and landed in the dirt.

Ethan grunted and pushed up on his elbows. “What the hell?”

“Do we dare try?” Stryker asked.

“I think you’ve got to,” Stella said, “because I don’t like the theory that’s coming together.”

“What theory?” Abby asked because none of this made any sense to her. In fact, she had half a mind to try again.

Stella kept her gaze on Stryker and Dylan. “Give it a go.”

The two shifters tipped their heads back to look at the top of the rail, then they took several steps backward, dropped into their crouches, and took a running leap at the fence.

Abby had to say it, even among shifters, her mates were the shit. In one leap, they had their hands wrapped around the top bar and were swinging their legs to the side, vaulting over the fence like it was nothing. They landed silently on the other side.

“Shit,” Stella said. “I was right.”

“Now, tell us the theory,” Ethan demanded.

“There’s a ward all right,” Stella said, “but it’s designed just for the three of us.” She wagged her finger between herself, Ethan, and Abby.

“Why would that be?” Abby asked. “The Collector doesn’t even know we’re here. A few hours ago, we didn’t even know we’d be here.”

“Maybe he’s just ultra prepared,” Ethan said. “Maybe he was afraid we’d someday discover what he’s been doing here.”

Ethan reached out and touched the chainlink. His hand shot back as if he’d been burned.

“So, now what?” Jade asked. “Do we come back over? Do we try and take the ward down?”

“No,” Hawk said. “We split up. You four on that side. The four of us on this side.”

Abby’s heart squeezed when she saw the crestfallen looks on Stryker and Dylan’s faces. They hadn’t immediately realized that leaping the fence would mean being separated from her.

“Hawk?” Stryker asked.

“It’ll be okay,” he said. “This evens out our numbers. We can cover twice as much ground if we split up.”

Abby’s witch half wasn’t so sure this was a good idea, though her wolf half would never contradict her alpha.

“Go inside,” Stella said. “Jade, try to remember where you were when you felt someone watching you.” She glanced in the direction the teenage girls had run. “But don’t get too close. Just find out what we’re up against, so we can modify our plan if necessary.”

“And you?” Jade asked. “What are you guys gonna do?”

“We’ll look for another way in,” Abby said, her eyes locking with Stryker’s, then with Dylan’s. The divide between herself and them felt foreign and wrong. “And we’ll find you.”

Jade tugged on Stryker’s elbow, and he took two steps backward, his eyes never leaving Abby’s, before he finally turned and ran with Jade, Izzy, and Dylan into the building.

The creaky door scraped against the concrete as they muscled it open, then they disappeared inside and it fell shut.

A tingling sensation rippled down Abby’s arms. She thought it was the effects of being separated from two of her mates. But then she heard Stella mutter a curse in an odd-sounding voice.

Abby whirled, expecting the Collector. Instead, three semi-transparent women stood right in front of them. They were dressed in thick, gray dresses with heavy quilted bodices. Ghost inmates.

The first two specters—standing on the left and center—had bobbed and matted hair. The third ghost had her hair twisted into buns on either side of her head, and they appeared to have been sewn in place if the red thread was any indication. Their eyes were sunken and dark.

“Come with us,” said the middle ghost. “Now, before he arrives.”

“My mates—” Abby said, twisting her neck to look back at Building R.

“Are fine,” said the third ghost on the right. “Claire sent us to warn you.”

“Claire?” Stella asked. “My mother?”

“It’s the pair and the beetle we must protect,” said the first ghost. “Now, hurry.”




As soon as the door to Building R closed behind them, Stryker felt quite sure Hawk had made a mistake about splitting up. In fact, he turned and stared at the door for a full five seconds before Jade, Izzy, and Dylan, who were now twenty paces ahead, whisper-yelled for him to keep up.

He switched on his flashlight app and aimed it at the floor, adding his beam to the witches’ two streams of light that were slicing through the hallway ahead of them.

Debris littered the hall, and paint peeled like birch bark off the walls, which were otherwise pock-marked with giant holes, exposing sections of laths.

One room they passed contained several broken commodes, though there was no plumbing to suggest it had ever been a bathroom.

Another room was strewn with stained, striped mattresses, now homes for rats. Many doors were off their hinges and leaning against walls.

“How big is this building?” Stryker asked.

“I don’t know,” Jade said. “We explored a lot of it last time we were here, but not all. There are supposed to be tunnels underneath it that connect to other buildings.”

“If the Collector is using this place for one of his surgeries, I bet he’d be doing it in one of the tunnels,” Izzy said. “Back in the 30s, all of these rooms would’ve had patients, or staff buzzing around.”

They passed a large tiled room, marked Cafeteria. It was mostly empty, save for the stack of stainless-steel food trays and several folded tables.

“He could’ve done it up here too,” Dylan said. “He could’ve put up an invisibility ward like he did at Trask’s Mill.”

Izzy turned and aimed her flashlight at Dylan. “Sure. But it would be easier to maintain an invisibility ward if there were fewer people bumping into it all the time.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Stryker said. “I doubt we’re going to find a sign that says this way to the tunnels.”

“Wanna bet?” Jade said, and she pointed toward the end of the hall, which came to a T. The wall was tagged—graffiti style—with the word TUNNEL and an arrow to the left.

“Helpful,” Stryker said, taking one last glance back at the exit before they rounded the corner.

The hallway led down a short flight of stairs before bending to the right. Hawk couldn’t help noticing that the hallway was narrowing. His broad shoulders occasionally brushed the walls as he navigated more debris.

“Can you imagine if we found some witches being held down here?” Jade asked. “I wouldn’t mind being the hero for once.”

“I’d definitely prefer finding them alive and not those cylindrical tanks,” Stryker said, remembering the hoard of corpses he and his pack had discovered in a Connecticut barn.

“How do you feel about the third option?” Izzy asked, slowing her pace.

Jade bumped into the back of her. “The third option being⁠—”

“Zombies,” Izzy said.

“Shit.” Dylan let out a low, rumbling growl.

Stryker directed his flashlight into the dark ahead of them.

Several gray swampy figures filled the narrow space.

Stryker’s strategic instincts kicked in. There was no way they could fight in a space this tight. They were sitting ducks. They needed more room to move.

“Back to the cafeteria!” He turned to run, but his retreat was cut off. More zombies descended the stairs behind him.


Chapter
Twenty-Eight



Stella trailed behind the floating ghosts of the three Medfield patients while holding the poppet tight against her chest.

She reminded herself that her previous ghostly encounter had worked out great. Abby never would have been rescued from seventeenth-century Salem if not for the valuable intel provided by Bridget Bishop’s ghost. Hopefully this odd trio would be equally helpful.

Stella’s rationalization, however, faltered on one critical point. Bridget had been comparatively sane. The three ghosts who were leading her, Ethan, Hawk, and Abby away from Building R had fallen into an unsettling pattern of babbling nonsense then breaking into maniacal laughter.

“Do we trust them?” Ethan whispered, bending close to Stella’s ear. “They’re not well.”

“Do we have a choice?” she whispered back.

“I think we do.” He glanced behind him at Building R, which was disappearing into the darkness.

“My mother wouldn’t lead us into trouble,” Stella said, and she clung to that belief like a lifeline.

She had to believe they’d come to the right place on the right night to do the right thing: the thing her mother had tried to do herself, and failed. Stop the Collector. End the carnage.

“Just in case,” Abby said. “Do you have that blackthorn handy?”

Stella reached into her back pocket and pulled out the two-inch, woody thorn. She had yet to attempt injury on her father—not because she was squeamish or emotionally conflicted, but because she believed she needed to do it when their confrontation was imminent.

This felt imminent.

She stabbed the blackthorn through the poppet’s heart. Twice.

“That’s it?” Hawk asked when Stella slipped the blackthorn back into her pocket.

“That’s a start,” Stella said.

“I thought the magic would be more…I don’t know…showy,” he said.

“It’s quiet magic,” Stella said. “It’s not supposed to draw attention.”

“But he’ll definitely feel it,” Ethan said, weaving his fingers together with Stella’s. “Trust me.”

His tone reminded her that she’d once slept with the poppet she’d made in Ethan’s image, and it had caused both of them to have some pretty vivid, very sensory dreams.

The ghostly trio cackled, apropos of nothing.

“Jesus,” Ethan whispered.

“How much farther?” Abby asked.

“Here,” the ghosts announced, stopping in front of a large building. They slowly rotated to face them in creepy, hovering synchronicity.

Stella looked up at the building. Like all the others, it was constructed of red brick. The center section had a gabled peak, and two wings stretched out to the left and right.

The windows under the gable were boarded up, but the tall narrow windows in the two wings were mostly intact.

The building’s entrance was protected by a wooden pillared porch, which these days looked to be in need of its own rescue.

“What is this place?” Stella asked.

“The ward for excited women,” explained the first ghost. She jerked her head toward the hospital ward while yanking at her short hair.

“Excited women?” Abby asked, sounding like she was bracing for the response.

“Those needing restraint,” Ethan whispered. “That’s why they’re all wearing strong dresses.”

Stella took another look at what the three ghosts were wearing. She’d assumed the plain gray dresses with their quilted bodices were simply hospital-issued uniforms.

“The dresses were filled with weights,” Ethan said. “One step down from straitjackets.”

The ghosts’ eyes turned impossibly dark, and they held up their hands, palms facing out. The unbuttoned cuffs of their dresses fell open, revealing skin that had been rubbed raw. The third ghost still had a strap tied tightly around her left wrist.

“Tell me again why we need to go in there?” Hawk asked.

Stella gave the poppet another stab, and three pairs of black eyes snapped to her.

“That won’t kill him,” said the second ghost.

“I don’t expect it to,” Stella said, tucking the poppet into the back of her jeans. “But if I can wound him, I’m going to try.”

The third ghost smiled and pointed at the entrance. “You are to wait for him in there.”

“So, he’s not here yet?” Ethan asked.

“In there,” the first ghost said.

“You’re sure that’s what my mother wants us to do?” Stella asked, needing to hear it confirmed before she set foot on that crumbling porch. By the looks of it, it would be a miracle if they didn’t fall right through the floorboards.

“You are lucky your family wants you,” the second ghost said. “Not all of us are so fortunate.”

“You can’t trust family,” the first ghost moaned, long and forlorn.

“What did happen to you?” Abby asked as if she’d been waiting for an opportunity to ask.

“I got sad,” the second ghost said. “Then I got mad.”

“Not every man can handle sad,” the first ghost said. “They think you’re mad.”

“Was that the same for you?” Abby asked the third ghost.

“I stabbed the garden club president,” the third ghost said.

“Christ,” Hawk muttered.

“She survived,” the third ghost snapped. “I’m the one who died.”

“Not for long,” the first ghost said.

“Ohhhhhh,” the third ghost moaned mournfully, and she looked up at the ward.

Stella didn’t want to burst their bubble, especially if they believed death was a temporary situation. Right now, the only thing Stella wanted was to get inside the building.

She might not have detected the Collector’s scent yet, but the creepy-crawly shiver down the backs of her legs told her he’d be there soon. And if her mother wanted them to wait inside the Excited Women’s Ward, well… She looked up at the gabled roof. So be it.

The ward was a decent spot. Any of its windows would give them a perfect view of the grounds, regardless which direction the Collector came from.

She stabbed the poppet again for good measure and, this time, gave the thorn a vicious twist.




Meanwhile, in Building R…

Stryker climbed over a pile of unconscious zombies and broken sheetrock, jamming his shoulder against the wall.

Jade had used some crazy-ass spell to bring the ceiling down on top of the zombies that were blocking the stairs, and while it had temporarily buried the enemy, it also made it harder for the rest of them to escape the hallway.

If Stryker didn’t break his own legs trying to climb the hell out of there, maybe, just maybe, they’d survive.

“Shift?” Dylan asked as Stella and Izzy continued to shoot spells at the zombies at the opposite end of the hall.

“Not yet,” Stryker said. There already wasn’t enough room to maneuver. Their wolf bodies would be like two furry corks in the bottleneck. “Once we get to the cafeteria.”

“How?” Jade asked as she shot off another explosive spell.

“Sheer will,” Stryker said as he reached the top of the debris pile and saw the stairs on the other side.

One of the zombies popped out of the pile of debris, and Stryker snapped off its head with his bare hands.

“Let’s go!” He raced for the stairs with Dylan, Izzy, and Jade clambering over the pile right behind him, but they weren’t home free yet.

They tore into the cafeteria. The space was large. Open. Mostly free of obstacles. The tables that once filled the space were folded up against the wall, though a stainless steel counter was still mounted in place and stacked with metal trays. An ancient looking refrigerator stood in the corner.

The floor was grimy and tiled with wide grout lines. Good for traction.

“Now?” Dylan asked.

“Now,” Stryker said, wondering when they’d decided—in Hawk’s absence—that he should be the default alpha.

Dylan shifted first and fastest, but Stryker was right behind him. Within seconds, he had four paws on the floor, and he licked his razor sharp teeth.

The cafeteria was dark, lit only by the moonlight reflecting off the stainless steel, but Stryker could tell that Jade and Izzy were crouched nearby with their hands held up in front of them.

He didn’t know if those were their offensive or defensive postures, but he was hoping for the former. He hadn’t been able to count how many zombies had been in the hallway in front of the witches. He only knew there had been more than five on the stairs.

As far as he could tell, nine and three-quarters zombies were pushing through the double doors into the cafeteria. Their gray, swampy figures were poised for the fight, even the one who was missing its head. Stryker could smell the green ooze pouring out of the cracked melon.

“Whose handiwork is that?” Jade asked, clearly referring to the oozy figure.

Stryker growled and snapped his teeth.

“If that’s what you do with your bare hands,” Izzy said. “Consider my optimism renewed.”

The witches’ ability to keep their humor light had the same renewing effect on Stryker.

The zombie at the front of the Collector’s reanimated army made a hand gesture that seemed to communicate “Charge!” because they all ran into the cafeteria, and the fight was on.

Jade shot both arms out toward the refrigerator and threw it at two oncoming zombies like the industrial appliance weighed nothing at all, though the sound of its landing dispelled that illusion. After that she was throwing cafeteria trays like ninja throwing stars.

Izzy jumped straight up into the air—a leap that would impress an NBA scout—and grabbed hold of a light fixture. Her weight pulled it off the ceiling, and she yanked out the wiring that dangled from the hole.

The wiring, which probably hadn’t been connected to a power source in decades, suddenly came alive with an ecstatic sizzling.

What she did next, Stryker couldn’t tell because he had his own attackers to worry about, but the choking sound made him think she’d created an electrified garrote.

Stryker pulled his lips back from his teeth. A tingling sensation ran down his spine as the fur on his back bristled.

The zombie that was headed for him threw his arms out wide as if he meant to grab Stryker around the chest. It was an obvious move and one Stryker had seen before. He dodged out of the way and grabbed the zombie around the neck from behind, closing his massive jaws with a lethal snap.

Bitter zombie ooze ran down the back of Stryker’s throat.

Dylan snarled and tore at another zombie, taking the dismemberment route.

A blast of light filled the room, fizzing and popping and temporarily blinding Stryker.

Cold clammy arms closed around his chest. He could feel the damp right through his fur.

Stryker writhed and twisted, trying to break free of the zombie’s grip.

Somewhere off to his right, a body crumpled to the ground. He couldn’t tell who or what.

The floor was now so slick with zombie blood that Stryker’s paws slipped under him, unable to get purchase on the tiled floor.

The zombie tightened his arms around Stryker’s chest, and he struggled to breathe.

He tried to pull oxygen into his lungs, but he was only getting the thinnest of streams, and if the room wasn’t already so dark, he would have thought he was going blind.

“There’s more coming!” Izzy cried as a blue jet of magic sliced through the cafeteria.

A terrified scream rent the night, but Stryker couldn’t tell where it was coming from. It sounded a helluva lot like Abby.


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



As soon as the doors to the Excited Women’s Ward slammed shut, Abby let out a blood-curdling scream that ricocheted around the building’s foyer and up its wide staircase.

Stella would have done the same if her throat hadn’t closed up, making it hard to breathe.

They’d only made it a few steps inside the dark paneled space with its broken tiled floor when an invisible lasso of magic encircled Stella, Ethan, and Abby. It made several passes before cinching them tightly together, back to back to back. The bindings cut into Stella’s waist and more loops crisscrossed her chest.

“Set up,” Ethan snarled. “It’s a goddamn set up.” He grabbed hold of the invisible bindings and tried to tear them away.

Stella did the same, but the magic was too strong. She was unable to fathom what was happening.

She whipped her head toward the three ghosts, who were cowering in the corner. They had to be behind this.

“You said my mom wanted us to wait in here!” she accused. She wished the women weren’t already dead. Right now, she would have liked to kill all three of them.

“We said you were lucky your family wants you,” said the second ghost. “Dr. Ford wants you. He’s your family, is he not?”

Hawk growled and tried to pull at the ropes from his side of things, but by the sounds of his bellows, he wasn’t having any luck.

Ethan’s fingers brushed against Stella’s.

“Aether,” he said. “We need something to cut through these ropes.”

Their hands were awkwardly trapped against their bodies, but Stella managed to weave a few of her fingers together with Ethan’s and pinch them tight.

The warmth of his hand had a calming effect. She focused on his strength, marveled at how far he’d come in the four short months she’d known him, gave a fleeting thought of regret to the strong possibility their time together was about to be cut short, then allowed the blue ribbons of magic to unfurl from her body.

Out of the corner of her eye, Stella saw the red ribbons of Ethan’s magic curling through the air. They braided together with her magic, turning the ribbons a vibrant violet. Then a thin strand of aether threaded through the bindings.

Their paired magic was there for them. But would it be enough? The aether was unusually thin, and the invisible ropes were strong.

“What are you doing?” Abby asked, twisting her neck to try and see.

“Trying to cut through this binding spell,” Stella explained, though she was already losing hope. The more the aether picked away at the knots, the tighter the ropes became. And it hurt.

“I can’t even see what’s holding you,” Hawk snapped as he clawed at the small spaces between them, trying to find purchase. “How am I supposed to get them off if I can’t see them?”

The sound of shuffling footsteps yanked Stella’s attention to an open doorway that led to one of the hospital wings. The Collector limped through it and into the foyer. The fingers on his left had were doing that thing Jun had described, touching his thumb to his pinkie, then his ring finger, and moving on to each of them before repeating the pattern three times.

His features were even more warped and twisted than Stella remembered.

He stopped to brace himself against the wall, as if he’d walked ten miles to get there. So, maybe the poppet had wounded him after all. Just not enough if he was still on his feet.

Hawk growled, and a light shimmered around his body as if he was unsure whether to shift or not.

The Collector decided for him. A molten hot blast of magic shot across the foyer, hit Hawk in the center of chest, and sent him flying toward the staircase. His back hit the stairs, and his head bounced against a tread.

Abby screamed again. “Hawk!”

Hawk didn’t move. He didn’t make a sound.

The Collector leaned against the wall, panting.

The three ghosts, who’d been waiting silently in the corner of the room wrung their hands.

“Why would you help him?” Ethan asked, indicting the ghosts with his fury.

“He promised us life,” said the third ghost, the one whose two hair buns were sewn in place. “We can live again.”

“Evil doesn’t create,” Stella said, groaning at their stupidity. “It can only destroy.”

“Doctor Ford?” the third ghost asked, turning toward the Collector with an imploring expression.

“I have no more use for you.” The Collector threw his arm out in their direction, and it seemed as though something grabbed the three women from behind. They doubled over and were dragged backward, asses first, through the wall, disappearing from view.

The Collector also bent over, but he put his hands to his knees and breathed heavily as if he’d just run a marathon.

“What’s happening?” Abby asked. The way they were joined together, her back was to the entire scene.

Stella grabbed hold of Abby’s hand and squeezed, hoping to give her some reassurance. They’d find their way out of this mess. They had to. She still couldn’t believe the witch board had been wrong, that it had led them to disaster.

Her mother wanted to put a stop to her husband: Stella’s father, the Collector. She had given Stella the bracelet, the means for powerful travel, and the planchette for her witch board. She’d communicated to them the date: October 31, 2015.

That couldn’t all have been an elaborate ruse so the Collector could eventually steal their magic and kill them. Her mother couldn’t want that. Or had it been just one more betrayal?

The ghosts’ warning echoed in Stella’s ears: You can’t trust family.

Stella’s arms might have been bound tight against her body, but she was still able to rotate her wrist and flick her fingers in the Collector’s direction. A magical flame shot straight for him, but the Collector rose out of his bent posture and snuffed it out.

Stella tried again, creating a magical flame thrower, but the Collector doused it with a wall of water.

So much for killing him with fire.

All she’d manage to do was make him breathe a little more heavy. His chest heaved, and he panted. “Where is it?”

“Where’s what?” Stella asked.

“The poppet,” he said, wheezing a little. “Somebody’s wounding me. You must have a poppet on you.”

To this, Stella said nothing.

The Collector groaned, and he prowled forward, stopping right in front of her.

Stella tried to see hints of the father she’d once known hidden somewhere in his warped face, but all she could see was evil.

His lip curled, and he reached between her and Ethan. He found the poppet tucked into the back of her jeans and retrieved it.

He stared down at the holographic vinyl figure, its silver hair, stretched face, and black button eyes.

“Just out of curiosity…” He hooked his finger into the poppet’s leg seam and ripped it open. His monogrammed ring fell out the bottom and bounced against the floor, skipping twice before coming to rest.

The Collector picked it up. His eyebrows rose with surprise, and he slipped the ring on his finger.

He twisted it this way and that, really studying it. Then he shook his head and made an ugly laugh. “And here I thought it was you who was wounding me. Didn’t anyone tell you the personal object has to be intimately tied to the person for a poppet to cause them any harm? I never wore this ring for more than a few seconds.”

Stella pressed her lips together and held her tongue.

“I would’ve thought Marietta taught you better,” he sneered. “Then again, she was only ever a potion maker.”

He tossed the poppet to the far side of the foyer, discarding it as if it were trash and of little concern.

Stella’s heart deflated. His apathy was valid. With the poppet clear across the room and the blackthorn still in her pocket, she couldn’t do any more damage.

Worse, he seemed to be getting his second wind.

He came closer, and his nostrils flared. “Aether?”

Stella clenched her teeth.

The Collector chuckled, as if enjoying the anticipation of having such an elusive power all for himself.

“Why did you kill David Hurley?” Stella asked, bile creeping up the back of her throat.

The Collector’s eyebrows shot up in surprise—either at the question itself, or at her interest in the answer.

“He’d served his purpose,” he explained flatly. “Using his face allowed me to get into his trust account. Once his firm figures out that he—or rather I—embezzled half a million dollars, Hurley would wish he were dead anyway. I helped him out.”

“So, it wasn’t punishment for giving us the chance to find the witch board?”

“That certainly didn’t help his cause. Attorney-client privilege is supposed to be sacrosanct.”

“And Stella’s mother?” Ethan asked. “Whose side is she on?”

“That should be obvious,” the Collector snapped.

“It’s not,” Ethan replied. “She brought us here tonight. Was it to kill, or be killed?”

“My wife was smart,” the Collector said, “and she was fearless. What she was not, was ambitious or imaginative. Or at least not imaginative enough. I was the one who was always thinking of a million different scenarios and preparing for each of them.

“For example,” he continued, “if you found the witch board, I imagined you could arrive on this night, that is, if you could figure out how to use it.”

“We did,” Stella said.

“Clearly,” he replied. “And to answer your first question, your mother brought you here to stop me. That was always her intent because—again—no imagination. She couldn’t see what I could see. The future that was meant to be ours.”

Stella’s chest hurt. It killed her to hear him talk about her mother that way. Her mother was brilliant. Caring. Wise. And calculating. She’d given her daughters everything they needed to be victorious, but Stella had screwed it all up.

Once again, she’d wasted her mother’s gifts. Just like the store. She was going to lose it all.

“So, now what?” Ethan asked, sounding more annoyed than concerned, and Stella had to say, she appreciated his strength. Her father’s words had the opposite effect on her.

“You are full of questions with obvious answers,” the Collector said. “We pick up where we left off, of course. Though now I have all three of you together.”

Abby whimpered.

Hawk still lay sprawled and motionless across the stairs, his loose curls covering his face.

“Give me five minutes to prepare,” the Collector continued, “and I’ll have everything I need to complete the perfection of my magic. I’ll fix the past, and I’ll create the future we all deserve. I’m only sorry you won’t be here to enjoy it with me.”

He strode confidently toward the side of the foyer that Abby was facing. Stella could no longer see him, but she heard something slide across the floor.

“What’s he doing?” Stella asked.

“Pocket door,” Abby said. “He just opened it, and… Oh, shit.”

“What?” Stella asked.

“His surgery,” Abby said woodenly. “I can see his work table. The cauldron is already steaming.”

“If he wants our magic,” Stella said, gritting her teeth as she struggled against the bindings, “he’s going to have to pry it out of our cold, dead hands.”

Ethan grunted as he too pulled at the bindings. “News flash, Red, but that’s exactly what he plans to do.”

“You guys,” Abby whined. “This is bad. Really bad.”

“Don’t panic,” Ethan said. “Can you conjure any magic with your hands bound?”

“Sure,” Abby said, “but not my strongest.”

“What about shifting?” Ethan asked. “That might break us out of here.”

“Not with all of us bound together,” Abby said. “You’re too close. I could kill you accidentally.”

“Can you see any gurneys in that room?” Stella asked.

At her question, Ethan twisted his body to see for himself, which only tightened the restraints around Stella’s body. She winced in pain.

“I can’t see any,” Ethan said.

“Me neither,” Abby said. “Just the work table.”

“We don’t have much time,” Stella said. “I’m supposed to end him with fire. How in the hell am I supposed to do that?”

“The prophecy could’ve been wrong,” Ethan said.

“He’s adding something to the cauldron,” Abby said, continuing with her play-by-play.

“Come on, Ethan,” Stella cried. “The aether. It has to work on these knots.”

“I’ve been trying this whole time,” Ethan said. “It isn’t working.”

“We can’t stop trying.” Stella tried to wrench herself free, but to no avail.

“We need to stop and relax,” Ethan said.

“I’m not going to my death without a fight,” Stella said.

Hawk remained lifeless on the stairs.

“No,” Ethan said. “I’m not saying to give up, I’m saying this isn’t working. We need to come up with something else.”

“He’s testing the temperature of his siphoning spell,” Abby said. “We’re running out of time. Do whatever you need to do.”

But Stella couldn’t think of any spells that would work. Not her freezing spell, or her flattening spell. She didn’t have the ingredients to turn them invisible, not that that would be helpful. She had nothing in her arsenal that would affect the binding spell or the Collector.

In utter frustration, she let out a feral scream, and the aether flew up to the ceiling. It may have been invisible, but the cloud of power it created above their heads was impossible to ignore.

The cloud grew bigger and bigger, slowly spreading until it covered the entire ceiling. It was like a carpet of powerful magic that rolled across the flat plane and filled every corner.

“Shit,” Ethan muttered. “Can you feel that?”

Stella nodded. She’d never felt anything like it. Even the few times she and Ethan had called upon their paired magic, it had never grown so massive.

“How are you making it so big?” Ethan asked.

“It’s not me,” Stella said. “I thought it was Abby’s magic.”

“Not me,” Abby said. “I haven’t done anything yet, but…”

Her body tensed, and without slapping her hands together over her head—simply because she couldn’t—she sent up a wave of vibration into the cloud.

It made the aether growl viciously—like a cornered wolf. The sound was impressive, but it didn’t bring them any closer to escape.

“What’s this?” The Collector rushed back into the foyer, presumably responding to the noise. His eyes were wide and focused on the ceiling.

Stella tried to get the aether to do something—to swallow the Collector whole, or for Abby’s added wolf magic to sink its teeth into his shoulder and drag him away. But nothing happened.

They’d just conjured an insane amount of magic with enormous potential, but it wasn’t doing anything but growl over their heads. The magical bindings prevented them from pushing the magic any further.

The Collector kept his awestruck gaze on the ceiling as he raised his hands in the air.

In response, Stella’s feet left the ground. She sucked in a breath and looked down. The three of them were still bound together, and they were rising like a pillar into the air.

“Hawk!” Abby cried out as if she fully expected him to get off the stairs and do something.

“What’s happening?” Ethan asked.

They floated as one, across the floor toward the other room and the Collector’s surgery. This was it. The Collector was going to rob them of their magic, and they were all going to die.

“Fire!” Ethan said, raising his voice to get over the sound of growling aether. “Stella you need to strike now.”

“I’ve already hit him with fire,” she said, grunting as she tried in vain to free herself from the bindings. “Twice. It didn’t work.”

“Not him,” Ethan said. “The aether. Light the aether on fire.”

Stella stopped struggling and glanced up at the ceiling. The snarling blue cloud shimmered and roiled like a pool of propane. Would it ignite?

“It could explode,” she said, as they floated even closer to the surgery. “It could kill us.”

“We’re dead anyway,” Abby said. “At least we’ll take the Collector out with us.”

With no other options available, Stella flexed her wrist and pointed a finger toward the ceiling.

The aether sparked, then—whooosh!—the gas ignited.

The cloud turned a turquoise blue and churned with power. The heat was intense, and Stella got a whiff of burned hair.

Just as Stella thought it would blow them all sky high, the blue flames constricted like a fist squeezing tight, funneling down to a single point at the center of the ceiling.

The paint blistered, one large bubble growing at the center of the ceiling. It popped, and an arrow of flaming aether shot out of its center, down toward the far corner of the room and the discarded poppet.

Fire pierced the poppet’s heart.

The Collector screamed, and his eyes widened in accusation. He pressed his hands to his chest, and he dropped to his knees.

“One of your hairs was still buried deep inside,” Stella said. “I guess Marietta did teach me something after all.”

The Collector bent his head back. His mouth opened in another scream, though this one silent.

His eyes bulged out of his head before erupting like two overfilled water balloons. Blood ran down his face, and he fell forward, like a toppled tree.

Stella’s heart lodged in her throat, and she would have thought it was done, except just at that second, the poppet exploded into bits of stuffing, buttons, and yarn.

And with it, the Collector’s body shattered like a hive that had been knocked from a rafter. He broke into thousands of pieces, and magic of all kinds, all scents, and all eras zipped and spun around the room like thousands of angry wasps.

The tornado of magic swirled, blowing Stella’s hair off her face and causing her to turn her head to protect her eyes. Ethan was doing the same. She didn’t know what Abby was doing behind her, but she hoped she was okay.

The newly released magic twisted into a spiral, then shot straight up toward the ceiling. It pierced the already compromised surface, then blew the roof right off the hospital ward.

At the explosive sound, Stella opened her eyes and tipped her head back to witness the magic of thousands of collected witches filling the night sky. It washed the blackness in aurora borealis blues, greens and purples before drifting to the ground and seeping back into the world.

The magical bindings softened and sloughed away from their bodies.

Stella fell forward. She caught herself just before her face hit the floor several feet below.

Ethan and Abby landed beside and behind her.

Ethan grabbed Stella’s arm and pulled her to her feet. Their eyes locked. The silence in the foyer was deafening, and a million conflicted thoughts rushed through Stella’s mind, though one rose to the surface.

The Collector was dead. Her father was dead. And somehow she, Ethan, and Abby had survived.

“Is it over?” she asked. “Does this mean it’s really over?”


Chapter
Thirty



“Hawk!” Abby cried out, a sob in her throat. She picked herself up off the floor and ran to where he lay on the stairs.

She lifted his shoulders and laid his head in her lap, then looked up at Stella with a pained and plaintive expression. “What do I do?”

Stella and Ethan joined her at the stairs and knelt on the floor by Hawk’s feet.

“The Collector’s magic knocked him out,” Ethan said. “Now that he’s dead, the magic will disintegrate—just like our bindings—and Hawk will come to.”

Abby bent forward and pressed her forehead to Hawk’s chest.

“It’ll be all right,” Stella said, unwilling to acknowledge another possibility: that the magic had merely thrown Hawk across the room, and it was something in the impact that had truly injured him.

“Hawk,” Abby said, shaking him. “It’s over.”

Hawk didn’t open his eyes, but to everyone’s relief, he groaned.

“Hawk!” Abby said, her eyes shining with tears. “Can you hear me? Open your eyes.”

“What happened?” Hawk asked. He kept his eyes squeezed tight.

“The Collector’s gone. He’s dead. It’s over,” Abby said.

Cool night air filled the roofless room, evaporating the sweat off Stella’s forehead and arms. It might have brought with it a sense of relief if not for the sudden movement she caught out of the corner of her eye.

She jumped to her feet and put her hands out, ready to defend. Magic crackled between her fingers. Ethan stood just as quickly beside her.

“White flag! White flag!” called a familiar male voice, and a thin figure emerged from a cupboard hidden by the wainscoting.

“Jun?” Abby asked.

Hawk slowly pushed himself up.

“The one and only,” Jun said. “What a surprise finding you three here!”

Jun stepped into a patch of moonlight, and Stella was startled to see that he looked ten years younger than when they’d summoned her mother’s specter back at Broomstix.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“Don’t you remember?” he asked with a wide smile.

“Remember what?” Abby asked.

“You know,” he said, sounding surprised that his presence in Medfield didn’t make perfect sense. “You told me the Collector abducted me from 1995 because in 2015 I would nearly capture him.”

He held out his arms at his sides to suggest, and here I am.

Stella and Ethan exchanged an incredulous look, then Ethan replied with the thought that was on both of their minds. “‘Nearly capture’ doesn’t suggest success, Jun. You took a huge risk coming here.”

Jun merely shrugged. “But not trying meant a for-sure failure, and I had some inside intel.”

“Inside intel?” Stella asked.

“A prophetic witch,” Jun said with a smug smile. “I never know whether to take them seriously, but this time it paid off.”

“By any chance was this witch named Joan?” Ethan asked.

Jun’s eyes widened. “How did you know?”

Ethan bowed his head and shook it slowly. “Well, I guess now we know why Future Jun wasn’t answering our calls. He already knew he’d be here.”

“You’re the reason the aether got so big!” Abby suddenly exclaimed. “You magnified their magic!”

Stella sucked in a breath as she realized that was exactly what had happened.

“I dodged into the cupboard when I heard people coming,” Jun said. “I almost gave myself away when I realized it was you, but then the Collector came in, and then you were talking about aether. I figured you’d need as big of a boom as you could get.”

“We couldn’t have done it without you,” Ethan said.

Hawk leaned forward and rested his forehead in the palms of his hands, and groaned again. Apparently, he’d really done a number on his head. Stella hoped he didn’t have a concussion.

The front doors to the hospital ward wrenched open on their bent hinges. Stryker, Dylan, Jade, and Izzy rushed in, then came to a lurching halt.

“You’re alive,” Jade said, sounding surprised.

“Oh, thank God,” Izzy said, and she slumped against Jade.

“We were in the middle of an epic zombie battle,” Dylan said. His eyes were still bright and alert from the fight, and his cheeks were streaked in green ooze. “Then all of a sudden, they fell dead at our feet. Every single one of them. It was like a switch had gone off.”

“The Collector’s dead,” Ethan said. “All his spells left with him.”

“Are you sure?” Jade asked, glancing up the wide staircase. “Do you think maybe we should search this place for any hangers-on?”

“I’ll go with you,” Dylan said, tightening his stubby blond ponytail. “My adrenaline’s still buzzing.”

They took off, heading up the stairs, and Izzy joined them, taking two steps at a time.

Stryker held back, and his eyes narrowed on Jun. “Why are you looking so…young?”

“Wow,” Jun deadpanned. “I hope that doesn’t mean I turn into the Crypt Keeper in my old age.”

“He’s 2015 Jun,” Abby explained.

“Uh-huh,” Stryker said, still sounding confused.

“Speaking of which,” Jun said. “I better go. Now, that I’ve helped save the future of all witchkind…” His dark eyes twinkled as if he considered the night’s exploits to be just one, big awesome adventure. “I should get back to my wife. We’ve got a new baby at home.”

“Congratulations,” Hawk said groggily, as if this were new news and he hadn’t already seen several photos of Future Jun’s three little girls.

Jun gave Hawk a chin lift, then shot another big smile at Abby. “See you in the future, Dudette! And all the rest of you, too!”

He drew the two runes in the air. The shapes sparked with fine lines of fire, and the portal opened. Jun hopped through and disappeared.

“Maybe that’s our cue to go home, too,” Ethan said. “I’ve had about enough of this place.”

“Fuck!” Hawk shouted, and he was on his feet, his eyes sharp and focused on the hospital ward’s doors.

Everyone turned to see what had his attention just as Marietta, George, Catherine, and Antoinette raced onto the crumbling porch and into the foyer. George held a shotgun angled across his chest.

“How did you get here?” Stella asked.

“Jade gave me a swatch of her Harley Quinn costume,” Marietta explained. “Just in case.”

“She wanted us to be able to time hop to Medfield,” George added, “if Catherine got any hint that you needed additional fire power.”

“Mom?” Ethan asked.

Catherine straightened her cardigan like it was no big deal. “I got a vision you needed more fire power.”

“So you came packing heat?” Ethan asked George, indicating the shotgun.

“That’s not the kind of fire power we needed,” Stella said, “but thanks.”

She resisted the urge to laugh because there wasn’t anything funny about the situation. It was just that she was so exhausted. Right now, she could probably dissolve into hysterics at the slightest provocation.

“What else were we going to bring?” Catherine asked. “My son needed help, and we couldn’t poison the Collector from afar or prophesy him to death.”

“I don’t know,” Ethan muttered. “It might’ve worked. Your prophecies certainly do my head in.”

“Guys,” Jade said from the top of the stairs, and they all turned to look. “Zombies weren’t the Collector’s only hoard.”

“What do you mean?” Stella asked, dread filling her heart.

Jade’s gaze swept across the new arrivals, and her expression turned a little self-congratulatory. “I think you all better come see.”

Stella took Ethan’s hand, and they ran up the stairs with everyone else behind them. At the top, Jade led them down a short hallway which ended at a double door. Izzy and Dylan stood like sentries on either side.

“Who’s in there?” Ethan asked.

“Not who,” Izzy said.

“Then what’s in there?” Stella asked, a million possibilities swirling through her head. Zombies? More cylindrical holding tanks with dead witches? Fire-wielding demons? The bones of dead ancestors? Bridget Bishop? Her mother’s specter?

Dylan opened the door for them, but he didn’t go in. Neither did Izzy.

“Go ahead,” Jade prompted.

Stella looked up at Ethan. His face was hard, and he pressed his lips into a thin line.

She took a deep breath and stepped into the room. Just like the foyer, it was missing its roof. Moonlight glinted off something shiny.

Stella snapped her fingers, and a flame appeared at the point of her index finger. She staggered back, and Ethan caught her by the elbow.

“What the hell?” she whispered. The room was filled with stacks and stacks of shiny yellow bricks. Hundreds if not thousands of them.

“It’s gold,” Ethan said. “Gold bars.”

“The Collector’s own private bank,” Dylan said. “Makes sense. It’s a perfect currency when you’re hopping back and forth through the centuries. Gold is gold, no matter what the year.”

“What do we do with all of this?” Stella was barely able to believe it.

She wandered deeper into the room, weaving among the gold, letting her hand slide over the stacks of cool, smooth bricks. They glinted in the mixture of moonlight and firelight, sparkling and glowing.

“What do you mean?” Jade retorted. “Stella, this will save the store. You’ve saved Mom’s legacy.”

“And not just the store,” Marietta said. “You finished what she started. You saved us all.”

“Not me,” Stella said, the words catching in her throat. “We did it together.”

“Well, duh,” Jade said. “Whoever said you had to go it alone?”

Stella sniffled, and picked up one of the gold bars. “There’s more here than I need to save the store from foreclosure. There’s more than any of us need.”

“I’m sure you’ll figure out what to do,” Jade said. “My big sister always does what’s right. Even when it’s not easy.”

Heat rose into Stella’s face, and the salty sting of tears burned her eyes. She took her sister’s hand and squeezed it tight before releasing her.

Then she reached out for Ethan.

“You’re looking at your future, Red.” He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it. “Make of it what you will.”

Love flooded Stella’s chest, making her heart squeeze. “You’re wrong.”

“What?” He lowered her hand, and his eyes filled with confusion and concern.

Stella rose up on her toes, and her lips brushed against his as she said, “I’ve been looking at my future for months, and I’ve got a centuries-old curse to thank for it.”

“Cursed descendants,” Ethan whispered.

“Hardly,” she said, and they kissed beneath the starry sky.


Epilogue


Two months later,

the Winter Solstice

“You look amazing,” Izzy said.

She adjusted the wreath of roses and hemlock she’d placed on Stella’s head—roses for their magical properties of love and spiritual connection; hemlock for its feminine energies and association with water. Ethan was a water witch, after all.

Stella studied her reflection in the gilded full-length mirror that George and Ethan had hauled up to Broomstix’s second-floor meeting room the night before.

The normally empty room was now crowded with witches, a table spread with refreshments and some of Marietta’s restorative potions, and a clothes rack with three carmine-red bridesmaid dresses.

Antoinette was already dressed and painting her nails.

Abby was sweeping her long brown hair up into a complicated arrangement, secured with millions of pins.

“Thanks, Iz,” Stella whispered as a rabble of butterflies rushed through her stomach. “It does look good.”

She slid her hands over her belly, feeling the cool slide of winter-white silk. The floor-length dress was wide-necked, elegant but mostly unembellished, accented only by a dark green velvet sash tied around her waist.

“But maybe just…” Izzy pulled down a few auburn tendrils to frame Stella’s face, then stepped back to admire her handiwork. “Hmmm. I think you need more glitter. One sec.”

Jade rushed into the room. She waved a small stack of envelopes excitedly over her head. “Who wants an early wedding present?”

“It’s not exactly early,” Marietta said, pausing in her lipstick application. “They’ll be married in less than an hour.”

“Okay,” Jade said, her eyes bright and twinkling. “Who wants a right-on-time present?”

“What is it?” Stella asked.

“You tell me,” Jade said coyly, and she handed Stella the stack of mail.

The card on top had a British stamp and the name Alastair McTavish scrawled in the top-left corner. Stella slid her finger under the seal, removed the greeting card, and read the congratulatory message.

Wishing my favorite lad and lassie all my best on this most auspicious occasion.

With undying love and gratitude,

Alastair

Stella’s heart warmed, picturing the octogenarian at his writing desk.

The next three envelopes in the stack were thank-you notes from families who’d lost people to the Collector’s demented schemes and received some of the gold as restitution. It didn’t bring their loved ones back, but at least it acknowledged what they’d suffered.

The final two envelopes bore the bank’s logo. One contained a Satisfaction of Mortgage. The other was the final statement for her business loan, showing a zero balance.

Stella’s shoulders relaxed as if the weight of the world had finally lifted.

“Good news, right?” Jade asked.

“The best,” Stella said, and she smiled.

“Okay, ladies,” Marietta said. “If you’re not already dressed, it’s time to do so.”

Izzy quickly brushed glitter make-up over Stella’s collarbones, then ran to the dress rack. So did Jade and Abby. Antoinette blew on her nails.

“Is everyone in place down there?” Stella asked, giving herself one last glance in the mirror.

“Yep,” Jade said. “Even Ethan. You know…just in case you were worried he might get cold feet and bail.”

Stella hadn’t been worried. Of all the things in her life, Ethan Mather was the most reliable. Who would’ve guessed?

“Though…” Jade said. “Someone is missing. Darren seems to have escaped his terrarium.”

Great, Stella thought, closing her eyes. If a certain red chicken hadn’t already prepared to make a scene in the middle of the ceremony, an indigo snake would find a way.

“Knock, knock,” George said, cracking the door open a couple inches. “Everyone decent?”

“Dressed and ready,” Marietta said.

George opened the door all the way, took one look at Stella, and burst into tears.

“Oh boy…” Jade said, fluffing out her curls. “Not a great start.”

“You look so beautiful, honey,” George said.

Stella laughed despite the tears pricking her own eyes. “So do you. Very handsome.”

George tugged at the bottom or his tuxedo jacket. “It doesn’t fit too badly, does it?”

“Perfect,” she said.

“Ready to do this?” he asked.

“Absolutely.”

“Wait,” Marietta said. “I need to get to my seat.”

George stepped out of the way to let his wife hustle by.

A few seconds later, a Celtic fiddle tune began to play, the music lilting up the stairs from Broomstix below.

“That’s my cue,” Antoinette said, and she strode out of the room with her head held high.

After a couple beats, Abby followed her out, then Izzy and Jade.

“Last but not least,” George offered Stella his arm and guided her out into the hallway.

At the top of the stairs, Stella’s feet stuttered to a stop. She pulled back on George’s elbow.

“Everything all right?” he asked, sounding worried.

“More than all right,” Stella said, and she squeezed George’s arm. “It’s perfect.”

Her store was dark, lit by hundreds of real candles. Their flames danced and swayed, illuminating the faces of all the guests: Marietta; Roman and his mate, Bonnie; Hawk, Stryker, and Dylan; Max and Chelsea; Goodwife Joan Wright; Jun, his wife, and three young daughters; Anne Crisp and the Sparrow twins; all five Bly siblings; and even Linda, Judith’s non-magical widow.

The guests had created a center aisle between them, and Stella’s four bridesmaids stood to the left of an archway that was decorated with roses, hemlock, and holly.

Behind it, beyond the store’s two big windows, a soft snow was falling.

Catherine Mather stood at the center of the arch. For the ceremony, she was acting as high priestess. It made the most sense that she be the officiant; she’d missed so many of Ethan’s prior big moments.

And then there was Ethan.

He waited to the right of the arch beside a very excited and very proud best man, Magnus Moseby. They both wore tuxedos; Magnus’s included a cape.

Ethan smiled up at Stella, where she stood at the top of the stairs. The moisture in his navy-blue eyes sparkled in the candlelight.

“Then let’s do this,” George said, and he led her down the stairs in time to the music.

The whole time, Ethan’s eyes never left hers, not even when George kissed her cheek or unwrapped her fingers from his elbow and placed her hand in Ethan’s.

Ethan closed his fingers around Stella’s, and their magic surged. Blue ribbons of magic unfurled from her heart and wove together with the red ribbons that swirled around Ethan’s tall, confident form.

“Mom,” Ethan said, turning slightly toward her but keeping his eyes on Stella. “Let’s begin.”

“Of course. Is there anything you’d like to say first, honey?”

Ethan cleared his throat and turned to address their friends. “To all of you, thank you for coming. To Stella…” He turned to face her. “To Stella Aldren. The first time I saw you, I was drawn to you like a magnet. I didn’t understand it then. I do now. You are the reason I’m alive. The reason I breathe. You’re the last person I want to see when the sun goes down, and the first person I want to see when it comes up. Thank you for being my love. My partner. For allowing us to become the most perfect pair.”

Stella swallowed down the lump in her throat. They hadn’t talked about vows, and she didn’t know what to say in response. The emotions were too big. They defied mere words.

But she had to try.

“The first time I saw you,” she said, her voice breaking, “I never imagined that, one day, I’d be standing right here. What I did imagine was that there was another witch in the ballroom. A witch who was stalking me. I could feel the magic. It made a knocking sound in my head. I tried so hard to keep you out. Thank you for not giving up on me.”

“Red,” he said, stroking his thumb over the wetness on her cheek. “Thank you for opening the door.”

Catherine made a small, emotional choking sound, then wrapped a strip of embroidered linen around Stella and Ethan’s joined hands.

She knotted it securely before looking up at Ethan, her eyes filled with pride. “My son in spirit—and in body—may this knot remain tied for as long as love shall endure.”

She turned to Stella. “My daughter in spirit, may the promises you’ve made to each other persevere.”

Catherine laid her hand over Stella and Ethan’s wrapped hands and finished. “Hold tight to one another. Grow in power and in strength. Grow in trust and understanding. In this joining of your hands and the creation of this knot, so are your lives now bound to one another.”

Alice clucked approvingly, and there were a few sentimental murmurings from the crowd.

Catherine leaned in, whispering to Ethan, “Honey, I think this is the part where you kiss your bride.”

Stella looked deep into Ethan’s eyes, then bit her lip and turned toward their guests.

“Red?” he asked.

“One second.” She raised her unbound hand and said, “Glacio.”

The whole crowd, including Catherine, froze in place. Some of them had their hands raised, preparing to clap. Others were turned toward each other, their lips pursed and ready to let out a celebratory whoop.

Magnus was rocked back on his heels, and he teetered there, barely balanced.

Marietta and George clung to each other with tears in their eyes.

Ethan chuckled as he took in the scene. “Was that necessary?”

“Are you going to kiss me?” Stella asked.

Ethan’s gaze swung back to her, and something in his expression turned hungry. “You better believe it.”

“Then I want some privacy.”

Ethan’s navy-blue eyes glinted. “I’ll make your spell worth the effort.”

“You better,” she said in challenge.

Ethan dipped Stella low, arching her across his arm. His full, soft, perfect lips met hers, and the physical contact caused aether to bloom between them in a magical bouquet of power that spread up to the ceiling and consumed the store.

Hundreds of candle flames shot two feet into the air, blazing like torches fueled by the aether. The heat was intense, and it could have easily gotten out of hand if Ethan hadn’t applied his water magic to the sprinkler system.

Stella’s hair and dress were instantly soaked. The water rushed over her face and into her mouth as Ethan deepened the kiss.

Between the fire and the water, she had a moment of panic for her books. But she now had the means to replace anything that got ruined, and she trusted Ethan to keep everything under control.

Besides, Stella wasn’t likely to protest when she was enjoying the hottest, not to mention wettest kiss two paired witches ever shared.

She was way too smart for that.

The End
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