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The Cupid
Conundrum

Burgundy Hart, Book
One

 



Chapter One

 


 


A break-up with her girlfriend was not how
Burgundy Jane Hart wanted to start her Saturday. Between the
teenagers loitering on the front steps of the library before she
even opened the front door and this morning’s potion gone wrong,
she was already so done with her day, and it wasn’t even nine in
the morning.

 


Her lips pulled back in a grimace that tried
to be something close to a fake smile and failed spectacularly. The
last person she wanted to somehow see the break-up text she’d just
received from her now-ex-girlfriend was approaching the circulation
desk to start her day – the nosy library assistant, Lynn. Or, as
Burgundy thought of her, Evil-Lyn, Skeletor’s token female
henchman. Except this Lynn was too short and matronly to wear a
form-fitting bodysuit and the very idea made Burgundy roll her
eyes.

 


Lynn was always eager for gossip, so before
the woman even settled in at the desk next to her, Burgundy stood,
muttered, “I forgot breakfast. I’ll only be a minute,” and fled.
She’d had hangry episodes on several occasions. In fact, she had a
reputation among the library assistants for hunger-fueled rants, so
this wouldn’t tip Lynn off to her real reason for seeking some time
to herself.

 


Though it wasn’t really time to herself
Burgundy wanted, as much as the opportunity to rant to someone who
would understand and care. The library wasn’t the place to do that
and she pushed through the front door, eager to go to the one
person she could always count on for sympathy.

 


The November breeze lifted her blue-tipped
dark brown hair, her long strides practically forcing the cold air
into her lungs. It was a short walk from Grove Street, down a small
side street, to Main Street, but cold enough that she instantly
regretted her hasty decision to leave without grabbing her coat.
Shoving open the door of the diner was somewhat satisfying, but
better still was the look on Charlotte's face. Burgundy could tell
Charlotte already knew she was in pain. They’d been friends since
preschool. No one could read Burgundy the way that Charlotte
could.

 


Sure enough, Charlotte swept that chocolate
gaze of hers down Burgundy's body and said, “Why aren't you wearing
a coat? You had one on when you came in for your morning coffee.
What’s wrong?”

 


Dang. Of course that’s the first thing she’d
notice. No doubt the townsfolk had seen her scurrying down the
street, coatless, on this forty-degree day. But she had an excuse,
one she held up for Charlotte to see.

 


The diner owner’s eyes went wide. “Oh no,”
she whispered. “Did Jenna seriously break up with you?”

 


“Yup, a minute ago and by text.” Burgundy
shook the phone in front of her friend’s face. “Can you believe
this? I give her an entire year of my life and this is what I get
in return! A stupid text message that says ‘I can’t do this
anymore.’ What the hell does that even mean? And who dumps someone
on a Saturday morning after not seeing each other for a week?”

 


“Has she been avoiding you?” Charlotte
asked.

 


“I don’t think so.” Burgundy shrugged and
glared at the phone screen, which had faded to black, along with
her mood. “I mean, we haven’t been together since a week ago
Friday, but she didn’t give any indication that she was thinking
about breaking up with me. The distance hasn’t been an issue,
either, since she comes down here all the time. I don’t know what
happened.”

 


Charlotte winced and Burgundy could feel her
trying to shift the mood, to soothe her. But she waved her friend
off. As much as she appreciated Charlotte’s attempts, it was a
waste of her power as a medicine woman.

 


“Thanks for trying, but you know I’m immune
to your effects. You can thank my witchy genes for that.”

 


“Still…” Charlotte folded her arms and
leaned over the counter. “How about a nice chocolate chip muffin?
They're fresh out of the oven, and I have a pot of coffee ready to
go. Maybe that will help you think things through and figure out
what to do next.”

 


If there was one thing Burgundy appreciated
about Charlotte, it was her willingness to indulge her addictions
to coffee and chocolate. Never mind that Burgundy was a walking
lady cliché – she owned it proudly.

 


She didn't even need to answer. Charlotte
turned away and bustled around behind the counter. Within moments,
she handed Burgundy a bag and a lidded Styrofoam cup. “It’s on the
house for my favorite witch. I mean, seriously, who breaks up with
someone by text? That’s bullshit.”

 


Hearing her mild-mannered friend curse made
Burgundy finally break into a real smile, and as amusement bubbled
up inside her chest, she leaned over to kiss Charlotte on the
cheek.

 


“You really don’t have to do that.” Despite
her polite protest, Burgundy clutched the bag and cup gratefully.
It was nice to have a friend show concern for her, to understand
the gravity of the situation. If even Charlotte, who was forgiving
to a fault, decreed that the break-up was bullshit, then it
was.

 


“We’ve been friends forever. You know you
can come to me anytime.” Charlotte's deep, brown eyes were the kind
of gaze a person could trust. It was part of her Native American
beauty. Nothing like Jenna’s pale blue eyes or platinum blonde
hair, which gave her the feel of a cold, hard diamond. No, Burgundy
could get lost in the diner owner’s eyes and never want to find her
way out.

 


Before Burgundy could fall further into her
thoughts, Charlotte looked away, ending the moment. A few blinks
restored her equilibrium and Burgundy waved with the brown paper
bag. “Thank you for the muffin and coffee. You are a paragon among
women. I’ll save the coffee to warm me up when I get back to the
library.”

 


Charlotte returned the wave and then
disappeared into the kitchen. As much as Burgundy could use a
longer gripe session, there were people waiting for their
breakfasts, regulars who didn’t need to overhear more than they
might have already heard. She turned and hurried back to the
library.

 


Today was already the worst day ever and she
didn't relish the idea of spending a miserable seven hours with
nosy Lynn. So when she walked through the front door, she asked
Lynn to cover the upstairs desk and trotted downstairs to lose
herself in the tedium of cataloging new titles. It was the one
place she could hide from the library assistant, who was sure to
remark on her sullen demeanor or prod to see if Burgundy and Jenna
had plans for the weekend.

 


Burgundy hated Lynn’s need to know
everything. She supposed it was an inherent trait because Lynn was
a cat shifter and couldn’t help herself. Lynn represented all the
worst things people thought of felines, except maybe the desire to
trip humans as many times as it took to kill them. And even that
was questionable. Regardless, Burgundy was too immersed in her own
despair to deal with her. Especially now that her weekend plans
consisted of:

 



	
Stuffing her face with food (especially ice
cream directly from the carton)



	
Watching chick flicks



	
Questioning her life choices



	
Wondering if Jenna was already hooking up
with a rebound



	
Wallowing in abject misery





 


The cataloging went slowly, especially when
the children's librarian, Sylvia, went home sick. That left
Burgundy to cover the desk downstairs, a task she didn't exactly
relish. She lacked the knack Sylvia had for dealing with children.
Not that Burgundy minded them, but she’d never gone out of her way
to be a friend to little kids. Even as a teenager, she hadn’t
babysat for extra income. As far as she was concerned, kids were
cutest at a distance and, preferably, under the supervision of
their own parents.

 


The upside of being in the children’s room
was that it kept her isolated from most of the regular patrons who
came in upstairs. Considering the fact that gossip was a favorite
pastime of not just Lynn, but many of the townsfolk, some time out
of sight wasn't such a bad thing. Especially since they’d probably
want to know why Jenna dumped her, once word got around town. And
it would definitely get around.

 


So Burgundy took what solace she could in
her work until Martha Humphries blew in looking frazzled, her mouth
twisted in a grim frown and several strands of her snow white hair
flying free of its usual braid, framing her face with delicate
wisps. “I tell you, Burgundy Jane Hart, this town is going to the
dogs,” Martha announced.

 


Burgundy couldn’t decide if the statement
was literal or figurative, so she took the pun approach.
“Especially with all the canine shifters we have here.”

 


The humor seemed lost on Martha, because the
older woman wagged a finger at her and said, “Exactly. Take Chief
Brandon, for instance.”

 


Burgundy hoped distaste didn’t show on her
face as she said, “I’d rather not take him anywhere.”

 


“Well, me neither.” Martha huffed and sat in
a child-sized chair next to her. She set her enormous tote bag on
the floor next to it. Between Martha’s adult-sized body and massive
bag next to the small chair, she looked like she’d drunk a potion
left for Alice while lost in the rabbit hole. Several things peeked
out of the bag, none of which Burgundy believed were entirely legal
or non-magickal. She knew better than to ask, though. This was the
middle of the U.S., where people were supposed speak plainly, while
pretending not to pay any mind to what their neighbors were
doing.

 


The door opened again,
this time admitting two teenagers who slouched their way past
Burgundy and up the stairs. They were the same two boys who tended
who loiter on the front steps, smoking and spitting on the
sidewalk. Burgundy toyed with the idea of casting a spell on them.
They’d look much better as toads. However, she’d promised her Aunt
Iris she wouldn’t lift a finger in spellcasting while the older
woman was away on her spiritual sabbatical. The boys might turn out
completely wrong and Iris wasn’t here to clean up another of
Burgundy’s magickal messes if instead of turning into toads, they
ended up lampposts or something equally horrific.
If Burgundy’s magick
affected them at all.

 


As soon as the boys were out of earshot,
Martha leaned toward her and continued in a conspiratorial tone.
“It’s nice to see kids coming here to read, but this town needs a
place for them to hang out.”

 


“True,” Burgundy agreed, not contradicting
Martha. The teenagers didn’t actually read there. When they
bothered to come inside, they used outlets to charge their cell
phones, poked through the DVDs, rearranged shelves, and went back
to hanging out on the front steps, even with repeated requests from
the librarians and assistants not to do any of that. Heck, even
after the director stepped in and told the kids they needed to
respect the premises, they still hadn’t stopped treating it like a
gathering place for their gang of bored adolescents. That and Lynn
were the only things that irked Burgundy about her job. Most days,
anyway.

 


Martha sucked in a breath and folded her
hands over her middle. She wasn’t a heavy woman, per se, but she
was at least six feet tall and thickly built. When Burgundy and
Charlotte were little girls, back when Martha still had rich, dark
waves of hair, they’d heard she was an Amazon warrior and looked up
to her in awe. Martha’s presence wasn’t any less imposing now that
her hair had gone white and Burgundy still admired her.

 


The memory of her childhood wonder at
realizing there was a real, live Amazon in their town made Burgundy
smile and she looked at the stack of books sitting next to her
hands, trying to determine what to say next. Burgundy knew Martha
deserved her respect.

 


“Well, like I said,” Martha said with a
pout, “I hope Chief Brandon figures out he’s barking up the wrong
tree.”

 


Burgundy couldn’t stop herself from
laughing. It belted out, louder and sharper than she intended, and
she smacked the desk. So much for respecting one’s elders.

 


“Young lady, this is a library and, besides,
it’s no laughing matter, the way he’s been sniffing around me since
yesterday.”

 


“I’m sorry, Miss Martha, but your puns
today–”

 


“They aren’t puns.”

 


“He’s a
dog shifter, though. I’m
sorry, but you’re killing me here.” Burgundy wiped tears of mirth
off her face with the tips of her fingers and shook her head
apologetically, even though she was still grinning. If one thing
could get her mind of the break-up doldrums, it was
this.

 


Martha did not seem mollified in the least.
She pushed herself up out of the chair, picked up her tote, and
glared at Burgundy. “Well, then, don’t come to me when the same
thing happens to you.”

 


Burgundy gestured at the tall woman’s
retreating back. “What – some guy hitting on me? They know better
than that by now.”

 


Martha hesitated at the bottom of the
stairs, turned, and narrowed her eyes. “Honey, after living in this
town for close to forty years, I thought the same thing, but
apparently I thought wrong.”

 


After Martha ambled up the
stairs, Burgundy pursed her lips at her own reflection in the
computer monitor. Chief Brandon coming on to Martha? Really? Even
in a tiny town like Rock Grove – Pop. 6,317, their sign proclaimed
– there were romantic options. And there was no way the chief, with
his hangdog appearance and good ol’ boy ways, would ever want
Martha. Ever.

 


Amazons represented the absolute opposite
side of the coin. They were strong, confident, and proud of their
womanhood. Chief Brandon having a thing for Martha was as unlikely
as… as…

 


Burgundy looked at her round face, framed
with the blue tips she used to think were so cool. Her wide blue
eyes swam with tears that finally fell, rolling down her soft
cheeks and along her delicate nose.

 


Chief Brandon having a thing for Martha was
as unlikely as her ever finding another girlfriend in their rural
Midwestern town. Even fleeing into the bathroom to blow her nose
and splash water on her face could not put enough distance between
her and the realization that she was doomed to be, not only a
failed witch, but also the town’s token spinster librarian.

 


Another realization washed over her, colder
than the water now dripping from her pale skin.

 


How the hell was she going to handle seeing
Jenna again? There was no avoiding her. This was, after all,
Jenna’s hometown as much as Burgundy’s. Even though Jenna lived and
worked in Omaha, her family remained here. Seeing her was as
inevitable as the sun rising. But seeing her without any prospect
of hugging, kissing, or sharing the same bed with each other? How
was she supposed to react when they encountered each other on the
street downtown?

 


That question was the one that filled her
with dread and uncertainty. If this was the way her Saturday was
starting, next week didn’t look so hot. She had to figure out how
to get through her first meaningful break-up before Jenna
inevitably showed up in Rock Grove.













Chapter Two

 


Other than Charlotte’s commiseration and
sweet offerings, and Martha’s accidental humor, the remainder of
Burgundy’s day fell into two categories: bad and worse. Every time
her phone beeped with a notification, she reached for it, hoping it
was Jenna apologizing and offering to meet to work things out. When
it wasn’t, she’d try to resume her work, only to have her mind
drift to memories of their relationship.

 


Like their first October together, when
they’d gone to the pumpkin patch and corn maze. Or their first
Solstice, when snowfall dusted the entire town until Rock Grove
looked like a picture-perfect snow globe scene, pristine flakes and
bits of ice sparkling in the night. That night, she and Jenna had
curled up in front of the Yule tree, snuggling and giggling like
kids until Aunt Iris shooed them away. In the morning, they’d woken
to find several gifts under the tree.

 


In the blissful throes of new love, Burgundy
had given Jenna an expensive charm bracelet, engraved with both
their names and the day they’d had their first date. Now the
bracelet would be meaningless and thinking about it depressed
her.

 


Each book moved from the in-processing stack
to completion evoked other reminders of her relationship, until
Burgundy could only stare at the clock and wait for it to hit
closing time. As soon as she’d locked the doors behind her and said
good night to Lynn and the other assistant, Burgundy fled down the
steps and to her car. She jammed the key into the ignition and was
grateful she’d left the radio on too loud that morning.

 


Classic rock music blasted her, drowning out
her thoughts. This was a night for self-pity, as per her mental
list of break-up tasks, so she drove straight to the one Chinese
food place in town – a place that actually served an array of Asian
foods, from Happy Family to teriyaki to bulgogi – ordered dinner,
and then hit up the Dairy Queen for a Blizzard. It wasn’t exactly
the best time of year for ice cream, but screw it, she decided.
Break-ups called for break-up food.

 


Burgundy navigated the two lane U.S. highway
that brought her to her home on the outskirts of town and then
turned onto a gravel road. There seemed to be more
county-maintained gravel roads than state-run paved roads, but that
suited her fine. The entire county west of Rock Grove remained
ninety-nine percent agricultural. She worked in the one percent
where the majority of the county’s residential, commercial, and
industrial land use took place. And even that was small compared to
the rest of the state.

 


Rock Grove had been her home-sweet-home
since childhood and Burgundy was happy to stay there, for things
never to change. Small town though it may be, the place was special
for a number of reasons.

 


The front porch light was already on, the
bulb emanating a soft, yellow glow to combat the coming darkness.
In another month, it would be completely dark by the time Burgundy
got home from the library.

 


When winter did come, the house itself would
look as pretty as a picture, the Victorian architecture covered in
snow while light shined out from every window. Burgundy liked that
the house was eccentric and completely out of place among the
farm-style houses in Rock Grove. But her grandparents, who’d built
it sometime in the mid-1800s after leaving New England, had been
among the first settlers and could do anything they damn well
pleased.

 


Thinking of the coming
months sobered her. She loved winter, but the thought of facing it
alone and single sucked. As soon as she set her food down in the kitchen, she took
the lid off the Blizzard and shoved a spoonful of the soft-serve
candy-filled ice cream into her mouth.

 


“You can’t be serious,” came a
cultured-sounding male voice from the living room. “Darling, I saw
this break-up coming a mile away. That isn’t the way to deal with
things, though, you know.”

 


“Shut up, Arthur,” Burgundy answered.
Technically, it came out sounding more like “Shuddup, Awfur,” since
her mouth was full of ice cream. But all that mattered was getting
her point across.

 


The sinuous, shadowy figure unfurled itself
in front of the fireplace, which already had a warm blaze dancing
in it. Burgundy kept the Blizzard clutched in one hand and used her
free one to pick up the bag of Chinese food. She brought it into
the living room and set it on the coffee table. Arthur’s nostrils
flared and Burgundy knew he’d picked up the scent.

 


“So this is what girls do when they’re all
sad and pathetic. Interesting.” Arthur slinked toward her, his
serpentine form shining in the firelight. Those iridescent rainbow
scales were always a sight to behold and Burgundy admired the way
they shimmered before turning to take the boxes of hot food out of
the plastic bag. It would be a long time before she merited her own
familiar, especially one as noble as a firedrake. For now, she was
used to Arthur’s constant presence, even if some of what he said
rankled.

 


“You’ve lived with my aunt long enough to
know how women behave.”

 


“Yes, and never in all my years as her
familiar did I see her behave in such an undignified manner.”

 


Burgundy opened the lid to the broccoli beef
and shoved it beneath the firedrake’s delicate snout. “Whatever.
Maybe she never got dumped. Anyway, this is for you, my little
draconic friend, while Aunt Iris is off on her adventure. Be extra
nice to me in my time of need and there’s more where that came
from.”

 


Arthur nosed at the food and then flicked it
with his long, forked tongue. Without inspecting it further, he
swallowed one piece of meat whole. Satisfied that dinner passed
muster, Burgundy went back to her treat.

 


“Really, aren’t you putting the cart before
the horse?” Arthur asked.

 


“What – ice cream before dinner? I can
reheat the rice and crab rangoons. I can’t fix melty ice
cream.”

 


The sigh Arthur let out was deep and
long-suffering. “Then why buy it in the first place?”

 


“You know why.” Burgundy wasn’t about to
play this game with Arthur. The firedrake wasn’t exactly all-seeing
and all-knowing, but he still knew things. That was part of being
her aunt’s familiar – finding out stuff before Iris did. As a
firedrake, Arthur could travel between the worlds or invisibly in
theirs. Burgundy was pretty sure he sneaked a peek on her at the
library at least a couple of times a day. After all, before leaving
for her sabbatical, Aunt Iris had ordered him to watch over
Burgundy.

 


Arthur grumped about it, but unless he had
some kind of snazzy other life elsewhere, he really didn’t have
much else to do. Not that anyone needed watching over in the town
of Rock Grove, the most uneventful place on earth, but Burgundy was
still just a baby witch, even at twenty-six. It might be years
before her talents manifested in full. For now, she was still her
aunt’s responsibility. Especially since her parents…

 


“Ugh.” Burgundy set the ice cream container
down on the coffee table, reached up, and scrubbed her hands over
her face.

 


Now that she was home, the quiet pressed in
on her from all sides. A reminder that the only person she’d be
sharing her night with was, in fact, not a person, but a miniature
dragon. Then there was the fact that after finally opening herself
up to a real relationship, the person she thought she loved turned
around and dropped her like a hot potato. Jenna knew her past, knew
how difficult it was for Burgundy to trust anyone.

 


Even Arthur looked her up and down, then
stated knowingly, “Ah yes, your abandonment issues rear their ugly
head. Really, Jenna should have thought this through better, but I
told you a year ago she wasn’t the woman for you.”

 


“What?” Burgundy squawked, sitting upright
and staring at the tiny dragon. “You so did not.”

 


“I most certainly did. Remember when she
came down here for the five-year high school reunion? She acted
like a complete twat to anyone who dared talk to her.” Arthur’s
British accent was only more pronounced, the more agitated he
became. Now he raised his head, arching his neck so he could look
down his snout at Burgundy. “That one was always been too big for
her britches and it only got worse once she went off to the city.
It’s the ones who leave a nice, secure small town like Rock Grove
that you can’t trust, mark my words.”

 


Burgundy made a sound that was a cross
between a scoff and a hiss, and jabbed her spoon back into what
remained of the Blizzard. She didn’t need Arthur’s tough love style
of compassion right now. Vilifying Jenna didn’t make her feel any
better.

 


“What about the time she called you – what
was it – Blueberry Head?”

 


“Dude, that was, like, fifth grade. And she
didn’t realize I can’t do anything about it.” Burgundy reached up
and fingered the strands of blue that edged her dark hair, the
colors completely at odds with her name. Obviously, her parents
hadn’t named her for the strange hair color she’d been born with.
They’d saddled her with something weird for shits and giggles, as
far as Burgundy was concerned. Left her with a shitty name and then
left her altogether. But that was over twenty-five years ago, now.
She was kinda-sorta over it. Mostly.

 


Arthur made a sound of disbelief and
returned to his broccoli beef. “Elementary ridiculousness aside,”
he said before taking another bite, “Jenna was never the woman for
you. You deserve better. I say it’s no great loss.”

 


Again, Burgundy disagreed with the
creature’s assessment. In a tiny town like Rock Grove, being gay
meant the end of any relationship was a substantial loss. Even
though it was a supernatural community, it wasn’t exactly
progressive. Burgundy couldn’t go to the local lesbian night club
to meet someone new, because that kind of place didn’t exist here.
If she wanted that kind of love, she needed to drive more than an
hour to find it in the big city. Ever since her adolescent
realization that she was definitely attracted to women, she’d spent
far too much time pondering the impact of it on her love life. Her
odds of finding love within Rock Grove were low and, yeesh, it
bummed her out.

 


“There’s always partying in the city,”
Arthur continued, canting his head to one side, “but then you’d end
up with another Jenna type.”

 


Burgundy didn’t have to ask what he meant by
that, because it could go one of two ways. It could mean a
small-town girl with big city aspirations… or another succubus.

 


“Well, having a succubus as a girlfriend
isn’t a consideration, since I’m immune to most supernatural
beings’ effects.” Burgundy shrugged and finished off the last of
her Blizzard. The chill it left tingling through her body was a
welcome distraction from her sadness. “As for being all mopey, deal
with it. Jenna and I were together for a year, which means it’s
going to take me at least six months to get over her.”

 


“You’re kidding. Burgundy, child, you know
there’s no mathematical equation for heartbreak. It will last as
long as it lasts. Do me a favor and warn me before indulging in any
more of this irrational break-up behavior. I might want to find an
alternative plane of existence to vacation on for a little
while.”

 


“Hey.” Burgundy lifted her index finger and
poked Arthur in the snout. “What’d I say? Be nice to me or the beef
broccoli gets it.”

 


Arthur reared back. “I am not one of your
silly female friends. Don’t do that.”

 


“What? This?” Burgundy continued to prod at
him, while the firedrake ducked and weaved in an attempt to avoid
her poking finger.

 


He finally retreated to the fireplace,
dragging the container of food with him. The way he curled
protectively around it made Burgundy smile. Arthur had tried to
make her feel better in his own, non-humanoid way and she
appreciated his efforts. She pushed herself to her feet and brought
the rest of the food in the kitchen to reheat.

 


As the carton of crab rangoon spun on the
turntable inside the microwave, Burgundy gripped the edge of the
counter and whispered, “It didn’t matter anyway. But if someone
like Martha can get love, what chance do I have?”

 


When she finally walked into her bedroom,
she paused. It smelled like memories, like love, like that damn
D&G Light Blue perfume Jenna wore all the time. Surely, the
scent couldn’t be an inherent part of room, even after a year.

 


Burgundy went to her dresser and opened
every drawer. Her own clothes were neatly folded within, but there
was nothing out of place. Heart beating rapidly, she turned to the
closet and threw open the double doors.

 


The smell was stronger here and now she
could see the reason.

 


Jenna’s spring jacket still hung in there, a
vintage corduroy piece she’d snagged once on a shopping excursion
in the city. Now Burgundy remembered how it got there. The Friday
before last, Jenna had arrived on her doorstep, carrying a box of
cupcakes. It’d been a nice day, still warm for November. No need
for a winter coat, so Jenna stood there in her stylish jacket and
lifted the box up for Burgundy to see the frosted goodies
inside.

 


“To celebrate all the leaves changing,
because fall is the best season,” Jenna had told her as she walked
through the door.

 


What happened after that to shut their
relationship down entirely, Burgundy didn’t know. There’d been no
sign of the break-up to come. Just two young women, a box of
cupcakes, and the perfume that Burgundy had been conditioned to
take as a sign that all was well with the world.

 


There was no swallowing her tears or the
misery that crowded her insides. She wanted to tell herself that
she’d get over Jenna, that she’d walk into town on Monday with her
head held high and handle any interaction with her ex-girlfriend
maturely. Right now, though, she curled up on her bed and
cried.













Chapter Three






Sunday was one of her days off, which meant
far too much time wallowing in post-break-up misery. Burgundy did
everything she could to forget that text. That included shoving
every last reminder of hers and Jenna's relationship, from the
perfumed jacket to the random bobby pins Jenna had lost in each
room, into a cardboard box, and hiding it at the back of her
closet. It turned out to segue into the perfect time and place to
line up her shoes, but that was small consolation when she thought
about going to this year's Rock Grove Winter Concert all alone.

 


An email from her aunt arrived, complete
with a photo attached and a “Having fun, wish you were here!”
closing. In it, her aunt looked relaxed and happy in a lounge chair
on the sand, a long stretch of turquoise water in the upper
right-hand corner of the photo. It looked like paradise. Then
again, anywhere but Rock Grove would feel like paradise at the
moment.

 


Tears pricked at Burgundy’s eyes as she read
it. “Wish I was there, too,” she muttered.

 


It certainly wasn't like there was nothing
to keep her busy at home. With her aunt gone for the winter,
Burgundy had to take care of Arthur, water the plants, and handle
any customers who might stop by for a ready-made potion or DIY
spell kit. Maybe someday, Burgundy would join her aunt as a
purveyor of witchy remedies, but right now the town only needed
one. Besides, her skills were nowhere near up to par.

 


It wasn’t that Burgundy couldn’t do what was
expected of a witch. She could accomplish certain magickal tricks,
like having the milk pour itself onto her cereal or telling her
spoon to stir her cup of coffee. But, at her age, she should have
been able to perform far more advanced magick, like spells to
change the weather, protect property, or bind a person from doing
harm.

 


Instead, she handled the basic housework her
aunt needed done. It kept her useful and involved in witchcraft,
without causing any lasting harm. Unlike her sometimes explosive
attempts to make potions…

 


Even when she was done with her usual
housework, Burgundy hadn't managed to push any of her sadness
aside. The only reason she’d even bothered to get dressed was in
case someone came to the house to buy something from her aunt’s
magickal stash. With her small household accomplishments behind
her, all she could think about was how much fun she’d had with
Jenna for the past year.

 


“So much for having someone to share the
holidays with,” Burgundy grumbled, flopping down on her bed.

 


“Holidays are overrated.”

 


She blinked up at the ceiling and narrowed
her eyes at Arthur, who lay draped over the rafters, sunning
himself. The circular window under the peak of the roof faced the
south side. It bathed Burgundy’s room is warm, golden light
year-round. She found the firedrake in there more often than not,
even though his main task was doing whatever Aunt Iris needed.

 


“Maybe for you, but I hate the idea of
eating alone for Thanksgiving, not to mention Solstice. Iris isn’t
supposed to be back until right before the New Year. It’s going to
be boring and lonely.”

 


“So?” Arthur stretched, closing his eyes in
a feline manner as he extended his foreclaws before relaxing
against the wooden beams again. “You could always have Charlotte
over for Thanksgiving dinner.”

 


Burgundy scoffed. “Right. Why don’t I invite
the town medicine woman over to celebrate an insensitive and
culturally divisive holiday?”

 


“The way you and Iris approach it is nothing
like that. I’m sure Charlotte would be happy to join you for turkey
and stuffing and pie.”

 


It wasn’t a bad idea, except for the fact
that Burgundy didn’t really know how to cook. Add that to her list
of personal failures, and what a rapidly growing list it was!
Cooking remained Charlotte’s area of expertise, whereas Burgundy
and her aunt were content with microwave meals and ordering out
nearly every night.

 


“Fine.” The tip of Arthur’s tongue poked out
and flickered a bit, as if tasting the sunlight, then retracted.
“Eat more Chinese food all alone. Watch a movie. Be a sad
girl.”

 


Each word out of the firedrake’s mouth was
infuriatingly close to the truth to which Burgundy had resigned
herself. “Hey, break-ups mean sad girl time, all the time. Get on
my level. Besides, the Chinese place is convenient and open on
holidays,” she said defensively, “and streaming makes it easy to
watch anything, even stuff you’ll like.”

 


Arthur wagged the tip of his tail from side
to side, but didn’t respond. His eyes slitted and then closed
entirely, while his head rested atop his crossed forelegs. With a
sound of disgust, Burgundy pushed herself off her bed and
approached the door.

 


“By the way,” Arthur said as her hand
reached for the doorknob, “you’ve got a customer waiting.”

 


Burgundy spun to look at him as the doorbell
rang, cutting through the silence. All she could do was stare at
Arthur in open-mouthed wonder, but then another and then another
chiming of the doorbell spurred her into action. “Jeez, I’m
coming,” she muttered under her breath, her feet clattering down
the steps. The doorbell wouldn’t stop, so she finally yelled, “Just
a minute!”

 


When she reached the door and yanked it
open, she saw Cass Troy on her doorstep. The slightly taller woman
tossed her cascade of flaming red hair over her shoulder and said,
“I knew you wouldn’t want to see anyone today, but you wouldn’t
have come down if I didn’t keep ringing the bell.”

 


Letting her arms drop, Burgundy rolled her
eyes, taking in the clear blue sky. Despite the nip in the air, it
was a beautiful day, the earthy-sweet scent of fall leaves still
lingering.

 


“What can I do for you, Cass?” Burgundy
asked, lowering her gaze back to the redhead. She couldn’t remember
ever seeing Cass visit her home, though she knew the soothsayer and
Aunt Iris had a weekly coffee date with some of the other women in
town. Iris called it the Luscious Crone Coffee Klatch. Burgundy
tried not to cringe whenever her aunt mentioned it.

 


Not that Iris and her fellow ladies didn’t
deserve respect – they were, after all, the wise women of the town.
All of them had earned their stripes one way or another, however
their paranormal path dictated. But Burgundy detested two things
above all else. The first was alliteration, especially in book
titles. The second was seeing a group of middle-aged women dub
themselves with a silly name in an attempt to be hip.

 


“May I come in?” Cass’s features remained
serene, but the tone in her voice conveyed impatience. Burgundy
stepped aside, realizing she was being a bit rude to her guest.
Though unexpected, that was no excuse for making Cass wait out in
the cold.

 


“I’m so sorry. Please do come in, but you
know Aunt Iris is on sabbatical for the rest of the year.” Burgundy
stepped aside for Cass to pass her, and then closed the door. “She
does it every thirteen years, the day after Samhain. Something
about connecting with the moon while the veil is thin.”

 


After receiving the beach
photo, Burgundy thought it looked like her aunt was spending more
time connecting with piña
coladas. But she didn’t judge.

 


“I know.” Cass turned and looked at her.
Somehow she managed to sound both bored and annoyed, even though
her expression didn’t change. “I’ve known your aunt since before
she came into this world. No need to explain. What I’m here for is
an anti-love potion, please.”

 


Potions weren’t Burgundy’s forte. Not in the
least. Her aunt had advised her to stick to the standard array of
“parlor trick” bits while she was gone. A glance at the shelves in
the stillroom behind the kitchen didn’t give her much confidence,
either. Naturally, Iris had prepared several basic potions and
spell kits for her time away. An anti-love potion, however, was
anything but standard.

 


This time, Cass did looked annoyed, her brow
furrowing slightly as she said, “I told her to make one.”

 


“You… told Aunt Iris…”

 


“Yes.” Cass let out an exasperated breath.
“When we discussed her sabbatical at our last klatch, I told her to
have a batch of anti-love potions on hands. She knows better than
to doubt me.”

 


All kinds of inappropriate responses flitted
to mind and Burgundy had to bite her lip to stop them. As much as
she wanted to blurt out something about the situation being
“complex,” she swallowed her Jungian humor and went into the
stillroom. The space where her aunt made and stored her potions
beckoned with its patchouli-scented air and constant tingle of
magick.

 


Whether or not Iris actually listened to
Cass’s predictions, Burgundy didn’t know. Cassandra had a
reputation around town for being a complete shyster. People
complained that her crystal ball and tarot readings were
inaccurate. Yet they still went to her because when Cass did have a
true prediction, it almost always turned out to be pretty darn
major. After several occasions of doubting her dire warnings, only
to suffer as a result, the townsfolk finally had a policy of
listening to everything she had to say. Well, almost
everything.

 


Burgundy figured a lifelong resident of Rock
Grove, like her aunt, would also heed Cass’s words. “So why…”
Burgundy scanned the shelves, moving the bottles in front to see
the ones in the back. “Why a love potion?” Groans punctuated her
words as she reached as far back as she could, still not finding
what she wanted.

 


“Anti-love potion,” Cass bit out.
“And it’s to stop that police officer from sniffing around my
skirts.”

 


“Which one? Don’t tell me
Chief Brandon is after two of Rock Grove’s most venerable ladies.”
The idea that both Martha and
Cass were attracting romantic attention rubbed
salt into her still-fresh wound. Burgundy shoved thoughts of Jenna
aside, gave up on the shelves, and crouched to rifle through the
cabinets beneath the counter tops where her aunt mixed her
concoctions.

 


“Officer Al.”

 


Burgundy peered around the open doors of the
cabinet. “Al? Young guy Al?” When Cass nodded, Burgundy sputtered,
“But he’s so young! Like, twenty-one or something, isn’t he? You’re
old enough to be his mother. That’s gross!”

 


“Well, thank you very much for your
assessment that a woman of my years can’t possibly be attractive to
a man more than half my age.” Cass sounded so miffed, Burgundy
cringed as regret sliced through her.

 


“I’m sorry. But, I mean, if you’re so happy
that he has a thing for you, why do you want the anti-love
potion?”

 


This time, Cass actually
stomped her foot against the weathered floorboards and tossed her
abundant red hair. “Because I don’t want him to love me. It’s not meant
to be and I would greatly appreciate it if you found the potion,
Burgundy. Today, please. I have important matters to take care of
and these shenanigans have cost me dear time. I paid your aunt for
the potion before she left, so there’s no reason for it not to be
here.”

 


Burgundy closed her eyes, muttered, “Please,
let there be an anti-love potion in here,” and then felt a small
bottle slide into her fingers. She withdrew it from the cabinet and
scrutinized the label. In her aunt’s tiny handwriting were the
words “Because Cass said so.”

 


It had to be the right one, because nothing
else was labeled as an anti-love potion. Burgundy rose to her feet
and offered the bottle to Cass, whose nose wrinkled a bit as she
looked at it. “Now to get it into his lunch somehow.”

 


Burgundy couldn’t help but smile. “Yeah, I
can imagine slipping a strange substance into a police officer’s
food without him or anyone else noticing would be tricky business.
Good luck with that.”

 


Cass looked up at her and, once again, her
brows drew together. “Luck? There’s no such thing, Burgundy, but
let me tell you this – only one person can fix this problem, so get
to work.”

 


“What problem?” Burgundy asked.

 


“I need to go. Otherwise, that boy is going
to chase me around the whole town. He’s probably out there looking
for me right now.” Cass waved her off and walked out the door, long
dress swaying with her movements.

 


Burgundy released a sigh and leaned back
against the stillroom wall. “What was that all about?” she
muttered.

 


“Who knows?” Arthur appeared curled up on
the counter and opened his maw in a huge yawn. “Really, though,
she’s never been wrong.”

 


“Excuse me? What about the time she told the
Stevensons they were having a boy?”

 


“They did have one,
after the pregnancy they
were asking about.”

 


Flailing her hand toward the doorway,
Burgundy said, “That is not legit fortune-telling. You can’t bank
the fortune for later and then say, ‘Oh, it came true.’ That’s not
how it works.”

 


Still, something niggled at the back of her
mind – something oddly unrelenting. She couldn’t put her finger on
it, so she turned and straightened out the shelves above the
counter, while Arthur lounged. Burgundy wondered if it was nice to
be a firedrake. They could go anywhere they chose, teleporting at
will. The wings seemed purely decorative, considering Arthur’s
extraordinary powers.

 


She stopped and also straightened the
potions in the cabinet below the counter, hesitating when she heard
the home phone ring. “Iris has been gone for only a couple of weeks
and it looks like people have forgotten she’s not here to fix their
problems.” Burgundy straightened, dusted herself off, and crossed
into the kitchen to answer the phone.

 


“Yeah, I know Iris isn’t around,” Martha
said in response to her greeting, “but I need an anti-love potion,
if you have one.”

 


“What?” Burgundy turned and leaned against
the wall, the phone cord coiling around her upper body. They had to
be the only people in town who still maintained a corded landline.
Iris claimed she would never go without one, not since the 1993
tornado that had knocked out power for days. Burgundy thought she
needed to let go of the old and embrace the new.

 


“You heard me. Do I need
to come over there and knock some sense into you?” The Amazon
sounded huffy again and Burgundy didn’t doubt that she would, indeed, carry out
her threat.

 


“Sorry, but you’re not the first person to
ask for one today.” Burgundy’s heartbeat picked up a little
bit.

 


The other day when Martha complained about
Chief Brandon, she thought his attraction to her might be a figment
of the older woman’s imagination. Clearly, something was going on
with the chief and his officers. It seemed odd that two women were
complaining about needing to fend off their romantic advances,
especially two happily single, middle-aged women. Never once had
Martha lamented her lack of a partner and Burgundy was pretty sure
Cass didn’t care for men, either. Her Aunt Iris was a different
story. That woman went through men like…

 


Martha’s voice was calling her name, tinny
and distant-sounding, and Burgundy dragged her mind back to the
present. “Sorry,” she said. “Could you hold on while I check my
aunt’s supplies? This isn’t the kind of thing she normally keeps on
hand.”

 


“Yes, I’ll wait.” Martha didn’t sound happy
about it, but Burgundy gently set the receiver down on the kitchen
table and returned to the stillroom.

 


She folded her arms and glared at Arthur,
who was still snoozing on the counter top. “Did Aunt Iris make any
anti-love potions recently?”

 


“Just one that I recall. She doesn’t usually
keep them around.” He let out another yawn, this one followed by a
poof of flame.

 


Burgundy waved away the burning scent that
accompanied it and said, “Yeah, that’s what I told Martha, but she
says she needs one. First Cass, then her. What’s going on?”

 


Arthur let out a smoky-sounding chuckle.
“What did you say about the rest of the year being boring?”













Chapter Four

 


Burgundy blinked at the
text message, her heart sinking into her belly. She rubbed at her
eyes to dislodge bits of sleep debris and looked at her phone a
second time. Oh yeah, the message was still there and it hadn’t
changed. If only her day had a rewind button, because the new text
from Jenna brought one word to mind, the same one Charlotte had
used to pronounce judgment on the way the relationship had
ended. Bullshit.

 


The I’m sorry looked so innocent in its
chat bubble, but when coupled with the I
can’t do this anymore above it, it was an
exponential expansion of the bullshit. Even Charlotte would be
hard-pressed to find a way to describe this development in just one
word, but Burgundy decided she should have a chance to
try.

 


When Burgundy arrived at the diner, she had
muttered that one word so many times, it no longer sounded real to
her. “Bullshit, bullshit, bullshit.” It’d turned into a muddled
mess of nonsensical syllables. She sat on one of the stools at the
counter and smiled when Charlotte waved at her. As soon as the
owner was done serving coffee to the grizzled old regulars – men
who’d sat at the same table for going on fifty years – she brought
the pot to Burgundy.

 


She pulled a coffee cup from below the
counter on the other side and set it down with a skillful flip.
“Please tell me your Monday is better than your Saturday was,”
Charlotte said, filling the cup with coffee. “I was worried about
you when you didn't show for movie night.”

 


“Oh, crap.” Burgundy smacked herself in the
forehead. She’d forgotten Rock Grove’s weekly Saturday night movie
at the old theater. “I plead temporary insanity and an
unwillingness to interact with any living, breathing creature.”

 


“Except Arthur.” Charlotte set a plastic
container of sweetener packets and a tiny metal pitcher of cream on
the counter top.

 


Burgundy selected three packets of real
sugar and shook her head. “Arthur doesn’t count. There’s no
avoiding him since he lives with me.”

 


Chuckling, Charlotte
propped her hand on her hip and gave a one-shouldered shrug. After
a moment, she sobered and her soft gaze met Burgundy’s. “I really
was worried about you. You never miss movie night. This one was
especially crazy. Glen showed The Pod
People and the Calhoun brothers went full
Tom Servo on it.”

 


“Oh no. What is Glen
trying to do – turn every movie night into our own personal
MST3K?” Burgundy
grimaced, because while the idea was certainly entertaining, not
everyone in town appreciated snark the way she did. Between her and
the Calhoun Brothers, none of the townsfolk escaped
unscathed.

 


“Well, a lot of the old-timers don’t bother
with movie nights anymore, so Glen is trying to keep a young crowd
interested. Trust me, it was lively. But, since you weren’t there…”
Charlotte pressed her lips together and blinked a few times.
Burgundy thought she saw tears shining in her friend’s eyes, but
then Charlotte whispered, “I know what you’re going through sucks.
Do you need anything?”

 


Too many responses rose to Burgundy’s lips,
especially when she thought about the hugs and cuddles she was no
longer sharing with another person, and had no hope of sharing ever
again. Hugging a friend just wasn’t the same. But with none of her
instinctual answers appropriate to say out loud in public, she
settled on a mournful shake of her head and a half-smile. “Nah, I’m
fine. I guess love isn’t on my side.”

 


Charlotte’s hand lifted and then rested atop
hers. The diner owner’s palm was warm and smooth, her touch
comforting. “I’m sure it is,” she offered. “The right woman is out
there waiting for you. Trust me.”

 


In that brief moment, Burgundy forgot she
was heartbroken, forgot there would be no Jenna for Thanksgiving or
Solstice or New Year’s, forgot the delicious, life-affirming scent
of the coffee in front of her. The entire world consisted only of
Charlotte’s gentle touch and her reassurance. It was everything a
best friend could offer and Burgundy wondered, briefly, if it could
be more.

 


“Hey, Char!” someone shouted, dragging
Burgundy’s thoughts back to the diner. “How about you stop talkin’
to your girlfriend and get some coffee up in here!”

 


“Sure thing, Chief Brandon.” Charlotte
rolled her eyes and picked up the pot of coffee. “At least he’s all
bark and no bite,” she joked, before turning away to respond to the
chief’s request.

 


“All bark and…” Burgundy watched her
friend’s progress toward a table near the back. “No puns.”

 


She pushed away from the counter, despite
the allure of the hot coffee in her cup, and followed the sound of
low laughter. The chief and three of his five officers were at a
table, plates piled high with food in front of each of them.
Burgundy folded her arms and glanced from the chief to Al, and then
back again. The men finally looked up at her, balking a bit.

 


“Well, howdy, Miss Hart,” Chief Brandon
said, sniffing loudly. His long face, sad eyes, and perpetually
downturned mouth reminded Burgundy a lot of the bloodhound he could
shift into. He was an effective police chief when it came to
resolving cases, but certainly no woman’s dream man. Even if Martha
were young enough to want a temporary mate, as the Amazons took
them from time to time, she would choose someone worthy of her
warrior status. There were little old ladies in town far more
daunting than Chief Brandon.

 


“Heya,” Burgundy answered, trying to figure
out how to formulate her questions. But before she could ask
anything, the chief saved her the trouble.

 


“You’re in good with Martha Humphries,
right?”

 


“Martha… I suppose. I mean, she comes to the
library almost every day that it’s open.”

 


The chief nodded vigorously and gestured for
her to continue. Burgundy wracked her mind for something to say.
What was there to add, though? Privacy laws prevented her from
discussing Martha’s reading habits and she doubted the woman would
appreciate her feeding any information to Brandon, if he was
sniffing around her with hopes of romance.

 


When Burgundy continued to stand there and
bite at her lip, the chief finally said, “Oh, for goodness sake,
has the woman said anything about me?”

 


“What? No!”

 


“Nothing?”

 


Burgundy glared at the chief. This really
was too much. She didn’t need an anti-love potion to put a stop to
it. Just some good old-fashioned common sense. “You’re not in
fourth grade. You’re a grown man. Have some dignity and ask her
yourself.”

 


“Well, see, I did that.” The chief turned in
his chair and leaned his upper body toward hers. The angle almost
put them eye-to-eye, considering how tall and lanky he was, but
Burgundy maintained her distance. Whatever had Martha and Cass
reaching out to her for anti-love potions, she wanted to avoid it
at all costs. “But she keeps telling me to back off, to leave her
alone.”

 


“Of course she does, because she’s an Amazon
woman,” Burgundy reasoned. “You know that their culture lives
without men unless necessary for, uh, reproduction.” It wasn’t a
word she ever wanted to use in any sort of context around the
chief, let alone any of the Rock Grove police. But it was more
clinical than “sex” and less cringy than her personal favorite,
“schtoinking.” She owed Martha a dignified defense.

 


The chief opened his mouth to speak again,
but Al interrupted with, “What about Miss Cass? She won’t talk to
me, either.”

 


“Boys, I’m curious.” Burgundy held up her
hand and narrowed her eyes. “Why the sudden interest in Martha and
Cassandra?”

 


Now both the chief and Al were talking,
their words weaving up and down, intersecting, and then jostling
for attention. But the look in their eyes and the tones in their
voices made one thing clear: They had it bad. Burgundy glanced over
at the counter, where Charlotte stood staring at all of them, a
bewildered look on her pretty face.

 


“Okay, I get it. I get it!” Burgundy had to
shout to be heard over the men, but at least it silenced them. “So,
what I’m hearing is you each woke up one morning, went to work, saw
the ladies here in town, and were instantly smitten.”

 


Both men answered with a chorus of “yups”
that rose and fell, until Burgundy raised her hand for quiet
again.

 


“That doesn’t make any sense,” she pointed
out. “You’ve both lived here all your lives, Martha and Cass have
lived here nearly all their lives, yet only now you’re realizing
you love them? Brandon, for decades, you’ve billed Martha as a
man-hater. And Al, Cass is twice your age.” She refrained from
pointing out that Cass was actually closer to almost two hundred
times his age. It wasn’t polite to discuss a lady’s age, regardless
of the scenario.

 


“So?” the police officers said
simultaneously. And then the chatter began anew, both of them
inquiring after the women and asking if Burgundy could possibly
help them get dates. It was ridiculous, as far as Burgundy was
concerned. She turned, rather than dignify them with a response,
and slouched back to her stool at the counter, aware of Charlotte’s
gaze on her the entire time.

 


“I give up,” Charlotte said as she poured a
fresh cup of coffee for Burgundy and took the old one. “What was
that all about?”

 


Burgundy frowned. That was her question,
too, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to ask it. She added sugar and
cream to the fresh cup, and told the spoon to stir so she wouldn’t
have to. Letting a long breath out through her nose, she tried to
make sense of the events of the past two days.

 


“I’m not entirely sure, but it seems like
the chief and one of his officers have crushes on Martha and
Cass.”

 


“What?” Charlotte drew out the word as she
turned to glance over her shoulder at the police officers, who had
settled back down to a normal level of conversation. “You’re
kidding. I mean, they’re wonderful women, but those guys should
know better.”

 


“That’s what I said, which is why I’m at a
loss.”

 


“It sounds to me like you need to stop
thinking so hard about this, enjoy the best omelet you ever had,
and then just take care of you. After all, it’s not your problem.
You’ve got your own issues to deal with, so don’t even put another
ounce of energy into thinking about them. I’m going to place an
order for you, okay?”

 


Burgundy wanted to give Charlotte a hug, but
she settled for nodding and smiling at her. Her friend was
absolutely right. Whatever other people were dealing with wasn’t
her problem. Even if they came looking for potions or spell kits,
it wasn’t up to Burgundy to get involved. She was supposed to sell
them the item and shut the door. That’d always been her aunt’s
rule. Any consequences were on the buyer, not her or her aunt.

 


The clock ticking on the wall above the door
showed that she had only a half-hour to enjoy her food, before she
had to open the library. Each tick grated on her nerves, though,
reminding her she was there alone, alone, alone.

 


Burgundy almost wished she had some kind of
awful habit – smoking, chewing and snapping gum, something to keep
her physically busy so she wouldn’t keep thinking about Jenna. She
hadn’t bothered responding to Jenna’s text, because she knew it was
pointless. Her ex-girlfriend was the kind of person who, once she
made up her mind, was determined to see her choice through.

 


Besides, what was Burgundy going to say to a
person who couldn’t even dignify their break-up with a face-to-face
talk, or at least a phone call? She knew if she bothered to text
even one word to Jenna, she’d end up caught in a loop of sending
plaintive messages over and over again. If Jenna wanted to call it
quits and move on fast, Burgundy would try to do the same.

 


She’d never been much for moping, but it
seemed that was all she had the energy to do. She gratefully
accepted the steaming hot breakfast Charlotte put in front of her.
Each bite of the omelet strengthened her resolve to work through
her pain. If Jenna wanted to be done, they were done. If she
couldn’t “do this anymore,” then Burgundy wouldn’t beg her to.
There were too many other things in life to concern herself with,
anyway. Like her witch training, her work as a librarian, and
handling her aunt’s business for the rest of the year.

 


Her mind went back to the
moment Charlotte’s hand touched hers and, just as quickly, she
shook it off. There was no way, she told herself, she’d ruin her
friendship with Charlotte simply because she was lonely. They were
best friends, nothing more. And I’m not
about to rebound with someone I actually care
about, Burgundy decided.

 


No, she was better off without a girlfriend.
It was a lie that, she hoped, would become truth. In time.












Chapter Five

 


“Have you thought of a new idea for the
young adult display?”

 


“Huh?” Burgundy turned to blink at Lynn.

 


The Farrah Fawcett-haired woman indicated
the section marked “Teen,” a designation Burgundy hated. She
preferred “YA.” It was the correct term, a shortening of the words
“young adult.” However, the children’s librarian labelled the books
and the section “Teen,” and it didn’t look like that was about to
change, no matter how many times Burgundy asked.

 


“You should be thinking about changing the
display. It’s been up for over a month, now.”

 


“Why thank you, Lynn. I’m so glad I have you
to tell me how to do my job. Have you checked the trash
lately?”

 


The assistant stared at her, eyes wide. For
a moment, there was a hint of the cat side clawing its way out.
Then Lynn shook it off and pushed away from the desk, clearly
miffed. Burgundy didn’t care.

 


Heck, if it was up to Burgundy, she would
fire Lynn and hire someone who wasn’t such a royal pain in the ass.
But since it wasn’t her decision, she was stuck with the
insufferable woman.

 


Lynn was having one of her
annoying days, when she made her opinion known to anyone who would
listen and took it upon herself to delegate to the entire staff,
even though she was the assistant, not the librarian. She often talked
about how she would rearrange certain sections of the library, if
she were in charge. That always made Burgundy guffaw internally.
The odds of Lynn getting any sort of promotion or career
advancement in little old Rock Grove were nil. Their director had
managed the library since back before anyone could remember.
Assistants pretty much always stayed assistants, and librarians
rarely changed.

 


The only reason Burgundy had gotten her job
was because the previous adult librarian decided to move to
Colorado, to be with her pack. Sylvia, the children’s librarian,
had been there since Burgundy was in preschool. She’d never forget
the story hours she’d spent sitting on the rug downstairs with
other children, listening to Sylvia read to them.

 


Exactly what Lynn was trying to do with her
constant bossing people around and showing off, Burgundy had no
idea. Never mind that Burgundy and Sylvia were senior to her, and
Lynn had no authority to delegate to anyone, not even the other
assistant. None of that seemed to stop Lynn from giving orders or
discussing the changes she wanted to make to the library.

 


Of course, her behavior also meant the rest
of the staff whispered behind her back about how annoying she was.
No one felt guilty about it. Even if Lynn caught the three of them
in a corner, nodding in agreement as one of them recounted a tale
about her uncool behavior, they didn’t feel bad.

 


It really had to stop.
Burgundy couldn’t take anymore. Maybe
that’s what Lynn wants, she told herself
as she walked down the creaky old staircase that led to the
basement. The staff stairs were in the center of the building,
hidden by a heavy old wooden door. But there was nothing secret
about them. The groans and squeaks of two hundred-year-old wood
pierced the stillness.

 


Burgundy walked slowly, never quite able to
find any sort of sweet spot that might actually be silent. She
finally made it down to the director’s office and knocked on his
door.

 


Mr. Knight didn’t make appearances often. In
fact, no one ever saw him enter or leave the building. His race was
a bit of a mystery, too. Burgundy didn’t necessarily care for
secrets, but she also didn’t feel the need to pry. If Mr. Knight
preferred to keep his life private, so be it. A man who’d lived for
at least the same amount of time as the library deserved his peace
and quiet.

 


All that mattered to Burgundy was the smooth
running of the library. She hadn’t spent six years in college just
to let her master’s degree go to waste. Devoting herself to library
science meant she’d lost out on quite a bit of her witch training
with Aunt Iris, but Burgundy knew she didn’t want to spend her life
parceling out potions and spells to the townsfolk. Her passion for
organizing and help others locate information would not be denied.
She was, first and foremost, a literary geek at heart. The fact
that she also happened to be a witch, well, that was a condition of
birth and genetics.

 


Now she knocked on Mr. Knight’s door in the
hopes that they could talk, librarian to librarian. This was a
matter of professional importance. His response was a simple, “Come
in.” That voice with its Irish brogue had melted many a female
employee’s heart, but not Burgundy’s.

 


Sure, she acknowledged that Mr. Knight was a
handsome man – tall with dark hair and dark eyes – but she hadn’t
fallen prey to his charms. Part of her wondered if he was an
incubus, the male equivalent of a succubus. But he didn’t seem to
put out that magnetic sexuality intentionally. The other
speculation around town was that he was a vampire, which was why no
one ever saw him out during the day. Regardless, the few times
Burgundy had seen women cooing over his presence, Mr. Knight looked
more bewildered than anything.

 


Lynn had a rather icky
penchant for wearing low-cut tops that bared her cleavage. So,
so, so inappropriate for the work environment. Burgundy knew she had
a not-so-secret crush on Mr. Knight. Maybe that was the actual
reason why he never left his basement office. I’d hide down there too if I thought Lynn had the hots for
me.

 


She started with a “Happy Monday” when she
poked her head into the room. “I hope this isn’t a bad time.”

 


“I wouldn’t have bid you enter if it was.”
Mr. Knight looked up and flashed her a brief, close-lipped smile.
He held a piece of paper between both hands and Burgundy recognized
budgeting software on the computer monitor behind him.

 


Creating, maintaining, and reconciling the
budget were the only aspects of the library director job she
wouldn’t care for. That involved wrangling with the town council,
convincing them that money was needed to allocate to programs the
library hoped to offer the public. Then again, Burgundy didn’t have
aspirations beyond her current position. It was probably for the
best. She made a better employee than employer.

 


“What can I do for you, Miss Hart?” Mr.
Knight’s query pulled her attention back to him.

 


“It’s about Lynn.” Burgundy settled in the
chair on the opposite side of her boss’s desk and folded her hands
in her lap. In her demure blue dress with its Peter Pan collar and
ruffles down the front, Burgundy hoped she looked professional. She
wore a cream-colored cardigan to keep her warm, not to mention
cover her tattooed arms. Even though he looked young, Mr. Knight
had traditional sensibilities. That meant no short skirts and no
obvious bra straps. He didn’t mind the tattoos so much, but
Burgundy tended to cover them at work. She liked to think that even
at twenty-six years old, she had good judgment about what was
appropriate in the workplace.

 


Mr. Knight’s features didn’t betray whatever
he felt, if anything, as he said, “I see. What has she done?”

 


It was difficult enough to complain about a
co-worker, particularly a subordinate, without sounding catty, so
Burgundy chose her words carefully. “I feel that her demeanor with
the staff is often inappropriate. She treats me and Sylvia with
very little respect, even though we’re her supervisors, and tries
to delegate to Marian. Well, to all of us, really. It’s putting a
damper on morale.”

 


“Interesting.” Mr. Knight’s gaze remained
inscrutable and nothing in his tone indicated he found anything
remotely interesting about what Burgundy had to say. If anything,
he sounded bored. Burgundy could almost imagine him saying, “Be
gone, with your silly little games, girl.”

 


But he pressed his lips together, as if
considering the situation. Burgundy kept her own mouth shut. This
wasn’t the time to make one of her usual jokes or launch into a
diatribe about everything wrong with how Lynn behaved at work.

 


“I understand that is the consensus,” Mr.
Knight finally said. “Have you talked to her about it? You are,
after all, her supervisor. It’s up to you to handle this matter and
take disciplinary action, if necessary.”

 


Burgundy fought the urge to swallow. Why did
this conversation make her feel like she fell short of some
expectation? Yes, she knew it was her job to delegate to the
assistants and even to keep them in line, if necessary. But
chastising someone like Lynn was a tricky business. She was the
kind of woman who could go from condescending to reasonable to
outright bitchy at the flip of a switch.

 


Ugh. Cat shifters,
Burgundy thought. One
minute, you’re rubbing their belly. The next, they bite your
hand.

 


“Is that a problem for you?” Mr. Knight
asked, his mellifluous voice still not betraying an ounce of
concern.

 


The last thing Burgundy wanted to do was sit
Lynn down for a talk. Especially when she could already imagine
Lynn’s reaction. As much as she didn’t want to add fuel to the
gossip between herself and her co-workers, she knew she would have
to consult with them for strategies.

 


“That is not a problem at all,” she answered
thickly. “I will do my best to resolve the matter. Thank you, Mr.
Knight.”

 


When Burgundy left the
office, dread settled over her. Her stomach sank with each step she
took and tears burned at the corners of her eyes. She’d had a hard
enough weekend with Jenna dumping her. Now her boss was
dumping on her.
Was she ever going to catch a break?

 


Shelving books allowed her to hide in the
stacks and flail around in her own self-pity for a half-hour. She’d
done way too much wallowing lately, but she reminded herself she
had every right to it. After all, shitty break-up? Check. Dealing
with a catty – no pun intended – co-worker? Check.

 


When Burgundy returned to
the circulation desk, she tried to think up more items to add to
her mental list of Why Everything Sucks
Right Now. As soon as Lynn left the desk
to start vacuuming, Burgundy turned to her computer and debated
emailing the children’s librarian. She tapped the spacebar lightly
as she wrestled with indecision. On the one hand, an email would be
a quick, easy way to let the other librarian know she needed to
talk. But she would have to be subtle. It was one thing for
everyone to refer to Lynn as “Evil-Lyn” behind her back, but it was
quite another to lay out her gripes in an email.

 


She kept it to a concise suggestion that
they get together for lunch on Tuesday, along with the other
assistant. Burgundy hated to make it look like they were hanging
out without Lynn. It might rouse suspicion if the wrong person saw
them. Her guilt was short-lived, however, when Lynn returned to the
desk.

 


“I need you to take down the display in the
glass case.”

 


“Excuse me?” Burgundy swung her head around
to stare at her assistant.

 


“Well, the vacuum is acting up again and I
need to pack up everything from the display, because a new one is
coming in later this week. The Historical Society is setting up
something.”

 


Burgundy grumbled internally, wishing she’d
never given Lynn any responsibilities. Ever since putting her in
charge of the display case, Lynn seemed to think she had a right to
dictate who set it up, and when and how. Really, her actual task
was to manage the case entirely on her own. If she needed extra
help, she was supposed to ask the other assistant to lend her a
hand. Telling Burgundy what to do was so far out of line, that
Burgundy had to grit her teeth to keep from telling Lynn off.

 


“I appreciate it,” Lynn said, then went back
to the vacuum and started fiddling with it.

 


Burgundy closed her eyes and drew in a
breath through her nose. Clearly, there was no end in sight to the
shit-storm brewing around her. Tonight called for more take-out and
ice cream therapy.

 


Without another word to Lynn for the rest of
the afternoon, Burgundy removed the tacky display of teddy bear
figurines. She wrapped them in paper and placed them in the boxes
Lynn had shoved at her between messing with the defective vacuum
and trying to use the appliance. A rather startling rattle emanated
from the machine, getting louder with each pass over the carpet
until the vacuum died without another sound.

 


“Great. There it goes again.” Lynn threw her
hands in the air and Burgundy turned away to hide her grin. The
assistant had a peculiar obsession with vacuuming every afternoon,
no matter how good the carpets looked. It was a small library, only
open four days a week. As far as Burgundy was concerned, Lynn was
putting on a ridiculous show. For Mr. Knight, she could only
imagine, but she doubted the efforts would catch his eye.

 


Since she really didn’t need to respond,
Burgundy completed her task, shut down the computers in the
computer lab, and counted out the cash register. At least her day
was ending on a high note. Few things amused her as much as
watching Lynn get frustrated over the vacuum.

 


It was the kind of thing she would secretly
text to Jenna.

 


Hey, you’ll never guess who’s at it
again.

 


Who? Jenna would respond.

 


Then Burgundy would say something terrible
about Lynn’s constant vacuuming and correlate it with the
self-grooming she speculated the annoying assistant did in cat
form. It all made for incredibly inappropriate and delightful
humor.

 


Only…

 


Burgundy sank down in her chair and glared
at her phone. Only, there would be no more mean-spirited texts
bitching about work from her to Jenna, or a girlfriend’s
commiseration in return. There was just Burgundy, more alone than
she’d been in a long time.

 


Pushing her sadness aside was easier said
than done. Faced with another night alone at home, she went through
her closing routine in silence, walked outside with her co-workers,
and locked the doors.

 


Distantly, she heard Sylvia and Lynn
exchanging goodbyes and then a slightly louder, “Well, there’s
something you don’t see every day.”

 


As much as Burgundy didn’t want to interact
with Lynn – like, at all, ever again – she said, “What?” and
finished locking the door. When she turned to look at where Lynn
was pointing, her jaw dropped.

 


Chief Brandon was strutting down the street
with…

 


“No way,” Burgundy breathed.

 


Martha was at his side,
arms linked, and heads tilted close. And they looked
happy. Burgundy walked
to the edge of the library steps and stared at them as they walked
down the street, past the fire station, and then turned toward Main
Street.

 


“This can’t be real,” she whispered.

 


“Isn’t that cute?” Obviously Lynn either
hadn’t heard her or disagreed with her assessment. “Well, I better
get going. See you Wednesday.”

 


“Uh-huh.” Burgundy remained rooted to the
spot, her heart thumping out a painful beat. Charlotte’s words
about it not being her responsibility to fix everybody’s problems
came back to her, but…

 


But, shit, she was the only witch in town
right now! The only other person who even came close was Charlotte
herself. As a medicine woman, Charlotte had the power to heal
spiritual and emotional afflictions. Martha somehow falling in love
with Chief Brandon certainly looked like a problem in need of
fixing, and no one else in town was capable of doing it.

 


Another couple passed, walking in the
opposite direction, and she stared. She recognized both boys. One
of them was her friendly neighborhood punk, the one who tended to
loiter on the library steps after school, and the young man holding
hands with him was the son of the principal. No stranger to high
school cliques, Burgundy knew there was no way these two would have
a thing for each other. Even if the goody-two-shoes principal’s son
did have a thing for the rebel kid, and vice versa, their
relationship would be the stuff of secrets until the giddiness
faded and things ended.

 


Something was wrong with the townspeople of
Rock Grove and she had to find out why.













Chapter Six



Seeing not one, but two strange couples wandering past her finally
galvanized Burgundy into action. She trotted down the steps and
followed the same path the Chief and Martha took. Running didn’t
catch her up to them, but it did allow her to see them enter the
diner. Burgundy braced her hands against her knees and took a
moment to catch her breath.

 


“I am so… out of shape…” she huffed. Not
that she’d ever had a need to exert herself beyond shelving. Still,
she made a mental note to do some push-ups or something from time
to time. Maybe. One of these days.

 


Even as she panted for breath, her gaze
locked onto yet another odd couple sauntering down the street. And
then another and another.

 


“What is this even?” She drew another
lungful of cold autumn air, her mind whirling with possibilities.
As soon as the stitch in her side stopped burning so much, she
straightened and walked to the diner. Looking in through the window
showed her what she figured was the usual Monday night group. She
usually only visited the diner for breakfast and the occasional
lunch. Not sure what to expect, she pushed the door open and walked
inside.

 


“Hey there,” Charlotte said from behind the
counter. Two waitresses were handling the actual dining room on the
opposite side of the wall that split it off from the front door and
counter.

 


Burgundy lifted herself up on her tiptoes
and leaned to her left to peer around the opening into the dining
room.

 


“Uh, Burg? Are you okay?”

 


“No, I am definitely not okay.” Burgundy
approached the counter and crooked her finger to draw Charlotte
closer. As soon as her best friend leaned in, Burgundy whispered,
“Is the chief here?”

 


Charlotte nodded.

 


“With Martha?”

 


“Yeah, in the back. They just ordered
dinner.”

 


“Right.” Burgundy rubbed her hand over her
face and then clenched her fists against her forehead. “This is
bad. Like, really bad. Or weird. One or the other. Both?”

 


“Okay. Do you mind telling me what’s going
on?” Charlotte gestured for Burgundy to sit on a stool and turned
around to lift the pot of coffee off the coffeemaker. That dear,
sweet woman. Burgundy wondered what it would be like to have a
girlfriend who actually took care of her. Not one who hung out with
her when it suited her, who won her over with snuggles and
cupcakes, only to dump her a year later.

 


Shaking off the growing Jenna resentment,
she wrapped her hands around the cup and focused on the problem at
hand. “Remember what I told you this morning about the chief and
Al, and their crushes on Martha and Cass?”

 


Charlotte smiled. “Oh, yeah. It’s kind of
funny that Martha is here with the chief now, isn’t it?”

 


“Funny, like absurdly funny. Martha would
never date him. Ever. Think about it – Amazons don’t do dating.
They don’t do dinner and a movie. When they want a man, they have
him and then they’re done. Do you know what I mean?” Burgundy knew
she could spell it out, but she hoped she wouldn’t have to. The
idea of discussing sex with Charlotte caused something to flutter
inside of her. It wasn’t an unpleasant sensation. Just… different,
a reminder of how she’d felt when the diner owner gave her hand
that comforting pat.

 


“Oh, right.” Charlotte crossed her arms over
the counter and bent over, her face only inches from
Burgundy’s.

 


Burgundy couldn’t help but swallow. She and
Charlotte had trusted each other with all of their secrets since
childhood. This wasn’t such an abnormal position for the two of
them, to lean close and whisper to each other. But it had a
different feeling, one Burgundy wanted desperately to shake.

 


This isn’t right. Jenna just dumped me. I’m
on the rebound. Charlotte’s my best friend. Did she always have
such nice lips? No! Shut up, already!

 


Burgundy had to reach into the tangle of
crazy dominating her mind and find the one thing that mattered.
“There’s no way Martha should be dating Chief Brandon,” she hissed.
“She called me last night looking for an anti-love potion. I
couldn’t find one, though.”

 


“Did you try emailing Iris to ask if she has
any stashed somewhere?”

 


Holding up her index finger, Burgundy said,
“She only made one and it was for Cass, who apparently expected it
to be waiting for her. I’m pretty sure my aunt only made that one.
I emailed her to ask, but who knows what she’s up to right now? Her
sabbatical takes her to strange places and, from what I understand,
they do some pretty intense stuff.”

 


“They?” Charlotte asked, her brows drawing
together.

 


“Yeah, I mean, other witches. I guess.
Anyway, my point is, checking her email falls low on the list of
priorities during the sabbatical. The photo she sent showed that
drinking is high on her list, but I’m going to let that go, I
swear.”

 


“A photo? I have to see this.”

 


Burgundy would have loved to show it to
Charlotte, but she tried to maintain her focus. “Later, I promise.
There’s something else strange, though. I saw that kid – the one
who’s always hanging out on the library steps after school, and he
was holding hands with Principal Bingley’s son.”

 


“The Bingley boy? He’s straight as an arrow.
I don’t mean when it comes to girls, but, like school and stuff.
The kid’s a Mathlete, for goodness sake.”

 


“Precisely. You know how the whole good kid
dating bad kid thing goes with high schoolers. It’s all very
romantic in the movies, but not so much in real life.” Burgundy
jabbed at the counter. “Something is totally off-kilter here, Char,
and I can’t believe I’m the only one seeing it.”

 


Charlotte chewed at her lower lip. “Hmm,
actually, you aren’t the only one. I saw our favorite high school
health teacher simpering up to Cragborn over at the VFW when I
dropped off some lunches today.”

 


“Whoa.” Burgundy held up her hand. “Miss
Mason and Old Man Cragborn?” she said, unable to keep the disgust
out of her voice.

 


“Yeah. Now that I think about it, you’ve got
a point. I’ve been seeing some weirdness around town, stuff that’s
just plain wrong.” Even Charlotte, for all her sweetness and
acceptance of the good, the bad, and the ugly, shuddered. “So what
are you going to do? I mean, is this really your problem? Can’t you
let everyone else figure it out?”

 


It was a valid question, one Burgundy wished
she could wave off with a “Nah, you know what? You’re right.
They’re grown people. They can take care of themselves. Now that
we’ve gotten that out of the way, how about some of that delicious
looking chocolate cream pie?”

 


Unfortunately, what had started as an
awkward situation had escalated into outlandish. There was a
difference between opposites attracting and unnatural pairings that
had no basis in reality.

 


Burgundy took in a deep breath and shook her
head. “I can’t. Martha called last night specifically looking for
an anti-love potion. She didn’t want to be in love with the chief
and now, what, they’re dating? What if I’d been able to provide the
potion? Would this have happened? Last night, she didn’t want this.
And you know Martha. What are the odds she wants this now?”

 


Something heavy filled the pit of her
stomach. Whatever was going on no longer seemed confined to the two
police officers, and Burgundy wondered if it would continue to
escalate. Even in the familiar, wood-paneled comfort of the diner,
the chief and Martha looked totally out of place together. No
couple could be more mismatched than the two of them. The cloud of
dread settling over Burgundy left her without an appetite, even for
the chocolate cream pie.

 


She’d had a responsibility to a client and
she’d blown it. Big time. “I think it’s contagious or something,”
she muttered, noticing other couples in the restaurant who also
looked wrong together. “That or everyone is legitimately falling in
love and I’m the only one doomed to be alone for the rest of my
life. The universe is mocking me, laughing at me, and not even
behind my back.”

 


“Hey.” Charlotte squeezed both of her hands,
her touch anchoring her in reality. “It’s going to be okay.”

 


“How?” Burgundy asked, pulling her gaze back
to Charlotte’s. “How is it going to be okay? It only took a few
days for me to get dumped, fail one of my aunt’s clients, and now I
get to watch the strangest romances ever turn into something they
probably shouldn’t.”

 


“You didn’t fail her or anyone else. How
could you foresee this would happen?” It was a reasonable question,
one Burgundy wished she could answer.

 


She nibbled at her own lower lip, mirroring
Charlotte’s expression. “Cass,” she finally said. “She foresaw
it.”

 


“Cass sees a lot of things that turn out to
be wrong.”

 


“No.” Burgundy thought back to her
conversation with Cassandra. “She sees a lot of things that turn
out to be right, but not when we expect them to. She told me that
she told my aunt to whip up an anti-love potion. Preferably several
because, according to her, there was going to be a demand for
them.”

 


Charlotte straightened and looked down at
her. “So, what does that mean?”

 


“It means Cass saw a need for them. Not only
for herself, but other people, too. But that was at least sometime
last month, so if my aunt made a batch…” Burgundy propped her elbow
on the counter and tapped her fingers against her lips. “If, and
this is the biggest if ever, she made them, then they might be
stored elsewhere. They’re pretty powerful, not to be messed with,
so my aunt could have locked them away.”

 


“But what are the odds she made more than
one?” Charlotte asked.

 


Burgundy blew out a breath that warmed her
fingers and muttered against her hand, “Not good. Even if she
trusted Cass’s prediction, love magick is not something we toy
with. She might have made the one for Cass, because Cass found a
way to convince her or had already paid her for it. Other than
that, though…” Burgundy shrugged and pressed her knuckles even
harder against her mouth. The more she tried to answer the
questions, the more everything seemed to circle around in an
endless loop in her mind.

 


“Look.” Charlotte rested her hands on both
of Burgundy’s shoulders and gave her a little shake. “At least you
know you didn’t screw up. You couldn’t give Martha something your
aunt didn’t have on hand. And you certainly couldn’t make her one
because your potions, well…”

 


“Endanger lives?” Burgundy supplied.

 


“Aren’t exactly reliable,” her friend
corrected her. “But so what? No one knew there was going to be a
problem necessitating a couple of anti-love potions.”

 


“Cass knew.”

 


Charlotte offered her a sympathetic smile.
“Maybe she knew something, but it’s not your responsibility to fix
things now. Besides, maybe this is meant to be. Maybe we’re looking
at things wrong. It’s only a few couples. Could it be the result of
holiday loneliness? This time of year makes people do strange
things. So think about that. It’s not like this is some weird love
epidemic, right?”

 


That sinking feeling in the pit of
Burgundy’s stomach only grew heavier and she shook her head, not
willing to answer the question. Rock Grove was weird, of course.
That’s how their town rolled. But there was a fine line between a
little offbeat and “What the hell?” After what she’d seen that
afternoon, Burgundy knew someone or something had taken a mighty
leap from one to the other.

 


“Maybe it’s another witch causing this,” she
muttered.

 


“I doubt it. First of all, you’d feel their
spellcasting, right?”

 


That was a good point and Burgundy
nodded.

 


“Good. Second, think about how random it is.
You’ve seen two couples, for sure, right?”

 


Burgundy did some quick calculating in her
head. “Plus two more out here, plus Mason and Cragborn, plus Al’s
crush on Cass means at least five. There’s a few in your dining
room I’m not too sure about, either.”

 


“Okay, so that might be a disproportionately
large number of new couplings, but it’s not all that off. It’s
possible that these little romances aren’t caused by something
external. It could actually be fate. Maybe Martha really wants
someone else in her life. Maybe Chief Brandon doesn’t think she’s
such a man-hater after all.” Charlotte patted Burgundy’s shoulder
and said, “Look, I know you feel like something’s wrong here, but
maybe it’s not. People get lonely with Thanksgiving looming. They
want to find someone to spend it with. That or they get nostalgic
and romantic. Either way, I don’t think this is as unnatural as you
think it is. No one else seems the least bit concerned.”

 


Charlotte’s little speech was enough to pull
Burgundy out of her innermost thoughts and concede with a nod. In
the end, Burgundy let Charlotte convince her to take home two
hamburgers with fries, and a slice of that chocolate pie. At least
her appetite seemed quick to rebound.

 


She brought the food home and called to
Arthur. The firedrake seemed delighted with his dinner, and
Burgundy was glad Charlotte had pushed the food on her. It was the
kind of thing she could get used to – a woman who wasn’t
career-focused, but instead a hometown type who cared about family
and friends. She hated that friendship precluded any other kind of
relationship, even as she asked herself why it should.

 


Because you got dumped
only a few days ago, you’re miserable, and lonely. Besides,
she’s just a
friend. She’s not offering anything out of the ordinary with her
food and sympathy, so stop reading into it.

 


What really had her panties in a bunch was
seeing Martha cozying up to a man after protesting so vehemently.
Martha was a woman who knew what she wanted and what she didn’t
want. It was one of the reasons Burgundy admired her so much. Even
soaking in a steaming hot bath didn’t bring her any comfort or
clarity, let alone stop her from mulling over the situation.

 


Maybe Charlotte was right. People sought
romance for all kinds of reasons, even people who appeared to repel
each other for longer than Burgundy had been alive. Still, that
didn’t make the entire situation any less weird. As she drifted off
to sleep, Burgundy knew it was going to bug her until she got some
answers.













Chapter Seven

 


Charlotte had been wrong after all, because
on Tuesday afternoon as Burgundy stood across the street from the
diner, she didn’t see five or six mismatched couples. Nearly every
person on the street or in local establishments was hanging off of
someone else’s arm, with few exceptions.

 


The lunch hour was in full swing and so,
apparently, were new relationships. Usually when Burgundy came into
town, she saw one or two people walking down the street, but never
so many couples. Oldies music played from the speakers on the
lampposts at every corner of Main Street, something she normally
enjoyed. Today, though, it only enhanced the surreal
atmosphere.

 


There was a spooky quality to seeing more
couples than singles on the streets and when Burgundy entered the
diner, every table was full.

 


She hesitated in the doorway, looked at
Charlotte, and said, “This ain’t right.”

 


“Sorry.” Charlotte wiped her hands against
the kitchen towel that always hung from her apron. “You’re meeting
Sylvia for lunch, right? She’s in the dining room. Took the table
in the back corner.”

 


“Thanks. Um…” Burgundy glanced around and
recoiled when she saw that even the table near the kitchen where
the old guys usually sat every day was taken over by couples. “So
what do you think about all of this?”

 


“Well, I can tell you I think I is wrong.
Something is rotten in Rock Grove.” Charlotte let out a sigh, one
that asked Burgundy not to be the one to say “I told you so.”

 


Despite the situation, Burgundy couldn’t
help but chuckle. “So we agree that it’s a weird love
epidemic?”

 


“Weird love epidemic all the way.”

 


Burgundy saluted her friend and then moved
into the dining room. Although seeing all the couples was
disconcerting, at least Sylvia was alone at the table. The
children’s librarian looked as proper as ever, her curly brown hair
pulled back in a bun and her turtleneck covered by a cardigan.
Burgundy thought Sylvia probably had curves somewhere under there.
The woman simply hid them. Considering the fact that she was a
nymph, this was probably the better safe than sorry approach.
Sylvia had a gentle spirit and was wonderful with children, but men
were another story altogether.

 


“Hey.” Burgundy slid into the chair opposite
Sylvia. “Where’s Marian?”

 


“Around, I think. She should be in shortly.”
Marian was the other library assistant and Sylvia’s niece, another
nymph, though not nearly as sweet-tempered. The older woman shook
her head and gestured at the other tables. “Can you believe this?
What’s going on here? I’ve never seen anything like it in my
life.”

 


Rather than ask how long that life had been
– as rude a question to a supernatural woman as to a mortal one –
Burgundy nodded in agreement. “Do you think it’s something in the
water?”

 


She meant it as a joke, but Sylvia seemed to
take her seriously. The nymph closed her eyes and her nostrils
flared a bit as she did… whatever it was that nymphs do. Burgundy
supposed she was reaching out to touch nature, to ask it that same
question.

 


When Sylvia opened her eyes again, they were
clear and focused. “No, definitely not. Our land is untainted.”

 


Burgundy supposed that was good to know. “My
money’s on some kind of magick,” she offered.

 


“That’s certainly a possibility.”

 


“Charlotte didn’t think so at first.”
Burgundy rolled her eyes and looked across the room, through the
doorway to the other side of the diner. Charlotte was chatting with
one of the older regulars at the counter while the man sipped his
coffee.

 


“What was her theory?” Sylvia asked.

 


“She thought it could be a totally natural
phenomenon, that everyone is coupling up because of the holidays.
But even she’s not so sure now.”

 


Sylvia pursed her lips and raised one
eyebrow. It was the same stern, yet gentle look she gave an overly
loud child at the library. It was a look that said, “Now you stop
that, young man, and please behave.” Only this time, Burgundy hoped
it meant she also thought Charlotte was off the mark.

 


Not that Burgundy wanted Charlotte to be
wrong. She wanted her friend to be right. Or at least not to have
any sort of disagreement with her. They could disagree, of course,
but preferably when Burgundy wasn’t feeling quite so frustrated
with the world.

 


Before she could ponder things further,
Marian approached them, weaving around the tables of couples. The
way she looked at them told Burgundy she was also surprised. This
wasn’t a normal thing, even in their abnormal town.

 


“Did I miss something?” Marian asked,
sinking into a chair between Burgundy and Sylvia. “Did Valentine’s
Day come early? Everyone is making the most ridiculous kissy
faces.”

 


“Kissy faces” was a good description,
Burgundy decided. It was true that there was an abnormal amount of
hand-holding, eye-gazing and, yes, kissy face. She glanced at
Sylvia, who shrugged at her.

 


The waitress chose that moment to approach
and take their orders, which was fine with Burgundy. Her stomach
growled as if to tell the waitress to hurry up. As soon as the
woman walked away, Burgundy said, “Well, I guess we really ought to
talk about the real reason why we’re here today.”

 


“Evil-Lyn.” Marian grimaced. She was only
twenty and hanging on to her adolescent mindset. Her life still
revolved around her high school clique and being the coolest girl
in it. Sometimes, that meant a little healthy rebellion. Burgundy
found that Marian never minded being told what to do when she or
Sylvia gave her tasks, but the claws always came out when Lynn was
involved. No one complained about Lynn as much as Marian.

 


“Have you let Mr. Knight know she’s bossing
you around?” Burgundy asked.

 


“Yes, but he said I needed to tell Aunt
Sylvia, and Sylvia…” Marian gave her aunt a pointed glance.

 


“I told her we’d have to take it to you,”
the aunt concluded.

 


“Me?” Burgundy pressed her hands to her
chest. “You know, it kills me that Mr. Knight is putting the
responsibility for addressing this matter in my lap. Technically,
you’re senior to me, Sylvia.”

 


Sylvia tilted her head to one side, her lips
still pushed out in that slight pucker. “True,” she agreed, “but
you and I are on par with each other, role-wise, and since Lynn
tends to work directly under you, I don’t want to step on your
toes.”

 


“Thanks. I appreciate that you have that
kind of respect for me. I suppose Mr. Knight is trying to empower
me as a supervisor or something horrendous like that. Well, we
agree that whatever happens at the library impacts all of us. Am I
right?” Burgundy asked.

 


The nymphs nodded in response.

 


“So that means we should figure out this
problem together. Let me tell you, I went to Mr. Knight, and he was
no use.”

 


The snort Sylvia let out made Burgundy jump.
“You actually expected him to address staff matters?” The woman’s
voice cracked with laughter and Burgundy glared at her.

 


“Well, yeah. He’s our boss. It’s his
responsibility to help maintain a harmonious relationship between
his employees.”

 


“Actually, the town is our employer,” Sylvia
pointed out. “And it’s up to me and you to fix this. Trust me when
I say I wish that wasn’t the case. Lynn gets on my nerves every day
and I think if I sat her down for a talking-to, I’d probably get
fired. You’re her direct supervisor, so I’m afraid you get the
pleasure of trying to resolve this.”

 


Burgundy leaned back while the waitress set
their food on the table. She welcomed the brief respite from their
conversation, which didn’t seem to be going anywhere. While they
ate their lunches, she tried to think of what her next steps should
be. There was too much happening all at once. If she could fix one
problem – just one – it would make it so much easier to address
everything else.

 


“Okay,” she said when she had finished her
patty melt. She picked up a French fry and swirled it in the dollop
of ketchup on her plate. “I’ll talk to her alone, because if two of
us do it, she might feel like we’re ganging up on her. Does that
sound fair?”

 


Both Sylvia and Marian nodded.

 


“Do you both have a list of things you want
me to address with her?”

 


“Oh, do I ever.” Marian stabbed at her
chef’s salad so forcefully, one of the small tomatoes rolled off
the plate, onto the table. She picked it up and popped it in her
mouth.

 


“Would you email it to me? I’ll find a way
to talk about everything I possibly can.” Burgundy looked at
Sylvia. “Any advice or suggestions on how to handle Lynn?”

 


That was the whole reason she’d asked her
co-workers to meet her. Burgundy wasn’t about to leave without a
better idea of how to talk to Lynn. She waited while Sylvia swirled
her spoon in her coffee cup. As impatient as she was to figure out
a resolution and get things done, she knew not to push the nymph.
Their kind were notoriously sensitive about being told to move
faster.

 


“I think you could show her the job
description she signed when she was hired,” Sylvia finally
suggested. “Remind her that she does not have authority to
delegate.”

 


“Yeah, and tell her leadership doesn’t mean
acting like a jerk,” Marian interjected.

 


Her aunt held up a hand. “What she means is,
leaders don’t necessarily tell people what to do. They make polite
requests, like you do, and set a good example for the rest of the
staff.”

 


Burgundy nodded, making another mental
checklist. “Talk to her one-on-one, address everyone’s concerns
without making it feel like we’re all against her, remind her of
her duties. I think all of it makes perfect sense. Anything
else?”

 


“Not off the top of my head, but I’ll email
you if anything comes to mind.”

 


“Great. Marian, would you mind covering the
upstairs desk tomorrow morning? I want to get this done and over
with as soon as possible.” The truth was, Burgundy didn’t want to
do it at all. Despite her seniority, Sylvia was pushing the
responsibility off on her. Considering how long the nymph had
worked at the library, Burgundy thought she ought to be the person
handling staff matters.

 


Then again, she was the person who went to
Mr. Knight and he told her to deal with the situation. That was her
reward for complaining to her boss.

 


Sylvia gave her an encouraging smile. “I
know it’s not something you want to do,” she said, “but I think it
will be good for you. Consider it a… an opportunity for
professional growth.”

 


“Oh, is that what this is?” Burgundy stabbed
her last remaining fry into the ketchup. She knew she still had
plenty of growing to do, but this wasn’t exactly the way she wanted
to do it. Part of her could already imagine Lynn walking away
indignantly and going to Mr. Knight to lodge her own complaint
about how nobody appreciated her or her work. Then how would Mr.
Knight respond? Knowing him, he’d just tell Lynn to figure out why
Burgundy had to sit her down for a discussion in the first
place.

 


She let out a breath. It really wouldn’t
come around to bite her on the butt, she told herself. There were
worse things than giving her subordinate a stern talking-to about
workplace behavior.

 


The lunch crowd had filtered out by then and
when she glanced up, she saw mostly older people, one to a table,
drinking their coffee. This was how the diner should be on a
Tuesday afternoon. Not filled with people she’d never seen side by
side before. Even Saturday movie nights weren’t like that. The
folks in town all knew one another, sure, but remained divided into
distinct little groups.

 


“Still trying to figure out the couples
thing?” Sylvia asked.

 


“Yeah.” Burgundy’s answer sounded quiet,
even distant, to her own ears.

 


“Do you want to know something creepy?”
Marian chirped. “The other day, Walter Falter came onto me. Can you
believe that? I used to shove that nerd into his own locker back
when we were in school.”

 


Burgundy turned to look at the younger of
the two nymphs. “Walter Falter? The computer tech?”

 


“Yeah. I don’t know what possessed him.
Like, how could he forget the time I punched him in the face just
for existing?” It didn’t exactly paint a flattering picture of
Marian, but Burgundy knew living in a small town didn’t exempt kids
from being jerks to each other. She hoped Marian was at least past
that stage and wouldn’t do something like that again, even to
Walter.

 


Walter wasn’t creepy, exactly. But he was a
tall, lanky, bespectacled geek who never spoke a word. He had a
terrible habit of suddenly appearing behind a person, without
making a sound. Burgundy remembered when he had moved there to live
with his grandmother. So many people in town remained a mystery and
Walter was one of them.

 


Not that Burgundy cared. As long as everyone
kept out of everyone else’s business and nothing strange happened
in town, that was all that mattered.

 


That was also why a boy – supernatural or
not – coming on to the girl who’d once bullied him in high school,
was one heck of a red flag. It was the thought that stuck with her
as she left the diner. What she saw on the streets, however, wasn’t
any better.

 


In the short hour she’d had lunch with
Sylvia and Marian, the couples had multiplied significantly. Even
worse was the fact that some of them seemed to be attempting to
“multiply” right there in public, like they couldn’t keep their
hands off one another.

 


As she turned to walk toward her car,
something – no, someone – crashed into her, knocking her to the
pavement. Burgundy reached out to break her fall and ended up
sitting on the sidewalk, looking at the person who’d crashed into
her. “Jake Calhoun?” she said.

 


He pushed himself up and, even though he had
a wild look in his eyes, extended his hand. The way his broad chest
heaved under his red plaid shirt, Burgundy knew something was
horribly wrong. She accepted his hand and he yanked her to her
feet, his grip nearly crushing her fingers. No doubt his work in
construction enhanced the strength that came naturally with being a
wolf shifter.

 


“Sorry, Burg,” he said breathlessly, “but
she’s after me. I have to get out of here.”

 


And just like that, he let go of her hand
and took off running again. Burgundy turned and called out, “Who’s
after you?”

 


She didn’t receive an answer from Jake,
though. He had already rounded the corner. It was the brunette
woman she saw running down the street next who startled her into
realization. “Delia Hargrove?”

 


“Where’d he go?” The woman sounded a little
out of breath, but the grim set of her mouth told her she was
determined to find Jake. “I love him. I’ll die without him!”

 


Burgundy glanced around Main Street and
pointed at the hardware store. “I think he went in there.”

 


Delia didn’t even bother to question or
thank her. She sprinted across the street without looking. A car’s
brakes squealed and someone laid on their horn, but Delia didn’t
seem to notice. She kept on going as Burgundy stared after her.

 


There was no denying something strange was
happening in Rock Grove. But what, if anything, was Burgundy
supposed to do about it?













Chapter Eight

 


Burgundy wondered if she would ever get the
chance to properly mourn her break-up. It all seemed so long ago
now: The text message and Charlotte calling bullshit on it, not to
mention the last time she’d seen Jenna. It almost felt surreal,
like they’d never been together in the first place.

 


She wondered if this kind of mind fog was
part of getting dumped. Like, maybe her mind was trying to shut it
out and forget it ever happened. If so, Burgundy could deal with
that. Besides, right now she had a more immediate problem to deal
with. She had to give Lynn that well-deserved talk. After telling
both Sylvia and Marian it would happen today, she’d obligated
herself to see it through.

 


Even though she’d resolved to have the talk
and spent the morning pumping herself up for it, she unlocked the
library door with jittery hands. She had a half-hour before anyone
else arrived. Going through the routine of opening the library was
easy. Keeping her tension at bay was much harder. She almost
welcomed the idea of break-up grief again, or even the irrational
anger that had followed it.

 


After the surprises of the past few days,
she wasn’t sure which way was up. She just knew once she talked to
Lynn, she was going to enjoy a peaceful night at home. Maybe things
would simmer down by Friday and the weirdness would somehow
evaporate.

 


Soon, it was time to open the doors to the
other employees and the public. Sylvia patted her arm as she walked
by, a reassuring gesture that didn’t quite mitigate the curl of
fear in Burgundy’s belly. Marian followed with a thumbs-up and a
wink before taking her place at the circulation desk. Finally, Lynn
walked in and tucked her purse in the empty top drawer of the
filing cabinet.

 


“Lynn.” Burgundy approached her and tried to
offer a smile. “Would you please join me in the Grove Room?”

 


The brunette looked at her with eyes made to
appear wider thanks to the application of way too much mascara.
“Sure,” she said. “I’ll be right there.”

 


Burgundy nodded and turned to go to the
designated room. It was a lovely spot, a little dark, but private.
The Grove Room housed their oldest and most valuable books, as well
as priceless local ephemera. People could only use it or the
microfilm reader by special request. Burgundy had blocked out a
half-hour on the calendar for herself to use the room that
morning.

 


Trepidation made her hands shake as she
placed her papers down on the small, round wooden table and took a
deep breath. Lynn followed and shut the door before Burgundy could
ask her to.

 


As soon as the middle-aged woman was seated
across from her, Burgundy opened her mouth to speak. But Lynn
started with, “I thought about it and I don’t know why I told you
to change the teen display.”

 


“Oh?” Burgundy realized her surprise was
obvious in her wide eyes and the way she sat back in her chair.
Even if it hadn’t been, she didn’t doubt the cat shifter could
sense it.

 


“Yes. I mean, you know what you’re doing.
It’s not that big a deal.”

 


It fell short of an apology or
acknowledgement of wrongdoing on Lynn’s part, but it was something.
Burgundy glanced down at the papers in front of her. One detailed
all of Marian’s gripes. The other was the library assistant job
description, which laid out in specifics what was expected of the
people in the position.

 


“Anyway, I won’t do it again.”

 


Lynn’s remark still wasn’t what Burgundy
wanted to hear. The woman had been out of line for several months
and Burgundy knew it would continue. A minute ticked by as she
gathered her thoughts. She wondered what Lynn might be thinking.
Had she known this talk was coming? Was this her way of trying to
get around it? Burgundy wouldn’t put it past her, so she decided to
push forward anyway.

 


“I appreciate that. Our job descriptions
clearly outline what’s expected of us and I’d like to continue to
address the matter of delegation.” There. The words sounded
professional enough.

 


Lynn squinted at her, nose wrinkling
slightly. If she weren’t such a pain in the ass, she might have
been cute once upon a time. “Delegation?” she asked.

 


“That’s right,” Burgundy went on.
“Delegation and leadership. It’s important to remember who has the
authority to delegate work here, and that’s me and Sylvia. We, of
course, answer to Mr. Knight. It is not your job to dictate tasks
to myself, Sylvia, or Marian. I would appreciate it if you remember
that. If there is something that needs to be done, let me know and
I will be sure that the appropriate staff member is asked to do
it.”

 


Once again, Burgundy hoped the way she
explained herself was proper enough not to cross any lines. Even if
Lynn didn’t like it, all of it had to be said. “I see.” The
friendliness left Lynn’s voice. “Well, what if some people aren’t
doing their jobs correctly?”

 


“Then that’s not up to you to point out,”
Burgundy answered, clenching her fists in her lap. This was exactly
the Lynn she’d expected.

 


“It is if no one else notices.”

 


It took conscious, physical effort to keep
from gritting her teeth as she responded. “Lynn, you are not in
charge here. Mr. Knight is, and Sylvia and I are the supervisors.
You and Marian are the assistants. If you truly believe we aren’t
performing up to snuff, then I suggest you take it up with Mr.
Knight. However, please remember this is a small town library.”
More words jammed in her throat, frustration ready to be released
after dealing with Lynn for the past year. “Please feel free to say
whatever you like to Mr. Knight. Just be sure not to shoot yourself
in the foot.”

 


This time, the cat shifter bristled visibly.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” she hissed.

 


“It means you might have some sort of
ridiculous resentment about me being your boss or the rest of us
not agreeing with your vision of how things should be around here,
but you need to learn to let go of it. Mr. Knight is the director.
Period. And you will never have my job or his. So you can either
accept your place as a library assistant or start looking for more
satisfying work elsewhere.”

 


For a brief, rather gross moment, Lynn’s
skin rippled as if transformation were imminent. She closed her
eyes and blew out a breath, then looked at Burgundy. “Is that a
threat?” she asked.

 


“Not at all. It’s a fact.” Burgundy jabbed
at the papers in front of her with her index finger. “Everyone is
perfectly content with their roles here, except you. How about,
instead of acting too big for your britches, you get out there and
find a job that suits you?”

 


Lynn huffed and pushed herself to her feet.
She shoved the chair she’d vacated back under the table. The two
pieces of wooden furniture clattered together. “You have a lot of
nerve, coming in here with your ridiculous blue hair and your arms
covered in tattoos, and telling me all of this,” Lynn admonished
her.

 


“Oh, and don’t forget my master’s degree in
library science.” Burgundy rose to her feet and glared at Lynn from
across the table. “That’s the real trouble, you know, that I’m more
qualified for a job I’m sure you want than you are.”

 


The cat shifter scoffed and turned away from
her. But she didn’t deny the statement.

 


“Look, Lynn, you’ve lived in Rock Grove your
whole life, just like the rest of us.” Gathering her papers,
Burgundy shuffled them together and continued. “Mr. Knight won’t
quit and, at this rate, he probably won’t die, either. If that did
happen, there are only two internal employees the town would even
consider for his job. That’s me or Sylvia. Trust me when I say the
odds of you, or even Sylvia or I, running this library are pretty
much nil. Now stop being such a pain in everyone’s ass and do your
job.”

 


Well, that was the end of professionalism.
Burgundy tossed her hair as Lynn stormed out of the room. A moment
later, Marian peeked around the corner and remarked, “I see that
went well.”

 


“Very well,” Burgundy affirmed, her heart
beating so rapidly, it left her dizzy. She thought she would faint
if she didn’t catch her breath. Adrenaline alone kept her upright.
Even though the confrontation had been warranted, that didn’t make
it satisfying.

 


“She’s gone downstairs to see Mr. Knight,
you know.”

 


There was no need to ask how Marian knew
that. Even from here, Burgundy could hear the creaking of the
not-so-secret staircase and then a thudding knock on the door to
the downstairs office.

 


Marian pressed her hand to her mouth, but it
didn’t do much to suppress her giggle. “Don’t feel bad. She had it
coming.”

 


“Maybe, but I should have controlled myself
better. It’s just…” Burgundy pressed the palm of her hand to her
forehead. “When she accused everyone else of not doing their jobs
correctly, I snapped.”

 


“Well, you had a right to it, and thanks for
standing up for the rest of us.” The nymph rested her head against
the doorframe and appeared to be mulling something over. “I don’t
think Mr. Knight has ever fired anyone in the entire history of the
library. Now that I think about it, it’s kind of weird,
actually.”

 


“What’s weird?” It seemed like a stupid
question, considering the past few days, but Burgundy couldn’t help
it.

 


Marian glanced back toward the circulation
desk. It was quiet upstairs. Wednesdays remained one of their least
busy days in the adult area. “Like, there’s no retired librarians.
Have you ever thought about that?”

 


That was peculiar and, also, entirely wrong.
“That’s an old urban legend from back when I was in high school,
too,” Burgundy said, approaching the doorway. They walked to the
circulation desk and she set her papers on it, tempted to shred
them. Then again, they really belonged in Lynn’s personnel file, so
she set them aside.

 


“Are you sure it’s just an urban legend?”
Marian asked, baring her teeth slightly.

 


“Trust me, it is. My mother worked here when
she was my age.”

 


“Oh. I didn’t know that.”

 


Burgundy kept her face lowered, her
expression concealed from Marian. It was common knowledge that her
parents had dumped her on Iris to raise her. But that seemed to be
all anyone remembered about them. “Yeah, Aunt Iris told me she
worked here. Anyway, there’s other former librarians. They didn’t
disappear or meet nefarious fates. The one I replaced went on to
join her pack in Colorado.”

 


“Well, darn.” Marian sank down into her
chair and pouted. “I kind of liked having my friends ask me all
sorts of questions about working here. They treated me like I was
brave for taking the job.”

 


“You are brave.” With a gesture toward the
door that hid the central staircase, Burgundy said, “You work with
Lynn every day.”

 


As Marian opened her mouth to answer, they
heard a shriek from downstairs. Though the old walls lining the
staircase seemed to stifle it, there was no mistaking the horror in
the sound. Marian jumped to her feet, but Burgundy gestured for her
to stay back.

 


“I’ll check it out. Be ready to call the
police.” Not that Burgundy wanted to go into the basement alone,
but nymphs weren’t much use unless she needed someone to commune
with nature.

 


Burgundy chanted the words of a simple
defensive spell as she hurried toward the stairs and started down
them. It was one of the few spells she could cast with some
success. Fifty-fifty, really, but if it worked, it would be enough
to at least buffer her from any attacks, to soften them until she
saw what she was dealing with. She hated anticipating that
possibility, especially since nothing violent ever happened in Rock
Grove, but she certainly couldn’t discount it.

 


The list of things that might cause Lynn to
shriek was pretty long – mice, an unflushed toilet (with or without
a floater), a speck of dust on a shelf. It was the first time she’d
ever actually let out such a shrill sound, though, and Burgundy
decided it was better to be safe than sorry. When she arrived at
the bottom of the stairs, she heard, “No, no, no!” coming from Mr.
Knight’s office.

 


When she stepped around the corner, she
skidded to a stop in shock. It appeared Lynn’s piercing shriek was
very much warranted.



Burgundy looked at the scene in front of her and wished, briefly,
that she had a spell strong enough to scrub the image from her
memories forever.













Chapter Nine

 


“And there she was, backed into a corner,
with Mr. Knight saying, ‘But I love you, I love you!’ For someone
who says she thinks he’s the handsomest man in the world, she sure
looked pretty upset. The expression on Lynn’s face was priceless.
Honestly, it was way too entertaining.”

 


“No!” Charlotte’s eyes were wide,
unbelieving. “You’d think she’d be stoked he finally noticed
her.”

 


“I know, right? But it’s true. She looked
absolutely horrified. I think he came on too strong. You know how
cat shifters are. They prefer being the predator, not the prey.”
Burgundy stuck her chopsticks into her box of fried rice and
swallowed some soda to wash down her last bite.

 


“So the weird love epidemic strikes
again.”

 


“All of the weird.” Letting out a sigh,
Burgundy set her can of soda down on the coffee table and looked at
Charlotte. They hadn’t hung out together like this in a while. Ever
since middle school, they’d enjoyed regular “Ladies Nights” at her
aunt’s house until Jenna came along. For some reason, it’d been
awkward to have Charlotte with them when Burgundy and Jenna were
spending time together.

 


It wasn’t that Jenna objected, but she
certainly let Burgundy know she didn’t want a third wheel on their
dates. Even if it was something as simple as hanging out at home to
watch a movie together. Now Burgundy realized she’d lost an entire
year with her best friend. As much as Jenna dumping her hurt, this
realization hurt worse.

 


Burgundy rested her head on Charlotte’s
shoulder and let out a sigh. “This is nice. I love that we can sit
down and do this again. I mean, getting dumped sucks, but at least
there’s an upside.”

 


“Which is what?” Charlotte
draped her arm around Burgundy and they both stretched their legs
in front of them, their feet warmed by the fire. It brought
Burgundy back to those adolescent days, when Charlotte would sleep
over and they’d giggle about whatever was going on in their lives.
They’d come out to each other as lesbians, but never crossed the
friendship line. Besides, Charlotte always had a girlfriend when
they were teenagers. Always. She was too lovely and
popular not to, whereas Burgundy wasn’t everyone’s cup of
tea.

 


Now, even though she missed having her own
girlfriend, she was glad nothing stood in the way of hanging out
with her best friend. “The upside is I get to spend time with you
again. I’m sorry we stopped having our ladies nights when I was
with Jenna. It was pretty shitty of me.” Burgundy wiggled her toes
and nestled closer to Charlotte. “Jenna never liked it when you
were around. I don’t mean that she was jealous or anything. She
wanted me all to herself when she was here, which makes sense.
After all, she had to drive over an hour from the city to see
me.”

 


Charlotte’s arm squeezed around her briefly.
“I always understood,” she said. “I’m your friend. That never
changed. Besides, I had a feeling things would come around
eventually.”

 


“In what way?” When Charlotte didn’t answer
her, Burgundy straightened and looked at her. “Did you think she
was going to break up with me?”

 


“Sort of. I mean, I didn’t
think it would last.” Charlotte lifted her arm from Burgundy’s
shoulders, looked down, and curled her hands into fists in her lap.
She looked sadder than Burgundy had ever seen her. “I wanted you to
have a girlfriend, especially because you seemed to want one so
much. But she felt like the wrong person from the start. Not that I
was hoping things
wouldn’t last or something like that. I just didn’t see it going
anywhere. Yeesh, I’m babbling.”

 


“Huh.” Burgundy turned back to the fire and
pondered that revelation. It wasn’t a big deal, as far as she was
concerned. Better an honest friend than some snotty bitch who
dumped her by text. She nudged Charlotte and said, “It’s okay. I
appreciate you telling me the truth. Maybe we need to share our
thoughts more often when it comes to girlfriends. And, hey, I guess
it worked out for both of us, because now we get to hang out
again.”

 


“So you’re not mad at me?”

 


Burgundy shook her head and pulled Charlotte
in for a hug. “Not at all. I’m mad at myself for ever letting you
think you couldn’t tell me what was on your mind.”

 


The fire popped and crackled, and Burgundy
closed her eyes. Heat radiated into the room, intense and relaxing.
With a little sigh, she sank back against the sofa, one arm still
around Charlotte and the other relaxed in her lap. After another
moment, Charlotte did the same.

 


Her friend’s murmured, “So, what next?”
broke the silence.

 


Burgundy blinked her eyes open and watched
the flames dancing along the logs. “Well,” she drawled, “I guess
the first thing to do is figure out this love stuff.”

 


“Are you telling me you haven’t gotten it
figured out?” Charlotte asked teasingly.

 


“Are you kidding me? It’s a mystery to
me.”

 


“Well, maybe I can help you with any
questions you might have.”

 


To Burgundy’s surprise, gentle fingers
stroked along her jawline and then turned her head to face her
friend. Charlotte inched closer and it took Burgundy a moment to
process what was going on. As soon as she figured it out, she let
out a yelp that sounded far too much like a small, yappy dog.

 


Charlotte jumped back. “What’s wrong?”

 


“You were going to kiss me!” Burgundy
blurted out. At the moment, she didn’t know what was more
surprising: Charlotte making a move on her or her own desire to see
what it would be like. The one thing she did know was how
unexpected it was to have her best friend lean in for something so
intimate.

 


“Right, because you said you wanted to
figure out this love stuff…” Charlotte’s expression fell.

 


“Oh no.” Burgundy covered
her face with her hands. “That’s not what I meant! I was talking
about everyone around town. The weird love stuff. I mean, this is
weird, too, but I wasn’t thinking, I mean, it never, um–” Gah,
could she dig this hole any deeper?

 


They stared at each other for a long moment,
and then Charlotte spluttered. “Oh shit. I feel like a total idiot.
I’m sorry.”

 


“No, it’s all good. You’re the prettiest
idiot in Rock Grove.” Burgundy chuckled and the more she thought
about the moment, the harder she laughed. It must have been
contagious, because Charlotte joined in until they were both
rolling on the floor, giggling like teenagers.

 


Relief flooded Burgundy. The giggle fit was
cathartic, cleansing her of all the misery and stress of the past
several days. Just when she thought the laughter would subside, it
started anew, leaving them both breathless with mirth.

 


“Well, I see the more things change, the
more they stay the same,” Arthur observed as he padded over to the
hearth and stretched out along the bricks. Only he would seek out
the hottest spot in the house and claim it for himself. Sometimes,
Burgundy envied his ability to do so.

 


She sat upright and wiped the tears from her
eyes. Charlotte did the same. They glanced at each other, still
sniffling. If not for the firedrake’s presence, Burgundy wondered
if Charlotte might try to kiss her again. The idea held more appeal
than she cared to admit.

 


“If you two start pillow-fighting, I’m out
of here,” Arthur told them.

 


“Not going to happen. I need to get home.”
Charlotte pushed herself to her feet and started gathering her
things.

 


“What?” Burgundy watched in disappointment.
“You can’t do that. You’re the Robin to my Batman.”

 


“I’m a boy wonder?”

 


“How about the Garth to my Wayne?” Burgundy
suggested.

 


Charlotte folded her arms, eyes narrowed.
“That is vaguely insulting. I’ve never been a skittish dweeb.
Besides, why do all sidekicks have to be male?”

 


“Fine. How about the Bess to my Nancy or the
Willow to my Buffy?” Even though she said it hopefully, Burgundy
could see that Charlotte was not amused.

 


Because now Charlotte pinched the top of her
nose and shook her head. “Drop the sidekick analogy, okay? I’m not
a useless girly-girl and the Willow/Buffy one is totally backwards,
since you’re the witch.”

 


“Well, I might be the witch, but you’re the
quiet, unassuming one.” Rising to follow Charlotte, Burgundy
watched dejectedly as her friend put on her shoes and picked up her
purse.

 


“Maybe,” Charlotte agreed, “but you aren’t
solving mysteries or taking out monsters. You’re you – a small-town
librarian and witch. And guess what? I like that version of you. So
stop worrying so much about the weird love epidemic and do what you
do best.”

 


“Which is?” There really wasn’t an answer to
that question, as far as Burgundy was concerned. She was only a
fair witch, at best, and a pretty decent librarian, at worst. But
there was nothing else to distinguish her in any way.

 


Charlotte turned before walking out the
door, placed her hand on Burgundy’s arm, and leaned in to kiss her
on the cheek. “Which is being you,” she said. “Now get a good
night’s sleep and take it easy tomorrow. You deserve it. I’ll see
you later.”

 


“Wait!” Burgundy called after her. “What if
the weird love epidemic gets one of us?”

 


She heard Charlotte’s chuckle over her
retreating steps, but no other answer.

 


Long after Charlotte was
gone, Burgundy found herself alone in her bedroom, going through
her old journals. It seemed strange to look back at her writings
from eight to fifteen years ago. But hanging out with her best
friend had stirred a sense of nostalgia. The journals detailed her
hopes and dreams. From the small things – What will Anya Baron say if I ask her out?
(Nothing nice, as it turned out) – to the big,
looking back at her life seemed like the right thing to
do.

 


“Arthur,” she told the firedrake, who’d
relocated to the foot of her bed, “can you believe nothing
interesting has happened to me, ever?”

 


“Of course I can. This is Rock Grove. When
interesting things do happen, it’s usually something big. Not just
one person’s experience.”

 


“Something big?” Burgundy
looked at him. For a moment, she envied him once more.
It must be nice, she
thought, to be able to curl up and ignore
the rest of the world.

 


“Sure, like a drought or a plague of
grasshoppers, or what have you. The interesting stuff almost always
afflicts the entire town, and then someone figures out how to solve
the problem, and it’s gone.”

 


Burgundy closed her journals and pondered
his words. It was true that every town-wide problem came with at
least some small warning. Usually the issue lasted until everyone
put their heads together and figured out a solution. In this case,
Burgundy wasn’t sure that would work. With enough people afflicted
by whatever was going on, she doubted they’d see the problem.

 


A quick tally in her head told her she’d
seen at least a hundred couples out of the norm. With a population
of a little over six thousand people in town, the odds weren’t in
her favor. As more were hit with whatever was going on, there’d be
fewer reasonable minds until…

 


“I wonder if the mayor would be willing to
call a town meeting,” she told Arthur.

 


“He might, but you better get him before he
goes bonkers, too.”

 


“Right.” Burgundy huffed and folded her
arms. “Tell me something I don’t know.” She was already trying to
plan what to say to the mayor to convince him of the necessity of
the meeting, so she almost missed what Arthur said next.

 


“If I must.” The firedrake stretched, the
claws of his forelegs making tiny indentations in her comforter,
before he turned to face her. “Whatever you’re dealing with, it’s
high level magick. I don’t know who’s causing it, but once it
happens, there might be no reversing it.”

 


Burgundy’s mouth fell open and she watched
the firedrake resume a curled-up position, tucking his tail around
himself as he nested on her blankets. “How do you know this?” she
asked.

 


He tapped his snout. “It has a distinct
smell, this kind of magick. There’s a reason your aunt doesn’t
practice it. The first rule of the Witches Council is not to cast
that which cannot be undone.”

 


“So if whoever is causing this is a witch,
they’re breaking a pretty big rule,” Burgundy mused.

 


“Yes, but that’s a
huge if, my
child. Magick of this magnitude and on this scale? I doubt your
perpetrator is a witch.”

 


“What if there’s more than one?” Burgundy
asked.

 


Arthur opened one eye to peer at her.
“That’s probably the most intelligent question you’ve asked all
night, Burg.”













Chapter Ten

 


If Arthur was right and the weird love
epidemic, as she and Charlotte had dubbed it, was magick, then
Burgundy decided she had a responsibility to confirm that. As the
only witch in town at the moment, she was also the only person who
could make that determination. At least that was something she
could do without screwing up… she hoped.

 


Even though it was a futile gesture, she
studied her spell books all day Thursday and tried to practice a
disenchanting charm. It wasn’t like she enjoyed being so far behind
on her witchy education. But even with practice, she couldn’t seem
to push past absolute basics. The one time she’d worked on a major
spell at her aunt’s behest, all the food in the house had spoiled.
Since then, her aunt encouraged her to try little things, but every
failure wore at Burgundy’s self-confidence until it was ground down
to less than nothing.

 


At least she accomplished one thing. Or
tried to. She emailed the mayor with her concerns. An automated
response pinged into her email inbox immediately and she scanned
it. “Out of the office until Monday,” she muttered. “Figures.”

 


On Friday morning, she drove into town early
and parked behind the town hall. It gave her a good chance to see
that even at this early hour, people were entangled in rather
heated embraces all around downtown.

 


She took her time
strolling along the sidewalk, heading for the diner first to get a
cup of coffee. The coffeemaker at home was an ancient and
unreliable thing that Iris refused to replace. Even when Burgundy
offered to buy one out of her own money, her aunt shook her head
and muttered something about not being able to throw out anything
because of the exposure to magick. Or, as Burgundy thought of
it, the appliances had seen some
shit.

 


Charlotte waved when Burgundy walked in,
offering her usual smile, along with a toss of her long, dark hair.
It was contained in a sleek ponytail that Burgundy wanted to reach
out and touch.

 


When Charlotte asked “Breakfast?” Burgundy
shoved the odd thought about her friend’s beautiful hair aside.

 


“Just having coffee today,” Burgundy
declined. “I had a bowl of cereal at home.”

 


“Okay, then. How about you treat yourself
and try my cappuccino?”

 


Burgundy drew her brows together. “You have
cappuccino? This is news to me. As a regular consumer of all things
coffee, how come I didn’t know first?”

 


“Well, you’ve also been
preoccupied with other things. Anyway, the maker arrived yesterday
and I’ve been practicing on it all morning. Ta da!” Charlotte
walked over to a new machine and waved her hands around it. She
looked a lot like one of the Price is
Right models, with her hands and arms
undulating gracefully to show off the cappuccino maker’s sleek
lines.

 


“Okay,” Burgundy said with a laugh. “I get
it. I get it. Sure, I’ll try some.”

 


Her best friend moved efficiently behind the
counter, already seeming comfortable with the shiny, new
contraption. In mere moments, she served Burgundy a cup of
cappuccino topped with cinnamon and whipped cream. “And here’s your
coffee for later,” she said, sliding a tall take-out cup in front
of her. “Already added the cream and sugar.”

 


“You’re the best.” Burgundy sipped at the
cappuccino and sighed as liquid warmth filled her. It spread
throughout her body, leaving her feeling languorous. “Charlotte, no
offense, but this cappuccino isn’t waking me up. It’s making me
want to curl up under a blanket with a book and more of this
stuff.”

 


“I know it doesn’t give that jolt you enjoy
from your coffee, but isn’t it a nice change of pace?” The way
Charlotte smiled at her, she seemed determined that Burgundy like
the drink. As a creature of habit and lover of coffee, it was
difficult to change her ways. Mornings weren’t the time for her to
savor a frothy, delicious drink. She needed a fast, hard hit of
caffeine.

 


Still, she curled her hands around the cup
and returned her friend’s smile. “I think it’s lovely. Maybe you
could add another shot of espresso next time. I mean, as a special
treat for me.”

 


Charlotte tapped her finger against her
mouth, as if considering the request. For a second, Burgundy
thought she’d insulted her, but then Charlotte said, “I could
probably offer that to folks by request. Good idea!”

 


Letting out a breath, Burgundy bowed her
head and looked down at her cup. It was already half gone, so she
finished it while she glanced around the diner. Once again, there
were unexpected couples sitting together at the tables. Even some
of the old-timers who normally shared that one table near the
kitchen were sitting with others. It was a stranger sight than the
first time and she thought about what Arthur had said.

 


Miss Mason was in there, along with Old Man
Cragborn, and Burgundy remembered Charlotte mentioning them. The
high school health teacher couldn’t be more than thirty-five, yet
there she was, snuggling up to a four hundred-year-old man. The way
she nuzzled his white bearded face was practically indecent and
Burgundy turned to look at Charlotte.

 


“Yeah, I know,” her friend said, catching
her gaze. “But it’s kind of cute in a way, too.”

 


“Cute? Charlotte, I saw Jake Calhoun running
to get away from Delia Hargrove. Are you going to tell me that’s
cute?”

 


“Maybe a little.” Charlotte shrugged and
tucked a strand of loose hair behind her ear.

 


No, what’s cute is
you, Burgundy thought. Nice, normal, you. But she pressed
her hand against the counter and added, “How about the fact that
Delia almost got hit by a car trying to get her hands on
him?”

 


“Oh…”

 


“Yeah. ‘Oh’.” Burgundy shook her head.
“Something is totally messed up here. I mean, it’s so wrong that I
can’t even find the worlds to do justice to the amount of
wrongness.”

 


The one thing she did know was whatever was
going on, this was out of her league. Yet as a witch, she owed it
to the town to try to figure out what was happening to them. Her
aunt had yet to answer her emails, imploring her to call or, better
still, hop the next airplane home.

 


Burgundy let her eyelids
flutter shut and silently cast a spell that would allow her to
detect if there was any magick at work there in the diner. It was
the one thing she could
do and what made it all the more satisfying was
the fact that it was something even her aunt wasn’t capable of.
When she opened her eyes again, she saw a wrinkle of annoyance
visible between Charlotte’s dark brows.

 


“What?”

 


Charlotte gestured at the empty coffee cup.
“First of all, you didn’t savor that like you’re supposed to.
Second, you’re casting a spell in my diner.”

 


“The spell is necessary.
This weird love epidemic might have been funny and awkward before,
but now people are scared. They’re putting themselves in danger
because of it.” Burgundy paused, waiting for Charlotte to respond.
When her friend said nothing, she plunged on. “There are people
acting like they’re in love with people they shouldn’t want to
love. We both know that’s a problem and we both know only one person can
fix it.”

 


Her friend finally nodded and, together,
they both said, “Iris.”

 


“Right,” Burgundy said. “So Iris hasn’t
answered my emails and the mayor is out of town until Monday, which
means it’s up to me to sort out what’s going on. Now, I don’t like
interfering any more than you like me to, especially since I’m
still in training. Heck, one spell from me could blow up the whole
town, for all I know. But I owe it to the people to try to help.
These are our friends and neighbors. If they’re being compelled to
do something, we need to find a way to stop it.”

 


“But… why love? And why Rock Grove?”

 


“You got me. But I do know this.” With a
grimace, Burgundy announced, “There’s nothing natural about what’s
going on. All I’m detecting is magick, big time.”

 


Charlotte leaned against the counter and
looked around the diner, her long, dark ponytail following her
movements. As soon as her friend was looking away, Burgundy found
her gaze drawn to Charlotte’s neck. It was as if a shining curtain
had been drawn aside to reveal something that was graceful and
curved just so, in a way that made her want to…

 


“Yeah,” Charlotte agreed, turning to her,
hair falling back into place over one shoulder. “I can kind of see
what you mean. I think there’s a couple about to schtoink on the
bench outside.”

 


“Ew.”

 


“And I sense that something is off, not as
strongly as you do, though.” Charlotte’s chest rose and fell as she
drew in a deep breath. “Yes, the spiritual balance of Rock Grove is
very much tilted in the wrong direction.”

 


“So if you can sense it as a medicine woman,
can you do anything about it?” Burgundy asked, hopeful. Maybe they
wouldn’t need Iris after all. But when Charlotte answered her with
shake of her head, Burgundy’s hopes were dashed.

 


“I can’t alleviate the effects of something
on this wide a scale, Burg. I’m sorry. Maybe if I’d paid more
attention or noticed when you told me to, I could have done
something.” Apology tinged her words, but Burgundy smiled
ruefully.

 


“It’s okay. I guess now we better keep our
eyes open and make sure we don’t get infected with whatever this
is. Otherwise, we’ll never fix it.”

 


Burgundy moved off the stool and placed a
five dollar bill on the counter for the coffee and cappuccino. The
take-out cup was still nice and hot in her hand. The sensation made
for a comforting contrast against the cold November air as she
walked down Main Street, then up the smaller side street that led
to the library.

 


The old brick building waited for her, dark
and empty. Every time Burgundy unlocked the front door and walked
in first thing in the morning before turning on the lights, an
eerie chill shook her. It happened now, as soon as the front door
shut behind her. Before she’d even reached for the lights, she
heard a groan.

 


Through the glass of the interior doors, she
saw movement – a shadow hunched over by the circulation desk.
Swallowing her fear, Burgundy reached for the light switch and
flipped it. Light flooded the entire first floor and she bit back a
gasp.

 


“Mr. Knight,” she said, finally moving
forward. “Are you okay?”

 


The handsome man looked like he was sweating
and his skin was pale. Granted, Burgundy wasn’t sure what was pale
for Mr. Knight, since he rarely left the basement. But his flesh
had an unhealthy-looking, ashen tone to it.

 


“Lynn. She won’t answer my calls, won’t come
to see me. I’ll die without her, Burgundy. I know I will.” His
voice came out in a moan and then he collapsed into the chair Lynn
usually occupied. “Why won’t she see me?”

 


His words brought back the fear, sending a
chill through Burgundy’s body. She took a sip of her coffee, but
even that didn’t warm her. Mr. Knight usually didn’t behave so
informally with her, let alone share personal thoughts or feelings.
Disconcerted didn’t even begin to cover how she felt. Burgundy
reached out to check his forehead.

 


“I’m not sick,” he mumbled, knocking her
hand away and pouting like a petulant child. “I want Lynn.”

 


“Okay, well, she’ll be here in thirty
minutes. Can you wait to see her?”

 


He nodded wordlessly and then leaned against
the desk. It was the posture of a heartbroken man and Burgundy took
a step back. She stowed her coat and purse away, but fished her
cell phone out of it first.

 


“I’m going to finish opening up,” she told
her boss. “Why don’t you go back down to your office and I’ll send
Lynn to you?”

 


“No. I need to see her as soon as she comes
in.”

 


“Ohhh… kaaayyy…” Burgundy turned and hurried
down the steps to the children’s room. As soon as she’d turned on
the lights, she sent a text to Lynn. The assistant might not have
been her favorite person to deal with, but Mr. Knight looked ready
to fall over if he didn’t see her.

 


Her phone buzzed a few seconds later with a
response and Burgundy glared at it. With a low growl, she dialed
Lynn’s number and waited to hear the older woman say, “Hello?”

 


“Look, I know you’re probably pissed off
about our little talk the other day, but you still need to be here.
You can’t call out today.”

 


There was silence and Burgundy was afraid
Lynn had hung up on her. But then she heard a deep breath. “It’s
not you. Well, mostly not you. It’s him.”

 


“Well, he looks like he’s on the verge of
death, so I need you to get in here and see what you can do to fix
him.” It was the second awkward conversation she’d had with Lynn
that week and Burgundy rolled her eyes. She was definitely batting
zero as a supervisor.

 


An even longer silence than the first
stretched between her and Lynn. Then, finally, Lynn said, “I’ll be
there, but someone needs to stay with me.”

 


“Lynn, I promise, I’ll stay with you. I
won’t let anything happen to you, but if you don’t come in, I’m
afraid something even worse will happen to Mr. Knight.” Burgundy
thought about the crush Lynn supposedly had on him and added,
“Besides, I thought you liked him.”

 


“I do like him when he’s
not being all grabby hands. You know how cats are, Burgundy. We
need our space.” Lynn’s huff of annoyance was audible, but at least
Burgundy heard what sounded like car keys jangling in the
background. “I’ll be there in about five minutes, but do
not leave me alone with
him.”

 


“You have a witch’s promise that I won’t.
Now hurry, please. He needs you here.”

 


As soon as Burgundy hung up, she opened the
search engine on her phone and typed in a few words. She scrolled
through the hits until one in particular caught her eye. She tapped
the link and waited for the page to load while she powered on the
downstairs computers.

 


Every word she read on the website was more
ominous than the last, until her steps faltered and then stopped
completely. Two words fell from her lips before she ran the rest of
the way upstairs.

 


“Oh shit.”













Chapter Eleven

 


“What… what does that mean, though?” Lynn
peered at the phone Burgundy held beneath her face and Burgundy
rolled her eyes. For a cat shifter, Lynn could be annoyingly dense
at times.

 


“A love wound that does not heal,” Burgundy
quoted, “which means Mr. Knight is going to pine for you and maybe
die if he can’t have you. Look at him. You can see with your own
eyes that he doesn’t look good.”

 


They both turned to look into Mr. Knight’s
office, where he sat at his desk, staring back at them, his dark,
red-rimmed eyes glittering. Even though Lynn’s proximity seemed to
have filled him with some energy again, that same broken-hearted
demeanor lingered. Burgundy had spent days trying to formulate an
answer to the question of what was going on in town. Now, her heart
leapt as she watched things take a turn for the worse. Mr. Knight,
of all people!

 


Burgundy almost thought Lynn might decide it
wasn’t worth it to stick around, that she would decide Mr. Knight’s
death would serve her better than his life. But then Lynn let out a
sigh and her features went feline briefly.

 


“I do like him,” she finally said. “Maybe I
can set some ground rules with him.”

 


“Whatever you can do. If he starts getting
handsy or inappropriate with you, I’m right upstairs.” Burgundy
tried to sound reassuring, despite the way she felt about working
with Lynn. After all, it wasn’t fair to leave her assistant to deal
with things on her own.

 


Lynn’s chest rose with her breath and she
squared her shoulders. “I can handle it. Go on. Do your job. I’ll
see what I can do to help him.”

 


With that figured out, Burgundy slipped
quietly away while Lynn entered Mr. Knight’s office. There wasn’t
much else she could do, especially since her spell to detect magick
only told her it was there. And, oh boy, was it. The strange,
sparkling energy of whatever was causing the lovesickness lay
thickly all over Mr. Knight, from head to toe.

 


Burgundy trudged back up the stairs and
joined Marian at the circulation desk. “How are things up here?”
she asked.

 


“Fine. Quiet for a Friday. Some rando came
in wearing a trench coat, though. Never saw him before. Kind of
thought he might flash me or something.”

 


“A rando in a trench?” Burgundy straightened
and looked around the library. They had some pretty eccentric
people in town, ranging from socially awkward to downright scary,
but none of them skulked around in a trench coat.

 


“He went downstairs. But, yeah, it was
pretty weird. Had a hat, too. Like, the old-fashioned kind
gangsters wore in the 1920s. Halloween was over three weeks ago, so
I don’t know what his deal was, but–”

 


Burgundy didn’t give Marian a chance to
finish. She pushed away from the desk and ran downstairs to find
Sylvia at the desk in the children’s room. “Did you see a man in a
trench coat?” she asked, her gaze roving every single aisle of
bookshelves.

 


“A trench coat? No, but I just came back
from using the restroom. Why do you ask?”

 


The doors had a soft chime that alerted them
to visitors, so Burgundy pointed at the outside door. “Did you hear
that open or close in the past few minutes?”

 


“No, but you can’t really hear it in the
bathroom. I’m sorry. Was it someone you were supposed to–”

 


Once again, Burgundy didn’t wait for Sylvia
to finish her sentence. Instead, she walked past her into the
auditorium, then circled up onto the stage and through the doorway
behind it. She went through the small kitchen and then stopped,
staring at what she saw.

 


There was the man in the trench coat. He was
facing Mr. Knight’s office, elbow high and back past his head. The
fingers of that hand were curled around a string that attached to a
gilded bow. Nocked on the bow was a shining arrow with a
heart-shaped arrowhead.

 


She thought of her internet search only a
short while ago, of how looking for love magic had led her to
people with the power to make people fall in love. Of how that led
her to the infamous mythological figure who existed only to incite
uncontrollable desire with his bow and golden arrows.

 


With a shout, Burgundy charged forward and
knocked into the man. She was fairly short at only five foot six,
and kind of curvy, so the impact didn’t do much. But it was enough
to jostle him into sending the shot wide.

 


The man turned and glared at her, hissed,
“Stupid girl,” and then shoved past her to run up the creaky
central staircase.

 


“Girl?” Torn with indecision,
Burgundy looked at where the arrow was wedged into a crack in the
plaster wall and then back at the stairs. One was a clue, the other
was the actual perpetrator. “No contest,” she muttered, and gave
chase.

 


Without her usual care in foot placement,
the stairs protested alarmingly. She knew anyone in the library
would hear her dashing up those steps and think the worst. But, in
truth, the worst was happening and Burgundy knew if she didn’t try
to stop it, Mr. Knight wouldn’t be the only lovesick person in
town.

 


At the top of the stairs, she looked to the
left and the right, then at Marian. “Where did he go?” she
asked.

 


“Back down the main stairs. Ran past like a
bat out of, well, you know.”

 


Burgundy turned and there he was, behind her
and taking aim again. “The nerve!” She hurried down, retracing her
steps, but the arrow flew before her foot hit the last step. “Hey!
You!” she shouted, reaching out to grasp the trench coat. She
managed to catch on to the sleeve and the man turned, but didn’t
try to shake her off.

 


“You ruined my shot
again,” he accused. The
way his hat shadowed his features made it difficult to see his
expression, but it was obvious from his voice he was frustrated.
Not that Burgundy cared.

 


“Gee, I wonder why?” she retorted. “Oh, I
know why – because you’re making innocent people fall in love with
each other and now they’re pining so hard, they’re on the verge of
death or getting themselves killed to get who they want. What the
heck is that all about? You better have a good answer, because I’m
not in the mood for games.”

 


The words came out far bolder than she felt.
Sure, she was pretty pissed off, but enough to actually tackle a
library patron? That seemed excessive, even in this situation.
Still, she bristled and glared at the man. Mr. Knight’s office door
slammed shut, and she realized both he and Lynn had overheard her.
It didn’t matter, though. She’d seen a terrified man running away
from a woman, the same love-obsessed woman put herself in danger
without a second thought, and now Mr. Knight on the verge of giving
up on life. The safety of her town was on the line and she wasn’t
going to let the guy get away from her.

 


The adrenaline coursing through her
heightened every sense. Over time, the musty scent of the library
was something she no longer noticed. Now, though, she smelled it
again, with something sharper layered over it. It was the earthy
sweet aroma of magick.

 


“Look.” Despite her qualms about manhandling
a complete stranger, especially in the library, Burgundy reached
out and yanked on the collar of his coat.

 


She could see that her hands were shaking,
but she didn’t care. She’d take this on like an alpha shifter and
make sure this Cupid asshole was sorry for messing with her town.
It might be tempting fate to confront him, but she didn’t care. He
was hurting people she cared about, her friends and neighbors.
Screw her professional demeanor. No one was around to see her.

 


“You aren’t turning everyone in this town
into lovesick zombies who can’t function without a boyfriend or
girlfriend. Not on my watch.”

 


“Darling, you’re the whole reason I’m
here.”

 


Burgundy cringed and stopped yanking at the
coat to look the man up and down. “Sorry, but I don’t swing that
way. Or haven’t you heard?”

 


“I’ve heard a great many things about you,
Burgundy Jane Hart, witch-in-training.” The man lifted his hand and
brushed hers away from his collar. Now that he’d raised his face to
the light, Burgundy saw he was not much older than her. Those eyes
of his flashed in the fluorescent glow, a strange silver color. She
knew appearances were deceiving in Rock Grove. A woman like Martha
appeared to be in her sixties, but her actual age could very well
be a century or more. The guy looked young, but he could be far
older.

 


She shivered and wrapped her arms around
herself, content that the man she’d cornered wouldn’t bolt yet. “So
you know my name and what I am. That’s pretty damn creepy, but all
of that stuff isn’t exactly secret knowledge.”

 


“Maybe not, but there’s plenty of other
things I do know.”

 


When he didn’t add “about you” to the end of
the sentence, Burgundy shrugged. “Great. So what do you want for
that – a medal? Let me tell you something, man, take your bow and
arrows, and get out of Rock Grove. Go play Cupid elsewhere.
Otherwise, you’re going to find yourself at the wrong end of some
torches and pitchforks.”

 


The town hadn’t assembled a good
old-fashioned mob in a long time, but that was beside the point.
The last thing Burgundy needed was to catch the guy in the act,
only to have him slip through her fingers. She wished she’d brought
her cell phone downstairs with her. Getting a photo might prove
useful. Her brow furrowed and she gave the man another long,
searching look.

 


Something emanated off him, a rich, earthy
scent that reminded her of a spring day after a rain shower. The
tingle of magick was coming directly from him, not just the arrows.
The realization had her taking a step back and raking him with her
gaze.

 


“You’re a witch, too!”

 


“Warlock, darling.
There is a
difference, you know.” He sounded testy and a bit of Scottish
accent edged his words. With his free hand, he reached up and
straightened the front of his coat. Warlock wasn’t the equivalent
of a male witch. They were, Burgundy recalled, a different kind of
magick-user. They could be men or women. As far as she knew, they
had only one goal in life: increase their power by any means
necessary.

 


Her gaze dropped to the bow now clutched in
his other hand. “For a second there, I thought Cupid had gone wild
in our town. So now I see it’s just you being a nuisance, not the
apocalypse.”

 


“That’s cute... and not far from the
truth.”

 


Burgundy looked up at him again and saw a
smirk lifting the corner of his mouth. “So what is the truth?” she
asked. “Astound me with your obviously superior knowledge.”

 


The man appeared to consider her words, his
gaze holding hers for a moment before he said, “Now, that wouldn’t
be too difficult, would it? But I’m going to have to say no to
that.” He turned and dashed past her, into the auditorium.

 


“Oh, come on!” Burgundy followed in time to
see him fleeing through the back door. She ran to it and shoved at
the door when it closed on her. Cold air slammed into her, but a
quick scan of the area behind the library showed no one else out
there. The warlock had simply vanished into thin air.

 


Grumbling, she turned back to the library
and looked at Sylvia, who shrugged. “Who was that guy?” the
librarian asked as Burgundy shut the door.

 


“I don’t know. If I could have taken a
picture of him, that might have helped.” She lifted her gaze to the
seam where the ceiling met the wall. There, blinking back at her,
was one of the many security cameras they had scattered throughout
the building. “Sylvia, would you pull up the camera feed?”

 


“Sure.” Sylvia turned back to her computer
and switched browser tabs to the software. While Burgundy waited
behind her chair, the other librarian went to the day’s recording
and scrolled back to the time when the man first entered the
building.

 


Triumph swelled within Burgundy as she
pointed to the screen and said, “There he is. Will you write down
the time stamp for me? I want to create a timeline.”

 


“Why a timeline?” Sylvia asked. “And why
were you chasing him? What’s going on? Does this have something to
do with the way people have been acting? Did I tell you I saw that
Bingley boy with the one who likes to smoke outside our front
door?”

 


“I saw them too, and yeah. I didn’t realize
it was going to turn into such a huge problem, but we’ve got issues
and he’s the cause.” Burgundy accepted the piece of paper from the
nymph and they both watched the replay up until the point where the
man ran out the door.

 


“Does he have a
bow?” Sylvia squinted
and leaned forward, scrutinizing the paused frame of the
video.

 


Nodding, Burgundy also got closer to the
monitor. “He does, yeah, but those arrows don’t kill. I think
they’re tipped with some sort of love potion.”

 


Sylvia’s mouth opened into a little O and
she turned to Burgundy. “Love potion? That can’t be. Wouldn’t the
arrows still hurt when they hit?”

 


“I don’t think so. Oh, there’s one near Mr.
Knight’s office.” Burgundy spun on her heel and scurried back
through the auditorium, up onto the stage, through the kitchen, and
found what she was looking for. The first arrow was still wedged
into the plaster of the wall. As she reached up to remove it, the
door to Mr. Knight’s office opened and Lynn stepped out, clutching
the other arrow.

 


“Someone tried to kill us.” The cat
shifter’s lower lip trembled and her eyes swam with tears.

 


“Don’t worry.” Burgundy took the other arrow
and examined both of them. “The tips are blunt. I think they’re too
dull to pierce the skin, but I’m pretty sure there’s a love potion
coating them.”

 


Lynn backed against the office door.
Burgundy couldn’t blame her. This was dangerous magick, the kind
her aunt had often warned against using. Not that Burgundy could if
she wanted to, which she certainly didn’t. Even though she didn’t
think the arrows could do any harm, she found a plastic bag to wrap
them in for safekeeping.

 


She stuck her head back into Mr. Knight’s
office, glad to see he was sitting up straighter. “He looks back to
normal,” she whispered to Lynn, who lingered by the door.

 


“Yeah. I think I’ll get some lunch. I
skipped breakfast to get here early for you.” There was accusation
in Lynn’s voice, but Burgundy ignored it. Some things were more
important, like the life of their boss.

 


“Go get something. I can keep an eye on
him.”

 


Lynn nodded and as she stepped out of the
office, Mr. Knight whined, “Where are you going?”

 


The assistant hesitated and exchanged a
glance with Burgundy. “I need to get some lunch. Do you want
something?”

 


“You can’t go.” He pushed out of his chair,
hands pressing against the desk and arms taut. “I need you with me,
Lynn. I’ll die without you.”

 


Burgundy didn’t doubt Mr. Knight’s words,
not after the condition she’d seen him in earlier that day. Relief
rushed through her when Lynn extended her hand and cooed, “Come
with me, then.”

 


Mr. Knight didn’t need to be told twice. He
moved around the desk and clasped her hand. Burgundy followed them
toward the back door. “Are you sure this is such a good idea?” she
asked. “I mean, the guy who did this to Mr. Knight targeted you,
too, Lynn.” Not that she cared if Lynn and Mr. Knight spent the
rest of their lives canoodling, but it was clearly not good for
anyone’s health.

 


“It’ll be fine. Stop worrying and go do your
job.” Lynn shooed her away and opened the back door.

 


As sunlight flooded the room, Mr. Knight
drew back with a hiss. A thin tendril of smoke rose from where Lynn
held his hand and she let go with a gasp. “Close the door!”
Burgundy yelled, relieved there weren’t children in the library.
The last thing they needed to see was the director burning from the
light of the sun.

 


Lynn slammed the door shut and pressed her
back to it, chest heaving. “Oh dear!”

 


“Oh dear” was the understatement of the
year. Burgundy approached Mr. Knight and looked at his hand. The
singed skin didn’t look badly injured and he still seemed intent on
one thing.

 


“Lynn, how could you?” he asked
plaintively.

 


“I didn’t mean to… I didn’t know…” The pulse
in her throat throbbed visibly and she swallowed.

 


Burgundy’s own heart was beating wildly. The
love spell had nearly compelled her boss, who she now knew was a
vampire, to go to his death all because he couldn’t live without
one person. After what she’d seen happen to Mr. Knight and Delia
Hargrove before that, she had to face reality.

 


Unless she did something to stop the
warlock, it was only a matter of time before the magick affecting
her idyllic little town took an even more perilous turn.

 










Chapter Twelve

 


The presence of the arrows in her purse kept
Burgundy from sitting still or getting any work done. After Mr.
Knight’s close call, she’d volunteered to get lunch for everyone in
the library. It gave her time to walk and berate herself for losing
the warlock. What were the odds he’d return and make another
attempt? Every little sound set off alarm bells in her mind, while
her body vibrated with tension. Whenever the door opened, she
couldn’t help but rise from her chair and glare at whoever entered
the library.

 


Fortunately, the rest of
the day remained uneventful. Too quiet, really, for her tastes.
After the excitement of the morning, she wanted answers. She
needed them. As she went
through her closing procedures, she went downstairs to check on
Lynn and Mr. Knight. They seemed happy enough, Lynn perched on his
lap and nestling against his shoulder, hand-burning incident
forgotten. It was an inappropriate way for employer and employee to
behave, but Burgundy knew she didn’t really have a say in
it.

 


Burgundy couldn’t help but remark, “That
turned around quick.”

 


Lynn straightened and glared at her. “Well,
what do you expect?” she spat back. “It’s love or death.”

 


“Whoa, easy there.” Burgundy lifted her
hands and glanced at Mr. Knight. His color had returned and he
looked much more alert. She had to wonder how he would manage to
nourish himself if he couldn’t hunt for food. “I came down to let
you know it’s closing time and I thought I should, I don’t know,
escort you to your car.”

 


“Why?”

 


“Because I’m pretty sure that guy was after
you today. He was probably looking to make you fall in love with
Mr. Knight, the way he’s fallen in love with you.”

 


Lynn wrinkled her nose and smiled, her
features once again betraying her feline race. “I’m perfectly
content to stay here with my dear Mr. Knight. I can’t leave him,
anyway. You know that.”

 


“But you’re not going home?” Burgundy
considered Lynn’s living circumstances. She was single, lived alone
with no pets, and her four children were grown.

 


“Of course not. Mr. Knight said I could
spend the night with him. Besides, he has special needs that I
can’t see to at my house, so I’ll just–”

 


“I… Okay, TMI.” Backing out of the doorway,
Burgundy reached for the doorknob, when her boss’s voice stopped
her.

 


“Miss Hart?”

 


“Yes?” It was good to hear him sounding
normal again, but Mr. Knight’s next words formed a hard pit of
anxiety in her stomach.

 


“Don’t discipline Lynn ever again or she’ll
have your job. Do you understand?”

 


Burgundy knew her mouth fell open, so she
closed it quickly, hoping she hadn’t gaped long enough for them to
notice. “Yes,” she answered. “Good night.”

 


Both Sylvia and Marian watched her progress
up the stairs and frowned when she shook her head at them.
“Seriously?” Sylvia asked.

 


“She’s staying here with him. I guess it’s
true – Mr. Knight practically lives here.” Burgundy let out a
ragged sigh as they approached the front door. “And he told me
never to discipline her again or he’d fire me. So it looks like
that lovely little talk I had with Lynn is biting me on the butt,
after all. Lucky me.”

 


Marian let out a little squawk of
indignation, which Burgundy appreciated. But it did nothing to ease
the dread that had settled bone-deep within her. “That’s…
that’s…”

 


“I know, but there’s nothing I can do about
it. As long as Mr. Knight thinks he’s in love with Lynn, he’s going
to take her side, no matter what. The best thing we can do is watch
our own backs and stay safe.”

 


“Like I need that reminder.” Marian blew out
a breath. “That Walter Falter won’t leave me alone. He’s at
Sylvia’s every night, tossing pebbles at my window like some
lovelorn fool.”

 


Burgundy thought about Marian’s words and
looked at Sylvia. “I hate to say it, but you might have to let him
in to keep him from getting as sick as Mr. Knight did. It wasn’t a
good thing, let me tell you.”

 


When Marian opened her mouth to protest,
Sylvia cut her off and said, “Burg is right. We have a
responsibility to help take care of the people in this town, even
the ones you don’t like, Marian.” Marian folded her arms and turned
away, letting out a little “hmph.”

 


Despite that, Burgundy smiled at Sylvia. If
anyone would do right by Walter, it was the nymph. She’d see to it
that he didn’t end up deathly ill. It was some comfort, at least,
given Burgundy still didn’t know the full extent of their town’s
situation.

 


Burgundy held the door for her co-workers
until they filed out of the building. She turned and locked it,
glancing up at the exterior lights to make sure they’d
illuminated.

 


“Great, so Evil-Lyn basically has our boss
wrapped around her finger now, and there’s nothing we can do about
it.” Marian pouted, both her words and expression echoing
Burgundy’s sentiments. If not for the fact that she held a position
of some authority at the library, Burgundy would have turned their
little conversation into a mutual bitchfest. But she simply nodded
and stuffed her hands in her pockets.

 


It was Sylvia who reached out and rubbed her
arm, offering a motherly smile. “It’ll all turn out okay, somehow.
Try not to worry.”

 


Burgundy thought of the two arrows, wrapped
in plastic and now poking out of her purse. “Right,” she said.
“I’ll do that. See you tomorrow.”

 


For once, she hurried home from the library.
There were enough dinners in the freezer to feed an army, so she
threw one in the microwave and waited for it to heat up while she
unrolled the plastic bag containing the arrows.

 


Arthur blinked into sight on the counter
next to the microwave and frowned. “Really? What happened to
promising me broccoli beef if I was nice to you?”

 


“I have something going on. Broccoli beef
can happen later.” Burgundy went to the microwave when it dinged
and removed the plastic tray.

 


“Oh no. Is it Charlotte? Please tell me the
two of you haven’t finally figured out you like each other.”

 


“What?” Burgundy dropped the hot meal on the
counter and shook her fingers to cool them. The firedrake’s
statement was definitely out of left field and burned more than the
overheated plastic. “Obviously we like each other. We’ve been best
friends since kindergarten.”

 


“Yes, but she likes you as more than a
friend, and you feel the same way about her,” Arthur pointed out.
He inched his nose toward the tray and then recoiled.

 


Burgundy yanked open the utensil drawer and
tried to ignore the funny fluttering in her stomach that threatened
to replace her hunger with queasiness. “Why are you even bringing
this up right now?” she asked. The kitchen was too hot, stuffy,
like it was closing in on her. Or maybe it was what she was
wearing. She stripped off her cardigan and tossed it over a chair,
but even the air on the bare skin of her arms couldn’t combat the
rising heat.

 


“You said you had stuff more important than
beef broccoli. Then there’s that kiss she tried to lay on you the
other night. And I know you think she’s cute, but I have to say,
you can’t date her.”

 


It seemed like an odd conversation to have,
considering there were much bigger things going on in Rock Grove.
But Burgundy couldn’t resist asking, “And why can’t I date
her?”

 


Arthur rolled his gleaming green eyes, his
reaction stopping just short of him prefacing his next sentence
with a “duh.” “It’s obvious, Burg. You can’t date Charlotte because
if you break up with her, you’ll have to find another place to get
your coffee. And we can’t have you flailing through life without
caffeine. Trust me – I’ve seen you in the morning and you’re barely
tolerable.”

 


With the tips of her fingers, Burgundy
peeled back the plastic film covering the food and released the
steam. “Look, I appreciate your concern, but we’ve got more
important things happening at the moment. Whoever is responsible
for this love epidemic came into the library today and I caught
him.”

 


“Caught him?” Arthur straightened and his
tail swished from side to side. “Where is he?”

 


“Well…” Now Burgundy couldn’t help but
squirm. She looked down at the floor and muttered, “I couldn’t
exactly hold onto him, so he got away because he’s much more
powerful than I expected.”

 


“Brilliant.”

 


“Your commentary is really useful, you know
that?” She brought her food to the table and sat heavily in her
chair. After the day she’d had, she didn’t need a fire-breathing
lizard to make her feel worse. She remained keenly aware of the
fact that the person responsible for the random couplings in town
had slipped from her grasp.

 


Arthur flew across the room and perched on
the chair behind her. Warm breath blew from his nostrils in curls
of inoffensive smoke. “Then what are those?” he asked, nodding
toward the arrows in the center of the table.

 


“That’s how the love is getting spread. I
think the arrows are coated with a love potion,” Burgundy
explained. She took a bit of the food, which sort of resembled the
creamy pasta and spinach on the box. It tasted a little chalky, a
reminder of why the frozen meals sat, uneaten.

 


The firedrake tilted his head from side to
side. “So are you saying our Cupid is a witch?”

 


“Sort of. He’s a self-professed warlock and
he was adamant about that distinction.”

 


Now Arthur blew out a puff of smoke, along
with rasping laughter. “Of course he was. Warlocks are a rare, but
proud breed. The few sane ones that exist are on the Witches
Council. The rest think themselves above the law.”

 


That tidbit of information hammered home the
fact that Burgundy was woefully behind on her magickal education.
Once again, a stab of regret for the six years she’d invested in a
college education pierced her. But the last thing she wanted was to
spend her entire life being nothing more than the town’s witch. Her
aunt had neither approved nor disapproved of the decision. Instead,
she sat quietly by while Burgundy pursued a normal mortal
education. In exchange for the freedom to do so, Burgundy had
promised to devote her free time to witchcraft.

 


Now the universe was throwing it in her
face, as if to say, “Look at all the things you don’t know. Don’t
you feel stupid, now?”

 


“Hmm.” The way Arthur hummed told her he was
inspecting the arrows more thoroughly, his head still turning this
way and that, and his claws digging a bit into her shoulder. “I
don’t think there’s a potion on the actual arrowhead. Whatever
magick is in play here, it seems to be infused in the arrow
itself.”

 


“Like… maybe the arrowheads are hollow and
filled with potion?”

 


The clock above the table ticked the seconds
away as both she and Arthur stared at the pair of arrows. “Well,”
the firedrake finally said, “are you going to see if your theory is
correct?”

 


“Are you kidding – touch those?” Burgundy
could still feel the magick emanating from the arrowheads. “The
last thing I need is to fall in love with you.”

 


Arthur recoiled and let out another raspy
chuckle. “I’m sure it’s only effective on humanoid matches, Burg.
Though I don’t blame you. Safety first, especially with
magick.”

 


With a hesitant reach, Burgundy finally
curled her fingers around the shaft of one of the arrows and lifted
it. The arrow weighed no more than a pencil or pen, and
well-balanced between the arrowhead and the fletching. She turned
it over and squinted at the tip. “I’m no expert, but it feels like
it would fly pretty far. You’d think it would have a way to spray
out the potion onto whoever it hits, but I don’t see a hole or
anything.”

 


“Perhaps it shatters upon impact,” Arthur
offered.

 


Eyes still narrowed, Burgundy shook her
head. “No. One of these hit a wall and the other, well, I don’t
know what it hit. But they’re both perfectly intact.”

 


“Maybe it takes flesh. This could be magick
layered on magick, you know. You did say it was a warlock. They can
do things far beyond your wildest dreams.”

 


“Well, that makes me feel better.” Burgundy
set the arrow back on the plastic, carefully so as not to hit the
arrowhead or jostle the other in case there was a mechanism that
might release the potion. Everything about the day was draining her
interest in food, conversation, and even the idea of getting up in
the morning didn’t sound too appealing. “He said he knew me, that
I’m the whole reason he’s here.”

 


Arthur’s tongue flicked out and his nostrils
flared. “That’s not creepy or anything.”

 


“Right? That’s what I said.” Burgundy tapped
her fingers against the table and tossed her hair. On the one hand,
she was glad to have some answers. However, knowing people were
suffering as a result of his actions made it impossible to carry on
from here as if nothing were wrong. “I don’t know anyone who would
be out to get me for any reason. What about Aunt Iris – could she
have any enemies?”

 


“Why don’t you ask me if
the world could end tomorrow? Of course she could have enemies. Anything is
possible, but not anything is probable.”

 


As she threw the last of her cheap microwave
pasta in the trash, Burgundy thought about the people she’d seen
come and go in her aunt’s home over the years. Occasionally, there
were strangers, people passing through town or seeking Iris for
some magickal reason. Never had there been a disgruntled
customer.

 


Despite that, it was the only plausible
explanation.

 


“I see the wheels in your mind turning.”
Arthur glided down onto the table, still maintaining a distance
from the arrows, and sat back on his haunches to look her in the
eye. “What’s going on, Burg?”

 


“But why the whole town?” she muttered.

 


“Excuse me?”

 


Burgundy chewed on her
lower lip. “I mean… Okay, say someone is pissed at Aunt Iris.
Like, really pissed. Maybe she gave them a potion that went horribly awry
or a spell that didn’t have the effect they expected. Whatever it
is that made them mad, why would they come into Rock Grove and
wreak havoc when she’s not even here?”

 


“Ahhh…” Arthur lifted a foreclaw, but then
dropped it. “Right. I see your point.”

 


“It seems purely malicious to cause this
kind of chaos. Then again, ugh, Charlotte would say I’m
overthinking things. Maybe I am.” Burgundy reached up to rub at her
temples.

 


“She would,” Arthur agreed, “but are
you?”

 


Snapping her gaze back to the two arrows,
Burgundy pondered the firedrake’s words. “No, definitely not. If I
don’t get the answers I need, people might die. I’m not going to
stop until I can make everything right.”













Chapter Thirteen

 


She sent another, pleading email to her
aunt, explaining the situation. There wasn’t much more she could
do, especially since Burgundy didn’t know how to brew the potions
that might or might not counteract the effects of the arrows. She
considered trying, but there were too many dangerous variables.
Potion-making was a highly specialized field. That was even truer
of those meant to alter a person’s mindset or emotions.

 


Before leaving for work, Burgundy rifled
through her aunt’s stillroom. “There has to be something,” she
grumbled to herself. Tucking her brown-blue hair behind her ears,
she bent and started opening and closing drawers.

 


“What are you doing?” Arthur sounded a tad
perturbed and Burgundy realized she’d probably awakened him from a
sound sleep. In a way, she thought the little dragon was more cat
than lizard – always finding the warmest spot in house to curl up
and nap.

 


With a helpless flap of her hands, she said,
“I’m looking for anything that might help me with this little love
situation.”

 


“Define ‘anything’ because, once again,
you’re asking something too broad.”

 


Burgundy straightened and held her hands in
front of her, ticking off a list on her fingers. “I’m hoping to
find a stash of anti-love potions I might have overlooked, threats
from an angry warlock, names I don’t recognize, or any other clue
that might help me figure out who this person is and why this is
happening in Rock Grove of all places.”

 


“Tall order.”

 


“Quite.” Burgundy folded her arms and turned
in a circle, surveying the entire room from where she stood. Her
aunt kept it tidy. That was a plus, but Burgundy didn’t know her
aunt’s filing system. She didn’t know if there were places with
hidden items. There had to be. Witches always had ways of
concealing forbidden information or powerful charms. It wouldn’t do
to have outsiders stumble on certain secrets. Or maybe the only
secret was how her aunt kept the stillroom constantly smelling of
patchouli, an odor that seemed to have permeated the walls over the
years.

 


“Maybe I could try to find Iris for you,”
Arthur offered as he slinked around the desk, his delicate snout
lifted to the air.

 


“I don’t know why you haven’t bothered to
try ever since this whole thing reared its ugly head. You’re her
familiar. Shouldn’t you know where she is at all times? Don’t you
have some sort of spiritual, magickal bond that transcends
space?”

 


The firedrake leapt up on
the office chair in a corner of the room. The chair spun with the
sudden addition of his weight. When it stopped, he said, “No. I
mean, yes, most of the time. But when she goes on sabbatical, she
usually cloisters herself with her coven. They keep their location
a secret. By that, I mean they cast spells to keep everyone
out. Everyone.”

 


“Everyone, except Captain Morgan.” Burgundy
thought about the photo she’d received from her aunt. “Could you
find her based on a recent photo showing where she is?”

 


“Would you
please stop watching so
much Netflix? I am not a psychokinetic
thirteen-year-old.”

 


Of all the times to cut off communication
with the world, this had turned out to be the worst. Burgundy
pinched the bridge of her nose. “Fine. Sorry. I just can’t believe
she hasn’t even set up some kind of emergency plan with you.”

 


“Your aunt anticipates many things. This,
however, is beyond what anyone could have expected.” Arthur’s point
made sense and Burgundy had to concede. Unusual things happened all
the time in Rock Grove, but downright weird things were another
story.

 


“Fine. I have to get to work. Please do me a
favor and see if you can reach out to her. I’d appreciate it so
much.”

 


It was the best she could do, but Burgundy
went to work with tension radiating off her. Her hands clutched the
steering wheel and she kept her foot light on the gas pedal, so she
could scan the area while she drove. While she didn’t exactly think
the warlock would jump out at her and yell “Boo!” she still hoped
to catch a glimpse of him. Part of her could envision him skulking
around in someone’s flower bed, waiting for the right moment to hit
some poor, unsuspecting person with one of his love arrows.

 


When she stopped for her usual cup of
coffee, Charlotte was not at the diner. Burgundy placed her order
with the waitress and then went on to the library, wondering where
her friend was. The coffee didn’t seem to taste quite as good as
usual, something she was sure was only in her imagination.

 


The library was peaceful inside and she
waited for a moment inside the front door, not quite sure what she
was trying to hear. Turning on the lights made her feel only a
little better. When her opening procedure took her downstairs, she
hesitated outside Mr. Knight’s closed office door. After a moment,
she knocked.

 


Little murmurs beyond the door told her both
Mr. Knight and Lynn were in there, so she said, “Hi, it’s Burgundy.
I’m just letting you know I’m here. We open in twenty minutes.”

 


She heard a muffled affirmation that they’d
heard her and turned to finish her morning tasks. When both Sylvia
and Marian arrived, she pointed at the central staircase and
mouthed, “Still here.”

 


Both of her co-workers nodded and Marian
said, “Walter might come in today. I tried to convince him to stay
at my aunt’s house, but I don’t think that will work.” She rolled
her eyes and twisted her hair around her finger, clearly annoyed at
the effort it took to be kind to a neighbor in need. “So, do you
want me to work up here today?”

 


“I don’t think so. It should be quiet.”
Burgundy looked at Sylvia. “The children’s room needs some TLC.
What do you think, Sylvia?”

 


“Yes,” the other librarian agreed. “I
actually need to do more book ordering, so if you could come
downstairs today, I’d appreciate that.”

 


“Sounds good, but…” Marian glanced at the
door that concealed the antique stairs and, lowering her voice,
asked, “How long do you think Lynn will be out of commission?”

 


It was the same thing Burgundy was wondering
and she shrugged. “No idea and I’m afraid to ask. Mr. Knight made
it clear that he won’t tolerate me butting my nose into Lynn’s
business, even though this affects the library.”

 


Both Sylvia and Marian
grimaced at her, but nodded. It was a catch-22 that Burgundy
couldn’t see a way out of, unless she somehow reversed Mr. Knight’s
new feelings for Lynn. Already, her mind was plotting out a to-do
list of the steps necessary to get Rock Grove back to normal. At
least, what passed for the supernatural town’s version of
it. Stop the arrow flinging asshole
warlock. Shake him down for information on how to reverse the
spell. Get everything back to way it ought to be.

 


Except, while the list sounded good in her
head, it would be harder to put into practice. For one thing, she
didn’t know where to being when it came to finding the warlock. The
only reason she even managed to find him initially was because she
was in the right place at the right time. She knew the odds of that
happening again were pretty much nil, unless he had a reason to
come back to the scene of the crime.

 


Burgundy kept busy enough in the morning,
emptying the book drop, checking items back in, and shelving them.
Cass showed up early in the afternoon, a floppy straw hat pulled
down low over her pretty face and concealing her long, red
hair.

 


“Cassandra, you know it’s November, right?”
Burgundy knew her brows had drawn together in a quizzical
expression, but she couldn’t stop herself. The middle-aged fortune
teller looked more out of place than usual in a Hawaiian print
dress and bulky winter coat. Maybe she really was going crazy as
she aged. From what Burgundy understood, being thousands of years
old could do that to some people.

 


“Yes, Burgundy, thank you for that.” Cass
didn’t sound at all grateful. “How else am I going to go about my
business with that police officer pestering me for a date?”

 


“I don’t know, but I have to say I wouldn’t
go near you if I saw you in this get-up.”

 


Cass threw her a glare that did nothing to
quell Burgundy’s mirth. “Let me tell you, that little potion your
aunt made did nothing. Nothing at all.”

 


“Really? How did you use it?” Burgundy
didn’t know how Cass expected to get the potion into Al in the
first place. It would have required sleight of hand to do it
without him noticing.

 


“I poured it in his coffee at the diner the
next morning, but he didn’t drink it. Too fixated on me, I guess.”
As Cass removed the floppy hat and set it on the desk, she asked,
“Do you know what’s funny?”

 


“Clowns,” Burgundy answered
automatically.

 


Now the woman squinted at her, confusion
creasing her features. “Excuse me?”

 


“Clowns. Clowns are funny.”

 


“No, young lady, like you,
they are very much not funny.” Color rose in Cass’s cheeks, flushing them a deep
shade of scarlet that almost matched her hair.

 


“Fine, I give up.” Burgundy threw her hands
in the air. “I get it. I’m terrible at making jokes. Why don’t you
tell me what’s funny?”

 


“Funny is probably the wrong word. I guess I
mean ironic. Anyway, this whole thing reminds me of the time all
the children left town. Every last one of them, parading through
the streets in an obedient little line. You were such a tiny thing
at the time, maybe three or four. It must have been one of the most
heartbreaking days of everyone’s lives.”

 


Burgundy straightened in her chair and
searched Cass’s face for signs that she was joking. “What do you
mean, left town?” she finally asked.

 


“You don’t remember? Well...” Cass gestured
toward the unused chair in front of the other computer at the desk,
the one where the assistant usually sat. “Do you mind if I take a
moment to rest? It clears the mind.”

 


“Not at all.” If it would get Cass to tell
her story any faster, Burgundy would have offered her a pedicure at
that point. Anything to get the woman in the chair and talking
about this strange occurrence from the town’s past. An occurrence
Burgundy herself had apparently been involved in, yet no one had
ever told her.

 


The woman eased herself down and groaned.
“I’m not as young as I used to be, you know. Thousands of years and
more tragedies in my life than I care to recount. Of course, you’ve
always been young and will be for a long time to come. But when you
were very young, yes, you tried to leave town with the other
children. It was peculiar, seeing all of them affected the same
way.”

 


“Affected by what?” Burgundy asked. Hearing
about this made her blood run cold. How could her aunt let her grow
up not knowing that, once upon a time, she’d tried to run away from
Rock Grove?

 


“No one ever knew.” Cass leaned back in the
seat, now letting out an “aaah” as she relaxed. “I can see why you
wanted to be a librarian, Burgundy. It’s serene and peaceful in
here.”

 


“Yes, it sure is,” Burgundy agreed, much
more eager to talk about the original topic Cass had mentioned. “So
what happened? I mean, when did the kids leave and when did they
come back? Did all of them come back? Why did they leave?”

 


“All those questions. I can see that’s also
why you’re a librarian, Burgundy. It’s not only the serenity of the
building. You love information, don’t you?” Cass folded her hands
and pressed her lips together. “I’m pretty sure you were about
three-years-old at the time, as far as the when. Summer of that
year, I think. Anyway, one day, all the kids in town up and left.
They must have come from all over, even you all the way out from
your aunt’s house. The children walked miles before they
stopped.”

 


Burgundy couldn’t imagine any three-year-old
walking miles through the town without an adult noticing. “Didn’t
their parents realize they were gone? Didn’t someone see them or
stop them?”

 


“Oh, yes, all the parents noticed and they
tried. Goodness knows, they tried to stop their children, but the
little ones seemed intent on going somewhere.”

 


“Where?”

 


“Into the woods on the north side of town.
They stopped at the edge, for some reason, and came to their
senses.”

 


The woods Cass spoke of were a good five
miles from Burgundy’s aunt’s house. Hearing she’d walked so far,
only a preschooler and completely unattended, made her heart beat
hard against her chest. She couldn’t imagine losing her ability to
control herself, the way more and more people in town were unable
to stop falling in love. “That’s… that’s insane.”

 


“I’ll say, but the kids seemed to pay the
distance no mind. They walked and walked and walked, even with
parents and grandparents pleading with them to stop.” Something
glistened in Cass’s eyes, but she dashed it away before Burgundy
could question it. “Anyway, no children were lost that day, but the
town was scared witless. That’s the day…”

 


Cass abruptly stopped speaking and Burgundy
leaned toward her, elbows braced against her knees. “That’s the
day, what?”

 


“You know what? If you don’t remember, I’m
not going to trouble you with it. Some things are best forgotten.
My point was, it’s been awhile since something changed the behavior
of folks in town and I think we need to keep our eyes open, do you
understand? The other day, I saw a man prepared to jump to his
death if the young lady he was pursuing didn’t accept his
declaration of love. She talked him down, but we cannot let this go
on.”

 


Her blood went ice cold at hearing that and
Burgundy debated telling Cass everything that she’d seen over the
past few days. Knowing the seer, she would have some kind of
cryptic information that would lead to a wild goose chase, before
Burgundy finally found the guy. In a way, Burgundy didn’t have
anything against that idea. It might make it at least somewhat
easier to find him. Time was clearly ticking away on more than one
life. She wondered if others had fallen victim to the love epidemic
in a more dangerous manner, like Mr. Knight.

 


“So Cass, since the anti-love potion didn’t
work, have you seen Officer Al lately?” she asked.

 


“No, thank goodness. Why would I want to and
why do you think I’m dressed like this? It’s not so impertinent
witches can point out how silly I look.”

 


“Crap.” Burgundy picked up the phone and
called the downstairs extension. If Mr. Knight had been in physical
pain over not having Lynn near him for twenty hours, she couldn't
imagine the kind of agony Al might be going through… if he was
still alive.

 


“Sylvia, I hate to ask, but could Marian
cover the front desk? I think we might have a big problem.”













Chapter Fourteen

 


Cass made a fuss but, in the end, agreed to
go with Burgundy. Telling her the story about Mr. Knight took
precious time Burgundy wasn’t sure they had. It was some small
consolation that the fortune teller realized the gravity of the
situation and was willing to help. Especially after Burgundy’s
inability to keep the warlock from escaping.

 


Guilt weighed on her as she drove, but even
worse was the sensation of her heart in her throat, choking her
with fear. She’d already called the police station and been told Al
wasn’t in the office. “In fact, he’s been looking sick as a dog,”
Nancy, the dispatcher told her. “So if you plan to check up on him,
will you let me know how he’s doing?”

 


Burgundy was almost afraid to find out. If
Mr. Knight had gone weak with lovesickness within a mere twenty
hours of Lynn rejecting him, what would young Al be feeling after
all this time?

 


His house was only a few blocks from
downtown, so they arrived within five minutes. Burgundy pulled into
his driveway behind the police cruiser and swallowed. It didn’t do
much to alleviate her fear.

 


“I need you to come inside with me,” she
told Cass. “If he’s sick the way Mr. Knight was without Lynn, it
might be too late. But if it’s not, you’re the only person who can
save him.”

 


“Goodness.” The woman’s eyes closed briefly
and she shook her head. “I knew this would happen. Why didn’t Iris
listen to me?”

 


“Because, that’s how it goes. People never
learn, I guess. I’m truly sorry about that.” Burgundy opened her
car door and looked pointedly at the passenger one. “We need to
check on him. It’s a matter of life and death.”

 


She was thankful that for all her
eccentricities, Cass was kind-hearted. The redhead exited the
vehicle and followed Burgundy up to the door. “Are you sure he’ll
be here?”

 


“Nancy said he called in sick today and he
hadn’t been looking well lately. I can’t think of any other place
he’d be, except the hospital, and I don’t think they can help him.”
The words tasted like ash on her tongue and Burgundy hated that she
had to say them, let alone think them. But as she pressed her hand
to the door and turned the knob, her instincts told her they were
nearly too late.

 


The house was dark, dishes piled in the sink
from what Burgundy could see. It smelled like trash had also
accumulated and she covered her nose with her arm. After scanning
the one-story bungalow from the doorway, she turned toward what she
hoped was the bedroom door. Her three knocks against it sounded
sharp and loud in the silence. When there was no answer, she
cracked open the door and peered into the room.

 


An unmoving lump lay beneath the covers on
the queen-sized bed. “Cass,” she hissed, flinging the door wide.
Her heart beat so hard, she thought it would explode from her
chest. This looked like exactly what she’d feared they would
find.

 


“Oh no.” The fortune teller gasped and then
brushed past her. “I didn’t want this to happen to anyone, not even
Al.”

 


“I know you didn’t.” Burgundy approached the
opposite side of the bed and reached out to touch Al’s neck. The
young man was curled into a tight ball, eyes closed, and skin
ghostly white. But at least he was breathing and his pulse was
fairly strong, even though it skittered a bit. “You need to let him
know you’re here. That should give him strength.”

 


Cass bent her head close to Al’s and crooned
in a soft voice. At first, Burgundy wasn’t sure her presence had
any effect. Then the police officer’s eyelids fluttered open and he
moaned, “Cassandra?”

 


“Yes, dear boy, it’s me.”

 


“Oh, Cassandra. I thought you’d never love
me.” His eyes closed again, but only for a moment. Burgundy let out
a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding as Al blinked up at
Cass.

 


She backed toward the door and said, “I know
you don’t like it, but you’re going to have to stay with him.”

 


“What? But for how long?” Cass turned to
look at her, but did not leave Al’s side. Considering the way the
house looked and smelled, Burgundy had to give her a lot of
credit.

 


“You need to be here for however long it
takes to cure this.”

 


Cass closed her eyes and
inhaled, nostrils flaring. When she looked at Burgundy again, she
gave her a nod. “I’ll get him up and eating, and then see what I
can do about this mess. But you have to do this town a favor and
get your aunt back here now.”

 


“I’m trying,” Burgundy said. “Trust me,
Cass, I’ve been trying.” She hesitated a moment, wondering if Cass
had a vision or foretelling she could pass on to her, but the seer
didn’t say another word.

 


The entire house stank as Burgundy walked
through it, and she wondered if that was how an invalid’s home
smelled – full of trash and dirty dishes, not to mention something
even more unpleasant. It was hard to believe their small town calm
had been so egregiously disrupted by one warlock’s malicious
actions. All Burgundy wanted to do, more than ever, was hunt him
down and stop him.

 


She drove back to the library, sickened by
what she’d seen of Al’s condition. Even worse was that she’d had to
drag Cass into a situation the woman tried so hard to avoid.

 


Yet Cass had certainly brought up an
interesting bit of town history that had Burgundy questioning her
own childhood. Apparently, it wasn’t as mundane or straightforward
as she’d always thought. Why, though?

 


As far as she knew, her parents left her
with her aunt when she was a toddler. Iris had done the best she
could, placing Burgundy in school and teaching her everything she
knew about witchcraft. Nothing remarkable had ever happened to
Burgundy. At least, that’s what she’d always believed.

 


She knew where the answers to her questions
would lie – in the local newspaper. Maybe even in the larger
supernatural paper that covered big news events in the entire
state. “Well, at least I work in the right job to find that kind of
information,” she muttered to herself as she pulled into a parking
spot in front of the library.

 


Even though her stomach growled, Burgundy
ignored the sensation. She could grab a granola bar from the
kitchen and get right to work, rather than wasting time on a full
lunch. With that in mind, she circled around to the back and
entered through the lower level.

 


“Hey Sylvia,” she greeted the other
librarian. “As soon as I get upstairs, you can have Marian back for
the rest of the day.”

 


“Great.” Sylvia crooked her index finger,
beckoning to Burgundy. “Lynn hasn’t come out of Mr. Knight’s office
all day.”

 


“Really? Not even to use the bathroom?” When
Sylvia shook her head, Burgundy quipped, “Well, maybe he set up a
litter box for her.”

 


Sylvia wrinkled her nose.

 


“Fine, I get it. None of my jokes are
getting laughs today.” Burgundy let out a sigh, accompanied by an
eye roll. “Well, she’s not clocking in, so I guess it’s not like
she’s getting paid for sitting on his lap. But this is ridiculous.
There are four of us here for a reason.”

 


“You could ask Mr. Knight if he can spare
her for a few hours,” Sylvia suggested.

 


“Yeah, and have him bite my head off again
about telling Lynn how to do her job, when he’s the one who told me
to discipline her in the first place? No thank you.” Burgundy waved
the suggestion off and turned to the auditorium. “Let me grab a
snack from the kitchen and I’ll get upstairs.”

 


The other librarian nodded and Burgundy hit
the restroom first. With Cass’s story, she had at least some
direction now – some clue. After all, how often did an entire town
have its mindset altered in some way? This was big news, as far as
Burgundy was concerned. She took two granola bars and a soda from
the kitchen, promising herself she would pick up a healthy dinner
on the way home.

 


Marian smiled at her as Burgundy approached
the desk. “Hey there,” she said. “It’s been pretty busy. Everyone’s
checking out DVDs today.”

 


Burgundy glanced at the shelving cart behind
the counter and saw that it was fairly empty. On Monday, it would
probably end up full of DVDs and Blu-rays.

 


“Ah yes, the weekend movie rush.” Burgundy
opened one of her granola bars and settled into her office chair.
One of the benefits of working at the library was access to the
state’s historical newspaper database, which she opened in her
browser. “You can head back downstairs and help Sylvia for the rest
of the day,” she told Marian.

 


“Great.” The younger woman logged out of the
other computer and rose from the seat. “Oh, someone stopped by to
see you while you were gone.”

 


“Someone?” Burgundy bit off a piece of
granola bar as she selected which newspaper she wanted to view on
the website. There was the Rock Grove Journal, their small local
newspaper. It usually only had about ten pages of news, which was
more than enough for their tiny supernatural community. She
selected the year she wanted and pondered what to type in as a
search term. “Children” seemed like her best bet, so she typed it
and waited.

 


“Mmhmm.” Marian leaned against the desk,
lacing her fingers together in front of her. “I didn’t catch a
name, but I remember her.”

 


A chill rippled over Burgundy’s flesh and
her fingers froze, poised over the mouse. “You remember her? It’s
someone who’s been in here before?” Considering Marian still
thought of herself as the queen bee of Rock Grove, Burgundy wasn’t
surprised she couldn’t remember a person’s name. Even locals fell
beneath her notice unless she had a reason to love or hate
them.

 


“Yeah. Your friend. Um, blonde hair, really
light blue eyes, kind of snooty. She went to school with you,
right? Jennifer? Jessica?” Leave it to Marian to forget the name of
the one person who’d dominated their school before Marian got her
turn. The person Burgundy least wanted to see.

 


Burgundy swallowed, not sure if it was the
news or the granola bar making her throat dry. “Jenna,” she
whispered.

 


“That’s it. She said she’d come back and try
to catch you before closing.”

 


“Well,” Burgundy said, turning back to her
computer, “that’s just peachy.”













Chapter Fifteen

 


True to her word, Jenna returned right
before close. She walked through the door with long, confident
strides. Her silky platinum blonde hair swished around her
shoulders in a way that Burgundy had always admired and envied,
especially back in high school. Even when Jenna was her nemesis,
not her lover. She was tall enough that Burgundy had to look up at
Jenna, into those pale blue eyes.

 


Jenna had always sparkled
like a diamond, like some sort of untouchable ice queen. She had
that certain something and when she turned it on, anyone near her was lost. It was
an aura she emanated naturally as a succubus. Intention only
amplified it, drawing in more victims. Her high school popularity
certainly hadn’t been a fluke.

 


Burgundy didn’t consider herself a victim,
though, even post break-up. Instead, she gripped the edge of the
desk and rose to her feet. This move kept her from being too much
shorter than Jenna. A glance at the shelving cart reminded her
there was nothing on it to put away, nothing to busy her hands with
while her ex-girlfriend strutted toward her. Fine. She could do
this without props.

 


“Hi there, Burg,” Jenna purred when she
reached the desk. “How are you?”

 


That delicious, clean scent of Jenna’s
favorite perfume washed over her and Burgundy had to fight the urge
to wrap her arms around her ex. There would be no more hugs or
kisses, or “So glad to see you!” greetings. Resentment flared
inside her, hot and furious, and she glared at the blonde.

 


“Let me think about how to answer that
question.” Burgundy tapped her forefinger against her lips. “Are
you asking me because you know I’m stuck celebrating the holidays
all alone this year, without a family or friends? Or are you asking
because my town is going to hell in a handbasket? Wait – I know.
You’re asking because some stone cold bitch dumped me after what I
thought was a fantastic year together and you want to make sure I’m
surviving the abject misery that break-up must have inflicted. Am I
getting warm?”

 


Jenna’s features remained smooth,
unconcerned, except for the tiny wrinkle between her eyebrows. It
disappeared, but not before Burgundy noticed. Considering it took
quite an effort to perturb Jenna, Burgundy patted herself on the
back for getting even a tiny reaction.

 


“Well, since you mention it,” Jenna drawled,
“yes, I am concerned about your state of mind since I broke up with
you.”

 


Instinct caused her skin to tingle and
Burgundy narrowed her eyes. “But that’s not the real reason you’re
here.”

 


“No, it’s not.” Jenna
flipped her shampoo commercial perfect hair and said,
“The Supernatural World Herald
wants the story and sent me to get
it.”

 


“Ha!” Burgundy barked out a laugh. “Of
course they did! Of all the libraries in all the world, Jenna
Iverson had to walk into mine.”

 


“Are you quoting
Casablanca?”

 


“Paraphrasing. Some journalist you are. You
don’t even know the difference.”

 


Jenna folded her arms and glared at her.
“Well, we can’t all be language nerds, Blueberry Head.”

 


“You know what, Jenna? Actually, I do have a
story for you. Are you ready for it?” Burgundy held up both her
hands and then drew them apart as if framing a headline. “No damn
comment. Oh, and get that corduroy jacket of yours the hell out of
my house. How’s that?”

 


Jenna pursed her lips and glared at her.
“Really, Burg. Grow up.”

 


“Oh, that is
rich coming from the
woman who just called me a name she gave me in fifth grade and now
doesn’t even have the ovarian fortitude to break up with me face to
face. Seriously, Jenna, who texts a break-up? Who?” Burgundy knew she was being
too loud, but she was fuming with rage. “You can’t show up here out
of the blue and expect me to tell all, to be your friendly
neighborhood snitch, like nothing ever happened between
us.”

 


“Look, I realize you’re taking this
personally and I’m sorry your feelings are so fragile and delicate
right now, but this is not about us. This is about a story, a story
I intend to write with or without your help.”

 


This was the Jenna who Burgundy both loved
and hated. One the one hand, it wasn’t just her beauty that was
attractive, but also her confidence and tenacity. On the other
hand, she was the master of non-apologies and never accepting
responsibility for her own actions. Burgundy might have admired her
for being good at her job, but she couldn’t allow Jenna to turn the
situation in Rock Grove into a media circus.

 


Jenna stared at her, gaze hard. “I’m here to
get the scoop and you know that means I can also help figure out
what’s going on in town. My mom told me about people doing crazy
things for love. She’s been hiding out, afraid they’ll pin it on
her. Everyone always blames the succubus first when something goes
wrong, you know.”

 


For a moment, Burgundy was tempted to tell
Jenna she already knew exactly what was going on in town. But she
bit back the words. “If you think you can fool me into telling you
what I know, you better get that idea right out of your head. Go
find a story somewhere else, somewhere that wants you butting your
nose into their business.”

 


“Oh, so I guess you’ve got it all figured
out, don’t you?” Jenna lifted her chin, which allowed her to look
down even more on Burgundy. “That’s always how you are, Burg, so
sure you can do anything and don't need help from anyone. That's
why I ended our relationship.”

 


“What?” Burgundy squawked. Her? Never need
help from anyone? That was rich, especially considering her
inability to do what was expected of her as a witch.

 


Jenna examined her nails. “But I get it. You
don’t need anybody, being a great witch and all. I can dig that.
Just trying to help a friend. You can’t blame me for that,
especially when I might have information you don’t.”

 


There it was – the true trap, sprung, and
Burgundy toppled into it. “What information?”

 


“Sorry, Blueberry Head. You know the rules
of the game. I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

 


Her ensnaring glamor followed, alluring to
all but an immune few. Burgundy couldn’t cast her way out of a
paper bag, but at least she didn’t fall prey to the succubus’s
charms.

 


“I showed you mine,” she said, her voice
small and wounded. “And all I got in return was heartbreak. So
excuse me if I’m not jumping for joy at this little offer of yours.
Now, I need to close for the day. We lock up in fifteen
minutes.”

 


Relief washed over her as Jenna turned on
her heel and walked out the door. It was a small victory, but as
bitterness left an unwelcome tang in her mouth, Burgundy yanked
several tissues out of the box on her desk. This wasn’t the way
she’d expected to see Jenna again – the blonde in reporter mode,
demanding to know what was happening in her hometown. She’d thought
they might run into each other on the street and hoped maybe they
could have a nice little dinner where they both acknowledged the
relationship was over, soothed whatever hard feelings existed
between them, and agreed to be friends. Of course, that dinner
included Jenna explaining her reasons for breaking up with
Burgundy, but not this kind of treatment.

 


Burgundy wiped the tears from her eyes and
dabbed at her nose. The last thing she wanted was for Jenna to come
back and hear her sniffling. At least she’d maintained a stiff
upper lip while the ice queen was there, looking down her nose and
telling Burgundy why she’d been dumped.

 


After shutting down the computers in the
computer lab, checking the book drop, and counting out the cash
register, Burgundy tidied the upstairs. The DVD area often looked
bare after patrons’ weekend runs on them, so she faced those
shelves to eliminate the gaps. When Sylvia and Marian came
upstairs, shutting off the lights, Burgundy had finally stopped
sniffling.

 


After locking up, she went to the diner. She
could get that healthy dinner she’d promised herself. Some nice,
warm home-style cooking would hit the spot.

 


As soon as she walked in, she saw Charlotte
standing there, eyes wide and jerking her head a bit to Burgundy’s
left.

 


“Hey, I missed you this morning,” Burgundy
said as she approached the counter. “Have I got something to tell
you! Also, did you hurt your neck, because that looks painful.”

 


Charlotte finally grasped her by the
shoulder and tugged her around the counter. She dragged Burgundy
all the way in the back, into the kitchen, past the griddle where
burgers and steaks sizzled. The air was smoky, but smelled of juicy
meat, garlic, and onion. It made her mouth water.

 


“What was that for?” Burgundy rubbed at her
shoulder when her friend released her. “What’d I do?”

 


“I was trying to signal you that Jenna’s
here,” Charlotte hissed.

 


Burgundy rose up on her tiptoes and was able
to see past the cook, into the dining room. Sure enough, there sat
the platinum blonde, not a strand of hair out of place. “Ooh that
bitch, coming into to my town after dumping me.”

 


“Well, technically, it’s her town, too. But,
yeah,” Charlotte said. “Whatever is going on, don’t tell me here.
You know she can’t possibly be up to any good.”

 


When Burgundy looked back at Charlotte, the
brunette’s eyes were narrowed and her lips twisted in a pouty sort
of frown. “Wow, you look pissed off. What happened?”

 


“Besides seeing the woman who broke your
heart? Isn’t that enough?” The way Charlotte looked, Burgundy half
expected her to stomp the floor, clench her fists, and let out an,
“Oooh, she burns me up!”

 


“You’re so sweet to be concerned about me,
but she’s not here because of that.”

 


“What? She’s not here to draw out the pain,
to rub your face in what she did to you, to make you feel like
complete and utter crap?”

 


Burgundy tilted her head
to one side and blinked as she formulated her answer. “Um, no, but
she managed to do that anyway. Apparently she’s here for a story. I
mean, not just a story, but the
story.”

 


Charlotte cringed, nose wrinkling. “The
weird love epidemic?”

 


“The very same. And, of course, she came to
yours truly to find out about it. Right, like I’m going to tell her
anything.”

 


“Well…” Charlotte craned her neck and
Burgundy followed her example, peering out at Jenna as she sat in
the dining room. “She’ll get enough material here at the diner,
that’s for sure. Observing these people is pretty telling. Jenna
spent her entire life here until she moved to the city. She’ll have
no problem pulling out a story by watching what’s going on between
people like Chief Brandon and Martha.”

 


“Yeah, well, she won’t know what I know.”
Satisfaction swelled within Burgundy as Charlotte turned back to
her, eyes widening.

 


“As in you’ve learned something new?”

 


Burgundy put both of her hands on
Charlotte’s shoulders. “Oh yes. There’s more. So much more to this
and I think there might be a connection to another weird event in
town history.”

 


“Really?”

 


“I didn’t have enough time to read up on a
lead I got today, but I printed out some newspaper articles. Do you
want to come to my house tonight? I think you might have been
involved, too. And Jenna and, well, pretty much anyone we know
within ten years of us.”

 


“Whoa. That sounds potentially heavy.”
Burgundy couldn’t miss the way Charlotte’s gaze dropped for a
moment and then lifted back to hers. She wondered if her friend
already knew about that strange night so long ago, but then
Charlotte smiled and said, “I’ll be there after I close. How does
that sound?”

 


“Perfect. And while I’m here, I need two
loaded burgers and a chef’s salad to go.”

 


Charlotte gave her a little salute, pulled
out the pad of paper from her apron pocket, and jotted down the
order. “Tell you what – I’ll get out of here a little early and
hook you up with the food. You go out the back so you don’t have to
see that icy twat, and we’ll be good to go.”

 


“Icy twat? Isn’t that a little harsh?”

 


Charlotte held her index finger and thumb
up. “Maybe a teeny little bit,” she conceded. “But you’re my best
friend and anyone who isn’t woman enough to hold on to you, doesn’t
deserve you. Now go on. I’ll get those burgers on for you and see
you in about a half-hour.”

 


Burgundy hugged Charlotte, taking a moment
to enjoy how nice it felt to be close to her. To hold her, smell
her, revel in her warmth. “You’re the best,” she whispered.

 


“Mm, I know, and I’m hoping you’ll figure
out I’m more than that, sooner or later.”

 


As they parted, Burgundy let her hands
linger on Charlotte’s arms. When she finally dropped them,
emptiness consumed her. “I don’t want you to expect anything of me.
I mean, I just got dumped.”

 


“Oh, I know, I know.” Charlotte gave a
dismissive little wave. “But you know what? I’ve been here from the
start and I’ll always be here. So do what you’ve got to do and then
we’ll see what happens, okay?”

 


“Okay.”

 


As she left the diner, Burgundy realized she
wasn’t quite sure what she and Charlotte had just agreed to. But it
was the happiest she’d been all week.


Chapter Sixteen

 


Charlotte arrived with three bags full of
food. “Okay, so we’ve got loaded burgers, chili cheese fries,
chef’s salad, and spinach dip,” she announced, pointing to each
container in turn. “Pick your poison and let’s get this party
started.”

 


“You are a doll,” was Arthur’s proclamation.
He nosed his way into one of the styrofoam containers and nibbled
at a burger. “This is enough for me. The two of you can have the
heart attacks on a plate.”

 


“Well thank you very much,” Burgundy said.
“Don’t mind if we do.” She opened the spinach dip, chili cheese
fries, salad, and a burger. It was her preferred amount of food –
almost enough to satisfy a disturbingly large creature, like a bear
filling up for its hibernation.

 


Charlotte had her own servings of each, as
well, and Arthur shook his head. “How the two of you can eat like
that and keep your figures is beyond me.”

 


“I’m sorry,” Burgundy said. “I can’t hear
you over the sounds of deliciousness filling my kitchen. Did you
hear something, Charlotte?”

 


“No. Nothing at all.” Charlotte shook her
head and then crammed more fries into her waiting mouth. They ate
like they used to, before Burgundy had a girlfriend and Charlotte
stopped being welcome, all because of Jenna. It was something Jenna
was never down with – pigging out on fatty foods, talking about
life in their town, and then putting on a movie to mock. Sometimes,
Burgundy and Charlotte would do all three at once, another thing
Jenna had never understood.

 


“You’re ruining the
movie,” she’d say to them. “Why are you talking about Walter
Falter? Everyone in Slumdog
Millionaire is doing a happy dance. You’re
supposed to be crying tears of joy right now. Are… are you
heckling? This movie won eight academy awards. Eight. Wait… Stop dancing. You don’t
look remotely like the actors. You look like a couple of
idiots.”

 


Meanwhile, Burgundy and Charlotte would
laugh, carry on, and beg Jenna to join them. Until the blonde got
huffy and stormed out, with a flip of her perfect hair. From then
on, the only way Jenna would visit was if Burgundy would guarantee
Charlotte-free time.

 


“I see now what a jerk I was to you,”
Burgundy said after dinner. She and Charlotte were sprawled out on
the sofa, picking through their chef salads.

 


“What do you mean?”

 


Sometimes, Charlotte was so sweet, it ached.
Burgundy sighed and straightened on the couch. “I mean, I let some
of my favorite parts of myself change, all for her. That included
the time I’d spend with you, the things we used to do together. No
one should have to change for any relationship.”

 


“Oh, don’t be so hard on yourself. I think
changing is inevitable, at least in some ways. In, fact, having a
relationship with someone who inspires you to better yourself is a
positive thing. But if you let go of aspects of yourself that you
like or change to make someone like you even more, that’s not
good.”

 


Burgundy set her salad on the coffee table
and patted her full stomach. “Well, I think everything is back to
normal, so at least I’m grateful to Jenna for that.”

 


“Wrong.” Charlotte wagged
her index finger at Burgundy. “Everything is back to normal
except for the weird
love epidemic. So where do we stand on that?”

 


“Oh, right!” Bouncing off the couch,
Burgundy went to her purse to retrieve the articles she’d printed
earlier that day. “So, I didn’t get the chance to read these, but
check them out – have you ever heard of this?”

 


She sat next to her friend on the sofa and,
together, they read through the first article.

 


“Rock Grove Children Follow Siren Song. Wow.” Charlotte pointed to the date at the top of the
photocopy. “We were about three or so that year.”

 


“Yup and we were among the children lured
away from home. Every child in Rock Grove from three to thirteen
wandered off with no explanation ever given. Did your parents tell
you about it?”

 


Charlotte’s shoulders lifted and fell as she
shook her head. “No, I never heard about it. I mean, I remember
some of the urban legends we heard in school, especially from the
older kids.”

 


Burgundy thought back to their school years.
“Like the one about the bogeyman waiting in the forest to grab
us?”

 


“Yeah, that story and ones like it. Once we
were in middle school, I realized they were full of shit. Just
ghost stories older kids used to try to frighten younger ones, you
know?”

 


“Right.” Burgundy shuffled to the next story
and said, “But what if they weren’t? What if those stories were
based on a real life event?”

 


“Are you saying someone or something is
lurking in the forest north of town? How is that relevant to the
love epidemic?”

 


“I’m not sure it’s
relevant, exactly, but I can’t help but wonder why no one told us
about this.” Burgundy pointed to another headline, this from
The Supernatural World Herald. “This article says people saw an unidentified man with
silver eyes near the forest, but no one ever confirmed that he was
connected to the incident.”

 


She could see the “so” forming on
Charlotte’s lips. Burgundy reached out to squeeze her arm.

 


“I caught someone yesterday, someone aiming
an arrow at Lynn and Mr. Knight.”

 


“No way.” Now the skeptic expression on
Charlotte’s face gave way to horror. “What happened?”

 


Burgundy’s mouth filled with a bitter taste
as she confessed, “He got away from me, but I did notice one thing
about him. He has silver eyes. No one else in town does.”

 


“No one, except…” Charlotte bit her lower
lip, but it still seemed to tremble. When she turned away, Burgundy
wondered what she must be thinking. But then her friend looked at
her again and smiled. “Well, at least you know who to look for now,
right?”

 


Brushing off the strange reaction, Burgundy
nodded. “There’s video footage of him coming into the library and
our cameras are pretty clear. It’s kind of hard to see his face,
because he was wearing a trench coat and a hat, but it’s better
than nothing.”

 


“Wow, it’s like a whodunnit right here in
our very own hometown.” Charlotte wriggled a bit into the cushions,
looking like an excited puppy. Burgundy couldn’t help but laugh and
elbow her.

 


“Settle down there, Sherlock. Even with
these clues, we still have to figure out how to find the guy and
stop this from continuing to happen. Both Mr. Knight and Al became
extremely ill, to the point of near death, all because of the
lovesickness.”

 


Charlotte’s excited bouncing stopped and she
fastened her wide-eyed gaze on Burgundy. For a moment, Burgundy
thought she could get lost in those eyes. They were rich and brown,
and so very deep. But then she shook it off. They had much more
important things to think about right now.

 


“Lovesick?”

 


“That’s right. I did some reading up on
Cupid and it seems his arrows cause ‘a love wound that does not
heal.’ I think this warlock is doing something similar, emulating a
Cupid-like effect with love potions.”

 


“Whoa. This is the first I’ve heard about a
warlock. They’re bad news, Burg. Bad, bad news.”

 


A harsh laugh escaped Burgundy’s throat and
she set the newspaper articles on the coffee table. “Yeah, I’m
figuring that out a little too belatedly, thanks to my aunt being
out of town and me missing out on six years of witchy training. She
told me once that all they do is amass power. I guess if I took
witchcraft seriously, I’d know more.”

 


“Oh, stop that.” Charlotte reached out and
wrapped her arm around Burgundy’s shoulders. “You went to college
for a reason, a good reason. You know, not everyone born in this
town stays here to do what their parents did before them. People
have aspirations and interests, or the town already has enough of
this or that, so the next generation has to adapt. Sometimes that
means moving on to another supernatural town or even into the
mundane world. You didn’t do a bad thing by furthering your
academic education and I don’t think it hindered your witchy
one.”

 


“No, I totally shot myself in the foot.
Well, magickally speaking.”

 


“Stop beating yourself up about the past.
Besides, there’s no guarantee you’d be able to deal with this guy
even if you did have those six years of training. I’m tired of you
being so hard on yourself.” Charlotte pulled her closer and
Burgundy went willingly, resting her head against her friend’s.

 


The closeness was as reassuring as her
words. Someone cared, someone saw Burgundy for who she was, and
someone loved her for that. She was starting to realize there was a
reason for the clichéd line on wedding invitations that was usually
some variation of “Today I marry my best friend.”

 


Unfortunately, it still didn’t answer the
myriad questions looming over them. “Well, at least I know one
thing for certain,” Burgundy finally said. “I can’t let Jenna go
poking her nose where it doesn’t belong. She left this town and she
has no business snooping, especially for her own gain.”

 


“True, but it’s kind of her job as a
reporter. There isn’t much you can do about that.” Charlotte’s
voice was gentle, still reassuring, even as she let Burgundy know
things might not go her way.

 


Letting out a breath, Burgundy also allowed
herself to relax and agree with her friend’s logic. “I suppose
you’re right. Well, if I’m stuck with her, I’ll maintain my silence
about the whole matter. Rock Grove doesn’t need that kind of
attention.”

 


They sat that way, cuddled up a little
longer, until Charlotte said, “Do you want to watch a movie?”

 


Burgundy let out a “meh” and shook her head.
As much as she could use the rest and relaxation, her mind was
going in too many different directions for her to actually enjoy a
movie. “Another time,” she demurred. “It’s been a busy week and I
need to process everything that’s happened.”

 


“Okay, then I’ll leave you to it.”

 


“I don’t want to ruin your fun, though.”
Burgundy sat up as Charlotte scooted away from her and bent over to
put on her shoes.

 


“You’re not. Trust me, I know what it’s been
like for you. I had some work errands to run this morning and that
wasn’t fun, but you know what? Life happens. I know sometimes it
feels like the world around us carries us along, and those are the
times we want to curl up in bed and stay there.” Charlotte rose to
her feet and then kissed the top of Burgundy’s head. “You’re a
strong person, though, and I think if you find a way to stop
letting life toss you around, you might feel much better.”

 


Burgundy nodded wordlessly until Charlotte
circled her hand, prompting her to respond. “Yes, I know you’re
right.”

 


“Good.” Charlotte gave her shoulder a
squeeze and said, “I’ll see myself out. Lock the door behind me and
enjoy your day off tomorrow.”

 


“I’m not sure I can do that, knowing there’s
a warlock out there trying to off an entire town through love
arrows. That’s some kooky shit.”

 


Charlotte chuckled. “Good point,” she
conceded. “Then do me a favor and come to the diner for lunch
tomorrow. Sit down, relax, and have your favorite sandwich.”

 


Burgundy let out a low “mmm” of approval.
There was nothing like the diner’s juicy patty melt to fill her
stomach with a warm meal and make her taste buds happy. “Tomorrow,
then,” she agreed.

 


After she saw Charlotte safely closed in her
car, Burgundy shut and locked the front door. She cleaned up the
living room, turned off the lights, and ran upstairs to her
bedroom. As expected, Arthur was already curled into a tight, scaly
ball on her bed, snoozing.

 


When she was ready for bed, Burgundy settled
down on it and set her laptop in front of her. Even with a tidy
desk across the room, she preferred the cushy comfort of the bed
tonight. It’d been one of those days.

 


She opened the laptop and checked her email,
hoping for something – anything – from her aunt. Iris didn’t
exactly embrace technology. No matter how many times Burgundy
offered to get her a cell phone on her mobile plan, Iris refused.
The PC her aunt kept downstairs must have been a good ten years old
by now, maybe even older.

 


But she knew the woman was capable of
emailing damn it, so why wasn’t she responding?

 


“Where do they go – some place with no
technology, like an Amish community?” Burgundy muttered to
herself.

 


Another day gone by without a word from her
aunt, another day closer to answers, yet so far from anything
remotely resembling a solution. Burgundy gave up, set the closed
laptop on her desk, and burrowed under the blankets, pulling them
all the way up to her head.

 


“I’ll Scarlett O’Hara it and say tomorrow is
another day,” she grumbled to herself and closed her eyes.

 


At least she had the assurance of
Charlotte’s friendship, as always. And maybe, just maybe, a little
something more in the future.









Chapter Seventeen

 


The promise of a patty melt had Burgundy out
of bed earlier than usual for a Sunday. She ate her cereal and then
completed all the tasks expected of her by Aunt Iris. Even though
she’d never had a particular affinity for witchcraft, Burgundy
enjoyed everything about it. The stillroom was an interesting place
with its various potions and herbs hanging from the ceiling. Her
aunt’s office was full of books about herbs, magickal theory,
nature, theology, and many other topics.

 


As a child, Burgundy had poked about both
rooms and Iris encouraged her explorations. Now that she was an
adult, she was supposed to have declared a magickal path. A witch
would spend her entire life studying and practicing in one specific
field, while dabbling in others. It was much like choosing a major
in college. Unfortunately, there was no path for “all the things,”
which was what Burgundy would have liked.

 


Even though she admired her aunt’s work with
potions and practical magick, choosing just one way seemed far too
narrow-minded. It left so much else out of the equation, out of
what could be experienced in their lives.

 


Once she’d made up for the
six years missed by going to college, Burgundy would have to choose
a path and stick with. Otherwise, she could have chosen a path on
her twenty-first birthday. That ship had sailed, which meant her
twenty-seventh birthday next May was the absolute deadline for
declaring her choice before the Witches Council. She didn’t know
what the consequences of not
doing that were, but she hadn’t summoned the
courage to ask Iris.

 


She mentioned these thoughts to Charlotte
when she arrived at the diner. Her friend’s brow furrowed as she
asked, “And you never thought to ask Iris these questions?”

 


Burgundy combed her fingers through her hair
and shook her head. “Not when the subject of choosing a path came
up, no. I always thought I’d figure out my witch path pretty
easily, until I realized I wanted to be a librarian. But now I’m
starting to think I’m not suited to any of the paths.”

 


“That could be frustration talking. You’ve
had a heck of a crazy two weeks.” Charlotte tipped her head toward
the dining room. “Have a seat and I’ll get your patty melt ordered.
Do you want it with fries and a soda?”

 


“Always. Thanks.” Burgundy turned and walked
into the dining room, shedding her coat when she selected a table.
She settled into her chair with a small sound of contentment. There
were fewer customers there today, which Burgundy thought odd. Then
again, if everyone was in love, they might be home doing…

 


She grimaced at the idea. So many of these
people simply did not belong together. Thinking of Chief Brandon
and Martha getting horizontal was almost enough to kill her
voracious appetite. Although, if they were spending intimate time
together, it also meant they were less likely to get into trouble.
That was the one consoling thought she could draw from the
idea.

 


“Mind if I join you?”

 


Burgundy looked up as the unwelcome voice
intruded on her thoughts. “Speaking of an appetite killer,” she
grumbled as her eyes met Jenna’s icy gaze. “If you don’t mind, I’d
like to enjoy my day.”

 


“Look, I didn’t come here to…” Jenna let out
a heavy sigh and then said, “I know I came off as a real bitch
yesterday and I’d like to talk about that. It was a mistake not
discussing our relationship first and getting things resolved
between us, before asking you for a favor. I shouldn’t have been so
callous.”

 


“Oh, you mean it was a mistake to not get me
on your side before pumping me for information, probably to further
your own career?”

 


The grimace on Jenna’s face as her grip
tightened over the back of the chair was reward enough for
Burgundy. “Why do you have to believe the worst of people?” Jenna
asked.

 


“Let’s see – I’ll take experience for two
hundred, Alex.”

 


Jenna rubbed her forehead and, again,
Burgundy enjoyed seeing her frustration. In a way, she felt a
little guilty. Their relationship had seen its share of lovely
moments, like the time they decorated a Yule log and then had
homemade cocoa while snuggling in front of a roaring fire.

 


But when Charlotte came around the corner,
carrying a tray, Burgundy thought of another wonderful winter
moment. There was nothing better than the heavy snowfall two years
ago that had she and Charlotte flinging snowballs at each other
like children. After that, they’d taken their frozen, drenched
selves into the house for hot Irish coffee, pastries, and a holiday
movie marathon.

 


That, Burgundy realized, was what she wanted
in a relationship. Not the untouchable princess of a woman standing
in front of her. The spark was there, so… so why not Charlotte?

 


Because you’re still on the rebound and the
woman who dumped you two weeks ago is standing right here. So deal
with what’s right in front of your face.

 


It took effort to drag her focus back to the
blonde demanding her attention. “We can talk,” she agreed, as
Charlotte served her soda and gave her the side-eye. “Do you want
to order something for lunch?”

 


Jenna pulled out the chair and glanced at
Charlotte. “I’d like the chef’s salad, please.”

 


“Dressing?” Charlotte asked, tucking the
tray beneath her arm.

 


“Low-calorie Italian.”

 


“Drink?”

 


“Water.”

 


Charlotte nodded and returned to the
kitchen. Jenna shrugged out of her coat and said, “She used to be
the sweetest girl, but now she’s so brusque.”

 


“I wonder why.” Burgundy took her straw out
of the wrapper and put it in her drink. Charlotte’s anger on her
behalf filled her with warmth. Even Jenna’s persistent presence
couldn’t diminish that.

 


“Playing watchdog for her best friend, no
doubt. I’m sure she’s the first person you ran to when you got my
text.” The bitterness lacing Jenna’s voice was hard to miss.
Burgundy didn’t question it.

 


She simply shrugged and said, “That’s called
loyalty, that willingness to be there for someone when they need
you. It’s a pretty awesome trait. You should try cultivating some
to people who matter, not just your job.”

 


The remark must have
stung, because Jenna looked away, her gaze becoming distant.
Score one for my team,
Burgundy thought. Considering everything she’d tried and failed to
accomplish over the past couple of weeks, it was pretty good to
have a win.

 


“I know what I did was cowardly.” Jenna
sucked in a breath and looked back at her. “I want to explain.”

 


“I’m all ears, but I wish you’d thought
about sitting down and chatting before showing up and giving me
your patented non-apology tactic.”

 


Jenna went red, right to the tips of her
ears. Burgundy used to enjoy seeing her skin flush with passion,
since the woman had such rigid self-control. Now it was a sobering
reminder of the intimacy they no longer shared. She dropped her
gaze and sipped her soda, trying to still the rapid beating of her
heart.

 


“This is why I texted you,” Jenna said,
“because you’re so blunt and confrontational. I didn’t want to get
into a fight.”

 


“Confrontational doesn’t mean I’m unable to
reason like an adult,” Burgundy pointed out. “In fact, I would have
welcomed an adult discussion about why our relationship wasn’t
working anymore.”

 


Jenna swallowed, her throat moving visibly.
“Fine. So I was wrong and I’m sorry.”

 


“Hell yeah, you should be.” That was
Charlotte, standing at their table again and serving Burgundy’s
food first. She took her sweet time giving Jenna the salad and
said, “The dressing is on the side, in case you want to sniff it,
instead of actually consuming its calories.”

 


Burgundy picked up her sandwich and took a
bite to smother her laughter. The patty melt was hot and delicious,
the combination of caramelized onions, beef, melted Swiss cheese,
and rye bread satisfying her body’s need for comfort food. In that
blissful silence, she closed her eyes and savored everything about
the moment.

 


When she blinked her eyes open, she saw
Jenna watching her. “What?” she asked when she’d finally
swallowed.

 


“I just…” Jenna lowered her gaze and sifted
her fork through the salad on her plate. “I don’t know. That
Burgundy – the one who loves simple pleasures and looks so cute
when she’s happy – that’s who I liked. You live in a way that I’ve
never been able to allow myself to, you know? Like that time we
woke up and you farted, and rolled over and said, ‘The beast within
stirs’.”

 


Burgundy remembered it much too well. “As in
the time you rolled away from me in disgust? Yeah, what about
it?”

 


“I wasn’t really disgusted or fed up, and
that’s not the reason I ended our relationship. You’re so full of
life and I realized I can’t keep up with you. It is literally the
most daunting task in the world to try to be a part of your life.
Does that make any sense?”

 


“Sure it does, in a twisted way.” Burgundy
gestured at the other customers in the diner. “Look at where you
come from, Jenna. This isn’t exactly Normalville, USA. In fact, a
case of the morning farts or the way I appreciate food is as normal
as it gets. So don’t hate the player. Hate the game.”

 


“I… What?” Jenna gaped at her, mouth open
wide. “I have no idea what you’re saying.”

 


“Neither do I. Just work with me here.”

 


Seeing her ex-girlfriend’s discombobulation
was too much fun for Burgundy. But when Jenna reached across the
table and asked, “Can we agree to be friends,” she took her
hand.

 


“Sure,” Burgundy said, even though her heart
lurched. It really was over now and she’d agreed to the ending.
Having an amicable conversation about it didn’t make her feel any
better, so she motioned to Charlotte. “I’m going to be needing
about a quarter of that chocolate pie when I’m done.”

 


“And a milkshake to wash it down?” The diner
owner scribbled the request on her order pad.

 


“You know me so well, Doll Face.”

 


As soon as Charlotte walked out of earshot,
Jenna pointed at her retreating back. “There’s the woman you should
be with, not me.”

 


Burgundy picked up her sandwich and said,
“Yeah, she’s said as much, too,” before taking a large bite. With
so much conflict in and around her, this wasn’t the time to
acknowledge that both Jenna and Charlotte were right. Once the dust
settled, then Burgundy could ask Charlotte out on a real date.

 


“She… has?” Jenna turned fully toward the
kitchen and Burgundy wondered if she was watching Charlotte. “I
guess I’m not surprised. She’s more subtle than you, but she still
speaks her mind.”

 


“It’s a Midwestern trait. You know how
people are out here.” Burgundy washed the bite down with a swallow
of soda before continuing. There was more unfinished business
between them. “So, now that we’re both okay with this break-up, I’d
like to know if you really want to stay friends or if you have
ulterior motives.”

 


As before, Jenna flushed bright red. “Why
are you the only person who calls me out like that?” she
whispered.

 


“You mean, besides
Charlotte? Because I know
you Jenna. You wouldn’t be here without a good
reason. Before, I was that reason. Now, though?” Burgundy shook her
head and then bit into her sandwich. All the talking was
distracting her from what really mattered – consuming delicious
food and getting her town back to normal.

 


Jenna continued to pick at her salad,
looking a little miserable. The expression on her face didn’t
bother Burgundy. The blonde never had a particularly good
reputation once she left Rock Grove for the big city. Once she
could no longer exercise her succubus influence constantly, people
realized she was a selfish, cold-hearted snake.

 


At first when they’d seen each other at
their fifth year high school reunion, Burgundy thought nothing had
changed about Jenna. But as the blonde returned to town for visits
and they continued to bump into each other, they found little
things in common with one another. It was a slightly tipsy moment
at a mutual friend’s party – possibly the most normal moment in
their entire lives – when they ended up giggling together. Giggles
that turned into a surprise kiss.

 


Ever since then, when people asked how they
got together, they would argue about who made the first move. The,
“No, you kissed me first,” argument seemed endearing at the time,
but now Burgundy wondered if it’d been obnoxious to anyone
subjected to it.

 


Either way, it no longer mattered. They
weren’t together. They were just Burgundy and Jenna, two women,
born in the same supernatural small town, who’d come together
briefly, only to grow apart.

 


“I’m going to ask nicely, Burg, and don’t
take this the wrong way, because I think I have a right to know.”
Jenna inhaled deeply, her chest rising with the breath. “Exactly
what kind of crazy shit is going down in my hometown?”

 


With that question, Jenna pointed across the
room at where Miss Mason was perched on Old Man Cragborn’s lap,
smothering his face with kisses. That was bad enough, but what
alarmed Burgundy was the way the man clutched at his chest and
gasped for breath.


Chapter Eighteen

 


Burgundy went to work Monday morning filled
with equal parts dread and indecision. After her eventful Sunday
afternoon at the diner, all she wanted to do was hide away from the
world. Fortunately, Cragborn’s heart attack wasn’t fatal, but there
was no telling what continued over-zealous attention from the
young, shapely Miss Mason might do to him.

 


Part of her wanted to tell Jenna everything
she knew, from start to finish. As an investigative reporter, Jenna
would have contacts who might be able to dig deeper and reveal
something useful about the situation. Goodness knew Burgundy was
floundering with her research. It seemed like every time she
thought she could take a step forward, she took two steps back. She
had to figure out a way to gather her scattered thoughts and make
some progress. Maybe Jenna could do that for her.

 


She tried to fight that
feeling of possessiveness – that this was her town and these were
her neighbors, no longer
Jenna’s. After all, Jenna chose to reject Rock Grove and move to
the big city to pursue a prestigious career. Burgundy knew she had
to let that go, because as one of the few remaining people
unaffected by the love epidemic, she owed everyone something better
than that. Letting her own selfishness stand in the way of getting
help could lead to more people getting hurt.

 


But taking Jenna into her confidence could
also harm the town, and Burgundy wasn’t sure she wanted to take
that chance. Rock Grove remained small and safe, compared to so
much of the world. Things like this would draw attention. During
the short drive to work, Burgundy went through a pros and cons list
in her head.

 


She arrived more than an hour early, hoping
to find a book drop full of returned DVDs and also to see how Mr.
Knight was feeling. The sorting and shelving gave her a chance to
work out questions. Something about the repetitive task helped her
meditate on her concerns. Usually, by the end of a work day, she
had her answers.

 


As soon as she shut and locked the door
behind her, she heard a rustle. When she turned, the man in the
trench coat was standing on the other side of the interior doors,
glaring at her with those silver eyes.

 


“Jeez!” Burgundy cried out, jumping and
placing her hand over her skittering heart. “How did you do that?”
She shoved one door open and reached for the light switches. Maybe
it was time she start carrying mace around town.

 


“I told you, I’m a warlock,” he answered, as
if that explained everything. “Unfortunately, I couldn’t get into
your boss’s office to deliver the arrow needed to complete the
union between him and that cat shifter. But she seems perfectly
content to give him the love he wants, so I suppose it doesn’t
matter now.”

 


“Actually, it does matter.” Indecision
twisted into anger and Burgundy jabbed the man in the chest with
her index finger. “You can’t keep going around shooting people with
your love potion, forcing them to fall in love. This has got to
stop.”

 


“And why can’t I do that?” He sneered at her
poking finger, as if it were just an annoying insect and not full
of the power to – potentially, if she knew how to use it – turn him
into a toad. Then again, there was a small possibility that she
could blow him up by accident by continuing to poke his chest.

 


Burgundy stared at him in horror. “It’s
called ethics, scrublord. Say it with me: ethics.”

 


“Aren’t you a little young to be scolding me
about behavior? How old are you now, baby witch, twenty-five?”

 


“Twenty-six,” Burgundy answered
emphatically, giving him an even sharper jab with her finger, “and
if you get your jollies by whacking people with arrows, fine. I
want you to start shooting people with an anti-love potion, and
then get the hell out of my town.”

 


The central staircase creaked and Burgundy
heard rapid footsteps ascending it. Lynn appeared and hesitated at
the top, looking at the man in the trench coat. “What’s he doing
here?” she asked.

 


“Fixing his mess, if he knows what’s good
for him,” Burgundy answered. She hoped the warlock was taking her
seriously, but she had a feeling what she thought of as her fierce
face really just looked like a creepy Cabbage Patch Kid.

 


“Okay, well I’m hungry so I’m running to the
diner for something to eat. Mr. Knight should be okay. He seems
well enough to have some distance from me, briefly, anyway. He’s
still sleeping.”

 


Burgundy fought the urge to shove her
fingers in her ears and chant, “La la la, I can’t hear you!”
Instead, she waved Lynn away with a dismissive, “Yeah, okay.”

 


As soon as the assistant had shut the door,
Burgundy launched back into her tirade.

 


“You can’t go around shooting people with
your arrows and call it good. I mean, seriously, I don’t know why
you’re doing this to us, but it’s ridiculous. First of all, it’s
dangerous. People are almost dying for the people they love. How
crazy is that? The people you shoot aren’t even compatible. They’re
not meant for each other. You obviously know nothing about
love.”

 


“Really?” The man folded his arms and
continued to look down at her. Being short was starting to get on
Burgundy’s nerves. But before she could let more words of rage
flow, the warlock said, “I know you’re in love with Charlotte,
which is why I shot her before you came in here.”

 


“Wha… What? When?” A chill rippled over her
flesh and burrowed bone-deep inside of her. This couldn’t be
happening. Her legs froze in place, unable to respond to her
command that they move. She knew her mouth was hanging open, but
she didn’t care.

 


Charlotte? In love? With whom?

 


The warlock seemed to consider her question,
tilting his head up toward the ceiling and rubbing his chin with
his fingers. “Hm, a few moments ago, right before you walked in.
Usually you stop there for coffee, but you didn’t today. Anyway, I
guess that’s what I get for not knowing what people want or who’s
compatible with whom.”

 


“But… Lynn just…” Burgundy spun toward the
door and squeaked, “Oh shit!”

 


She pushed through, pausing only to lock it
behind her before running down the street. The cold mid-November
air hit her lungs and turned every breath into a stinging gasp. The
arctic shock left her shivering and sweating at the same time. It
didn’t matter, though, because she needed to get to Charlotte
before…

 


“Lynn!” she hollered as she rounded the
corner and saw the cat shifter walking into the diner.

 


By the time Burgundy skidded to a halt at
the door and stumbled in, she knew it was too late. Charlotte’s
beautiful, chocolate brown eyes glittered with unnatural fervor as
they focused on Lynn.

 


To her credit, the cat shifter backed away
from the counter and looked at Burgundy for support. Charlotte
reached across the counter for Lynn’s hand. “I love you, Lynn
Hastings.”

 


The ringing of the bell as the door opened
was distant, drowned out by the roaring in Burgundy’s ears.
Somewhere through the rising volume of that awful sound, she heard
Jenna’s voice.

 


“Burg, are you okay?”

 


****

 


“And then he shot Charlotte with one of his
arrows, so…” Burgundy shook her head, wiping her eyes along the
sleeve of her coat.

 


“Oh no.” Jenna wrapped her arms around
Burgundy. “It’ll be okay.”

 


“No. No, it won’t,” Burgundy moaned. “He’s
ruined everything for everyone in this town and I’m afraid more
people are going to get hurt. You saw what happened to Cragborn and
he’s not the only one who’s almost died because of this.”

 


Jenna’s fingers were cool and strong beneath
her chin, lifting her face. “Hey, at least you’re still sane, so
focus on that.”

 


“Right. There’s a bright side.”

 


Jenna let out a gentle laugh and hugged
Burgundy again. “Honestly, it’s Lynn I feel sorry for right now.
How is she supposed to keep two people happy and from succumbing to
lovesickness?”

 


“Well, she’d rather be with Mr. Knight than
Charlotte, that’s for sure.” Burgundy scrubbed her hands over her
face. Most of the tears had dried, but she was still glad for the
privacy of the library before opening. The only people here were
herself, Jenna, and then Mr. Knight, Lynn, and Charlotte in Mr.
Knight’s office.

 


Between herself, Jenna, and Lynn, they’d
agreed not to tell Mr. Knight about Charlotte falling in love with
Lynn. Nor would they remind Charlotte about Mr. Knight. Their
unlikely little ménage seemed like a recipe for disaster. So far,
Lynn’s presence appeared to satisfy both of the love-struck people,
though she made it clear she was getting tired of the
situation.

 


“So the other problem is Al and Cass,
right?” Jenna asked as they finally stowed their coats away and sat
at the circulation desk.

 


“Oh no, all of this is just the tip of the
iceberg. But thanks for the reminder. I should check on her. Cass
has been babysitting Al for a few days. He was one of the first
people struck, along with Chief Brandon.”

 


“Okay.” Jenna set out the notebook where
she’d been taking notes and pointed at it. “So it’s up to maybe a
third of townsfolks now, and between what you, Charlotte, and my
mom have seen, we’re lucky no one is dead.”

 


“No one is dead
yet,” Burgundy
clarified.

 


“Right. So did we cover everything?”

 


Burgundy reviewed Jenna’s notes. They were
chronological and looked complete, so she nodded. “Yeah. The only
thing is, well…”

 


“Well?”

 


“I don’t know if it’s pertinent, but Cass
told me about another time there was a mind-altering effect on the
people of our town.”

 


“Do you mean the Pied Piper incident?”

 


Burgundy hadn’t seen it described that way,
so she lifted her gaze to Jenna and looked at her quizzically. “Are
you talking about that thing about twenty-three years ago when the
children tried to all leave town at the same time?”

 


“Yeah!” Jenna sounded excited that Burgundy
knew about it. “And all of us went up to the north woods. I don’t
remember it, since I was so young, but my mother used to tell me
what happened. I think she wanted to make sure I wasn’t going to go
running off on her.”

 


“Do you think it’s pertinent to what’s going
on now? I mean, I know it’s a flimsy thread for me to grasp. A
stretch, really, but how often is a town’s entire populace
compelled to do something like that?” Burgundy gave a shrug and
then reached down to turn on her computer. Everything about the
morning left her stomach feeling empty and sick. It almost seemed
pointless to go on with her normal life.

 


Jenna nodded in agreement. “I know what you
mean. Now everyone is compelled to fall in love. Maybe they aren’t
connected as far as what’s happening, but in some other way.” She
pressed the tip of her pen to her lips and then scribbled in her
notebook.

 


Rather than try to keep up with Jenna’s
notes, Burgundy asked, “Do you know anyone who can help us with
this?”

 


“I’m sure I do, but first we need to be able
to ask the right questions.” Jenna continued to nibble at the tip
of her pen, gaze focused on her notes. “Does anyone here have any
enemies?”

 


That was a broader question than the one
Burgundy had initially focused on, about whether or not her aunt
had enemies. “I don’t know. With six thousand people in town,
knowing something like that is a pretty tall order.”

 


“Well, what did Cass tell you about her
prediction?”

 


“That my aunt better make anti-love potions.
She didn’t tell me any specifics about what she saw.” Even with her
misgivings, working through her limited knowledge and questions
with Jenna offered some gratification. She supposed the reporter
would bring a fresh perspective to the problem, not to mention the
vast network of contacts she’d probably cultivated as part of doing
her job.

 


“Okay, I think the best thing for us to
focus on is warlocks. What do you know about them?” Jenna
asked.

 


Burgundy pressed her hands to her chest.
“Why are you asking me? I’m a witch, not a warlock.”

 


“Witches are the closest thing to warlocks,
though, so you must know something. Anything.”

 


“I know they’re into obtaining power. The
more they get, the better.” Searching her mind for answers,
Burgundy added, “According to Arthur, the only sane ones serve on
the Witches Council. I’m not sure what he meant by that, but he
said the rest don’t care for rules.”

 


“So power and a preference for not following
rules?” Jenna’s brow furrowed as she wrote.

 


“Yeah. What I know is that they can do
magick, like witches, but they also rely on artifacts to amplify
their power.” Trying to explain a topic of which she had so little
knowledge left her hoping she was explaining it correctly. The last
thing she wanted was to sound stupid, especially in front of Jenna.
“I really don’t know much other than that. I mean, I didn’t grow up
learning about warlock magick. I grew up learning about witchcraft.
And my knowledge of that is shakier than it ought to be at my
age.”

 


“Still, it’s something to pursue.” To
Burgundy’s surprise, Jenna reached out and gripped her hand. She
raised her gaze to Jenna’s and her ex-girlfriend gave her another
squeeze. “We’ll figure this out, Burg. We’ll get our hometown back
to normal.”

 


Tears burned at the corners of Burgundy’s
eyes and she couldn’t prevent one from rolling down her cheek. “And
Charlotte?” she whispered.

 


Jenna’s gaze hardened with determination. “I
promise.”













Chapter Nineteen

 


“What’s she doing here?” Arthur sat upright
on the kitchen counter, looking like a guardian dragon statue. To
his credit, he didn’t ask the question in front of Jenna. He waited
until she went upstairs to stow her purse and overnight bag in the
guest room.

 


“She’s going to try to help us figure out
what’s going on.” Burgundy wasn’t in the mood to defend Jenna, but
she also didn’t see the need for Arthur to be so aggressive.
Sliding a take-out container of beef broccoli in front of him, she
said, “Just be the super nice little dragon I know you can be.”

 


Without another word of contention, Arthur
moved his snout to the beef broccoli. Burgundy organized the rest
of the containers on the table and got forks out of the utensil
drawer. When Jenna returned downstairs with her tablet, she
accepted a fork and sat at the table.

 


“I think our first step needs to be
understanding warlocks,” said Jenna. “Then maybe we can figure out
what this guy wants.”

 


Burgundy rested her chin on her hand and
nodded. It was strange to have Jenna in her house again, especially
after resigning herself to the fact that they weren’t together
anymore. Now she wondered if she would ever forget the scent of
that perfume.

 


“You’re perfectly capable of doing this on
your own,” Jenna went on as she opened a container of food, while
simultaneously scrolling through the notes she’d transcribed onto
her tablet. “I think you’ve had a crazy two weeks, though.
Nothing’s cut you much slack, has it?”

 


The initial remark struck Burgundy as
condescending, like an adult patting a child on the head and
saying, “I know you can figure out what two plus two is, little
one.”

 


But rather than fire back with “You should
know – all of this started with that one text,” Burgundy shook her
head. She was a librarian. Finding information should be her
strength. Instead, though, she’d let setback after setback become
her weakness. There was also a huge difference between finding the
information requested and actually sorting out what was
critical.

 


Jenna looked up at her and frowned. “You’re
being awful quiet, Burg. Are you doing okay?”

 


“No, I’m not. I’m…” Burgundy raked her hands
through her hair and lowered her head to the table. Even though the
food smelled wonderful, it wasn’t holding her interest. The warmth
of the cozy kitchen provided little comfort. “I’m exhausted. I feel
like I’ve been chasing my tail.”

 


“And you’re not even a shifter.”

 


“Har har.”

 


“At least I got a normal Burgundy reaction
from that. Come on, now.” Jenna nudged her elbow until Burgundy
looked up at her. Those blue eyes had softened with concern, an
expression not quite at home on Jenna’s face, but nice to see. “I
promise you, we’ll fix this and we’ll do it together. You don’t
have to deal with this alone anymore.”

 


As she straightened, Burgundy couldn’t fight
the pout that puckered her lips. “I wasn't dealing with it alone,
but now Charlotte…”

 


“Is temporarily indisposed. It’s just you
and me, kid.”

 


Burgundy glanced at the firedrake happily
nomming at his beef broccoli. “And Arthur,” she said. “We can’t
forget him. He’s been around for hundreds of years and should know
everything.”

 


Arthur lifted his head and narrowed his eyes
at them. “Please. Only since the 1800s, like your aunt. That’s when
she and I met. And don’t involve me – I’m nobody and I know
nothing.”

 


“Oh, but you are somebody who knows a great
deal,” Jenna purred, and Burgundy sensed that seductive power
radiating from her, a warm tug meant to make other people feel at
ease and let their guard down in Jenna’s presence. The sensation
weaved around Arthur in what she could only guess was the
succubus’s attempt to ensnare him into helping. “You know things we
certainly don’t, and knowledge is power. Why don’t you show us how
much you know about what’s happening here, you powerful little guy.
Tell me about warlocks.”

 


The firedrake glared down his snout at her.
“Really, your ability only works on human types. Not me. I’ve never
been human, never will be, so don’t waste your energy.”

 


Jenna shrugged and turned back to her food.
“You can’t blame a succubus for trying.”

 


“I suppose not. Well, warlocks are a pretty
broad topic. What do you want to know?”

 


“Does Aunt Iris have any as clients?”
Burgundy asked. It seemed if they were going to pursue the warlock
thread, she might as well start there.

 


“Warlocks aren’t welcome in this house.” He
spoke with such finality, Burgundy wondered if they would get
anything else out of him, but then Arthur turned to her. “They’re
bad news, Burg. First and foremost, they don’t adhere to the laws
of the Witches Council. The Council is meant to govern all
magick-using supernaturals, not just witches. Their laws aren’t all
that extreme. They’re perfectly reasonable. It’s the warlocks who
are unreasonable.”

 


Both Jenna and Burgundy laughed, exchanging
glances. “I think we figured that out,” Burgundy said.

 


“Yes, because no reasonable person goes
around shooting random people with a love potion. But why Rock
Grove?” Jenna asked. “I mean, that’s the big question for me.”

 


Arthur gave a shrug. “You might as well ask
why the sun rises and sets. No one quite understands warlocks. I
don’t think they even understand themselves, other than their
search for power. That and showing off.”

 


The women shared another glance. “Showing
off,” Jenna mused.

 


“Why else would someone make an entire town
of people fall in love with each other?” It sounded like the best
theory to Burgundy and she looked at Arthur. “So they basically
want to cause chaos in the hopes of getting attention? That seems
pointless.”

 


“Pointless to you, perhaps, but not to them.
Like I said, who can explain warlocks? I’ve met some, but I didn’t
take tea with them, if you get my meaning.”

 


They passed a few moments in silence,
eating. At least the discussion had brought back Burgundy’s
appetite. Talking didn’t accomplish much, but it made her feel less
useless. She watched as Jenna squinted down at her tablet, as if
staring at it would somehow tease the answers to their questions
out of the digital world.

 


“So at this point, all I’ve got is random
warlock nonsense,” Jenna finally said. “I’m wondering if that’s the
norm.”

 


“Maybe searching the news archives would
help,” Burgundy suggested. It seemed like the most concrete idea.
She was gratified when Jenna nodded and swiped her fingers over the
screen. A few more bites of the fried rice and crab rangoons filled
her, but certainly didn’t sate her curiosity.

 


At last, Jenna said, “So far most of what
I’m seeing has specific motives. You know, like ‘Warlock seeks
revenge after garden ravaged by local pesticide spraying’.”

 


Burgundy leaned across the table to look.
“Is that a legit headline?”

 


“Yeah. This guy lives near a farming
community in the south of England and got angry when their
pesticides caused some of his stuff to wilt.” Jenna turned the
tablet so Burgundy could see it better.

 


“I told you,” Arthur said. “They’re all
nutters.”

 


“Nutters” didn’t even begin to describe the
articles Jenna had found and Burgundy sat back down after perusing
a few of the headlines. “Okay, so he’s got to have an axe to grind
specifically here in Rock Grove. But how the heck are we going to
figure out what he wants? He hasn’t been exactly forthcoming when
I’ve talked to him.”

 


Jenna’s hands stilled over the tablet and
she looked at Burgundy. “You’ve spoken with this warlock?”

 


“Yes, twice. He’s arrogant, but he doesn’t
come off as dangerous.”

 


“Still, what he’s doing has already had
harmful consequences. From what I’ve heard and seen, I wouldn’t
trust this guy as far as I could throw him.” Jenna’s chest heaved
slightly and she had that wild, passionate look in her eyes
Burgundy remembered from the many times they’d enjoyed long nights
together. She’d almost forgotten Jenna was capable not only of
caring, but of fighting for what mattered to her.

 


Sadly, Burgundy realized, she no longer
mattered to Jenna. At least, not as a lover. But perhaps they
really could remain friends. Maybe Jenna wasn’t here just to gain
some notoriety for herself as a reporter, but because she cared
about what became of her hometown.

 


The weird love epidemic could certainly
change everything about Rock Grove if they didn’t put a stop to it.
Even now, Burgundy questioned the long-term effects of a love
potion. Although her stomach protested, she rose to her feet and
crossed the house, into her aunt’s office. She selected a book on
advanced potion making and returned to the table.

 


Flipping through to the table of contents,
she found the chapter on love potions. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s see
what we’re dealing with here.”

 


Jenna moved her chair so they sat side by
side. Burgundy found the correct page and read through the
explanation. She both felt and heard Jenna’s exhalation, and her
own followed.

 


“Permanent unless you can counteract it with
an anti-love potion,” Burgundy read out loud.

 


“You’ve got a recipe book here. Any chance
you can make a potion like that?” Jenna asked.

 


“Uh-uh. It takes years of perfecting potion
making. It was never my strong suit. I wouldn’t trust anything I
brew not to do something worse, you know?” Frustration filled
Burgundy and she pressed her fingers to her head as she flipped to
the page with the anti-love potion. “Also, this recipe is way too
complicated. I don’t know where my aunt would find half these
things. Maybe there’s someone in her address book of
suppliers.”

 


The firedrake joined them, perching on
Burgundy’s shoulder to peer at the page. “Don’t waste your time,”
he suggested. “Some of these items are strictly controlled by the
Witches Council. You would need their permission to proceed.”

 


“I’ve never dealt with the Council. Are they
difficult?” Burgundy asked.

 


Jenna let out a sound that was half cough,
half laugh. “Difficult? Burg, don’t you read the news?”

 


As Burgundy glared at the blonde, Arthur
interrupted. “What she means to say is they are selective about to
whom they give appointments. They’re often dealing with matters of
discipline and law, and unlikely to want to give an undeclared
witch the time of day. The fact that they even make it into the
news is a source of resentment for them.”

 


“Well, that’s encouraging.” Burgundy idly
turned the pages back to the table of contents. She couldn’t even
make a basic potion of clear-thinking. There was no way she could
knock out an anti-love potion, let alone hundreds. “All of this
comes back down to needing Aunt Iris home.”

 


“Or needing the Council’s intervention.”
Jenna turned and looked at Arthur. “What if they were aware of a
warlock wreaking havoc in Rock Grove? Wouldn't they intercede,
then?”

 


“They might, but only with a damn good
reason.” A small puff of smoke wafted up from Arthur’s mouth as he
added, “And a tiny town in the boonies going haywire won’t be
enough for them.”

 


Burgundy reached up to rub
at her forehead, but Jenna captured her wrist and tugged it down.
“But maybe a story in The Supernatural
World Herald will get their attention. I
could write an article linking it to the Pied Piper incident,
somehow. Like… once again, the little town of Rock Grove falls
victim to outside mind control. What do you think?”

 


“I… I don’t know about that.” The idea of
having her entire town on the front page of a major metropolitan
newspaper caused dread to settle deep inside her belly.

 


“What are you afraid of?” Jenna asked.

 


It was a valid question and Burgundy mulled
it over, before rattling off a list. “First of all, it’ll exploit
our vulnerability at this very moment. Second, it will draw
scrutiny, not just from the Witches Council. Third, we might turn
into some kind of tourist attraction. I don’t want it, any of it.
There has to be a way to quietly figure out what’s going on, get
the help we need, and stop this. I mean, before Aunt Iris gets
home.”

 


“Or we might not be able to stop the warlock
and your Aunt Iris will come home, get shot with an arrow too, and
never fix anything,” Jenna pointed out. “Meanwhile, you’ll be in
love with someone you would normally hate and that will be the end
of Rock Grove.”

 


Burgundy’s gaze drifted from Jenna to
Arthur, then to the mantle over the fireplace in the kitchen. She
blinked at the array of photos on it, then rose to her feet.

 


“I think it’s a good idea,” she heard Arthur
saying distantly. “Of course, I can reach out to a friend of mine
as well, and see if we can get the Council’s attention in a less
dramatic way first.”

 


“Yes, that sounds–”

 


“Guys,” Burgundy called, tilting her head
and looking at the photos. “I think I found something.” She heard a
chair slide away from the table and then felt Jenna standing behind
her.

 


“What is it?”

 


Burgundy pointed at the photos above the
mantle. In one of them were two people – a woman with long, dark
red hair, and a man with black hair. They looked young, beautiful,
and happy, surrounded by a fresh snowfall near a thicket of pine
trees. “I always asked Aunt Iris who these people are and she said
they’re cousins.”

 


“No one keeps photos of their cousins on the
mantle,” Jenna said.

 


“I never dug deeper, because she always
acted like the topic was a painful one, but I know who that man
is.” Burgundy sucked in a breath. “That’s the warlock.”













Chapter Twenty

 


Even though the library was closed on
Tuesdays, both Jenna and Burgundy visited it. As always, the
stillness of the building, coupled with the gray autumn light
filtering through the windows, gave it an eerie atmosphere. Once
she locked the doors behind them, Burgundy flipped on the lights
and set her belongings on the circulation desk.

 


“If you want to turn on
the computers, I’ll check on our little Three’s Company situation,” Burgundy
said as she took off her coat and draped it over her
chair.

 


“That sounds good to me.” Jenna looked
polished in her pea coat, jeans, and V-neck sweater with a white
shirt underneath. It was an adorable combination and Burgundy
couldn’t help but stare. They were so different, but she couldn’t
deny Jenna had style. Annoyingly cute style.

 


After a moment’s hesitation, Burgundy tore
her gaze from the woman and went downstairs. She didn’t bother
trying to keep her footfalls quiet. It would be better if Lynn,
Charlotte, and Mr. Knight had some warning that there were other
people in the library. When she got to the bottom of the stairs,
she found a note taped to Mr. Knight’s office door.

 


Took them to my house. This was too cramped
for three. Glen Gleason will handle the diner for Charlotte while
she’s lovesick. Got everything covered on my end. YOU NEED TO FIX
THIS.

 


Lynn

 


Burgundy sighed, tore down the note, and
folded it so she could stuff it in her pocket. It looked like if
she wanted to see Charlotte, she’d have to go to Lynn’s house, an
idea she didn’t relish. At least they could rely on Glen. Even
though he had a reputation for being quirky, he was a good guy. It
was his innovation that kept their Saturday movie nights fun and
interesting. As long as he didn’t try to shake things up at the
diner, the town would survive. Maybe.

 


Burgundy went back upstairs and showed Jenna
the note. The blonde shrugged and said, “At least you know they’re
safe, but Lynn needs to chill the heck out. This is a pretty big
deal and it’s a lot to ask just one person to fix things.”

 


Burgundy couldn’t help but give Jenna an
appreciative smile. “I’m glad someone understands,” she said as she
sat down at her computer. “I was beginning to feel like I should
take some blame for it.”

 


“Not at all.” Jenna wasn’t looking at her,
but her voice was full of warmth. It filled Burgundy with at least
some sense that things were going in the right direction now, and
she sat down at her computer to check her email.

 


She let out a sigh of relief. “The mayor
finally answered. He’s planning a town meeting for tomorrow
night.”

 


“That’s good news.”

 


It certainly was, but Burgundy still had
work to do. She sent the mayor a quick email acknowledging his
response and then opened a fresh tab to start her research.

 


“So Arthur says he doesn’t know the people
in that photograph,” Burgundy remarked while typing in her search
terms. “Doesn’t that seem strange to you? He’s been my aunt’s
familiar for a long time.”

 


“Very strange,” Jenna agreed. “Then again,
nothing about you or the company you keep is normal. I mean that
with love.”

 


Burgundy doubted Jenna meant it nicely, so
she turned away and clicked to open another tab for the newspaper
archives. “Listen, we’ve got this figured out, so let’s do it as
planned. It might arm us with more knowledge for tomorrow night’s
town meeting.”

 


“Right. Divide and conquer.” She could hear
Jenna already clicking away at the other computer.

 


It shouldn’t be difficult to come by the
information they sought. After all, information was the name of the
game for both of them when it came to their jobs. The difference
was how they used it. Burgundy gave it to patrons by request. Jenna
used it to inform the public of what was happening in the
world.

 


Together, they could do this.

 


“Okay, so here’s what I have on the Witches
Council.” Burgundy turned the monitor toward Jenna. “There’s only a
handful of articles, but they pretty much confirm everything Arthur
said. They’re fairly closed off to the rest of the world. There
isn’t anything about them available online, but these news articles
show they’ve stepped in when either witches or warlocks have
created a scandal of some sort.”

 


Jenna pursed her lips and Burgundy tore her
eyes away, trying to forget what it was like to kiss that mouth.
They were just friends, now. She reminded herself that romantic
feelings were going to linger, since Jenna had only dumped her the
week before. Feelings that would fade in time.

 


“Hm, yeah, I see. I don’t think this
qualifies as a scandal and they won’t care about some warlock
running amok in rural America, unless we can prove it impacts them
directly.” As she considered the situation, a bitter laugh escaped
Burgundy. “Some good this is doing. The guy can get in and out of
places without being caught, make people fall in love, and get away
with it. It’s so frustrating.”

 


“I know. I know.” Jenna’s fingers were
typing away at her keyboard and then paused. “What I’ve found on
warlocks isn’t promising, either. Like, there are several incidents
blamed on them in supernatural and mundane communities around the
world, but no actual proof.”

 


“How medieval.” All their research served to
do was frustrate Burgundy further. She rested her head against her
hands and closed her eyes. “Everything about this is bad, bad, bad,
and we can’t fix it. Someone is going to die and we won’t be able
to prevent it from happening.”

 


“But maybe…” Those cool fingers of Jenna’s
curled around her wrist, drawing her closer. For someone who was
broken up with her, Burgundy realized Jenna seemed to like touching
her. A lot. “Look at this,” the succubus breathed.

 


Burgundy leaned in to look. “A break-in at
the Witches Council twenty-three years ago? How is that
related?”

 


“Arthur said they control certain
substances, right? Well, that includes ancient and powerful
artifacts.” Jenna gave her a more urgent tug. “Look at what they
say was stolen.”

 


Eyes narrowed, Burgundy scanned the article.
“Pipes?”

 


“Right, and not just any pipes. Musical
ones.”

 


“No way.” Burgundy shook her head and
straightened in her chair. Even as she denied it, though, a curl of
fear filled her stomach. “It’s only a story. What happened to us
was magick, pure and simple. No object can make an entire group of
people change their behavior.”

 


Jenna’s hold on her wrist tightened. “But
can you tell me of some kind of magick spell that can?”

 


“With a large group of people all at the
same time? No.”

 


“So what if an artifact of some sort can?”
Jenna whispered. “Think about it – the Witches Council is so
secretive, I only found these few mentions of them in newspapers.
Why the secrets? What do they know that we don’t know about magick
and magickal objects?”

 


They were valid questions and Burgundy
mulled them over, while Jenna scrolled through the hits she’d
gotten. Even her own aunt didn’t say much about the Council, other
than that they existed to regulate the use of witchcraft and ensure
every witch stayed true to their path.

 


“I think the reason the pipes stolen from
the Council were never connected to the Rock Grove incident is
because they wanted it covered up,” Jenna continued. “They don’t
want to look vulnerable or let people know what treasures they
hold.”

 


“But only the supernatural community knows
about the Witches Council and, besides, who would want those
treasures?” Burgundy asked.

 


“The only people who can use them.” Jenna
stared at her hard and Burgundy sucked in a breath.

 


“Warlocks.”

 


Jenna closed the browser and turned to
Burgundy. “Think, Burg. Think about everything your aunt has taught
you. You know more than me. What else do you know about warlocks
that we haven’t discussed?”

 


Her training had gone on for as long as she
could remember, so Burgundy tried to recall every mention of
warlocks. “We didn’t talk about them much,” she said. “When I
asked, Aunt Iris kind of shied away from the topic. But from what
I’ve read, they’re good at casting spells on the fly.”

 


“On the fly.” Jenna lifted an eyebrow and
scrutinized her. “Meaning…?”

 


“Well, witches like my Aunt Iris can do
small spells, like make a broom sweep a floor or the dishes wash
themselves, you know? You’ve seen me stir my coffee with just a
thought. But for bigger, stronger spells with more far-reaching
effects, they need things like rituals or potions, or a lot of
preparation. I mean, days of work can go into one prosperity spell
sometimes.” Burgundy paused as she thought about the times she’d
participated in rituals with Iris. “We’re careful about things like
lunar alignment and phase. We don’t need the perfect moon phase,
per se, but it does make our magick more powerful. Warlocks can do
major workings at any time. The magick is similar, but what we draw
on to use it is different, I think.”

 


Jenna nodded, appearing to understand. “What
would you consider a major working that’s kind of basic, but
someone like Iris might need more prep to do?”

 


“Well, like a spell to detect magick. That
normally takes time and concentration. I can do it pretty easily,
almost naturally, but I think that’s because I’ve practiced that
one spell so much through the years. Iris needs a place where she
won’t be disturbed and it takes her at least five minutes to cast
the spell.”

 


“That’s interesting.”

 


Shrugging, Burgundy said, “I guess. But the
artifacts, well, those are definitely integral to what warlocks do.
They look for powerful objects to work through or with – I’m not
exactly sure which or what the difference is. I just know that’s
part of how they cast spells and enchant others.”

 


“So, following that logic, what if this bow
and arrow your warlock has aren’t something you can go buy at your
local Wal-Mart, you know?” Jenna laced her fingers together and
leaned forward, her eyes glittering with excitement. “What if he’s
got some artifact, another one stolen from the Witches
Council?”

 


“Or,” Burgundy said, catching on to her
idea, “worse yet, something they didn’t know existed, that he
somehow managed to discover on his own?”

 


It made the most sense and they both flushed
with excitement at the conclusion. Burgundy almost wanted to lean
forward and kiss Jenna, but she didn’t. Instead, she pulled back
and turned to her computer. “So how do we find out if the Council
had a break-in or something went missing recently?”

 


From the corner of her eye, Burgundy saw
Jenna nibble at her lower lip. “Let me see if I can get in touch
with some of my contacts this week and I’ll get back to you.”

 


“That sounds good.” Her heart skipped a beat
and Burgundy tried to focus on the matter at hand, not on Jenna’s
traitorous, but still-kissable lips. She reminded herself Charlotte
was afflicted with the lovesickness. Dear, loyal Charlotte, who had
waited for her to come back around and get their friendship back to
normal. “And that still leaves the question, why do this to Rock
Grove? Is it just us or has this happened elsewhere?”

 


“I feel like I would have heard if this
happened anywhere else, but let me check into that, too.” Jenna’s
lips quirked to one side. “And you said this warlock of yours has
talked to you, right?”

 


“Yeah, twice now.”

 


“Why?”

 


That was a question Burgundy hadn’t asked
herself, let alone considered. “I don’t know if I’m the only person
he talked to, although I haven’t heard anyone say they’ve talked to
him. But remember there’s something like six thousand people in
town. Maybe plenty of people have seen him, but didn’t think it was
important enough to comment on it to someone else.”

 


“Yeah, but he specifically told you he’s a
warlock. Why would he out himself to you like that?”

 


“Well, I’d probably be able to figure out he
was a warlock on my own, because I can tell if someone is a witch.
He might have said something to me, because he knows I’d know.”
Burgundy put her hands to her head and scrunched her face in
frustration. “This is getting convoluted.”

 


Jenna let out a thin laugh. “Even more so,
now that you recognize him from the photo on your aunt’s mantle. He
must have talked to you for a reason. Your aunt says he’s family,
so he must also be related to you.”

 


Genealogy was not
Burgundy’s strong suit and she tried to work out relationships in
her mind. “Right. I mean, he could be. But he could also be her
cousin, but not mine, I think. You remember what Arthur said –
warlocks aren’t welcome in our house. I guess that attitude is
contagious, because that one time I asked her about the photo, she
answered in that ‘You do not talk about Fight Club’ way, you
know?”

 


“So…” Jenna leaned toward Burgundy, her
crystalline blue eyes locking on her face. “What’s your aunt
hiding?”













Chapter Twenty-One

 


Apparently, Burgundy wasn’t the only person
glad the mayor had finally returned and scheduled a town meeting to
address the weird love epidemic. It was impossible to miss what was
going on if one simply took a stroll downtown. When Burgundy
received the fliers at the library on Wednesday morning for a
meeting later that night, she hung several copies around the
building.

 


At the end of the day, she locked the doors
and went to the meeting with Sylvia and Marian. The meeting room at
the town hall wasn’t as full as usual, and the librarians exchanged
glances with one another. So many familiar faces were missing.
Martha and Chief Brandon were always present at meetings, Martha
because she was opinionated and the chief because the chief of
police was an important figure in their government.

 


The Main Street business owners were
normally present, too, but Charlotte wasn’t the only one missing.
As Burgundy and her co-workers picked their way along the carpet
toward the front of the room, she noticed that instead of the usual
crowd, the attendance was less than half. The town hall smelled of
fresh paint and the air within was cold. She hugged her arms tight
around herself to ward off a shiver.

 


“What a disaster,” Sylvia muttered as they
scooted along the second row of folding chairs and sat down. “This
whole thing has decimated our town. I can’t believe it.”

 


Burgundy could, though she didn’t say so.
She realized this might be the moment she’d have to face everyone
in town and tell them everything she knew. In a way, she wished
Jenna had stuck around, instead of going back to the city. Today
she’d received a couple of encouraging texts, letting her know
Jenna was waiting for some contacts to follow-up with her. It was a
start, at least.

 


Glancing around the room, she tried to see
if the warlock also happened to be present. It wouldn’t surprise
her if he came to gloat or, worse, inflict more damage.
Fortunately, all of the faces there were townsfolk. Not exactly
friendly, of course, but she wouldn’t expect them to be in light of
the situation.

 


When the last person filed through the door,
the one police officer in the room locked it. Burgundy almost
laughed at the gesture. Considering the warlock was able to get
into the library when it was locked, this wouldn’t keep him out of
their meeting if he really wanted to crash. She supposed it might
give the townspeople some comfort and almost hated to disabuse them
of that notion. But she realized she’d have to, and her heartbeat
sped up as the mayor approached the podium. There were six folding
chairs arranged behind him, three to each side of the podium, and
only two people sitting on stage. That meant four town council
members were out of commission, an even more disturbing development
as far as Burgundy was concerned.

 


“Hello people of Rock Grove.” Townsfolk
often described Mayor Michaels as “down-to-earth,” which Burgundy
found ironic, since he was a half-celestial. Her aunt had a close
friendship with the mayor and his wife, so they’d visited her home
often. Burgundy had never seen the mayor sprout wings, but as a
child she’d always hoped he would. “It is time we discuss the
deeply disturbing phenomenon that has taken so many of our friends
and neighbors from us.”

 


A murmur rippled over the crowd and Burgundy
glanced over her shoulder. Heads nodded and someone said, “My son
was deathly ill until Antonia Gorton came to our house. We’ve had
to let her stay with us. If she leaves, he gets sick again. I’m
afraid he might die!”

 


“Yeah,” called out another voice. “What are
you going to do about this? Our own chief of police won’t even
leave his house now that he’s smitten with that Amazon woman!”

 


“All of us know our town is in grave danger
and that’s why we’re here tonight,” the mayor said, raising his
hands to placate the crowd. To Burgundy, Mayor Michaels looked
every inch the all-American boy, with his brown hair, brown eyes,
jeans, and a blue button-down shirt. But she knew ancient power
filled him. Maybe he would have the answers she hadn’t been able to
find.

 


“Tell us something we don’t know!” someone
called out from the assembly.

 


The mayor gripped both sides of the podium.
“The problem is, all of us are together in our ignorance. The one
thing I know for certain is arrows are causing this. Whatever is
going on, this little Cupid prank is not funny. If the perpetrator
is in the room, I ask here and now that he stop it. If not, then we
have to find a way to stop it ourselves. We can’t continue to live
like this.”

 


“I’ll say.” Glen Gleason rose to his feet
and all eyes turned to the tall, skinny man who ran Rock Grove’s
old theatre. His dark brows were an almost jarring effect on his
otherwise pale face, above blue eyes that seemed to lock onto a
person and stare without blinking. “I’m running the diner right now
because Charlotte McVay has been shot and I can’t keep doing this.
Coffee isn’t my strength, people. The demands of running the
theatre are vital to the morale of this town, more vital than
cappuccino.”

 


In response to his deadpan statement, one of
the young ladies at the back of the room said, “Yeah, but the
cappuccino is good. That cappuccino maker is the best thing that’s
happened to us all week.”

 


Burgundy heard one of the Calhoun brothers
call out, “Besides, picking out craptastic movies isn’t hard work,
Glen.”

 


“Excuse me, but I ensure that every film is
educational, riveting, and unique.” Glen turned stiffly to glare at
the man who’d spoken.

 


Burgundy muttered, “I should have brought
popcorn for this one, but we didn’t have enough time.”

 


“I know,” Sylvia agreed. “I can’t believe
you’re actually here without snacks. It’s so entertaining when Glen
and the Calhouns get into it.”

 


“Except one of the brothers isn’t here,”
Marian pointed out. “I hear he’s fallen hard for that chick who
runs the bait and tackle shop.”

 


Burgundy hoped it wasn’t Jake, who’d fled
Delia Hargrove with such fear in his eyes.

It seemed their muttered conversation wasn’t
as quiet as they thought, and Burgundy stiffened with dread as
Mayor Michaels said, “Burgundy Jane Hart, you seem to be taking
things seriously. For once. Why don’t you give us a witch’s take on
this, since magick is clearly involved.”

 


“Um…” She turned to the
front and offered him a smile. “Of course I am. I mean, not
involved, but taking this seriously. We can’t have Glen dividing
his time between the diner and the theatre. The people need their
Saturday night movie and
their cappuccino. Especially me.”

 


“Says the woman who hasn’t been at movie
night the past two Saturdays,” Glen accused in the same monotone.
“You’re the one regular I can count on, yet you haven’t been at the
theatre. So tell me, Burgundy, what have you been up to lately –
brewing love potions?”

 


Sylvia scooted closer to her, a protective
gesture that warmed her heart. Especially considering she heard
yells of agreement. They weren’t exactly “Burn the witch!” but the
meeting sounded close to taking a bad turn.

 


Once again, Mayor Michaels motioned for
calm. Then he held out one hand and said, “Burgundy, I’ve been
hoping you might have some insight, since the only person in Rock
Grove who might be able to explain this is Iris. In her absence,
can you share your thoughts?”

 


“Right. Me. Of course.” Burgundy pushed
herself up out of her seat and grinned at the mayor. “Well, I think
you’re right about it being magickal, but I haven’t quite been able
to figure out how he’s doing it.”

 


“How who’s doing it?” someone asked.

 


Burgundy turned to face the townsfolk. “The
warlock,” she stated.

 


That one word set off a domino effect of
people talking over each other, until the wave of noise became so
loud, the mayor had to use his gavel to quell it. “Okay, okay,
people. Let her talk, please!”

 


When the room was quiet again, Burgundy held
her hands out to her sides in a helpless gesture. “Look, all I know
is there’s a warlock and he’s shooting arrows like some kind of
misguided Cupid.” She acknowledged the mayor with a nod. “I don’t
know that I’d minimize the situation by calling it a prank, because
I’ve seen far too many near-deaths resulting from it. My best
theory at this point is he’s filled blunt arrows with love potions
that bespell people upon impact.”

 


“How can we fix this?” Mayor Michaels asked,
leaning forward over the podium.

 


“I wish I knew.” It was the one answer she
loathed herself for having to give to an authority figure she
admired. He was dedicated to the well-being of Rock Grove, a true
leader. Burgundy smiled sheepishly. “Trust me when I say, I’ve done
everything I can to try to get my aunt back here to fix this. Jenna
Iverson and I have been trying to find out who is doing this and
why, but we have no way of stopping it unless we stop the warlock
himself.”

 


“It’s always warlocks messing with our
town,” a woman with a raspy voice called out. “Like that time one
came along and tried to take our children away.”

 


Burgundy turned to look at the woman who’d
spoken. “What?” she gasped.

 


“Yeah, when you were just a little thing,
you and a whole buncha kids…” The woman jerked her thumb toward the
door and let out a whistle. “Outta here. It was a warlock who did
it, you know.”

 


“No, I don’t know.” Burgundy glanced around
the room and saw several people nodding in agreement with the
woman. The townsfolk were confirming Jenna’s theory that a warlock
had stolen musical pipes and used them to affect the children of
their town. “Why did he do that?” she asked.

 


The woman shrugged. “At the time, we heard
it was because he was looking for his kid.”

 


“Are you telling me the Pied Piper incident
was about a custody dispute?” That sounded unbelievable. None of
the children Burgundy went to school with had been warlocks, not
even the older kids. In a small town where everyone knew everyone
else, she certainly would have been aware if one of her playmates
could use magick.

 


“Whatever happened, your aunt fixed it and
the kids went home.” The woman shrugged and said, “So we need her
to fix it again and fast. My husband won’t even leave the house for
fear this guy’ll get him.”

 


Burgundy thought about the hundreds of
people she’d seen coupled up around town and said, “I think he’s
safe. This guy seems to only be shooting the single people, not
married people. But I can see where you’re coming from.”

 


“So,” the mayor asked, drawing her attention
back to the front of the meeting room, “where is your aunt while
all of this is going on?”

 


“She’s on her special sabbatical.” Burgundy
closed her eyes, but couldn’t close out the raised voices behind
her. Everyone was yelling again and it made her mind spin. “Look,
I’m trying!” she shouted. “The last time she went on sabbatical, I
was thirteen years old, and she made me stay with the mayor and his
wife. I’m sure Mayor Michaels remembers that.”

 


The mayor nodded. “I do. She told me if
there was a grave emergency while she was gone, she would respond.
So why isn’t she here now?”

 


Realization dawned on Burgundy –
understanding about why she hadn’t heard a word from Aunt Iris,
despite her repeated messages to her that this was a life or death
situation.

 


“He must have found a way to keep her from
knowing about this,” she said, “or to stop my messages from getting
through to her. Either way, I think Rock Grove is on its own.”

 


“Is it the same warlock as before?” the
raspy-voiced woman asked.

 


The mayor looked at Burgundy, who shrugged.
“I have no idea,” she confessed. “I didn’t even know about the
whole Pied Piper thing until Cassandra Troy told me about it last
week. The newspaper articles don’t show the guy. They don’t even
mention a warlock.”

 


“Oh, honey, you’d know him if you saw him.”
Burgundy turned to see the woman give a little hand wave. “Tall,
dark, handsome, with silver eyes.”

 


Burgundy swallowed as her heart pounded hard
against her chest. For a moment, she was so light-headed, she
thought she’d pass out right there. Collapse among the folding
chairs in the chilly town hall. Then she gathered her thoughts,
took a deep breath, and nodded as she responded.

 


“I’ve seen him, then. Whatever he wanted
twenty-three years ago, I guess it’s still here, somewhere. I don’t
think you need me to tell all of you how dire this situation is. If
we don’t stop him, you might be adjusting our town’s population
count sooner, rather than later.”

 










Chapter Twenty-Two

 


The town clerk was none other than the
mayor’s wife, Mercy Michaels. A smile yanked up the corners of her
red lipsticked mouth as she escorted Burgundy into the records room
of the town hall. She had the kind of face that seemed to be frozen
in perpetual friendliness, the perky soccer mom look, though
Burgundy knew not to cross her. Ever. Mercy was, like her husband,
half-celestial. This meant she had a whole host of powers that made
her an effective guardian of not only town records, but Rock Grove
itself.

 


It was too bad magickal problems were beyond
her and her husband’s abilities to resolve. Burgundy would have
been glad to sit back and let them handle the problem. But now here
she was on her day off, trying to put together the pieces of a
puzzle for which she didn’t even have a picture.

 


“Records are organized by year,” Mercy told
her, running her hand along the shelves of leather-bound books. Not
one strand of her buttery blonde hair moved. Even when she tossed
her head, the hair seemed locked in place, a static chin-length
bob. The same was true of her lipstick’s staying power. It looked
fresh, like she’d just slicked it on, yet it didn’t seem to wear
off as she spoke.

 


“That’s some hairspray you use,” Burgundy
commented. She’d always been a little in awe of the mayor and his
wife. They had the strength to lift and throw cars, the speed to
race a train, and the ability to fly. And then some. As far as she
knew, there were no more powerful people in all of Rock Gove. The
only problem was even a half-celestial couldn’t combat magickal
spells.

 


“Hairspray?” Mercy turned to look at
her.

 


“It’s amazing how your hair stays all in one
place. Can I touch it?”

 


The woman narrowed her eyes and then turned
back to the shelves. “Years are combined, because it’s really not
worth it to have one book per year, so start here for the town’s
first birth records.” She rested her manicured hand on one book’s
spine. Her nails were also a shiny red, with no chips in the
polish. Perfection clung to her like an aura. “Any questions?”

 


“One: are you born with it or is it
Maybelline?”

 


Mercy’s perma-smile widened. “It’s all
angelic glamor, kiddo, if you must know. That’s my secret.”

 


“You wear it well, Mrs. Michaels.” Burgundy
nodded and then turned to the shelves of books. The records room
smelled a tad musty and it was chilly, like the rest of the town
hall. This time, she’d thought to bring a cardigan to stay warm.
Now she wrapped the chunky blue sweater around herself and nodded.
“Okay, this looks easy enough, especially for a librarian. I’ll let
you know if I need anything.”

 


“Okie dokie.” The town clerk turned and
walked out, leaving Burgundy alone with over two centuries worth of
vital and town records.

 


Based on Burgundy’s math, she wanted to
start about fifteen years before she was born and stop the year
after, just to make sure she looked at every child born in Rock
Grove at that time. She opened the first book she needed and looked
at the register of births. Each birth record noted the child’s
name, gender, and race, the parents’ names and races, the parents’
residence, and their places of birth.

 


Because supernaturals weren’t prolific
breeders, she made short work of the birth registers. Most of the
children born in Rock Grove during that time frame were shifters or
fey with only one demon, Jenna, and one witch, Burgundy.

 


She flipped back to the page with her birth
listed on it and read the entry. Her glance passed over her
mother's name to the place where her father should be listed. That
space was blank. But she wasn't the only one on the register
without a father. Jenna’s father also remained an unknown.

 


It made sense. Succubus women like Jenna’s
mother bred selectively, usually with the most powerful, virile man
they could find. That might include shifters or fey, but only if
they held alpha or kingly status. There were none in Rock Grove who
weren’t already married. Succubus also didn’t like to go far from
home, where they felt safe. They had so few defenses beyond their
compulsion ability.

 


The only other likelihood for Jenna’s father
was a passing wanderer, someone not beholden to any clan, town, or
family. If Arthur was right about the instability of warlocks and
their chaotic tendencies…

 


Burgundy closed the book and peeked through
the wide-open door. Mercy seemed busy behind the reception counter,
so Burgundy looked at the titles on the spines of the other books.
When she found the one that included the year she wanted, she
tugged it off the shelf and opened it.

 


After reviewing the marriage registers, she
sighed. Of course there was nothing for Jenna’s mother, but at
least she’d tried.

 


She replaced the book and walked out of the
room, to the town clerk’s desk. Mercy looked up at her, still
smiling, and asked, “Did you find what you were looking for?”

 


“Not really.” Burgundy reached for one of
the green-taped flower pens in the stone-filled flowerpot on the
counter. The strange affectation for turning a writing instrument
into something else seemed pervasive, even in Rock Grove. She
twirled it between her fingers and asked, “Do you remember Jenna
Iverson’s dad?”

 


Mercy let out a light, trilling laugh. “Oh,
Burgundy. You might as well ask if I remember every breath I’ve
ever taken. Of course I don’t. Sheila Iverson has a distinct type,
you know, and they all sort of run together as one, big masculine
blur. But as long as they don’t hose the town down with
testosterone, no one really cares.”

 


“A type?” Burgundy reinserted the flower pen
in the pot. “Like what, exactly?”

 


“You know – tall, dark, and handsome. Maybe
a little arrogant. Her daughter is the opposite, of course. Jenna
will date anything with a pulse, bless her promiscuous little
heart.”

 


Burgundy’s own heart plummeted at the
judgment about Jenna’s sexual freedom. It wasn’t her place to
defend her ex-girlfriend, but it also felt like a slight against
Burgundy herself. Still, she bit her tongue and simply responded,
“Did any one guy last longer than the others or come back to
town?”

 


“No, never. Not that we weren’t thrilled
when Sheila decided she was ready to procreate. We were ecstatic.
It really didn’t matter who the father was, you know?”

 


Nibbling at her lower lip, Burgundy nodded
and glared at the flower pens. Stupid flower pens. She wanted to
stab one through the warlock, just for making such a mess of
things. But instead she backed away from the counter and said,
“Well, thanks for everything. I appreciate it, Mrs. Michaels.”

 


Burgundy left the town hall, her heart
heavy. All of this was getting her nowhere. She was chasing
elusive, perhaps useless information. And to what end? It wouldn’t
stop the warlock. There was only one way to do that, she decided.
One dangerous way.

 


As she opened her car door, she her cell
buzzed in her coat pocket. She slipped her hand in and curled her
fingers around the vibrating phone. A glance told her Jenna was
calling, so she sat in the driver’s seat and answered. “Hey. How’s
it going?”

 


“You first.” Jenna sounded out of breath and
more than a little excited.

 


“I’ve got nada, zip, zilch out of town
records, but thank you for asking. I take it you’ve got news,
though.”

 


“I do. Meet me at your house.”

 


Burgundy frowned at herself in the rearview
and fluffed her dark bangs across her forehead. It seemed like they
were spending an awful lot of time together for a broken-up couple.
She really wanted to go check on Charlotte, but Jenna was one of
the few sane people remaining who took the situation seriously.
That meant prioritizing their work over seeing how Charlotte was
doing. “Why there?”

 


“Because it’s secure. Your aunt keeps wards
on it, right?”

 


Oh yes, Aunt Iris kept her house well
warded. If anyone tried to get in who didn’t belong, they were in
for some nasty magickal surprises. Burgundy had lent her own energy
to renewing those wards year after year, and was familiar with the
layers of spells that kept her home safe and secure.

 


“The diner is too public and the library
isn’t secure enough, even off hours. I want to talk to you
somewhere private. Preferably a place even another witch can’t get
into. Besides, Arthur might have some useful input.”

 


“That’s generous of you,” Burgundy said.
“All he wants to do is be Puff the Critical Dragon. Unless he gets
meat of some sort, don’t count on him to be useful.”

 


“Then,” Jenna said, “I will get him some
damn meat. Tell me what he likes and meet me there. Lunch is on
me.”

 


****

 


“Ta da!” Jenna trilled, sliding the take-out
carton toward Arthur. Even from where she stood on the other side
of the kitchen, Burgundy could smell the rich sauce coating the
beef.

 


Sure enough, Arthur perked up and canted his
head to one side inquisitively. “Beef broccoli?” he asked.

 


“Mmhmm. I’m told it’s your favorite.”



Burgundy covered her mouth with both hands to keep them from seeing
her grin. If she burst out laughing, Arthur might question Jenna’s
motives. It seemed, however, the firedrake was going to question
them anyway. Because now he scrabbled back a few steps along the
kitchen table and asked, “Why?”

 


“Why?” Jenna leaned down and reached out to
scritch Arthur above his eyebrow ridge. In response, the tiny
dragon’s eyes closed and he let out a sound similar to a purr.
“Because you’re the best familiar in the world, that’s why.”

 


Arthur exhaled a misty cloud of smoke and
then stretched out along the table, nudging up under Jenna’s hand.
“Fine,” he huffed. “I’ll eat it. This time.”

 


After a few more strokes, Jenna left off
petting Arthur, turned, and winked at Burgundy. “So,” she said as
she opened a carton of rice, “dig in and get this – the Witches
Council did have a break-in recently.”

 


“Please don’t tell me a bow and arrows were
stolen.” Burgundy sat at the table after setting down two cans of
soda, looked at her own carton of rice, and took a deep whiff. The
green onions were piled on top, just the way she liked. It was hard
not to give in to Jenna when she brought food. Then again, anyone
who knew Burgundy well also knew the way to her heart was through
her stomach. Charlotte had certainly picked up on that cue.

 


“Well, there’s no way of knowing for
certain. They keep this stuff hush-hush, but my contact said it had
to be a pretty big deal, because they’re sending Finders all over
the world. Apparently there was one out my way, in the city.”

 


Finders were another group of people
Burgundy had heard of, but she didn’t know much about them. Except
that they struck fear in the hearts of even law-abiding witches.
They were the Council’s enforcers, sent out into the world to find
magickal offenders and bring them to justice.

 


Arthur let out a wheezing cough-laugh,
pulled out of the beef broccoli, and shook his head. “Then they’re
barking up the wrong tree.”



“Yeah, why didn’t they investigate here?” Burgundy asked. How could
help be so close and yet so far from them? “How long ago were they
in the city?”

 


“About two days ago, so I’m afraid we missed
the boat. But that’s a vital clue.” Jenna jabbed at the air with
her fork for emphasis. A bit of rice flew off, hitting the floor,
and Burgundy cringed.

 


“You are wasting good food
in my house, Jenna. Now there’s a poor, lonely rice grain sitting
on the floor. No one will ever love it. Ever.”

 


The blonde rolled her eyes. “Some things are
more important than food and you know it. This is why you have to
let me break the story wide open, because once I do, the Finder
will come back, take care of your warlock, and fix all this
trouble.”

 


“Ohhh nooo.” Arthur sat upright and regarded
them both, eyes narrowed. “It’s not that simple. Trust me when I
say neither of you want to tangle with a Finder. It might be the
end of the warlock’s good time, but it could spell trouble for us,
too.”

 


“Meaning?” Burgundy had never heard the
firedrake sound so stern in his life.

 


The firedrake’s normally iridescent scales
went pale gold, as if all the color had drained from them. “Finders
don’t just locate the object and take it back. They eliminate the
problem, which means memories wiped out and people disappearing, if
that’s what it takes.”

 


This new insight into the Witches Council
had Burgundy shuddering and she glanced at Jenna. “Is that
true?”

 


“Not something my contact mentioned, but he
didn’t sound too jazzed about having a Finder around, either.
Apparently, they’re real ball-busters. Any wrongdoing that
encompasses even innocent people is usually handled swiftly and
aggressively, according to him.”

 


“They can’t make an entire town disappear,
though,” Burgundy said. “Can they?”

 


The idea that someone, even a figure
enforcing the law, could do such a thing sent ice surging through
her veins. It didn’t seem fair that an exclusive group of people
acted as judge, jury, and executioner for the rest of the magickal
world.

 


“They’ll do what they must to keep their
secrets,” was Arthur’s ominous response.

 


Burgundy looked at Jenna, whose brow
furrowed pensively. There had to be a way to lure the Finder back,
to get the warlock in his path, and put a stop to the madness. Then
she realized, there was a way. All she had to do was find the right
combination of time, place, and people...













Chapter Twenty-Three

 


“Let me get this straight.” Jenna gestured
at the library, a frown marring her otherwise pretty features.

 


Even though Burgundy’s car was still warm,
the blonde’s flailing hands added an unwelcome draft. November’s
chill was doing its best to seep inside and Burgundy resisted to
urge to bat at those hands as they wafted the rapidly-cooling air
by her face.

 


“You think he’s going to waltz in there,
shoot some arrows, and basically fall for something as amateur as
this?”

 


“Why wouldn’t he? He’s already been to the
library at least twice,” Burgundy pointed out. “Perpetrators often
return to the scene of the crime. They aren’t like lightning, you
know.”

 


“A. Lightning can and does strike the same
place twice. B. Where did you learn that – an episode of one of
those cop drama shows on TV? Did the boys in blue teach you how to
catch criminals with their witty banter and knowledge of
forensics?”

 


Burgundy shuddered, more from the reference
than the air. She hated any entertainment that involved gratuitous
drama and violence, unless it was a horror movie she could mock.
“You know me,” she told Jenna. “Set me up with a cheesy noir,
B-movie, or chick flick, thanks. No sense in watching cop shows
when I can see that stuff on the news. Anyway, it’s a proven fact
or something. Perps like to gloat or try again, or, you know –
whatever people who merit the term ‘perps’ do on their free
time.”

 


Jenna closed her eyes for a moment and
Burgundy bit back a laugh. Out of all the possibilities, this
really was their best plan. Actually, it was their only plan, but
she wasn’t about to admit that. What mattered was having the
players in place and seeing if the star of the show would make an
appearance.

 


“I can’t believe we’re going to do this to
two innocent kids.” Jenna rubbed at her forehead. For once, she was
sweating the details, not Burgundy.

 


“Well, remember Walter was already shot, but
this temptation will be too good to ignore. Trust me.”

 


It was good to have at least some control
over the situation. Or was it a set-up? They could call it whatever
they wanted, Burgundy supposed. All that mattered was the
opportunity offered to the warlock. Two young people, one spurning
the other, and in a nice, private spot where he could take aim…

 


Until Burgundy sprung her trap. The moment
the warlock made one move, he’d be toast. Well, not exactly toast,
but they’d have him immobilized. After that, it would be up to
Jenna to reach out to her contact and get a Finder out their
way.

 


“Are you sure that’s going to work?” Now
Jenna eyed Burgundy, less with reproach and more with skepticism,
her eyebrow quirked up.

 


“Of course not.” In fact,
Burgundy was pretty sure it wouldn’t. She had no confidence in
her ability to time a throw just right. Even though she had the
tool to bring down the warlock nestled in her pocket, that didn’t
mean she’d be able to use it. “But we have to try. There are people
getting sick out there and putting themselves in harm’s way because
of these arrows. Someone needs to step up and I guess that someone
is me.”

 


“Which makes no sense when Mayor Michaels
could just slam this guy into the ground a few times using that
celestial strength of his and be done with him.”

 


It was an enticing idea, but, unfortunately…
“The warlock could escape at physical attempt at capture. I don’t
know how, but they’re good at it.”

 


“Yeah, but you’re only a witch-in-training.
You can’t even cast proper spells,” Jenna said.

 


“Right. Minimize what I am.” Burgundy
reached for the door handle. It was true, but she was done beating
herself up about it. Having Jenna rub it in was too much. “Look, I
think the town has a fight fire with fire mentality, that’s all. I
might as well try. That’s more than anyone else can do against a
warlock.”

 


Even trying seemed, well, futile. Burgundy
couldn’t out-spell a warlock any farther than she could throw him.
Armed with one of her aunt’s sleep potions, she only felt a little
better about her odds. Everything about their plan hinged on the
warlock somehow knowing there were two “lovers” quarreling in the
library auditorium, and shooting them to bring them together.

 


The part of the plan Burgundy doubted was
her own ability to swoop in and save the day. However, she locked
the car after Jenna got out and strode across the street to open
the library. With Glen running the diner, she’d learned to live
without coffee. He was too overwhelmed managing the wait staff to
handle a simple to-go order. So she had thirty minutes to run
through her usual opening tasks and set her trap, except she had to
do all of it through bleary eyes and a lingering head fog.

 


It wasn’t enough time, but it would have to
do. She also didn’t know how long Marian could keep up the charade
she’d been assigned. Then again, maybe she was underestimating the
younger woman. Marian did seem to enjoy at least a little drama, so
maybe she’d be able to act out all day long. Whatever it took to
get the job done.

 


When Marian arrived, she, Burgundy, and
Jenna stood outside the auditorium. “Are you sure Walter is up for
this?” Burgundy asked.

 


“Of course he is. He can’t resist my charms
since he thinks he’s in love with me. He’s been following me like a
puppy dog ever since he got shot.” Marian tossed her hair and gave
them a confident smile. “I think Aunt Sylvia is much too nice,
letting him stay with us so he doesn’t die from being in love with
me. But whatever. It is kind of nice to have him do whatever I
want.”

 


“Because taking advantage of someone who
loves you is a great basis for a relationship.” Jenna’s voice
dripped with sarcasm and she turned away, straightening her blazer
and surveying the auditorium. “What makes you think the warlock
will even try to get in here?”

 


There were no guarantees and Burgundy had to
admit as much. “But,” she added, “he’s gotten in here before. Why
he keeps coming here of all places, I don’t know. I figure if he
wants to cause chaos, we let him. It might be the only way to move
forward.”

 


Jenna tucked her lower lip under her teeth,
but nodded. She spun on her heel and jogged upstairs. Left alone
with Marian, Burgundy turned to her and tried to smile.

 


“Are you sure you’re willing to do this?”
she asked.

 


“Absolutely. I’ll put on a real show, flip
some tables. It’ll be glorious.”

 


The idea of willowy little Marian doing
something like that was laughable, but Burgundy managed to bite
back her response. “I’ll be listening. You both know the code
phrase. If I hear it, I’ll run down and try to knock him out with
the sleep potion. Ready?”

 


“Yes, but…” Marian reached out and caught
her by the shoulder. “If I get shot and fall in love with Walter
Falter of all people, will you do me a favor? Separate us and let
me die, okay?”

 


It wasn’t the most encouraging statement,
but Burgundy nodded and patted Marian’s grasping hand. “I’ll try
not to let any of that happen. We open in five minutes, so good
luck.”

 


She trotted up the creaky central staircase
and glanced at the Grove Room. Jenna was at the round table in
there, tapping away at her laptop. With all the time she was
spending in Rock Grove, Burgundy knew she still had to find a way
to work. She supposed that was the nice thing about being a
journalist – that ability to go anywhere, anytime, to chase a
story.

 


That kind of freedom and excitement in a job
must have been nice, and Burgundy envied her a little. Sure, she
loved Rock Grove and the peaceful library. Sometimes, though, she
wished things were different.

 


The moment she unlocked the front door,
Walter Falter came inside and stood looking at her. Sylvia followed
and waited behind him.

 


“Well, hello Walter,” Burgundy said. “Are
you ready?”

 


He nodded wordlessly. Walter wasn’t much for
speaking, before or after the love arrow’s effects. The town’s
computer repairman was tall and lanky, his dark hair falling across
his forehead, almost into his eyes. Without any other response, he
turned and walked down the main staircase. Sylvia merely reached
out to give Burgundy’s arm an encouraging squeeze before following
Walter to the stairs.

 


As she returned to the circulation desk,
Burgundy thought it would be poetic justice if Marian fell in love
with Walter, too. He was a nice guy and Marian needed to outgrow
her high school mentality of being a “cool kid,” anyway.

 


That was what made them the perfect
non-couple for the warlock to target. There was deep animosity
there and it seemed that was what the warlock was going for in his
strange little shooting spree. Every couple was all wrong. So
wrong, it hurt to look at them in public.

 


Whatever the warlock’s motive, it seemed he
was intent on eliminating everything in his path. But what were the
townsfolk standing in the way of?

 


The more she thought about
it, the more off it seemed. If he was such a powerful warlock, he could just
come in, take what he wanted, and leave. No. It seemed like
he wanted attention. But from whom?

 


Burgundy pushed away from the circulation
desk, thankful no patrons had come in after Walter and Sylvia, and
strode toward the Grove Room. She was walking so fast, arms
swinging and legs eating up the distance, that she didn’t see Jenna
come out of the room.

 


They collided, knocking each other back to
the carpeted floor. “Ow,” Jenna complained, rubbing at her hips.
“Watch it, will you? This ass is made for spin class, not taking
hits.”

 


“You need some more padding, baby,” Burgundy
told her, rolling to her knees to rub her own sharply aching
backside. Jenna kept moaning, until Burgundy snapped, “Okay, stop
whining and get up. I have to talk to you.”

 


The blonde pushed herself to her feet and
looked over her shoulder. She gave her butt a wiggle as if to
confirm it still worked. Burgundy had to admit it looked good in
the blue jeans Jenna wore. But she pulled herself back to the
present and took her ex-girlfriend by the shoulders.

 


“The warlock isn’t after someone or
something in particular,” she hissed.

 


“What? You mean he’s not out to cause chaos,
madness, and broken butts?” Jenna kept rubbing hers and giving
Burgundy a puppy-dog gaze.

 


“Stop trying to appeal to
my sense of kindness. I’m not rubbing your ass. And no, everything
he’s doing has looked totally and completely pointless, like all he
wants to do cause trouble. But what if he wants to be found by the Witches
Council?”

 


Jenna finally dropped her hands from her
backside and shook her head at Burgundy. “That’s ridiculous. No one
wants to get found by the Council, from what my contact told me.
They aren’t to be messed with, Burg. Seriously.”

 


“Well, maybe he wants to mess with them.” It
was the only plausible explanation.

 


“Yes, but why Rock Grove? This town is a
blip on the map. He’d get a heck of a lot more attention if he went
somewhere big – Chicago, St. Louis, Omaha, Denver. Why choose a
tiny town in the middle of Nowheresville, USA?” Jenna folded her
arms, challenging Burgundy to answer the question.

 


As Burgundy opened her
mouth to speak, she distinctly heard Marian yell shrilly, “I
said no!”

 


“Code phrase,” both women said in a shared
breath, and turned to run down the main staircase. Burgundy dug
into her pocket and closed her fingers around the vial containing
the sleep potion. A startled Sylvia stood outside the auditorium,
wringing her hands.

 


“I think he’s in there,” she whispered.
“He’s in there with Walter and my niece.”

 


“We know.” Jenna stepped in front of the
other librarian as if to shield her, while Burgundy crept toward
the doorway of the auditorium.

 


Inside the expansive room, she saw two
things – a shadowy figure fleeing through the kitchen and Marian
reaching out to Walter, proclaiming, “I love you, Walter. I will
die without you!”













Chapter Twenty-Four

 


After Walter escorted Marian out of the
library, seemingly quite pleased with the way she clung to him,
Burgundy couldn’t apologize enough to Sylvia for Marian’s
condition, but the older librarian waved her away with a sad smile.
“She was willing to do it and it was brave of her. At least I know
Walter will take good care of her once they get home. I know she’ll
be in good hands until you’ve fixed everything.”

 


There it was again. The demand that Burgundy
be the one to fix what was happening to their town. Of all the
people in the entire town, she was the least equipped to deal with
the warlock. How could she tell anyone that, though? That she was a
failure as a witch, that her magick wasn’t even close to what it
ought to be at her age?

 


She closed her eyes and nodded. There were
only two people left to run the library and, even though that was
enough, Mr. Knight wasn’t there to handle the important tasks –
budgeting, paying the bills, and approving orders. At this rate,
the entire town could cease to function.

 


Things were getting dire and Burgundy had to
admit she was losing hope.

 


She left work that evening dejected and
ready to burrow under her covers for a thousand or so years. She
hesitated by her car, lifting her gaze to the darkening sky.
Everything was falling to pieces. It was only a matter of time
before the entire town as they knew it was no more. Even the
Witches Council pouncing on them with all sorts of memory erasing
spells to get everything back to normal might be a better outcome
than letting things continue.

 


“Hey.” Jenna had asked Walter to bring her
to Burgundy’s house, where she picked up her car, came back, and
spent the rest of the day working in the Grove Room. Now she stood
at the driver’s side door, looking over the roof of her small
electric car at Burgundy.

 


“Yeah?” Burgundy almost wanted to tell her
to write that article, to go ahead and catch the Council’s eye.
Maybe if the supernatural community turned its collective attention
to Rock Grove, it wouldn’t be such a bad thing after all.

 


“You tried. Don’t feel bad. We’re just not
in this guy’s league.” Jenna shrugged. “Heck, no one even knows
what warlocks are capable of. They’re all silver eyes and
mysterious shadows, you know?” She added a waggle of her fingers to
emphasize her point, but Burgundy didn’t laugh.

 


She lowered her head and stared at the
pavement beneath her feet. A few dry brown leaves skittered past
her, then swirled in the middle of the street, carried by the
increasing wind. “Yeah,” she repeated.

 


“Okay, don’t ‘yeah’ me. Go home, take a nice
hot bath, and read a book or something. Your aunt has tons of books
and stuff in her office. Maybe there’s something useful in there,
besides potions. I’m heading back to the city. Call me if you need
anything.”

 


Long after Jenna backed out of her parking
space and whizzed up the street, her little car hardly making a
sound, Burgundy looked after her. Grove Street paralleled Main
Street and ran east to west. At the end of the block, the fire
station seemed quiet, almost deserted. On the next block stood the
town hall, all interior lights shut off. Every employee left
promptly at four in the afternoon, unless there was a special
event, like a town meeting. The street lamps were slowly
brightening in response to the fading light.

 


Burgundy couldn’t help but stand there and
stare, even though she should have been driving home. She blew out
a breath and whispered, “I can cast spells.” With that statement,
she used the one spell she considered herself most proficient with
– the one that allowed her to detect magick.

 


It worked. It always did, enhancing her
senses and telling her where to find a concentration of magickal
energy. This time she sensed it coming straight at her and she
narrowed her eyes at the figure in a trench coat and hat that
approached.

 


“You really suck, you know that?” she told
him. “I don’t know what you want, but you’re not going to find it
here. You know I can’t stop you, so please just leave. Quit this
bullshit of yours and get the hell out of my town. I’m so done with
this.”

 


“Well, you’d know more if you weren’t
dilly-dallying in this library of yours.” The warlock’s voice was
as smug as she remembered it, with a bit of a rough edge.
Admittedly, its mellifluous quality was nice to hear and she
wondered as to his origin. “Though, I recall your aunt having a
saying. What was it – quit the bitching and start the witching?
You’ve been doing your fair share of bitching, but not much
witching. Why is that, Burgundy?”

 


The question struck her as both personal and
preposterous, and she didn’t care to answer. Instead, she focused
on him. “Where are you from?” she asked. “I’d guess Scotland, but I
can’t be certain.”

 


“Then you’d be right, young lady. My
goodness, has that aunt of yours taught you nothing?” The warlock
lifted his hat off his head and bowed to her, a courteous gesture
she certainly hadn’t expected. “I’d offer my name, but I think you
already have some idea of who I am.”

 


Burgundy had
no idea, other than
Jenna’s potential father, but she played along. If he was in the
mood to talk, she would let him. “Will you pardon me if I don’t
curtsey? Aunt Iris didn’t exactly teach me Regency-era
manners.”

 


The warlock chuckled and shook his head. “I
wouldn’t expect her to, what with her upbringing. Those Harvard
elitists with their progressive ideals – no respect for tradition,
you know. Then again, times they are a changin’. Even I’ve had to
acknowledge that and change, too. ”

 


It took a second for the pieces to click
into place in Burgundy’s mind. He was talking about her aunt’s
family back in Massachusetts and their involvement with
transcendentalism, which was one of the ways they could be accepted
as witches among mortals. How did he know about that?

 


“Oh yes,” the warlock went on, “things have
changed a great deal over the past few centuries from when our kind
had to hide from mortals. Now, though, our kind roam the world at
will, subject to only those laws we choose to obey. The Witches
Council would do well to remember that.”

 


Even though she knew it meant showing her
hand, Burgundy decided to be candid with the warlock. “Of course,
when you really want to stick it to the man, what better way than
by taking something precious away from them and then drawing their
attention.”

 


He gave her a narrow-eyed glance and a slow
smile spread across his face. “Yes, precisely. Well, what can I
say? Our kind like to put on a show.”

 


“You keep saying ‘our kind’ like you speak
for the entire warlock population. But I’ve heard some are actually
a part of the Witches Council. The sane ones, I believe was how it
was put.” It was still way more honesty than Burgundy should have
been comfortable with sharing. In fact, she’d probably scored
negative points for subtlety.

 


But if traps, investigation, and trying to
keep everything quiet hadn’t gotten her anywhere, then maybe this
would.

 


“Sane,” the warlock spat out with a hiss.
“Sheep, young lady. They’re all sheep. Even your aunt for all her
mid-century progressivism almost two centuries ago is one of their
sheep, now. Don’t let her turn you into the same thing, Burgundy
Jane. You’ll regret it.”

 


His words sounded almost like a plea,
heartfelt, and she leaned back against her car in surprise. “What
would you know about that?”

 


“Trust me. They took something precious from
me in the past. Do not let them do the same to you.” For a moment,
the smug veneer lifted and showed a concerned man, much like the
one who looked so happy in that photo on the mantle above the
kitchen fireplace. Then his mask dropped back into place. “Besides,
you can’t live up to their expectations, so don’t even try.”

 


“How would you know?” she asked. He took a
step closer to her and her gaze pinged wildly up and down, side to
side, searching for something. If it was the bow - if he shot her
and she fell in love with someone – then she lost any chance of
saving Rock Grove.

 


“I know the reason you can’t use magick the
way you think you should has nothing to do with taking six years
off to go to college.”

 


Ice speared her heart and she looked up at
him. He towered over her now, not in a threatening or intimate
manner, but close enough that she could see the flash of
determination in his eyes. “I’m a witch-in-training. One of these
days, I’ll know how to use my magick,” she whispered in
protest.

 


“No. You’ll never know if your aunt doesn’t
tell you the truth.”

 


“Then you tell me the truth. Why are you
here, doing this to us? Why is there a picture of you on the mantle
in my house?” Her fingers curled around the door handle behind her
as she glared up at him. “How come my aunt won’t talk about you?
What did you do to betray our family and why come back?”

 


She wanted to cry, something she promised
herself she wouldn’t do in front of the people who’d hurt her most.
The reaction was long overdue, she supposed, but she also knew this
warlock would take it as a sign of weakness. Maybe she didn’t need
his respect, but she at least needed him to know she wasn’t
completely powerless.

 


“This isn’t the place to discuss it, but
come with me and I’ll tell you everything she refuses to
acknowledge.” He extended his hand and Burgundy dropped her gaze to
it.

 


There was only one person whose magickal
knowledge she trusted, and that person was somewhere out of
contact. “My aunt should have answered my messages to her by now,
but you found a way to block my communication with her. Why should
I trust you?”

 


“I did it for a good reason, Burgundy. Even
if she were to come back at this moment, you’d never know
everything you need to know.”

 


A dog’s bark shattered the night. Then
several more followed. The baying grew louder and closer, and
Burgundy spun to look over the top of her car. What remained of the
larger canine shifters in town now charged toward them in a dense
pack of furry, four-legged bodies.

 


“They spotted you,” she told the warlock. “I
guess this is where you either give me a damn good reason to go
with you or deal with them.”

 


“You should come with me because you want
to, because you know what I’m saying is important. And if you want
to use your magick to its fullest ability, well…” His gaze lifted
from her to lock on the approaching shifters. “The choice is yours,
Burgundy, but if you don’t decide to trust me, then don’t come
crying to me when you’re the last person standing in Rock
Grove.”

 


“How about Sheila Iverson?” Burgundy asked.
“Did you give her that option, as well?”

 


The man’s eyes widened, followed by a low
laugh. “There’s only one woman in Rock Grove who ever earned that
invitation, and she turned around and betrayed me. You get it by
virtue of kinship, because I owe you that much. What’s it going to
be, young lady?”

 


Kinship.

 


“Fine. I leave you with one thing, Burgundy.
If you change your mind, remember these words: The Firebrand
Syndicate. Don’t say I never did anything for you.”

 


With that statement, the warlock turned and
waved his hand at the approaching shifter pack. They stopped in
their tracks, snarling and straining toward him, but otherwise
unmoving. The warlock gave Burgundy one last look, tipped his hat,
and disappeared without a shred of evidence that he’d just been
standing in front of her. Not even a puff of dark smoke.

 















Chapter Twenty-Five

 


The first thing Burgundy did when she got
home was rummage through her aunt’s office. She pushed away the
small twinge of remorse she felt at invading a family member’s
privacy. Really, it was her only family member, as far as she knew,
so she wondered if that made it an even more reprehensible act.

 


Regardless of whether or not her behavior
was entirely appropriate, she didn’t care. It was clear that most
of the answers to her questions were somewhere in her aunt’s
possession and she had every intention of finding them.

 


Her first stop was the filing cabinet, which
stood against the wall to the left of the office door. It was an
ancient, wooden cabinet, probably handed down from a distant
ancestor or even purchased by Iris herself in the eighteen
hundreds. In a way, Burgundy felt a little guilty about touching
it. When she was a little girl, her aunt often reminded her not to
touch the precious antiques with which she’d furnished their
home.

 


“Well, not my fault you raised me in a house
with furniture as old as you are, Iris,” Burgundy muttered as she
crouched in front of the cabinet. She braced herself for it to be
locked, but the first drawer slid open easily, almost as if it were
new.

 


Whatever hopes she had
were dashed when all she found in the bottom two drawers were
potion recipes and spells. There were a few scattered folders also
containing rituals but, all in all, both bottom drawers were
useless to her. The third drawer was stuffed full of old newspaper
clippings and photographs. The photos ranged from
daguerreotypes to Polaroids, and everything in
between. A quick check of the backs showed that most were marked
with names and dates.

 


Burgundy made a mental note to give her aunt
some archival-quality storage materials to organize her paper
belongings. So many of the newspapers were yellowed with age and
being filed with photos was not at all safe. If everything wasn’t
properly stored, it would ultimately crumble. Just the kind of
thing she hated to see happen to precious documents and
ephemera.

 


The top drawer had folders marked “Witches
Council” but only contained meeting minutes. Burgundy scrunched her
nose a bit as she examined them. “This sounds like a blast,” she
muttered to herself as she rifled through the agendas.

 


It looked like the subject matter wasn’t
merely irrelevant, but bland, such as votes on whether or not to
accept certain witches to take their chosen path. She hadn’t
realized how much the Witches Council managed the minutiae of the
day to day lives of witches. The idea made her wrinkle her nose
even more and she shoved the notes right back where she’d found
them. The agendas hadn’t even contained anything useful, like an
address or location for the Witches Council. Even in voting about
whether or not a young witch was ready to call a familiar to her,
it appeared secrecy was their priority.

 


A glance at the bookshelves was all it took
to discount them as a place of information. Unless something was
hidden within a book, she’d find nothing there. So Burgundy went
for the next obvious piece of furniture.

 


She walked behind the desk and knelt to open
the bottom drawer. Once again, she was surprised to find it
unlocked. Then again, she’d never shown any interest in her aunt’s
office or the contents of her desk. Iris had no reason to lock
anyone out, because strangers couldn’t get into their home and
anyone else was usually a trusted friend.

 


There was a folder marked “Family Records”
and she plucked it out, opening it in her lap. “Now we’re getting
somewhere,” she told herself as she settled down in her aunt’s
enormous, plush office chair.

 


When the opened the folder and flipped
through the papers, she let out a sigh of resignation. The folder
did hold important documents, but nothing revealing. There were her
aunt’s birth and marriage certificates, and the divorce decree
citing “irreconcilable differences” between herself and her
husband. Burgundy supposed that wasn’t surprising, since her aunt
had married a much younger, more modern man. The only thing she’d
kept from the marriage was the Hart name, which she’d given to
Burgundy.

 


It wasn’t that legitimacy was important in
their community. It was just that the adoption was official and
normalized their family, in a strange way. Burgundy supposed having
the legal paperwork on hand also made it easier if Iris had ever
decided to move while her niece was still a minor. It would
probably be necessary if she’d ever enrolled Burgundy in a mortal
school.

 


The thought of going by her aunt’s and
mother’s surname at birth made her cringe, anyway. Burgundy Bloom –
it was a name the kids would have mocked, even in Rock Grove.

 


Her own birth certificate was in there, too,
naming her as Burgundy Jane Bloom, daughter of Lily Bloom. Of
course, the fields for the father’s name, race, and place of birth
remained blank. But right behind it was the adoption and name
change paperwork. Both had been filed and approved when she was not
even a year old and Burgundy pressed her lips together. She often
wondered exactly when her parents dumped her on Iris and then took
off to do whatever it was they were doing in the world.

 


Sometimes, she tried to remember them, but
she could never picture them or even imagine what they looked like.
Now she knew why. They hadn’t even stuck around for her first
birthday. It’d been Aunt Iris taking care of her all along.

 


“Nice,” she muttered, slapping the papers
down against the folder open across both of her knees. “Well, I
feel better, knowing you both have been looking out for me all
these years. Thanks Mom and mystery man.”

 


She shoved the papers back into the folder,
dropped the folder back into the drawer, and slammed it shut with
her foot. There were four other, smaller drawers, two of which were
too shallow to hold anything other than pens and paperclips.

 


Since the paperwork in the office gave her
nothing, she turned on the computer. It came to life with a noisy
whirring sound. The fan was going to give out at any minute, she
realized. Like it or not, Iris needed a new computer. Not that she
used it often, but she turned it on enough to necessitate a
reliable machine. As soon as the main desktop appeared, Burgundy
opened the browser and went to her aunt’s email provider. At least
their internet speed was good, even if the equipment in Iris’s
office was not.

 


Arthur poofed into sight on Iris’s desk and
reared back a bit. “What are you doing?” he asked.

 


“Hacking Aunt Iris’s email, I guess. Or
whatever you call trying to break into it. What are the odds she
has her browser save all her passwords, like a noob?” Burgundy’s
fingers tapped across the ancient keyboard and she grimaced at how
spongy the keys were. Several of them stuck in place for a moment
before rising back to their normal position. “She needs a better
set-up than this and I’m going to get it for her.”

 


“Don’t do that. Iris hates technology. You
know that.” Arthur slithered off the desk and curled up in
Burgundy’s lap, a warm, comforting presence. “Why are you trying to
get into her computer?”

 


“I…” Burgundy flung her hands in the air. “I
don’t know, but she has answers. Somewhere in this office, she has
answers to all the craziness we’re dealing with in Rock Grove.”

 


Ever the voice of reason, Arthur lifted
himself up slightly, stretching and digging his little foreclaws
into the desk as he said, “Have you tried her filing cabinet?”

 


“Yes. If recipes for potions could fix this,
trust me, I’d be all set. Instead, I’m screwed, along with the
entire town.”

 


To her disappointment, the browser did not
offer to automatically enter her aunt’s email address or password.
Burgundy typed the email address manually and then stared at the
blank password field. “If I get this wrong too many times, it’ll
lock me out,” she muttered. “What would she have used – EyeofBat?
SalemWitchBabe? ToeofFrog?”

 


“Try…” Arthur lifted his head, tilted it
toward the screen, and rattled off some numbers.

 


As serious as the situation was, Burgundy
let out a guffaw. “You must be joking.”

 


“Just do it.”

 


Disbelieving, Burgundy
typed in “123456789” and clicked the login button. The screen
changed and there was her aunt’s email inbox. “Really,
Arthur? Really?
You knew this all along?”

 


The firedrake rested his head on her knee
and mumbled, “You didn’t get that password from me.”

 


“Right, so not only do I have to upgrade my
aunt’s computer, but I also have to educate her on the use of
secure passwords.” Burgundy added that task to the ever-growing
list in her mind.

 


Most of the emails were fairly recent and
junk cluttered at least half the inbox. “Sorry, not sorry,” she
grumbled as she went through every single piece of junk and clicked
the unsubscribe link found at the bottoms of the messages.

 


At last, everything was sorted. Her emails
to her aunt were on top, the one with the most frantic subject line
first: “EMERGENCY. 911. SERIOUS BUSINESS!!!”

 


Nestled somewhere between her first and
second emails to her aunt were other messages with “[Witches
Council: Urgent]” in the subject, but no other revealing
information. She didn’t recognize any of the names in the sender
column, except one.

 


Lily Bloom.

 


“Mom,” she whispered.

 


Rather than read the messages in order, she
opened the one from her mother. It appeared to have been sent with
the same subject line, but off-list, only to Aunt Iris.

 


Iris,



By now you’ve seen the urgent notifications from the Council. The
Cupid’s bow and arrows hold immense power. I believe I know exactly
who did this, but I have no proof, nor do I know where he’s gone.
The Council agrees with my suspicions, but you know them – ever
cautious. They won’t send Finders until initial resources and leads
are exhausted. I worry about what this waiting will do, that we
will be too late.

 


The Council does not want me to go, even
though it is my job. They believe I am his target, that he wants me
on his side. I believe he will do everything he can to get my
attention and he’ll do it by endangering the people I love the
most.

 


Watch for any hint of danger, especially
around Burgundy. He will not hesitate to take away her chance of a
secure future. She cannot know she is the progeny of such a man. It
will destroy any chance she has of declaring a path of witchcraft
and leading a normal life. If the Council ever finds out the truth,
she will always be a second class witch. As my child, she deserves
better.

 


You know what’s at stake. Keep my baby
safe.

 


Lily

 


“So we’ve been barking up the wrong tree
this whole time,” Burgundy told Arthur. “The warlock isn’t using
potions. He’s actually using the bow and arrows of Cupid, stolen
from the Council.”

 


“Fascinating and not at all surprising.
Their vault is good, but sometimes warlocks are better than even
the Council’s defenses.”

 


“Thanks for the commentary.” Despite her
sarcasm, Burgundy stroked the firedrake’s scales, a gentle gesture
at odds with the pounding of her heart. It thumped so hard, the
sound filled her ears like a drumbeat. “Arthur, is my father a
warlock?”

 


Now the firedrake stiffened beneath her
palm. Then he stretched as if considering her question. Finally, he
drew himself upright so he could face her and Burgundy looked down
into those jewel-like eyes. If anyone would answer her question
honestly, it would be Arthur.

 


The little dragon bowed his head and
acknowledged, “He is.”

 


Burgundy swallowed and closed her eyes for a
moment, internalizing the information. “And the picture above the
mantle in the kitchen – are those my parents?”

 


Arthur nodded.

 


“My eyes turn silver when I cast spells,
don’t they?” she whispered.

 


Glancing around the room as if to make sure
they were alone, Arthur gave another small nod. “But no one must
know, Burgundy. Not even the people of Rock Grove.”

 


“Well, fuck my life…” Just one email and her
entire world crumbled. It explained so much and so little at the
same time. She could deal with knowing her father was a
power-hungry warlock. What she couldn’t handle was the fact that
her aunt, who’d been the only parent she ever knew, never told her
the truth.

 


Shaken to the core, Burgundy decided she
wasn’t going to remain ignorant any longer. She went through her
aunt’s emails, especially those from the Witches Council. The only
one from her mother was the recent email, but it was enough to give
her a better understanding of how the Council operated.

 


“Aunt Iris must have some kind of special
standing in the Council to receive such sensitive information.”

 


“I believe the Council’s email groups are
stratified from the lowest of the – what do you call them –
newbies, to the most trusted inner circle. Your aunt stands
somewhere close to that inner circle, but your mother…”

 


“Works for them, clearly.” Burgundy grimaced
a little at the thought, trying to ignore the way Arthur clawed at
her jeans for attention.

 


“No,” he said when she finally looked down
at him. “She’s a Finder.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

 


Jenna showed up at the library on Saturday
afternoon, right before close, a look of triumph on her face. “Will
this do?” she asked.

 


She unfolded
The Supernatural World Herald onto the circulation desk with a flourish and Burgundy
scanned the headline. Her gaze dropped to the article below it and
she nodded. No matter what the consequences, they had what they
needed to get the attention of the Witches Council and a Finder in
their area.

 


“How’d you manage it?” she asked.

 


Jenna smirked, lips quirking up at one
corner. “I have my ways. You know, you’re giving him exactly what
he wants.” She took the seat next to Burgundy and spun to face her.
“You said yourself, he wants this attention.”

 


“Right, but he sure as heck won’t want the
punishment that comes with it.” Burgundy jabbed her fingers at the
headline. “I refuse to play his game. He’s been more honest with me
than my own aunt, but he’s still a shady bugger. This has to end,
so things can get back to normal.”

 


What she didn’t add was her fervent desire
to talk to Aunt Iris, sooner rather than later. She’d taken Arthur
seriously when he told her the truth about her parentage had to
remain a secret. That her mother felt the need to say something in
an email meant the matter was either urgent to her or she had ways
of covering her internet tracks.

 


Jenna looked a little distressed as she
said, “But what if they really do rain memory erasing spells down
on the entire town, or worse?”

 


“Then someday you can tell your kids you
were there for the end of Rock Grove.” Ominous as the statement
was, Burgundy had moved beyond caring. This situation was out of
her control and the blame no longer was on her shoulders. Her
inability to cast spells and use magick at the level expected of a
witch her age had nothing to do with choosing college over
traditional training. If Aunt Iris had told her what she was in the
first place, it might have saved months, even years of
frustration.

 


Jenna tilted her head, leaning so far that
she almost fell off the chair. “Are you doing okay, Burg? You seem
really down.”

 


“Down. Ha.” Burgundy swiped at her eyes with
her fingertips and then clenched her fists. “All that matters right
now is that getting into the right hands. The rest will fall into
place after that.”

 


“I sure hope so. I mean, on a scale of one
to Hulk, how much has this whole thing pissed you off?”

 


It was probably the stupidest question
anyone could have asked her, and Burgundy shot Jenna a glare to let
her know exactly how she felt. “I have to close up. Be ready for
anything. It’s movie night and that means a lot of people are going
to be coming downtown. If he wants attention, he’ll get it. And if
he wants a fight, well, that’s coming, too.”

 


Closing the library was easy enough, but a
fog still clouded Burgundy’s mind, making her thoughts blurry.
Whether she could attribute that to coffee deprivation or
exhaustion, she didn’t know. She knew she was just going through
the motions. She hadn’t had adequate time to process anything she
learned the previous night. One concern, though, overrode all
others. Could she do this to her own father?

 


She knew she didn’t owe
the guy anything. Not a damn
thing. He hadn’t been there for her at all
in her life. Yet, the thought of the photo of her parents, smiling
and happy together, made her hesitate. Once upon a time, those two
people had loved each other and made a baby. She couldn’t get that
notion out of her head. It gnawed at her thoughts as she and Jenna
went to the diner after locking up the library.

 


“This place…” Jenna glanced around,
blinking.

 


“Yeah, I know. It’s not the same without
Charlotte.” Burgundy gestured for Jenna to follow her to the
counter, where they sat and waited for Glen to take their
order.

 


“Hello ladies,” he said, approaching them
and pulling a pad of paper out of the full-length apron that
covered him from chest to knees.

 


Jenna and Burgundy exchanged glances, brows
furrowing. It was the blonde who spoke up. “Um, Glen, you know you
don’t have to wear that, right? There are perfectly good half
aprons in the back, I bet.”

 


“Miss Iverson, I’ll have you know that I
take my job as proprietor of this establishment seriously. The
apron instills confidence in me as someone capable of giving the
public what they need. It says, ‘Look at me. I’ve learned how to
make coffee’.” He lifted his chin, his half-lidded dark eyes gazing
off into the distance, while they stared at him.

 


“Right.” Burgundy banged the palm of her
hand against the counter top. “Then make us coffee, stat. And while
you’re at it, we’d like two burgers, with fries–”

 


“Salad for me,” Jenna interjected. “Italian
on the side, hold the fries.”

 


“And two waters. Got it?”

 


Glen nodded as he scribbled furiously in his
pad. “Now, I also want to add the caveat that I can’t guarantee the
quality of the coffee, but you know Kevin’s cooking. The food will
be delicious.”

 


“Yes, thank goodness for Kevin.” Burgundy
shooed Glen away and then dropped her head on her arms, atop the
counter.

 


“A little harsh, weren’t you? He’s doing his
best.”

 


Burgundy hated keeping secrets. Even though
the craziness seemed to begin with Jenna dumping her, she still
felt like she could at least talk to the blonde. But she swallowed
the words and shook her head. “He can handle it. He’s Glen.”

 


“Well, get ready to see what you can handle,
because I think your warlock is out there.”

 


“What?” Straightening up on the stool,
Burgundy turned wide eyes toward the front door. Sure enough, he
was out there, trench coat and all. “Nice. He would show up at
sunset. Cliché bastard.”

 


She pushed herself away from the counter,
her feet hitting the floor with dual taps. How strange to know she
was looking through the door at her father, at one of the people
who was responsible for giving her life… and also turning her town
into a complete shit show.

 


“Stay here,” she told Jenna. “Let me deal
with this.”

 


“That works for me. Someone’s calling me,
anyway.” The blonde’s phone was emitting an urgent buzzing sound as
she pulled it from her pocket. “Watch your back. That guy doesn’t
look like you should trust him.”

 


As much as Burgundy wanted to remark, “You
don’t know the half of it,” she simply nodded and moved toward the
door. What killed her wasn’t just that she couldn’t trust her own
father. Or mother. It was that she couldn’t trust her aunt – the
woman who’d raised her – or anything she’d been taught.

 


Her entire life was a lie.

 


And waiting outside the diner was the one
person who’d ever offered her the truth.

 


Burgundy pushed through the door and looked
at the man standing on the sidewalk. He returned her gaze, anxiety
skating across his features, then giving way to an expectant smile.
“So?” he asked.

 


She didn’t want to listen to him, didn’t
want to feel this need deep inside to protect him from her
townspeople or the Witches Council. “Can you fix what you’ve done?”
she asked.

 


For a moment, the smugness she was so used
to seeing on his face seemed to return, but then it was gone. “I
can’t,” he admitted. “This bow, these arrows – they only do one
thing.”

 


“So you willfully put the populace of an
entire town in danger, and for what?” Burgundy asked, pressing her
hands to her chest. “For attention? For revenge? To get to me?”

 


“All of those things. I may be a warlock,
but all I’ve ever wanted is the same thing anyone wants.” Now he
sounded almost plaintive and she thought about the event that had
triggered her noticing what was going on in town.

 


When Jenna dumped her, that was the moment
Burgundy thought she was doomed never to have love in her life.
“Love isn’t a finite thing,” she said slowly. “It’s always there
and maybe the person you want to love you doesn’t feel the same
way, but there will always be someone else who might.”

 


“No. Not like her.”

 


Now Burgundy understood. Maybe not from
experience, because she’d never had those kinds of feelings for
someone. But she knew what he wanted.

 


Then she looked at the
diner and shuddered. It looked so wrong in there, with the odd couples
and Glen shuffling around awkwardly behind the counter. Everything
was wrong without Charlotte.

 


“You know exactly what I mean,” he said and
offered his hand. “And you know there are things I can tell you
that your aunt won’t.”

 


“Yes, I do know.” Burgundy looked at him and
balked at the resemblance. It wasn’t just the dark hair or blue
eyes that flashed silver when they both used magick. It was in the
curve of a jawline and, ironically enough, Cupid’s bow lips. When
she recalled her mother in the photo, she saw less of herself in
the woman. But her heart knew the truth and that was what
mattered.

 


“So?” He took a step toward her, hand still
extended.

 


“I…” Burgundy lifted her head at the same
time as the warlock. Closing in on them from both sides of the
street were the canine shifters. They slunk forward, low to the
ground, ears laid back, and teeth bared.

 


The warlock lifted his arm and, without even
speaking a word of a spell, cut off the shifters by enclosing
himself and Burgundy in a glimmering dome of energy. “You can do
this too, can’t you?” he asked. “You can cast spells without a
word.”

 


“I can do one,” she admitted, turning and
admiring the shield that protected them from outside attack. “But I
can’t do much else.”

 


“You’re limited because you’ve been trained
as a witch, not a warlock. If you come with me, I’ll show you the
path you were born to travel.”

 


It was a tempting offer, so tempting. But
Burgundy looked again at the people in the diner and then at the
shifters snarling beyond the dome that separated them from their
prey. “You’ve done nothing but bring heartache to my town,” she
said, turning back to the warlock. “You came here to cause chaos
and you didn’t care who you hurt.”

 


A frown tugged at the corners of his mouth.
“Life is not black and white, little girl. If you think it is, then
that’s another lie your aunt told. Don’t define people or their
actions as good or bad until you know the whole story.”

 


“First of all, stop calling me ‘little
girl.’ Second, maybe I shouldn’t define people in that limited way,
you’re right,” Burgundy agreed, digging her hand into the pocket of
her coat. A shiver claimed her, even though the protective shield
kept the November wind from brushing over them. “But I do know one
thing for certain. You came in here and hurt the people I care
about the most. Maybe my aunt won’t tell me everything I need to
know, but at least she’ll be a place for me to start. You,
meanwhile, aren’t going to hurt anyone else in Rock Grove. Not
tonight, anyway.”

 


As soon as her fingers closed around that
unused vial of sleep potion, still resting in her pocket, she
lifted her arm and drew it back. Before the warlock could even
blink, she’d flung the potion at him. The vial tumbled through the
air in what looked like slow motion to Burgundy. It hit the ground
in front of the warlock’s feet and the glass shattered, releasing
the potion. As it came into contact with the air, it evaporated
into a gas that rose and drifted around the warlock. He brought his
arms up to his face and cringed away from the rising vapor.

 


When he turned back to her, as if resigned
to his fate, a new expression crossed his face. Disbelief, tinged
with sadness. He backed away from her with a few clumsy, stumbling
steps, and then crumpled to the ground.

 


Something moved within the periphery of
Burgundy’s vision – two witches dashing forward and coming up short
against the warlock’s shield. As the warlock closed his eyes, the
last lingering effects of his magickal protection dissipated with
his loss of consciousness.

 


Both witches moved in and one knelt by his
side, examining his face. They were Finders, she realized. Her plan
had worked.

 


The warlock looked peaceful in sleep, eyes
closed and features relaxed. One of the men looked at the other.
“Sleep potion,” he said. “He should be out for a while.”

 


“Roger that. Get him ready to transport.”
The other witch turned his attention to Burgundy. “Did you do
this?”

 


She nodded wordlessly, her heart stuck in
her throat. Whether they were asking if she created the potion or
took the warlock out of commission, it didn’t matter. What she
needed first and foremost was to know her town was safe.

 


“Good job. We’ve been on
the hunt for this guy for weeks. Finally received a tip-off that he
was in Rock Grove, of all places. By the way, The Supernatural World Herald might
want to put the kibosh on that Sunday edition. Otherwise, we’re
going to have to start erasing memories.”

 


“Oh, that’s not necessary.” Jenna sauntered
toward them, both hands thrust into her jeans pockets and succubus
influence turned up to the max. Both Finders stopped what they were
doing and stared at her, clearly enthralled. “It was a dummy paper,
meant to be leaked to the Council,” she told them. “But we sure are
glad you took it seriously.”

 


The men exchanged glances and then nodded at
Jenna. As the witch kneeling next to the warlock ran his hand over
the trench coat and searched pockets, the other turned back to
Burgundy. “You’ve done a good job, Miss Hart. Now that he’s in the
hands of the proper authorities, we will ensure he is contained
until he can go to trial. Mr. Cian Black has been a thorn in our
side for years.”

 


Burgundy waited to see if
they would mention her mother or if Lily herself would step out
from the shadows. When neither of those things happened, she
lowered her gaze to the warlock’s face. Now that he had a name, she
tested it in her mind. Burgundy Jane
Black.

 


It had a nice ring to it.

 


“Found it.” The witch searching the
warlock’s sleeping body held up a bow and a handful of arrows.
“Clever bastard had them in a magickal pocket.”

 


“Of course he did.” The other witch turned
away with a heavy sigh, but Burgundy reached out to touch his
arm.

 


“Excuse me,” she said, “but he’s managed to
hit hundreds of people in our town with those things. What can we
do about it?”

 


The witch shrugged. “Nothing.”

 


“Nothing?” Now she had swallow not just her
pain, but her disbelief as well. “Are you telling me there’s no way
to reverse their effects? I’ve seen people almost die because of
this and I already gave up the one anti-love potion I had. It did
nothing.”

 


Now the Finder turned to face her fully. “I
know it sounds bad, but there is no instant fix. We can’t get
involved or that might be construed as an acceptance of culpability
on the part of the Council. You’ll have to let everyone become
themselves again. It’ll happen and it’s going to look terrible,
like someone going through drug withdrawal. But the sooner you can
get those people isolated from whoever they’re pining for, the
sooner they can recover. It’ll take time and be painful, but stay
the course and they’ll get there.”

 


Burgundy could only nod and then watch as
both Finders stood over the warlock. They reached up to touch
pendants they each wore on the lapels of their coats. And, just
like that, the witches and warlock were gone.

 


Jenna edged up to her, palm sliding against
Burgundy’s, until their fingers curled together reassuringly. It
was a strange sort of closure, a sense of coming full circle. But
Burgundy knew there was another hand she wanted to hold.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

 


That wasn’t the first time movie night had
to be cancelled in Rock Grove. To Burgundy’s disappointment, Glen
couldn’t resume movie nights until before New Year’s. They were too
busy tending to the needs of the lovesick townsfolk and everyone
had to share the responsibility.

 


As much as she wanted to see Charlotte
again, Burgundy let the mayor and his wife take in both her and Mr.
Knight. “It will be easier on you,” they told her.

 


So Burgundy took in someone she hardly knew.
It didn’t make watching them work through the withdrawal from the
love symptoms any easier. The worst was the night her guest – a
burly bear shifter – seemed to simply shrivel up inside himself, as
if giving up on life.

 


For more than a month, he remained curled up
in the guest bedroom, moaning in agony. At the height of the
withdrawal, he convulsed and shrieked, while Burgundy stood outside
the bedroom door, holding her breath.

 


Once the seizures passed, he lay in a cold
sweat for a few more days. At least he’d stopped shifting without
warning, which allowed Burgundy to get close enough to administer
plenty of fluids. He finally took soup and then solid food. And
then, at long last, his gaze cleared and he asked, “Where am I?”
one snowy morning.

 


It took time for Rock Grove to return to
normal, but the day Burgundy brought her guest home, able to
function fully on his own, was also the day she could finally see
Charlotte.

 


When Burgundy opened the door to the diner,
her best friend was there. She let herself savor the sight of
Charlotte back behind the counter, long brown hair drawn back in a
smooth ponytail, and lips parted in laughter at something one of
the grizzled old regular said to her. Normal never felt so
good.

 


“Hey!” Charlotte said brightly as she turned
and saw Burgundy. “Get your warlock-defeating butt in here and have
a seat. I’ve got cappuccino with two extra shots of espresso for
you.”

 


“That sounds divine.” Burgundy settled on a
stool and watched as Charlotte prepared a cup for her. In less than
a minute, a steaming mug topped with whipped cream and cinnamon sat
between her hands.

 


“Happy Winter Solstice.” The diner owner
folded her arms and leaned on the counter, letting out a small
sigh. “I am so out of practice.”

 


Burgundy shook her head. “Not you. I bet
everything will fall back into place before you know it.”

 


“Maybe. Well, at least everything here is as
it should be. I wonder what everyone remembers.”

 


“What do you remember?” Burgundy asked, then
picked up the mug and took a sip. The hot, frothy drink coated her
tongue in delicious sweetness and she let out a little moan. All
she needed on this December day was another snowfall to complete
the feeling that almost everything was right with her world.

 


When she lowered the cup, she saw that
Charlotte’s eyes were half-closed and glistening with tears. “It
wasn’t good,” her friend whispered. “I had this overwhelming need
for someone, someone I don’t even like. I hated it. I had no
control over my own thoughts or emotions, or even my body. I’d say
it was probably one of the worst things I’ve ever been through in
my life. What about you?”

 


That was Charlotte – sweet, caring Charlotte
– asking how Burgundy was, even though she’d been through a hell of
her own. If it was anything like what the bear shifter endured,
Burgundy didn’t want to think about it.

 


“Jeez, don’t worry about me,” Burgundy said,
resisting the urge to reach out and touch her friend’s face. “I
almost lost you. That’s what matters.”

 


“I think most of us lost ourselves, but
we’re back. Everything is okay, now.” Charlotte’s gaze locked onto
hers and Burgundy thought the diner owner might actually try to
kiss her. But then her friend straightened and ran her hands over
her apron. “Are you going to the annual Winter Concert
tonight?”

 


Burgundy laughed, her first real laugh since
all of this started. “Definitely. Will you be there?”

 


“Oh yeah. Serving hot cocoa.” Charlotte
gestured with her head to the square beyond her establishment. It
was a paved area set off the road where the town could set up a
bandstand. The police had already blocked off both ends of Main
Street in anticipation of the concert. Burgundy was satisfied to
leave her car parked on Grove, in front of the library. She had to
open in a half-hour anyway and the concert would be starting up
only an hour after close.

 


“I’ll see you there, then.” Burgundy slipped
off the stool, not sure what else there was to say to Charlotte.
Lots of things, she supposed, but not here in public.

 


“Wait.” Her friend filled a to-go cup with
coffee, then liberally lightened it with milk and sugar. She capped
it and then handed it across the counter. “Now get out of here and
I’ll see you tonight.”

 


Burgundy lifted the cup and shook her head.
“At lunch time and then again tonight.”

 


“I get Burgundy Jane Hart three times in one
day? Awesome!” Charlotte let out a laugh, her eyes lighting up with
it, and Burgundy couldn’t help but smile in return.

 


****

 


Music filled downtown Rock Grove that night.
White lights strung along all the storefronts lent an ethereal
quality to the town. Person after person approached Burgundy to
thank her. Some even hugged her, a gesture she tried to accept with
grace. Martha especially insisted on enfolding her in her strong
arms, to the point that Burgundy could barely draw breath. As soon
as the Amazon finally released her and walked away, Burgundy heaved
a sigh of relief.

 


“Still not a hugger, I see.”

 


Burgundy turned to see Jenna strolling
toward her, hands stuffed in the pockets of her winter coat. Her
head was tipped slightly to one side, her blonde hair framing her
face. The succubus certainly didn’t need compulsion to draw
attention. She was easily the most magnetic woman at the concert
that night.

 


Taking advantage of a lull in the music,
Burgundy confessed softly, “No, still not,” as she turned to meet
her ex. It didn’t hurt so much now, being dumped, and she’d
certainly had plenty of time to process her feelings while she
cared for her shifter guest.

 


Jenna shrugged and glanced around the
square. “It’s nice to come home for this. I haven’t gone to the
Winter Concert in a long time. Is that Charlotte? How’s she
doing?”

 


Turning to look where Jenna indicated,
Burgundy saw Charlotte smiling and serving cups of hot chocolate to
townsfolk. It did her heart good to see that wide, genuine grin
back at home on Charlotte’s face. The longer she stared, the more
her heart swooped, leaving her feeling a little out of breath.

 


“She’s good,” Burgundy said, still staring
at her friend. “She’s good. We’re all good. Everyone is good.”

 


She barely felt Jenna’s nudge. “Right, so I
take it everyone is good, then?” When Burgundy turned back to her
ex, the blonde laughed. “Wake up, Burg. They’re about to play
another set.”

 


Jenna was right. The band,
embarrassingly named The Rock Grove Rockers, was back on stage.
“Now we’re really going to get into the Solstice spirit,” the mayor
announced into the microphone. With that cue, the band launched
into Jingle Bell Rock.

 


But when Burgundy turned back to Jenna, she
could tell from the expression on her face that something was on
her mind.

 


“We’re good too, right?” Jenna asked.

 


“Oh, we’re good,” Burgundy assured her.
“Trust me, I’ve had plenty of time to go from WTF to so over it.
We’re fine.”

 


“Good.” The blonde kicked at the ground and
let out a huff, her breath coming out wispy and white on the cold
air. “So, look, I may have been a little hasty. I want to apologize
for everything. I know I already did, but there was so much
happening at the time and you seem…”

 


“I’m fine.” Burgundy didn’t mean to sound so
forceful, but she couldn’t help it. There was more to the swirl of
thoughts occupying her mind than love and relationships. More than
she could tell anyone, even Jenna or Charlotte.

 


Jenna’s brows drew together, but then
someone called her name and she waved at whoever it was across the
square. “Okay, I promised I would hang out with my mom. All this
coming to visit Rock Grove and never checking in with her – I kind
of owe her one. But, um, call me, okay?” Jenna backed away, as if
watching for her reaction.

 


Even though Burgundy nodded, she wasn’t sure
she would take Jenna up on the invitation. She barely had a moment
to herself to enjoy the music when Charlotte scampered up to her.
“Hey!”

 


“Hey.” Burgundy smiled, glad to see her
friend. “Who’s minding the cocoa?”

 


“Glen.”

 


“Are you sure that’s such a good idea?” Both
women turned and tilted their heads, watching as Glen handed
someone a cup of hot chocolate. Whatever he said had the person
rolling their eyes as they turned away from the table.

 


“Um, he’s fine. I had to lie and tell him
the chocolate was Belgian. He refused to serve ‘inferior hot
chocolate’.” Charlotte shook her head, her ponytail swinging with
the movement.

 


Rock Grove really was back to normal again,
and Burgundy leaned against Charlotte. In return, her friend wound
their arms together, linking elbows. “Just like when we were kids,”
Burgundy remarked.

 


“Yup.”

 


Together they listened to the music,
Burgundy intent on enjoying her night. When the last strains of the
song ended and another began, she heard a small “poof” to her
right.

 


Turning, she gasped in surprise at the woman
approaching them. “Aunt Iris?”

 


“Hello, Burgundy.” Iris stopped and nodded
at Charlotte, before looking at Burgundy. “I trust everything went
well while I was on sabbatical?”






The End
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Chapter One

 


 


Aunt Iris bustled in a way that Burgundy
knew she, herself, never could or would.

Even knowing that, Burgundy appreciated her
aunt’s fussy way of moving. She certainly didn’t expect anything
less from Iris Hart, nor would she have been as thoroughly amused
under current circumstances if not for the way the woman who’d
raised her got from one end of the yard to the other. Because, as
painful as it was to try and fail at her witching lessons, at least
she had her aunt to entertain her.

Iris bustled when she
moved from here to there, to and fro, from house to garden, garden
to fire pit, and Burgundy loved to watch. The way the middle-aged
witch walked recalled a bygone era of ladies in Victorian mourning.
That might be because she was
born in the Victorian era, if not earlier. A
polite person never asked how old a supernatural was. And while
Burgundy couldn’t always be counted on to be polite, she knew her
aunt’s impossibly advanced age was neither here nor
there.

In the house, Burgundy simply loved to watch
her aunt bustle from the stove to the pantry, from the pantry back
to the stove, to the hearth to toss Arthur a treat. She could sit
and watch for hours, smiling idiotically and wondering what life
would have been like if she, too, had been born more than two or
three hundred years ago.

But when magick was involved, Burgundy
couldn’t smile. Especially not when her aunt scolded her to pay
attention to work instead of her funny way of walking.

Because, for Burgundy anyway, using
witchcraft was like trying to drag a thick, heavy chain across hot,
fresh blacktop slapped down over existing pavement, inch by painful
inch. Every attempt to coax the mystical energy out of her and into
the form of a spell was torture. A light sheen of perspiration on
her forehead and neck cooled in the spring breeze, and the
tightness of her muscles told her how hard she was working. No
bustling about it.

At this point, she was thoroughly disgusted
with herself for being not only a failure as a witch, but a sweaty
failure, at that. Furthermore, there was no time for silliness
about her aunt’s fussy way of moving now that Burgundy knew the
truth about why she failed at witchcraft time and again. A truth
she barely dared think, because Iris didn’t allow the word in their
house.

Ever since the Winter Solstice, Burgundy bit
her tongue and kept her secret, hoping maybe Aunt Iris would come
around and see that it wasn’t such a bad thing. Three months later,
however, her aunt most definitely had not come around. If anything,
Iris seemed more determined than ever to cram her into the perfect
witch mold. Pretty much impossible when Burgundy turned out to be
something entirely different.

She finally let go of the energy she’d been
able to force into at least some semblance of intention, and turned
to her aunt. “I can’t do it. This isn’t how my power works. Stir
coffee, make a broom sweep, and turn on the washing machine – yes.
My witchcraft can handle those things. Just don’t ask it to do any
heavy lifting.”

“You can do it.” Arms
folded, eyes narrowed, Iris now stood in her I’ll have none of your lip, missy! pose across the way from Burgundy. “You’re trying too hard,
rather than letting the magick flow through you.” Iris gestured to
the center of the magick circle. “Try it again without pushing for
something to happen.”

“I can’t and you know it.
We’ve been through this for months and months.” Burgundy flailed
her hands at the sky. “The moon is in the right sign, the planetary
aspects are correct, and we’re here on a Saturday evening, using
the best timing possible for the spell. But I can’t do it and you know
why.”

When her aunt let out a sigh, Burgundy put
her hands to her face and rubbed at the sweat coating it. Gross.
Cold, clammy moisture now slicked her fingers, too. She needed a
shower because of course things weren’t going her way, and right
before Movie Night, too. She couldn’t go to the theater looking
like this, especially since she was meeting Charlotte.

Iris turned away, the stray strands of dark
brown hair that’d fallen from her bun fluttering in the early
spring breeze. In profile, she resembled a vintage silhouette
cameo, her face all hard angles, which even age didn’t seem capable
of softening. “You need to keep trying. That’s all there is to
it.”

“I’ve tried for almost twenty-seven years
and this is as far as I’ve gotten,” Burgundy pointed out, gesturing
toward the circle as she stepped out of it. “For a while, I thought
I was a late bloomer, but now we know what’s really wrong. My
birthday is in a little over a month, which means I need to declare
a path, and I can’t because I’m not a witch. You have to accept
that I’m a—”

“No!” Iris interjected.

“Yes!” Burgundy propped her fists against
her hips and glared back at her aunt. This was getting to be too
much, trying to pretend she was a witch, when they both knew
better. “You may have over two or three centuries on me, but you
need to listen. I know my body, I know my spirit, and I know my
magick. This has nothing to do with not wanting to be a witch and
everything to do with genetics. Why can’t you accept that I’m more
like my father than my mother? I’ll never be a witch, because I’m a
warlock and I still don’t see why that’s such a bad thing.”

Her aunt’s eyes closed and her shoulders
sagged, centuries-old taffeta skirts rustling with the sigh she
released. “Because, Burgundy, I promised your mother I would do
everything I could to keep you on our path, to protect you from the
Witches Council. If you choose to walk with the warlocks, it is a
much more difficult road. Especially for a woman.”

When Iris met her gaze again, Burgundy held
up her fingers to illustrate her points. Maybe a nice, logical list
would get through to her aunt.

“First of all, there are warlocks on the
Witches Council, so there’s proof they aren’t all bad. Second, from
what I understand, not every warlock goes all cray-cray and
power-hungry. Third, how can I make an informed choice if you won’t
let me at least try? Fourth, I don’t have much of a choice, anyway.
My body and magick refuse to witch it up. Finally, if I don’t
declare a path, the Council is going to suspect that something’s
wrong and if they’re as Inquisition-like as you make them out to
be, they’re going to ask questions.”

Every point she stated
made sense to Burgundy. What didn’t make sense was her aunt’s
insistence that she not say the w-word aloud, let alone own to
being a warlock. Worse than that was the fact that Iris never
explained herself. Ever. She simply gave the same excuses time and again, and
Burgundy braced herself for them now.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,
child. The warlocks on the Council earned their places there after
decades – almost a century – of proving themselves trustworthy
after the Burning Times. I don’t want that stigma for you, dear
girl.” As harsh as she’d sounded before, Iris reached out and
gently tucked Burgundy’s blue-tipped dark brown hair behind her
ears.

It was a maternal gesture Burgundy was
familiar with and loved. The woman had raised her, after all, when
her own mother decided it was best to dump her on Aunt Iris and go
serve on the Witches Council.

With that raising came all the things
Burgundy figured came with being a parent or guardian. The times
her aunt had to yell at her to get to safety because a car was
coming, scolding her about leaving her toys on the stairs, and
nagging reminders to do her homework, study, and keep her grades
up. Even the occasional “Don’t run with scissors” or “You’ll put
someone’s eye out with that thing.”

But to be called a
child and reminded her mother chose the Council over her own flesh and
blood? Burgundy swallowed the lump of frustration that’d formed in
her throat.

What made matters worse was knowing Lily
Bloom didn’t just dump her so she could work for the Witches
Council. She’d left to become a Finder, which was the equivalent of
a magickal cop. Burgundy had to admit, she’d never wondered about
her mother’s motives and didn’t respect her position the way she
probably ought to. Just because the woman gave birth to her didn’t
mean any attachment remained between them.

If anything, Burgundy was more inclined to
listen to her father. He, at least, had decided to step forward and
tell her the truth when no one else had the courage to do it. Too
bad she had no way to get to him, since he was a prisoner of the
Council. She almost missed his talent for showing up when least
expected, and causing trouble to boot.

“You know my warlock side is stronger than
my witch side,” Burgundy said, shoving the thoughts about her
parents out of her mind. “Much stronger. That’s why no one wanted
me around my father. You and Lily thought if you raised me, I’d
turn out more like you, instead of turning into what I really am.
The thing is, if the Council knows what I am, they can have the
right person teach me. A warlock they trust, who knows what he’s
doing. Don’t you see how that would fix everything?”

She swallowed the tears that threatened to
close her throat. Family was a touchy subject, after all.
Particularly one that’d abandoned her. As much as she resented her
parents for that, however, curiosity about her father burned in her
mind ever since their first meeting last fall. He held the key to
answering all her questions about who she was, where she came from,
and where she fit in with the paranormal world.

On the flip side, she hated to disappoint
her aunt by giving up entirely on witchcraft. Iris Hart had
dedicated nearly thirty years of her life to rearing Burgundy, to
helping her live a normal life in their community of shapeshifters,
fey, and other supernaturals. But no amount of Burgundy walking in
her mother’s footsteps in the small town of Rock Grove – from going
to the same school to taking the same job at the library – would
turn Burgundy into the witch her aunt hoped to raise.

“I did it to protect you,” Iris told her,
eyes shining. Great. If she started crying, then Burgundy wouldn’t
be able to stop herself from following suit. All it would take was
the glimmer of a tear to thrust her into a spiral of mental
self-flagellation for being an ungrateful niece. “You are the first
female born to a warlock in a very long time. There haven’t been
female warlocks since before I was born and with good reason.” For
a moment, Burgundy thought her aunt would say more, but then her
gaze became hooded and she turned toward the house.

From tender to evasive,
that was Aunt Iris. Burgundy stifled a grumble. The woman’s mood
could turn on a dime. Before Burgundy could follow her, she heard a
mellow, British-accented voice say, “It’s not that she doesn’t want
you to come into your power. It’s just that she wants you to have
a normal life.”

Burgundy rolled her eyes, then dashed the
offending tears away. Woe-is-me moment gone. Rebellious “But I’m an
adult, damn it” mode activated.

“Right. Normal. Please, Arthur, tell me what
that even means.” She sat down in the lawn chair and glanced at the
one across the fire pit from her. With one heel, she traced circles
in the dirt. They kept forgetting to turn this barren circle into a
lovely stone patio. For more years than she could recall, they’d
been saying they’d get to it… one of these days.

Curled up on the cushion
of the chair opposite her, tail hanging over the edge and swinging
lazily, Arthur looked like a normal housecat. Except no cat in the
world had iridescent scales. Or could breathe puffs of fire.
Tiny Dragonbutt was what
Burgundy called Arthur, though never to his face. Because one
didn’t insult one’s aunt’s familiar, especially when that familiar
was a 350-year-old firedrake capable of interdimensional travel. No
one in their right mind would offend such a powerful
ally.

“It’s not my place to tell you these things.
Not that I don’t want you to know. In fact, you should know. I
disagree with keeping you in the dark, but Iris hasn’t quite made
peace with the idea. Knowledge is power and if there’s one things
warlocks are hungry for, it’s—”

“Power. Yeah, yeah.” Burgundy couldn’t help
but sound petulant. Here she was, about to turn twenty-seven, an
adult with a master’s degree in library and information science, a
good job, and her aunt clearly didn’t trust her judgment. “I have
no interest in accumulating power. All I want is to unlock what I
already know is inside of me, what my father showed me I’m capable
of. I’ve gotten a window into who I really am and instead of
opening the door, Iris wants to barricade me inside the house.”

“She’s scared, Burgundy. Not just of the
greater possibilities for your magick, but other things beyond your
control.”

Burgundy scrubbed her hands over her face,
then grimaced as she looked at the shine on her fingers. She’d only
made things worse. That shower sounded like a good idea, right now.
Pushing herself out of the chair, she muttered, “I hate how every
decision she makes is out of fear. Maybe she could explain things
better, or at least put herself in my shoes and think about what I
want.”

Arthur’s grumble sounded equal parts worried
and resigned, something Burgundy didn’t expect. “I don’t think
she’s capable of doing that,” he said as she turned toward the
house, “because what you want might get you killed.”













Chapter Two

 


Rock Grove’s weekly movie night should have
been fun and, for the most part, it was with a few exceptions. Like
the time someone forgot to clean spilled soda off an entire row of
seats after a cluster of pixies on a drunken bender from Omaha
decided to stop in for some entertainment. Late-arriving moviegoers
had stuck to them every weekend until the manager finally got them
properly cleaned.

The weekly event went off without a hitch
now that life was back to normal in Rock Grove. No hammered pixies
and no more warlocks popping into town on a whim meant everyone
felt safe walking the streets.

There was no reason to feel otherwise in
this town of a little over six thousand people. Everything on Main
Street was as it should be on a Saturday night – 1950s music
playing from the speakers mounted on light posts, storefronts
illuminated with displays that said things like “Prom is only two
months away – order your flowers today!” or “Fresh bat wings are
back,” and the occasional canine shifter leaving shredded clothing
along the sidewalk when the urge to chase a squirrel became too
much to fight.

As it should be, at least, until Charlotte
McVay walked into the small theater and glanced around before her
gaze met Burgundy’s.

Burgundy couldn’t help but catch her breath
and hope her best friend didn’t notice the reaction. Even though
Charlotte’s powers didn’t affect Burgundy, she knew the lovely
diner owner was observant enough regardless. They’d been
inseparable since preschool and, by now, Charlotte probably didn’t
need her shamanic abilities to intuit and influence emotions to
realize Burgundy wanted more than friendship between them.

At least they didn’t have any telepaths in
town, because Burgundy felt her cheeks warm at the idea of someone
else knowing those thoughts.

“Hey Burg.” Charlotte took the seat next to
her, long brown hair swaying in its ponytail and brown eyes
appearing darker in the dim light of the cinema. The seats were
old, still upholstered in fabric, instead of that farty-sounding
plastic modern theaters had. Burgundy appreciated that, because if
she ever did muster the ovarian fortitude to put the moves on
Charlotte, she didn’t need squelching movie theater seats ruining
the moment.

The silence stretched on
far too long between them, Charlotte rummaging through her purse
while Burgundy stared at her. What a dope,
I am. Opening her mouth to speak was the
easy part. Actually finding the words to express herself without
being tactless? Challenge accepted.

“Isn’t it nice that we can do this again?”
Burgundy facepalmed mentally. Small-talk. That’d have Charlotte
swooning. Especially since they’d been doing Movie Night together
for years, now. Crap. What was she thinking? Was her mind still
stuck in fall of last year? Of course it was, because last fall,
someone finally decided to break the news to her that she wasn’t a
witch.

Something she couldn’t even tell her best
friend.

As if to confirm how ridiculous her
statement was, Charlotte asked, “What do you mean? We do Movie
Night every Saturday.” Charlotte finally set her purse on the floor
and settled back in the seat, hands on both armrests. When that
gaze like rich velvet fell on her again, Burgundy wished she had a
distraction, like a bag of buttery-smelling popcorn to share.

“I mean no Jenna.” Dang.
That sounded a tad bitchy, not to mention that whole thing was also
going back about three months, and Burgundy wondered if she should
have even brought up her ex-girlfriend. Smooth, Burg. Really. All love interests enjoy opening the
Ex-File.

But Charlotte’s smile widened into the
genuine grin Burgundy knew and adored. “Yeah, she did kind of cramp
our style, didn’t she? Is it mean to say I don’t miss her? I mean,
how many movies did she come to with you before Glen asked you
never to bring her back?”

Burgundy chuckled at the
memory. “Half of one. Glen said something about her not showing the
appropriate enthusiasm for Rocky Horror
Picture Show when she refused to throw
confetti at the screen. He actually made us leave.”

“Oh yeah, I remember that. She didn’t read
the rules.”

The
rules. Glen’s rules of movie theater
behavior changed from feature to feature. Sometimes they were as
banal as “Enjoy the show!” And sometimes, they pushed the limits of
what people, even supernaturals, were willing to put up with in a
movie theater. Even for a movie that encouraged audience
participation.

Tonight’s movie was the
original Blues Brothers, which meant the only rule was that they weren’t allowed to
sing along. No ifs, ands, or buts. Burgundy had already heard Mia
and Lia, the siren sisters, whining about it to Glen.

“Not to sound like a jerk, but I don’t miss
her,” Charlotte said, the timbre of her voice dropping to an almost
seductive level. “Do you?”

Burgundy swallowed. Loaded questions about
love coming from her best friend were like getting pelted with
golf-ball sized hail during the summer storms they got in the
Midwest. She’d rather go to the confluence of the Platte and
Missouri, and try to paddle upstream through the muddy swirl of
current.

“I miss having someone, but I don’t miss
her.” She took a breath and waited to feel horrible for admitting
it. The confession didn’t leave her with the icky sensation she’d
expected. In fact, it left her able to breathe easier. That chapter
of her life was done. She was sure of it.

“I know you don’t want to be unfair to
Jenna,” now Charlotte’s voice dropped to a whisper as Glen entered
the theater to stand in front of the screen, “but she was a huge
bummer. She always thought she was too good for this town, even in
middle school. You’re better off without her. We all are. Now you
can find someone who loves you, quirks and all. I mean, if that’s
what you want.”

When her voice lilted on the last few words,
butterflies fluttered in Burgundy’s stomach. Was that hope she
heard in her best friend’s sentiment? Hope that someone might be
Charlotte herself?

Before she could over-analyze it, Burgundy
swallowed and turned her attention to Glen. True to form, Glen
Gleason honored the occasion by dressing up as a Blues Brother. His
skinny shape didn’t exactly fill out the black suit, but at least
the sunglasses improved his face. Even if he did keep bumping into
things and holding his hands in front of him as he walked. Still,
he managed to stumble into place and face the audience. Sort
of.

“Good evening, everyone. I am pleased to
show you one of Carrie Fisher’s most underrated comic performances
of all time,” he announced in his deadpan voice, talking more to
the emergency exit than the people in the seats. “She never did get
to kill John Belushi, but—”

“Spoilers!” someone shouted from the
back.

Charlotte snickered, doubling over when
Burgundy heckled, “If you haven’t already seen it, we’ve got a
problem!” in return. Yes, this was exactly the way it was supposed
to be. The two of them, going about their business in Rock Grove,
working, playing, laughing.

Doing all of that with one Great Big Secret
hanging between them.

“—but she will always be a knock-out in our
hearts,” Glen concluded, somehow maintaining his composure. Until
he stumbled off the low stage just in front of the screen, bumped
into the wall, and face-planted into the first row of
moviegoers.

Now Burgundy hunched up against Charlotte,
hands over her mouth, unable to stifle her laughter. “Is he hurt?”
she asked when she caught her breath.

Charlotte elbowed her, a gleam in her eyes.
“No.”

“Not even his pride?”

“What pride?”

Burgundy lifted her head to blink at
Charlotte and then, as if they were still teenagers, the giggles
claimed them all over again. It was so good to indulge in that
moment of belly-laughter, deep and rich, releasing the tension
that’d drawn taut as taffy between them. Tension that’d accumulated
over months of dealing with a break-up, followed by a domino effect
chain of events.

Maybe normalcy in their small town wasn’t so
overrated. Burgundy drew in a steadying breath and lifted her gaze
to the screen, while remaining angled toward Charlotte. Once upon a
time, they’d been able to curl up in those movie theater chairs,
fitting their small, childish bodies into them completely. Now,
though, the best she could do was try to drape her legs over the
armrest as long as no one else was in the chair on her other
side.

Charlotte did the same, so they were sitting
shoulder to shoulder. It wasn’t exactly comfortable and Burgundy
wouldn’t have minded the modern farty-noise seats after all, if
that meant they could recline, lift the armrest between them, and
snuggle.

Whoa. Stop, brain. Do not
pass Go. It was one thing to admit she
wanted a romantic partner in her life. It was still another to
imagine Charlotte as that person.

Relief washed over her as the movie drew her
into the story, setting, and hijinks. At least it was still
possible to escape the jumble of unresolved questions jockeying for
position in her mind, even for a short while.

Two and a half hours later, they left the
cinema still high on the end-of-movie feel-goods. At least,
Charlotte seemed to, the way she kept humming the songs under her
breath. Burgundy’s mood plummeted the moment her feet hit the
sidewalk pavement.

Back to the real world and all its
complications. Like the secret that gnawed at her guts. She’d never
hidden anything from Charlotte. From fear of failing freshman
algebra (she hadn’t) to mournful tears over whether or not her
breasts would grow (they had), she’d shared everything with
Charlotte.

Except this.

And the very words hammered at her insides,
pushing her to share them with someone, especially someone who
would understand. Not Aunt Iris, who would tell her to shove it all
back down into that dark place and go on living a lie, but a person
who would tell Burgundy they loved her just the way she was.

“Hey, Charlotte,” she said, the inside of
her mouth going dry the moment she spoke.

“Yeah?”

“Do you ever wonder if
you’re meant for more?” It was, Burgundy decided, the safest way to
start a conversation. The
conversation. At least it kept her from blurting
out the secret yet, while letting Charlotte know something was up.
They’d refined their communication over years of bonding. Charlotte
knew how to hear beyond spoken words and Burgundy counted on her to
do that, now.

Charlotte turned to her, lips pressed
together in a disapproving line. “Is this about Jenna because,
honestly Burg, weren’t you done with her last year? Besides, I
don’t think moving to a big city is the only way to be more,
whatever that’s supposed to mean.”

“No, it’s not that. It’s more personal.” How
could she explain this without coming off like a jerk, while still
not telling Charlotte the truth? Maybe she needed to address that
first, so she put her hands on hips and said, “I don’t want to
sound like I’m not happy here. I am, but ever since everything that
happened—”

“You mean when you saved our town by getting
rid of the warlock?” Charlotte’s voice and expression had gentled,
and her eyes narrowed as if she was trying to understand what
Burgundy wanted to tell her.

Wanted to tell her,
but couldn’t.

For one thing, her aunt would go ballistic
on her if anyone found out. Iris wouldn’t even say the word out
loud, herself. Wouldn’t acknowledge it. If Iris felt that way about
it, how would the townspeople react?

Charlotte wasn’t just any person, of course.
She was Burgundy’s best friend, the one who knew everything about
her.

And that, Burgundy knew, was the reason she
felt so awful every time she saw Charlotte. From her worry about
how she sounded to the fluttering in her stomach, every
uncomfortable reaction came from the knowledge that she was keeping
something major from the woman who’d always stood by her since they
were three-years-old.

However, if Charlotte happened to figure out
that there was more to what Burgundy was telling her, maybe that
would be okay.

“What’s going on?” Charlotte folded her
arms, those narrowed eyes now pinching down into a glare. “You’ve
been acting jittery all night. I thought maybe it was one thing,
but now I’m not so sure.”

Burgundy knew without
asking what that “one thing” was. The memory of her ex-girlfriend
hung between them, an unwelcome presence. She needed to find the
words to reassure Charlotte that Jenna was out of the picture,
except as a friend and then find the right way to beat around the
bush until Charlotte figured out what she was getting at.
I’m a Gemini with a Sagittarius rising. Even the
universe didn’t give me the gift of subtlety. Go blunt or go
home.

Bluntness wasn’t an option, so when she took
in a lungful of the cool night air, she said the only thing she
could. “I have to get home.”

“Have to?”

“Aunt Iris has me on a bit of a curfew.”
What an awful thing to admit. Just saying the word made her feel
about six inches tall. It was true, though. Iris wanted her in the
house before midnight every night. With that convenient excuse, she
could go home and think about how she wanted to address matters
with Charlotte.

“You’re almost twenty-seven-years-old.” Now
Charlotte looked both annoyed and alarmed, eyes widening and cheeks
flaring red. It took a lot to set her off and Burgundy counted
herself lucky it wasn’t her fault. At least, not exactly. Charlotte
could be angry at Iris all she wanted. Goodness knew Iris wasn’t
exactly on Burgundy’s list of favorite people these days.

The courthouse clock tower
chimed the hour and Burgundy flicked her gaze at something that
scurried past them. Something that carried the earthy scent of
fresh rain and wet earth. The scent of
magick.

But when she turned, all she saw were
shadows shifting under the lights of the old VFW post behind them,
across the street from the theater. Not even the slightest tingle
of mystical energy lingered. Taking a few backward steps toward
where she’d parked, gaze still trained on the same spot, Burgundy
held up both hands and said, “Look, I’ll call you, okay?”

Charlotte unwound her arms and flapped them
at her sides. “About what and when? What aren’t you telling me,
Burg?”

“Everything!”

With that, Burgundy turned and hurried to
her car. She peeled out of the parking space and didn’t manage to
catch her breath again until she pulled into her own driveway.

Maybe Aunt Iris was right to be worried
after all.


Chapter Three






There were some things Burgundy suffered
through tolerably well – five days in a row of nothing but rain,
for example. Or a round of stomach flu. Maybe even the occasional
child screaming in her ear in the confined, reverberating cabin of
an airplane for hours on end, like the year she and Charlotte flew
to Aruba for spring break.

Working with her overbearing library
assistant on a Monday was not one of them.

She doubted Lynn meant to be so difficult.
As a feline shifter she was, Burgundy knew, cat software running on
human hardware. But even a cat could be trained to not scratch
inappropriately or fling litter out of their box. Or boss around
their actual boss.

“What about a litter box?” Lynn batted her
thick, spidery eyelashes. Even if Burgundy could find it in her
heart to like Lynn as a person, the heavy-handed application of
makeup on what would otherwise be a pretty face would still make
her cringe.

“Did I say that out loud?”
Burgundy tried to muster a fuck or two to give, but couldn’t.
Despite her position as library supervisor, she had to put up with
Lynn treating her like a servant. At least she hadn’t said her
nickname for the assistant. Evil-Lyn. And thank goodness they’d
acquired a new vacuum for the library. Every afternoon, Lynn
vacuumed, regardless of whether or not it was needed.

“I think she’s projecting,” Marian, the
other assistant, once confided to her. “She’s hit her maturity. The
cycle has stopped. Since she can’t have kittens, she’s grooming the
carpet.”

Yet another thing Burgundy
didn’t want burned into her brain when it came to Lynn. Feline
menopause. No thank you. “I’ll be in the microfilm room if anyone needs me,” she
muttered. Mondays were quiet at the library and she knew Lynn could
handle the few patrons they might see.

“Again? Are you sure there isn’t something I
can help you find?” The petulance in Lynn’s tone made Burgundy’s
skin prickle and the slightest twinge of guilt unsettled her
stomach. For all her imperious ways, the woman just wanted to
help.

Burgundy demurred under her breath and got
away from the desk as quickly as she could.

A hint of lemon furniture cleaner lingered
in the air, offsetting the slightly musty scent of old books as
Burgundy sidled into the Grove Room, where the microfilm reader sat
on a low computer table, next to a tan filing cabinet. The second
drawer of the filing cabinet protested with a creak as she opened
it. She made a mental note to do something about smoothing out the
way the tracks on the drawers glided against the ones affixed to
the interior of the cabinet. After selecting the small white box
she wanted, Burgundy shut the drawer and settled in for a day of
scrolling through film.

This room with its dark red walls and
decorative tin ceiling was her favorite in the building, part of
the original library built in the late 1890s before they’d expanded
and modernized a hundred years later. Other things filled the
shelves in this room – old Rock Grove High School yearbooks,
historic newspapers, and town ordinance and meeting books, just to
name a few. This was where Burgundy had spent the better part of
quiet work days ever since her aunt returned after the winter
solstice.

Because if Aunt Iris
wouldn’t talk, then Burgundy had to dig for information in other
ways. Now I wonder if I decided to be a
librarian because I’m just a nosy person.
She bit back a chuckle and relaxed against the chair cushion while
scrolling through the 1992 edition of the Rock Grove
Journal.

Year after year, month
after month, she’d worked her way back through newspapers, first
online and then on microfilm. Her goal remained unspoken. Heck,
Burgundy didn’t even allow herself to think it, because the idea that Iris
might somehow intuit what she wanted and then find a way to stop
her…

She swallowed the lump in her throat and
continued scrolling. It was slow work, reading every single page of
the newspapers. But the headline that caught her eye made her suck
in a shaky breath. Hand trembling, she adjusted the reader to bring
the entire page into view.

A black-and-white photograph. Two people in
formal dress, a tiara perched atop the girl’s head. She knew
them.

Her parents.

Arms tense, skin
prickling, Burgundy zoomed in on the article and photograph.
Rock Grove Class of 1992 Prom
Royalty. The photo below the first showed
a boy wearing a crown and a girl standing in the circle of his
arms, but it was the first one that really mattered.

Of course, the photo didn’t do them justice.
Lily Bloom’s long, red hair was pulled back from her face and Cian
Black appeared far less menacing in a tuxedo than he did the first
time Burgundy met him. But it was yet another piece of her parents,
the people she’d never known, a peek into their lives before she
was born.

“Prom Queen, Lily Bloom, is the most
beautiful witch in the county on the arm of her date, Cian Black.”
Nothing about what Cian was, even though the photo below informed
readers the prom king and his date were both shapeshifters.

Burgundy pressed her lips together, but her
nostrils flared as she continued to draw in long, calming breaths.
A sense of identity. That wasn’t too much to ask for, was it? Yet
to be denied that again and again…

Her throat closed up as she read the
article. Nothing in it told her much about her parents, other than
the honor bestowed upon her mother at prom. But there it was in
black and white, proof that they’d made at least some mark on the
world. On her town before dumping her off on Aunt Iris and going
their separate ways.

Pulling her phone out of the pocket of her
black slacks, Burgundy made a note about the newspaper, date, and
page number, and the article’s headline. It might not amount to
much but, in addition to the photograph on the mantle at home, it
was another piece of tangible evidence that her parents
existed.

Contact with her outlaw father had been so
fleeting, ended by her own complicity with the Witches Council in
capturing him. It’d been the right thing to do at the time, though,
to stop the rash of deadly pairings he’d set up across Rock Grove
with a few well-placed strikes of Cupid’s arrows.

At least, that’s what Burgundy repeated to
herself night after night to find some semblance of peace.

Almost as soon as she thought of how she’d
delivered her father into the hands of the Finders, the
unmistakable smell of magick wafted into the library, a moment
before the front door banged shut. Too bad she couldn’t tell one
witch or warlock from another based solely on that smell. All
magick smelled alike to her and there was only one witch in town,
one person who should emit that lovely scent – Aunt Iris.

Burgundy stared at the microfilm reader
screen, committing the photograph to memory. One more piece of her
past, a legacy her aunt wanted to protect her from. She’d have to
scroll away from it now, if Iris was in the library.

“Burgundy?”

She pushed the button that rewound the film
and the reel spun with a gentle, metallic whirring sound. “Yes,
Lynn?”

“There’s a gentleman here with some
questions for you.”

Not Iris? “Would you please let him know
I’ll be right there?”

Lynn stepped further into the room and
leaned so close, her breath tickled Burgundy’s ear. “I would, but
I’m not sure how badly you’ll want to speak to him. He’s a
Finder.”

Twisting in the chair, and hoping she
wouldn’t end up nose-to-nose with her assistant, Burgundy glanced
out into the circulation area of the library. All she could see
around Lynn’s body were the bookshelves for the fiction section and
one side of the front desk.

“What did he say?”

Lynn shrugged and took a step back, giving
her room to move. “Only that he wanted to speak to you, nothing
else.”

Burgundy sucked in a breath and turned back
to the reader to remove the microfilm reel. “I’ll be right there.
Please let Mr. Knight know, too.”

“What should I tell him?”

A tidal wave of regret surged through
Burgundy as she rose from the chair and turned off the reader. Her
first hit on her parents’ past in months and she had to cut her
musings short for someone she’d rather not see. “Tell him exactly
what you told me and that I’ve stepped out to speak with the guy.
I’d appreciate the boss knowing why I’m not where I’m supposed to
be.”

“Oh, right. Well, I’ll be sure to call down
to him and let him know.” Lynn practically purred the statement.
Her little crush on the library director remained a source of
disgust for the rest of the staff, who thought Mr. Knight cold and
distant, not to mention untouchable since he was their boss.

Burgundy didn’t begrudge anyone a little
something-something, but with the guy in charge? She noped right
out of that. Not that it mattered, since men held no appeal for
her. But Mr. Knight was almost like the father she’d never had. If
that father wasn’t exactly paternal, loving, or the least bit
interested in her personal life.

She put the microfilm away, and smoothed
down her blouse and pants before striding out to the circulation
desk. Standing there was a youthful-looking man with pale blond
hair and blue eyes. The navy blue military-style jacket he wore
made his gaze more piercing as he trained it on Burgundy.

“Hey there, Rolfe. Sorry to say Liesl’s not
here and we have very few gazebos in Rock Grove. How can I help
you?” she asked.

He narrowed his eyes just enough for
Burgundy to catch a spark of annoyance flashing in them. “My name
isn’t Rolfe. It’s Reginald Weber.”

Swallowing a rebuke at him for missing the
joke, Burgundy tapped the desk with the palms of her hands and
said, “Well then, what can I do for you, Reggie?”

The sooner the guy left, the better.
Burgundy’s limited experience with Finders was neither good nor
bad, but this guy? The way his icy gaze fastened on her,
unblinking, sent shivers skittering up and down her spine.

“This is a mandatory three-month check-in.
After magickal incidents involving renegade witches or warlocks,
policy dictates that we follow-up after ninety days to ensure law
and order. The Witches Council wanted me to make sure everything’s
been normal and that there haven’t been any more unauthorized
warlocks sighted in the area.”

Burgundy drew back and slanted a glance at
Lynn. It looked like they didn’t need to take this conversation
outside, after all. “Unauthorized warlocks?” she asked.

“Yes. All warlocks must be registered with
the Council, which allows us to keep tabs on their movements and
ensure they’re obeying the laws. Unregistered means unauthorized,
and those are the ones who cause all the trouble.”

Chuckling thinly and trying to ignore the
hot acid rising in her belly, Burgundy said, “Well, I guess I’ve
got a lot to learn about how all of this stuff works.”

“All of this
stuff? You ought to know
‘this stuff,’ Miss Hart, since you’re due to declare a path on the
first of May this year. That is your twenty-seventh birthday, I
believe. Correct?”

With her peripheral vision, Burgundy saw
Lynn rise from her chair, take some books off the return cart, and
move out of view. She pushed down the rising, fervent hope that the
cat shifter was heading downstairs to report the unwelcome visitor
to Mr. Knight. The personal questions made Burgundy’s skin crawl.
Maybe she’d throw up then and there. That’d probably send Reggie on
his way.

“That’s right,” she affirmed. Why, oh why,
did her mouth taste of bile already?

“Which path are you declaring?”

The dreaded inquiry knocked the wind out of
her, so Burgundy reached deep into her mind – and her ass – for the
answer her aunt had coached into her. The response she was supposed
to give, as opposed to laughing until she cried. Because this path
was, as far as she was concerned, a declaration that she was a
failure as a witch, not to mention a cop-out to hide the truth.

“Domestic.”

“Interesting.” He leaned toward her, elbow
propped against the desk.

“Not really, but thanks for playing.”
Burgundy hoped he would go away if she shifted her focus to work,
so she reached for the first thing her hand could find. But as her
fingers closed around the scissors, the Finder leaned even closer
and crooked his finger at her.

“Not to get personal, but you don’t seem
like the type.”

Burgundy blinked down at him, then put on
her most charming half-smile as she resisted the urge to wrap her
fingers around the scissors Norman Bates style. “Oh, come now,
Reggie. My abilities might not be limited to cavorting and singing
in gazebos, but my magick isn’t good for much beyond that.”

“Again, I find it hard to believe that the
daughter of one of our very best Finders is so limited in her
abilities that she’d choose domestic witchery.”

If he was trying to play some kind of cop
game with her, Burgundy had to admit to herself that it was working
as she bristled at his words. “We can’t all live up to our
parents,” she answered through gritted teeth. “Anyway, no
unauthorized warlock sightings here. In fact, no outsiders until
you decided to show up, Reggie. You can go back to the Council and
let them know all’s well that ends well.”

“Sounds good to me. I’ll see you there
soon.” Reginald finally pushed away from the desk, gave her a
two-finger salute, and turned to stride across the non-fiction
section. The moment he pushed through the door, Burgundy blew out a
breath and sank into her chair. She glanced at the scissors still
clutched in her hand and let them clatter to the desk.

There most certainly was an unauthorized
warlock in Rock Grove, and between the discovery of her parents’
photo in the newspaper and the visit from the Finder, she was
trying to decide if today had been a win or a loss.













Chapter Four

 


“Hey. Come on in here.” Charlotte waved her
into the diner and then locked the door behind her almost as soon
as Burgundy stepped into the building. “I’m glad you stopped
by.”

“Yeah, me too.” There was no way Burgundy
could let Monday end without patching things up with her best
friend. The diner was, of course, empty. Like the library, it
closed at eight, after dinner. Burgundy didn’t normally stick
around the library for the entire twelve-hour week-day, but she’d
taken a long lunch after the Finder’s visit, and then hidden in the
stacks, tidying the shelves. Facing books was far preferable to
sitting at the desk in plain sight. It gave her something to take
her mind off the unwelcome visit.

“What are you doing out here so late?”
Charlotte asked. She moved back to the counter and finished wiping
it down, while the two waitresses cleaned the tables in the
restaurant area just beyond.

Burgundy settled on one of the seats at the
counter and shrugged. A nauseating curl of dread settled in her
stomach, heavy enough to push aside her thoughts of supper. Secrets
still hung between her and Charlotte, an invisible wall she wished
she could smash without bringing the wrath of outsiders down on
them.

She forced lightness into her tone as she
chirped, “I had a weird day, so who better to talk to about it than
my best friend?”

“You too? I hope those don’t become a thing
around here. Look, how about I put on a pot of fresh coffee and we
commiserate over some warm chocolate cake?”

Clutching her hands to her chest, Burgundy
feigned a swoon. “What’s this – speaking my language again?”

“Coffee and chocolate are universal, my
dear. Give us a few minutes to finish and then I’ll hook you
up.”

The words “hook you up”
shouldn’t have sent a thrill through Burgundy, but they did,
tightening every muscle head to toe… and then some.
We’re just friends, just friends, just
friends, she chanted to herself. Once they
were alone in the diner, though, she felt anything but friendly.
Especially with that warm chocolate cake and cups of coffee between
them. This was what she needed, this sense of normalcy, that
everything was as it should be, no matter who walked the streets
beyond these four walls.

“Okay, you go first,” Charlotte told
her.

“No, you. I feel like what I want to say is
going to be pretty complicated.” And she needed to buy herself time
to think. She put a forkful of chocolate cake in her mouth and
stifled a moan as the balance of bitter cocoa and sugar melted on
her tongue.

The medicine woman’s eyes
narrowed and Burgundy wished, not for the first time, that
Charlotte’s pathokinetic power worked on her. Over the years,
Charlotte had bemoaned the fact that she couldn’t take away
Burgundy’s sadness or fear when the going got tough.
Oh, if only she knew.

“If it has anything to do with whatever’s
been bugging you for the past few months, then I want to know.
Please.” Sweet Charlotte, so caring. Her words sent another tingle
through Burgundy.

She nodded, tightness dissipating as the
first taste of coffee touched her tongue, mingling with the
sweetness of the cake’s flavor. Following it with another bite of
chocolate cake and another sip of coffee soothed away all her
frustrations.

She curled her hands around the cup and
said, “I don’t even know where to begin, so I’m going to start with
last year and the whole Cupid illness thing. What do you remember
about it?”

“Only bits and pieces. Everything went kind
of blank after I got hit with one of the arrows, but coming out of
it hurt like hell.” Charlotte’s skin paled, as if the very memory
of the love withdrawal she’d suffered after the ordeal made her
sick.

It wasn’t something Burgundy would wish on
anyone. She’d done her share of offering what comfort she could to
people during the painful withdrawal symptoms, which had included
some pretty heart-wrenching stuff – nausea, heart palpitations,
maybe even a hallucination or two. The shifter who’d stayed at her
house meant she’d had a front row seat to the show. And because she
was a wretched witch on her best days, there’d been nothing she
could do for the people except watch them suffer.

Maybe being the thing she was born to be,
embracing the magick she was actually meant to practice, could stop
that kind of suffering in the future. She swallowed, ready to take
the first step to doing that.

“The guy who caused all of the chaos – he
was a warlock,” she continued.

“So I heard. Something… Black?”

“Cian Black, yeah. I helped the Finders take
him into custody, but it wasn’t easy for me to do. You know,
because my magick has never worked the way it should.”

Charlotte’s lips twisted in a grimace. “Oh
yeah, that had to make it difficult. How did you do it?”

This was where things got complicated.
Beyond complicated. She-might-die-if-she-said-a-word complicated.
But after a friendship of over twenty-five years, how could
Burgundy not tell Charlotte the truth?

“It took some work and I kind of had to
cheat by using one of Aunt Iris’s potions. The thing is, though, he
might not have been all bad.”

“Are you kidding? All warlocks are bad or go
bad. At least, that’s all we’ve ever been told about them.”

Burgundy curled her fingers around
Charlotte’s wrist and ignored the jolt of desire that shot through
her at the contact. Now was not the time. Rather than respond to
the nagging voice that wanted to know when would be the time, she
focused on the matter at hand.

“Then I must be bad, too,” she whispered,
throat dry, heart hammering harder than she’d thought possible.

Charlotte stared at her, eyes wide and lips
parted. “Burg…”

“He’s my father,” Burgundy rushed on before
she could let fear get the better of her. “He came for all kinds of
weird reasons, but one of them was to check on me. To see how I’ve
grown up. It’s like he was testing me and, well, since I had no
idea what I am, I kind of failed.”

Burgundy hated the way her voice cracked and
she lowered her gaze, so her friend wouldn’t see her pain.

“I could have gone with him and instead I
ratted him out to the authorities, to the Council. Now he’s in
custody and I have no hope of figuring out what I am, really, or
what it means to be this thing that is most definitely not a witch.
All this time, I thought I was disappointing Aunt Iris. I was
certainly disappointing myself, not being able to perform basic
witchcraft. Now I know why.”

A glance at Charlotte made Burgundy clamp
her mouth shut. The medicine woman had gone ashen again, skin
blanched as white as flour this time. Burgundy’s stomach lurched.
This was it, the moment Charlotte ended their friendship, all
because of something no one could control or change.

Then Charlotte sucked in a breath and said,
“Well, before you say anymore, I should tell you my news is that
some Finder named Reginald paid the diner a visit today.”

****






“This isn’t necessary,” Burgundy protested
for what must have been the third or fourth time.

“Will you just shut up and let me handle
this?” Charlotte sliced her a fierce glare, the full moon
illuminating only half her face. Darkness obscured the rest, as
well as her continuous hand gestures.

The woods where they used to play as
children took on an eerie quality at night. Although the fort
they’d built out of fallen tree branches was long gone, Charlotte
maintained that the wards she’d set a long time ago had held. They
just needed a little shamanistic TLC.

Burgundy didn’t know exactly what Charlotte
meant and she didn’t question her again. Instead, she stayed quiet
and let the medicine woman complete her ritual before sitting
across from her on the ground.

Even without a source of light, both women
still knew the woods like the backs of their hands. “You can speak
freely here,” Charlotte intoned in the voice she reserved for
formal occasions. Her way of saying “sit up, take notice, and
recognize, biatch,” without actually saying it.

Throughout their
adolescence, this was where they went to talk. Maybe Aunt Iris
would have been open to the conversations about when their boobs
would grow (for Charlotte, sooner; for Burgundy, later) or who, on
a scale of one to ten, was most this or least that, or the times
they would squeal about hearing their favorite song on the
radio. Maybe. And
even after they’d outgrown that aspect of their young adulthood,
the two of them still found solace in visiting this
place.

Now that it was spring, Burgundy could
almost imagine the crocuses and daffodils pushing up through the
ground, blooms bursting through rich soil, ready to unfurl. The
flowers usually encircled this space that they’d claimed as their
own and now she wondered if that was because of whatever magick
Charlotte had infused the area with so many years ago.

“Talk to me, woman. I’m not even going to
get into the fact that you’ve been keeping this to yourself for
three months, because you must have your reasons. So, lay it on
me.” Charlotte crossed her legs, tucking her feet beneath herself
and resting her hands on her knees.

That open invitation was
nothing like what Burgundy’s aunt offered. As far as Iris was
concerned, keeping their home a “safe space” meant not talking
about it. So that
was the very first thing that came out of her mouth.

“Now that I know and Aunt Iris knows that I
know, she doesn’t trust me with anything. It’s driving me crazy,
Char. She acts like if anyone else finds out, it’ll be the end of
the world for me. And, trust me, I get it. I really do. Warlocks go
bad more often than not. But she’s told me there are warlocks on
the Council, so clearly some are able to gain their trust. I wish
it wasn’t a foregone conclusion that we’re all power-hungry
a-holes, but there you have it. No matter what, I can’t get my aunt
to see past her biases and it’s killing me inside.”

Burgundy wondered what she must look like to
Charlotte at that moment, blinking back tears and fists clenched
against her knees. Then her friend reached out to open her
tightly-curled fingers, link both their hands, and said, “I can see
why you’re so frustrated. That must be really difficult.”

“Yes.” Burgundy heard her own voice crack as
warm tears tracked down her cheeks. Not only was she receiving
non-judgmental understanding, but sympathy, as well. All she’d ever
wanted in this situation. “Worse than that, she’s still pushing me
to choose a path of witchcraft. She wants me to keep studying, to
keep trying, as if somehow the right kind of magick is buried
inside of me, under all that is warlock-ish and apparently ripe for
temptation to the dark side.”

Finally saying the words, letting it all
out, had her folding in on herself. Even though the tears flowed
and her body shook with sobs, the release unwound every bit of
tension within her. Charlotte didn’t demand she walk on eggshells.
She never had, she never would, and Burgundy was able to gulp in
deep breaths for the first time since her aunt’s return at the
Winter Solstice. To be truly honest with herself and another
person.

“Oh gosh,” she said on a harsh exhalation.
“That feels so good.”

“I’ll bet it does. Trust me, I don’t
begrudge you for keeping a secret like that and I hope you don’t
think I’m mad. I’m not.” Charlotte leaned forward, enfolding
Burgundy in her warm embrace. She smelled of chocolate and coffee,
of bread and French fries, all at the same time.

Burgundy let out a moan and said the very
first thing that came to mind. “I’m not sure if I should hug you or
eat you.”

The double entendre hit her a moment later
and she pulled away to see Charlotte staring at her, eyebrows
lifted.

“That came out wrong. What I meant was…”
Burgundy gritted her teeth, but she couldn’t stop grinning.

“Don’t even try to explain. You’ll just make
things worse.” Somehow, Charlotte managed to maintain her
composure, as always. In a way, Burgundy wished that wasn’t the
case. Because how glorious would it be if Charlotte, instead of
being her steady, supportive rock of a friend, decided to call her
on those foot-in-mouth moments?

Shoving lewd thoughts aside, Burgundy
nodded, even though she wasn’t sure Charlotte could see the motion.
“Right. Anyway, here’s the thing – apparently, I’m really good at…
um… warlockcraft? Warlocking? Certain aspects of magick come
effortlessly to me and now I know why, thanks to my father.”

“Okay, I know you probably already
considered this, but is there any chance your father can teach you
more? Or is this imprisonment thing with the Witches Council kind
of forever?”

“From what I can gather,
they’d been after him for a while, so I think the odds of me ever
seeing my father again are pretty much somewhere in the range of
zero to none. I had my chance, though, and I blew it.” Even now,
Burgundy couldn’t forget the offer her father made to her:
If you come with me, I’ll show you the path you
were born to travel.

She could have gone with him and learned how
to use her power. Could have, but chose not to, thinking… Hell, she
didn’t know what she was thinking at the time. Maybe that he was
wrong. Or right, but that she’d have a better shot at a future by
not becoming a wanted outlaw’s apprentice.

Charlotte’s hand met hers again, a
reassuring touch. “Hey, it is what it is. So now what you have to
do is figure out what’s right for you. What do you want and what’s
stopping you from getting it?”

“Oh, the million-dollar question.” Burgundy
chewed at the inside of her cheek and pondered. “I think what I
want is just to be me. That’s all -- to be what I am and not have
to hide it or apologize for it, or look over my shoulder because I
happen to be the wrong W-word. Aunt Iris wants me to go to the
Council on my birthday and declare the domestic path, which is
basically the catch-all place for witchy failures. And then there’s
the Finder who doesn’t come across all fascist-like or anything,
who probably already suspects that I’m not a witch, but can’t prove
it. Yet.”

Each admission continued to lift the weight
from her shoulders and Burgundy leaned forward, hands pressed to
the cold, hard ground. It wasn’t as nice as having them on
Charlotte, but she must have needed it. Every last ounce of jittery
energy drained from her and she let her body go with it, sprawled
over her knees in a convoluted version of Happy Cow meets Child’s
Pose. Why hadn’t she confessed all of this to Charlotte sooner? If
she’d known it would feel this good to spill every last ounce of
secret frustration, she wouldn’t have waited.

“Now that you’ve talked, can I tell you
something?”

“Mm, please do,” Burgundy mumbled. “I think
I managed to talk myself out for once.” She pushed herself upright,
but kept her fingers against the earth, curling them into the
moist, grainy dirt. Witches, she knew, drew their power from nature
and the world around them. Even if she’d inherited her father’s
powers, there was still some small spark of her mother inside her.
Maybe, if she could see the woman who’d given birth to her, that
spark might kindle into something more. Something that could solve
every problem her warlock legacy presented.

“I’m kind of not surprised
by what you told me. Not that I suspected this, but it was obvious to me that
you weren’t a normal witch. No one is immune to my abilities, that
I’m aware of, so I knew there was something different about
you.”

Burgundy rolled her eyes. “Great. So
everyone got the memo already.”

The soft chuckle made her want to edge a
little closer to Charlotte, to close the distance between them.
“Not exactly. I guess my point is, you still pass as a witch and I
think only someone who really paid attention would figure out that
you’re not exactly what you ought to be, if that makes sense.”

“Are you suggesting I do what my aunt
wants?” After the risk she’d taken, telling Charlotte everything,
this wasn’t what Burgundy expected to hear. Her best friend was
supposed to encourage her to defy authority, to shout “Damn the
man!” and offer more chocolate.

But Burgundy caught the briefest flash of
teeth nibbling on lip as Charlotte turned away from her, face
hidden in shadow again. “Yeah, I am. I’m glad you finally said
something to me, but after that Finder came into the diner today,
you can’t be too careful.”

Give in. Give up. Never
know who she really was. That was what
Charlotte was telling her to do.

Burgundy also averted her gaze. The air she
forced into her lungs seemed too cold for a March evening, yet it
burned its way down, filling her with a pulsating ball of fire that
refused to leave her chest when she exhaled.

“I know that’s not what you want to hear,
but I’d rather see you live free and happy, than under constant
scrutiny.”

“Live free and happy,” Burgundy echoed, “and
live a lie. Because what could possibly be more freeing than
that?”

When she looked again at Charlotte, the
silvery moon illuminating the medicine woman’s misery-twisted
features, she barely resisted the urge to reach out and hug her. It
was Charlotte’s small, pained, “What other option is there?” that
finally brought Burgundy within arm’s reach of the woman she
loved.












Chapter Five

 


Saturday. Arguably one of the worst days of
the week, since A. Burgundy had Sundays off and B. things had
fallen back into their normal rhythm since Monday night. Which
meant she spent Tuesday and Thursday at home with her aunt
badgering her into dredging up sparks of witchy magick, trace by
painful trace. Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday gave her the
opportunity to get lost in her work at the library, but she could
only find so many other reasons not to deal with Iris or the
inevitable assessment by the Witches Council on her birthday.

She hummed to herself while shelving books.
Anything to drown out the gloomy thoughts of spending the following
day at home, with Aunt Iris dogging her every step.

Shelving wasn’t exactly her job. The
assistants were supposed to handle such mundane tasks, but this was
one of those days when Burgundy couldn’t sit still. The kind when
she had to get up and wander the stacks, listening to the crinkle
of dust jacket covers and inhaling the bookish smell. Tangible
reminders of why she loved working at the library.

It wasn’t because her mother had worked here
and it certainly wasn’t because of the mystery surrounding the
library – the whispered urban legend that the librarians here never
retired. They simply ceased to exist. Burgundy told people time and
again that they were making something out of nothing. Plenty of
librarians had worked here and simply gone on to other jobs.

Okay, one had gone on to another job – her
mother. As for the others?

Burgundy frowned as she finished putting the
latest Stephen King book on the shelf, her hand lingering on the
thick, black spine. Sylvia, the children’s librarian, had been
there since Burgundy could remember. She had a vague recollection
of the one who worked upstairs, which made her wince. Considering
all the time spent in the adult fiction and non-fiction sections,
searching for books to use for high school reports, this was the
kind of thing she ought to remember.

But even trying to call up a vision of the
person who’d tended the front desk left her with nothing but a hazy
memory of a face. Rather than waste time musing on it further,
Burgundy returned to the circulation desk and sank into the
chair.

“Do you want to take lunch now?” Lynn asked.
“The guy I’m going out with tonight texted that he was hoping to
have an early dinner. If you don’t mind, I’d like to leave before
close.”

“Going out with a guy?” If ever there was a
distraction from her woes, this was it. Burgundy turned and propped
her elbow against the desk. “I thought you had the hots for Mr.
Knight.”

Lynn scoffed, a feline hissing sound that
made Burgundy draw back. The woman didn’t unsheathe claws, though.
She simply narrowed her eyes. “If you must know, he hasn’t shown
any interest since that whole unfortunate Cupid incident. I think
he might have more powerful feelings for me than he wants to admit,
so I’m going to make him chase me.”

The way Lynn flipped her feathered hair made
Burgundy bark out a laugh. Stifling it behind both hands, she
nodded and cringed away from Lynn’s glare. “I’m sorry,” she said.
“It’s just that I have a hard time believing Mr. Knight would find
you, uh, anything but irresistible.”

It seemed the words did
nothing to mollify Lynn, because she turned away and muttered, “If
I could leave early, I would appreciate it. Some of us are still capable of
getting attracting a partner.”

Burn. Even though it’d been three months since her girlfriend
dumped her, the reminder still had the power to hurt. Not that
she’d exactly been pining for Jenna, the beautiful blonde succubus.
Nope, not one bit.

“Go for it.” Burgundy pushed away from the
desk and crossed the non-fiction section to the stairs without
another word. Each step creaked as she descended into the basement.
The closed door to Mr. Knight’s office was to her right, the
kitchen they used as a break room to the left.

Almost as soon as she took a step toward the
small kitchen, she smelled it – the earthy-sweet, after-rain scent
of magick. Of all the places in Rock Grove where one could expect
to find magick, the library wasn’t it.

Mr. Knight was their longtime director and
certainly not a magick-user. Thanks to the incident last fall,
Burgundy had confirmed her boss was a vampire, which finally
explained why they rarely saw him during the day, if out of his
office at all.

So where the heck is the
smell of that magick coming from? She
stared at the door, tensed and leaning forward. Maybe there was a
way to differentiate, to further identify precisely what the magick
was or where it originated. But the time she’d asked her aunt about
sniffing out witchy energy, Iris brushed it off as
impossible.

“Magick can only be detected by means of a
spell. Don’t forget that,” she’d said before huffing as if the
question was a personal affront to her. In a way, Burgundy supposed
it was. If this was something only warlocks were capable of, but
witches weren’t, that might go further to explain the animosity
between them.

Regret formed a ball in her stomach, bitter
and heavy. Once again, she thought of what could have been, if only
she’d accepted her father’s invitation. She’d know so much more and
she certainly wouldn’t be here, waiting for the inevitable
examination and admission of failure that’d follow, all in front of
the Witches Council.

Mr. Knight’s door opened without a sound and
Burgundy stumbled back as her boss filled the doorframe, dark eyes
glaring down at her. No, not glaring, for once. Merely questioning.
And that scent of magick? It came out of the room in a rush and
then there was nothing.

No, it lingered, but… below the basement?
Burgundy inhaled and opened her mouth to speak.

“May I help you, Miss Hart?” Mr. Knight
spoke smoothly with an Irish brogue that left no doubt as to his
origin. Or at least where he’d spent most of his life. Unlife?
Burgundy had never been disrespectful enough to inquire about her
employer’s past. Becoming a vampire was messy enough, according to
what little lore existed in the supernatural community. Crossing
one wasn’t exactly on her list of things to do.

And lying to one was just as disrespectful,
so Burgundy looked for the most tactful way to say what she had to
say. She finally gave up.

“I’m sorry, but I smelled magick coming from
your office and now, well, I think it’s still coming from somewhere
underneath it.” When Mr. Knight remained silent, Burgundy babbled
on, “Impossible, I know, because this is the basement and the
lowest floor in the building, but there’s something underneath us.
You might want to look into it.”

Mr. Knight’s lips moved into an expression
Burgundy saw rarely – a smile – and then, even rarer, was the sound
that came from between them. He laughed. It was a chuckle, really,
a gentle, playful sound. “Of all the things I expected from you,
young lady, I never thought it would come to this. You looking out
for me the way I’ve…” His voice trailed off and Mr. Knight tilted
his head to one side as if listening.

Burgundy supposed he could be, considering
the superior senses vampires were rumored to have. This certainly
wasn’t the boss she knew, blunt and cold. Nor was he under the
effect of magick, unlike the time the Cupid arrow had struck him
and rendered him incapable of surviving without the first person he
laid his eyes on.

“Are you feeling okay?” she asked, the ball
in the pit of her stomach spreading its heat throughout her limbs.
This didn’t seem like Mr. Knight at all, warm and chuckling, and
she finally took a heavy step back.

“I’m fine, but I think now isn’t the time
for you to snoop. Give it a few days, would you? Don’t want to ruin
any surprises.”

“Surprises?” Burgundy tried to remember a
time her boss had been cryptic and came up empty. If last fall has
been frustrating, spring was looking downright weird. Between the
secret she still had to keep from the entire town and the presence
of the Finder… Burgundy blew out a breath. “I’m not sure I can
handle being threatened with surprises.”

“You say that now, but I assure you it’s a
promise, not a threat, and it’s a promise you’re going to
appreciate when the time is right.” Mr. Knight made a shooing
motion with his hand. “Go on. Have that early lunch so Lynn can get
on with that date tonight. You’d be doing me a favor by letting her
find someone to transfer those affections to, if you catch my
drift.”

Oh yes, Burgundy caught his drift and was
glad he’d confirmed a lack of interest in Lynn. Anything else would
be far too awkward.

But that still didn’t explain why the ground
floor of the library smelled like magick, something only one person
in the entire building was capable of producing.













Chapter Six



“That doesn’t sound at all like Mr. Knight. He’s not usually vague
about stuff. What the heck was he trying to tell you?” Charlotte
tossed a piece of popcorn in the air and caught it in her mouth,
earning applause from Burgundy.

They meandered down Main Street side by
side, taking in the spring festival. Burgundy wasn't one to pass up
Rock Grove’s seasonal celebrations. What better way to bond with
the residents of their small, supernatural town? It helped that
they kept the tiny white lights strung along Main Street year-round
and that the posts on every corner had upbeat 1950s music playing
from their speakers.

Burgundy knew very few towns like this still
existed, especially for supernaturals. She couldn’t imagine herself
ever leaving Rock Grove or the people in it, and the thought of a
Finder skulking around turned her stomach. What if one of her
neighbors said or did the wrong thing? They didn’t deserve the
Council’s wrath and the idea that they might receive it because she
simply existed in this town…

She swallowed, which only exacerbated the
heavy pit forming inside her. But after a bracing breath of the
fresh, late March air, found her voice.

“Maybe he was trying to tell me to lay low
for a while, though I can’t imagine why. It’s not like he knows. In
fact, there are all of three people who know the truth – me, you,
and Aunt Iris. Well, four, if you count Arthur as a person.”

Charlotte elbowed her. “Six if you count
your parents, because your father certainly knows and your mother
must know.”

“Oh.” Burgundy stopped in her tracks as cold
washed over her. “Oh,” she repeated and reached out to grasp
Charlotte’s wrist. “Last year during that whole thing, I found an
email from my mother to Iris, telling her how important it was to
continue to raise me as a witch. Of course she knew, and I don’t
know if she dumped me on her sister to protect me or because she
was ashamed of me.”

“That’s a terrible—”

“Stop. Don’t.” Burgundy shook her head. She
already knew where her friend was going with all her sweetness and
compassion. “I appreciate you giving my mother the benefit of the
doubt, but think about it. She left this town to become a Finder
with the Witches Council. Why did she do that? Was that what she
always wanted? If it was, then having a child like me would have
screwed that up for her. I’ve spent so much time wondering why my
parents left me with Iris and now it’s all coming together. Jeez,
how did Cian and Lily even find each other? How did she fall for
someone like him?”

Burgundy flapped her hands at her sides,
aware she probably looked something like a frantic, oversized bird.
But she couldn’t help it. Getting passed off to a family member by
her own parents was bad enough. Gaining more insight into what
motivated her mother’s decision was worse.

“Now it’s my turn to tell you to stop.”
Charlotte chucked the container with the remaining kernels into a
nearby wastebasket and rested both hands on Burgundy’s shoulders.
“We need to do something fun to alleviate this freak-out you’re
having. Remember when we were kids and we would go to Martha’s
produce table and try to find vegetables that looked like body
parts? Let’s do that.”

Burgundy coughed out a laugh. “You’re
kidding. That was, like, fifteen years ago.”

“I know, but come on. A dirty mind is a
terrible thing to waste.” Charlotte tugged on her hand until
Burgundy went along, one foot placed in front of the other, her
boot soles scraping along the sidewalk. “Wow, can you be any less
enthusiastic?”

“Yes.” Burgundy picked up the pace until
they reached the table where Martha had her homegrown wares on
display.

The woman looked up at them, mane of
abundant, snow-white hair contained in a thick braid. Even though
she appeared to be in her sixties, her six-foot frame remained as
imposing as ever. Her blue eyes locked on both Charlotte and
Burgundy. “Hello, girls, how are you?”

“Girls? Are you still going to call us that
when we’re in our thirties?” Burgundy asked. Even though Martha was
an Amazon and deserving of respect, Burgundy couldn’t help but
wonder about her sometimes.

“I don’t know,” Martha shot back. “Am I
always going to be more than double your age, girls?”

Charlotte nudged Burgundy and chuckled. “She
has a point. Here, look at the carrot.” The vegetable Charlotte
reached for resembled something Burgundy didn’t really want to
consider. That mix of fire and ice still weighed her down, keeping
her from finding humor in the phallic vegetable.

“You know what’s funny?” Martha asked.

“Clowns,” Burgundy answered
automatically.

“Excuse me, but are you going to use that
joke every time you see me, because I’d advise you to get a new
routine. You’ve been using that joke for years, now. Everyone in
town has heard it.” The glare Martha leveled at Burgundy would have
cowed a lesser man, but since Burgundy was anything but a man, she
shrugged it off. Charlotte waved another vegetable at her until
Martha broke the silence. “Okay, I’m not used to you not talking.
What’s wrong?”

The ground suddenly looked very attractive
to Burgundy, so she backed up to one of the small trees lining the
street and sat on the low wall of brick surrounding it. Charlotte
joined her and plucked at her shoulder. “Are you all right?”

“No. Not even naughty vegetables can drag me
out of this funk.” Burgundy tapped the toes of one foot against the
sidewalk. “And Martha’s right. I need a new joke. Maybe Aunt Iris
is right, too. The best way to protect myself is to fall into line
and take the easy way out.”

“Oh, hell no, Burg. You’re too smart for
that. Maybe we can think of things from a different angle.”
Charlotte jammed her hands in her pockets. “Look, I can see that
this is serious, so I’m going to score us some ice cream sundaes
with extra fudge. Stay here.”

Try as she might, Burgundy couldn’t muster
any excitement for the promised treat, let alone the energy to rise
from her perch. She rested her hands on her knees and tried to find
another way to push away the heavy feeling permeating her body.
Even her mouth tasted metallic, despite popcorn and the prospect of
ice cream.

“I’m concerned about you,” Martha said from
behind her table. “Burgundy Hart is never quiet.”

“Can’t I want to not talk sometimes?” One
thing Burgundy had never considered was how the townsfolk saw her.
Each and every one of them was strange and beautiful in their own
way. In fact, she’d always thought she might be somewhat normal
compared to the people around her. At least that thought was
distracting enough to draw her out of contemplating the
uncomfortable sensation still lodged in her gut.

Charlotte returned with two five-scoop
sundaes. “Here. Embrace the calories.” She handed the cold, plastic
container to Burgundy, then whipped her head up. “Oh no,” she
muttered.

“What is it?” Burgundy followed her gaze and
then repeated the sentiment. “Oh no.”

Striding down Main Street from the opposite
end was a cluster of women, all with hair in varying shades, but
mostly gray. Iris pranced, as usual, at the front of the pack,
Victorian dress rustling with her dainty little steps.

Even Martha looked at the group approaching
them before heaving a sigh. “Great. The Luscious Crone Coffee
Klatch.”

“You’re not part of it?”
Burgundy sliced a glance her way, unable to hide her surprise. The
group, led by Aunt Iris, consisted of every middle-aged woman in
town. Or, it seemed, almost
every middle-aged woman in town.

Martha snorted and shook her head. “Please.
If you could hear what they talk about, you’d understand why that’s
not my cup of tea.”

“Oh, I see, when I make puns, I have to find
a new comedy routine, but when you do it, its fine.”

The Amazon turned her glare back on
Burgundy. “I’ve told you before, I don’t make puns.”

“Fine.” Laughter pushed up in Burgundy’s
throat as she chortled, “Hey, since Iris leads the group, does that
mean the others are the Luscious Crone’s Cronies?”

Charlotte snorted, ice cream sputtering out
of her mouth in alarming quantities. “Damn it, Burgundy!” she
turned and hunched over the nearby trash can, wiping her mouth with
one of the paper napkins clutched in her other hand.

The group stopped in front of Martha’s table
and Iris smiled at her niece. “I’m so glad to see you enjoying the
festivities, dear. I was just telling the ladies how excited you
are about your birthday.”

“I stopped being excited
about birthdays once I turned seventeen. I mean, it’s not like I’m
getting toys or my first broomstick ever again,” Burgundy pointed
out. What the heck was her aunt up to? Burgundy wasn’t turning five
and about to enter kindergarten. Or even sweet sixteen, when she
actually did receive a broomstick as a gift, only to learn that she
still needed her flying license from the Witches Council (a more
frightening test experience than getting her driver’s license, and
also one she’d failed unlike
her test at the DMV).

Iris rolled her eyes and Burgundy could have
sworn she saw Martha do the same. “You know very well what I mean.
You’re going to declare your path and you’ll finally be a
woman.”

“What? Womanhood is measured by the fact
that I can’t use magick to save my life? That’s good to know.”

“Oh, stop that. You are more talented than
you give yourself credit for.” Iris glanced back over her shoulder
at the ladies behind her. “Didn’t I tell you she’s modest? No one
can keep a better house than Burgundy. She’s the perfect domestic
witch, even though she’s too humble to admit it.”

Oh. My.
Goddess. Just when she’d thought things
couldn’t get worse… Burgundy swallowed underneath the expectant
gazes of the women grouped behind her aunt and managed a thin,
“Yeah, that’s right. You should see me sweep.”

“Don’t let the wrong person see you sweep,
though,” Cass Troy piped up from the back of the assembly of
ladies. “Really, it’s more of a whisk that’s going to get you in
trouble.”

“There she goes, babbling again about the
future,” Martha muttered and waggled her fingers next to her
temple. Somehow, that set Charlotte off in another fit of laughter,
though it lacked the same wet, dairy-fueled quality as the first
time.

When Iris turned her steely gaze on Martha,
Burgundy was sure there’d be a showdown, witch versus Amazon, right
there in the middle of Supernatural Small Town, USA. In fact, she
would have paid good money to see it. So an even stranger figure
interposing itself between Iris and Martha made her sag with
disappointment, until she realized who it was.

“Am I hearing correctly, that Burgundy Hart
is going to declare the domestic path of witchcraft on her
birthday?” came a voice with perfect, rolling Irish syllables.
“That’s a wonderful idea, considering it means I can keep her at
the library. It’s the talented ones who always seem to leave Rock
Grove.”

Now it was Burgundy’s turn to sputter,
though in far less amusement than Charlotte had. Her friend rubbed
her back as she coughed. It would have been nice if Burgundy could
have coughed up every last bit of frustration and resentment. As it
was, the only thing she managed to do was give herself a sore
throat, while glaring up at Mr. Knight.

“I’m so glad you agree,” Iris purred,
leaning in toward the vampire, who’d shaded himself from the sun
with a rather frilly umbrella, lace dripping from the edges of it.
In fact, Burgundy would call it a parasol and she narrowed her eyes
at the way all the ladies, except Martha, leaned in, as if they
were hanging on Mr. Knight’s every word.

“If you will excuse me, I have some business
I would like to discuss with your niece. You don’t mind, do you?”
Whatever Mr. Knight was doing, it was working. Iris nodded. The
women behind her nodded. Even women across the street nodded. The
only ones who didn’t succumb readily to his vampiric charms were
Martha, Charlotte, and Burgundy herself.

Before she could question it, a cool hand
cupped her elbow and lifted her to her feet, then guided her past
the tightly-clustered Luscious Crone Coffee Klatch.

“You too, Charlotte,” Mr. Knight trilled.
“Don’t make us wait, darling. And my apologies to you, Martha, but
I know you can handle this.”

The first thing Burgundy heard was the sound
of footsteps hurrying after them. The next was Martha’s laughter as
they rounded the corner. Whatever spell the women had fallen under
must have broken, because now their high-pitched, squabbling voices
rose. Thankfully, Mr. Knight put distance between them quickly.
Burgundy glanced back to see Charlotte chasing after her, both
hands holding onto the sundae for dear life.

At least in the strange kerfuffle, they’d
both remembered the first rule of womanhood: waste not a drop of
chocolate.

Mr. Knight led them to the library’s
basement entrance, which brought them directly into the children’s
room. Since it was a festival day, the library was closed, every
light and computer switched off. Even with light filtering in
through the windows, the place looked dreary and gray inside. Not
at all welcoming, as it was during normal hours.

“I knew she was going to find a way to use
your birthday against you,” he said, closing the umbrella and
giving a full-body shudder that betrayed his relief at being out of
the daylight. “I just didn’t expect it to be so public. Still, Iris
probably thinks she’s protecting you, especially with a Finder in
town.”

Burgundy exchanged glances with Charlotte.
Her mind still reeled with everything that’d happened only moments
prior. “I’m not sure what you mean, Mr. Knight.”

“Cut the crap, kid.” That refined softness
the women swooned over on the streets dropped from his voice. “Your
twenty-seventh birthday is in a month and you’ve exhausted your
post-collegiate grace period as far as declaring a path of
witchcraft. Once the first of May rolls around, your aunt expects
you to stand up in front of that damn Council and tell them you’re
declaring the domestic path. They’ll test your abilities, find you
lacking, and agree that this is appropriate.”

Mr. Knight continued walking, which forced
Burgundy and Charlotte to scamper to keep up with him. Across the
children’s room, into the auditorium, up the steps onto the stage,
through the kitchen, and into his office. It was a place Burgundy
had peered into a time or two when she needed to speak with her
boss. But it wasn’t open to just anyone. Even the librarians didn’t
go into the office without permission, which struck Burgundy as
ironic, considering the office belonged to a vampire.

“After that, you’ll resume your nice, normal
boring life here in Rock Grove. And your aunt and mother will find
a way to bury the truth about you.”

“I—” Burgundy choked on her reply, throat
closing on any words that tried to follow. What could she possibly
say? Mr. Knight spoke authoritatively, as always. Even his pose,
palms pressed to his desk and eyes boring into hers, challenged her
to disagree. She couldn’t.

“That’s right. They’ll bury it and, along
with it, any potential you have of being more than you are now. But
it doesn’t have to be that way. Would you like me to tell you
why?”











Chapter Seven

 


“What do you know about me?” Burgundy
swallowed and sank into the chair in front of Mr. Knight’s desk.
Charlotte took the other.

This seemed like a good time to finally try
the ice cream, so Burgundy dug her flimsy plastic spoon into the
first melted layer and let the sweetness coat her tongue. As much
as she would have enjoyed seeing what went down between Iris and
Martha, it seemed like she was about to get the better end of the
deal. The inside scoop, as the case may be.

“Why don’t you start with
telling me what you know about you?” Mr. Knight sat, the umbrella discarded in
the corner, among a pile of files and books. Burgundy cringed when
she considered the rain dripping onto all that paper, but if Mr.
Knight didn’t care, then she probably needed to let it
go.

She looked at Charlotte, who offered nothing
but a shrug. “I mean, if he already knows…” Charlotte trailed off
and shrugged again.

Great. This was all on Burgundy. She’d
already told one person, even though she wasn’t supposed to. If she
blurted any of this out to Mr. Knight, then how much longer would
it be before the entire town of Rock Grove learned the truth?

“I can’t say anything,” she whispered. “If I
do, people could get hurt.”

“Yes, I’m sure your aunt wants you to
believe that, but if you don’t, then those people could still get
hurt. I’m sure Reginald Weber is looking for any excuse to lay the
hurt down on Rock Grove. If, however, you do say it, you open
yourself up to the possibility that you might be able to protect
yourself and this town, instead of hiding in it.”

Clearly, she hadn’t explained herself well,
so Burgundy took a deep breath and said, “The more people who know,
then the more likely it is word will get out and the Finders will
use that to get to me. You can’t expect me to take a chance like
that. Especially when it means more than one life is at stake.”

“Huh.” Mr. Knight leaned back in his chair
and folded his arms. Under the dim lights of the office, Burgundy
saw bluish circles beneath his eyes. All this time, she’d never
looked at those eyes, but now she saw that the velvet darkness of
them was tinged red at the edges.

He looked pale and exhausted, skin taut
against the bones beneath it. This wasn’t the handsome, charismatic
man she saw throughout the work week. Something was wrong with Mr.
Knight.

“Let me explain it this way,” he said. “I
need you. Not the person your aunt wants you to pretend to be, but
the person I know you are. There are reasons I hired you, Burgundy,
and what you are underneath that human-looking exterior is one of
them. Now, you can either trust me when I say this is a safe place
or you can quit your job right here and now. Because you’re no good
to me, otherwise.”

Threatening or not, there was still greater
promise in Mr. Knight’s words than in her aunt’s. Burgundy
swallowed the lump in her throat and rubbed her hands along the
frayed fabric of the chair arms, the clear plastic container of ice
cream in her lap. “Since my mother worked here, then you must have
known my father – who he is and, more to the point, what he
is.”

Mr. Knight didn’t answer. Didn’t even nod.
He reminded Burgundy of a cat lying in wait, ready to pounce when
the right moment came. A glance at Charlotte told her at least one
person thought she could trust her boss. Wild thoughts followed,
images of Mr. Knight standing up, tossing off his jacket, and
shouting, “A-ha! Fooled you, for I am a Finder and you will spend
eternity in prison!”

But a vampire wouldn’t be welcome on the
Witches Council, any more than the majority of warlocks, so
Burgundy dug the heels of her hands into the upholstery and said,
“I turned out to be a warlock, like my father. He’s the one who
started everything last fall, came here and turned half the town
into lovesick freaks. No offense,” she added with a glance from Mr.
Knight to Charlotte.

“None… taken?” Charlotte pursed her lips,
then looked down at her empty plastic container. “I can’t be
offended after ice cream. Besides, this isn’t about me, so why
don’t I leave?”

“Or stay,” Mr. Knight said, “because you two
have always been good friends. Besides, at least if Charlotte knows
what we know, you have another ally. I hate to say it, but your
aunt is not on your side. I can’t even say that she means well,
because if she did, she would focus on equipping you to fight, not
keeping you powerless.”

“Fight? That doesn’t sound promising.” Of
all the people in their world who could possibly take issue with
what she was, Burgundy knew the real danger was the Witches Council
itself, and anyone who adhered to their dogma. “I still don’t even
understand how all of this happened – how I turned out a warlock,
instead of a witch, since my mother is a witch. In science class,
they taught us that supernatural children inherit the traits of the
mother almost every time.”

“Almost.” Mr. Knight drew out the
last sound, the sibilance slicing through the air. “There are
exceptions and you are one of them. In the case of a warlock, I
suppose they also taught you that a male can use his magick to
create this exception. Your parents met at school when your mother
was a junior at the high school. He’d just come to Rock Grove and
they hit it off as soon as they saw each other.”

This was the first she’d ever heard of how
her parents met, so Burgundy sat up straighter, heart pounding so
hard, it took her breath away. “They went to school together?
That’s kind of sweet.”

“No, I said they met at school. Your father
was a teacher. He was already somewhere in his early three hundreds
by the time he arrived in Rock Grove. Your mother was sixteen.”

“Ew.” Burgundy wrinkled her nose. So much
for the anticipation of hearing how her parents got together.

As he had back on the street, Mr. Knight let
out another chuckle that surprised Burgundy. He wasn’t one to
laugh. Twice in one day? Unheard of. “Her parents protested
strenuously and your aunt did all she could to dissuade her sister
from dating Cian Black. Finally, your mother became a Finder to
placate them, but she’d already given birth to you. So Iris, Lily,
and their mother cast a spell to ensure no one in town remembered
Cian, Lily’s relationship with him, or anything about your father.
It was the one way to make sure no one knew you were the daughter
of a warlock and potentially a warlock yourself.”

“But you knew,” Burgundy pointed out. “Is
that because vampires are immune to spells or is there another
reason you’re the only person who can tell me all of this?”

Mr. Knight tilted his hand
back and forth in a so-so
gesture. “It’s partially that, though not
exactly. Vampires aren’t immune to magick, no, unless we have our
own protection against it.”

“Which you do,” Burgundy concluded. “Wait –
that magick I smelled the other day…”

“That is something you will see for yourself
soon enough. Speaking, however, of immunity.” Mr. Knight reached
for the pile of newspapers on the floor next to his desk. For an
eloquently-spoken immortal blood-drinker, his haphazard environment
reminded Burgundy of a teenager’s bedroom. He tossed a newspaper on
the desk and Burgundy half-rose from her chair to look at it.

She’d seen that black and white photo on the
front center of the issue before. “The Pied Piper incident,” she
said, lightly running her fingertips across the newsprint.

“Yes. That was when I
realized you were immune to magickal effects, like other warlocks.
Iris must have realized it, too. You followed the music, like the
rest of the children, but not blindly. You did it because you were
following your curiosity. However, Iris made sure you, your mother
and grandmother, and the rest of the town thought you’d had no control. That’s
the day she realized without a doubt that you turned out to be a
warlock.”

“That was the day.” Burgundy sat back in her
chair as those words tugged a memory from her mind. “Cass said
something like that last fall. We were talking about the Pied Piper
thing and she said something about it being a day… Well, she didn’t
elaborate, but now I wonder if that’s what she was getting at –
that she knew something was going to happen to reveal my true
nature.”

Charlotte finally moved from her chair,
tossing the plastic container in the wastebasket behind the desk,
then giving Mr. Knight an apologetic grin. “You say ‘true nature’
like it’s a bad thing, like someone told you you’re a rabid animal
that needs to not exist.”

“Yeah, well.” Burgundy forced out a breath.
“That’s kind of the way this makes me feel.”

Mr. Knight raised his hand. “Don’t. There
are many reasons why the Council distrusts warlocks, such as your
ability to extricate yourself from most situations, and because
most spells and defenses don’t work on you. In fact, the only
things that work on warlocks are potions, enchanted objects, and
nullifying wards. But this isn’t because you’re more powerful than
witches. This distrust is because they don’t understand warlocks,
don’t give them a chance to prove they’re not a threat.”

“Wait. What’s a nullifying
ward?” Even though Aunt Iris had tried to teach Burgundy magick,
she had a feeling the woman held back on the more
interesting stuff. And a
nullifying ward sure sounded interesting.

“Your father could explain it better than I
could, but it’s basically a circle. Any magick circle will dampen a
warlock’s power, but one specifically intended to contain them can
render them helpless.”

Yikes. That didn’t sound good at all, but it
also explained why Burgundy couldn’t perform in a ritual. Her aunt
cast a circle before working magick. The moment Burgundy stepped
into one, the energy of it dragged at her, made her want to lie
down, and take a nap. “That explains so much,” she said. “I guess
there’s no hope of me ever being a witch, of that part of me
somehow overriding the warlock side?”

“You are what you are, Burgundy. Instead of
trying to run away from it, why don’t you find a way to embrace
it?” The way Mr. Knight cocked his head to one side, Burgundy
wondered what else he knew. Certainly, it had to be more than he
was telling her now. But if she wanted more answers, they weren’t
coming, because Mr. Knight waved her off. “I wanted to have this
little talk with you, so I could get you thinking about what you
want. Like I said, you can embrace what you are and learn to be the
best warlock possible or you can hide, cower here in Rock Grove
until, someday, the Finders figure out what’s going on and come
after you anyway. The choice is yours.”

Burgundy left the library torn between the
options, wondering when everything had gone from shades of black
and white to more gray tones than she’d known could exist in their
world. Even her sundae had gone uneaten into Mr. Knight’s trash
can. Chocolate couldn’t solve every problem. Not like when she and
Charlotte were kids.

A gentle hand brushed over her shoulder,
followed by a soft, “Hey.”

“Hey.” Burgundy bumped up against Charlotte
and jammed her hands into her pockets. Ahead of them was Main
Street, still filled with people at a time when the last thing
Burgundy wanted to do was be around anyone.

“I know we can’t get everything back to
normal, but it’s nice to try.” Charlotte’s eyes dropped slightly as
she searched Burgundy’s expression.

“Yeah, well, you’re right. There is no back
to normal at all for us.” Burgundy pouted up at the sun, still
shining brilliantly overhead. “Maybe this is for the best. We have
to grow and change. It’s inevitable. But I wish it didn’t have to
come with a decision like this.”

Charlotte reached out again, this time her
fingers curling over Burgundy’s shoulder to stop her. “Would it
help to know that, whatever you decide, I’ll support you?” she
asked.

Maybe it was a trick of the light, but
Burgundy thought her friend leaned in a little closer, angled away
from Main Street and toward her. She gave herself a moment to get
lost in the illusion of it being just the two of them. If only that
were the case. Then there wouldn’t be a tough choice.

Burgundy nodded. ‘Yeah, it helps. Thank
you.”

Charlotte’s lips parted, as if she wanted to
say more, but then she backed away. “I have to get back to the
grill. I promised the cook we’d take turns flipping burgers and
it’s about time for his break. Promise you won’t get into any more
trouble without me, okay?”

Finally, Burgundy laughed. “When do I ever
do that?”

“Oh, please. I’ve got my eyes on you.”
Charlotte pointed at both of her own eyes with two fingers, and
then pointed back at Burgundy.

“Trust me, I can’t think of anyone else I’d
rather have watching me. Except maybe Robert DeNiro. That’d be
pretty badass.” Somehow, the words slipped out easily, a reminder
of Burgundy’s old self. The self that hadn’t been pushed into
surrender by people who thought they knew what was best.

After Charlotte rounded the corner, turning
onto Main Street, Burgundy backed up a few steps. She’d go the long
way around to get back to her car, avoid people – especially the
Luscious Crones – and go home for some peace and quiet. There were
still too many thoughts jockeying for position in her mind and she
needed to decompress.

She rounded the opposite corner to walk past
the front of the library, when she saw the blonde sitting on the
building’s steps.

Not just any blonde, though. This one had
perfect platinum hair, and a smoking-hot body clad in sleek black
pants and an off-the-shoulder sweater. Her blue-eyed gaze lifted
from the coffee cup in one hand to rest on Burgundy.

Ignoring her fluttering heart wasn’t an
option as Burgundy folded her arms and asked, “What are you doing
here, Jenna?”













Chapter Eight

 


“What? Did you think I’d miss Rock Grove’s
famous spring hoedown?” Jenna rolled her eyes, and then raked her
gaze up and down Burgundy. “You’re looking good, Burg. You’re also
walking in the wrong direction. Main Street is that way.”

“Thank goodness I have the woman who dumped
rural living for the big city to remind me how to get around here.”
Burgundy sank onto the steps next to Jenna and wiggled her fingers
at the familiar cup. “Where did you score a Dunkies?”

“Corner of 72nd and Cornhusker, of course. I
had an interview in Papillion this morning and thought I’d grab a
drink on my way here. Some of us don’t spend our time wandering
around quaint little podunk towns, drinking subpar coffee,
anymore.”

Burgundy accepted the cup when Jenna thrust
it at her, muttering, “Our diner coffee isn’t subpar.” But the
moment the French vanilla goodness hit her tongue, she swallowed
her protests, along with a healthy hit of caffeine.

“It’s good, isn’t it?” Jenna grinned and
elbowed her. “Can I pick ‘em or what?”

“Oh, yeah, baby. It hits the spot.” It was
good that they could joke like this, especially after Jenna dumped
her so harshly last year. Dumped her, ripped her heart out, stomped
on it with stilettos heels, and then ran over it a few times with
her car. Water under the bridge, right?

Jenna leaned back on the steps, completely
at ease in the small-town, despite her big-city attitude. Even now,
she managed to look like a natural part of Rock Grove, the same
woman who’d teased Burgundy about her hair when they were kids
together in school, and then been her first long-term relationship
as an adult.

Until the incident
Burgundy had taken to referring to as The Bitter End. Because few
things sucked worse than the girl who gave you crap in high school
becoming the woman who dumped you with a text message.

She blew out a breath,
reminded herself they’d been able to kinda-sorta remain friends,
and chased the next inhale with more coffee. It was good stuff. Probably worth the
forty-five minute trip to Papillion, if Burgundy really wanted
some.

“You need to get out of here,” Jenna
remarked, elbows resting on the step behind her and legs stretched
out in front of her, crossed at the ankles.

“No I don’t.”

“Yes, you do. The annual spring festival
will do fine without you. Come on. Let me take you somewhere
else.”

Burgundy fixed Jenna with
a stare. “What is this?” she asked, pushing the coffee back at her,
skin now prickling. Jenna was a journalist with the
Supernatural World Herald and Burgundy knew her well enough to hear the subtext. This
wasn’t just a visit to her hometown. Jenna wanted
something.

“Easy, Burg. It’s nothing nefarious. I’ve
been thinking you should get out of this town for a while, now.
Enjoy a change of scenery. It’s not healthy to stay in one place
all the time. Come on.” Jenna tugged at Burgundy’s shirt, thumb and
forefinger snagging the fabric and pulling it toward her.

The last thing Burgundy wanted was to feel
any kind of reaction to Jenna’s proximity, but the touch sent her
heart racing. She looked down at her shoes, a favorite pair of
comfortable brown boots, and said, “I don’t think so.”

“Oh, girl. Don’t make me play the lemur card
with you. I’ll drag you to the zoo, if that’s what it takes. Those
red ones are still the cutest babies ever.”

“Lemurs. My only
weakness.” It had been a long time since Burgundy last visited Omaha’s
fantastic zoo. Thinking back, she realized it’d been over a year.
But that still didn’t explain Jenna’s gentle nudge to get her on
her feet and walking down the street. “Seriously, why are you even
here?”

Jenna shrugged, her gaze focused at a point
on the ground, instead of ahead. She tucked her silken blonde hair
behind one ear, still clutching the coffee cup in her other hand
until she reached the trash can in front of the fire station and
pitched it. “Just go with it, Burgundy. That’s all I ask. We’re two
women the same age who’ve known each other all our lives. Does
there need to be another reason for this?”

“Yes, there does.” Burgundy stopped in her
tracks and stood her ground. “I haven’t heard from you in months,
Jenna, not since last winter. After everything that went down, I’m
not exactly keen on having people treat me like I’m helpless or not
telling me things. So excuse me if my trust meter when it comes to
you is somewhere in the negatives.”

Hands on her hips, Jenna returned her glare.
She pushed out her lower lip and said, “Fine. It’s called subtlety,
which you obviously don’t get. Would you at least turn the trust up
to ten if I told you this is about last winter and it’s big? Bigger
than Rock Grove?”

“I’ll turn it up to eleven
if you throw in a full coffee, along with the lemurs.” Burgundy
folded her arms and waited. There was no way she’d let Jenna haul
her up to Omaha for anything less. They weren’t a couple anymore.
They certainly wouldn’t be one again in the future, now that
Burgundy had been there, done that. She supposed, however, they
could actually be friends. If
Jenna gave her a good reason.

Jenna stepped close and whispered, “I didn’t
want to be this obvious, but check your texts.” Then she turned and
sauntered down the street, hips shifting left and right with each
step.

Texts? Burgundy’s phone hadn’t vibrated the
entire time she’d been downtown. Despite that, she dug it out of
her back pocket and grimaced. She’d had notifications turned
entirely off – not a bad thing, she supposed, considering people
were too connected as it was. Yet there they were, two texts from
Jenna telling her she’d be at the library and asking if Burgundy
was free to do a little recon.

Burgundy jogged to catch up with her and
opened her mouth to question the texts. “Re—”

“Don’t.” Jenna waved her
hands frantically in front of her face and then grasped Burgundy’s
wrists. It wasn’t that their lips met. Exactly. It was more that their
noses bumped, Jenna zigged, Burgundy zagged, and then their mouths
sort of collided.

If Burgundy thought life
couldn’t get any more confusing or frustrating, she’d thought
wrong. Every inch of skin tingled with desire. Only because it’s been so long, she
reminded herself. Not for Jenna. Not for
Jenna. NOT for Jenna.

“Get in the damn car,” Jenna huffed as she
pulled away from Burgundy, “and I’ll buy you all the coffee you
want.”

A little dazed by the sudden intimate
contact, Burgundy followed her orders. They left the spring
festival behind, a riot of people and color that blurred together
in the side mirror until they turned the corner. A few more turns
brought them out to Route 75, northbound and crossing the Platte
River.

And then, something around Burgundy cracked.
It was as if she’d been contained under glass all this time,
because the moment they crossed the county line, the air somehow
smelled fresher, the colors looked brighter, and the energy coursed
around her visibly, layers of it surrounding everything in
sight.

“What’s going on?” Burgundy asked, twisting
in the passenger seat to stare out the window.

“Exactly what I thought was going on. You,
my dear, were contained in a nullifying circle. It’s all around
Rock Grove, dampening magick, inhibiting your natural
abilities.”

“My…” Burgundy clamped her mouth shut. Jenna
didn’t know. She couldn’t know.

“I know.” The statement made Burgundy swing
her head around to glare at the woman driving the car. “It wasn’t
hard to figure out. I am a journalist, after all. What with that
whole thing last winter, I dug deeper and put two and two together.
Anyway, the Finders set up the circle after we captured that guy –
your father, right? They figured Rock Grove was harboring him
intentionally or that he went there for a reason. I covered his
hearing for the newspaper. I wanted to tell you all about it, but
after everything I learned, it had to wait a while. The town needed
time to heal and to get some distance from the incident. Especially
you. Now I can tell you that you’re not safe, especially since they
stationed that Reginald Weber guy down there. He is vicious. The
kind who casts first and asks questions later.”

Burgundy’s heartbeat finally settled into a
steady, normal rhythm, as did her breathing. She blinked, relieved
to see that the energetic layers around her merged into an
easier-to-process single aura outlining the trees and grass, and
people in their cars. One more blink, and it went away entirely.
But when she decided she wanted to see it, there it was.

“What’s going on with me?” Burgundy
asked.

“You’re realizing your full potential. Power
is filling your body, uninhibited. It’s been dampened all this
time, first by your aunt trying to protect you, then the Finders
casting their spell around Rock Grove. I’m sure they suspect by now
that there’s more than meets the eye in our town, but they can’t
prove anything until you do something that outs you as a warlock.
We’ll get as far away as we can and figure things out tonight once
we’re settled.”

The surrealness of the situation set in and
Burgundy straightened. This was a well-intentioned kidnapping,
apparently. “You’re trying to get me out of here?”

“Yeah. You can thank me later.”

“No!” Burgundy didn’t mean to shout, but the
idea that Jenna had taken it upon herself to rescue her from a
situation that didn’t require it? She needed time to think about
this, to decide what made sense. Mr. Knight hadn’t said anything
about a nullifying circle actually being in place; just that they
existed. Was that a warning to her? Or were Jenna and Mr. Knight
working at cross-purposes without even realizing it?

Jenna sliced a glance at her. “You want to
stay there? Honestly, Burg, I don’t think it’s safe for you back
home. Once they figure out what you are, you’ll end up in jail,
like your old man. Is that really want you want?”

Rhetorical questions were about as useful as
Burgundy’s magic, and she folded her arms over the seatbelt. “Of
course not, but I’m only starting to understand everything about my
family and myself. I’m not sure leaving is the best way to get to
the bottom of things.”

“Well, what’s your bright idea – stay and
wait for the Finders to accuse you of being a warlock? It’s only a
matter of time before they figure out that Cian Black wanted to
have a warlock for a child and made it happen. Though why anyone
would do that and lose a piece of themselves is beyond me.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Burgundy
straightened and rolled her shoulders. They were nearly to south
Omaha, which meant more distance between her and home. In a way, it
was freeing to no longer be under her aunt’s watchful gaze. On the
other hand, though, everything she loved was now miles behind
her.

“All that research I did last year? It was
fascinating so I kept digging, even after the whole Cupid thing was
over. Turns out, having a child splits off some of a male warlock’s
power, which is why it has to be a conscious choice. Only a female
warlock can give birth to another without losing some of her power.
This is what’s so nefarious as far as the Council is concerned.
Your father basically made you a warlock intentionally. Otherwise,
you would have been a witch, like your mother. You can read it in
all the anti-warlock brochures the Council puts out for the general
supernatural public.”

Burgundy licked her lips, hoping Jenna would
keep the promise about coffee, because her throat was drying out
and closing up. “Mr. Knight doesn’t think that’s how it works. The
power thing is news to me, but I guess that doesn’t make things any
better in the eyes of the Council. Brochures, though? That sounds
like propaganda, not a legitimate source of information.”

“Well, if there’s another explanation, the
warlocks aren’t saying a word, and I doubt Mr. Knight is an expert
on the kind of reproduction that doesn’t involve a blood
exchange.”

Burgundy rolled her eyes and folded her arms
over her seatbelt. “Regardless, I don’t care what the Council
thinks. It’s not like I asked to be born this way, you know. I wish
I could find a way to make them listen to that argument.”

Jenna snorted and flicked on her blinker
before guiding the car to the off-ramp for Cornhusker Road. “Tell
me about it. Everything I’ve found so far points to the Witches
Council being the least reasonable supernatural organization on the
planet. Of course, I also wonder why a male warlock would want to
do that in the first place – sacrifice a little bit of his power,
considering their reputation is that all they want to do is amass
it. My guess is, because there aren’t any more female warlocks,
ever since the purge, so someone had to step up and try to make
one.”

“What purge?” Burgundy blew out a breath as
everything Jenna was implying sent heat pulsing through her body.
“Are you saying there’s no other female warlocks whatsoever, that
someone killed them?”

She remembered what her aunt said about
there being no female warlocks and pulled out her cell phone. What
a strange memory for this conversation to jog, but the implications
of it had her gritting her teeth.

“Yeah, that’s exactly what happened,” Jenna
answered. “There was a cleansing of sorts, though the Witches
Council tried to cover it up. But you know me – I found the truth.
Why? What are you doing?”

“Aunt Iris told me the female warlocks have
been gone since she was a kid. Now you’re telling me they were
basically cleansed, which is too awful to contemplate. Iris is more
than two hundred years old, maybe even older, so…” Burgundy entered
the numbers in her calculator and grimaced at the result. “How
could there possibly be no female warlocks since at least the early
eighteen hundreds?”

Now it was Jenna who pushed out a loud
exhalation and shook her head. “Even for supernatural creatures,
that’s a long time to go without children of a certain gender. Not
good.”

“I mean, didn’t anyone even try to make a
female warlock?”

“Maybe your father was the first person who
was stupid or brave enough to give it a shot. No pun intended.”

Burgundy furrowed her brow and cleared the
calculator off her phone. For once, even she had to admit this
wasn’t the time or the place for puns. “Well, regardless, why only
women? That’s awfully misogynistic of witches.”

“Think about it, Burg. Remember what I said
and what we learned in school? Offspring inherit the
characteristics of their mother, with rare exceptions. If you want
to stop an entire race from reproducing, who do you take out
first?”

The very idea horrified Burgundy to the
core, a bone-deep sensation that burned inside her until it pushed
bile up into her throat. Whether her father created her out of
bravery or stupidity, to be a lover or a fighter, no longer
mattered.

What she was up against
meant she was in so much more danger than she’d ever thought
possible.







Chapter Nine

 


It took a lot of convincing to get Jenna to
bring her home. Convincing, a trip to Dunkies, an afternoon at the
zoo cooing over the baby red lemurs, more convincing, and a
half-hour of reassuring her ex-girlfriend that she’d be okay.
Because ex or not, Jenna clearly had Burgundy’s best interests at
heart.

“And while I appreciate that,” Burgundy told
her during the drive south, “I think we can learn a lot more if I
stay in Rock Grove for now.”

Having that dampening sensation slam down
over her again when they entered Rock Grove almost made Burgundy
want to turn back, but she gritted her teeth and tried to ignore
it. She had to stay the course, she told Jenna, because of what Mr.
Knight had offered.

Jenna threw her sideways glances that
Burgundy did her best to also ignore. A succubus like Jenna had
only one thing going for her – the ability to seduce men and women.
Not exactly effective, even against people who might mean her harm.
Burgundy couldn’t blame her for doubting this was the best course
of action.

“Look, this Council is up
to no good,” Jenna told her. “I don’t know what their end game is,
but I wouldn’t trust any of them. Not even your aunt.
Especially not your
aunt. I mean, not only is she a member in good standing, but her
sister – your mother – is a Finder. One wrong move and you’re
toast.”

“Yeah, but my mother also
told Iris to protect me.” There was no forgetting the email she’d
discovered last winter. The one that implored Iris,
You know what’s at stake. Keep my baby
safe. “She cares. She has to care,”
Burgundy muttered, more to herself than Jenna.

“Who – Iris or your mother?”

“Both of them. Either of them. Whatever.”
Another complicated question Burgundy couldn’t yet answer, but that
she’d have to face sooner or later. “Look, do me a favor and keep
in touch. I appreciate you trying to rescue me. Really, it means
more than you know. But I think there’s still more I can learn in
Rock Grove if I have a little time.”

The skin over Jenna’s knuckles went white.
“I’m afraid you don’t have much of that, considering the Finders
are already sniffing around town. I just don’t want you to get in
over your head. These guys are highly-trained witches, not to
mention fighters. You have no idea the physical stuff they go
through to become the warriors they are when they graduate.”

Burgundy drew an X across her chest, a
nostalgic gesture that reminded her of fourth grade. “Cross my
heart, Jenna, I won’t tempt fate. But if that Reginald guy shows
up, don’t expect me to roll over and play dead, either.”

“You? Ha!” Jenna shook her head and turned
onto the gravel road that led to Burgundy’s house. “You’re the last
person who’d do that and that’s what concerns me. Try not to push
his buttons if you can help it. That’s all I ask. You’re not
exactly quiet when it comes to injustice, you know. That mouth of
yours might get you into big trouble and that’s what I’m worried
about.”

“I get it, I really do. But if I start
running now, when does it stop?” Burgundy knew what Jenna was
asking of her, but that wasn’t the kind of thing she could
promise.

Still, she nodded, thanked Jenna for the
ride, and stepped out of the car when it came to a stop in front of
the house. Warm golden light glowed from every window, illuminating
the Victorian architecture in the blue twilight. Burgundy loved
this house as much as she loved her town, and the thought that
anyone, be they an individual or an entire group, posed a threat to
it made her ball her fists at her sides. If only she could plant of
those fists in a Finder’s face – any would do – that’d show
‘em.

She glanced at Jenna, who stared back at her
through the windshield. Burgundy offered her a lopsided smile and
waved. She’d made her choice. Time to commit, to see it through. It
was nice to know she had a safety net outside Rock Grove and she
hoped she wouldn’t have to call on it anytime soon.

Almost the moment she opened the front door,
she heard feminine laughter coming from her right. Smoke preceded
Arthur’s entrance and then the firedrake popped into view, curled
around the banister of the main staircase. “Hide,” he hissed at
her. “The Luscious Crones are holding court in the dining
room.”

“And eating what?” Burgundy asked, even
though she could already guess the answer from the marvelous smell
in the hallway.

“They brought pizza, but don’t let that stop
you. Go upstairs and I’ll bring you a couple of slices.”

Burgundy leaned as far to the right as she
could, trying to see into the dining room. “What are they talking
about?”

Before Arthur could answer, someone trilled,
“Is that you, Burgundy? Come in and let the ladies see you!”

Arthur pressed his tiny forefoot to his
snout. “I knew it. I tried to save you, but it didn’t work. You’ll
have to go in there and play nice. Whatever you do, agree with
anything she says. Anything, even if you don’t mean it.”

That didn’t sound
promising, so Burgundy pressed her lips together and nodded. Even
if he could be a cantankerous little dragonbutt at times, Arthur
was probably the one creature she trusted more than anyone in Rock
Grove. He knew things, things he probably couldn’t say outright to Burgundy.
But he tried his darndest to help when he could. Burgundy knew she
was better off listening to him than fighting the inevitable, so
she trudged into the dining room and glanced at the women
there.

Iris sat at the head of the table, the women
filling all of the remaining chairs. Her aunt waved at the
half-open pizza box and said, “Please take whatever you want. Our
soon-to-be-birthday girl deserves no less.”

“Thanks.” If Arthur suggested she agree with
anything Iris said, then Burgundy figured short answers were her
safest bet. She peered inside the box and saw four slices of
pepperoni pizza. Perfect. She’d take the entire box and be on her
way. Except, the moment her hands closed on the box…

“Everyone is tickled pink for you,
Burg.”

“Oh?” Arthur had done his best to warn her
about a trap and now here it was, sprung with Burgundy caught in
it, pizza as the bait. A glance at her aunt showed nothing amiss.
Iris wore her usual facial expression, which was neutral, polite,
like an actress in a period film. But what came next…

“I’ve told the ladies you’re choosing the
domestic path – house witchery, you know,” she explained, glancing
around the table at the other crones. “Such a noble path for those
who show the talent for it. It will make things easier on
everyone.”

Burgundy knew she wasn’t supposed to argue.
She was just supposed to say, “Yup,” take her pizza, and leave. But
she planted one hand on her cocked hip and glared at Iris. “Really?
How so?”

“Well, it’s a nice, humble, unassuming path.
No one from the Council will ever find any reason to fault you for
that.”

The next voice that entered the conversation
was Arthur’s, contained only to Burgundy’s thoughts. “Yes, and no
reason to bother with you or Rock Grove ever again, because no
warlock would ever choose such a demeaning path. Iris’s reasoning
is that it removes any suspicion that you’re after more power.”

Heat flooded Burgundy’s face as the insult
sunk in. Here she was, capable of so much more, yet being held back
in the name of being humble, honorable… safe.

So, as much as she wanted to fight back with
the only thing she had at her disposal – words, and oh-so-many of
them – she clutched the pizza box, said, “Can’t wait,” spun on her
heel, and strode toward the stairs. At least she’d proved Jenna a
teensy bit wrong. There were times she could keep her mouth
shut.

Even if this entire thing was such bullshit
and she walked away grimacing at the fact that she couldn’t do
anything about it. But there was one thing she could do, one thing
above all else that didn’t involve being the perfect witch or a
warlock hindered by outside forces.

She could learn. She could test herself and
decide what was what. And she didn’t need her aunt’s approval to do
that.













Chapter Ten

 


It was Thursday before Burgundy got the
opportunity to get away from her aunt and do a little work on her
own. Ever since the winter solstice, Iris had insisted on constant
practice with witchcraft, magick that required a very different way
of controlling and accessing it. It didn’t matter that each session
left Burgundy drained and frustrated, or that the talent didn’t
come to her naturally. Iris pushed for her to continue whenever
Burgundy was home from work.

However, ever since concocting the plan to
make her claim the domestic path, Iris had backed off somewhat.
Especially with Burgundy’s supposed agreement to the plan. She told
Burgundy to focus on her strengths, like using her magick to stir
tea or coffee, sweep and mop floors, and fold laundry. Humble,
indeed, and good enough for Iris.

But not good enough for Burgundy, who
decided traipsing through the woods to her and Charlotte’s secret
spot was preferable to another day of drudgery under her aunt’s
direction.

“First things first,” she muttered to
herself. “I know what I can do and what I can’t do. Now let’s see
if I can figure out how to do what comes naturally to me.”

“Is that really something you should be
doing out here, where people might find you?”

Burgundy whirled around, stumbling back and
lifting her hands. Not that she could do much of anything. Her
magick rarely functioned beyond the daily household tasks. It
wasn’t as if she could shoot energy from the tips of her fingers or
something. Still, her first instinct was to find a way to defend
herself because, warlock or not, she was also only human.

“Are those hands loaded?” Martha snorted and
waved for Burgundy to lower them. “I’m here to help.”

“You help me? How?” Burgundy blinked and
took a deep breath, her heart still racing. “I’m sorry. That came
out rude. What I mean is, how can you help me?”

Instead of her usual long dress and floppy
straw hat, Martha wore denim overalls and a black t-shirt, which
made her snow-white hair look even whiter than usual. Burgundy
couldn’t remember seeing the Amazon dressed in such a way, but it
made sense. The outfit was far more practical for walking through
the woods than her long skirts and big hat. She also carried a
tall, knobby staff, perfect for testing the ground to ensure it was
sturdy enough for her footfalls.

What was neither practical nor normal was
the enormous sword strapped to her back.

“You need someone on your side and that
someone is me.” Martha sat on a thick stump, placed one hand atop
her knee, and planted the staff firmly next to her. “Show me what
you got.”

“Are you serious? I can’t do this in front
of you because, you know, witchcraft… I mean… my witchcraft,”
Burgundy babbled, not sure how to explain herself. She couldn’t
exactly tell Martha the truth: that she was here not for
witchcraft, but for… warlockcraft? Whatever it was, enough people
already knew the truth. Another person meant expanding the circle
of those in the know, something she didn’t want to have happen.

Martha rolled her eyes and said, “I know
what you are, Burgundy. First of all, that spell your mother and
aunt cast to keep us from remembering when you were born didn’t
affect me. Second, your eyes go all silver when you aren’t even
thinking about it. Like or not, you can’t exactly repress what you
are.”

“Hold on. Rewind.” Burgundy spun her index
fingers around and started with the first question that came to
mind. “How could the spell not affect you? Are Amazons immune to
witchcraft?” That seemed like a good conversation to have. It would
keep them from getting to the heart of the matter and give her a
chance to decide how much she could trust Martha, if at all.

“Not exactly, no. You saw what happened when
I got hit by Cupid’s arrow. Magick can get me pretty good, whether
I like it or not. But I was out of town at the time you were born,
visiting my sisters. I came back in time to see Cian Black fleeing.
He stopped me before I could go into Rock Grove, warned me about
what your mother and her sister were up to, and asked me to keep an
eye on you.”

Now it was Burgundy’s turn to sit down.
Without the benefit of a stump, she went to the ground, the impact
jarring her until she had a chance to absorb both that and the
information. “My father told you to watch over me? First Mr. Knight
and now you, and then Jenna figuring all of this stuff out on her
own. How many babysitters do I have out there and why did he choose
you?”

“He knows Amazons are honorable,
particularly when it comes to sisterhood. Your mother and aunt
seemed to know we were at cross-purposes from the start. That’s why
I’m not one of the Luscious Crones. Iris doesn’t want me anywhere
near you. Those who know are supposed to pretend you’re a witch,
not a warlock. Just like you’re supposed to pretend by choosing a
path on your birthday.”

Pretend.

That one word knocked the wind out of her.
“Yes, everything about my life has been pretend,” she whispered,
slumping. “I’ve known that all this time. I only wish the people
around me who also knew that had come forward sooner.”

“Or maybe you wish you’d ended up with your
father instead of your aunt?”

“Let’s not be hasty.”
Burgundy straightened and locked her glare on Martha. Yes, she’d
been wishing that lately, but not in a desire to go
back to the past. “I mean, sure, I would have learned how to be a
warlock, but he doesn’t seem like a guy of high moral character or
anything. Jeez, this has been a lot to process over the past few
days. Now I’m not sure where to go or what to do.”

Unperturbed as usual, Martha cocked her head
and asked, “What did you come all the way out into these woods to
do?”

Burgundy shrugged and scratched at an itch
on her upper arm. With one person after another coming out of the
woodwork to tell her they knew her secret, that she could trust
them, things felt too good to be true. She didn’t want to doubt
their sincerity, but what else could they possibly do for her? It
wasn’t like any of them could teach her How to Warlock 101, which
was the whole reason she’d decided to come to the woods in the
first place. To see what she was capable of, what she could
actually do without any help.

Magick might not be an intuitive thing, but
some things did come to her easily, like her ability to sense it
and then there was her immunity to various supernatural effects.
Not exactly normal for a witch, as far as she knew, but other than
the most powerful potions and the nullifying circle, she’d never
fallen prey to Jenna’s succubus charms, had her emotions altered by
Charlotte’s pathokinesis, or been touched by anything else she
could remember.

“I guess I came out here
to see if I could figure out stuff on my own, like what I
am capable
of.”

Martha hummed between her compressed lips.
“Well, we’re going to need to take out that nullifying circle
first. If you try to work magick with that, they’ll know.”

“They’ll know?” Burgundy repeated.

“What are you – a parrot? Yes, they’ll know.
The circle doesn’t just dampen a warlock’s powers. It also pings
the Finder who created it when someone tries to cast inside of it.
It’s a sort of multipurpose spell they use for hunting warlocks and
you don’t want them zeroing in on you. It’s layered over your
aunt’s spell and bad news, all around. That’s why I’ve been
tracking you everywhere you go. I had to be able to step in before
you tried anything, before it was too late.”

“Crap.” Thinking about all the times she’d
cast basic household spells had Burgundy lowering her face to her
hands and groaning. “I’ve been using my magick for housework. Does
this mean I’ve pretty much fallen into their trap?”

Martha unfolded herself from the stump,
rising to her full height of just over six feet. “Not necessarily.
You have a witch side, after all, and if you’ve been drawing on
that magick, they won’t know. Yet.”

All the times Burgundy had reached for that
oh-so-elusive power, had struggled for it… Yes, it made sense that
it would fall beneath the Finders’ notice. She breathed a little
easier at the thought.

“But if we hunt down the circle’s origin,
we’ll get everything back to normal for you and you won’t have to
worry about using your true talents.”

“Hunt?” Burgundy couldn’t help but envision
Martha stalking through the forest, dressed in deerskins, carrying
a bow and arrow as she stalked the ferocious magick circle with
only her wits to pro—

“Young lady, pay attention!” the Amazon
scolded.

Burgundy pushed herself to
her feet and brushed the dirt off the back of her jeans. “I am.
Sometimes, my brain goes in directions it shouldn’t. So where are
we going to find the origin of this circle and won’t they know if
we take it out? I mean, maybe they want me to destroy it, so they can
confirm whatever they suspect. Doesn’t sound like a smart idea, now
that I actually said it out loud.”

She nibbled at her lower lip and caught
Martha doing the same. Only briefly, however, because the Amazon
lifted her chin, squared her shoulders, and said, “If I do it,
though, then you won’t draw attention to yourself.”

“No. No way. I’m not going to let you risk
yourself on my behalf. You don’t need the Finders up in arms, mad
at you.” This was exactly what Burgundy had hoped to avoid – people
putting themselves in harm’s way on her behalf. The very thought of
Martha crossing the Witches Council made her stomach churn.

Martha folded her arms and thrust one hip
out to the side. “They govern magick-users. Not other races. If
they think they’re going to come after an Amazon, then they’ll have
an entire sisterhood to reckon with. Not that I wouldn’t love to
see them try. That’d be pretty funny. Anyway, don’t worry about me.
You might not be one of my kind, but you’re a sister nonetheless.
One of the few I have in this town, so let me do this for you. In
return, promise me you’ll learn everything you can about what you
are. Reach for the potential I know is in there.”

The air shuddered through Burgundy’s lungs
as she gulped in a breath. She’d never heard Martha talk like this.
That sense of safety she’d enjoyed throughout her childhood no
longer surrounded her. Instead, her skin prickled with unease when
she nodded.

“If I don’t declare my path on my birthday,
they’ll know for sure.”

“Yes, and your aunt wants you to relegate
yourself to being useless. To being half the witch your mother is,
instead of the full warlock you could become. Here’s the thing: if
that’s really what you want to do, I won’t stop you. But if you’re
ready to break free of this illusion of safety that your aunt and
mother have constructed around you, then tell me now and that
circle will be gone.”

Burgundy drew in another ragged breath,
fists clenched at her sides. Just one word could free her.

While damning her entire town in the
process.

An impossible choice with consequences she
hated to imagine, but only one answer she could give. “Let’s do
this.”













Chapter Eleven

 


Everything around her shattered as if
something had crashed into her world and glass rained down from the
sky.

Burgundy sat upright in bed, sucking in a
lungful of air, along with jagged shards. In the blink of an eye,
she saw that there were no slivers of glass coating her skin and
hair, that everything had shifted back into brilliant focus,
something she’d missed without knowing it until Jenna took her out
of town.

Sometime in the night, while she slept,
Martha must have dismantled the components of the various spells
layered over Rock Grove and broken the nullifying circle.

Golden shafts of sunlight already
illuminated her room and Burgundy thrust the covers off her so she
could go to the window. The new leaves on the trees unfurled before
her very eyes, a phenomenon she’d never noticed before. An ant
forged its way up a blade of grass, bending it oh-so-slightly with
its weight. A grain of dirt near the ant hole was dislodged as
another worker emerged to follow the first.

Burgundy blinked and everything blurred,
then clicked back into focus again. She lifted her gaze to the top
of the tree in front of her window. A robin with a piece of dried
straw in its mouth cocked its head at her before placing the piece
on its nest. Burgundy drew her hands down from the windowsill and
took in a shallow breath.

Whatever broke, it was more than just that
one circle, as Martha had said. It was as if layers of protection
had been peeled away to expose her power like a raw nerve. Crisp
light, vivid colors, even the smell of morning dew permeated the
glass that separated her from the outside world.

“Why didn’t I ever see things like this?”
she muttered, pressing her hand to the window, a movement that
seemed to startle the robin. It fluttered to another tree further
from the house, and then to still another.

“Because.”

She whirled and there was Aunt Iris,
standing in the doorway to her bedroom, hands clasped before her.
In her black taffeta dress with its high collar, she looked like a
not-so-modern-day Queen Victoria, grim and forbidding. Light blazed
at the edges of Burgundy’s sight, but she blinked it away. Iris
might be pissed off, but Burgundy didn’t give a damn. For the first
time in her life, she saw clearly, tasted the air, smelled the
world around her, and all of it was glorious.

“Because why?” She also didn’t want to make
demands, but clearly this attempt to inhibit her powers went
further than she’d ever known. “I’ll have answers from someone, so
you might as well tell me the truth, for once.”

Her voice had a harder edge than she’d
intended. Then again, everything around her seemed to, now. An edge
she’d been missing, been yearning for her in life, without really
knowing what it meant to completely see, hear, smell, taste, or
touch her own unfettered power.

Iris stepped into her room, stopped, and
placed her hand on the chair in front of Burgundy’s desk. The lines
on her face seemed to cut deeper than ever. “Your mother and I
never wanted you to lose your chance at a normal life, so when you
were born and we figured out what you were, we did what we had to
in order to protect you. First, we made sure no one here remembered
your father. It was a heavy bit of magick, especially between the
two of us, but we managed. Then we created a nullifying circle
around the town. It wasn’t exceptionally powerful. It wasn’t enough
to contain an experienced warlock, like your father. But it was
enough to keep you from coming into your full power.”

“And how did you keep that up when I left
for college? How did you manage to dampen my powers, even when I
left Rock Grove?”

Her aunt gestured and Burgundy followed the
motion with her eyes. “You wear that ring, carry it with you
everywhere,” Iris said.

Burgundy picked up the small silver band
with her emerald birthstone on it, the perfect fit for the ring
finger of her right hand. “Yes, I wear it because you said my
mother got it for me. It’s all I’ve ever had of her.”

“We connected the ring to the spells we cast
on the town, so that as long as you wore it or carried it on your
person, people forgot your father and you had no connection with
your own magickal abilities. Apparently blood will out, because
glimmers of power still leaked out, like your ability to ignore the
magickal effects of other supernaturals.”

Cold flooded Burgundy’s chest, stealing her
breath and her response. She let the ring clatter back to the top
of her dresser. They’d done this to her. The women who were
supposed to care for her had stolen her birthright, and used a
symbol of her desire for a mother’s love to keep her in line.

“All this time, I thought my mother left it
as a token of her love, that maybe she’d come back for me. That it
was a promise between us. Instead, it was a prison. You both
pretended to love me, while taking what I am away from me. That’s
horrible.”

“We do love you. That’s why we did it to
protect you,” Iris protested, eyes misting with tears.

“No.” Burgundy lifted her
hand. She didn’t need to hear this. Didn’t want to hear another
word.

Not when the world around her was so
beautiful. Yet her throat was dry, her palms cold and clammy, her
heart pounding. How could she enjoy this beauty when there was so
much ugliness in her past?

“You did it to protect yourselves, because
so what if the Council knows what I am? I’m an adult. I can take
care of myself. But what does it do to you and my mother’s precious
reputations if they find out I’m your responsibility? You had to
create a lie and once you did, there was no getting away from it.
At least I can plead ignorance if the Council questions me. You?
You have to find a way to explain what you did to me for the last
twenty-six years, that you intentionally hid a warlock from them.
Quite frankly, I don’t believe you when you say this was about
me.”

Iris swallowed, chest lifting with her next
breath and skin going pale. “The Council has stationed a Finder in
Rock Grove. It’s only a matter of time before he confirms their
worst suspicions.”

“Yeah, I’ve met Rolfe. Have him carry a
telegram back to the Council to let them know this is one warlock
who’s sick of games. I can’t change what I am, so excuse me while I
figure out what’s best for myself from here on out.” Burgundy
turned to her closet and flung the door open. She yanked her
favorite dress off the hanger and tossed it down on the bed. “I
have to get ready for work.”

“You need to listen to me. You declaring a
path is the only thing that’s going to save you from scrutiny by
the Council. I can’t reverse what you’ve done and, trust me, the
Council will know you destroyed the nullifying circle and the other
protections placed on the town. Actions like that leave a mark, an
energy signature that tells the caster who interfered with their
work.”

“Then recheck your notes, because I’m not
the one who destroyed the protections and circles and invisible
prison cell you had me in, Auntie Dearest.” Burgundy opened her
dresser and grabbed the first pair of tights her hand encountered.
“I have to get dressed, so excuse me.”

It seemed her aunt’s tenacious drive to
“protect” her didn’t extend beyond those few words, because she
stayed well out of Burgundy’s way the rest of the morning. Friday
should have been a day Burgundy looked forward to – a day to get
lost in the job she loved, not to mention see Charlotte at the
diner, both things she wanted to do. But what she wanted, more than
anything, was to stay far away from Iris.

She parked behind town hall and strolled
into the diner for her morning coffee. A thrill surged through her
and she clenched her fist. She’d done it, told her aunt off for
once in her life! It wasn’t that Iris had ever been unfair or mean
to her, but after everything, Burgundy deserved this victory. She
deserved to make a stand and be true to herself.

“Hey.” Charlotte tilted her head, long,
smooth brown ponytail swinging over her shoulder. “You look happier
than usual.”

“Because I told Aunt Iris where to shove her
witchcraft and her precious Council.” Burgundy sat at the counter
and slapped both hands against it. “Hit me with the caffeine,
Char.”

“Easy there.” Charlotte leaned close and
lowered her voice. “While I’m happy for you, don’t forget you still
need to keep something on the down-low until this whole Finder
thing blows over. What are you going to do about declaring a
path?”

Burgundy pursed her lips and tried to ignore
the dampening chill that threatened to push the triumph aside. How
often did she get to feel like this? “It might be easier to figure
that out if I have a little cappuccino.”

“Sure, with two extra shots of espresso.
Coming right up.” Charlotte tapped her palms against the counter
and turned. Before Burgundy drew another breath, shouts came from
the kitchen. Charlotte blurted out something that sounded like, “Oh
shit,” a combination of words that left Burgundy frozen on the
stool. Her friend rarely swore and when Burgundy smelled the
burning, she knew the response was justified.

Inky black curls of smoke filled the diner
from the kitchen. Of all the decades – nay, centuries – the diner
had existed, there’d never been a fire. Burgundy pushed off her
stool and rushed to Charlotte’s side. Sure enough, a wall of smoke
obscured the entire kitchen and threatened to billow out into the
area where patrons sat, eating their breakfasts.

The people in the diner were already pushing
away from their tables, yelling, “Fire!” and making their way to
the exit. Charlotte was the only person who stood completely
still.

Burgundy grabbed her by the arm. “Let’s get
out of here and call the fire department.”

“We can’t. Kevin’s in there.” Charlotte
pulled away from Burgundy and moaned. “I can’t see him through the
smoke.”

The cook, trapped? No way. Burgundy wasn’t
going to allow this. Who would make those amazing patty melts she
always ordered for lunch? She squeezed Charlotte’s shoulders and
muttered, “Not on my watch.”

The next few moments
passed in a blur of adrenaline and sensation. Her heart lurched,
each breath shuddered in and out of her lungs, and her entire body
went tense. Shoulders and neck tingling, Burgundy
willed the fire out of
existence.

Magick unlike any she’d
ever pulled from her body before filled the air. This wasn’t the
heavy, ponderous chain of witchcraft. No. It flowed like spring
water, smooth and cool, following the path of least resistance.
Everything before her looked sharper than she’d ever seen, even
that morning, every color and particle in crystal clear focus. And
that energy! She could conquer the world if only she’d give it free
rein. Anything was possible. Anything.

She let go of Charlotte as the light edging
her vision dimmed. Baby step by baby step, she inched through the
dissipating haze and into the kitchen. She didn’t know if it was
the shallow breaths or lingering smoke that made her light-headed.
All that mattered was seeing Kevin backed into the corner, fire
extinguisher in hand, unscathed. The cook could have escaped
through the back alley door, but instead had tried to help put out
the fire.

“It’s gone,” he rasped, lowering the red
cylinder.

“Yes,” Burgundy agreed. “You could have
died. Why didn’t you get out of here?”

Kevin said nothing, but pointed a shaking
finger at her.

Charlotte approached her, hand waving
through the remains of the gray wisps. “Burgundy,” she said, “I
hope I’m the only person who saw that.”

“Saw what?” Burgundy glanced at her friend,
then back at Kevin.

“Nope. I saw it, too,” the cook confirmed,
his Adam’s apple bobbing and his index finger still wagging with
every shudder that wracked his body.

“What?” Burgundy asked again.

Charlotte tugged on the wrist of her shirt.
“Your eyes. You know what they do when you use your real
magick.”

Oh. A look at Kevin’s trembling hand and still-cowering form
confirmed it. Something she hadn’t had to consider for three
months.

Silver eyes.

Just like her father.

 










Chapter Twelve

 


“You can’t stay in Rock Grove,” Charlotte
whispered.

“Yes, I can. It’s ridiculous that I should
get punished for something I can’t control. I didn’t ask to be born
this way.” A glance in the mirror showed Burgundy’s eyes were back
to normal, the irises returned to the same shade of blue that
matched the streaks at the front of her hair. Not even a tinge of
silver lingered to give her away.

After the fire department have given the
all-clear, Burgundy and Charlotte went to the library together,
opening it late much to the dismay of a foot-tapping Lynn. Burgundy
went to the corner downstairs in the children’s room, where she
processed new materials. The rustle of activity as she worked
through a pile of new audiobooks covered up her whispered
conversation with Charlotte, while Sylvia checked in books and put
them on the cart for shelving.

“I agree, but until things change, you’ve
got to be more careful. Now Kevin knows and he looked like he
wanted to crap himself.”

Burgundy caught her lower lip beneath her
teeth and shrugged before answering. “That could have been the
fire. Fire makes me want to crap myself, too.”

“Be serious.”

“I am! If my kitchen was on fire, I’d
probably flip out. Any normal person would. And, think about it,
Charlotte. That’s all I am – a normal person who just so happens to
be a warlock. And all I want… all I want…” Burgundy let her palms
fall against the top of the desk. “All I want is a nice, quiet life
here, in Rock Grove, working at the library. Sure, sometimes I want
excitement, but I never asked to be public enemy number one. Most
of the time, all I would like is the opportunity to understand
myself and the world around me, grow, and maybe travel a bit. Is
that too much to ask?”

The way Charlotte nibbled her own lip,
Burgundy thought her friend might contradict her. Might not take
her side for once. But then Charlotte pulled her into a hug. “No,
that’s not too much to ask. You’re right and I’m sorry if I seem
like I doubted you. It’s not doubt. It’s worry.”

Burgundy let herself melt against Charlotte,
into those strong arms and against that slender form taut with
muscle. She smelled like smoke, but it didn’t matter. Charlotte
could smell like bacon and she’d still… No, Burgundy would hug
anyone who smelled like bacon. Even Reginald the Finder.

Charlotte pulled away and blew out a breath.
“It’s just that, having a Finder stationed in town to keep an eye
on you is scary business. There’s got to be something we can do to
get you off their radar.”

“Like what?” At least Burgundy knew
Charlotte truly cared when she said things like that, unlike Aunt
Iris.

“Like ask Mr. Knight.” Charlotte curled her
fingers around Burgundy’s wrist. “He’s been around forever and he
said he was your ally. We should talk to him about what happened
today.”

Burgundy turned her gaze back to the stacks
of brand new books and DVDs, still sitting on the shelves, waiting
for in-processing. She mulled over Charlotte’s suggestion. Keeping
work and personal life separate always seemed like the most
responsible thing to do. She’d never thought of co-workers as
anything more than that, especially her boss. They were there to do
the same job, share pleasant chat, and go home.

But if Mr. Knight really wanted to help her,
if her father had truly asked him to watch over her, then that
separation had never existed in the first place.

She nodded. “Okay, then. Let’s see if he’s
in his office.”

Disturbing the boss at work was something
Burgundy and the other employees rarely did. Mr. Knight kept to his
office almost entirely without exception. Other than the one time
she’d seen him during the Spring Fair, Burgundy hardly saw Mr.
Knight out and about. She knew he attended budget meetings at the
town hall. They were necessary to keep the library running. But how
he actually got there to meet with the mayor and town council, she
didn’t know. Nor did she ask. Operations weren’t her business.

She knocked lightly on his door, casting a
grim look at Charlotte as she did so. “I hope he doesn’t tell me to
piss off.”

“Has he ever?” Charlotte folded her arms.
When the door opened, her lips quirked into a smug curve.

“Someone has been causing trouble.” Mr.
Knight’s statement wasn’t far from the truth and Burgundy released
a sigh of relief when he stepped aside, gesturing for them to enter
the office.

“It didn’t start with me,” she said.

“No, it most certainly did not.” Mr. Knight
closed the door behind them and waved for them to follow him. “I
think it’s time we delved a little deeper into things.

They walked through the narrow doorway that
separated the library director’s office from the furnace room. It
wasn’t exactly the most exciting place, dominated by the immense
contraption that provided both heating and air conditioning to the
building. The drab gray cinder block basement walls had their share
of cobwebs hanging from them and a few old, dusty filing cabinets
took up space in the center of the room. Other than the circuit
breakers on the wall to their left, there was nothing else to look
at.

“Imagine, if you will,” Mr. Knight said,
spreading his arms, “that it is early in the fifteenth
century.”

“The fourteen hundreds?” Charlotte
clarified.

“Precisely.” The vampire turned, lacing his
fingers together. All around them, the scene changed. Instead of
the library basement, Burgundy saw a pitch-black night sky with
silver stars twinkling in it. In the distance, she heard shouts,
saw the glow of torches in a line snaking its way closer and
closer.

Mr. Knight turned to face the procession.
“Magick users have run amok in 1417. Chaucer is long-since dead,
the Hundred Years’ war is raging, and everything is falling into
place for the Renaissance. Except witches and warlocks still roam
freely. Those who cherish that freedom have decided to put an end
to lawlessness and enact order in an effort to protect both
themselves and humans.”

“Oh my goodness.” Charlotte reached out to
lace her fingers through Burgundy’s, her shiver passing through
their joined hands.

Burgundy couldn’t blame her. If she thought
fire was a scary thing to face, the approaching crowd sent ice
running through her veins. They marched onward, chanting something
that sounded vaguely like, “Burn the witches!”

The trio fell into step with the crowd, Mr.
Knight offering a reassuring, “They can’t see us. This is all in my
memory, ladies.”

“You were here?” Burgundy asked.

“I was, yes. I’m over there.” Mr. Knight
pointed at a robed figure walking at the center of the mob, torch
held high, head hooded and down. “I knew what happened next would
change everything, not only for witches and warlocks, but all
supernaturals.”

Charlotte nudged Burgundy and they both
lifted their gazes to three stakes that stood side by side on a
wooden dais, straw mounded all over it, and three women tied to the
upright poles. “Were you here to save them?” Charlotte
whispered.

The crowd stopped and, in that moment,
Burgundy thought her heart did as well. No words were exchanged as
the first person, another hooded man, stepped forward and shoved
his torch into the straw at the middle woman’s feet.

“No.” Mr. Knight looked straight ahead at a
sight Burgundy could not have forced herself to watch if she tried.
She turned away from the vision of flames leaping up the woman’s
legs, licking at her dress as she howled in vain. “Three warlocks
burned that night and that crowd wasn’t led by humans. It was led
by witches. A particular one, in fact, whom I hoped never to see
again.”

“Why?” Charlotte choked out, her fingers
digging into Burgundy’s hand. “Why did they do that?”

“Too many humans reported strange incidents.
The witches and warlocks decided secrecy was imperative, that laws
were the only way to keep their own kind safe from one another.
Many warlocks disagreed and took it as an insult to their
intelligent. They were executed.”

“In 1417?” Burgundy clarified.

She turned to Mr. Knight, to meet his dark
gaze shining in the firelight. “That’s when it all began, but
that’s not when it ended.” He lifted his arm and Burgundy followed
the gesture, from the line of his pointing finger to something
gleaming in the darkness. Every so often, a flicker of firelight
illuminated the object and Burgundy gasped.

Charlotte’s fingers dug into her arm, her
best friend pressed up behind her. “That’s a 1974 Pontiac Firebird
Trans Am,” the medicine woman hissed.

“How do you know?”

“Trust me. I
know.” Her grip
tightened and Burgundy turned to look at her taut features, before
looking again at Mr. Knight.

“This isn’t the fifteenth century, is it?”
she whispered.

He shook his head as the screams reached a
wailing crescendo. “Try 1975, only a couple years after your mother
was born. The burning times didn’t end with Salem. At least, not
for the Witches Council and their agenda.”

Burgundy closed her eyes, but the screams
continued – high pitched, shrieking, piercing. Like a heavy vehicle
with squealing brakes, the kind you always knew was coming at you
and wished would hurry past.

And then the sounds faded. When Burgundy
opened her eyes, they were enclosed by four walls once more. Four
walls with dark bookshelves that spanned from floor to ceiling
everywhere she looked. Each shelf held densely-packed books, the
ancient leather spines all the colors of the rainbow. The place
smelled of ancient dust mingled with sweet earth. The scent of
magick.

“To this day,” Mr. Knight continued, “a rift
has existed between those who ally with the Council and those who
do not. Nearly all witches gave themselves over to the new laws
enacted in 1417 and the leadership that ascended more than five
hundred years after that. Some warlocks, as well. Known
troublemakers were eliminated, while others were put on close
watch. When the first burnings began, a secret group formed to
combat the Council, to keep warlocks safe by training them in their
gifts and allying them with one another.”

Burgundy met Mr. Knight’s dark gaze, the
chill still permeating her body. “You mean the Firebrand
Syndicate,” she said.

“You’re aware of it. Good. I’m glad your
father said something to you.” Mr. Knight extended his arms and
circled the room full of books. “They took the knowledge that
witches deemed dangerous and collected it. To this day, they still
add whatever they can to this collection. Warlocks aren’t evil.
They’re explorers, they’re scholars, and yes, there are some
troublemakers. But can’t the same be said of any group of
people?”

Charlotte’s grip loosened, but she gave
Burgundy’s hand a tug and shook her head. “Maybe, but warlocks
cause more trouble than all supernaturals put together.”

“They’d like you to think that, wouldn’t
they? But the truth is they have what the witches want --
knowledge. As you know, knowledge is power, and while the Witches
Council says it abhors the idea of any one race holding the power,
they’re lying.” Mr. Knight tipped his head toward them, a grin
tugging his lips apart just enough that Burgundy could see his
fangs. “Here’s the deal, my dear Miss Hart: like it or not, you’re
caught up in something bigger than you. You don’t want to be, but
there it is. The only way you can survive is by doing what
generations of warlocks before you have done – learning how to use
your power.”

Burgundy tried to pick something out of the
swirl of thoughts crowding her mind, finally settling on, “And how
can I do that? What I did at the diner today, putting out the fire,
was a fluke. I acted on instinct, but I’ve got no control, no idea
where to even start.”

“Then you start here.” Mr. Knight waved his
hand.

Lights between the shelves illuminated,
driving gloom and darkness away, and chasing shadows from the
corners. The familiar smells curled around Burgundy, filling her
senses as she took everything in. An enormous desk sat beneath a
round window with what looked like wrought iron separating the
panes of glass. She looked up and gasped at the beauty of the
frescoed ceiling overhead, each square of it depicting a different
coat of arms or warlock honored with a portrait.

“Only a few people can access the warlocks’
secret library, and now you’re one of them. Welcome to your new
job, Burgundy, as head librarian for the Firebrand Syndicate.”

“You…” She spun around, breath shuddering
out of her. “You can’t be serious.”

This place with its powerful pulse of magick
was beyond anything she’d ever imagined. Sure, she’d pictured
fantastical libraries in her mind, the kind where magick-type folk
would go to learn, conjure, and delve into the mysteries of the
universe. But each breath she took seemed to reveal something new.
A set of stairs. A second floor with a heavy, dark rail all around
it. Even more books. And magick cradling her at every turn,
welcoming her.

“Burgundy.” Mr. Knight’s hands fell on her
shoulders, holding her in place and drawing her gaze to his. “You
said it didn’t start with you, but now’s the time to decide it will
end with you.”













Chapter Thirteen

 


“Listen to this,” Charlotte read.
“Some of the most powerful people believe
strongly in purity of magickal bloodlines. Thus, they have lobbied
for laws that prevent witches and warlocks from
intermarrying. Is that medieval or
what?”

“Surely that’s a rhetorical question.” Burgundy
plucked the book from Charlotte’s hands and flipped to the
beginning. “Oh yes, it can’t be anything else with a publication
date of 1508, Char.”

“You know what I mean. I just can’t believe these
books exist.”

Neither could Burgundy, who handed the tome back to
her with a smile. She’d adored books since childhood. It was one of
the reasons she dreamed of being a librarian, so she could spend
every day surrounded by the scent of paper and ink, the rustle of
pages, the whisper of words. The Firebrand Syndicate’s secret
library, however, was something out of her wildest dreams.

Ever since their first visit on
Friday, she and Charlotte continued to discover hidden nooks and
unexpected treasures. Technically, Charlotte didn’t count among
magick-users, even with her shamanic abilities. But as far as
Burgundy was concerned, she needed her friend at her side. The
library hadn’t objected. Burgundy should know, since she’d asked
multiple times and the library always answered in the same manner.
With a bit of a sigh, followed by a breathy Yes, child.

That was another thing she’d never expected – that
magick places had a consciousness. This place tingled with life,
warmed to her presence, and she almost hated to leave. If she
wanted to, she was sure she could sleep here. The library wouldn’t
mind. Heck, it’d probably make her a bed. Her aunt, on the other
hand, would question if she didn’t come home.

Still… Burgundy tucked her lower lip beneath her
teeth and glanced around the library. If things got bad, if Iris
kept pushing her, there was no reason Burgundy couldn’t move out.
Mr. Knight had given her complete responsibility for this
place.

“Hey, if the library belongs to the Firebrand
Syndicate, when do you think another warlock will show up?”
Charlotte asked.

“What are you, a mind-reader now?” A glance at the
huge clock that hung on the wall opposite the desk told her it was
already four on that Sunday afternoon.

“Well, Mr. Knight did say this place is for the
warlocks. If you’re the head librarian now, does that mean you have
to check out books to the people who come here?” Charlotte’s brow
furrowed. “Wait – it wouldn’t be people, only guys, right? You’re
technically the only female warlock on earth. At least, that we
know of.”

Burgundy blew out a breath. “Welcome to my very
strange world. If you didn’t think life could get weirder, ta da,
you’ve found the answer to that.”

Charlotte shrugged, closed the book, and put it back
on the shelf. She stretched to reach the top shelf, her shirt
lifting with the movement to reveal her lower back. The sway of
fabric shadowed her flesh for a moment, until she bent forward.

Along her waistband was scrollwork familiar to
Burgundy, from one of the times they went to get tattoos together.
She swallowed and turned away, pushing the thought of tracing the
inked lines right out of her head. They had other things to worry
about and sex should be the last thing on her mind. Her libido
begged to differ.

“You know what? I’m done in,”
Burgundy said, closing the book in front of her. So far, her
studies had told her far more than Iris ever did about using
magick. Instead of complicated rituals and perfect timing, warlocks
simply had to cast. All that mattered was intention. Too bad she still didn’t
know how to direct that intention.

“No luck?” Charlotte asked, turning back to the
desk.

“Nah.”

“What about the fire, though? You put that out with
magick.” Sweet Charlotte, so optimistic.

Burgundy circled the desk and draped her arm across
the brunette’s shoulders. “I did, yeah, but I have to admit I have
no clue how I managed that. It just sort of happened.”

“If you made it happen once, you can make it happen
again.” Charlotte sounded so self-assured, her nod punctuating the
statement. It was, perhaps, the most adorable thing Burgundy had
ever seen. So adorable, she almost forgot herself in the tilt of a
head, the quick brush of lips on lips, the hand that clutched at
the belt loops on her jeans…

The last time they’d kissed, they’d sprung apart.
This was completely different as Charlotte tugged her close and
slanted her mouth over Burgundy’s. Talk about intention! Several
stumbling, entangled steps back, and they hit one of the
bookshelves.

Everything about the connection felt so right. Maybe
it was the magick of the library, maybe something more. Whatever it
was, Burgundy didn’t want to lose it. She’d waited too long to move
on from Jenna, for the right moment to be sure she and Charlotte
shared the same feelings.

After the break-up with Jenna, she’d avoided this,
afraid of turning Charlotte into a rebound and destroying their
friendship. This time, however, everything was different. Enough
time had passed and she had distance from her previous
relationship. She’d come too close to losing Charlotte last winter
to let this opportunity pass her by.

Charlotte pulled back to look at her, fingers
threading through her hair as if to keep Burgundy in place, and
asked, “Do you want to do this?”

Want it? She’d been wanting it for years, waiting
since high school to figure out if Charlotte felt the same. Afraid
of losing her best friend, she’d kept those feelings to herself.
Because, she reasoned, even if Charlotte never had romantic
inclinations toward her, at least they could always be friends. And
now here she was, asking, offering. All Burgundy had to do was say
yes.

She couldn’t even speak, so she nodded. There was no
other answer.

The beauty of the secret library was that it not
only welcomed Burgundy, but gave her exactly what she needed, when
she needed it. She didn’t know if it was because Mr. Knight had
decreed her head librarian or if the library itself had chosen
her.

All she knew for certain was they were in
Charlotte’s bedroom now, a teleportative shift she’d barely
noticed. She’d known the library had a portal of sorts to the Rock
Grove library, but not this. Something to explore later, to better
understand when the time was right.

Now, though, was the time to explore Charlotte. To
get to know more than the lines of ink decorating that smooth lower
back.

Not once did the two of them stop touching, tasting,
connecting. They’d waited too long, Burgundy knew, loved one
another from a distance. She’d already made one mistake in giving a
year of her life to Jenna. A year she could have given to Charlotte
by bringing their friendship to the next level. Instead, she’d let
fear stop her.

And not once had this lovely, wise woman begrudged
her that. Charlotte remained ever-present, eager in her kisses and
touches, passion glazing her eyes as they tumbled into her bed.

Definitely a friendship that would never be the same
again.

****






Burgundy fluffed her hair and grinned when Charlotte
caught her eye in the mirror. “I’m famished,” she declared.
Granted, Burgundy was hungry more often than not, but especially
now.

“A few hours of hot sex will do that to a person. Do
you want to go down to the diner? I could whip something up.”
Charlotte dabbed on some lip gloss from a small, round container,
then screwed the lid on.

“Are you kidding? Your apartment is right here above
it.”

“I know, but all the best stuff is downstairs.”

Burgundy pursed her lips and considered her options.
It didn’t seem fair to ask Charlotte to make her dinner, especially
when her craving went in a different direction. “I know,” she said,
“let’s go to the DQ. We should get Blizzards to celebrate.”

“You want to celebrate sex?” Charlotte snorted out a
laugh. “I like the idea. Let’s do it.”

And, just like that, Burgundy and Charlotte sat
across from each other in a booth at the local DQ not as friends,
but lovers. The idea had certainly entered Burgundy’s mind time and
again since high school. How could it not when her friend was the
prettiest, sweetest woman in town? They picked at their burgers and
fries, sipped their Blizzards, and stared at each other.

“This is so funny,” Charlotte finally said. “We
never run out of things to say. What’s wrong with us?”

“I think maybe we don’t need words anymore.”
Burgundy ducked her head and dipped a fry in her ketchup. The idea
that they could communicate with a mere look warmed her from head
to toe.

Charlotte slapped her hands against the table and
chortled. “You’re blushing. That’s so cute!”

“No, you’re blushing.” Burgundy picked up a handful
of French fries and raised her hand. “I swear, I’ll start a food
fight.”

The annoying sound of leftover liquid mixed with air
being sucked through a straw had them both turning their heads.
Reginald Weber stood next to their table, a Blizzard – or what was
left of it – clutched in his hand, long black coat covering a body
clad also in black.

“Mm, these are so good,” he said.

“Yeah, delicious,” Burgundy agreed. “What happened
to that blue jacket of yours, Rolfe? You rocked it. You should have
added a cute little delivery boy cap.”

Reginald’s brows drew together. “I don’t understand
this Rolfe thing and it’s not funny.”

Charlotte snorted and slapped her hand over her
mouth. At least someone got the joke and Burgundy grinned. This was
one of the reasons she loved this woman. She could always count on
Charlotte to understand her humor. “That’s okay. I’m sure there are
plenty of things you don’t understand.”

“No, I suppose not. You young witches today in this
modern world, you’re nothing like the ones who came before.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?” Burgundy
couldn’t believe this guy was launching into lecture mode. He
didn’t look much older than her, yet—

“I am two hundred, eighty years old, young
lady.”

“Oh.” Burgundy squinted up at the Finder.
“Seriously, that’s your exact age?”

“More or less. The point is, we have traditions,
which you seem to refuse to uphold. These traditions include
bringing honor to our family name. The Bloom family deserves a
better representative than you to carry their name into the
future.”

Burgundy stifled a giggle as Charlotte piped up. “In
case you haven’t noticed, Burgundy isn’t going to carry any name
into the future. She bats for the other team.”

Reginald rolled his eyes. “You know what I mean.
This isn’t about procreation. This is about the actions of the
witch. If she chooses the domestic path, like her aunt says she
will, I’m sure everything will be fine. She will go into the
history of the Witches Council as just another low-level witch with
barely enough power to mop a floor.”

Something crackled in the air and Burgundy glanced
around to see if the lights overhead were flickering. No. It wasn’t
electricity or anything else in the restaurant. It was her. She
slid her hands off the table and clenched her fists against her
knees. Of course now would be the time she’d lose control yet
again.

I will not blast Rolfe in the face with magick. I
will not blast Rolfe in the face with magick. Damn. I haven’t even
had a chance to drink my Blizzard.

Light blazed in her eyes and she shut her lids to
keep anyone from seeing the silver-brightness. Had she done it in
time? Her brow furrowed almost painfully until Reginald spoke.

“Yes, that’s what I thought. No threat here. The
Council would do better to worry about true problems, such as Cian
Black. Not a silly girl in a small town.” Burgundy opened her eyes
just in time to see Reginald turning on his heel, a smirk tugging
at his lips before he strolled away.

“What did that mean?” Charlotte whispered. “I
thought they had Cian Black behind bars.”

The tingle of magick that’d threaten to swell into a
tsunami settled within Burgundy and she drew in a breath. “You’re
right. I mean, the guy shouldn’t be a problem for them at all, ever
since they took him in last fall.”

“So what does that mean?”

What did it mean? Burgundy tried her Blizzard and
pondered the question. It meant she finally got her chocolate fix.
It meant Reginald might leave her alone.

“It means my father broke out of the Witches Council
prison.”











Chapter Fourteen

 


He was too smart to come to Rock Grove. Burgundy
knew that. She also knew wanting to see someone the Witches Council
had branded as a criminal was asking for trouble. In time, though,
she hoped he would find a way to reach out to her. If anyone held
all the answers, it was her father.

At the moment, however, she was stuck at home with
Aunt Iris on a Monday night after work, since she’d committed to
help tidy up the house for an upcoming Beltane ritual. Using her
limited witchcraft to clean house for a bunch of old biddies didn’t
exactly turn her on, but she’d promised. It was kind of a family
tradition that they prepare for the holidays together, even if they
were holidays Burgundy could only participate in on a superficial
level.

“Burgundy.” Her aunt patted her arm, a tentative
gesture that made Burgundy’s heart skip a beat. How had their
relationship become so strained over the past couple of weeks? This
was the woman who raised her, gave her food and shelter, tried to
keep her safe.

And lied to her about what she was.

Burgundy swallowed and said, “Yes, Aunt Iris?”

“Let’s talk. I know you probably don’t want to hear
what I have to say, but please.” The pleading tone was enough to
make Burgundy nod in agreement. Just because she harbored a grudge,
that didn’t mean she couldn’t let her aunt say what she had to say.
It also meant she didn’t have to listen or accept her
explanations.

She sank into a chair at the kitchen table as Iris
bustled around the kitchen, preparing tea without asking. Within
moments, her aunt set two cups of herbal tea in front of them and
sank into the opposite chair, hands clasped around her mug. The
skin along the backs of her hands was crepe-like. Not quite as
wrinkled as it ought to be for a woman a few centuries old, but
certainly no longer young skin.

“Your mother really wanted you.”

Burgundy tore her gaze from her aunt’s hold on the
mug to look up at her face. Those dark eyes were locked on hers,
but distant with memory.

“When she found out what your father was, though,
she was afraid of you being branded a warlock too, because of him.
She concealed her pregnancy the best she could to alleviate
suspicion that she might give birth to a non-witch. Everything we
did, we did for you, to give you the best life possible.”

Burgundy nodded and swirled her teabag in the water.
“Did either of you ever consider maybe being honest about what I am
and letting the Council know? If you didn’t act like you had
something to hide, we might not be facing this trouble now.”

“Oh, sweetie, you have no idea how far this reaches,
how deep this goes. We could never tell anyone. As soon as she
recovered from giving birth and knew you’d be fine with me, your
mother left her job at the library and enrolled in Finder training
with the Council.”

“To appease your parents?” Burgundy asked and lifted
the teacup to her mouth.

The air around her went still. Even the crickets
outside hushed. The color drained from her aunt’s face before Iris
spoke. “Who told you that?”

There was no way she’d rat out Mr. Knight, so she
simply shrugged. “What other reason did she have? It’s not like
there was any indication that Lily planned to leave Rock Grove for
a life serving the Witches Council. She had a job, and a sister and
daughter here. Why else would she leave? There had to be pressure
from elsewhere. You’ve never talked about my grandparents. Where
are they in all of this?”

She held her breath. The odds of her aunt spilling
any information weren’t exactly good, but at this point Burgundy
would take the risk.

Her aunt’s nostrils flared and the color finally
returned to her cheeks. “Your grandfather holds a position of high
importance on the Witches Council. We couldn’t dishonor him.”

“And my grandmother?”

“Long gone, probably dead. We don’t know exactly
what happened to her, except that she went missing during the last
purge of warlocks only a couple years after your mother was
born.”

“Missing?” Burgundy squeezed her eyes shut and only
saw those three women, tied to stakes, fire climbing up their legs,
slowly burning them to death. Her breath shuddered out, leaving her
light-headed. Is that what happened to the grandmother she’d never
known? “What a complicated family situation. Just how high up is my
grandfather on the Council?”

Iris took a long swallow of tea, the silence
speaking volumes.

Burgundy smacked her hand down on the table and
gritted out, “How high?”

“You’ll see for yourself soon enough, but I might as
well prepare you.” Iris lifted her gaze to Burgundy’s, the first
time she’d looked her in the eye when discussing such things. “He’s
the head of the Witches Council.”

****






“The head. The damn head of all of it.” Burgundy
slammed the book down on the desk and glared up at the light
filtering in through the window over the desk. “And I’m supposed to
stand in front of him, and all the people on the Council, declare a
path of witchcraft, and act like all of this is normal. I can’t do
that.”

“Then don’t.”

Burgundy spun at the sound of the voice. She’d come
to the library alone that night, after Iris decided their
conversation was over. Maybe she would sleep here. Maybe not. All
she knew was, she needed to stay away from all of it right now –
her aunt, the Council, and anything having to do with that side of
her family.

“You know, you don’t have to do anything you don’t
want to do.” The woman’s voice came closer, soft, rounded
English-accented syllables unfamiliar, yet soothing. She stopped in
the archway across from the desk, framed by the bookshelves on
either side. Her long, black skirt swirled around her ankles, her
cream-colored peasant shirt embroidered with colorful flowers along
the neckline and wrists.

Unbidden, the vision of the three burning women
returned, their faces twisted in pain and illuminated by the
firelight fueled by their own bodies. She’d caught only the
slightest glimpse of long skirts and flowing blouses before the
pyre was lit. Before those women…

Burgundy pushed it out of her mind. Forty-five years
later, there couldn’t be a connection. “Who are you?”

“I’m not a warlock, if that’s what you’re hoping.
You really are the only female one left. I should know. I’ve
traveled the world for many years. But I can still help you.” The
woman stepped closer to Burgundy, hazel eyes and strawberry-blonde
hair shining in the light.

She imagined for a moment that the gold was
burnished by fire, but blinked the vision away a second time.

“The only thing you lack, the only thing holding you
back from finding your potential, is control. Your power isn’t
channeled the same way as a witch’s power. Ours is meant to fulfill
duties and obligations, and thus we need spells and rituals to
direct our magick. Warlocks do not require such intense focus and
that is why the Council fears them.”

The woman reached out to cradle Burgundy’s hands in
hers. Tingles of power followed everywhere that cool, soft skin
touched.

“Warlocks channel their power through nothing but
want, desire, intention. You need to learn how to do it.”

“Like when I put out the fire, all I wanted to do
was save the people in the diner.” Burgundy swallowed at the energy
that passed between the woman’s hands and hers. “If it’s that easy,
are you saying I can do anything I put my mind to?”

With a laugh, the woman shook her head. “No, dear
girl, certainly not. What kind of world would this be if anyone
could wield power without limits? But the witches think you can and
with the power of artifacts – something only your kind can unlock –
the rest of us like to think we’re doomed to ultimately become your
slaves. I know that’s not the case. It’s human nature, if you’ll
pardon the expression, for us to always be at odds. That means the
supernaturals do a good enough job keeping themselves in check
without having a council of any sort to govern one race or
another.”

“But I thought that was the point of the Witches
Council, to keep everyone on their best behavior.” Burgundy drew
her hand away and the woman chuckled. There was something
uncomfortably familiar in her touch.

“Children need people to keep them on their best
behavior, not witches. The Council exists for appearances only, a
consolidation of power for those who desire it. They’re the real
enemy, but I think you’ve figured that out. Anyway.” The woman
traced a sigil in the air. It flared briefly, bringing with it a
sharp, metallic taste of magick, before fading out of sight. “The
Firebrand Syndicate is your ally. I’m not suggesting you trust your
fellow warlocks, but you have very little choice. You can either
continue to live a lie, something you’ve already decided won’t work
for you, or you fall in line and hope for the best. I think you
know which choice you’ll make.”

The surreal conversation had Burgundy holding her
breath. When she finally drew it, she whispered, “Who are you?”

“Someone the Firebrand Syndicate was kind to.
They’ve given me access to this place and I decided it was time to
see you. All you need is control.”

“How do I even separate what’s witchcraft and
warlock, uh, warlockcraft? Warlock magick?” Burgundy shrugged and
said, “Whatever it is. How do I manage that?”

“Easy – you can feel the difference.”

“Feel it. Okay.” Burgundy moved around the desk into
the wide open space between the bookshelves. She reached for the
most familiar source of power, the one that moved through her
sluggishly, like some kind of illness she couldn’t quite shake.

“No.” The woman put her hand on Burgundy’s shoulder
and said, “You’re trying to use witchcraft, not your true power.
You’ve spent so many years subsuming it, ignoring it, that you
don’t know what it feels like to consciously use it.”

That was helpful. Burgundy tried not to roll her
eyes at the statement. “So what am I supposed to do to find
it?”

“Close your eyes and remember.”

“Close my eyes in front of someone I don’t even know
who popped into a secret library meant only for warlocks, yet who
isn’t a warlock?” Burgundy sucked in a breath through her teeth.
Why couldn’t everything be straightforward? Why did everything have
to be a struggle when it came to finding out who she was?

The woman laughed again, though her expression
sobered quickly. “I appreciate your caution and common sense, but I
can assure you only trusted people with good intentions are
permitted to pass into the library.”

“Fine, so I’m supposed to trust you.” Burgundy
closed her eyes. “This is me trusting you for, like, a second.”

Another chuckle followed, and then the woman said,
“Think about how it felt when you realized what you were, when you
saw the world in a new way, beyond the border of your little town.
Look inside to find what that awakened within you, what that
allowed you to do to stop the fire at the diner, what’s been there
all along that you simply never noticed before.”

The hypnotic cadence of her voice and the words she
spoke resonated within Burgundy and there, deep inside, she found
it. A brilliant silver flame that glowed and pulsed, and begged for
release. Burgundy lifted her finger, mirroring the woman’s prior
movements, drawing a sigil in the air.

Opening her eyes, she watched as silver fire
followed her every gesture, until she told it to stop. The sigil
flared and then dissipated.

“What did I just do?” she asked.

“That is the sign of the Firebrand Syndicate. You’ve
signaled to them that you’re here. If you want him to, your father
will find you. So will others who can guide you.”

Burgundy looked at her hand. Though she saw no trace
of the energy, she still felt it inside her, expanding, filling her
body with a chilling tingle that made her want to run a marathon,
climb a mountain, take on any challenge.

“So I can basically do anything with my magick,” she
stated, turning her hand back and forth in front of her face.

“No, not anything. That wouldn’t be fair of Mother
Nature, would it? But you can do things witches can only dream of.
Learn how to guide the power and, most of all, use it well.” The
woman touched her fingers to Burgundy’s forehead, a benediction of
sorts. “Those of us who oppose the Witches Council or, worse, are
friends of the Firebrand Syndicate are few and far between. But
we’re out there. You may be the only female warlock, but you are
not alone.”

With those words, the woman disappeared, as if she’d
been nothing but an illusion or hallucination the entire time.
Burgundy questioned whether she’d even been real, but the touch on
her hand and then forehead? Oh, those had been real enough that she
knew the truth.

She glanced back down at her hand, the one that’d
emitted that one burst of controlled power. The sensation differed
from witchcraft. That coolness, restlessness, that desire to flow
and move and work. All of that came to her so naturally, it was
like breathing. Nothing like the headache-inducing drag of using
witchcraft.

“Two weeks until my birthday,” she said. “Maybe I
can lay low and not declare a path after all, especially if
Reginald the Finder leaves town.”

She turned and took a step toward the desk, when the
sound of footsteps hurrying toward her stopped her in her tracks.
“Miss Hart, good,” Mr. Knight called to her. “I’m glad you’re still
here. We have a problem. Another Finder came into town.”

“Jeez, are you kidding me? I thought blondie was on
his way out.”

“Not exactly, he’s still around. And what’s worse is
the Finder the Council sent to join him is your mother.”













Chapter Fifteen

 


There were a few points of propriety every person
should observe when meeting a family member, especially a
non-custodial parent, for the first time. As far as Burgundy was
aware, one should:


	
Dress nicely



	
Go with an open mind



	
Not have any expectations



	
Keep all sensitive questions for a later time, when
a private chat could follow if the time and place where they met
wasn’t the best for discussing those kinds of matters





So Burgundy made sure to wear her most distressed
blue jeans, a grungy white t-shirt, a black leather jacket
Charlotte had once called “edgy as fuck,” and then went to the town
meeting where Reginald and Lily stood at the front of the room.
First impressions were everything and she’d make this one
count.

Ignoring all the whispers and murmurs of the people
she passed, Burgundy strode to the first row, glared at her mother,
and said, “If you’re here for a family reunion, I suggest you pack
your bags. And take Rolfe the telegram boy along with you.”

The mother – how Burgundy had
labelled her in her own mind – cocked an eyebrow at her. Of course,
Lily Bloom wasn’t merely beautiful. She was gorgeous. Unfairly so. In that way
that had Burgundy wondering why she hadn’t inherited those good
looks. Long, dark red hair swung in a perfect wave over her
mother’s shoulder and piercing green eyes locked onto Burgundy’s.
Like other Finders, Lily wore dark colors from head to toe, a navy
blue t-shirt and pants, under a long black trench coat.

Ah yes, the witch ninja look. So
1993, it hurts. Burgundy folded her arms
and tried to lift her own eyebrow, but only succeeded in raising
both. Maybe she couldn’t give her mother the sardonic glare, but at
least she could look unimpressed.

“What’s wrong – don’t have a response?” Burgundy
asked. Apparently, her mother wasn’t about to play into her hands,
let alone acknowledge their relationship here, but Burgundy felt
it. Oh, how she felt it. Chills of recognition shook through her.
From the way her mother’s eyes narrowed, she knew the feeling was
mutual.

Then the woman shrugged and tilted her head toward
the chairs. “You’d better have a seat, young lady. There will be
time for questions after the meeting, though I suggest if you want
to ask something of a personal nature, you not do it in a public
forum. You don’t want the wrong people listening in, do you?”

Was that a threat? Was her own damn mother
threatening her? Burgundy tensed and leaned forward, ready to go on
the attack.

“Hey, what’s going on here?” Two hands descended
upon Burgundy’s shoulders. Perfectly manicured fire-engine red
nails. Smooth, pale skin. And, when Burgundy turned, she saw shiny
blonde hair and a perma-smile that would make a supermodel back
away and reconsider her life choices. The perfect thirty-something
soccer mom in a centuries-old celestial package.

“Well, if it isn’t Mercy Michaels, first lady of
Rock Grove.” Lily didn’t sound nearly as relieved to see the
mayor’s wife as Burgundy felt.

“Of course. Who else would it be?” Mercy’s hands
tightened over Burgundy’s shoulders. Either a warning or a
comforting gesture. Maybe both at once. No matter which one it was,
Burgundy was glad to have someone there to take her side. “I hope
once we’ve fulfilled this little request of the Council’s, you and
your associate will leave our town alone.”

Lily blew out a breathy laugh. “That remains to be
seen.” She turned her back on them, a clear indication that this
conversation was o-v-e-r.

Burgundy swallowed her “Wait a minute, we’re not
done here” response as Mercy steered her toward an empty chair at
the front.

“I know she’s a jerk,” Mercy whispered, leaning
close enough that her lips brushed against Burgundy’s ear. “But
don’t start it here, not now. We want these people gone. Do you
hear me?”

Burgundy nodded. She’d nearly forgotten what
mattered – not only finding herself, but making sure the people of
this town didn’t come to any harm in the process. “Yeah,” she
whispered back. “Loud and clear, Mrs. Michaels.”

“Good.” The woman sat next to her
and gave her a close-lipped smile, the kind of uncomfortable
expression Burgundy saw one mother give another when their toddler
misbehaved in the grocery store. It was the awkward
I understand smile of
commiseration.

Mayor Michaels took the stage, his all-American,
boy-next-door looks drawing the attention of the entire room. But
especially the women. More often than not at town meetings,
Burgundy and Charlotte came just to listen to what the women would
say about the mayor while he was on stage. Comments ranged from
talking about how cute he was to how tight his butt looked in
jeans.

If Mercy heard the remarks about her husband, she
either didn’t care or took them as compliments. Burgundy could have
sworn the woman sat up even straighter when her husband approached
the podium. She recognized that sense of pride. It echoed her
sentiments about Charlotte.

“Good evening, everyone,” the mayor said, his eyes
narrowed and focused on the townsfolk. Burgundy watched his gaze.
It flicked up, down, but never side to side. Anywhere but the
Finders who stood at the front of the room, crow-like sentries in
their black leather coats. “I hope this impromptu meeting will be
brief. We have two visitors from the Witches Council who’ve come to
make a few remarks regarding matters of public safety.”

And with that, the mayor stepped away from the mic.
No formal introduction, no courtesy extended to the Finders. Grim
satisfaction pulsed through Burgundy. So she wasn’t the only person
who didn’t want her mother around, let alone anyone from the
Council.

“What kind of woman…” Mercy’s mutterings trailed off
and she gripped Burgundy’s hand. “How do you feel?”

How could Burgundy possibly tell her everything
coursing through her at that very moment? There certainly weren’t
any warm fuzzies or even a desire to ask her mother “Why?” From
this view, Lily Bloom was just another Finder. An enemy of
warlocks. The one person in this room who could turn Burgundy in to
the Council, if she so chose.

Lily moved to the podium and placed her hands on top
of it, lips pressed together and gaze roving the assembly. “The
people of Rock Grove fell victim to a rogue warlock last fall. We
are grateful to those of you who helped bring him to justice.
However, there are a few loose ends the Council would like tied up
here.”

Burgundy froze at her mother’s words. How… how could
Lily talk about Cian like that? Hadn’t they once loved one another,
created Burgundy together? Was this what happened when parents fell
out over their differences? She hadn’t expected her mother’s
presence to cause such an ache in her chest, to take hold of her
heart and squeeze.

“You have a few witches here in Rock Grove,” Lily
continued, “and I must remind you, first and foremost, that they
are not permitted to become romantically involved with non-Council
affiliated magick users. There are too many variables at
stake.”

That was something Aunt Iris had
never told Burgundy. Ever. The idea that they weren’t
free to fall in love with whomever they chose made her clench her
fist. Mercy patted Burgundy’s other hand and slanted her a warning
glance.

“Second, all warlocks are to be registered as such,
and examined by Council to prove if they are witch or warlock.”
Lily’s gaze never settled in one place. It continued to go from
person to person, as if accusing each individual of wrongdoing.
“The man who terrorized your little town last year had not adhered
to these laws. Rest assured he has been punished appropriately,
with more to come.”

This time, Burgundy had to bite back a scoff. If
Cian Black was free again, the Council would have a hard time
getting their hands on him.

“Finally, a last reminder that all unaffiliated
witches are to be declared as soon as possible. I am pleased to
announce that one of your own, Burgundy Jane Hart, is scheduled to
declare her path on Beltane. Once that’s done, you needn’t worry
about unexpected visits from Finders anymore.”

Lily stepped off the stage and joined Reginald
again, leaving Mayor Michaels free to take his place back at the
podium. White teeth shining in the overhead fluorescent lights, the
mayor said with a smile, “Let’s hope you’ll leave us alone for
good, because I’d hate to see what might happen if you continue to
harass citizens of Rock Grove.”

Both Finders turned to the mayor, who continued
grinning at them. “What’s that supposed to mean?” Reginald
snarled.

The mayor moved to one side, golden light emanating
from his body. It wasn’t often that the town saw the mayor’s
celestial force. This had to be a special occasion if he felt the
need to show the Finders his power.

Mercy went tense, but she didn’t
emulate her husband’s example. One celestial being was quite enough
to scare the pants off most supernaturals. Burgundy, for one,
didn’t want to ever see the full extent of the mayor’s or his
wife’s power. No thank
you.

Neither of the Finders drew back, but Burgundy saw
the way they rolled their shoulders and exchanged glances. They’d
go down fighting.

But so will Rock
Grove.

“Keep in mind that we make better allies than
enemies,” Lily told the mayor before turning and proceeding down
the aisle between the chairs. She stopped and looked at Burgundy.
“We’ll see you on your birthday, young lady. Once you declare, you
can go on with your life as if nothing happened. Won’t that be
nice?”

Burgundy’s mouth went dry. “That’s all you’ve got
for me? Really?” She turned away and instead looked at Mercy, the
fight draining from her. It was replaced, instead, by bitterness
coating her mouth and throat. No way would she let her mother see
her cry.

The mayor’s wife lifted her gaze and narrowed her
eyes. “I hope you’re pleased with yourself, Lily.”

“Get over yourself, Mercy. I’ve done my duty. She’ll
be better off if she listens to mother.” With that, Lily swept out
of the room, Reginald behind her.

“So.” Burgundy gulped down a breath. “I guess that
was my mother.”

“Yes, and I’m not sure who made a more interesting
impression – you or her.” Mercy rose to her feet, tugging Burgundy
with her. “You came in ready for a fight, but she did, too. The
apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

Burgundy closed her eyes as she exhaled. If only she
could push the chill in her blood out as forcefully as a single
breath. “Don’t say that. I don’t want to be anything like her.”

“Sorry. I guess there are things I should say,
though.” Mercy gave her hand a little shake and Burgundy opened her
eyes, blinking. “When you were born, the Council examined you. They
send an Examiner to verify the birth of every child. Since I’m town
clerk, they didn’t think anything was strange about me being
present for the examination. Your aunt and mother had already given
me the head’s up about who your father was. I made sure your birth
record said nothing about him and, well… As for the examination, I
used celestial glamour to shield the truth from Examiner.”

Examined at birth? Burgundy cringed, her heartbeat
echoing in her ears. “So my mother came here to basically threaten
me to keep the secret because if the Council finds out that she did
that, then she’s in as much trouble as I am.”

“I don’t think she came here on behalf of the
Council, but herself.” Mercy hadn’t let go of her hand the entire
time and now she drew Burgundy in for a hug, whispering in her ear,
“I think she came here to warn you.”


Chapter Sixteen

 


The first Monday after the town meeting in
all its tense glory. Less than two weeks until she turned
twenty-seven and she’d already gotten the worst birthday present of
all.

Burgundy rubbed her hands over her face and
glanced around the library. The normal library she’d grown up with
in Rock Grove. The one that didn’t hold ancient tomes of power and
potential. Because, of course, she still had a job to do, when
needed. During work days, she could only go to the secret library
if called by a patron and that happened…

She checked her bare wrist.

Oh yeah, it happened never. Not since that
mysterious redhead showed up and told her how to access her energy.
Her date with witchy destiny loomed and she remained at a
standstill.

“Are you okay?” Marian sidled up to her, a
pile of DVD cases shifting in her arms. “You seem really distracted
today.”

Distracted? Nah. Carrying the weight of the
supernatural world on her shoulders? Maybe a teensy bit.

Burgundy tossed her hair and forced a smile.
“Thinking about things,” she said, a statement on par with
vaguebooking. She’d need something more specific to keep Marian
from prying further, considering the nymph retained an adolescent
mentality, so she added, “My birthday is coming.”

Marian’s eyes widened. “Say nothing more. I
understand. Getting old must be rough.”

Old? Burgundy pressed her lips together, the only thing that
could keep her from blurting out that she was only seven years
older than Marian. “Totally,” was all she offered.

Marian nodded and moved on to shelve the
DVDs, and Burgundy pushed herself upright in her chair. There was
no sense in sitting around, moping and wishing for things to be
different. But the Witches Council had thrown down the gauntlet
and, damn it, she wanted to pick it up and slap a few faces.
Preferably with a metal gauntlet. The kind that would leave a mark
and some broken bones.

“If I could smell misery, I’d follow the
scent up here.”

Burgundy whipped her head around to glare at
the speaker. Why did she have to get caught daydreaming by her boss
of all people? “Oh, Mr. Knight. Sorry. I’m just--”

“Bored. I know. Let’s head downstairs, shall
we?”

A glance across the library told Burgundy
that Marian was within earshot. She nodded and pushed away from the
desk. Marian gave her a little wave and kept shelving. The nymph
could regress to childishness and a gossip at times, but at least
she was reliable help, not to mention nicer to work with than
Lynn.

When Mr. Knight said downstairs, Burgundy
knew what he had in mind. Sure enough, they entered the secret
library, the portal shift seamless enough that she hardly noticed
it. The place was as impressive and quiet as ever. Burgundy could
probably hear a mouse nibbling at crumbs if she really tried.

“I know you want more out of this
responsibility and the potential is there, I assure you.” Mr.
Knight touched the ancient, heavy circulation desk. “But I haven’t
actually told any of those who belong to the Firebrand Syndicate
that the library is open for business again.”

“But…” Burgundy’s thoughts flashed back to
the woman who’d come to her that day. If no one knew the library
was operating again, then who or what was she – an illusion? A
ghost?

“The first thing I want is for you to find
and understand your place here.” Mr. Knight’s face appeared haggard
briefly, lined and careworn one moment, and then smooth the next.
“Initially, your mother was chosen for the job. I was going to
introduce her to the library when the time was right. She seemed to
be a friend to warlocks, what with her relationship with your
father and all, but things changed. First, they broke up. Then you
were born and your mother was shocked to find that you were born a
warlock, instead of a witch. Naturally, she blamed him, even though
no one can know how this sort of thing actually happens. I’ll never
forget the day she accused him of betraying her.”

A cold shiver wracked Burgundy from head to
toe and she wrapped her arms around herself. “She accused him of
betrayal, because he would have had to intentionally use magick to
make sure I turned out a warlock.”

“That’s what people say, that’s what the
Witches Council tells the rest of us, but I think it’s a myth.” Mr.
Knight rolled his eyes. “Honestly, do you think it’s possible for
magick, no matter how powerful, to rearrange DNA or nature
itself?”

Burgundy wished for another chair, because
all she wanted to do was fall back into one. Something shoved up
against the back of her legs, an invitation to sit, just as she
wished. Whatever made the chair cross the room to accommodate her,
she didn’t question it.

“No, you’re right. It’s ridiculous when you
put it that way. We can’t change biology with magick, no matter how
powerful the user might be.”

“Exactly. Still, the warlocks have chosen to
allow others to believe what they will. I suppose that’s one way to
keep people from poking around in their business. But when your
mother became a Finder, she couldn’t tell them the truth about you.
Otherwise, it would have precluded her from selection to their
training program. However, the same went for the Syndicate’s
library. There was no way she could be entrusted with this
secret.”

That sounded appropriate, which made
Burgundy wonder... “How well did you know my parents?”

“I watched your mother grow up in this town.
As for your father, well, we were friends from way back.” A new
expression crossed Mr. Knight’s face, a softening Burgundy had
never seen before. The kind of look a person who cared deeply for
another wore in their presence. “He is the only person I have ever
loved and when he asked me to watch over you, I couldn’t say
no.”

Not exactly the admission
Burgundy expected, but she nodded all the same, as if it were no
big deal. Because it’s not, right? What
would life have been like with two dads?

“Vampires and warlocks have always been
affiliated with each other. Of course, they do betray each other
from time to time, too. Nothing in life is perfect, but we saw when
the Witches Council formed that we needed to stand against a common
threat.”

“You mean all that law and order they wanted
to whip on the supernatural world didn’t go over well with you
guys?” Burgundy nibbled at the inside of her cheek. It made sense.
Not everyone wanted a governing body to babysit their every move.
Especially if they weren’t directly affiliated with that
government.

“Exactly. When the Finders
came to town, I knew the library needed to be reopened. It needs a
warlock who can protect it and you
need the library.”

Burgundy scoffed, finally ready to rise from
the chair. She’d get over Mr. Knight’s revelations in time, but
there were other things to deal with first. “I can’t protect
anything, not even myself. If I try to use magick, the Finders will
be on me. They’re out there waiting for me to screw up. I’m
surprised my mother hasn’t outed me to them yet. She could get all
this crap done and over with by doing that.”

She wanted to add that maybe Lily wasn’t
that bad, that maybe she cared more about Burgundy then she’d shown
anyone at the town meeting. But now it was Mr. Knight who scoffed,
shaking his head.

“Don’t mistake discretion for maternal
affection. It’s not you she’s protecting. She’s covering her own
ass, because if the truth comes out, the Council will investigate
her, as well. If that happens, she can plead ignorance, tell them
she never knew. The same goes for your aunt. The both of them can
pretend to be shocked, while you suffer the consequences. But the
scrutiny will be enough to throw their lives into upheaval for
quite some time.”

“Oh, grand. They get ‘scrutinized,’ while I
get punished for existing. That sounds completely fair.” Burgundy
folded her arms and pouted. There wasn’t much more she could do,
considering the way things stood at the moment. At least the
pouting gave her a little satisfaction.

“But there’s an answer and it’s that you
need to learn as much damn magick as you possibly can.” Mr. Knight
rose from behind the desk and spread his arms, gesturing at the
bookshelves. “Only a warlock can harness and maintain the immense
power in these books and keep them safe for patrons, because only
they have the capacity to use magickal implements. For
example…”

Mr. Knight crossed the library, selected a
book off a shelf, and flung it into the air. How he managed it
one-handed, Burgundy had no idea. Because the tome was enormous, at
least a thousand pages bound between hard covers. And, worse still,
was the energy emanating from it. The thing reeked of magick, sweet
and pungent as a thunderstorm. Burgundy didn’t have time to duck,
to get out of the way, and she doubted her extended hands would
catch the book before it fell to the floor.

The book, however, appeared to have a mind
of its own. It hung suspended in midair, the pages ruffling as if a
breeze blew through them. It turned and floated toward her,
brilliant golden light spilling from its pages.

“I’ve been waiting for someone to entrust
the collection to,” Mr. Knight whispered as Burgundy’s hands met
the covers of the floating book. “You are that person. The library
never chooses wrong.”

She looked down at the words scrawled across
the glowing pages and shook her head. The glowing text crawling
across the paper was in a foreign language, one she couldn’t even
begin to decipher. “I might be a librarian, but I suck as a
warlock.”

“Then it’s time to quit the bitching and
start the—”

Before Mr. Knight could finish the sentence,
Burgundy interrupted. “Warlocking?”

He grinned and pointed at her. “I like that
much better than the original. So, what are you waiting for? Take a
chance. It’s your life and on one else can tell you how to live it.
Not even the Witches Council.”

What was Burgundy waiting for? Maybe a
little cooperation from her powers, that’s what. But she inhaled
deeply and scanned the page. The words finally stopped hunching and
creeping, and settled into some semblance of English. Albeit,
English that looked burned into the page, but she supposed she
couldn’t let that deter her.

Step one… oh, she’d already done that. Fine,
step two, feel her connection to the earth.

She furrowed her brow. So far, this sounded
like the same old witchy nonsense – breathe, ground, center, focus
on intent, make shit happen.

Except, this time?

This time, shit happened.

If Burgundy didn’t want to be bored at the
library with no patrons, then it seemed the universe was ready to
answer that request. Because the moment she focused on wanting
another warlock in the room, there he was.

Not the one she wanted, of course, but this
guy was everything she’d never expected in a warlock. The silvery
brilliance at the edges of her vision faded and she blinked him
into perfect focus. He must have been at least seven feet tall, his
entire frame bulging with muscle. He wore a tank top and gym pants,
and Burgundy bit her lips. She must have called someone who was at…
at the gym?

The warlock turned to her and grinned, not a
particularly reassuring expression in that craggy face of his, and
said, “You must be the new librarian. I’ve been waiting for this
day to come.”

“H-have you?” she asked, stumbling back
toward the circulation desk.

“Yes. Every day, I get stronger, more
powerful. But the books? The books hold the real secrets. I’ve
missed them.” He turned from her, arms wide open as if he might
embrace the bookshelves. Then he bellowed, “Knight, my good
friend!”

“Aleksandr, you see I haven’t forgotten
about you.”

Ah, that confirmed that his accent was
Russian. Not that the knowledge helped any of the pieces fall into
place, but Burgundy set the still-open book down on the desk and
watched her boss embrace the burly man. Maybe there was more to
this tender moment than met the eye.

Both men turned to her, still grinning.
“Aleksandr is a regular patron when the library is open for
business. The more you can make it available to him, the
better.”

“So when I want people, they come, just like
that?” Burgundy blinked and glanced at the desk. “Will that work on
a cup of coffee?”

“Anything you put your mind to.” Aleksandr
tapped his forefinger to the side of his head. “I must go back now,
but you will stay here so I can return, yes?”

Burgundy nodded. “Absolutely.” Of course,
the idea of being with a humongous warlock she didn’t even know
made her stomach clench, but the moment he disappeared, Mr. Knight
reached out to take her hand.

“He’s a loyal member of the Firebrand
Syndicate and the perfect guide for whatever you need to learn.
Don’t hesitate to ask him for anything.”

“Right, because the first rule of the
supernatural is to always trust random strangers.” Burgundy braced
herself for Mr. Knight to scowl or chide her for not being willing
to take a chance.

But he simply wagged his finger at her. “I’m
serious. You need all the help you can get. Don’t be afraid to use
Alek’s knowledge. He’ll answer your questions and then some. He’s a
good man, the only one I’d trust with your education, other than
your father.”

Speaking of which… Burgundy swallowed,
hoping to eradicate the dry tickle in the back of her throat. Even
still, her voice came out as a croak. “Where is he?”

Mr. Knight patted her shoulder and shook his
head. “I can’t tell you.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

The vampire stared at her, still as a fine
porcelain statue and unblinking.

“Fine.” Burgundy blew out a breath and
twisted her fingers together. This wasn’t getting her anywhere.
“You don’t have to tell me where he is. At least tell me he’s
safe.”

Something in Mr. Knight’s gaze softened and
he nodded. “The safest he can be,” he said. “But he has things he
needs to do, so you focus on you. The better you get at what you
need to learn, the more you can do to help him. Understand?”

Almost the moment Mr. Knight faded from
sight, a booming Russian voice said, “I am back. Let’s get this
party started, eh?”

Burgundy closed her
eyes. Center yourself, she thought. You’ll find out what’s
going on with your father soon enough.







Chapter Seventeen

 


“A witch? A witch! Rubbish.” Aleksandr slammed his
hand down on the table and Burgundy jumped back, waiting for the
thick wood to split in half.

Even though she’d gotten used to the warlock’s gruff
mannerisms, it was the table she was concerned for. Thankfully, it
didn’t fall to pieces, but Burgundy still expected to see a large
crack running down the center of it.

“Training as a witch does you no good, Little Red.
Witches and warlocks harness their power in different ways. You’ve
lost what it means to be a warlock.”

“Or I never had it to begin with.” Perched on the
chair behind her desk, Burgundy relished the distance between her
and the enormous warlock. Maybe the guy wouldn’t hurt a kitten –
who knew? But Burgundy knew she didn’t want to be on the receiving
end of that fist. Ever.

“Whoever raised you like this,
they did you no favors.” Aleksandr lifted his hands to the sky,
where he couldn’t do any damage, and heaved an immense sigh.
“Witches need structure and preparation. Warlocks simply memorize a
spell and can cast it. Boom. Your potential goes unfulfilled until
you accept that you don’t use magick. You are magick.”

No one had ever said it to her like that. Those very
words knocked the wind out of her more than an accidental backhand
from those enormous arms might.

“Yes, the witches fear us,” Aleksandr continued,
rounding the table to approach her, his voice lower, his hands
bracing against the desk. “Why? Because they are content with what
they do. But we warlocks, we seek to grow our power. Does this make
us the natural enemy of witches? That’s what they choose to think,
so they have taken your power away from you, Little Red, stolen it
from beneath your very nose.”

Burgundy let out a breath, not quite sure where to
begin after his rousing speech. “Aleksandr…”

“Yes. You know it’s there.” His voice lowered, an
encouraging whisper. “Find it, Little Red.”

“If you stop calling me that, I will,” Burgundy
whispered back before closing her eyes and focusing on what she
wanted.

What was it at this moment, besides self-knowledge?
Besides freedom from the expectations forced on her by her aunt and
mother? Besides -- she swallowed -- Charlotte?

One thing.

Behind her closed lids, something shimmered into
view. Her father in a place where green pressed in all around him.
Trees, she saw, as the view widened. He faced one direction, the
sun at his back. But shadows skulked in the forest behind him, all
but lost in the rays of the sun that one would have to squint into
to see.

For the first time in her life, Burgundy called out
a word she thought would never pass her lips.

“Dad!”

Cian Black turned, first narrowing his eyes as he
looked directly into her gaze, then completed the turn to face his
enemies. “Go!” he called back and that was it. The vision went dark
and Burgundy’s eyes snapped open, thrusting her back into the
library.

Her chest heaved, each frantic breath sucked in and
then forced out through her teeth. “Where is he?” she asked,
curling her fingers against the surface of the desk. “Where is that
place?”

“I don’t know, but try not to worry. I’m sure your
father is safe. Cian Black is sly as a fox. They won’t catch him
again.”

Turn off her worry? Unlikely, especially considering
the fact that Burgundy was the whole reason her father ended up
imprisoned by the Witches Council in the first place. But if he’d
found a way to freedom, she had to accept that he’d fight tooth and
nail to keep it that way.

“You’re no use to your father in your current state.
You must learn how to be a proper warlock, get this witch crap out
of your head.” Aleksandr waved so vigorously, Burgundy was glad
she’d kept distance between them. The force of his hand would’ve
knocked her over. “Forget all you’ve learned, everything your aunt
taught you. We will start at the beginning.”

Burgundy stifled yet
another Sound of Music reference and nodded. It’d be interesting to see what the
beginning meant to a warlock. She couldn’t work without the basics
and if Aleksandr was offering them, she wasn’t in a position to
turn him down.

Aleksandr didn’t teach her how to
attune to nature or calculate planetary positions, let alone moon
phases and herbal properties. Instead, his basics started with
playing Hide & Seek.

With each moment that ticked by, Burgundy scrunched
in the conveniently person-sized spot between two shelves while his
heavy footsteps came closer. Hide from that monster? Even her heart
hammered at the position she was now in, hunted by Aleksandr.

“If you don’t want me to find you,” he bellowed,
“then don’t let me find you.”

Burgundy squeezed her eyes shut.
This was it. She’d trusted the wrong guy. Any moment now, he’d
reach in and pull her out by the scruff of a neck, like a forlorn
puppy that’d lost its way. Don’t find
me. And then he’d laugh and tell her how
pathetic she was as a warlock. Don’t find
me. Forced to concede defeat, she’d go
home to her aunt, tell her she was right, and agree to declare the
domestic path of witchcraft. Don’t find
me.

She swallowed around the hard, warm lump that formed
in her throat. Oh yes, domestic witchcraft. Spend the rest of her
life trapped on a path that basically made her a magick-using
Cinderella. Sweeping, mopping, cooking, stirring coffee with a
thought. Whoopie!

You will not fucking find me, you
big oaf.

Silence. No more footsteps or creaking floorboards.
Hardly daring to breathe, Burgundy opened both eyes.

Aleksandr was right in front of her, peering at her
with his brows drawn together. But then he turned and lumbered
across the room. “You play a good game,” he called out so loudly,
Burgundy wanted to clap her hands over her ears. “But now we are
done, yes?”

Were they?

Burgundy stepped out from her hiding place and said,
“I’m here.”

The man turned, arms flailing out to both sides.
Once again, she was thankful nothing stood in his clumsy path. “So
you are! Where were you?”

She pointed at the small cubby behind her, but when
she looked over her shoulder, it was gone. No space, just books
filling the spot. “I… It was empty a second ago.”

“That’s what the library does, Little Red. It takes
care of the person who takes care of it. It gave you a place to
hide, but the real magick was in how you disappeared.” Aleksandr
approached her, forcing Burgundy to crane her neck to look up at
him. “When I passed that spot, I thought it strange that the books
and shelves looked wavy.”

“Wavy?”

“Like heat on the street in the summer. The way it
waves in the air. The library gave you a place to hide, but you are
the one who made yourself invisible.”

Burgundy’s heart pounded not with fear this time,
but excitement. She thought it might burst out of her chest. “I did
that. I really did that.” She pressed her hands to her mouth,
hating the feeling of hot tears stinging her eyes. “All my life,
I’ve thought I was a subpar witch, when really I was a repressed
warlock. How’s that even possible?”

Aleksandr’s large hand came flying at her. Before
she could think to duck out of the way, it landed on her head, soft
and gentler than she’d imagined it could be. “They took your power
from you and they did it the most effective way possible – by
making sure you didn’t realize you had it to begin with.”

Despite the pain in her chest, Burgundy found the
breath to say, “Yes, they did,” before breaking down into tears.
Part of her rebelled at this, told her she should have been happy.
She told that part to shut up and let her cry until every last tear
had fallen.

When things dried up, she gave herself one last hug
and sniffled. “That felt good.”

“I’m sure it did. You needed to remove that block.
Now you can do anything.” Aleksandr spread his hands wide and
grinned at her.

“Anything? Like, can I force world peace to happen
or make a million dollars appear?” Wouldn’t both of those be
lovely!

“Not quite anything,” he amended. “What you can do
it cast your spells on the fly, as needed. No rituals, no trying to
access a part of you that is buried. It’s all right here.” He
jabbed two fingers in the general direction of her heart.

“And I can stand up to the Witches Council,”
Burgundy said before clearing her still tear-filled throat. “I can
tell them no, I won’t declare a path.”

The narrow-eyed look Aleksandr sliced her made a
shiver dance up her spine. “That, I would not recommend.”

“Why not? I have to stand before them anyway. My
birthday is just over a week away. I can’t stop time from passing.”
She considered a moment and then asked, “Can I?”

“Again, our magick doesn’t work like that, but
here’s what you can do.” Aleksandr crouched so he was eye-level
with her, icy blue eyes flashing in the light. “Don’t go.”

“That’s not an option. My aunt will make me.” The
thought of even returning to Aunt Iris’s house left a bitter taste
in Burgundy’s mouth.

“She can’t make you. You could stay here or come to
the Firebrand Syndicate. We would give you a place to live, a place
where you need never fear another witch again. Not even your own
mother.”

Leave it all behind – her obligation to show up at
the Witches Council, the potential for the Finders to accuse her of
all sorts of nefarious things, her aunt’s insistence that she fall
into line, and… She swallowed.

.And all the delightfully quirky people of Rock
Grove.

****






Burgundy lifted a hand in greeting as Charlotte
smiled at her.

“Give me a sec.” Charlotte turned back to the diner
door and inserted her key in the deadbolt. After locking the door,
she bounded toward Burgundy, ponytail bouncing with each step. “Hey
you!” She wrapped her arms around Burgundy, enveloping her in a hug
that smelled of deep fried deliciousness.

It was what she needed in the moment. Warmth. Love.
Charlotte. Her very own Charlotte.

Burgundy closed her eyes and held on tight, lacing
her hands together around Charlotte’s waist. For the second time
that day, tears slid from her eyes.

Even if Charlotte was a magick-user of sorts
herself, there was no way the Firebrand Syndicate would let her in.
They might shelter Burgundy and give her the education she needed
to become a powerful warlock. But they’d draw a line somewhere.

And, damn it, Burgundy wasn’t ready to pack it all
in yet.

Charlotte drew back and blinked at Burgundy. “Are
you crying?”

Burgundy sniffled to restrain further tears. “Only
sort of.”

“Well, you look… I don’t know. There’s something
different about you. Did you get a haircut or something?”

“No. I’ve been at the library most of the day. The
other library.”

“Oh.” Charlotte’s half-smile and soft gaze stayed
focused on Burgundy. She caressed her hair, running her hand down
the strands. “You’re happy there, you know that? Normally, your
emotions are kind of… even-keeled, I guess. But today, you’re
glowing. It’s different, like you’re comfortable just being you,
like something’s unlocked in there. I’m not explaining it well, I
guess.”

She dipped her gaze and Burgundy
followed the direction of it to see how Charlotte traced a crack in
the sidewalk with her toe. So cute. And
she loves me. She could have any woman in the world and she chooses
to be with me.

“Hey.” Burgundy curled her fingers around
Charlotte’s chin and forced her gaze up once more. “I am
comfortable just being me and you’re a huge part of that.”

As she leaned in to press her lips to Charlotte’s,
Burgundy knew Charlotte was one of many reasons for her to never
give up. Rock Grove, her aunt, and the Witches Council were going
to have to accept her as she was.


Chapter Eighteen

 


Burgundy blinked at the way the
charm refracted the light into countless brilliant rainbows
throughout her bedroom. Aleksandr had given her the crystal last
night as a birthday present, begging her not to let her aunt take
her to the Witches Council.

“Warlocks are far more powerful than witches and
thus witches are frightened of them,” he’d told her. “They won’t
listen to you, no matter what you say, especially if they see that
your potential as a magick user is more significant than they
realize. And if you see it, they’ll see it.”

“I have to go,” she’d answered. “Running away and
hiding does nothing for me, or for any of us. Maybe if they see
that I’m someone they can trust, the daughter of one of their own
Finders—”

He’d cut her off with a guttural noise, followed by,
“The Council doesn't trust warlocks, no matter who they are related
to. They never will. Not even tiny ones as cute as you, Little Red.
They will treat you with contempt, distrust, as the lowest of the
low. If you won’t listen to me, I can tell Mr. Knight to order you
not to go.”

Burgundy hadn’t been able to bite back her scoff.
“He’s my boss, not my keeper. He can’t tell me what to do. Please,
understand that if I want to stay in Rock Grove, I have to do this.
Otherwise, they’ll come for me and force me to appear before them
anyway. Better to go now and willingly, so I can keep everything
I’ve got in this town, than to run and hide, and lose the people I
love.”

Aleksandr had compressed his lips,
as if holding back a response. Yet, even still, Burgundy knew what
he wanted to say, what thought flitted through his mind.
You will lose them, regardless.

She’d clutched the charm, furling her fingers around
it, whispered, “I have to try,” and kissed him on the cheek. “I
think I’ll miss you most of all, Scarecrow. Thank you for this.
I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

In the morning light, her promise
to return didn’t ring true. Every dire warning Alek had voiced came
back to her, haunting her memory and keeping her usual bravado from
swelling within her. She could
run. She could run and hide and never look back.
The Firebrand Syndicate would welcome her with open arms, at least
according to Aleksandr. She could go to them and learn more, enough
that she needn't fear anyone, let alone the Witches
Council.

But in doing that, she would exile herself from Rock
Grove. And this wonderful town, this place full of amazing and
diverse people, was the one thing she couldn't give up. They’d
stood by her through thick and thin. She’d do the same for
them.

Aunt Iris called her name. Burgundy gave the charm
another squeeze. It wasn't a talisman of any sort. No magick was
contained within it, no spell to protect her or even give her luck.
All it offered was some comfort, knowledge that she had friends
like her. And goodness knew she would need understanding warlock
friends after today.

She went downstairs to find Iris already standing at
the door, purse clutched in both hands. As usual she wore a
Victorian mourning dress, black to signify how deeply she felt her
husband's demise so many years ago. Heck, Burgundy hadn’t even
known her aunt’s husband, Neil Hart, but he must have been the love
of her life for her to continue to honor him like this.

“Are you ready to go?” Iris looked her up and down,
gaze scrutinizing every inch of Burgundy. Her eyes narrowed. “Are
you really going to wear that to your declaration ceremony?”

“What's wrong with it?” Burgundy looked at her
outfit. She dressed the way she would at work, in a vintage dress
she picked up at the local thrift store. It was navy blue and had a
lovely frill around the hem and cap sleeves. It bared her tattoos,
but she plucked her black cardigan off the coat stand by the front
door. As far as she was concerned, the dress was tasteful and
conservative. It also happened to be cute. Nobody could fault her
for wanting to look good, could they?

Aunt Iris tilted her chin up another fraction, nose
in the air. “The Witches Council prides itself on tradition. You do
not want to appear as if you're making a mockery of all that they
hold dear.”

No, of course not. Because Burgundy's very existence
was something she'd already been told would make a mockery of
everything the Witches Council held dear. Apparently, the clothes
would be the icing on the big middle finger cake.

With the role of her eyes, Burgundy shrugged and
gestured toward the door. “I left my witch robes at the dry
cleaner. We don't want to be late.” Iris might expect her to adhere
to some mysterious dress code, but Burgundy wasn’t about to give in
to her pearl-clutching. Clothes were clothes. If she’d intended to
saunter into that Council ceremony naked, then maybe she could have
seen her aunt’s point. But this was absolutely ridiculous.

Even more ridiculous was the fact that rather than
simply teleport there, which was something she knew her aunt could
do, they got in the car and drove out of town. Burgundy was sure
that the council didn't hold its meetings anywhere in Nebraska. Her
aunt must have seen her quizzical glance, because she shrugged and
said, “There are designated places, portals to pass through to
reach the Council.”

Unlike the way Burgundy could shift at will from the
library to wherever she chose? Witchcraft was some weak sauce
magick compared to what she’d learned to do. But she nodded and
said, “I guess that's one way to keep people out.”

“No, my dear, it's not that they want to keep people
out. It's that they want to ensure that only the right people come
in.”

“Yeah,” Burgundy drawled with a roll of her eyes,
“totally not the same thing. You're right. How silly of me.”

Iris pursed her lips. In profile, she looked like
she’d just tasted a sour candy or sucked on a lemon. Burgundy
stifled a laugh and watched the passing scenery. She adored the
cornfields, the rivers, the green and amber spaces between the
buildings. Even though they were heading north toward Omaha, those
spaces were still numerous. She'd always loved her home. It was
where her heart was, no question about it.

Could she have moved to a big city, a place with a
larger population where maybe she could simply fade into the crowd,
never to be noticed? Maybe. After all, she was an adult and she
didn't have to live with her aunt if she didn't want to.

But running away from home, even the simple act of
moving out on her own, would now be construed as an admission of
guilt on her part when she had done nothing wrong. In fact, the
only thing holding her back from doing it was the cold spread of
fear that crawled under her skin. Fear that if she disappeared, the
Finders could decide she’d done it for a reason and come looking
for her.

And then, of course, there was Charlotte. She could
never ask Charlotte to put up with a girlfriend who would only pop
in and out when it was safe to do so. Or to run away with her, far
from the town where they’d established their lives. It wasn’t fair
to her.

Better to face the Council now, tell them what they
wanted to hear, and get it done and over with. So, she let Aunt
Iris drive her to her fate, whatever it may be.

****






Without any preconceived notions
of what the Witches Council looked like, Burgundy was neither
impressed nor disappointed to find it resembled the house used
in Downton Abbey.
There was nothing pretty about the stark, Jacobean architecture
with its terra-cotta brickwork and imposing turrets.

Iris strode through the front door without a glance
back. Burgundy trailed after her and tried not to gape in her wake.
She supposed she shouldn’t be that surprised that the Witches
Council conducted their business in such a traditional-looking
place, since they preferred to keep their attitudes in the dark
ages.

“Mrs. Hart, welcome. Is today the day?” asked a
chipper female voice.

“It is, Margaret. I have Burgundy with me.” Iris
wagged her fingers behind her, as if gesturing for a small child to
catch up.

Burgundy hurried into place next to her and grinned
at the woman behind the large desk dominating the foyer. “Here I
am, your sacrificial lamb.”

The woman peered at her over a pair of half-moon
spectacles, then flicked her gaze back to Iris, a smirk pulling at
the corner of her lips. “She’s an interesting one, isn’t she? You
know how Mr. Bloom feels about that.”

“Mr. Bloom? Any relation to you and Lily?” She
already knew the truth, but she couldn’t help but give her aunt a
hard time about it. With the stifling tension in the air, Burgundy
thought she’d scream. Not to mention the nepotism still didn’t set
well with her, any more than this entire charade did.

“Please, show some respect,” Iris said through
gritted teeth. “Lily is your mother and you should refer to her
appropriately.”

“Oh yeah. I’ll remember that next time she drops in
for tea.” She knew her remarks were beyond rude, but what could
Burgundy possibly say to that? The woman had abandoned her
twenty-six years ago and getting a stark reminder of that on her
birthday, of all days, wasn’t exactly going to endear her to
anyone. Nor had this hot streak of rebellion surfaced until it hit
her that she was about to do this. For real.

“Right, then.” The woman at the desk shuffled some
paperwork and then offered a clipboard to Burgundy. “Please fill
this out and we’ll be with you shortly.”

Burgundy bit back another sarcastic response. She
could get through this – fill out the paperwork, stand in front of
the Council, declare the domestic path, and leave. In a way, it
wasn’t a lie. Not exactly. She had some spark of witchcraft in her,
first of all. Just because she couldn’t channel or use the power
without struggling, that didn’t mean it didn’t exist.

This wasn’t a surrender or concession, she reminded
herself. It was what she had to do to stay in Rock Grove, to keep
the Finders off her ass, and Charlotte in her life. One little lie
and no more trouble. That ought to come as a relief, right?

She found a waiting-room style chair across the
foyer and sank into it, clipboard in hand. The paper on top was a
print-out listing her name, date and place of birth, residence,
education, and employment. There were other notes of personal
interest, too, like her medical history and grades.

“Really?” she asked, checking off
the boxes that confirmed the information was true and correct.
“They know I got a D in my twelfth grade World History class? Does that also
count against me or is the dress a more egregious
offense?”

“I hate seeing you like this.” Iris sat next to her,
face still looking puckered and lined. And, when Burgundy peered
closer, terribly tired. She tried to muster some sense of
compassion for the woman, but as her gaze dipped back to the paper,
knew it was futile.

“Yeah? Well get used to it. The sooner these people
are out of my life, the better.” Burgundy added another slash to
yet another blank box.

“They’ll never be out of your life, which is why
this is so important.”

Burgundy clutched the pen, wondering if she could
break it in two if she really tried. “You know, Iris, I’m sick of
hearing that. Let me get through this. I’ll tell them what they
want to hear and wash my hands of the whole ordeal. Oh, and after
today, I’m moving out.”

“Why?”

She closed her eyes and reminded herself of all the
things Aleksandr had said over the past week. They took away her
power with words alone. And only she could get it back.

The witches. The warlocks. Which way should she go?
Where did she belong? And what could she possibly say that wouldn’t
get her in a world of trouble?

“I’m an adult. I’m too old for this crap.” She
turned to look at Iris and her stomach lurched a little. This woman
had raised and cared for her, protected her, and now Burgundy was
rewarding her with resentment. She couldn’t help it, though. Iris
might have her best interests at heart, but she’d also taken
everything away from her. Everything about her personal
identity.

Iris nodded, skin pale. “If that’s how you feel, I
have to accept that. But I’m glad you accepted this, first.”

“Acceptance?” Burgundy barked out a laugh. “I’d
hardly call it that. I’m doing what I have to do to keep the
Council out of my life. When I find my own place, maybe you can
visit someday. But Lily will never be welcome there, ever.”

For the first time in her life,
Burgundy felt her heart clench at the way her aunt looked at her.
All the times Iris appeared disappointed or even upset with her
didn’t compare to the hurt skating across her aunt’s
features. She brought it upon herself and
whatever happens today, I can’t be a part of this charade once it’s
all said and done.

“Burgundy, please understand, I did my best to
protect you,” Iris whispered. “You don’t know what they do to
warlocks. I couldn’t let that happen to you. Can’t you accept
that?”

“I can accept anything, except being forced to be
something I’m not.” Burgundy squeezed her eyes shut and then made
the last checkmark required of her before signing her name. “You
want me to walk in there and tell them I’m something I’m not,
relegate myself to the lowest rung on the witchy ladder, all to
satisfy egos and laws, and other things that are ridiculous. I’ll
do it and then you won’t have to put up with me anymore. After all,
I owe you the same courtesy. You protected me, so I’ll protect you
by getting out of your life.”

When Burgundy turned to look fully at her aunt, pain
spiked in her chest again. But it didn’t matter. They’d come too
far to turn back now and she’d hit her breaking point.

A door creaked open behind the desk and a man in a
long, black robe stepped into the foyer. “Burgundy Jane Hart,” he
intoned.

She rose to her feet, clipboard clutched in both
hands. She would walk into that ceremony and give them exactly what
they wanted to hear.

But she’d be damned if she’d live that lie.













Chapter Nineteen

 


The Council’s main chamber was exactly how
she’d imagined it would be after her first sight of the building –
stark and unwelcoming, even under the warmly glittering lights. A
converted ballroom held a raised, roundtable desk with an opening
for people to step into the center. Very United Nations. The
perfect place to negotiate, interrogate, or intimidate.

Burgundy handed her clipboard off to the man
in the robe and scanned the witches seated behind the desk. Finders
in plain black suits bracketed either end of the circular desk, one
familiar to her.

Rather than acknowledge her mother, she kept
her gaze focused straight ahead, on the man at the center of it
all. Without nameplates in front of the Council members, she had no
idea who was who. But since he wore a black robe and white wig in
the style of old-time judges, while no one else did, Burgundy
decided ye olde tyme wytch must be the one leading the
proceedings.

Her grandfather, perhaps. She squinted and
tried to find a family resemblance between him, Lily, and Iris.
Hard to tell from here, though when he tilted his head at the right
angle, she saw that he had a green eyes like her mother’s.

The man glared down at her, perhaps looking
for the same qualities, and then at the clipboard handed to him.
“State your name for the record.”

Burgundy blinked. “It’s on the paper in
front of you.”

A low gasp rose from the Council members and
the man’s eyes narrowed. “State your name for the record,” he
repeated. Apparently, he liked giving orders. Or Burgundy was
throwing off the entire proceeding.

Thank you, Aunt Iris, for coaching me to get
through this. Not.

She drew in a breath and announced, “My name
is Burgundy Jane Hart.”

“Please state your age.”

“Twenty-seven as of today, so Happy Beltane
Birthday to me.” Burgundy considered doing a little tap dance, but
thought better of it. No way would anyone in here find her jazz
hands amusing.

“What is your occupation?”

Seriously? Was he going to demand that she
repeat every question she’d already confirmed on the paper? “I’m a
library supervisor for the town of Rock Grove.”

“Do you understand that a witch declares her
path at the age of twenty-one, unless granted an exemption?”

“Yeees…” Burgundy couldn’t help but draw out
the word. This was borderline ridiculous. She’d come here to spit
out a quick little lie and move on with her life. “Hey, does
everyone who comes in here get the third degree, or am I today’s
lucky winner?”

Once again, the man’s brows knit until it
looked like a massive, white caterpillar had taken up residence on
his face. “I’d have expected Iris Hart to instruct you on proper
behavior in the presence of the Witches Council. Apparently, I was
mistaken.”

Burgundy balled her fists
at her sides and tried not to smile. One
point for me.

“The point of this is to ensure you
understand our laws and that we understand why this took you so
long,” the man continued. “Specifically, why did you defer
declaring your path until your last possible opportunity?”

“I’m sure my aunt communicated that to you
years ago when I graduated from high school. I was in college and
that came first.” The grim satisfaction that’d initially filled her
now gave way to icy fingers sliding up and down her spine.

“She did, however you must still answer to
us.”

“I don’t see why, but if you expect me to
justify myself, then you’ll be disappointed.” Burgundy glanced at
the people staring down at her, each with similar frowns of
disapproval. “Look, I graduated from high school, went to college,
and then pursued my master’s degree in library science. That
doesn’t make me a monster or a threat to your precious traditions.
It makes me a modern woman who’s decided her entire identity isn’t
completely wrapped up in witchcraft.”

Most of the frowns deepened, but one woman,
a little to her left, smiled before mastering her expression back
into one of finger-wagging censure. At least one of them had a
heart. Still, it did little to alleviate the tension weighing down
on Burgundy. Every moment of this charade fueled the resentment
thrumming deep inside her.

“Why did you make that choice?”

“Seriously? You’re questioning my life
choices?” Burgundy pressed her hands to her chest. “Look, I’d love
to pin this on the whole abandoned-as-a-child thing, but here’s the
deal: Aunt Iris didn’t just raise me to be a witch. She raised me
to be an independent woman and think for myself. At least, most of
the time, but you don’t want to blame her for rearing me or my
mother for walking out on me, do you? You want to find fault with
me. Fine. Do that. But remember, I came in here to give you what
you wanted and you’re the ones making this hard. Not me.”

Behind her, she heard Iris groan. Heck, she
could practically picture the facepalm that followed the noise.
Fine. She was being rude. But these people? The nerve of them,
asking her to explain her adult choices!

“And who are these parents who abandoned
you?” The man’s voice sounded full of something Burgundy couldn’t
quite put her finger on. Spittle and contempt, maybe. And a tinge
of satisfaction, as if he’d managed to trap her.

Because, shit, he had. She had to admit the
truth of who her parents were. How was she going to get out of that
confession? One word at a time, she supposed.

“My mother is someone you should know at
least somewhat. Her name is Lily Bloom and she’s one of your
Finders.”

Now the man smiled for the first time since
the proceedings began. But it wasn’t a friendly expression. Oh, no.
It was a malicious curving of his lips, the kind of tight smile
that told her he was going to enjoy this.

To her credit, Lily didn’t look at all
shaken. She simply stood there, hands clasped behind her, staring
straight ahead, expressionless.

If there was ever a moment
to be my mom, now’s the time.

“And who is your father?”

Burgundy snuck another look out of her
peripheral vision at her mother. Still stone-faced, still quiet. No
help there. Was she afraid of the old man or just that damn
selfish?

Sucking in a deep breath did little to calm
the nerves that now skittered across her skin, leaving goose bumps
in their wake. Burgundy curled her fingers against her palms so
hard, her nails cut into her flesh. On trial, like a common
criminal, in front of the woman who claimed to want to protect her
and the one who’d brought her into this world. Sisters. Aunt and
mother, but not her allies.

The frustration she’d vented at Aunt Iris
time and again, and then regretted, came flooding back, heating her
from head to toe. No regrets this time. Two could play this cat and
mouse game. Only one could win.

“My father isn’t listed on my birth
certificate.”

The old witch’s brow furrowed, that hairy
facial caterpillar forming again. Not what he’d been expecting to
hear, eh? Burgundy couldn’t help but snort out an exhalation.

“What is his name, young woman?”

“How am I supposed to know that? No one ever
recorded it. Check my birth certificate.” Truth. Burgundy had seen
it for herself three months ago when Cian Black showed up in Rock
Grove, bringing with him a world of chaos. Did she doubt that he
was her father, as he said he was?

Not at all.

But would she admit it to these people?

Never.

The old man leaned over and conferred with
the members on either side of him. Then he crooked his finger at
the man in the black robe who still hovered by the door. After a
whispered exchange, the man in the robe disappeared.

“We will verify the truth of this
statement,” the old man announced. “I hereby call a five minute
recess.”

Murmurs rose as the members of the Council
turned toward one another. Burgundy took two steps back, her entire
body still radiating heat. A hand fell on her shoulder and she
whirled around to face the owner of it.

“Why did you have to make this more
difficult than it needed to be?” Iris whispered.

“Me? They’re the ones putting me on trial!
You said all I had to do was come in and declare a path. You never
told me about any of this.” She waved at the desk and witches
behind her.

Iris closed her eyes, her pain coloring her
features. “Silas Bloom is not one to be trifled with,
Burgundy.”

“So that
is the Bloom guy? I have
to say, I can see the resemblance now. Stubborn, kind of a jerk…
shall I go on?”

“No.” Iris blinked and then placed her other
hand on Burgundy’s shoulder, as well. “Please try to remember he’s
mine and your mother’s father, your grandfather, and deserving of
respect. Trust me when I say, he’d destroy his own daughters if
that’s what it took to keep order in our world.”

The rush of adrenaline that’d made Burgundy
so ready to fight drained from her, replaced by a chill. “Do you
honestly think your own father would do that to you?”

“I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t.”

“Fine. And you also never thought to tell me
about what to expect here, what kind of questions they’d ask and
what the protocol was?”

Her aunt’s glare deepened. “I thought you
would know how to answer their questions like a mature adult.”

“You expect me to be mature when you’ve
dragged me in here to be reminded that my mother dumped me and
everything you brought me up to believe is a lie? What the hell,
Aunt Iris? You set me up to fail here and now I don’t know what’s
going to happen to me. Thanks a lot.” Burgundy shoved at both hands
on her shoulders, pushing her aunt away from her and moving back
into the center of the room.

Protect her? No, Iris had never set out to
protect anyone but herself. Even Lily hadn’t been moved by maternal
obligation or whatever to come to Burgundy’s defense. She was truly
fucking alone.

“I’m here.” A hand reached out and squeezed
hers. Burgundy turned, following the line from the red-manicured
fingers, up the slender arm, to the shoulders and neck that led to
the Maybelline-perfect face of the last person she’d expected to
see.

“Mrs. Michaels! What are you doing
here?”

The first lady of Rock Grove smiled,
flawless as always. “I’m here to prove your parentage.”

Burgundy pressed her lips together,
swallowed, and nodded. There was nothing she could say, nothing she
could do, but trust that the woman who’d sat by her side at the
last Rock Grove town meeting held the right answer to this
dilemma.

The banging of a gavel resonated throughout
the room. Silas Bloom calling the meeting back to order. Burgundy
turned to face him. Nowhere in his face did she see even one piece
of herself, no indication that they were related. Certainly no sign
of grandfatherly affection as his piercing gaze locked onto her
before flicking to Mercy.

Despite the scrutiny, the celestial
continued to smile radiantly, standing tall and proud.

“Mrs. Michaels,” Silas began, “you were
present at the birth of Burgundy Jane Hart, correct?”

“That is correct, sir.”

“What happened on that day?”

Mercy gave a toss of her head, blonde hair
swinging before falling back perfectly into place. “Lily Bloom, the
Finder to the right of your assembly, did what every woman does in
a normal childbirth. Surely I don’t need to go into details.
Suffice it to say, both Iris Hart and I were there to attend and
witness the birth. I was present in my capacity as town clerk of
Rock Grove. I recorded the date, time, and location of the event,
and asked if there was a name for the child. I then asked for the
names of the parents, as is the normal procedure for recording a
birth.”

“And what information did the adults present
at this event give you to explain the existence of Burgundy Jane
Hart?”

Mercy held out her hand and a folded piece
of paper appeared in her palm. “They confirmed Lily Bloom as her
mother, though I saw that with my own eyes when Miss Hart was born.
However, her paternity was unknown and thus unrecorded. This being
the case, there was immediate discussion about Iris Hart adopting
her niece, since Lily Bloom had every intention of joining the
Council and undergoing Finder training once she recovered from
childbirth.”

The way the corners of Silas’s mouth drooped
told Burgundy she’d won. The man in the robe took the paper from
Mercy and handed it up to Silas, who unfolded it, his expression
souring further.

“Were you aware of any man Lily Bloom had
been involved with prior to the birth of her daughter?” he
asked.

“I wasn’t,” Mercy said, clasping her hands
behind her back and lifting her chin. “However, I am not her parent
and thus it was not my job to ensure she had a proper
upbringing.”

Ooh, she’d taken that question and lobbed it
back so masterfully, Burgundy couldn’t help but grin. She ducked
her head to hide the joy in her expression, but it didn’t diminish
the low, dry sputtering she heard from her grandfather.

A murmur rose again, the Council members
conferring and a few giving Silas a side-eye Burgundy envied. She
glanced at Mercy, who glanced back, lips quirking slightly before
settling back into that same sweet smile.

“As the dedicant has shown herself to be of
an age to make a decision on her path, the Council hereby accepts
Burgundy Jane Hart’s choice.” Silas’s voice was thin and he cleared
his throat before continuing. “You will heretofore be entered into
the registry as a domestic witch and expected to adhere to all laws
and regulations set forth in the handbook of the Witches Council,
which will be presented to you upon leaving.”

Burgundy nodded, wishing she could speak her
mind. But the way Mercy squeezed her hand kept her from saying a
word. She’d said enough, that was clear, and yet not enough at the
same time.

“We also decree that as the town of Rock
Grove continues to be a hotspot for warlock activity, a permanent
Finder presence will be implemented until such activity is fully
explained and ceases. All residents will be questioned by our
Finders and those found to have knowledge of such activity will be
further investigated by the full Council.”

The gavel came down again, signaling an end
to the proceedings.

As Burgundy exchanged glances again with
Mercy, she knew it also signaled the beginning of her entire town
being put on trial.

And it was all her fault.













Chapter Twenty

 


A permanent Finder presence didn’t mean one or two
stern-faced witches dressed in their long black coats, hunched like
overgrown crows on every street corner.

It meant Finders on
every corner of Rock
Grove, twitchy and narrow-eyed, their magick stinking up the air as
they searched for traces of warlocks. They entered each and every
business, banged on the doors of homes, and demanded a word with
every person they encountered.

The systematic way they worked through Rock Grove
started downtown and spread like a plague.

When they first entered the library, Burgundy stood
her ground alongside Mr. Knight.

“You’re not serious,” the vampire
snarled at the three Finders who flapped their way through the
door, folded their arms, and glared at him. “This is a
library.”

“We’re under orders to search every inch of Rock
Grove and question every resident.” The female Finder at the
forefront of the trio waved the other two onward.

Burgundy spun to watch them rifle through shelves,
displacing books, DVDs, and more. Even poor Lynn stood aside,
open-mouthed and staring at the careless way they searched the
building. It would take more than vacuuming to fix this mess.

“We’ll question your staff, one by one,” the woman
stated. “Show me to your office.”

Mr. Knight’s flinty gaze narrowed, sending a shiver
up Burgundy’s spine. No one in their right mind would cross a
vampire, but the Finders didn’t seem to have a problem with that.
Burgundy half-hoped Mr. Knight would go for their throats, that
ancient instincts would kick in and drive him to extremes.

I started this. Might as well burn
it all down.

But she swallowed that impulse, along with the bile
that surged in her throat when Mr. Knight answered, “The Grove Room
is a more comfortable for what you have in mind. This way,
please.”

Long after the Finders ransacked and left the
library, hours into Burgundy using what little witchcraft she had
to clean up the mess while laughing at herself about it, Mr. Knight
placed a gentle hand on her shoulder.

“I know what happened at the Council.”

Just like that, the roiling resumed in her gut,
guilt seeping through every single pore. “I’m sorry,” she
whispered. “This is all my fault.”

Mr. Knight’s hand tightened, a reassuring squeeze,
so like what Mercy had offered her in the face of all those hostile
witches. “You stood up for what you believe in, tried to show them
their traditions are harmful and outdated, but nothing’s going to
change until you remember what Aleksandr taught you.”

Burgundy kept her head down as she floated another
entire shelf of books back into place. That was it. With one last
spell, she’d exhausted her witchcraft for the day, along with her
last remaining ounce of goodwill toward the Council. “And what’s
that?”

“To fulfill your true potential, to stop letting one
small piece of you matter more than anything else, all because you
think it’s the only way to protect people. Even if you’d gone in
there and been the perfect witch, they still would have done this.
They’ve been waiting for a reason to hook their claws into Rock
Grove.”

Burgundy licked her lips. “I know you’re trying to
help me feel better, but I’m afraid it’s going to get worse than it
already is.”

Mr. Knight knelt beside her and whispered the one
word she never expected to hear.

“Good.”

****






Home wasn't any better than the library. Burgundy
walked into the kitchen to find Aunt Iris at the table, skin pale
and features drawn. A glance around the room revealed flower petals
and stems strewn all over the floor, herbs both fresh and dried
scattered among shards of broken glass, pieces of twine, and muddy
footprints that seemed to track everywhere in the room.

“Seriously?” she hissed under her breath.

Her aunt’s shoulders lifted and fell, a gentle sigh
passing from her lips. “I should have known this would happen. All
these years, sooner or later it would all come back around on us.
Small supernatural communities like ours don’t last long. The
Council see them as a place to hide the worst of the worst –
vampires and warlocks, and others. I tried, though. I really did,
Burgundy.”

Burgundy picked up one of the chairs that’d been
knocked to the floor and set it back in place across the table from
Iris. “You tried to keep them out or me in?”

“All of it. And now they’re here and it’s only a
matter of time before they accuse you of being exactly what they
suspect.”

“Which is what?” Burgundy sank into the chair, not
sure she could dredge up the wherewithal to clean the kitchen, by
hand or magick.

“Don’t ask me to say it when you know very well what
I mean. You need to stop acting like a child and take this to
heart.” Iris jabbed her index finger against the table. “You know
that, long ago, there was a purge of warlocks. The Witches Council
led it, and females especially were targeted for their ability to
birth other female warlocks. Make no mistake about it, niece, they
will come after you. They will put you on trial, but you’ll already
be guilty in their eyes, just for being what you are.”

There was nothing to do but shrug and ask the one
question she still didn’t know the answer to. “So, what – they’ll
kill me?”

“Perhaps. Kill the female, and you also destroy any
chance of the race carrying on. If not that, then you’ll spend a
good portion of your life in prison until they decide you aren’t a
threat or, at the very least, benign enough not to resist them. But
they will find a way to make sure you can’t produce another
warlock. They won’t care about you testifying that you’re gay.
Since there’s no magick spell to take away a woman’s fertility,
they’ll do it the old-fashioned way. Probably with medieval tools,
too.”

Finally, there it was – the harsh truth that made
Burgundy’s stomach roil and pushed a sour lump up her throat. It
tasted of bile and burned all the way down when she swallowed it.
She wasn’t so naive to believe the world had fully emerged from the
dark ages. But that her life was endangered, simply for being
female? Above all else, that was intolerable.

Burgundy slapped her hands against the table and
pushed herself to her feet. “This is bullshit and you know it, and
I know it, and everyone in Rock Grove knows it.” She stormed toward
the doorway. As far as she was concerned, this was her cue to
leave.

“No!” Iris rasped back. “With few exceptions, the
people of Rock Grove know nothing, and keeping it that way is what
might redeem them.”

“Might? Why -- because the Council wants full
control of a supernatural town just in case it harbors threats
against them?”

“That’s not why the Council—”

“Oh, spare me!” Burgundy shouted, the knot of fear
and resentment in her belly finally coming undone. “Whatever game
the Council is playing at, I am so done with it. Maybe the people
of Rock Grove should know the truth and decide for themselves whose
side they’re on. They should know I’m nothing but a scapegoat for
whatever larger scheme the Council has in mind.”

“Why would you propose something so rash?” Now it
was Iris who smacked the table and rose, her chair falling to the
floor with the motion. It hardly mattered. The entire room remained
in shambles. “Again, you’re behaving like a child. This rebellion
is pointless! If you think the entire town would come to your
defense, would stand up to the Witches Council on your behalf,
think again.”

Burgundy opened her mouth, ready to shoot back, when
the front door banged open.

The blonde who strode into the house wasn’t Mercy
Michaels, the first person who flashed to mind when Burgundy saw
the pale hair, but Jenna.

“Is it true?” Jenna blinked at Burgundy, tears
running down her face. “Have Finders occupied Rock Grove?”

“All kinds of true. Why? What’s the matter?”
Burgundy reached for her ex-girlfriend, fingers lacing with hers.
What on earth had moved Jenna Iverson to tears? They’d known each
other since childhood and never once had the succubus cried. She’d
always been confident, sometimes even a tad narcissistic. But
this?

“They took my mother.” Jenna fell into her arms, now
openly weeping, her tears soaking the shoulder of Burgundy’s
shirt.

Burgundy wrapped her arms around Jenna and squeezed
tight. Houses ransacked and now people taken into custody? “She’s a
succubus, though. I don’t understand why they would take her.”

“Because she’s a succubus,” Iris
pointed out. “Another female capable of giving birth to a warlock.
They’re being thorough. Besides, demonkind aren’t exactly on the
Council’s list of allies, any more than warlocks or vampires are.
They’ll take anyone who poses even a whiff of threat. Not something
you thought about when you decided to cross the Council, is
it?”

Burgundy swallowed another rush of acid. If her aunt
wanted to rub her nose in this situation, to prove to her that
she’d caused it, then mission accomplished. Her body shook with
unshed tears. The only comfort was in Jenna’s warmth against her,
the certainty that at least one person didn’t blame her for this
horrific state of affairs.

“Let’s go.” Burgundy guided Jenna back to the wide
open door.

“Where are you going?” Iris called after her.

“Away from you.” She kept walking, pushing Jenna
toward her car. They needed comfort food and they needed it now.
Jenna didn’t resist as Burgundy urged her into the passenger seat,
got in the driver’s side, and thrust the key into the ignition.

Ten minutes later, she parked outside the diner, but
when she saw the darkened windows, a fresh chill wracked her
body.

Jenna leaned forward and looked past her. “Why’s the
diner closed? It’s not even six.”

“I don’t know, but wait here.” Burgundy reached for
the door handle, but Jenna shook her head.

“If they’re taking succubi and vampires and
warlocks, then we go together. I’m not going to hide from
them.”

Burgundy closed her eyes, hand still wrapped around
the cold handle, heart fluttering in her chest. “Please, don’t risk
it. My aunt is right. This is entirely my fault. If I’d answered
the Council’s questions when I went for my declaration ceremony, if
I didn’t point out how archaic and ridiculous all of it was, or
treated the whole thing with sarcasm, they wouldn’t have done this
to the town I love.”

Jenna scoffed and this time, it was she who offered
Burgundy a reassuring hand. “Don’t fool yourself into thinking your
pride caused this. They knew. They had to know, had to suspect all
along that you’re not a witch like them. You didn’t cause this. You
didn’t even give them a reason to send their little magickal police
force into town. They’ve always wanted to keep supernatural towns
like Rock Grove on a short leash.”

“That’s what Mr. Knight said. But why?” Burgundy
tore her gaze from the darkened diner windows and turned to face
Jenna. Leave it to the journalist to know something pertinent to
the situation.

“Because the more supernatural people you get
together in one place, the more likely it is that some of them are
either hiding from the Witches Council or plotting against them. At
least, according to Silas Bloom’s paranoid mind.”

The reminder that the Council’s leader was also her
grandfather didn’t do a damn bit of good to improve Burgundy’s
mood. Nor would sitting around, fearing for her own safety. “What’s
his end game?” she muttered.

“No idea, but whatever it is, most people think
being with him is better than being against him.”

Now it was Burgundy who scoffed as she rubbed her
free hand over the steering wheel, Jenna’s fingers still holding
her other one captive. “Well, I guess that ship has sailed. Let’s
go see what the deal is with the diner.”

“Wait a minute.”

Burgundy turned to ask “What?” and found Jenna’s
lips on hers. They tasted of salty tears, but the warmth chased
every ounce of fear away. She closed her eyes and savored the
moment of normalcy.

No. Not normalcy. They’d been broken up for more
than four months, now. But familiarity. There was comfort in that
and she gave herself up to it.

When they parted and reached for the door handles,
it was together. Feet hit the pavement and they both crossed the
street, side by side. Burgundy wrapped her fingers around the
doorknob to the diner and reached for her magick. It was a risk she
was willing to take, to find out what had happened to
Charlotte.

Flashes of Charlotte filled her mind – two men
entering the diner, shooing all the customers out, and then looming
over her. Their mouths moved, but the visual imprint provided by
the door didn’t include words or language. Just those imposing
witches flanking Charlotte, a swirl of black surrounding the three
of them, followed by an empty diner.

“The Finders took her.” Burgundy blew out a breath,
chest tight as she dropped her hand from the door. “I have to get
her back.”

“Don’t even think about it. They’re probably using
her to get to you. You know what they really want.” Jenna grasped
her by the shoulders and turned Burgundy away from the door. “None
of this is your fault, Burgundy. Don’t let anyone tell you
that.”

“But I do bear blame for going and acting like an
immature brat, when I shouldn’t have gone at all.” Burgundy tried
to shake out of Jenna’s hold, but the woman’s fingers dug into her
shoulders. “I should have listened to Aleksandr.”

Jenna’s mouth pressed together in a thin line, the
skin around those kissable lips going white. After a heartbeat, she
hissed, “Stop that, do you hear me? You went, even though you
shouldn’t have. You stood up for yourself, even though you
shouldn’t have. And now Rock Grove is going to pay for your bad
choice. Fine. It’s all your fault, is that what you wanted to
hear?”

Was it? Jenna’s words sent a throbbing ache straight
to her chest and Burgundy nodded. “Yeah. That’ll do.”

“Good. Now listen to this: shit happens, Burg. This
situation is what it is. Self-pity won’t change it. Besides, you’re
only a convenient excuse for the Council to take control of Rock
Grove. If they catch you out as a warlock, then they can hold you
up as so-called proof that Rock Grove needs perpetual oversight to
protect its people. We both know where that leads. So forget what
got us here in the first place, get your head on right, and tell me
what we need to do now to stop this from going any further.”

Burgundy licked her lips. The spring air cooled the
moist skin and then slipped past it as she finally drew in a
breath.

Do? What could she do when her heart pounded like a
drum, all because the woman she loved was rotting away in a jail
cell, somewhere under that dismal manor house in the country? What
could she do when the town she loved now lived under a martial
presence? What could anyone do when all that they loved so dearly
was in danger of being reduced to ashes?

“I started this, Jenna, and what we’re going to do
now is finish it.”













Chapter Twenty-One

 


For the second time in twenty-four hours,
Jenna’s ashen features gave her away. Burgundy squeezed her hand.
She hated seeing her ex-girlfriend looking so shaken, but she also
couldn’t blame her.

First of all, they’d broken into the Witches
Council using Burgundy’s still-novice abilities. They could thank
Mr. Knight later for pointing out that they could use the secret
library’s portal, even to get into the Council. Burgundy hadn’t
dared consider it after what her aunt told her, but it worked.
They’d arrived with the people on the other side
none-the-wiser.

Second, the hold Burgundy had on her
invisibility remained tenuous at best. It threatened to slip off
the two of them like a heavy sheet, to fall and reveal them to the
assembled witches. Not exactly part of the plan, which meant
Burgundy had to hold on to the magick as tight as she could.

And not one of the witches seemed to notice
them there, which left her wondering how many other differences
existed between witches and warlocks. If a witch couldn’t sense
magick the way a warlock could, no wonder they found warlocks such
a formidable and dangerous species. Not that she could find it in
her heart to care. Empathy seemed unlikely, considering all she’d
watched the Council do to people she cared about.

Instead, she steeled her resolve, swallowing
and tightening her grasp on the magick. Their invisibility had to
last until the right moment, whenever the hell that was.

It wouldn’t be long if Jenna had her say,
Burgundy knew that. Because Jenna’s mother stood in what looked
like a witness stand, a sort of box brought in to the center of the
round desk. The woman standing before the Council trembled, lower
lip tucked under her teeth.

The audience, if that’s what they were, was
arranged all around the room, behind the horseshoe of desks.
Burgundy couldn’t see the features of the people on the Witches
Council, but she could see Brigitte Iverson, beautiful face taut
and pale. The apple didn’t fall far from the tree. Like Jenna,
Brigitte was fair, blonde, and emanated a cool, supermodel beauty.
But at the moment, her brown eyes swam with tears, an expression
that broke Burgundy’s heart. Another woman she’d known her entire
life, while growing up in Rock Grove, now also another casualty of
her very existence.

“Mrs. Iverson, I see that according to the
vital records of the town of Rock Grove, you’ve given birth to one
child – a daughter named Jenna Iverson. Is that correct?” Burgundy
knew that voice. It was Silas Bloom, her grandfather. Biologically,
at least. There was nothing grandfatherly about the way he’d
treated her. Not a damn thing.

Jenna elbowed Burgundy, who shushed her.
They had to find out what was going on before they made any move.
Was it just Brigitte on trial today or several people? If so, would
they see Charlotte here?

Jenna’s mother nodded and, when one of the
witches demanded a verbal answer, said, “That is correct.” Whatever
she felt, at least she had the restraint Burgundy had lacked when
in the same position.

Burgundy shoved aside the guilt that
threatened to ball in her belly. She’d promised Jenna she would
focus on the solution, not the problem.

Silas Bloom continued his line of
questioning. “We’ve come to understand that at the time, there was
an unusual amount of warlock activity in the area. I ask you, who
is the father of your daughter, Jenna?”

The trembling of Brigitte’s body ceased as
she went perfectly rigid. “I prefer not to say.”

“And why is that?”

Brigitte’s jaw clenched, her cheeks
hollowing out as she sucked them in. “Because who I take to my bed
is my business and mine alone.”

“Very well. I see that you consider yourself
a modern woman, one who can be free and loose with her morals, so
I’ll ask a different question.” Silas shuffled some papers around
in front of him. “Does the name Cian Black ring a bell?”

Jenna slid a glance at Burgundy. “Your
father,” she whispered.

“Yup.” Burgundy turned to stare at Jenna.
“You don’t think…” The thought was too weird for her to finish.
Mercy Michaels had once told her that no one knew who Jenna’s
father was, that Brigitte Iverson had a thing for men who were
tall, dark, handsome, mysterious, virile… Burgundy’s father checked
off all those boxes and more. But she absolutely could not consider
that thought. Not even one iota of it.

“It doesn’t. I’m sorry.”

Of course, the forgetting spell that’d been
cast on the citizens of Rock Grove by Iris and Lily. Burgundy hoped
it’d stuck with everyone else, considering Mercy, Martha, and Mr.
Knight had already told her they hadn’t been affected by it.

“Are you saying your conquests are so
numerous, you’ve forgotten their names?”

Now Brigitte flushed, pink washing over her
skin. “How dare you? I might be a succubus, but I remember everyone
who shares my bed.”

“Then tell us, who fathered your daughter,
Jenna Iverson?”

Brigitte’s lower lip trembled and, for a
moment, Burgundy thought she’d either burst into tears or remain
silent. And then she said, “Ragnar Lothbrok.”

Whispers slithered through the room, hushed
words exchanged from person to person. Burgundy glanced at Jenna.
“Does that name ring a bell?”

“Immortal Viking dude? Yeah. That’s…”
Jenna’s throat worked as if she was trying to push the words out.
“Kind of epic, I think. It sounds like I’ve got some research to
do.” Her blue eyes flashed and Burgundy knew Jenna wouldn’t just
research this guy. She’d hunt him down, if at all possible, and
learn all that she could about him.

“Why keep that a secret?” Silas asked,
drawing Burgundy’s attention back to the hearing.

“Because I don’t know what that means for my
daughter, but most people love their children. Am I right?”
Brigitte clasped her hands to her chest. “If being the daughter of
a Viking meant she’d somehow end up becoming a Valkyrie, well, I
didn’t want that to happen. Didn’t want her to grow up a warrior
who falls in battle. Fortunately, she seems to favor my succubus
side. Jenna has always been a lover, not a fighter, but there’s
still a chance that I could lose her on the field of battle if her
birthright becomes common knowledge. No mother wants that for her
child.”

Burgundy held back a snicker. “She doesn’t
know you very well, does she?”

“Nah, I’m equal parts lover and fighter,”
Jenna agreed, but something in her expression made Burgundy shiver
all the same. This one woman had more intensity in her small finger
than Burgundy had in her entire body.

A woman leaned in to murmur something to
Silas Bloom, who nodded. “Very well. We’ve no further questions and
we remand you to the Finders, who will bring you home to Rock
Grove.”

Brigitte nodded tightly and stepped back
from the stand, but not before her gaze met Burgundy’s. The
eyelashes of one of her eyes fluttered, and then she reached up as
if she had something in her eye as she turned toward one of the
Finders who waited behind her.

“Did she see us?” Burgundy hissed to
Jenna.

“I think so. Demons can see through glamours
and spells. It’s one of the reasons they’re as distrusted as
warlocks and vampires.”

“Great. I’m lumped in with all the worst of
the worst.” Burgundy hunched down in her seat and glanced around
the room, still clinging to the invisibility she’d plastered over
herself and Jenna.

“Excuse me?” Jenna elbowed her. “Half-demon
here, thank you very much.”

“Yes, and apparently half-berserker, as
well.”

Jenna scowled. “Viking, if you please.
There’s a difference.”

Despite the response, Burgundy smiled and
breathed easier. If they could banter like this, if at least one of
the people of Rock Grove could be questioned and freed, then surely
others could, too.

She held onto that warm hope until…

...until a Finder shoved Charlotte into the
room and up into the witness stand.

Burgundy clutched both Jenna and the shroud
of invisibility tighter. What the hell could Charlotte even be
interrogated for?

“Miss Charlotte McVay, you have been
apprised of your rights, so we will dispense with the pleasantries
and begin the questioning,” Silas announced. “You are intimate with
a witch by the name of Burgundy Jane Hart, correct?”

Charlotte’s cheeks went redder than Burgundy
had ever seen them. Apparently, her grandfather wasn’t pulling any
punches.

“Define intimate,” Charlotte shot back. Even
as she spoke, Burgundy could feel the medicine woman attempting to
soothe the collective emotions of the entire Council. Trying and
failing, as it seemed their own righteous indignation was more
powerful than Charlotte’s shamanic abilities.

“I didn’t realize this was a difficult
question.” Silas adjusted his glasses and, for once, sounded
perturbed. Good. Burgundy smirked at the knowledge that her
girlfriend had stumped the guy. “Let me rephrase – are you close
friends with Miss Hart?”

“I’d say that’s putting it lightly.”
Charlotte folded her arms. Unlike Brigitte, she sound neither
nervous nor fearful. What Burgundy saw was a woman who wouldn’t
back down. Love swelled inside of her.

Silas cleared his throat. “This is neither
the time nor the place for insinuations. All we want to know is, do
you have reason to believe Miss Hart is, in fact, not a witch, but
a warlock?”

Damn. Right to the heart of the matter.
Burgundy stifled the noise that threatened to burst from her
throat. If only she could launch herself at Silas and pummel him.
Not that violence would solve anything, but the idea was at least
somewhat satisfying.

“No.” Charlotte remained in her implacable
stance, glaring back at the Council without blinking.

“You do realize that if you lie, we will
know it and there are consequences. The spell cast upon you before
the Finders brought you to testify,” Silas pointed at her, “will
cause excruciating pain if you lie to us.”

Charlotte raised her arm and, upon it,
gleamed a brilliant white line of energy encircling her wrist. It
looked like it’d been burned into her skin, as if she was on fire
yet. But Charlotte simply shrugged. “I know and I’m telling the
truth. I have no reason to believe Burgundy is a warlock.”

“I see.” Again, Silas
sounded stumped by her words. He conferred with the woman to his
right and then with the man to his left. “Let me rephrase yet
again. Can you say with absolute certainty that Burgundy Jane Hart
is not a
warlock?” Triumph tinged his voice and Burgundy’s hope plummeted, a
heavy ball in her stomach.

For Charlotte to say she
didn’t believe the sentiment was truth. But to say Burgundy was not a
warlock? A lie. And, if what Silas said was true, a lie that would
bring on a world of pain for Charlotte.

“Burg.” Jenna clutched at her hand. “Burg,
don’t.”

Burgundy shook her head, lips pressed
together and eyes pricking with tears. “I have to,” she whispered.
“Don’t worry. You’ll get out of here, I promise.”

She rose to her feet, dropping the
invisibility. There was no way she could sustain it on Jenna, but
she pushed back her worry. The two of them had come in to see what
was going on, and she’d sure as hell make sure two of them went
out. She tapped Jenna on the shoulder and exchanged one last bit of
magickal energy with her, the teleport spell that would send Jenna
to Rock Grove.

“You want the truth?” she called out the
moment the succubus disappeared. “Then I’m here to give it to
you.”

All eyes turned to her, but Burgundy refused
to stay in one place. She stepped up on top of the divider between
the audience and the Council floor, dropped down to the floor, and
strode around behind the Council until she approached the witness
stand.

Charlotte looked down at her, large brown
eyes now soft and tear-filled, arms falling to her sides. “Burg,
no.”

“This is the best thing I can ever do for
you.” Burgundy reached up to lay her hand on Charlotte’s, atop the
side of the witness stand. “I love you,” she whispered before
teleporting her out of sight. Two friends came in, two went out, as
intended. Both Jenna and Charlotte were safely back in Rock Grove,
where they belonged.

Burgundy took the vacant witness stand and
braced her hands against the front of it.

“Look,” she told the Council, meeting the
gaze of each and every person, one by one, ending with her
grandfather as she spoke, “I know now that I’ve been stubborn and I
could have saved my friends a lot of heartache if I’d listened to
my aunt. So don’t blame them or Iris Hart or anyone else for what
went down when I was here on Beltane. I’m here now to give you what
you want. All I ask is that you not bring the people of Rock Grove
into this. They literally know nothing. Me, on the other hand? I’ll
tell you everything.”

Silas pursed his lips. He
had, she thought wildly, the tiniest, pinkest, wettest mouth she’d
ever seen when he puckered like that. So
gross.

“Is this a confession, Miss Hart?”

“It’s whatever it needs to be to get your
Finders the hell out of my town.”

“Very well. Let the record show that
Burgundy Jane Hart has confessed her guilt for the crime of being a
warlock.”

Burgundy tightened her hands against the
smooth wood beneath them. “Excuse me, but how can I be guilty just
for being born?”

“Easy.” Silas leaned over his desk, beady
eyes locking onto her face. “You should have registered when you
were made aware of it, instead of carrying on the ruse of being a
witch.”

“Again, how is that my fault when your own
daughters A. told me I had to carry on said ruse and B. lied to you
in the first place?” She almost hated to throw Iris under the bus.
As for her own mother? Fuck her. Lily clearly had and always would
take care of herself first, with no regard for Burgundy or her
well-being.

That argument didn’t seem to move Silas,
either, because he simply sat back in his seat and smiled down at
her. “The point is, we have a confessed warlock in our presence.
Since you have admitted it, you will be taken into custody until
further notice. You will be registered, as our laws dictate, so all
witches are aware of your existence.”

As horrifying as the situation was, Burgundy
couldn’t help but ask, “You seriously keep a warlock registry? I
thought you were joking.”

“The people have a right to know who among
them is dangerous.”

Burgundy closed her eyes as someone – a
Finder, she guessed – grabbed her wrists and drew them behind her
back. “I see. We haven’t committed actual crimes, yet you want to
track us in case we ever do. That way, you can tell the
supernatural world you told them so and find another reason to wipe
us out. Nice. Way to cover up the real reason for a registry.
Question -- is there any way to get out of this registering
thing?”

Her grandfather sneered down at her as
handcuffs snapped into place, cold, hard, and tight on her wrists.
“No.”

“Great, so what do you need – name, date of
birth, blood type?”

“A sample of your magick will do nicely, to
start with. Take her away and prepare for the registration
process,” Silas commanded grandly, even going so far as to wave
them off.

Burgundy went without resisting, keeping in
mind what Jenna had told her. She’d come here to solve one problem,
knowing full well she’d trade that for a bigger one. Whatever.

What mattered now was that the problem was
no longer Rock Grove’s. It was her own, the way it should be. Just
like the way her aunt had held her back from her potential, had
forced her into not even being able to access her full power even
when the people she loved needed it the most.

Being imprisoned might be one problem,
yeah.

But that second one? That was the problem
she’d really come here to resolve.

 










Chapter Twenty-Two

 


The first thing they did was throw her into
an actual dungeon. Burgundy didn’t mind that so much. It was a
novel experience, really, and one she doubted most people got to
try in this day and age.

She paced around the cell, sliding her
fingers over the damp, stone walls. There was even a little window
that let in the moonlight. Neat! Someday, maybe a few centuries
from now when they let her out of this place, she’d tell Charlotte
all about the spectacular view.

For now, though…

A warm, female voice pushed through her
musings. “I thought you might want to know that’s the cell your
father occupied, too, when he was here.”

“Oh, really?” Burgundy shrugged and
continued to run her fingers along the uneven stones. No need to
dignify her mother’s presence with a direct gaze yet. “That’s
nice.”

“How is he?” There was something tight in
her voice, an edge to it that made Burgundy want to chuckle and
scream simultaneously. She’d stick with cool, she promised herself.
Her mother didn’t deserve even the smallest peek at the conflicting
emotions roiling inside her gut.

“I wouldn’t know. The last time I saw him, I
was betraying him. That was four months ago.” Oh, and that one time
in a vision, but no need to admit that. She finally turned,
grinning as she tossed her hair. “How about you, mommy
dearest?”

Her mother’s face remained a tense, closed
mask. “And Mr. Knight, how is he doing? He always had a thing for
Cian Black, you know. Hated me for being the first to get him.
Vampires are so petty about things like that.”

Again, Burgundy focused on self-control.
She’d heard Mr. Knight’s voice when he talked about Cian, heard the
love in it. No indication that he begrudged Lily her romantic
conquest. “He’s great. Gave me a promotion, you know?”

“I don’t believe that.”

Burgundy moved her touch to the bars. The
frigid metal almost burned with cold, but she kept trailing her
fingers along them until she stood face to face with her
mother.

Curling her hand around one of the bars, she
whispered, “I can’t believe you’d do this to me, your own daughter.
You gave birth to me, you tried to hide what I am, and then went on
your merry little way to become the Council’s lapdog. But it
doesn’t end there, does it? No, then you had to go and sell me out
to them, not accept any of your own blame in this whole thing, but
also hang me out to dry. Is that because Silas is the head of the
Witches Council? Do I sense daddy issues, Lily Bloom?”

Her mother’s fingers folded over hers, but
the warmth of her touch offered no comfort. “Leave him out of it.
I’m doing this because I love you, Burgundy. There’s still time to
turn it all around and be the witch you’re capable of.”

“So the love you have for me dictates that I
relegate myself to a subpar position and never use the magick that
I was actually born to use. Nice. And I suppose you love my father
the same way, or did once upon a time.”

Her mother’s skin reddened as she turned
away, hand slipping from hers. “That was my mistake. Had I known he
would breed a warlock on me—”

“He didn’t do it intentionally.”

“Yes, he did!” Lily’s voice reverberated off
the walls. “It was completely intentional. That’s how warlocks make
other warlocks.”

Burgundy rolled her eyes. She’d known
confronting her mother would be tedious, a formality at this point,
really. She hadn’t known it’d also be infuriating, as well. “Basic
biology, woman. I don’t care how powerful magick is. The Witches
Council can’t rip out my reproductive bits with magick any more
than a warlock can influence biology. But if I had my pick, I’d
certainly take the latter over the former. I’m not looking forward
to the bad girl hysterectomy, any more than I’m looking forward to
getting ‘registered’.”

After curling her fingers in air quotes, she
turned away from her mother, stomach churning more wildly than
before. She wanted to throw up, but not in front of that woman.
Never in front of her.

“I’m sorry, but you stand accused of being a
warlock.” Lily’s voice had returned to normal, followed by a harsh
exhalation.

“Oh yes, I got to be put on spontaneous
trial for something I can’t control. That seems fair.”

“When you found out, you should have
reported this to someone. Iris...” Lily’s voice caught. “She should
have brought you here to report it.”

So someone actually did blame Iris? That was
a first. Burgundy turned back to glare at her mother. “I had no
idea and Iris never told me about reporting. As for the rest, well,
you know better than anyone that my parents weren’t there for me --
not you or my father. How could I have known when you were sending
your own sister emails telling her to protect me?”

Lily blew out another breath and leaned
against the bars, suddenly looking exhausted. “If she’d told me
things were getting this bad, I would have urged her to bring you
here and tell the truth, instead of pretending otherwise.”

“Are you actually saying I’m not to blame,
that this is my aunt’s fault?” For once, it seemed someone was
finally listening. Burgundy folded her arms and said, “Aunt Iris
did nothing but try to train me as a witch, which was what you
wanted for me. I could never do the things she wanted me to do, but
I tried. All I admit is ignorance of all of this.”

Maybe she could sway her mother, play upon
whatever maternal love might exist in that icy heart of hers.
Burgundy waited and, though she told herself not to dare hope,
couldn’t help but do it all the same.

Her mother’s nostrils flared and then she
shook her head. “Regardless, ignorance of the law is no
excuse.”

“Seriously? And who the hell forced that
ignorance on me?” Despite every attempt to keep calm, to not let
her mother get to her, Burgundy threw herself across the room and
gripped the bars of her cell. “You want to blame me so you don’t
take the fall, isn’t that right? Some mother. You’re just the
walking uterus that happened to shove me out on your way to the
Witches Council.”

Lily’s gaze clouded over, but cleared
quickly. “They will do more than register your power. They will
strip you of it, so you no longer pose a threat to our way of
life.”

Now that was news to Burgundy. News that
made her want to throat-punch the woman standing in front of her.
“You’re telling me these people are going to take everything I have
away from me – my freedom, my organs, even my power – all because
of what I might do?”

Throat working, swallowing
so hard Burgundy heard the gulp, her mother nodded. “This is
for your own good.”

Burgundy shook her head. “Yeah, well, I hope
you burn in—”

And then there was fire.

Literal flames bursting into existence all
around them, racing around the perimeter of the entire basement
room. It encircled the cell, licking at the bars so suddenly,
Burgundy had to release them and jump back.

The next rush of fire into the world came in
an explosion of heat and rock. Debris rained down from the ceiling
and the percussive blast resonated in Burgundy’s head as she
crouched, both arms up to shield herself from the crumbling stone
wreckage.

“Hello, kid.”

A male voice, Scottish-accented and
silky-smooth. When it spoke again, disapproval tinged the
words.

“Lily Bloom, where do you get off, treating
my daughter like this?”

Burgundy’s straightened and swept her gaze
up and down the man who stood behind her in the cell. But Cian
Black only had eyes for Lily. Eyes that shone silver-bright, an
indicator that even as he stood there, he was working hard to
maintain the power of the fire burning around them.

Then she smelled it and, oh, how wonderful
it was. Overlaid on all that scorching heat was the scent of sweet
spring rain and earth. True magick. The kind of power that sang
beneath her skin, through her bones, and trilled for release.

“She’s my daughter, too, and subject to the
laws of the Council,” Lily hissed back. “Laws you believe you can
flout.”

Cian scoffed, a low “pffft” that Burgundy
heard over the roaring flames. He looked at her and extended his
hand. “This time, I don’t think you’re going to say no, are
you?”

She knew what he was
asking. She’d have to leave it all behind – Rock Grove, her job,
her aunt, Charlotte… For now.

Burgundy grinned and accepted his hand.
“Definitely not.”

“I’m saying no!” Lily shouted. “Don’t do
this. Don’t you dare do this, Burgundy Jane Hart!”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Burgundy rolled her
eyes, her gaze falling back on her mother. “I’ve had enough of your
bullshit. Stop calling me by my full name, as if I’m a child and
you want to put me in time out.”

“But you’re in a world of trouble and it’ll
only get worse if you go with him.” Lily glared at her, clutching
at the air ineffectually. Shouts rose somewhere beyond them.
Finders, Burgundy guessed, who couldn’t get into this area of the
basement with the flames blocking the way.

Satisfaction coursed through Burgundy. This
was the power of the warlock – hot and a little messy and not to be
fucked with.

Lily’s voice broke as she cried out, “I’m
begging you, please, don’t go with him! Don’t leave me alone like
this!”

“You don’t get a say in the matter. As far
as you’re concerned, I’m not a Bloom or a Hart. I’m Burgundy Jane
Black, and where I go and what I do is none of your concern.”
Burgundy looked again at her father and nodded. “Let’s do this”

The smile he gave her was brilliant and
triumphant in the firelight. He waved his other hand in a slow
circle and a dot of flickering lightning-blue brilliance appeared
on the other side of him. It stretched and widened until it was the
size of a large, oval door. A portal, Burgundy realized, similar to
the one she could activate in the secret library.

“Let’s go, then. Places to go, people to
see, things to do.” He nodded at Lily. “Well then, you’ll excuse me
if I don’t let you register my daughter, as you like to call that
whole gruesome process. In fact, if you so much as lay a finger on
her, I’ll kill you myself. Oh, and don’t expect a kiss goodbye,
either. That knife you thrust in my back still hurts, even after
all these years, you cold-hearted bitch.”

Cian turned, released her hand, and stepped
through the portal, gone in a flash, and the shimmering blue light
returned to its undisturbed state. Waiting for Burgundy.

Burgundy glanced back at the disaster her
father had inflicted upon the dungeon. The flames licked up the
walls and, while they couldn’t actually burn the stone, they’d
charred it, left their mark. All it would take was the right place
for the fire to catch and bring down the manor in an inferno. One
she’d love to stick around to see.

Through the heat and smoke, she saw her
mother’s face. Tears tracked down it. Crocodile tears, Burgundy
told herself. That, or she was crying about the disaster Cian had
created with his fire. But those tears weren’t for love or
family.

Because never once had Lily expressed such
sentiments.

There was no going back in time or changing
the decisions they’d made.

Burgundy stepped through the portal, into
another explosion, this one a rainbow of colors and light, and the
most amazing power she’d ever felt in her entire life.

Her own power, flowing like a river through
her veins, singing promises that she’d see Charlotte and Jenna and
all the people she loved soon. Not yet, of course. Not with so much
to learn. But a promise of things to come, all the same, shining
silver-bright in her own eyes.

Happy Birthday to
me.






The End












The Firebrand
Syndicate

Burgundy Hart, Book
Three

 



Chapter One

 


 


Among the many things Burgundy wouldn’t wish
on her worst enemies – even the Witches Council – the rather fiery
outcome of her recent teleportation might make number one on the
list.

Except Reginald. She hoped
his fascist Finder ass melted into a pile of skin and bones trying
to get into the basement. And maybe, just maybe, it did her heart
some good to imagine her mother got burned in the process.
Not too burned,
but singed. Maybe not even singed, so much as –

“Burg! Pay attention!”

“I am! I’m psyching myself up to, you know,
punch a Finder in the face.” She rose up on her tiptoes and danced
back and forth, like a small, black-and-blue-haired boxer. Yeah,
that’d strike fear in the hearts of her enemies, along with her
petite, curvy form clad in the cute vintage dress she’d found
during a shopping trip in the local village.

Her father, someone she’d
never imagined could be stern or demanding, glared at her, eyebrows
drawn together. Not that she knew him well enough to determine his
actual demeanor from a facial expression, but she decided he didn’t
have any room to get frustrated with her. Why? Because this was the
three-hundred-something year-old guy who showed up in her town
almost a year ago, flinging Cupid’s arrows willy-nilly all for the
sole purpose of getting her
attention.

Very mature for his age.

And thinking of Rock Grove now made Burgundy
pretty much want to burst into tears. Could she credit her father
with the oh-so-adult urge to sit down and sob? Probably. Warlocks
were dangerous and unpredictable things, after all. According to
the propaganda, anyway.

Cian Black’s shoulders heaved in a sigh that
told Burgundy she needed to stand up and take notice, or GTFO.
“When there’s an attack of any sort coming at you, your first
instinct should be to defend yourself. Remember, you can cast on
the fly when it comes to magick. You don’t even need to know
spells. If you want ice, you make ice. If you want to be invisible,
you be invisible. If you want fire—”

“Could we leave fire out of this? I’ve had
enough for one lifetime, thanks.” Burgundy put her hands on her
hips and tried to look fierce, but she got her father’s point. “If
I’m supposed to fling my arms up and be all defensive the moment
someone so much as looks at me, explain why you didn’t do the same
with me.”

Cian’s eyes, blazing so often with magick,
now faded to their normal silver. “What do you mean?”

“I mean when you came to Rock Grove last
fall, I took you down by throwing a potion at you. If we warlocks
are supposed to be all powerful Mary Sues, then I don’t understand
how I managed that.”

Her father raked his hands through his
short, black hair and then gestured for her to sit on the patio. A
patio, of all things, with lovely, delicate metal furniture outside
the cottage where the Firebrand Syndicate was headquartered.

Of course, the cottage itself was also a
beautiful thing – a country cottage with off-white walls, a
thatched roof, and climbing flowers of various sorts adorning every
corner of it. Burgundy didn’t know what the flowers were and her
father told her she didn’t need to care. “Witches care about
flowers and rocks and trees, and their magickal properties.
Warlocks look and say ‘make it so’.”

Burgundy had refrained
from referring to her father as Picard out loud, but her mind did
it constantly. She also kept from pointing out that the “bigger on
the inside” joke belonged on Doctor
Who, though the inside of the cottage
really did defy description with elaborate suites consisting of
multiple rooms. Her bedroom had not only a bathroom attached to it,
but a full walk-in closet and separate vanity where she could primp
to her heart’s content. Too bad the closet remained mostly empty
but, overall, she loved the cottage.

It was another thing she’d adjusted to out
here in the countryside. The only thing she hadn’t adjusted to?

Not being in Rock Grove, where she
belonged.

Now she sipped tea from the traditional tea
service that appeared on the table and waited for her father’s
explanation.

“In my case,” he said, “I handed you that
win. Don’t feel bad about that. It’s what I had to do.”

“But, why?” The tea tasted wonderful,
perfect English breakfast tea with the right amount of milk and
sugar. But it was a pale stand-in for coffee. The warlocks had all
looked at her like she was an alien from outer space when she asked
if they had a coffee maker. She’d finally smuggled one in from
another trip to the local village store and warded her suite so no
one but her smelled the coffee brewing every morning.

Cian drank the tea, as well, something
Burgundy liked about him. It made her father seem more human that
they shared a proper tea time every day. Well, as human as either
of them got. “Because I wanted you to think about what you’d done,
young lady.”

Burgundy choked and coughed, the tea going
down the wrong way. Throughout her life, only one person had ever
treated her with any parental inclination. Her Aunt Iris had been
the one to send her to her room, ground her, and say things like,
“Go and think about what you’ve done, young lady.”

To hear her long-absent father say it… She
didn’t know if she wanted to laugh or cry. But the warmth in her
chest said it all. She wanted this exchange, this easy friendship
she and her father had developed over the past few months.

“The way I see it, you weren’t ready to come
with me at that point,” Cian continued, “so I decided to give you
time to figure things out. After you met your mother and the
Council, not to mention that bastard grandfather of yours, I knew
you’d have a better idea of what you were dealing with. I also knew
if you were sane, you’d come with me when offered the chance.”

Burgundy blew out a
raspberry. “Are you kidding? You show up in anyone’s jail cell
all Terminator 2 style and you think they wouldn’t go with you after being
told they were going to have their everything taken away from
them?”

“Of course they would, but you had to know
what you were choosing between – a so-called normal life with their
brand of law and order, or being an outlaw with us.”

It wasn’t like it was a difficult choice.
The Witches Council wanted to “register” her as a warlock, a
process that also included stripping away her powers, her
reproductive abilities, and her freedom. At least, until they
deemed it safe to allow her to leave their dungeons.

And those were supposed to be the good guys
in the paranormal world.

Cian’s features clouded, his gaze soft and
unblinking. “I wouldn’t have let them do that to you, Burgundy. Not
any of that. You have a right to your life, the same as anyone else
until they screw up at it.”

“I know.” Her voice came out choked and
small, and no amount of tea seemed to alleviate the dry ache now
present in her throat. That dire sentence still hung over her head,
a promise of pain and torture if she ever crossed paths with a
Finder or agent of the Witches Council again.

“That’s why I’ve been pushing you. It’s not
enough to know how to access your power, to finally know what it
feels like and how to draw on it. You need to know how to use it,
form it, make the most of it.” Cian raised his hand and, as if it
were a parlor trick, a pair of white doves appeared in it. They
flapped their wings and cooed before taking off in the air
together.

Burgundy watched their ascent. They looked
so real, so birdlike. But she knew the truth. No one could make
life appear like that. They were like golems, formed from nothing
but energy. The moment they flew out of sight, they would cease to
exist.

And even though the birds had neither heart
nor mind, it still pained her to know at least some flicker of life
had been here once, only to be gone the next.

She lowered her gaze and reminded herself
that Cian never showed off his powers idly or cruelly. Never
without reason, no matter what anyone else might think of the man.
“Point made,” she muttered.

“What about that whole myth of deciding for
myself how you’d turn out from the womb? Do you still believe it
the way they do?”

Burgundy shook her head. She knew who and
what he meant. The Witches Council had spent goodness knows how
long perpetuating the belief that a warlock chose the race of his
child at the moment of conception. Reflecting now, Burgundy knew it
was absurd. During intercourse, she doubted anyone focused on,
“Gosh, golly, gee, I sure hope my unwrapped junk creates a warlock
baby.”

In her parents’ case, she wanted to believe
at least some love went into the whole idea of making a baby. Okay,
maybe not on her mother’s side, but certainly her father had no
nefarious intent in creating her. He’d had, as far as she could
glean, nothing but adoration for Lily Bloom until she hurt him. But
she hadn’t asked yet that Cian elaborate on how her mother betrayed
him. Considering he’d called Lily a “cold-hearted bitch” to her
face only a few months ago, Burgundy figured he hadn’t gotten over
whatever it was.

“They still believe all the ridiculous
things,” she confirmed. “The whole path dedication process was
nuts, crazy formal, and so antiquated. They kept referring to me by
my whole name and asking questions they already had the answers
to.”

“That sounds like them. Can you imagine if
I’d tried to marry your mother? The process of marrying a witch is
just as absurd. I guess maintaining purity is important to them,
which also explains why their bloodlines are weaker than they’ve
ever been.”

“Is that really the issue – wanting to keep
witches pure?” Burgundy bit the inside of her cheek. That was the
kind of mentality she knew drove people to do awful things. All
anyone had to do was look at human history to remember that.

Her father nodded, handsome face grim. “Yes
and we’ve got a long way to go before that will change. Your best
bet is to stay here, lay low, and continue to learn all that you
can.”

Burgundy pressed her lips together. Stay
here and learn… Sure, that made sense, but for how long? It wasn’t
like the Witches Council was going to give up on getting her head
on a platter. “What about Rock Grove?”

“Rock Grove isn't your concern anymore.
Especially with the Finders there.”

“What?” Cold surged through her veins,
chilling her to the bone. “What do you mean?”

Cian lowered his gaze, not meeting
Burgundy's eyes. At least he’d always been honest with her, even
with the truth hurt. She could see that now was going to be one of
those times. “I didn't want to tell you this, but the Council has
implemented a permanent Finder presence in Rock Grove. They'll
occupy the town until they decide they no longer have a reason to
keep an eye on things.”

“So it’s either a trap for me or the people
I care about are being punished.” Burgundy swallowed and flicked
her gaze toward the trees. How could this place be so green and
beautiful, and how could she be here, enjoying it, while her
friends suffered at the hands of the Council?

“I told you not to go.” The Russian-accented
voice that interjected was warm, gently scolding, and a large pair
of hands reached for a teacup. Aleksandr sat in one of the wrought
iron chairs and heaved a sigh, his massive body dwarfing the
delicate seat. “Maybe next time, you’ll listen.”

He meant well and Burgundy had learned she
could accept his “I told you so” far better than anyone else’s.
Probably because when he said it, he said it out of true concern,
unlike the aunt who’d raised her.

Thinking about Iris sent a fresh chill
tingling through Burgundy and she chased it away with a sip of the
hot tea. That was another thing she loved about the cottage. Food
remained perpetually warm or cold, depending on what it was, her
bed made itself, and the hot water never ran out in the shower. Too
bad the cottage and village beyond lacked that sense of home Rock
Grove provided for her.

“I know you did and I’ve learned my lesson.
Listen to you, listen to my father, never trust a witch. Did I get
all the answers to this pop quiz?”

A glance back at Cian showed that his
attention had drifted. In profile, she could see that his eyes were
narrowed, features soft. Was her last statement too much? Was he
also thinking about how he’d trusted a witch, only to have her
cross him one time too many?

She’d give a million dollars to know the
story of how Cian and Lily managed to fall in love long enough to
make her, and what’d pushed them apart. She’d also bet that million
dollars that it was all Lily’s fault. Her mother, the woman who’d
bought into the Council’s backwards way of thinking.

Do I sense daddy
issues? Burgundy had thrown those words in
her mother’s face like a weapon, but it was the only explanation.
Otherwise, why would Lily have chosen the Council over the man she
supposedly loved once upon a time?

When she looked back at Aleksandr, he was
shrugging, muscular shoulders lifting and then falling with a
breath. “It’s not all witches. Just those witches. But yes, learn
not to take things for granted, Little Red. Choose your allies
wisely.”

She’d chosen. Whether or not she’d made the
wisest decision was up for debate, considering she’d chosen the men
who vied with her for public enemy number one in the eyes of most
supernatural beings.

“So where does that leave us?” She glanced
between her father and friend. “Do I seriously have to spend the
rest of my life here?”

“You can go to the secret library any time.
It needs you,” Aleksandr pointed out.

“Yeah, but is that all – portaling back and
forth between there and here? As much as I love the library and
this cottage, and being in a place with people who are cool with me
the way I am, I miss Rock Grove. I had a life there, you know, and
people who also loved me despite being a warlock. Are you telling
me I can never go back to them? I… Crap, man, I’ve got a girlfriend
there and I know she’s got to be worried sick about me.”

“I told you,” Cian said, finally turning
back to her, “I made sure Charlotte got the message that you were
safe.”

Burgundy lifted her hands in the air. “So?
That was months ago. Rock Grove has gone through hell ever since
you showed up last fall. The least you could do is tell me how to
get things back to normal for them.”

“Things will never be back to normal for
Rock Grove. Now that the Council has its eye on them, they have to
deal with the consequences.”

“Of your actions or mine?”

“Both.” Cian’s voice was cold, not at all
apologetic.

Burgundy set her teacup on the saucer with a
clatter. Sometimes, she wondered if her father was intentionally
testing her. “Well, that’s not good enough. There has to be an
answer to this, one that doesn’t involve me hiding while the
Council basically stakes out my hometown forever and ever.”

“There is, but I don’t think you’d like it,”
Aleksandr rumbled under his breath.

Burgundy turned her glare on him. She’d put
in months of training. Not a lifetime, like these guys, but enough
that she believed herself competent enough to waltz into town and
at least whisk Charlotte away to some desert island.

Too bad she wanted to do more than that. She
wanted to go home and make sure those people never suffered from
outside interference again. She’d brought the Council’s wrath down
upon them and it was up to her to fix it. If she had to find a way
past her father and self-appointed Russian warlock watchdog, then
she would.

“Try me.”

“The answer,” Cian said, his voice so hard
it drew Burgundy’s attention back to him, “is to take out the
Witches Council.”

Their eyes met, his narrowed and flashing
with a hint of magick. His jaw clenched, a mirror image of Burgundy
when she, too, was hurt or frustrated or determined.

Take out the Witches
Council? She didn’t need to speak the
words aloud to know her father could read her thoughts.
Madness.

“Yes, it is the maddest, most impractical
thing anyone in our world could ever hope to do,” he affirmed. “So,
are you with me?”













Chapter Two

 


Mr. Knight raked his gaze up and down her,
and Burgundy shivered under the vampire’s scrutiny. More than
anyone in the world, her boss had the ability to make her feel only
a few inches tall, despite the fact that he meant well. The fact
that he managed to do said gaze-raking while perched on the topmost
rung of a tall ladder and shelving books, well, she wasn’t sure if
she should be impressed or concerned.

“You look like you’ve been working hard,” he
told her. “Your eyes, they’re silver around the edges. Very faint,
but it’s there, as if the magick is becoming a part of you.”

“Isn’t it, though?” Burgundy asked, glancing
over the circulation desk.

She adored the secret library and all its
shadowy nooks. It was the only other safe space available to her
these days. More and more members of the Firebrand Syndicate
visited it now than had when Mr. Knight first gave her
responsibility for it. Word had spread about the witch-gone-warlock
who’d defied the Council. She’d heard enough whispers when walking
around the many rooms in the cottage to know what they thought of
her.

A hero. An inspiration. Oh, and the only
female warlock alive, to boot. Which meant the capacity to make
tiny baby warlocks.

Too bad for them, her attraction remained
firmly on the queer side of things. But even still, they told her,
she gave them hope. Because if one female could be born in these
hundreds of years, so could another. And what of the warlocks who
might already exist out there, yet remain unknown to them?

“As I understand it, yes, the magick is part
of you. But what I mean is, now it flows freely, unfettered by
magickal or emotional restrictions.”

Emotional restrictions? “Great, what are you
– a vampire or a shrink?” Burgundy grumbled. She settled into the
chair behind the desk and took a moment to appreciate the smooth,
cool wood beneath her palms. Everything about this place exuded
mysticism and magick, and she wondered if it was possible to get
lost in the darkest corners. To stay here and forget everything,
immersed in a world of magickal knowledge, steeped in history.

“Think about it.” Mr. Knight climbed down
the ladder and turned to face her, arms folded. “You lived with
Iris your entire life until now, and all she did was teach you to
be the only thing she knew how to be.”

“A… really good herbalist and potion maker?”
He had a point. She knew he did, but Burgundy wished he would just
come out with it.

“A witch and why don’t you tell me how well
that went over for you?”

Burgundy chewed on her lower lip and picked
up the date stamp hanging from the rotating carousel on the desk.
The rotors on the date stamp moved stubborn beneath her thumb.
Since it was still set for some time circa 1910, she couldn’t blame
it. “But I’m not a witch,” she finally said.

“Exactly, so you spent the most formative
years of your life thinking you were a failure, not to mention
living with the knowledge that your parents left you in someone
else’s care. That’s not the kind of thing someone gets over as they
grow up. It leaves an indelible mark.”

If only she could catch her breath, maybe
she could tell Mr. Knight she agreed with him. But it was too much
for her to work through in a few seconds or minutes. Maybe even a
lifetime.

“The point is, you’ve changed, Burgundy, for
the better. It may take time for you to work through all of these
things – that sense of abandonment coupled with feeling like you
could never live up to your aunt’s expectations – but you’re on the
right path, now.” Her boss nodded, but Burgundy bit back a scoff
and opened the leather-bound ledger book to review upcoming due
dates for checked-out materials. Seeing all the recent entries in
the book ought to make her happy, particularly with the long
decades that’d passed between now and the last time someone used
the library. Instead, her mouth tasted like ashes.

“If I’m on the right path, then how come
Rock Grove is under some kind of witchy martial law because of me?”
When she looked up, she caught a glimpse of Mr. Knight’s furrowed
brow before his features smoothed out. “You don’t have to hide the
truth, you know. If things are bad, I want you to tell me about
it.”

“They aren’t bad enough for you to sacrifice
yourself, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

Burgundy clenched her jaw. It wasn’t that
she disagreed with Mr. Knight. He just always had a way of thinking
one step ahead that might have been more startling if she hadn’t
been working at the library ever since graduating from college.
“Curse you for your ability to read my mind.”

The vampire shrugged and closed a book left
open on one the tables. He turned it over and inspected the cover.
“I’m not saying things are perfectly fine, either. Charlotte and
Iris, in particular, seem to be the focus of the Witches
Council.”

“Iris? Are you telling me her daddy
connections don’t buy her a break?” Some small swell of guilt rose
in her gut for saying that. Her mother was one thing, actually
trying to justify Burgundy’s imprisonment by the Council. But her
aunt? Iris had done nothing but try to protect her, no matter what
psychological ramifications her way of rearing Burgundy might have
had on her.

Granted, Burgundy agreed that Mr. Knight was
correct. How her aunt handled things as a guardian and stand-in
parent was horribly misguided. If Iris had been honest with her,
instead of forcing her into a charade, so much of this might have
been avoided.

Might have
been. As Jenna would say if she were here,
Burgundy needed to stop worrying about what had already happened or
what might have happened, and focus instead on
solutions.

“Silas Bloom’s relationship with his
daughters is more complicated than you might think. They’re both
reminders of his first wife.”

“A first wife?” Burgundy turned to Mr.
Knight, propped her elbow on the table, and rested her chin on the
palm of her hand. “I’m intrigued. Do go on.”

He rolled his eyes at her, the first normal
interaction she’d had with anyone from Rock Grove in longer than
she cared to remember. “His first wife, your grandmother, was
Eleanor Bloom. She was put to death.” He picked up the book, took a
step toward the bookshelves, and then glanced back at Burgundy. “By
her husband.”

“Uh, dramatic pause, much? And are you
serious?” Burgundy turned the stamp carousel as she tried to make
sense of her boss’s words. The metal squeaked in protest with each
rotation. “No, you can’t be, because that doesn’t make sense. Why
would her own husband do that?”

“Trust me, I know how you feel, but yes, it
happened. Do you remember the witch burnings I showed you?”

Remember? Hell, Burgundy couldn’t shut the
horrifying scene out of her mind if she so much as smelled smoke.
Mr. Knight had whisked her only about forty-something years into
the past so she could see it – witness what he’d also seen in that
time and place. A mob of people demanding the deaths of three
women, tied to stakes, partying like it was 1675, instead of 1975.
They’d burned, alright, and Burgundy still couldn’t believe such
hatred had once existed. But she’d seen it with her own eyes and
she knew it remained to this day.

Crazier still was the appearance of a woman
in the library who looked exactly like one of the burned witches.
Maybe a ghost or memory that resonated too strongly with Burgundy,
that had attached itself to her emotions.

The supernatural world was a funny place,
after all, and she didn’t discount anything.

“I’ll never forget,” she whispered.

“Then remember this, as well: one of those
women was your grandmother, Eleanor and the man who led the
burnings was your grandfather, her husband, Silas Bloom.”

What could she even say to that? She’d seen
Silas twice in her life, but pick him out of the crowd of hooded
people baying for blood? There was no way she could have done that,
but nor was she surprised.

She muttered, “That’s messed up,” and pushed
away from the desk to check the book drop.

A magickal book drop wasn’t quite like a
normal library book drop. She could wave her hand to activate it
and get nothing… or end up buried in an avalanche of ancient,
strange-smelling, leather-bound tomes. That didn’t quite happen
today, but a few stray books popped out of the overflowing bin to
land on her feet. At least the library was getting used now that
she and Mr. Knight were tending it regularly. If only she could get
warlocks around the world to do more than borrow books.

“Look, I wish I could start at the beginning
and understand all of this,” she said, crouching down to pick up
the two books. “But I only have bits and pieces, and my own father
won’t say a word about my mother. So of course I’m going to draw my
own conclusions about Silas, my aunt, and my mother.”

“What conclusion is that?” Mr. Knight helped
her stack the returns on the pushcart and shove it next to the
circulation desk, where Burgundy could begin the archaic check-in
process, complete with stamped date cards.

“That my family is batshit insane, except
for my father.” If anyone had asked Burgundy last winter what she
thought about her family, her reaction would have been the
opposite. Aunt, the epitome of normal. Mother, absent. Father,
pretty much insane. But with one knowledgebomb after another going
off around her over the past year, it’d become quite clear which
way the wind blew.

Mr. Knight offered her one of his Mona Lisa
half-smiles. “Are you sure about that?”

“Oh, yeah. Side with Cian, get educated and
be me without any restrictions. Side with the Blooms, get bent.”
Burgundy checked in the books, one after the other, and moved them
back onto the shelving cart, this time organized by section and
call number. “If Silas really burned his own wife at the stake,
what’s to stop him from doing it to me or anyone else? I don’t
think even my mother and aunt are safe, no matter how cozy they try
to stay with the Witches Council.”

“Excellent powers of deduction, my
blue-haired Sherlock. And do you know why that is?”

Burgundy stopped and ran her fingers over a
particularly lovely, textured cover on one of the books. “I can’t
speak authoritatively about my grandfather, but I’m guessing he’s
one sick, twisted person.”

A low, feminine laugh reached Burgundy’s
ears and she lifted her head to blink at the woman approaching her.
The one she’d seen before, first tied to a stake and then as an
apparition in the library.

Except that this woman was no apparition.
She was flesh and blood, strawberry blonde hair and golden-hazel
eyes “I like this girl, Nigel. Why didn’t you introduce us
sooner?”

“Nigel?” Burgundy sputtered, turning back to
her boss. “That’s your first name?”

Mr. Knight shrugged and said, “It’s never
been a big secret. You could have asked. As for our friend, here…”
He pointed at the woman and scolded gently, “You already visited
once on your own. You could have introduced yourself.”

“Yes, I suppose I could have.” The woman
extended her hand to Burgundy, a playful grin tugging at the
corners of her mouth, deepening the fine lines around it. She
appeared to be late middle-aged and absolutely beautiful as she
said, “Good morning, Burgundy. It’s nice to meet you formally. I’m
your grandmother, Eleanor Bloom, and I’ve been pretending to be
dead for over forty years.”


Chapter Three






“You told me you didn’t go to help them.”
Burgundy didn’t look at Mr. Knight, but she found it ironic that
they’d discussed this only moments before Eleanor appeared. She’d
asked him why he was there in the first place, witnessing that
awful event.

“Yes, I told you I wasn’t there to help
them.”

Eleanor’s eyes twinkled as she said, “But he
did it, anyway. Tried to save all three of us, in fact, but he
started with me and wasn’t in time to help the others. I kind of
wish Silas had just told me he wanted a divorce. It would have been
a less smoky process. You know, I can’t even enjoy a nice Yankee
Candle without thinking of that night.”

Burgundy tried to think of
a good response, but what did a person say to someone who’d nearly
been burned at the stake? Before she could squeak out the first
words that came to mind – How can you joke
about this? – Mr. Knight let loose a
guffaw that resonated all around them.

“Now I know where you get your sense of
humor, Burgundy. It wasn’t from your mother or father, after
all.”

“Okay, setting aside the disturbing fact
that she can joke about what happened to her…” Burgundy closed her
eyes and shook her head, crossing her hands in front of her. “Can
we get to the heart of the matter, like why did Silas burn his own
wife at the stake?”

When she opened her eyes again, Eleanor had
moved close enough to reach out and touch her. Her hand even moved
toward Burgundy, but stopped before her fingers landed. She
maintained the space between them, her gaze lingering on Burgundy’s
face. “Forgive me for staring, but you look so much like your
father. I’m glad to see that.”

“You… are?” Burgundy recalled everything
she’d learned about her parents and the circumstances of their
relationship which, to be fair to herself, wasn’t much. “So when
Mr. Knight told me that my mother’s parents objected so strongly to
Lily’s relationship with Cian, she didn’t mean you?”

“Nah. I was dead, remember?” Eleanor winked
at her and her fingers twitched at her sides. “I’m sorry. You’re my
only grandchild and I’ve lost so much, including my own daughters.
Would it be okay if I hugged you?”

No one had ever asked permission to show
Burgundy affection. Her aunt offered it from time to time. She’d
kissed boo-boos and made her laugh when she was young and upset.
And, sure, she’d tucked Burgundy in and kissed her forehead
goodnight. In fact, she’d taken the place of a mother pretty darn
well, all things considered. She yearned for that sort of
simplicity once more.

“I think so.” Burgundy stepped forward, into
the circle of her grandmother’s waiting arms. How strange to do
this, to be held by the mother of her own mother. Lily had rejected
her outright for not conforming to the laws of the Witches Council,
but Eleanor was every bit the outcast Burgundy was.

It’d be too easy to melt into a puddle of
teary mush, especially since Burgundy knew she had issues. So many
damn issues. Having a father and now a grandmother wouldn’t change
the past, but it could make it easier to deal with the future.

The hug smelled exactly like what she’s
expected – lightly floral perfume and Pond’s cream. Her grandmother
let out a long breath. “It feels so good to hug my daughter’s
daughter. You have no idea.”

“Well, now you and Cian and I can be one
very weird family together, I guess.” Burgundy squeezed her eyes
shut and then blinked furiously as a tear leaked from one. They
parted and she tingled with warmth. Maybe she could get more of
these hugs later. Maybe they could help fill the void in her heart
left by years of wondering about her mother and her extended
family, among other things.

“So you had a question and I should answer
that.” Eleanor tilted her head toward Mr. Knight, including him in
the conversation. He’d hung back so patiently, letting them have
their moment, that Burgundy almost started crying in earnest. A
boss didn’t have to care about their employees, but Mr. Knight had
become more than that to her. He’d guided her through the labyrinth
of her strange family history with the lightest touch. One of these
days, she’d have to find a way to thank him.

For now, she focused on the matter at hand.
“Yeah, though after meeting Silas, I can’t say I’m entirely
surprised about him burning you at the stake.”

“Honestly, after four hundred years of
marriage, neither am I.” Eleanor sat at one of the library tables
and Burgundy sank into the chair across from her.

“That sounds awful. Did things degenerate
over time or was he always so…” She searched for the right word to
describe the man who, she hated to admit, was her grandfather. It
helped to remember that there was a difference between the family a
person was born into and the family that filled their heart.
Warlocks and witches weren’t so different from humans in that
regard, and Burgundy smiled at the thought.

Mr. Knight let out a snort and sat next to
Eleanor at the table. “You don’t have to beat around the bush,
Burgundy. Silas Bloom is a power-hungry bastard. Always was and
always will be.”

“Yes, that’s almost right,” Eleanor agreed,
“but it wasn’t always seem that way. Not at first. Over the
centuries, though, it became clear he had his eye on one thing –
leadership of the Witches Council.”

“Wait a minute.” Burgundy lifted her hands
for silence. “You’re a witch, so what are you doing in the
Firebrand Syndicate’s library? I mean, I get that it let you in,
but why you?”

Eleanor chuckled and elbowed Mr. Knight, a
playful gesture Burgundy would never attempt with the vampire. “I
get special privileges as a friend to the warlocks, but if that
throws you now, you’re really going to flip when you hear the
rest.”

“Please, there couldn’t possibly be anything
that would throw me at this point.” Try as she might, Burgundy
couldn’t think of anything more shocking than being told Silas
Bloom had attempted to burn his own wife at the stake. “Besides, he
and the Witches Council probably deserve each other, especially
those Finders.”

Eleanor’s eyes went unfocused for a moment,
her gaze faraway. “It wasn’t always like that,” she said, her voice
soft and dreamy. “Once upon a time, all of us worked together,
supernatural races living in harmony. Originally, three witches led
the council and their intentions were honorable.”

“Yeah, but we know what happens with
intentions,” Mr. Knight pointed out, echoing the thought Burgundy
had been trying to be respectful enough not to give voice to.

Eleanor shrugged and nodded, her lips
pressed together in a grim almost-smile of acknowledgement. “But,
one by one, they died or disappeared under mysterious circumstances
until Silas campaigned for election as head of the council.”

“Uh-huh,” Burgundy muttered, lifting her
hands and curling her fingers to mimic quotes. “You mean
‘mysterious,’ don’t you?”

Eleanor rubbed her hand down over her face,
blowing out a sigh as she did so. Then she propped her chin on her
palm and smiled. “You really are so much like your father, you know
that? Yes, that kind of ‘mysterious.’ Anyway, I must have been
getting close to something he didn’t want me to find out, because
about a year after Lily was born, he condemned me to death. He made
an excellent case for my execution. By then, any allies I’d once
had were on his side. Between him and that awful Reginald Weber,
they discredited me, accused me of consorting with their enemies,
and passed sentence without so much as one person opposing
them.”

“Whatever it was, I’m not sure he’s gotten
any closer to it since you disappeared,” Mr. Knight said, curling
his hand over Eleanor’s and giving it a squeeze.

Burgundy lifted her eyebrows at the warm
gesture, but didn’t say a word. Instead, she tucked those questions
away for later. If there was a later…

Eleanor quirked her lips to one side and
nodded. “I guess that’s good to know. It’s hilarious that the
Witches Council says warlocks are so power hungry that they go
crazy from it, but I never saw such a thing in more than half a
millennium on this earth. Probably because Silas had as many
warlocks as he could put down like rabid dogs.”

“Ironic that you put it
that way, when it sounds like he’s the one gone rabid.” Burgundy
chewed at her lower lip, wishing there was a way to find the
right questions to ask
here. Surely, she was missing something important. “So what about
the Firebrand Syndicate? How do they come into play and why help
you?”

“That’s my fault, in a way,” Mr. Knight
said. “The Firebrand Syndicate was formed to stand against the
Council after news reached us of the first burnings. It didn’t take
long to see the shift in their mindset as the balance of power
tilted. We had to do something to protect one another, and other
supernatural races, from the genocide. Matters got even worse when
the Council decided they could impose laws on all witches and
warlocks. Most warlocks felt it insulted their intelligence and
hindered them reaching their full magickal potential. Some witches
agreed. Those are the ones the Council targeted. Eleanor came to
the Syndicate when she realized something was afoot.”

“Afoot?” Burgundy wrinkled her nose. “Okay
there, Sherlock Holmes.”

“Don’t make fun of my idioms, young
lady.”

Repressing the urge to roll her eyes,
Burgundy said, “Fine, Sherlock, so someone figured out Eleanor was
meeting up with Syndicate people and used that against her?”

Her grandmother shrugged. “That was the
evidence given at my trial, yes. But is it the truth? I think
there’s something else, something Silas doesn’t want anyone to know
about himself or the Council. I didn’t just spend the last forty
years pretending to be dead. It was the perfect opportunity to work
for the Syndicate and see if I could find out all of Silas’s
secrets.”

As Eleanor’s words sank in, Burgundy’s
thoughts drew back to the bigger picture, the thing that she’d
spent so many years wondering about. “So if you ‘died’ when Lily
was only a year old, that must have been awful for you both.”

“It was. To be denied the daughter I’d had
such a short time ago was pure torture for me. I did my best to
look in on her, but once she got over not having mommy return, she
bonded with her caregivers – her sister, stepmother, and father. It
hurt to realize we’d been torn apart and my Lily would never be the
person I hoped to raise her to be.”

“That’s too sad. First she loses you and
then gives me up, all because I wasn’t exactly what she wanted.”
Now Burgundy let the tears come, let them roll down her face,
dabbing her cheek against her shoulder to dry them. Her chest
tightened with the grief she’d only given into sporadically when
she thought about the family she’d never known. “It’s like one of
those awful cycles families go through until someone stops it.”

“Exactly and that’s what we’re going to try
to do.” Eleanor reached out and took Burgundy’s hands between hers.
“I don’t think it’s too late for Lily. Not if she has you and me
and Iris to show her how blinded she is by her father’s hatred for
the rest of us. I think there’s still a chance your mother could
learn to see things in a different way.”

With a few swipes of the back of her hands
over her eyes and some deep breaths, Burgundy staunched the flow of
tears. Maybe there’d be more of them later in that really
cathartic, body-wracking way. For now, though, a question hung in
the air between them. “What makes you think that?”

Eleanor offered her a half-smile. “Ask your
father.”













Chapter Four

 


The Firebrand Syndicate’s cozy little
country cottage had become a place of refuge and comfort for
Burgundy. She slept here, ate here, learned how to kick witch butt
here.

And dealt with her father’s folded arms and
scowling face when she appeared on the doorstep with Eleanor at her
side.

“We don’t allow strays,” he told her, his
body filling the doorway while he glowered at the two of them.

Burgundy held out her hands in supplication.
“I know, but—”

“She’s a witch, Burg. I don’t even know her
and I’m not permitting that stench in here.”

“But—”

“You know the rules, young lady. I can’t
believe you even brought her here. Are you trying to get us
killed?”

“But—” This wasn’t going anywhere, that was
for sure, and Burgundy wondered if she ought to be grateful she
missed out on an adolescence with her father, instead of yearning
to turn back the clock.

“I’m Lily Bloom’s mother,” Eleanor
interjected, her voice firm with a shrill edge, “and if you’re
going to stand there instead of being a gracious host, I’ll have to
move you myself. How does that sound, Cian Black?”

Of all the times lately when Cian had
shifted into paternal overdrive, looking out for Burgundy, this one
struck her as the funniest. His eyes widened and he looked Eleanor
up and down, disbelief softening his features. “You don’t look a
thing like Felicia Bloom.”

“That blonde bimbo with the fake boobs?
Thank goodness. She’s the second wife. I was the first, or am still
the first. I’ve been dead for forty years or so. May I please come
in?” Eleanor stood her ground, as formidable a presence as the
warlock. Burgundy wasn’t sure who would win this stare-down, but
now she wished she had a bag of popcorn.

“You’re the mother, the one who Lily said
went missing all those years ago?” Cian blew out a breath before
waving them into the cottage. “It’s not often that I get dead
visitors, so you might as well come on in.”

“Missing? Lily thought her mother was just
missing?” Burgundy asked. She kept pace behind Eleanor, hurrying
past Cian into the cottage. Magick permeated the air here, rich and
sweet, and with a bit of an extra something when her father set the
locks in place on the front door.

Her father waved them into the parlor, a
rather frilly and fussy-looking room considering the fact that the
entire Syndicate was made up of men. Oh, and Burgundy, now. “That
was the story she gave me. She’d get pretty riled up at her
stepmother, Felicia, especially when she and Silas told her I was
off-limits. You know how teenagers are.”

Imagining her mother as a rebellious
teenager in love with a warlock was a stretch for Burgundy. A
stretch to Pluto and back, considering the woman was a militant
Finder who believed all warlocks were as bad as it got.

“And you know she still blames you for using
magick to turn me into a warlock fetus.”

Cian scoffed, a sharp, derisive sound that
made Burgundy smile. “I know, yes, and it’s ridiculous. Even a
warlock doesn’t have the power to rearrange DNA. Witches should
know this, considering the energies they harness are earth-based.
Somehow, my traits won out and that process was entirely
biological. That’s all there was to it. You might be the warlock
that broke the mold, but there was nothing magickal about it,
except in the most human, emotional ways possible.”

Before they could get into any detail on
biological processes, Burgundy lifted both hands and said, “And
that’s enough about that. No kid needs to hear reminiscences about
their conception. We came here to talk about other things,
anyway.”

“I can see that.” Cian’s gaze flicked to
Eleanor, his silver eyes no longer hard with suspicion. “Lily
always thought you’d disappeared on your own, abandoned her because
you didn’t want another child.”

Tears shined in Eleanor’s eyes and rolled
down her cheeks so suddenly, Burgundy needed a moment to process
them. Of course, her own reaction to finding out her grandmother
was alive had been one of shock, but this? Pure grief, through and
through. One child’s mother taken away and then another only a
generation later. Considering her own loss, surely Lily would have
found a way to keep Burgundy, despite her being a warlock. Unless
not having her own mother had damaged her so much, that Lily didn’t
see any reason to care about her own daughter.

Burgundy heaved a sigh and crossed the room
to warm herself by the fire blazing on the hearth. It didn’t do
much good for what was going on inside, but at least it provided
superficial comfort. Probably about as superficial as the love her
mother had for her, thanks to everything Silas had done to destroy
innocent people.

“I wanted my daughter very much,” Eleanor
said, her voice catching on a sob, enough for Burgundy to hear it.
“You can’t imagine how it is…” She clamped her lips together and
her gaze slid to Burgundy.

“It’s fine.” The way Burgundy’s father said
it, she doubted anything was fine, but his lips quirked in some
semblance of a smile. “I think we can both agree something precious
was taken from each of us. You, me, Burgundy – we didn’t stand a
chance when it came to Lily, and I think we need to accept
that.”

“Yes, that’s…” Eleanor hesitated, swallowed,
and then nodded. “That’s a fair way to put it. Thank you.”

The atmosphere in the room had become
stifling, heavy with unspoken grief. Burgundy cleared her throat
and crossed back to the doorway. The fire wasn’t doing her much
good, anyway. “While you two stand around, I’m going to get some
tea for all of us. It might make things easier.”

Easier if she spiked it with a few shots
from her favorite Russian warlock’s not-so-secret stash of
vodka.

She hurried to the kitchen, muscles relaxing
as she put distance between her and her… family? What a strange way
to think of them. For twenty-eight years, family had only consisted
of her and Aunt Iris, and she supposed she could count her aunt’s
firedrake familiar, Arthur. Burgundy hesitated at the stove,
fingers curling around the handle of the teakettle.

Yes, the people in the parlor were family
and now she had not only a father, but a grandmother, as well. Both
from opposite sides of the family tree, of course, yet there they
were. And the bond went deeper than blood, beyond biology. As Cian
had pointed out, all of them had Lily taken from them. They’d lost
a daughter, a lover, and a mother. If Eleanor, Cian, and Burgundy
couldn’t come together over that shared heartbreak, then they had
no chance against the Witches Council.

Burgundy filled the kettle with water and
set it on the stove. That settled it, she decided as she turned on
the burner. Even though they couldn’t turn back the clock and give
her a so-called normal family complete with two parents and maybe a
sibling, as well, they could move forward from here and heal.
Together.

If Jenna was here, she’d
tell me to focus on how I can solve a problem, not on how it
happened in the first place. I guess she’d be
proud.

Wonderful sentiment, and one that made her
both homesick and lonely, considering she hadn’t seen her
ex-girlfriend-turned-friend since their impromptu little visit to
the Witches Council last spring.

But her father and
grandmother were both much older than her by hundreds of years, and probably set
in their ways. While Cian said they needed to accept their loss,
would he see a reason to move forward from here? Or did he want to
continue to live in hiding, striking at the Witches Council in
secret whenever the opportunity presented itself?

Soon, the kettle was whistling, pulling
Burgundy out of her thoughts. She poured the boiling water over the
teabags. Once the tea tray was laden with cups, milk, and sugar,
she stepped into the hall to the sound of laughter. She hesitated
and cocked her head.

There it was again. Rich, belly-deep
laughter coming from the parlor. Masculine and feminine voices
intertwined.

She peered around the entrance to see
Eleanor wiping her eyes and nodding, as Cian said, “I don’t know
that I’ve ever had a student as serious as her, but she sure put
the rest of us through some mental gymnastics with her
reasoning.”

“I hate to say it, but she sounds a lot like
her father.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” From here,
Burgundy thought she saw Cian wink at her grandmother. His cheeks
were flushed with amusement, something she’d never seen, even after
living with him for the past few months.

She tried not to think of how long she’d
been here, learning how to use her powers since the summer, with
friends like Mr. Knight and Aleksandr visiting. Now it was nearly
winter. She’d been away from home far too long. And in all that
time, her father hadn’t shown the kind of delight she saw now on
his face. Maybe it took a person who knew Lily as well as he’d
known her to make an impression.

Eleanor blew out a sigh and smoothed her
hands over her thighs. “Still, that’s what I admired about Silas
when I first met him, you know, his intellect. It’s too bad he’s
used it for ill.”

Burgundy sidled into the room the moment she
heard the catch in her grandmother’s voice. While they needed
healing, she didn’t think she could handle tears again. “I’m sorry
to interrupt, but the tea’s ready. I don’t know how you like it,
Eleanor, so I brought milk and sugar.”

“Thank you. Your father was catching me up
on Lily. At least, the Lily she was as a young woman. I missed out
on those years, and…” She reached out, her fingers curving gently
over Burgundy’s shoulder. “Do you think you could find it somewhere
in your heart to call me ‘grandma’?”

The request froze Burgundy to the spot until
she managed to exhale. “Grandma.” She tested the word. The only
familial term she’d ever used with any regularity was “aunt” when
it came to Iris. Even though she hardly knew the woman sitting in
front of her, the tears swimming in Eleanor’s eyes persuaded her
that this was the right thing.

“Yeah, I think I could do that.”

Cian snorted. “That’s more than I’ve gotten
her to do here. Though I guess I’m not the dad type.”

“Are you kidding? You’ve
been dadding hardcore. It’s kind of endearing, actually,
Dad.” Burgundy grinned
at Cian and offered him a cup of tea. “I know you like it straight
up.”

“I do, especially since your grandmother
convinced me to open up about Lily. It’s not exactly an easy thing
to do.” Cian put the teacup to his lips and there it stayed for the
next minute. When he set it back on the tray, half of it was gone.
Burgundy couldn’t help but think about all those Jane Austen-based
movies, where the actresses suggested tea when someone was
distressed. Maybe there was a reason for that, beyond courtesy,
even without the vodka.

She tried sipping hers to see if it would
fortify her for whatever her father had to say. Nah, she still felt
like her usual self. So much for the soothing power of a lovely
English Breakfast blend.

“Look, I’ll cut right to the chase,” Cian
said, “because you’ve had enough thrown at you as it is. I met Lily
and fell in love with her. She was beautiful and intelligent, and I
thought maybe I’d met someone who wouldn’t judge me for being what
I am.”

“You mean, someone who wouldn’t scream,
‘Eek, a warlock!’?” Burgundy shrugged and stirred a little more
milk and sugar into her tea. Like her coffee, she preferred it
strong, but extra light and extra sweet. “I think the people who
don’t fear us are rare beasts.”

Eleanor shook her head, the clinking of a
spoon against the edge of her teacup piercing the silence. “I’ve
only had a few precious moments with you both, but I can already
see I was right in my assessment. You are so much like your father,
Burgundy. I don’t mean as a warlock, but the way you put things. I
know he and I aren’t family to one another, but we are both family
to you. You’re the glue that connects us. I hope we can stay this
way.”

A shiver shook Burgundy and she squeezed her
eyes shut, sure if so much as a single tear fell, it would
crystallize on her cheek.

“Right. Enough of that maudlin crap. Do you
want my story or not?” Cian shattered the moment and Burgundy drew
in a steadying breath. “Anyway, Lily was smart, like I said, but
also rebellious. There are times I think she just dated me to upset
her father and stepmother. They didn’t want her anywhere near
me.”

“Did they know you were a warlock?” Burgundy
tensed almost the moment the words left her mouth. The answer to
this question might connect the dots, at last.

Her father shook his head. “I honestly don’t
know. When I applied to work at Rock Grove High School, though, I
never told anyone. I presented as a witch whenever possible.”

That was a concept Burgundy had never
considered, except superficially. Like when her aunt pushed her to
declare a path, a rite of passage for all witches once they reached
adulthood. “I didn’t realize that was a thing. I mean, other than
my own experience, thought it was forced on me and I didn’t know
any different.”

“Oh, it’s a thing.” Cian rolled his eyes. “I
bet there’s more warlocks passing as witches than you might think.
Some are probably better at hiding their true nature than others.
But in an ideal world, none of us would have to do that. People
would be open enough to accept that we’re all different, and that
those diverse traits make us more interesting as a community, that
those strengths shouldn’t be feared.”

“What about Lily, though?” Eleanor’s voice
trembled and Burgundy turned to her grandmother in time to see her
blink tears from her eyes. Jeez, this poor woman needed to go and
have a good cry. “She loved you once, Cian. Do you think she still
has any feelings for you?”

“Almost thirty years later?” A shrug
followed the tilt of Cian’s head. “While that’s a short time in the
life of a supernatural, I doubt she’ll come around. She’s in too
deep with the Council and her father’s way of thinking. Sure, I’d
like to believe there’s possible that she’ll change her mind, but
if she could decide to stop loving me the moment she found out what
I am, then her feelings weren’t that deep to begin with.”

As heartbreaking as it was to hear those
words, they made sense. Burgundy nodded. Love that could shatter in
the face of one test clearly wasn’t a strong or true love.

The soft rap of knuckles at the parlor
doorway drew her attention to her employer. Mr. Knight stepped into
the room, a folded piece of white paper in his hand. Burgundy had
gotten used to seeing him come and go at will, the same way she did
at the Syndicate’s library.

“My apologies for interrupting this
important meeting, but I have a message for Burgundy. I’m told it’s
important.”

Burgundy pushed up off the sofa and accepted
the note. Almost as soon as she unfolded it and recognized the
names, she gasped for breath. The wind knocked out of her, all she
could do was wait for air to shudder back into her lungs.

“Well, what is it?” her father asked,
eyebrows drawn together in concern.

“Jenna wrote it. The Finders have imprisoned
Aunt Iris for aiding and abetting a warlock. It says she’s been
there for a month, now. Jenna only just found out.”

She glanced around the room, at her father
who’d closed his eyes, lips parted. At Eleanor, who’d gone pale,
throat working visibly. At Mr. Knight, whose grim appearance hadn’t
changed.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” he said. “I’ve
kept to the library and only leave it on official business. The
Council would stake me on sight if they confirmed I was a vampire.
Charlotte has been delivering blood to sustain me.”

“I understand. Everyone for themselves. You
didn’t have the time or freedom to check on Aunt Iris, and I never
expected you to.” Burgundy folded the paper and pinched the crease
between her thumb and forefinger. “Jenna, on the other hand, is a
nosy pain in the ass. It’s one of her best qualities. I bet she’s
got the 411 on everyone in Rock Grove by now.”

Mr. Knight nodded, his eyes going dark, and
asked, “What do you want to do?”

That darkening was the result of bloodlust,
Burgundy figured, because if Charlotte was bringing him blood, it
wasn’t exactly fresh from the source. But something like this –
getting Aunt Iris back – meant taking on the Finders. Maybe even
the Council itself. She couldn’t blame Mr. Knight for wanting in on
the action.

Too bad she had to disappoint him.

“I’m not so sure I want to do anything,” she
said, wishing her hands would stop shaking. The paper rustled and
she folded it a second time in hope that the action would cover her
frustration. When she glanced at Eleanor, the woman avoided her
gaze.

Of course. Eleanor would want to help her
daughter. But after all that Iris had done by concealing the truth
from Burgundy, forcing her along a path that never felt right, and
then not properly preparing her for the lie she had to tell…

Then again, Iris had also reared her, put
bandages over her scraped knees, fed and clothed her, and done her
best to keep Burgundy safe. She’d stood in as a maternal figure
when her own sister refused to. That had to count for
something.

She lifted her gaze to the one person who
might be able to understand the conflict tugging at her
insides.

Cian nodded, his narrowed eyes conveying all
she needed to know. “Let’s go see what’s what.”







Chapter Five

 


She’d seen the Witches
Council up close and from different angles, first as a potential
dedicant in their enormous conference room that also served as a
courtroom, and then as a prisoner in their dungeons, the jail cells
below the otherwise beautiful Jacobethan-style manor. From a
distance, it looked like something out of Downton Abbey. Up close, the truth
was far uglier.

This view was better, a safe distance, far
out of range of any witch’s ability to cast spells. At least,
Burgundy hoped so.

“Dude, where’s our stake-out kit?” she asked
her father.

“I’m not Fletch,” he grumbled, slanting her
a silver-eyed glance.

“Good, because he was a reporter and that's
Jenna's job. You get to fill Axel Foley's much cooler shoes.”

Her father's gaze narrowed even further.
“How old are you again?”

“Twenty-seven, but
an old twenty-seven who tried to make up for missing the eighties.”
Burgundy narrowed her own gaze and crouched down further in the
shrubs they'd managed to make their temporary hide-out. “Not much
movement, is there? Witches are incredibly boring.”

“What, exactly, did you expect to see?”

“Big white vans coming and going, or maybe
brooms zooming everywhere. A way to smuggle ourselves in with a
load of robe laundry.” Burgundy waved her hand toward the building.
“Typical spy stuff. Even witches need to do their laundry, unless
they keep domestic drudges.”

Something flashed in Cian's eyes and then he
guffawed. “You really are my daughter. Honestly, the Council thinks
they're steeped in secrecy when, really, they're a bunch of
outdated paranormal hacks who need to get with the times. Sorry to
disappoint you, but domestic drudge is the correct answer.”

That was the first time anyone had agreed
with her assessment, and Burgundy grinned. There was something
comforting in hearing from someone else that the Council was an
antiquated piece of self-righteous crap. “That, I totally get. What
I don't understand is the deal with you and my mother.”

“As in?” Now he turned away from her, but
not before she caught the pain skating over his features before he
averted his gaze.

Burgundy didn’t want to cause him anymore
anguish, but she had to ask. Hell, she probably had a right to know
the answer. “Why her of all people?”

The sigh Cian heaved seemed to contain the
weight of the world, and Burgundy almost regretted the question.
After all these years, she was no closer to knowing or
understanding her mother beyond bits and pieces of information
given grudgingly by Aunt Iris and three direct experiences that
told Burgundy one thing: her mother was an asshole.

“I guess someone owes you
the complete truth and it might as well come from me.” Her father
faced her again, features now composed, if taut. “It's simple. For
her, it was young and rebellious love. I was a teacher and she was
a student. I can't say I was young and idealistic, certainly not
foolish enough to think I could have a normal life. But I wanted to
marry her and have you, to be a family.”

“What changed that?” As
soon as she spoke the words, Burgundy held her breath. She was
finally getting the missing piece of her story. Not sure if want...

“You were born a warlock and Lily…” Cian
lifted his gaze to the sky, agony returning to twist his
features.

Burgundy swallowed and offered, “She freaked
balls, didn't she?”

Again, it seemed her words worked better
than any spell at alleviating the tension. Her father chuckled and
nodded. “Yes, and of course she blamed me. It's not like I had
anything to do with it. I can't alter DNA with magick. No one can,
but she didn’t listen. Instead, she went to the Council and told
them a warlock had deceived her into a relationship. And that was
the end of any hope I had for a normal life with the both of
you.”

The idea that she could have had anything
resembling a normal life was a concept as foreign as the idea of
being human. Still, Burgundy ignored the lump in her throat and
tried to imagine it – her father, so like her, maybe giving her a
companionable nudge when she made a pun at the dinner table. And
her mother, so… so… Fuck.

The woman didn't have a maternal bone in her
body. Everything she'd done hadn't been for Burgundy. It'd been for
some ideal of law and order and power, designed to keep warlocks
from enjoying a free existence. She didn’t know how she was
supposed to feel – maybe sad or cheated or something – but the
thing she wanted to do more than anything else was punch someone in
the face. Preferably a witch of the Finder variety. They’d taken so
much from so many people and for what?

Burgundy couldn't buy into class warfare,
the whatever percent holding all the power and control. Witches
weren't any more deserving than warlocks, shifters, or anyone else.
But was tackling that inequality bigger than her? Bigger, even,
than Rock Grove?

Cloth rustled next to her and she glanced at
her father to see him rolling up his sleeves. “What's up?”

“We’re on.” Something
about the sentiment seemed to shift him from grim and brooding to
all business. Service with a smile, because Cian's smirk was
downright mischievous. He wanted
to wreck things, to tear shit up, and Burgundy
got to be along for the ride.

Maybe Aunt Iris would never forgive her for
this, but Burgundy couldn't let her rot in that place, no matter
what their tenuous relationship had become. The woman had raised
her. No way was she going to leave her to Silas Bloom and his
medieval bullshit.

You can give me hell later, Iris, but I'm
going to rescue you. Even if I have to burn it all down to do
it.

Burgundy straightened and balled her fists
at her sides. “How do we do this?”

“What about an encore presentation of your
rescue from my side?” Cian lifted his hands. Blue fire crackled and
danced along his palms, expanding, and projecting heat like a
barely-contained inferno.

All Burgundy could do was grin and answer,
“Hell, yeah.”

****

This time, she didn't just get to see the
explosions. She got to cause them.

Power tingled through her from head to toe,
raising the fine hairs along her arms. Sure, her father lived and
breathed that amazing blue fire, but Burgundy channeled it
effortlessly, along with a heaping dose of exhilaration.

She was warlock, see her
cast! Months of blood, sweat, and tears practicing magick she
was actually capable of
had prepared her for this.

Instead of fearing she would let her aunt
down, as she had every time Iris tried to drag the witchcraft out
of her, the warlock magick flowed through her veins, a veritable
cascade of power.

From the moment the centuries-old stonework
exploded at her command, she knew she could never waste her time on
inferior abilities again. Why settle for a trickle of witchy energy
when she had access to something so much bigger?

Cian pointed, directing her toward a cell at
the back of the building. “She's there, as far inside as you can
get. They expect you to come after her and they want you stuck as
deep inside the building as possible.”

“Because now I'm a wanted
warlock?” Burgundy grinned. Could this get any cooler? She hummed a
few bars of Dead or Alive
before her father interjected.

“Yes, but do me a favor and save the
inevitable Bon Jovi for later, okay?” Cian tapped his temple with
one index finger, his hand still alight with energy. “You need to
keep your wits. Go for the low-hanging fruit. If you see your
mother, Reginald, or, the gods forbid, Silas himself, don't try to
fight them. Let me handle the Finders. Your only goal is Iris. Get
her out and if you can't, get yourself out.”

Saving herself wasn’t exactly on the mental
checklist Burgundy had put together. Iris was the reason they were
here, and Burgundy was the reason Iris was here. Hence, she pretty
much owed her aunt. She could complicate things even further by
bringing the circle of reasoning back around to the fact that,
really, her aunt owed her. But Iris couldn’t pay up if Burgundy
didn’t break her out of witch jail. So back to square one.

Cian moved through the smoke and dust
confidently, shoulders squared and power dancing from his
fingertips. Would Burgundy ever look as ready, willing, and able as
him? Of course she would, someday. It was in her blood.

And so was every ounce of power singing
through her right now, crackling through her entire body. This must
be how a live wire felt, if it could feel. Tingling and on edge,
ready to lash out at a moment’s notice.

There was no way not to tangle with Finders,
because three of the black coat-wearing figures pushed through the
debris to meet them. Even with Cian in front of her, Burgundy gave
in to the giddy urge to lob a ball of fire at one of them. It
connected, setting blue flame to fabric. The Finder backed off,
muttering an incantation that doused the magickal fire.

But Burgundy pushed onward, leaving the
three to her father. Even in the heat of battle, in the excitement
of a jailbreak, she had her instructions.

Find Iris, get her out, and then have one
hell of a family meeting.

It wasn’t difficult to locate her aunt. The
scent of her magick was as familiar as baked goods and drying
herbs, all things that reminded Burgundy of the only home she’d
ever known. One of the few witches who’d never smelled unpleasant
to her.

Somehow, Iris hadn’t lost one bit of her
stiff, Victorian dignity while sitting in a jail cell, her black
crepe dress puffed about her giving the woman a distinctly
crow-like appearance. The lines around her mouth, though, appeared
a bit deeper, a little longer, as if maybe she’d forgotten how to
smile over the past few months.

Burgundy couldn’t blame her for that. The
rift between them was…

She swallowed. There’d been times Iris
cajoled, scolded, and even grounded her for pre-teen and adolescent
infractions. But this new tension between them was so much more
than that. A chasm Burgundy wasn’t entirely sure she could bridge.
At least, not without her aunt’s willingness to meet her
halfway.

A bridge she could attempt to cross when
they got to that point, though. Right now, her one goal was to get
Iris out of the Council’s clutches.

She charged at the cell, through wafting
smoke and fresh debris as the building shook. Honestly, it wouldn’t
matter if Cian brought the entire place down on the Finders’ heads,
so long as the three of them got clear of it.

Iris rose to her feet from the small cot
she’d been sitting on. At least they’d given her the courtesy of a
bed, instead of forcing her to sit on the floor. Though there
wasn’t much else in the cell. Not even a blanket or a literal pot
to piss in.

Burgundy bit back the first words that
threatened to spill out, reached for the bars, and curled her
fingers around them.

“Don’t you dare,” Iris croaked, lifting both
hands in supplication. Her already-pale features blanched so white,
she might as well have been a ghost.

“How can I not?” It took so little effort
now that she knew how to channel her power. One burst from Burgundy
and the bars were gone in a flash of light and heat and scorching
metal. It wasn’t exactly a clean removal. What was left of the bars
hung from the ceiling and jutted up from the floor in a gaping,
jagged mouth around the hole she’d created. “You’re either coming
or you’re not, Aunt Iris.”

Iris chewed at her lip, a nervous reaction
that made Burgundy’s heart clench. Her aunt had always been sure of
herself and the world around her. Could a month in this prison cell
have changed her so much?

“Look, I have exactly—” Burgundy glanced
over her shoulder at her father, his outline in the billowing smoke
illuminated by flashes of magickal fire “—three seconds before I
need to go back the way I came. So you’re either going to stay here
and let the Council keep you in this awful place, or you’re coming
with me.”

“They’re going to kill me,” Iris answered,
eyes watery. Not once in her entire life had Burgundy seen her aunt
cry. The sight steeled her resolve to succeed at this
jailbreak.

“Great, so come with me and screw up their
execution plans.” It was the most Burgundy could offer because, at
this point, more Finders had poured into the basement and Cian was
backing away from them. His hands still lobbed one shot after
another, but Burgundy knew she had one final second to make a
decision.

Iris nodded tightly at her and gathered her
skirts in both hands. “I’ll go with you.”

Burgundy couldn’t wait any longer, couldn’t
keep an eye on Iris to make sure the woman got out alive. “Follow
me.” She turned and sprinted, throwing a few haphazard balls of
crackling energy in the general direction of the Finders. At one
point, she wondered if she could learn to do a spray of some sort,
like a walking flamethrower. The thought filled her with fresh
giddiness, and maybe even a touch of hysteria as she launched
herself into the sunlight and fresh air.

And into the waiting semi-circle of Finders
only a few steps outside the breach.

She skidded to a stop with a breathless,
“Oops!” Something knocked into her from behind and then clutched at
her shoulders. Iris, gasping for breath.

“Burgundy Jane Hart!” one Finder called out.
Ah yes, her blond-haired, blue-eyed buddy.

“Rolfe!” she called back. “Auf
wiedersehen!”

The Finder’s nostrils flared, eyes wide,
expression crazed. “For the last time, my name is not Rolfe!”

Something sizzled in the air to Burgundy’s
right and blue light washed over her vision. She turned to see her
father yank Iris through his portal. A glance back at the Finders
filled her line of sight with nothing but fire rushing her way.

Burgundy dove through the portal and slid
along the ground, looking up in time to see it wink out of
sight.

They’d done it. Sure, her shoulder was
twinging from where she’d hit the dirt and her chest ached for air,
but they’d done it! They’d rescued Iris and everything could only
get better from here.


Chapter Six



Aleksandr stomped around the cottage, muttering, “He won’t like it.
He really won’t. Now we have two witches the Council wants dead in
a Syndicate house.” When he set the tea service down with a
clatter, Burgundy winced. If he broke anything, she hoped he’d also
replace it. Not that Aleksandr could help it. The warlock was big,
burly, and to say he was rough around the edges was an
understatement.

“Who won’t like it?” she asked.

Her father shrugged and said, “Don’t worry.
How’s Iris?” They’d come back to the cottage and, much to
Aleksandr’s chagrin, given Iris a room where she could get some
rest, a bath, whatever she wanted, while they prepared lunch.

“I’m not sure yet, but I heard the shower
running, so I guess that’s a good sign.” Burgundy couldn’t shake
the nagging feeling that this entire situation, this moment, was…
temporary. Something curled in her gut, churning it until she
didn’t even want to look at the tea sandwiches her father was
arranging on a tray.

Eleanor had left before seeing Iris,
claiming it was to go pick up a few things for her daughter. That
made sense, but Burgundy imagined she had more on her mind than a
change of clothes. A lot more, like seeing what was going on at
Iris’s house and putting off their strange reunion.

She appeared in the kitchen now, along with
another figure Burgundy hadn’t expected to see. “Arthur!”

As soon as her arms closed around the tiny
dragon, her body lost its tightness. For being a flying, sapient
lizard-thing, the familiar sure radiated a hell of a lot of heat.
The kind that always put Burgundy at ease, even when Arthur was
being a bit of a pill.

“I don’t know what I did to merit this kind
of greeting,” he said, smoky breath puffing out against her neck,
“but thank you.”

After all she’d been through, Burgundy
couldn’t help but cling to this one known thing in her life.
Arthur, for all his finicky, fussy ways, represented home. “I’ve
missed you,” she breathed out, sure she’d pour on even more of the
icky-sweet nostalgia.

If Arthur hadn’t wriggled out of her grasp,
anyway. Now he back winged a bit and landed on the kitchen counter.
He glanced at the tea sandwiches and wrinkled his snout. “Same, I
suppose, though you could have at least sent a postcard. It wasn’t
like cutting off contact kept Iris out of danger, anyway.”

“What, exactly, happened with all of that?”
Burgundy folded her arms. Maybe she ought to wait for Iris, but
Arthur could be a fount of information when he chose to share.
“More to the point, why didn’t you come and tell me? You’re an
all-knowing, all-seeing interplanar dragon beast.”

“Do you think I didn’t want to tell you?
Trust me, I wanted to, but the warlocks have this place locked up
tighter than Fort Knox for a good reason.” The reptilian eye roll
that followed made Burgundy shiver with happiness. Her family was
together again. At least, the one she’d grown up with – Iris and
Arthur – together and safe.

“Tiny Dragonbutt, you cannot blame us for
keeping the safe house safe. We are following orders.” In spite of
all his anti-witch grumbling, Aleksandr stared at Arthur as if
fascinated by the familiar.

Arthur might have sputtered if Burgundy said
that to his face. She'd certainly thought it enough through the
years. However, he tilted his head at Aleksandr and said, “I know
you.”

“And I know you,” was the response that
rumbled out from Aleksandr.

Burgundy waited, glancing between the
firedrake and warlock, but neither said another word. Before her
curiosity could get the better of her, her father picked up the tea
tray and carried it past her.

“Iris will be down at any moment and I’m
sure she’s hungry for decent food,” Cian explained.

Burgundy trailed him into the parlor, hands
clasped behind her back. “I guess, but you really don’t have to do
this for her.”

“What am I supposed to do – tell her she’s
on her own? Witch or not, rescuing her was the right thing to do.”
He piled a plate high with sandwiches and set it next to an empty
teacup, a gesture that Burgundy hadn’t expected from him. “She
disapproved of me once she found out what I was, but at least she’d
always been nice to me before that. I couldn’t have left her in
prison, any more than I could have left you there. All of us have
our parts to play. You still need your aunt.”

The sentiment filled Burgundy with warmth
and propelled her across the room to wrap her arms around her
father. They’d bantered, they’d joked, but this was their first
hug, their first exchange of affection that went beyond words.

It felt natural to offer it and, to
Burgundy’s delight, her father didn’t stiffen or try to pull away,
but reciprocated. At least, the best he could, considering he’d
been facing away from her and she’d caught him in an awkward
side-hug.

“I really appreciate this, Dad. I know we’re
the strangest family ever, if we could even be called a family, but
the more of us can get along with each other…” Burgundy shrugged
and watched her father pour tea, not really sure how to put her
feelings into words. All of it already sounded like babble to
her.

“You don’t have to say it.” Her father
finished filling the teacups and turned to her, mouth open as if he
would say something else.

Instead, it was Iris’s voice Burgundy heard
from the doorway to the parlor. “I never thought I’d see you again,
Cian.”

“Thought you wouldn’t or hoped you
wouldn’t?” Nothing in Cian’s voice or expression gave away his
emotions and Burgundy tensed. She couldn’t predict how things would
go between her aunt and her father. This had to be, she decided,
one of those moments she erred on the side of expecting the worst.
She didn’t like the way her stomach turned, but she forced herself
to pick up a sandwich off the tray and gesture with it at her
aunt.

“We have tea and sandwiches for all of us.
Dad figured they didn’t feed you very well while you were a
prisoner.”

Iris stepped into the parlor, one eyebrow
lifting. “Oh, he’s ‘Dad’ now? Interesting. How long did that
take?”

“Three months, but it could have been
worse.” Cian’s tone remained as expressionless as his face,
betraying neither humor – which was what Burgundy had come to
expect from him – nor censure, the sentiment to which he was most
entitled. At least, as far as Burgundy was concerned. Her family
hadn’t been fair to him once they found out the truth.

The way her aunt blew out a breath and sank
onto one of the couches, Burgundy was sure she would launch into a
scolding. For all her loving ways when Burgundy was younger, Iris
could lay it on pretty thick when she disapproved. But the woman
simply reached for the saucer and teacup waiting for her, and said,
“It seems a waste to bother with any of this, but I suppose the
condemned generally get a last meal.”

“You’re here, Aunt Iris,” Burgundy said, her
heartbeat launching into overdrive. “You’re safe now.”

Something squeezed her arm and she looked at
her father, who’d withdrawn his fingers from her bicep. He shook
his head slightly and tilted it toward Iris.

“Safety was always my number one priority
for you, Burgundy, I hope you know that.” Iris looked at her, blue
eyes glazed with the shimmer of tears. “I never wanted to keep you
from being what and who you are. Never. Remember, you’re not only a
warlock. You’re so many other things.”

“But…” Burgundy sank on the sofa across from
her. Something tugged at her chest at those fatalistic words. A
rough edge that refused to be smoothed down. “You tried to make me
use magick you knew I didn’t have, that there was no way I could
ever get better at. So I spent my life feeling like a failure as a
witch when, all along, I could have succeeded as a warlock.”

Iris set the teacup down after another sip.
“Did I ever tell you about my mother?”

“El—”

Cian held his hand up before Burgundy could
continue, signaling her to remain quiet. Burgundy pressed her lips
together and did her best to ignore the sinking sensation in her
gut. Because it was there, forming a rock-hard pit in her stomach.
What was going on here?

“She disappeared under mysterious
circumstances and my father always told me it was because of
warlocks, because she’d discovered something about them.” Iris blew
out a breath and shook her head. “My entire life, I was taught to
distrust warlocks and my father reinforced that time and again. If
I feel that way, but could still love you, imagine how other
witches might feel toward you, Burgundy. It’s an almost inherent
prejudice among our kind and something I didn’t want you to
suffer.”

Once again, Burgundy opened her mouth to
speak, to tell her aunt she was wrong.

“But I shouldn’t have forced you along a
path that would lead to how you feel right now, you’re right.
You’ve never been a failure, my dear.” Those words made Burgundy
clamp her mouth shut again, slide a glance at her father, and then
look back at Iris. Had her aunt really said that in front of them?
Could she record this for posterity? Maybe get it framed and hang
it on the wall, if they ever made it home again?

Cian moved toward the door and Burgundy had
to twist her fingers together to keep from blurting anything out in
front of her aunt. The shadow that stood at the entrance hung back,
not quite stepping into the room yet. Burgundy’s heart raced,
taking her breath away. Giving her aunt space to say everything she
wanted to say was the hardest thing she’d ever done, but she
somehow swallowed her words and waited for whatever would happen
next.

“I should have followed my instincts and
gotten you proper instruction as a warlock. Protecting you only got
us so far and what good did it ultimately do? None. Forcing you to
fit into the status quo didn’t change anything, didn’t make the
world a better place. All it did was destroy the trust you had in
me and I am deeply sorry for that.” Tears rolled down Iris’s pale
face and she rose from the sofa, hands shaking. “I wish I’d told
you the truth sooner and run away with you, Burgundy. I wish I’d
defied everything I’d been taught to believe. Hindsight is
twenty-twenty and I’m sorry to say I can’t do anything for you now,
but I’d take it all back if I could. I at least wanted you to know
that.”

“What’s…” Burgundy launched herself up off
the sofa and reached out to grasp her aunt by the upper arms.
“What’s going on?”

Iris shook her head. “Don’t. You can’t
change what my life was, what it became, or how it’s going to end,
but you can take my blessing with you. Forget everything I ever
told you. Be the warlock you are and don’t let anyone ever take
that away from you. Fight with everything you have, Burgundy Jane
Hart. And remember that you carry my name, the one I gave you in
memory of my husband. I gave it to you out of love.”

“Iris!” Burgundy cried, her eyes burning
with tears. She didn’t know why, but there they were, pushing their
way out and leaving hot, wet paths down along her face.

“You have to let her go.” Cian stepped into
the room and pulled Burgundy back, away from her aunt, who
continued to retreat. “She has one last goodbye to say.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” The
way she yelled, so petulant and helpless, reminded her of being a
child again. Five-years-old, not getting her way, and not quite
understanding why. All she knew in her heart at that time was a
deep, personal sense of injustice. It thrummed through her now,
thickening her throat.

Iris turned toward the doorway and stopped.
One trembling hand extended, followed by a whispered, “Mother?”

The shadow that’d waited so patiently
finally emerged, nodding. “Yes, it’s me.” Eleanor blinked her eyes
rapidly, but even that couldn’t dispel the tears. Now all of them
were crying, unable to hold back, and Burgundy had no idea why.

“She’s not got long,” Cian whispered to her,
“and it’s not going to be pretty, either. You don’t have to watch
it happen.”

Burgundy tried to talk, to ask questions, to
tell her father to fix whatever was about to happen, but all she
could do was stare as mother and daughter reunited.

“I’m sorry for everything he did to you and
even sorrier I didn’t come back sooner,” Eleanor said, pulling Iris
into her arms.

“It was all because of him, wasn’t it?” Even
though her voice was muffled against Eleanor’s shoulder, Iris’s
question still reached Burgundy.

Her grandmother nodded, lips pressed
together in a grim line. “He tried to have me burned at the stake.
I still don’t know why, but I must have been getting close to
something he didn’t want me to know. The Firebrand Syndicate saved
me and I’ve been in hiding ever since. Just as you wanted to
protect Burgundy by pretending she was something she’s not, I
wanted to protect you by pretending to be something I was not –
dead all these years.”

The two women remained in the tight embrace
a moment longer, and then Iris pulled away with a little huff. “I
guess I better be going, now. I tried to hold it off, but I can’t
anymore. Whatever you do…” She turned and jutted her chin at Cian.
“Get out of here, all of you. It won’t be safe once I’m gone.
They’ll know exactly where to find you.”

Cian nodded, his fingers curling over
Burgundy’s shoulder. “We’ll be okay. I’m sorry things have to end
this way.”

The pit that’d formed in Burgundy’s stomach
now rose and lodged in her throat, trailing heat after it. This
couldn’t be happening. Not now. Not after what they’d done to get
Iris out of that place. Not with two powerful warlocks and a witch
in the cottage, none of whom seemed to be moving to do anything to
stop whatever was about to happen.

“Arthur!” The word barely left Burgundy’s
lips and the firedrake was there, his forehead pressed to
Iris’s.

“Thank you for everything,” Iris whispered
before collapsing.

Eleanor caught Iris and lowered her gently
to the floor. In the moment that followed, the only sound was her
sobbing over her daughter’s fallen body. From where Burgundy stood,
Iris looked peaceful, as if she were sleeping, but her unnaturally
pale skin had gone even more stark white.

“I’m sorry.” Even Cian’s voice sounded raw
with pain. “We can’t stay, like she said.”

Burgundy shook her head, hair whipping in
her face. Of all the things she’d been through, this had to be the
worst of it. “No, she can’t be—”

“She’s dead.” Eleanor’s bitter declaration
shuddered out of her, along with a gasp. “Contingency spell, meant
to stop her heart and let us know the Council isn’t to be messed
with. Silas placed it on her. He’s sending a message to everyone
with it. Cross him and you’ll be sorry. And this kind of magick
leaves a mark, which also means the Finders will be on this place
like buzzards on roadkill.”

“That’s the worst way you could possibly put
it,” Burgundy pointed out. After all, there was a corpse here, one
she didn’t even want to put a name to yet.

“Yes, but would you rather I sugarcoat
things or be honest?” Despite all that had happened in the past few
minutes, Eleanor rose to her feet and sucked in a breath. How she
could do that after reuniting with one of her daughters and then
promptly losing her, Burgundy didn’t know. “Let’s go.”

The witch was the first to leave the parlor,
striding toward the kitchen with her fists clenched at her sides.
Cian gave Burgundy another squeeze, this one gentler. “I’m sorry,”
he repeated for the third time, “but she’s right. We need to go to
another safe house. We have our own contingencies in place and you
don’t want to be here when the Finders start arriving.”

All Burgundy could imagine were old-time spy
movies with self-destruct mechanisms set to thwart the enemy. She
wished she could make a joke, but her tongue didn’t seem to
remember how to work. It was probably just as well. She needed time
to process everything.

She gave Iris one last, lingering look.
“Thank you,” she told her aunt’s still, waxen form. “You tried and
I promise you won’t have died for nothing.”

Something warm perched on her shoulder and
pressed up against her hair. Arthur, exuding all that fiery heat
from his iridescent scales. “When a witch dies, her familiar has
two choices. They’re free to return to their own realm or stay with
another. I’d like to stay with you, if you don’t mind.”

“But only witches get familiars.” Burgundy
sniffled and used the heels of both hands to wipe the tears off her
face. None of this was fair. It shouldn’t be happening. Arthur
belonged with Iris, not her.

“You’re part witch. That
counts for something. Besides…” Arthur huffed out a breath and then
hunkered down against her, filling the space from her shoulders to
her neck, fitting perfectly. “I have just as much unfinished
business here as the rest of you.”











Chapter Seven

 


Safe houses seemed to be in ample supply for them,
something Burgundy couldn’t bring herself to appreciate, since said
houses did nothing to keep her aunt alive.

There’d been no time for a proper funeral, to honor
Iris’s life, or even to take her with them. Even Eleanor had
insisted they leave her behind.

“It’s not worth the risk,” her grandmother
explained. “They could have done anything to her or the magick
might have lingering effects that follow her. If it followed her
through one portal in life, it might still work in death. We can’t
take that chance.”

Now that they were in yet another house – or castle,
in this case, with gloomy corners Burgundy couldn’t muster the
curiosity to explore – tension laced the air. Everyone around her
held themselves stiffly and exchanged glances.

Swallowing what she knew would have been an awkward
attempt at levity, Burgundy took in a shuddering breath and said,
“I need to check on things back home.”

“Why would you do that, Little Red?” Aleksandr
asked, his voice tender. He’d become like a big brother to her. An
oversized brother, really, who sometimes didn’t know his own
strength. Knowing he felt some remorse about what had happened to
Iris helped and Burgundy smiled for a second.

“If they could do that, if Silas Bloom could murder
his own daughter all because he wants to figure out where warlocks
are hiding, what has he done to the rest of Rock Grove? I’ve lost
the woman who raised me. I won’t lose other people I love.”

Aleksandr opened his mouth to speak again, but Cian
held up his hand and said, “She’s right. Burgundy has an entire
town that’s home to her. If she can get in and out undetected, I
don’t see any reason for her not to go. The Council still doesn’t
know about the library. She could portal in that way, maybe see
what’s going on in town, and come back. All of us should go,
actually.”

Eleanor drew closer to Burgundy, her warmth and
scent not unlike Aunt Iris’s now that Burgundy had a chance to
compare the two. There was something in her nearness that
alleviated at least a little of the misery tightening Burgundy’s
gut. The grandmother she’d never known was here for her, now. Maybe
it was too little, too late, but at least it was something.

“All of us should go to Rock Grove?” Eleanor asked,
resting her hand on Burgundy’s shoulder. It was the lightest of
touches, as if she wasn’t sure how close she ought to get. Burgundy
knew if she turned toward her grandmother, if she gave in to the
maternal comfort the woman had to offer, she’d lose it.

So she focused on the question and her father’s
glinting, silver eyes. “No,” she interjected, “we go everywhere and
see what’s happening out there. I can’t possibly be the only person
the Council is after and Rock Grove probably isn’t the only town
they’re terrorizing. Even though this looks personal, it doesn’t
make sense. What does going after one little unregistered warlock
accomplish?”

“Nothing, except to show that the Council won’t
tolerate dissidence in any form,” Eleanor said. “Which sounds like
Silas.”

“But?” Cian prompted her. “You know him better than
any of us. At least, you did at one point. Would he really go to
these extremes to get to Burgundy? It doesn’t make much sense.
She’s only one warlock.”

As the silence grew heavier around them, Arthur lit
once again on Burgundy’s shoulder, clinging until he’d settled
comfortably onto his new perch.

“No,” Eleanor said, lifting her gaze to Burgundy’s
before shifting it to Cian. “No, you’re right, he wouldn’t, because
Silas hates to waste time and energy. This isn’t about her anymore.
This is about you, her, and anyone who cares about or is associated
with either of you. If there’s one thing Silas hates, it’s being
humiliated. You broke into the Council not once, not even twice,
but three times.”

“Oh yes, I almost forgot about stealing the Cupid’s
bow and arrows. Go on.”

“Sure, Silas planned for your arrival the last time,
but that’s the point. He planned it, so he’d have a reason to…”
Eleanor shrugged and dropped her hand from Burgundy’s shoulder,
leaving her more than a little bereft.

“Whatever he wants, it’s got to be bigger than us,”
Cian concluded gently. “Even if humiliation figures into his
reasoning, do you honestly think that’s enough of a reason for him
to do everything he’s done?”

Eleanor shook her head, mouth hanging open as if she
didn’t know what to say. There was no way Burgundy could take away
her pain, so she reached out and squeezed her grandmother’s hand.
It was the best she could do under the circumstances.

“It’s fine,” Cian temporized, now glancing at the
rest of the group. “But we need to find out what he’s really after
because no matter how narcissistic the man is, it’s got to be more
than a couple of warlocks who made him look bad. Burgundy and
Arthur will go to Rock Grove with Mr. Knight. Aleksandr and I will
contact other members of the Firebrand Syndicate and see what they
know. And you, Eleanor, if any of the witches you know still love
and respect you, maybe you can get some inside information.”

A fresh shudder wracked Burgundy, icy tendrils of
fear pushing aside the heavier sensation of grief. At least they
wouldn’t be sitting around, waiting for something to happen. Not
anymore. Enough had happened and, finally, her father was ready to
do more about it.

****

“I thought I was aware of every extra-dimensional
entry into Rock Grove. Clearly, I was wrong.” Arthur flicked at the
air with his claws, but the gesture did nothing to disturb the dust
motes that hung around him.

Mr. Knight shrugged. “Even you don’t know
everything, Arthur, but I would appreciate it if you didn’t stay
here in the public library for too long. The Finders have visited
us again and again, trying to find Burgundy. Besides, you’re a
walking fire hazard.”

“They have?” Burgundy glanced at the closed door
that separated her boss’s office from the rest of the library. “I
guess that makes sense. All I can imagine are Finders walking the
streets and people hiding away in their houses.”

“That sounds about right. It’s been pretty deserted
out there, not that I can blame anyone.” Mr. Knight rubbed his chin
and shrugged. “I suggest you do whatever you came here to do, but
you can’t let them see you re-enter the library. Drawing them here
will only defeat the purpose of you coming to Rock Grove.”

Burgundy swallowed and nodded. She actually didn’t
have much of a purpose, except to check on Charlotte. No doubt the
diner owner would have all the information she needed. The one
thing she didn’t want to see for herself was how the Witches
Council had taken over her beloved hometown. Hearing about it would
be bad enough, she was certain.

“I can take care of making sure you aren’t seen,”
Arthur said, launching himself from Mr. Knight’s desk to Burgundy’s
shoulder. He hunkered down there, tail draping over her other
shoulder.

“Good luck,” was all the vampire offered as Burgundy
reached for the doorknob.

She hesitated, fingers curling into a fist. The
thought of seeing Charlotte again after all these months apart left
her cold with fear. What would her girlfriend think of her? Were
they even a thing anymore? She wouldn’t blame Charlotte if she was
pissed at her or, worse, had moved on. “Maybe this isn’t such a
good idea, after all.”

“Go, Burgundy. Do what you came to do.” Arthur’s
gentle encouragement didn’t alleviate her worries, but it spurred
her into action. She turned the doorknob and stepped out of the
office.

The library looked and smelled the same as ever –
old, musty, with a hint of magick clinging to the corners. Burgundy
crossed the kitchen into the auditorium and peeked into the
children’s room. Sylvia was there at her desk, as usual, and Marian
was at the desk Burgundy used to process new materials.

“Go,” Arthur hissed a second time, his breath
tickling her ear. “They won’t see you.”

Burgundy hurried through the children’s room and
pushed the back door open, not bothering to look back. She’d leave
the librarians to wonder why the door opened and closed on its own.
Ghosts weren’t unheard of in their town, anyway.

The streets were deserted, which wasn’t normal for a
fall day. Especially a sunny one like this, the light glinting off
the beautiful red, yellow, and orange leaves that remained on the
trees. And… Burgundy sucked in a breath. Oh yes, and smelling of
autumnal earthiness while bathed in that golden light she loved so
much.

But not as much as she loved Charlotte. She
quickened her steps and turned onto Main Street. The diner was only
a few doors down from the corner and, Burgundy was relieved to see,
the sign was flipped to “Open.”

The sight of Finders occupying the stools and
tables, however, took her breath away and she pressed her hands to
the door beneath the glass. “Arthur…”

“I know. They can’t see you, either, but that
doesn’t mean you should mess with their minds. Or does it?”

For the first time in twenty-four hours, Burgundy
snorted out a laugh. “I want to find Charlotte, not get her in
trouble.”

“Then go in and let the door close behind you.”

“The back way would be safer,” Burgundy concluded.
She hated to give into cold feet, especially this close to her
goal, but she also didn’t want to draw attention to Charlotte.

“But would it be as fun as this?” The firedrake
leaned forward and placed one tiny, clawed forefoot on the door.
“Come on, Burg. You know you want to.”

Oh yes, she wanted to and she knew it. Arthur knew
it. And, as Burgundy’s fingers curled around the doorknob, the
Finders would know it, too.

She turned it slowly, by degrees, until she could
push it in and step over the threshold. All eyes turned to her, but
saw right through her. They flicked up and down, left and right, as
if scanning the street.

“You’re invisible, but not un-feelable,” Arthur
hissed in her ear, “so move.”

Burgundy held the door open a touch longer and
stepped aside only when one of the Finders slid off the stool to
investigate it. She was a slender, dark-haired woman whose eyebrows
drew together as she caught and held the door. “Ms. McVay, do you
realize your diner is haunted?”

At the mention of her name, Charlotte emerged from
the kitchen and, once again, Burgundy caught her breath. The woman
she loved hadn’t changed a bit – long brown hair drawn back in a
ponytail, tanned skin glistening with moisture as if she’d been
working out, and a smile that didn’t reach her wide, brown
eyes.

Not that Burgundy could blame her for faking that
smile. It wasn’t like the Finders deserved any real courtesy. Oh,
but what wouldn’t she give to see Charlotte’s real smile,
again?

Charlotte tipped her head and, for a moment,
Burgundy was sure she’d looked right at her. “Ghosts, Mara. There’s
a higher concentration of them in supernatural towns. At least,
that’s what anecdotal evidence suggests. All the buildings here are
haunted. Did you still want that slice of pie?”

“Sure.” Mara didn’t bother looking at Charlotte, her
attention still fixed on the door she held open.

Burgundy blinked as Charlotte lifted her hand,
crooked her finger, and then turned toward the cake stands that
held an assortment of desserts. There was only one place to go from
here and that was upstairs. Wading through a sea of Finders who
didn’t seem to be in any hurry to finish their meals – a glance at
the clock told Burgundy it was lunch time – wasn’t exactly
something she’d ever wanted to experience.

So she made the most of it, knocking a fork off a
table here, spilling a glass of water there. Each gesture had
Arthur clinging to her tighter and tighter, his claws digging into
her shoulder and tail wrapping around her neck.

Sure, it was juvenile, but Burgundy couldn’t pass up
the opportunity to pick up a handful of fries off a plate one of
the waitresses was carrying and put them in her mouth.

“You were supposed to be subtle.” Arthur’s reproach
was followed by a heavy sigh and a shake of his head.

“Hunger doesn’t know how to be subtle,” Burgundy
told him after passing into the back room that led to the
staircase. “Besides, how often does anyone get to be
invisible?”

“Holy shit!” The next whisper came, not from Arthur,
but Charlotte, who shoved at her from the bottom of the stairs.
“Get up there or I swear, I’ll murder you myself. I don’t care how
invisible you are. I can still find your heart.”

The hand didn’t leave Burgundy’s lower back. It
continued to push until they reached the top of the stairs and
entered the apartment. Charlotte closed and locked the door, and
then spun to face her.

“I didn’t know you could see me,” Burgundy said,
taking two steps back. She’d never seen Charlotte angry, even
throughout more than two decades of friendship.

“First things first.” The medicine woman strode
forward and pulled Burgundy into her arms, hugging her tight. At
least that answered the question about whether or not Charlotte
still loved her. Sort of. “You were gone so long, but I knew you’d
be okay. Mr. Knight would have told me if you weren’t.”

Relief. That was another good sign. Burgundy relaxed
into the hug, against the familiar form of the woman she’d been
aching to see.

“You freaked me out down there, you know! You could
have told me you’d learned to turn invisible.”

“First of all, I haven’t, and second of all, I
couldn’t. Sending a message to Rock Grove isn’t the best idea right
now.” Burgundy let out a choking noise as Charlotte hugged her even
closer, dislodging Arthur from her shoulder.

“True, but coming here isn’t the best idea, either.
What the hell are you doing?” Charlotte finally gave her some space
and glanced at Arthur. “Sorry about that. It’s just that Burgundy
and I—”

“I know, I know.” The firedrake stretched all four
legs and his wings, before settled on the arm of the sofa. “The
invisibility was my idea, so she could get to you. We can’t give
you any guarantees on how long we can stay, so you better get to
it. Anyway, she’s visible without me, so the two of you better talk
fast.”

Burgundy nodded and took Charlotte’s hands in hers.
They were arm and soft, a little clammy with fear. She wished
neither of them had any reason to feel that way. “Here’s the thing,
Char. Aunt Iris is dead.”

“Oh no.” Charlotte sank down into the chair facing
the sofa, still clinging to Burgundy’s hands. “We knew the Council
took her, but dead?”

“They cast a spell that sort of detonated when we
broke her out of their prison. But it came with a couple of nasty
surprises – it killed her and it also set off some kind of tracking
magick that allowed the Finders to locate the house we were staying
in. We had to destroy it and move on.”

The color faded from Charlotte’s skin, leaving her
ashen as she stared up at Burgundy. “This is some serious shit,”
she whispered.

“Yes, it is, and there’s so much more that I can’t
even tell you right now.” Burgundy swallowed and tried to think of
what mattered next, what was most important to get her job done. “I
need to get into Iris’s house, if I can. Or at least have Mercy
Michaels get in there. She needs to know what happened and manage
the estate until I can get everything back to normal.”

Charlotte shook her head, brown hair swaying. “I
don’t know if there ever will be a normal around here, Burg. The
Finders are everywhere. I’ve heard they’re having a harder time of
it in Omaha, but they are all over the place, digging for
information.”

“About me?” That seemed odd, considering Burgundy
pretty much never left her hometown unless necessary.

“About all warlocks. The
Supernatural World Times has reported that several registered warlocks have
disappeared.”

The words shook Burgundy, yanking her back to the
present and the whole reason she’d come. To find out what the hell
was going on. This seemed to confirm Cian’s belief that this was
bigger than the both of them. “Do the articles have Jenna’s
byline?”

“I don’t really pay attention.” Something like
annoyance skated across Charlotte’s features before she shuddered
and said, “Regardless, it’s bad here. Really bad. I’m sure you want
to go to your aunt’s house, but I have to say that if she’s dead
and the Council knows it, the Finders will already be all over it,
if they weren’t before this.”

Burgundy pressed her lips together in a grimace and
tightened her hold on Charlotte’s hands. “That’s a chance I’m
willing to take.”

“Fine, but you aren’t going alone.” Charlotte
slipped her hands out of Burgundy’s grip, taking away the only
source of warmth she’d had ever since arriving in Rock Grove.
“People have been asking about you, wondering what happened to you.
As far as I’m concerned, you were never here. It’s better if they
keep asking questions, you know?”

“Yeah.” Burgundy watched Charlotte rise from the
chair, but reached out to stop her from crossing the room. “Are we
still… I mean, I don’t know when I’ll be back, but…”

“Shut up.” Charlotte leaned forward and kissed her.
It wasn’t the kind of kiss Burgundy was hoping for, although she
wasn’t sure what that would be at this moment. However, Charlotte’s
lips were on hers, followed by a reassuring, “I’ll be waiting, no
matter what.”

It would have to be enough for
now, especially since Burgundy’s presence was probably a death
sentence for anyone caught with her.











Chapter Eight

 


There weren’t any Finders
at the house yet,
but Burgundy wouldn’t put it past them to declare that it now
belonged to them. The outside looked the same as always, lovely, if
a little incongruous with the Midwestern landscape. Victorian homes
weren’t the norm here, especially along the rural gravel roads on
the outskirts of Rock Grove. But seeing the place she’d lived her
entire life until now made her chest twinge.

These walls had witnessed countless boo-boos
and tears, surprises and smiles, and more sleepovers than she could
count when she and Charlotte were kids. When they’d opened the door
and found the place a mess, furniture overturned and papers
everywhere, Burgundy had to swallow her tears. Maybe the Finders
weren’t here right now, but they’d been there at some point in the
past three months and torn their way through everything that
represented her life so far.

“What are we looking for, exactly?”
Charlotte asked. She’d cast a spell and now held a scintillating
ball of light in her hand after Arthur cautioned them not to flip
any switches. The sun had already dipped in the sky. They were so
close to the winter solstice that those two o’clock shadows would
soon lengthen into full darkness.

Charlotte’s light was an interesting
surprise. Whatever abilities she had remained a mystery to
Burgundy, something they’d only scratched the surface of in all
these years. It seemed a Medicine Woman was capable of more than
she’d anticipated, but Burgundy didn’t ask questions. Considering
her own failures at magick, it made sense now that they’d never
really talked about Charlotte’s capabilities. Maybe Charlotte
didn’t want to make her feel bad about herself.

But, oh, the things she could do now! She
ached to show Charlotte. Too bad it would have to wait. Keeping her
own magick under wraps was best for now, since Burgundy had no
doubt that her warlock energies would trigger something in town
that would have Finders converging on the house before she could
blink. They’d be fools if they hadn’t set up traps around town.

“I’m not exactly sure,” Burgundy confessed,
“but I think we need to find any estate paperwork she might have
had – property documents, financial documents, and a Will above all
else. As far as the court here in Rock Grove is concerned, I’m next
of kin. But I wouldn’t put it past the Council to try to take this
property for themselves. The head of the Council is my grandfather,
which means he’s going to think he has a right to this place.
Though I doubt that’s why he killed Iris.”

“Wait a second.” Charlotte grasped
Burgundy’s wrist with her free hand and said, “Are you saying her
own father killed her?”

“Yup.” There was no way to sugarcoat the
truth and why should she? Everyone in the world, human or
supernatural, had relatives they weren’t proud of. Granted, most of
those black sheep relatives probably weren’t murderous old
megalomaniacal witches, but Burgundy figured most people could
relate to the situation. To an extent.

“Jeez.” The light moved from right to left
as Charlotte turned away from her and led the way to the study. “I
guess something like that would be in here, right?”

Burgundy glared at the filing cabinet inside
the door. “One would think, though the last time I went through all
of this, I didn’t find anything useful.”

Last year when she’d been alone and
desperate to figure out a magickal situation in town, she’d
practically ransacked her aunt’s office. All she’d found were
boring notes about meetings of the Witches Council, recipes, and a
few mundane documents. But Aunt Iris was the kind of woman who
liked to have all her ducks in a row, which meant that, regardless
of her likely immortality, she still would have prepared for the
worst.

Now, the filing cabinet drawers were open,
folders and papers jutting out from them. It looked like the
Finders had been thorough in their search. Knowing they’d probably
struck out gave her some grim satisfaction.

“Do you think she has hiding spots for the
really important stuff?” Charlotte asked, turning a full circle to
shine the light around the wrecked office. “I mean, I can’t imagine
Iris not having a Will. Heck, even I have one.”

The thought of Charlotte preparing for her
own death shook Burgundy. She hugged her arms around herself and
tried to ignore the sensation. “You do?”

“Sure. Even though a lot of us supernaturals
can live forever, there are no guarantees. I don’t want the diner
to be left in some sort of legal limbo if something happens to me.
Kevin gets it if I die and if he doesn’t want it, then it goes to
Mayor Michaels.”

That was another reason to love Charlotte,
Burgundy told herself. She was so much more than a pretty face.
“That’s smart. I guess considering the way my life is going, I
ought to have a Will, too. Not that I have anything to leave
anyone.”

Charlotte clucked her tongue against her
teeth. “Please. You have this house. Or you will if we ever find
your aunt’s estate planning documents. Where was the one place she
might hide it, if not the filing cabinet or desk?”

Nibbling her lip brought her mind back to
the present and Burgundy circled the room, passed through the
doorway, crossed the kitchen, and stopped in the one place that’d
given her so much grief over the years. The stillroom with all its
shelves and cabinets that held pre-made potions and ingredients.
For some reason, all of this remained intact, though it had a layer
of dust over it, something that made her heart contract painfully.
Burgundy knelt on the floor in front of the cabinet and opened the
two doors.

“I never messed with potions, because I’m
awful at them,” she explained. “Except for taking them out of here
when someone needed one, this was kind of off-limits to me. I don’t
know why the Finders didn’t touch this room, but that might be
because they were afraid they would set something off. Potions can
be volatile and a smart witch would lay down protections against
anyone who doesn’t have a right to mess with her magick.”

“You’re saying your aunt has this room
trapped?” Charlotte sounded unnerved, her voice holding a hint of a
quaver.

“Like I said, a smart witch would. Bring
that light down here.” She reached in, not sure what she was
looking for. Charlotte crouched next to her, light shining into the
dark recesses of the cabinet. Glass bottles clinked as Burgundy’s
searching hand thrust them aside. Her hands closed around a tall,
thin bottle, unlike the smaller potion bottles Iris usually stored
in the hutch. She withdrew it and read the narrow label along its
length. “Full Bloom.”

“What kind of potion is that?” Charlotte
asked.

Burgundy lifted her gaze, the breath
shuddering through her chest. “It’s a message to me.”

A low whistle alerted her to another
presence only a second before Arthur appeared in front of them.
“Finders,” was all he hissed out.

Charlotte doused her light and Burgundy shot
to her feet. She shut the doors to the cabinet. “I can’t believe
them,” Charlotte muttered, sidling against her. “They’re like
vultures, already going after the carcass of the recently
deceased.”

Burgundy winced at the description, tears
pricking at her eyes. Even with ice sliding down her spine, grief
shook her. Charlotte’s whispered “Sorry” didn’t do much to
alleviate either sensation. The Finders were walking up to the
front door, boots heavy against the steps of the front porch.

A clawed foot reached out to cling to her
hand. With nothing more than a gentle tug, the scenery changed and
they were back in Mr. Knight’s office. The vampire wasn’t there,
but Burgundy hoped he wouldn’t mind their presence.

Arthur released their hands and nodded at
Charlotte. “I brought your car back to the diner. It might not be
parked perfectly, but I did my best.”

The unexpected foresight on Arthur’s part
made Burgundy want to hug him. “Thank you for looking out for us. I
guess you’ll want all the beef broccoli I can get my hands on,
yeah?”

“Tell you what. I’ll get the food if you two
can wait a little longer,” Charlotte said. “You can take it back to
wherever you’ve been staying.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Burgundy
answered, as Arthur cried, “Yes, please!”

Charlotte’s chuckle didn’t do much to break
the tension. If anything, it made Burgundy want to find a way to
turn back time and pretend none of this had ever happened. She
could have pretended, could have gone through life behaving like a
good little witch and suppressing everything about her true
self.

Nostalgia and longing tugged at her. When
would she and Charlotte share another movie night over massive
quantities of food? Or another kiss? Or… lovemaking?

“Sit tight and I’ll be back as soon as I
can.” Charlotte left the office, closing the door quietly behind
her.

Burgundy sank into one of the two chairs in
front of Mr. Knight’s desk, still clutching the long, slender
bottle. The sharp intake of breath drew her attention to Arthur,
whose pupils had narrowed to slits before dilating again in the low
light of the office.

“I’ve never seen a bottle like that before,”
he said, curling up on a pile of papers on the desk and staring at
her. “Was that in Iris’s stash?”

“Yeah. Arthur…” Burgundy pressed her lips
together, not sure what to say. It seemed as though every part of
her body was shaking – her chest and shoulders and hands. Even her
knees jiggled up and down. “Arthur, why are you still with me? Why
keep the Finders from getting to us when you could go back to
wherever you came from, now that you’re free?”

The firedrake released a long breath, smoke
trailing from his nostrils. “A creature like me,” he said, “is
free. Familiars are freer than you think. They aren’t bound to the
witch they choose. They can decide they don’t like someone and move
on. They can reject someone, even after they’ve gone through a
formal ceremony to find a familiar. The bonding, though, is
different for everyone. Some witches can’t live without their
familiars and vice versa. Others have a relationship that’s more
open.”

Burgundy tapped her fingernails against the
side of the bottle. “You make it sound like romantic
relationships.”

“Well, yeah. All relationships, whether
platonic or romantic, have various levels of bonding and closeness.
Familiars aren’t any different. Anyway, I chose Iris, but not for
Iris.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Burgundy
lowered the bottle and stared at Arthur. “You’ve been a part of my
life since I was born. Are you telling me now that the whole time
you’ve been here, you’ve had ulterior motives?”

The idea stung, the realization that Arthur
had his own motivations for being in the Hart household. Never once
had Burgundy stopped to consider what a familiar might want in this
world. Arthur was the tiny draconian companion who’d given wisdom
here and there, and demanded Asian take-out as often as
possible.

And Burgundy was, she knew now, the person
who’d treated him more like a pet than as a sapient creature. “I’m
sorry—”

“Don’t apologize. You’re twenty-seven,
living a life that’s barely started. I’m hundreds of years old and
I’ve known people you can’t even imagine.” Arthur dipped his head,
tucking his snout against his leg. “Including Mr. Knight, your
father, and Aleksandr.”

Burgundy’s heart lurched
and her chest tightened, restricting her air. They, he’d called familiars.
Not we. “You’re
not a witch’s familiar at all.”

“I am when I have to be.”

All she could do was nod, at a loss for
words. She pressed her fingers to her lips, a myriad of
possibilities racing through her mind. “Are you even a
firedrake?”

“In this world, yes, but where I now reside,
my form is… unrestricted and I am whatever the fire decides it
wants to be. I haven’t what it was like before the fire, before I
lost my original shape and form. In fact, I’m here because of that.
But all you need to know is that what you see before you is the
only way you will ever see me”

Well, then. Of all the things Arthur could
have said to her, this was what she expected the least. An
elemental creature with no allegiance to her or Iris or anyone.

“There is one allegiance I hold dear,” he
said, as if reading her thoughts. “One that brought me to Iris as
someone close to the source of what we’re fighting.”

Burgundy blew out a harsh breath. “The
Firebrand Syndicate.”

The small dragon’s nod was enough of an
answer for her. “That bottle you’re holding also holds answers that
I haven’t been able to get, even after hundreds of years at Iris’s
side. You see, I was never able to get into the Witches Council
itself. They don’t allow interdimensional creatures due to security
concerns. I’m proof that they have good reason for that, mind you.”
Arthur’s chuckle did little to reassure Burgundy as she remained
frozen in her chair.

After another moment, though, she unfurled
the fingers of her other hand from around her bottle and lifted it.
“You want to know what’s in here as badly as I do.”

“I do, yes.” Arthur’s nostrils flared. “I
won’t lie to you, Burgundy, not the way I did to your aunt. We’re
on the same side. We always have been. You were an unexpected
addition to the family, I admit, but that gave me all the more
reason to stay with Iris. I have as much right to what’s in that
bottle as you do.”

“Yes, I guess you do. Even if you were with
Aunt Iris to spy on the Council, you were still loyal to her all
that time.” Burgundy tried not to think of the deeper implications
of everything Arthur had said, of ways he could have undermined her
aunt through all those years. But there was one question she
couldn’t help but ask. “Why didn’t you ever tell me what I am?”

“I’m sure this is a refrain you’re tired of
hearing, but I did it to protect you. However, not in the same way
as your aunt. It was a matter of waiting for the right time to tell
you. When your father came into Rock Grove last year, he didn’t act
alone.”

Burgundy tucked her lower lip beneath her
teeth and nodded. What could she say now? Arthur was an intelligent
creature with a right to keep his secrets. And whatever secrets the
bottle held were for both of them, now.

The cork came out easily enough, a whiff of
magick following its removal. A spell, Burgundy realized, to keep
everyone but her out of the bottle. Rolled paper slipped through
the small opening and into her hand.

She unfurled the pages and scanned the first
one. “It’s her Will,” she announced. “She left everything she owns
to me – the house, her car, all of it.”

“That sounds fair.” Arthur settled back down
onto the desk. “What else?”

Burgundy moved the Will to the back of the
pages and gasped, shock tingling through her from head to toe. “Oh
my gods. She’s…” Nausea pushed bile up into Burgundy’s throat and
she almost wouldn’t have minded getting sick in the trash can
behind Mr. Knight’s desk. Some things warranted a good, cathartic
barf. Especially this.

“Burg,” Arthur encouraged her gently.

The air tasted acidic as she sucked it in,
unable to wash away the taste of her disgust. “Reginald Weber is
Silas Bloom’s son from an extramarital affair, younger than Aunt
Iris, but older than my mother. Iris thinks her mother found out
about this when she was pregnant with Lily and that was why she
left.”

“That’s a lot to take in and not necessarily
all that surprising. Are you going to be okay?”

Was she? “Arthur, that Reggie guy is my
mother’s brother. He’s my uncle. How can I be okay? I’m not sure
I’ll ever recover. This is… dude, it’s gross.”

“It’s that and then some,” the firedrake
agreed. “It’s something the Firebrand Syndicate needs to be aware
of, if they aren’t already.”

“Why? What does the parentage of one Finder
really matter beyond the people who are related to him?”

Arthur’s mouth curved into a toothy grin,
one that was simultaneously exciting and terrifying. “Because if
it’s not common knowledge, if there’s a reason the head of the
Council has kept it a secret and killed both his own wife and
daughter to cover it up, then maybe we need to see about telling
the whole world. Shouldn’t his fellow witches know everything about
their self-declared leader and decide if that’s the person they
want governing them?”

“It’s not a political matter, not like he
was elected to some sort of office,” Burgundy answered, despite the
warmth curling through her limbs. “What’s the point of uncovering a
scandal?”

That draconian smile widened and, this time,
smoke followed Arthur’s words. “And, on the flip side, what’s the
point of keeping it a secret unless Silas thinks the truth is a
threat of some sort to the power he clings to so tightly? If he
thinks it’s worth murdering other witches for, then his ‘subjects’
have a right to know. Wouldn’t you agree?”


Chapter Nine

 


The last time Burgundy stood in front of an array of
people waiting to pronounce judgment on her, she’d ended up in a
dungeon. Even with Cian and Eleanor flanking her, it wasn’t easy to
forget that fun little experience.

This time, however, the trio of warlocks standing in
the foyer of the large, modern home – apparently the castle had
just been a teleportation midpoint, much to Burgundy’s
disappointment – lacked the same aura of menace. None of them
looked particularly young or old, rich or poor, beautiful or ugly.
If anything, they were ordinary. So ordinary, that Burgundy could
have walked past them on the street and not known they were
warlocks, except for that pleasantly sweet perfume of magick
emanating from each of them.

And none of them looked like a raging psycho, which
was what she’d expected after all the admonishments about warlocks.
The one in the center was the only one who gave her pause: a woman
who leaned back a bit, arms folded and a smile playing on her lips.
The pantsuit she wore accentuated her slender form, while her
pixie-cut brown hair framed a face with delicate features and wide
eyes.

She was cute, damn it, something Burgundy
hadn’t expected out of the person who appeared to be the leader of
the Firebrand Syndicate. Or, perhaps, a human representative of
them, since there weren’t any known female warlocks living. Maybe
she was their PR person, because she had the look of someone who
worked in marketing or politics. If that was the case, she was
doing a terrible job of it.

“So this is the daughter.” Her large brown eyes
locked on Burgundy’s face and her smile widened. “Yes, I can
definitely see that.” She had a lovely, lilting accent, one
Burgundy couldn’t quite place.

“Addison Karlsson is one of our longest-standing
members,” Cian told her, his features more relaxed than she’d ever
seen them, even during their days at the cottage. “She’s got a
sixth sense for judging people, so you can relax.”

Relax? The last time anyone had judged her, she’d
ended up trading barbs with witches until her father bailed her out
of jail. “I’ll do my best. But… I’m sorry, what are you, Ms.
Karlsson? You can’t be a warlock if all the females were pretty
much expunged from existence.”

Addison chuckled and, for the
briefest moment, her features shifted. A strong jaw and larger nose
overlaid the elfin face, with a harder stare obscuring the twinkle
in her eyes. It was gone in a blink, however, and the woman
shrugged. “I’m what you might indelicately refer to as a
skin-stealer, but it’s really just a magick shapeshifting ability,”
she – it? – responded. “A different kind of shifter than your usual
were-creatures, one the witches really hate, because the shifting is
part of my warlock abilities. The face you see is that of the last
mortal I… encountered.”

Burgundy swallowed, now not sure she wanted to know
more. The warlock’s gender didn’t matter to her, but how he, she,
or it got that face sounded like something Burgundy didn’t want to
know.

“Don’t worry. I know what you’re thinking.” Addison
waved at her face. “This person is still alive, out there
somewhere. I just liked what I saw one day and decided to be her
for a while. All it takes is a touch and I can take on how another
person looks. It doesn’t harm them too much, other than a few
minutes of vertigo. Changing my outward appearance helps me move
more easily through a world that isn’t so kind to warlocks.”

That explanation made her breathe easier.
Skin-stealing without actually killing people wasn’t so bad, after
all. Burgundy relaxed a touch more. “Does that make you the warlock
welcoming committee?” It was time she got her say and, more than
that, an opportunity to know the warlocks of the Firebrand
Syndicate.

Addison’s low chuckle was equal parts sweet and
smoky, the kind that would make Burgundy want to find the source of
the laughter and learn more about the woman behind it. Damn it. Why
did she have to think like that?

Because you miss Charlotte and
don’t know when you’ll see her again. Admiring another woman isn’t
a crime. Except that other woman is really a man. I think. Shit,
this is confusing.

“We are whatever we need to be,” Addison answered.
“The Firebrand Syndicate doesn’t seek to rule anyone, not even our
own kind. Hell, we don’t even govern other warlocks. What we are is
an alliance of warlocks with one mission. Nothing more. Your father
could have told you that.”

Burgundy exchanged glances with Cian, who simply
smirked in her direction. It looked like it was up to Burgundy to
clarify things. “And that mission is to stand up to the Witches
Council?” she asked.

“Absofuckinglutely.” Addison winked. “We won’t hurt
anyone if we can help it, but we aren't about to let the witches
walk all over us.” At least this approach seemed more reasonable
than the Council’s, but Burgundy knew not to take anything for
granted. Still, nothing in the meeting set her on edge. Her
shoulders relaxed even more and she almost wanted to smile back at
Addison.

“At the moment, that mission ought to be to have
dinner.” The young blond-haired man beside Addison looked at his
watch. Not necessarily a rude gesture, but an impatient enough one
that Burgundy’s stomach grumbled in sympathy.

The third warlock, a man with dark skin adorned by
tattoos that gleamed silver, turned toward her. “Don’t mind Chris.
He always says what’s on his mind and doesn’t know how to do it
diplomatically. I’d call him a typical Midwesterner, but I don’t
want to offend you just yet.” He extended his hand and Burgundy
sagged with relief. Finally, someone who did more than stand around
and chit chat. She placed him as a New Yorker, based on his accent.
“I’m James, resident ink magician.”

“Ink magician?” This was another new one for
Burgundy. The witches had their paths, of course, all of which were
defined by a narrow set of rules – the domestic path her aunt had
tried to shove her onto, as well as others she’d barely taken the
time to understand. The combat path for Finders, the nature path,
the potion path, the healing path… More than she cared to wonder
about, but narrow enough that she hadn’t seen anything new or
exciting among witches.

“We don’t restrict ourselves to such banal magicks
as the witches do,” Addison offered, stepping forward and linking
her arm through Burgundy’s, as if they were old friends. “There’s
power in everything if you think about it. For example, all I had
to do was look into your eyes to know you’re Cian’s daughter. James
works spells into tattoos and Chris, well, the only thing he’s good
for is fixing stuff.”

“Hey!” Chris appeared to be the youngest of the trio
with his sandy hair, boyish features, and blunt way of speaking. He
pointed at Addison and said, “You’d be in a world of trouble if
someone didn’t handle the repairs around here.”

Addison tilted her head and grinned at Burgundy,
eyes twinkling. The expression sent a thrill through Burgundy. Why
did Addison have to be so cute?

“He’s right,” Addison said. “We all have our uses.
Even little domestic witches the Council claims aren’t worth a
damn, right?”

The levity and banter were like nothing Burgundy had
experienced among other witches, both inside and outside the
Council. She couldn’t help but smile and say, “Right.”

“Their caste system is ridiculous.” Addison rolled
her eyes, but it was her accent – Swedish, Burgundy now knew – that
conveyed her feelings so emphatically. “Throughout history, we’ve
seen time and again that those at the top gain too much power,
while those at the bottom get restless and, someday, they fight
back. Now that you’re here, we know our time to fight back has
come.”

“Wait a minute.” Burgundy waved her free hand in
front of her face and tried to ignore the way her stomach dropped.
It was one thing to hear that her existence gave other warlocks
hope for the future, but this? “I’m not here to be some sort of
chosen one, thank you very much. I just want to live a normal life,
and be who and what I am.”

Addison gave another eye-roll, something she
apparently loved to do, and tugged at Burgundy’s arm. “Oh, please.
Don’t we all? Unfortunately, the Witches Council is infringing on
our life, liberty, and happiness. Now, if you’ve got the goods on
Silas Bloom, maybe we can change that.” She pulled Burgundy along,
heels clacking against the shiny marble floor, and turned right to
enter a formal dining room with gray walls and chiseled white
columns framing the doorway.

A feast was laid out from one end of the elegant,
white-finish table to the other, with plates and flatware in front
of six out of the twelve chairs. It was like something Burgundy had
seen only in movies, with lidded silver platters arranged along the
table in front of shimmering white and silver place settings.
Addison let go of Burgundy and reached out to take Eleanor’s
hand.

“I know you have been especially keen to put an end
to your husband’s heavy-handed rule, Eleanor,” the skin-stealer
said. “How much longer do you want to wait?”

The way her grandmother’s eyes closed, Burgundy
thought she might release a few tears. But Eleanor’s shoulders rose
and fell with a breath, and she said, “I’ve waited a long time for
justice and I can be patient, but the closer we get, the more I
hope I don’t have to be.”

Burgundy’s heart hammered,
stealing her breath. No, it wasn’t her grandmother who cried, but
her. Tears burned her eyes and no matter how hard she fought to
keep them inside, they fell. Maybe Burgundy was a chosen one of some sort. Or
maybe she had to be for this woman who’d been tied to a stake and
put to death, losing the family she had. For her father, who’d lost
the family he’d never known. For Aunt Iris, who’d lost her
life.

For herself.

“Silas fathered a child out of wedlock,” Burgundy
said, her voice so soft she wasn’t sure the others heard. “Reginald
Weber, one of the Finders, is his. He was born after my Aunt Iris,
but before my mother. I don’t know if that’s the secret you were
closing in on before he tried to burn you at the stake, but it’s
the one Iris bequeathed to me. I also don’t know if it’s enough to
show others what kind of a person he really is, but it’s all I have
at the moment.”

She sank into one of the chairs that’d somehow moved
away from the table and turned for her. It caught her full weight
and she knew she’d probably have sunk to the floor, otherwise.
Everything about her burned now, especially her chest, acidic dread
balling in it.

When she met her grandmother’s gaze again, Eleanor’s
jaw clenched. “He was cheating on me.” It wasn’t a question, so
much as an affirmation of what Burgundy had just revealed. “I’m not
surprised, but Reginald is his son? That explains a great deal. He
never wanted daughters, thought female progeny were worthless. He
refused to try for another child with me after Iris was born. I’m
not sure what motivated him to try again when we had Lily. Maybe
pride, maybe to prove something, I don’t know.”

Eleanor shook her head and sat in the chair next to
Burgundy’s. The misty sheen over her eyes and furrow of her brow
expressed untold pain. If only Burgundy could do something about
it. Her family had gone from one person to three, and now back down
to two. Two who treated her as if she was everything to them.

She reached out to take her grandmother’s hand. “It
doesn’t matter why,” she said through gritted teeth. “All that
matters is you deserved better.”

When Eleanor lifted her head, some of the pain
creasing her features smoothed out and she nodded. “Thank you.”

“Well said, Burgundy.” Addison squeezed her
shoulder. “You are a lot like your father and that’s the kind of
person we need on our side. But I’m afraid that’s still not enough
to bring Silas down.”

“Why not?” Burgundy turned to Addison and the other
warlocks. “He cheated on his wife, tried to murder her, and then
murdered his own daughter. How is that not enough?”

“He’s a master manipulator. He’ll find ways to turn
the Council to his side. At least the majority of them. And, as
much as I hate to say it…” Addison sucked in a breath and then blew
it out, along with her next words. “We need the witches on our
side. There’s strength in numbers and if we are going to fight
Silas, then we need his own people to turn on him. There are so few
of us warlocks and so many of them. We have to be careful about how
we fight or we risk losing even more of our number. And while I
appear as a woman, that’s deceptive. I can’t do what a woman can
do. I can’t bring new life into this world. You truly are the only
female warlock and considering you have no interest in men...”

She shrugged, a smirk tugging at her lips and then
batted her eyelashes at James. Burgundy followed the gaze as
something else blossomed inside her. Something a heck of a lot
happier.

“I understand you, Burgundy. James isn’t keen on
this form, by the way, because he likes me just the way I am. And
even if you never plan to have baby warlocks, that’s fine. We still
need to protect all of our kind. You’re one of us and that means
your life is as important to us as we hope ours are to you.
Understand?”

****

The accommodations in the Firebrand Syndicate’s main
house were sumptuous. Really, tailored to the modern warlock, and
Burgundy tried to fully enjoy them. But by the time she’d flopped
onto the plush blankets that covered the deliciously firm mattress,
all she wanted to do was have a good cry.

Arthur had poofed in not long after they started
eating to let them know Aleksandr and Mr. Knight had chosen a
different safe house, even though they were welcome at the main
house.

“Probably for the best that you’re split up right
now,” Arthur remarked, pushing his snout into Burgundy’s face.

“Oh goodness, dragon breath.” She placed the flat of
her hand down over his nostrils and shook her head. “It might be,
but it still doesn’t make things better.”

“Of course it doesn’t. We can’t bring Iris back, but
you have things to do.”

Burgundy lay back and scrubbed both hands up and
down her face. “Yes, things, but what things? Where do we go from
here? How do I find proof that—” Her words trailed off and she sat
upright, smiling for the first time since that morning.
“Jenna.”

“Jenna Iverson? Ms. Broke Up With You By Text
Message?”

“She’s not just my ex-girlfriend.
Don’t forget, she’s also a reporter for the Supernatural World Times.” Burgundy
folded her legs under herself and used one finger to rub Arthur’s
nose. “Our succubus friend is in the business of digging for
information, so maybe she can help us. Will you go to her and bring
a message for me?”

The firedrake lifted one eyebrow ridge, but lowered
it as soon as Burgundy started gently scratching him there. “Oh,
scritches will get you everywhere. What kind of message?”

“Tell her that we need her help to save Rock Grove
and everyone in it, which means we need proof of all of Silas’s
dirty deeds. Whatever she can dig up – anything to prove Reginald’s
his son, that he orchestrated his own wife’s and daughter’s deaths,
and more. It’s a tall order, but if anyone can do it, Jenna
can.”

Arthur nodded. “I’m on it.” He disappeared, leaving
Burgundy’s fingers twitching at the air. She sighed and lowered her
hand to the bed.

The answers were out there and once she had them,
the pieces would be ready to move into place, to finish the game.
It’d all started with her, one innocent, normal librarian, and
grown into so much more.

Which meant it’d end with her.

One way or the other.











Chapter Ten

 


Among the many ways Burgundy had finally
learned to control and use her magick, one of her favorites was
shielding. It allowed her to indulge herself in the one thing she
couldn’t get enough of: Charlotte.

They lay in bed in the apartment above the
diner, Burgundy caressing Charlotte’s face, while the other woman
blinked at her. “That was just what I needed,” Burgundy
whispered.

It’d been slightly awkward
to ask Arthur to accompany her when she portaled to the library and
keep her invisible so she could visit Charlotte. Awkward, because
of course he was nosy about it. Fortunately, the truth did the
trick. Arthur had given her a “say no more” worthy of a
Monty Python skit and
made himself scarce.

“Me too.” Charlotte edged closer to her, the
warmth of her skin chasing away the chill that seemed to have taken
up permanent residence inside of Burgundy. Quiet time hadn’t
exactly been at the top of her priorities during the summer and
most of the fall months. There was too much to learn, to do as she
finally got the education she’d lacked her whole life.

Maybe that was the reason making love to
Charlotte was even more special. If only she could have that
feeling every single day and night, things would feel complete.

“Come with me,” she blurted out, sitting
upright in bed and turning toward Charlotte. The blankets fell
away, revealing her tattooed arm and goose bumps followed. Even
with the heat from the diner rising to the second floor, Burgundy
reached for her bra and long-sleeved shirt. In a few weeks, they
ought to celebrate the winter solstice, but how could she get in a
joyful mood with Rock Grove and the loss of her aunt hanging over
her head?

Charlotte also sat up and reached for her
clothes. As always, her tone was even as she said, “You know I
can’t do that. Ever since everything that happened this spring, the
Finders dog my every move. It’s impossible. If I left for more than
a reasonable amount of time, they’d interrogate me about it. So
far, I’ve been able to use my abilities to keep them from nosing
around too much, but I don’t want to make them any more suspicious
than they already are.”

They got out of the bed, the magic moment
clearly gone. Burgundy almost wished she hadn’t said anything. With
three little words, she’d blown it.

Charlotte approached her, fully dressed
again, and put her hands on Burgundy’s arms. “Hey. I love you.”

And with three different words, everything
was okay. Burgundy kissed her and wrapped her arms around her
waist. “I wish it didn’t have to be like this.”

“I know, but at least you’ve finally figured
out who and what you are. If you can do that, then I believe you
can get Rock Grove out of this mess.” The way Charlotte looked up
at her, so sweet, so trusting, made something twist in Burgundy’s
chest.

“I’m the one who got all of you into this,
remember?”

Charlotte shrugged, the movement tucking her
even closer to Burgundy. “So? Everyone here stands with you.
Whatever you do, we’ll help. All you have to do is ask.”

But she
had asked. Nothing could
help more than having Charlotte at her side. She rubbed her chin
against her shoulder and tried to formulate a thought. There were
things she wanted to tell her girlfriend, things she didn’t dare
say in Rock Grove, even with her ability to shield her presence
from the Finders.

“There’s something going on, isn’t there? I
mean, more than what’s been happening here?” Charlotte asked, eyes
narrowing, and Burgundy took a step back from her.

“There is, yes, and this isn’t the right
place to talk about it. One of the reasons I want you with me is
because I think you might be able to help us. You’ve had months of
observing the Finders and I’m sure you’ve noticed things.”

Burgundy had no idea what she was getting
at, but it sounded good. Convincing, even. Charlotte’s lips quirked
to one side and she pressed her hands to them, as if considering
the request. “Give me a moment, okay?”

Before Burgundy could ask what or why,
Charlotte strode across the apartment, opened the door, and shut it
softly behind her. If she went down into the diner now, there was
the possibility a Finder might be there for – Burgundy checked the
clock on the nightstand – an early lunch. She’d come between the
breakfast and lunch rushes in hopes of some quiet alone time with
Charlotte, without a restaurant full of customers beneath them.

Hurried footfalls reached her ears, someone
ascending, but running this time. Burgundy backed into the bedroom
and peered around the doorway.

Charlotte re-entered the apartment and
jogged to her, cheeks rosy and eyes twinkling. “Let’s go,” she
agreed.

“Wha—what?”

“Let’s do it, Burg. Let’s get the heck out
of here. If I’m going to be stuck somewhere, it might as well be
with the woman I love. And if going with you means our relationship
is on the run for now, so be it. We’ll be the Bonnie and… Bonnie of
the supernatural world.”

Burgundy snorted out laughter. “That sounds
good to me, as long as we don’t end as badly as they did.”

The way Charlotte scoffed, Burgundy knew
this was it – for real. “Please, what would be the fun of all of
this if that possibility didn’t exist? I’d be a real life outlaw
for you any day of the week, Burgundy Jane Hart.”

No one had ever made a declaration of that
kind of trust and it melted Burgundy’s heart. Even her aunt hadn’t
shown such faith in her. “What about the diner, though?”

Charlotte waved her off. “Everything will be
fine. Kevin knows how to run it and he can take on extra help, if
needed. The girls all know their jobs. I need a vacation anyway, so
I might as well make it one that’s going to matter.”

The way her chest heaved with each breath
she took, Charlotte certainly looked ready to take on the world and
then some. Burgundy threaded her fingers through her girlfriend’s
long, dark hair, and tugged her close for a deep kiss.

She could have stayed like that all day if
not for another tug, one that signaled they were being teleported
elsewhere. “You couldn’t have given her time to bring some things?”
Burgundy muttered to no one in particular.

“It was imperative that we see you and you
happened to be sort of, um, attached at the hip.” Arthur didn’t
sound put out that Charlotte was there, simply matter-of-fact.
Probably because out of all the people he knew, Charlotte had
always treated him with respect. Through the years, Burgundy had
watched other people behave as though Arthur wasn’t even there or
had intelligence on par with an ordinary domestic pet. Both rankled
him, especially when the guilty parties were supernaturals, who
ought to know better.

Burgundy lowered her hands from Charlotte’s
hair, but couldn’t stop looking at the way the medicine woman
smiled up at her. They’d both chosen this and they were here
together. She could take another moment to savor—

“Ahem.” The throat-clearing sound wasn’t
Arthur. Heck, it wasn’t even male.

Burgundy turned and started. “Jenna, what
are you doing here?”

The blonde’s sharp gaze appeared to be
focused on Charlotte, narrowed and taking her in. “Interrupting
you, apparently. My, you are full of surprises, aren’t you,
Charlotte McVay? How long did you wait before finally going for it?
Have you been in the picture all this time, since Burgundy and I
broke up, or did you at least give her a mourning period?”

This wasn’t at all what Burgundy had
expected if Charlotte and Jenna crossed paths like this. She knew
how much Charlotte disliked Jenna, and that was putting it nicely.
Before she could find a way to interject, however, Charlotte’s hand
patted her backside and then rested her hand on Burgundy’s hip.

“‘Nuff said,” she purred.

“Okay, then.” Burgundy gestured at Arthur
with a helpless flap of her hands. “Help me out, here.”

“It’s not my fault you were canoodling. Some
of us have been doing our jobs, you know.” Arthur tipped his head
toward Jenna and that was when Burgundy noticed another woman. How
she missed her, she didn’t know. The woman was several inches
taller than Jenna, with short, curly dark hair, and…

“I know you,” Burgundy said, pointing at
her. “You were at my dedication. You smiled at me.”

The woman chuckled. “The dedication you
didn’t have? Yes, that was me. Periwinkle Slade at your service and
glad to meet you in more pleasant circumstances.”

“Aren’t you a little afraid of the big, bad
warlock lady?” Burgundy glanced down at the hand the witch extended
to her. Unlike most witches she’d met, this one hardly exuded
power. Either she kept it well under wraps or had little of it. One
way or the other, out of all the people she’d expected to see, an
official who’d been front and center at her dedication in front of
the Witches Council wasn’t one of them.

Periwinkle scoffed and her smile broadened
when Burgundy accepted the handshake. “Please don’t lump me in with
those blind sheeple. Some of us witches are actually capable of
thinking for ourselves.”

“Noted. Is your name really Periwinkle?”

“Yes, but please don’t
call me that. Peri works fine. My parents were obsessed with Disney
musicals and thought naming me similar to the fairy godmothers
in Sleeping Beauty was a good idea.” She shrugged, a blush creeping up her
rounded cheeks.

And while that was endearing, Burgundy
couldn’t help but remind herself that an active member of the
Witches Council had been pulled into their… She glanced at the
scenery and drew back at what she saw.

The place Arthur had teleported her, she now
noticed, wasn’t their safe house. Not anywhere in the vicinity of
it, in fact. At least, as far as she could tell, unless the
Firebrand Syndicate was hiding on a tropical island.

“I heard the word ‘vacation’ when I was
locking onto you,” Arthur said, “so I thought why not have this
little meeting in Fiji?”

“Is this for real?” Burgundy turned, taking
in the scenery. Sandy beach stretched out in front of them, dotted
with palm trees and surrounded by turquoise water as far as the eye
could see. Warm breezes swirled around her. If this was Arthur’s
idea of a safe place to meet, maybe she needed to do this more
often.

“As real as you, me, and that palm tree.”
The firedrake appeared less than impressed with their surroundings,
because he stretched like a cat, foreclaws digging into the sand
and wings fluttering as if to shake them out. “Get on with it or
take all day. I don’t care. It’s warm here and if there’s one thing
a reptile appreciates, it’s warmth above all else.”

With four beach chairs available there in
the sunshine, Burgundy wasn’t about to decline. She took
Charlotte’s hand, which settled loosely in hers, and nodded toward
the chairs.

“You were looking for proof of your
grandfather’s dirty deeds,” Jenna started once they were sitting in
a circle, facing one another, “so I brought it.”

Burgundy gestured to Peri. “Her?”

Jenna tossed her hair and
grinned. “Oh, no. Peri’s proof of my dirty deeds. I can’t seem to get
away from witches, especially tall ones who admire my
butt.”

“Jeez.” Charlotte covered her face with her
hands. “Could you not flaunt your sex life and be serious for
once?”

“Excuse me, but who got serious when
Burgundy’s own father was terrorizing Rock Grove?” Jenna tapped her
index finger against her chest. “That was me, all me, McVay. So get
off your high horse and let me talk.”

If the tension simmering around them was any
indication, the talking couldn’t come soon enough. Burgundy took
Charlotte’s hand and said, “Please. She’s right. We need to focus
on the problems we’re dealing with right now, not to mention why
Jenna thought bringing someone from the Council was a good
idea.”

She hadn’t wanted to inject that level of
shade, but Burgundy couldn’t help but glare at Periwinkle. Peri.
Whatever her name was. The woman reminded her a little bit of
Martha. Besides being Rock Grove’s token overall-wearing,
vegetable-growing Amazon, Martha was also the kind of woman who
could snap a person like a twig. Peri looked capable of the same
feat and with witchcraft thrown into the mix, Burgundy hoped this
wouldn’t end in some sort of magickal shoot-out on the gorgeous
Fijian sands.

Peri scoffed and shook her head. “I’d say
‘trust me,’ but you would probably laugh. Suffice it to say, not
every witch believes in what the Council is doing and we don’t
follow Silas Bloom blindly. I suggest you not judge all of us based
on one witch’s actions.”

The criticism cut to the quick, but Burgundy
squared her shoulders and gripped the edge of the beach chair,
fingers curling over the fabric-wrapped metal bar. “Look, I get
what you’re saying, but it’s not only him. It’s my own mother, my
aunt, and that Reginald Weber guy.”

“Speaking of which,” Jenna cut in, “I found
what you wanted on him.” She produced a manila folder from the
oversized purse she’d been holding and offered it to Burgundy.

When Burgundy opened the folder, she found
an unexpectedly thick stack of papers. The top one was a birth
certificate from the Witches Council. “This says Reginald’s mother
is Felicia Weber, but it doesn’t list a father.”

“We don’t know anything about what that’s
like, right?” Jenna rolled her eyes and pointed at the papers. “But
just because our own birth certificates didn’t list fathers, that
doesn’t mean we don’t have them. Digging deeper, I found evidence
of a cover-up. It’s only a handful of people, but some knew the
truth and documented it in case they ever needed to prove
Reginald’s paternity. However, they also wanted to keep the truth
buried, because Eleanor Bloom was the Council’s darling. If other
witches found out Silas cheated on her, they’d have been
pissed.”

“I guess the explanation makes some sense,
but not a lot. Stuff like that happens. It’s not worth murdering
your own wife over.”

Burgundy looked up to see Jenna had cocked
her eyebrow in an expression that used to make her heart beat a
little bit faster. It could mean one of two things, depending on
the situation – she was ready to rock someone’s world, either in
the bedroom or when it came to her work. Considering their
relationship had cooled way down, this would definitely be the
latter.

“Burg, that wasn’t about the cheating. Silas
trumped up false charges on Eleanor in front of his own private
little circle within the Council, the same people who’d sworn to
Reginald’s paternity. They accused her of being a warlock and then
burned her at the stake.”

“I know that. I mean, I sort of know about
that, except the private circle thing. But it makes sense.”

“No. You’re not letting me
explain fully.” Jenna glared at her, brows furrowed. “It had
nothing to do with your grandfather’s extramarital affairs. This
was about the Council itself. Your grandmother was the leader, not
her husband. Silas took her down, so he could usurp
control.”











Chapter Eleven

 


“This isn’t a good idea,” Charlotte muttered
and Burgundy caught the narrow-eyed glance she shot Jenna’s
way.

“Everything is fine. Nothing has changed.”
The idea that after all they’d been through, that she’d drop
Charlotte for Jenna was ridiculous. Even now, they still had a town
to fight for and no one had been more steadfast in Burgundy’s life
than Charlotte. Not even her aunt. They’d have to find a way to
work through this jealousy.

“The medicine woman is right,” Aleksandr
rumbled under his breath. “Not a good idea having yet another witch
in the house, first of all. And that succubus is trouble. She might
not want you to think it, but she still has feelings for you.”

Burgundy folded her arms and tried to ignore
the flare of hot anger inside her. She’d chosen Charlotte, for
fuck’s sake. “Look, Jenna’s here to help. And I’ll have you know,
she dumped me last year. That’s a pretty funny way of showing
romantic feelings for a person.”

Almost as if she’d heard the conversation,
Jenna skipped up to them and put her hand on Burgundy’s arm. “Are
you ready for this?”

Oh gods, why was Jenna doing this to her?
Burgundy closed her eyes, but not before she saw Charlotte’s own
eyes narrow even further. “Yeah, I am.”

“Good. Look, this contact isn’t exactly
friendly. He might get kind of squirrely about talking to us, so we
need to be as nice as possible. I’m sorry to leave you out of this,
Charlotte, but he’s the kind of guy who won’t talk if we gang up on
him.”

“Of course he is.” Charlotte practically
shoved Jenna out of the way as she stepped up to face Burgundy, so
close their noses almost touched. “Come back to me, Burg,” she
whispered before their lips met.

The kiss might have been for show. Even
Burgundy could sense that. But there was something else in it.
Something hungry and fearful in the way Charlotte gripped her
shoulders, fingers digging in as if she was holding on to more than
the person in front of her.

When she stepped back, Charlotte whirled
away from her so quickly, Burgundy couldn’t see her face. Maybe
that was for the best, considering everything happening at the
moment. She didn’t need to see her girlfriend angry or tearful.
Right now, what she needed more than anything, was strength.

Jenna sidled toward her again and her
fingers trailed down Burgundy’s wrist before taking her hand. “Are
you ready for this?”

Burgundy shrugged. “When am I ever ready for
anything?”

The way the succubus chuckled, Burgundy knew
she didn’t want to ask what was so funny about the statement.

And then the world turned upside down. It
wasn’t the kind of gentle pull she felt when Arthur or the
Syndicate’s library teleported her, nor as simple as stepping
through the portals her father could create.

No. She wanted to vomit, sooner rather than
later.

“I didn’t know you were capable of that,”
she managed to gasp out as she hit the cold pavement, hands and
knees supporting her.

“Sorry. I should have warned you. Demon
teleportation is a doozy.” Jenna’s hand landed on her back and
stroked. It was no different than the first – and last – time
Burgundy had gotten drunk when she was in college. One of the
equally drunk girls she was out with had rubbed her back while
Burgundy retched all over the grass and reminded herself not every
human experience was worth having.

At least getting sick didn’t accompany this
not-so-human experience. Her stomach stopped lurching and dipping
after a few moments in the chilled November night air. She sat back
on her heels and sucked in one more deep breath. “That’s
better.”

“Good.” Jenna looked down at her, blue eyes
glittering with only the lights of the city to illuminate them. “I
guess it’s also good I dropped us somewhere inconspicuous. Not that
anyone in Aksarben would mistake you for anything but a drunk
college girl.”

“I think I’m a bit old for that now.”
Burgundy pushed herself to her feet. Despite being upright again,
Jenna’s hand didn’t leave her back. It stayed in place, rubbing,
warming her on more than the outside.

She had to tread carefully here. It was one
thing for Jenna to be touchy-feely in a friendly way. But if she
flirted at all, if she tried to suggest…

Burgundy swallowed and turned away, hoping
to also escape that rubbing hand. “You said we’re in Aksarben? I
don’t recognize this part of it. Which way is UNO?”

“We’re on the side most people don’t bother
to go when they visit Omaha. Come on.” Jenna finally stopped
touching her, thrust her hands in her pockets, and tilted her head
toward the street. “Here’s the thing – telling everyone the truth
about Reginald’s parentage won’t unravel anything. Adultery can be
forgiven, especially after hundreds of years, but murder is a
different story. If we can find a way to remind people who the
leader of the Witches Council used to be, then that might do the
trick.”

“That sounds fair and like it ought to be
easy. It was the 1970s when Silas accused Eleanor and had her
burned for being a warlock.”

“I know, so why are people’s memories so
short and how was he able to convince them so thoroughly that she
was something she’s not?” Jenna’s eyes shined even more as they
reached the sidewalk. This was, Burgundy knew, the kind of thing
her ex-girlfriend lived for. Why else would the succubus have
become a journalist? Then again, Burgundy had become a librarian
because she also loved digging up information. Maybe the two of
them did make a natural pair, after all.

Burgundy thrust her hands into her coat
pockets, wishing she’d thought to wear gloves. At least the nip in
the air pushed away some of the heat still radiating through her
from Jenna’s touch. Jenna’s presence. Memories of Jenna in bed with
her.

“I’m worried about you, Burgundy.”

“Crap.” Burgundy barked out a laugh and
shook her head. “Don’t say things like that right now, Jenna.”

“What? Don’t tell you the
truth?” Jenna hurried in front of her, turning to walk backwards so
she was facing Burgundy. “I am
worried, though, because you’re going up against
someone and something way more powerful than you. I don’t care how
much your own dad Yodas you into being a warlock worth a damn.
First of all, you could never tap into your witchcraft in any
meaningful way, so how can you possibly learn how to use magick at
all?”

Burgundy lifted her hand, blue fire dancing
in her palm. “Oh, you mean this magick?” she asked before hurling
it into the sky. The ball of flame exploded into soundless
fireworks, a display that lit up the night briefly.

Jenna’s eyes widened, but narrowed again as
she turned her face back to Burgundy. “Just because you can do that
doesn’t mean anything. Besides, even if you can, remember you’re
taking on the entire Witches Council and the guy who somehow
managed to bring down its original leader. That’s a big deal.”

The idea that Jenna had any concern about
her safety fired up that warmth inside Burgundy again, something
she tried to swallow. Of all the people she could lust after in
this world, Jenna shouldn’t be one of them.

“Fine, I know how stubborn you are, so
that’s all I’m going to say on the subject.” Jenna turned toward a
brick building and pressed her palms to the wooden door. “This is
it.” She knocked three times, nothing particularly special or
code-like about it.

Burgundy kept her distance, not sure if it
was Jenna or what was behind the door that unnerved her so much.
The door creaked open, warm light spilling out onto the sidewalk.
Jenna beckoned to her and stepped into the building. If this was
one of her contacts, then maybe Jenna trusted the guy. But Burgundy
couldn’t help a backward glance.

Hardly anyone walked the streets in this
area of the city. Maybe it was the weather or maybe it was the fact
that the buildings looked rundown and foreboding. Either way, she
wouldn’t mind giving up on all of this right now. Finding another
way to get to the truth of it all.

Jenna was already in there, though, waiting
on her. Ex or not, friend or not, Burgundy couldn’t abandon her. So
Burgundy squared her shoulders and entered the building.

The door closed behind her, a motion
produced by magick, so potent and cloying, she couldn’t smell
anything else. Whoever was here was a powerful witch. Powerful and
angry, if the charred scent of his power was any indication.

Burgundy reached for Jenna’s hand, but the
blonde had already walked ahead, as if she knew the way. They
walked through a curtain of beads, so very 1970s and so very noisy.
Burgundy winced at the clacking sound they made when she passed
through them.

Smoke filled the room, but even the stench
of cigarettes couldn’t rival the magick that permeated this small
space. The man behind the round table stubbed out a cigarette in an
overflowing ashtray, another product of the Ford era, no doubt.
Just like the man himself, who looked rather young, even with some
lines in his face. His long, lank brown hair hung a little past his
shoulders, a headband encircled his forehead, round sunglasses
obscured his eyes, and a fringed vest accentuated his slender
torso.

“This is her?” he said, his voice mellow
with a hint of a smoker's croak to it.

“Yeah, JoJo, this is Burgundy.”

JoJo gestured to the cushions on the floor
on the other side of the table. “A fortune for a favor, warlock
lady.”

That seemed like an odd exchange, but
Burgundy sank on to the cushions despite the mix of odors and
nodded. JoJo was shady as fuck, but she supposed she didn't expect
anything less from a witch willing to rat out Silas Bloom. If he
threw in a “groovy” here or there, she might be able to forgive the
weirdness.

“You doubt me,” he intoned, “and you want me
to say ‘groovy,’ so I’ll lay it on you. This groovy fortune is
brought to you by JoJo Entertainment Enterprises. We can’t be
responsible for any illness, injury, or identity crisis that arises
from this undertaking. Also, you need to run.”

Burgundy turned to Jenna. “What kind of
third-rate hack did you bring me to? My fortune involves
cardio?”

“For the moment, yeah, because I think this
third-rate hack ratted you out. Come on!” Jenna tugged at her
shoulder as the sound of splintering wood cracked through the air.
“Fuck you, JoJo. You’re not getting paid for this.”

“Oh, I’m getting paid, alright,” JoJo
answered, his voice still mellow and unconcerned. “By the
Council.”

“You’ve got to be kidding!” Burgundy shoved
herself to her feet, adrenaline surging through her in response.
She hesitated and glanced down at JoJo, who appeared
unperturbed.

He didn’t even return her glare, responding
only with, “Union Station, warlock lady.”

“What the hell does that –”

“Come on!” Jenna gripped her wrist and
tugged her through another doorway, across a smoky kitchen, then
into yet another room, and then a hall, where the air was at least
a little clearer. Jenna muttered all the while, something about rat
bastards and stool pigeons. The front door must have given way,
because now Burgundy heard other voices behind them.

Energy coalesced in her free hand, growing
at her unspoken command. She was already guilty of being a warlock.
Might as well make the most of it.

As soon as three Finders rounded the corner
into the hall behind them, she lobbed the ball of light and heat at
them. It exploded, filling the hall with blinding brilliance.
Enough, she hoped, to slow them down while she and Jenna
escaped.

“Oh shit…” Jenna skidded to a stop and
Burgundy crashed into her, grappling her ex-girlfriend in an
attempt to stay upright.

Reginald Weber stood at the opposite end of
the hall, between them and an intact door, and the sneer on his
face chilled Burgundy to the bone. “Game over, you warlock
bitch.”

Something dark burst from the round disc he
clutched in his palm, something that shot straight toward Burgundy.
Something Jenna threw herself in the path of just before it…

The succubus sank like a stone, the inky
black twining itself around her body, sinuous as a snake. It
constricted and Jenna went rigid, skin as white as paper. Her eyes
bulged and her mouth gaped open, lips pulled back in a silent
scream.

“You…” Burgundy balled her
fists at her sides and lifted her gaze back to Reginald. “You’re
the one who better run, Reggie.”

Killing with her power wouldn’t be so
difficult. Oh no, it would be quite easy to take the prickly heat
building in her palms. To focus and aim it at the one thing that
would stop the Finder in his tracks. That heartbeat practically
pulsed against his chest, inviting Burgundy’s attack, the perfect
target for her next shot.

The moment she released the magick, Reginald
flung the door open, slipped around it, and slammed it shut.
Burgundy turned, other hand up to take on the three Finders behind
her. But they’d already gone, clearly cowards. Or maybe fleeing
because they’d killed an innocent bystander. Not that they’d see
Jenna as innocent. Oh no, they’d find a way to twist it to their
own ends and Burgundy…

Burgundy would kill
them all.

She knelt beside Jenna, waving her hands
through the formless black rope of energy that remained twisted
around her body. This wasn’t normal witch magick, but the product
of one of their strange artifacts. How could she battle something
like that?

With another pass of her hands, though, the
darkness dissipated and Jenna let out a dry cough. Despite that,
her body remained stiff and cold.

“Go,” she rasped.

“No, you’re coming with me. Maybe there’s a
way Eleanor or my father can –”

“No one… can…” Jenna’s eyes finally seemed
able to move again, eyelids sliding closed for so long, Burgundy
thought she was gone. But her eyes opened again and focused. “Don’t
blame yourself.”

“I have to.” Burgundy’s voice broke,
high-pitched and creaking with tears. When the next breath
shuddered through her chest, she couldn’t help but think how
strange it was – Jenna lying there, barely breathing, while
Burgundy couldn’t seem to stop sucking in the dank, stale air.
“This is all my fault. I caused it.”

Jenna’s chest rattled with her next shallow
inhale, but she still managed to say, “No, you didn’t… start… the
fire… It’s was… always burning...”

“Are you quoting Billy Joel and trying to
give me a pep talk while you’re fucking dying?” Burgundy hated the
way her eyes burned before the tears fell. This time, she pulled in
the air through her gritted teeth, trying to figure out what to say
next. But what could she say to the woman who’d been so many things
to her?

“You can change…” Jenna voice grew fainter,
fading on her last word. “Everything.”

“Everything, but this. Jenna, please.
Please!” Burgundy curled her hands around Jenna’s shoulders, but
the woman’s body had already gone still and cold.

And then she was gone, golden light claiming
Jenna, until there was nothing left of the woman who’d been
Burgundy’s first real heartbreak.









Chapter Twelve

 


“And then those cowards ran! They fucking ran away
from us!” Burgundy didn’t know if she’d ever be able to dial the
volume down. Even when Eleanor escorted a tight-lipped, white-faced
Periwinkle from the room. Even when her father whispered something
about how everything would be okay. Even when Charlotte’s arms
encircled her, the medicine woman’s chest hitching with her
sobs.

“She deserved better,” Charlotte whispered fiercely
in her ear. “You know, I know it, and Rock Grove knows it.”

Burgundy settled into her girlfriend’s warmth and
let it permeate her. Somehow, Charlotte’s presence allowed her to
breathe again without shuddering, to think without thoughts
whirling. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“But what good are my powers if I couldn’t save
her?” Burgundy drew back, but remained close to Charlotte, hands on
her shoulders. “What’s the point of all of this?”

“The point is exactly what you said Jenna told you
before she died – you can change everything.” Charlotte lifted her
hand and tucked Burgundy’s hair behind her ear, the soft touch
ticklish, but grounding somehow. “She wouldn’t want to have died
for nothing.”

“Charlotte is right,” Cian said. He remained by the
parlor window, his narrowed gaze focused on some point in the
distance, never looking at Burgundy. “Your powers are growing. Even
if you hadn’t been outed as a warlock before, it would’ve happened
because it’s not something you can hide. Not with your
potential.”

Oh, yay, her powers were growing. So what? What was
the point if she couldn’t save the woman who’d once been her lover,
someone she’d known ever since childhood? Burgundy didn’t know how
she was supposed to feel, because everything surged in her chest in
one wild, flailing ball of guilt, misery, and shame. Biting back
the words wasn’t easy, but she knew no one here wanted to hear
them. They’d tell her to suck it up and move forward.

What if it wasn’t that easy?

“I don’t even know how to deal with Silas, now,” she
finally said.

“That hack witch Jenna brought you to didn’t give
you anything – not even a single clue?” Charlotte’s voice remained
gentle, but there was steel underlying it. There she went, blaming
Jenna for something beyond the dead woman’s control.

“Not unless you count him mentioning Union Station,
no.” Burgundy pulled back and watched Charlotte’s eyes narrow, a
calculating expression on her face.

Cian pushed away from the window and rubbed at his
chin. Dark stubble shadowed his jawline, as if he hadn’t shaved in
days. Not for the first time, Burgundy wondered what her mother saw
in the man. He was everything the Witches Council wasn’t – brash,
bold, unkempt at times… But smart and funny, not to mention
sensitive when needed. No doubt he’d have answers, along with a way
of reminding Burgundy that she, at least, was lucky to have him as
family.

“Union Station has been the Durham Museum for a long
time, now. No one even calls it Union Station anymore.” Ah yes,
there they were, his words of wisdom.

Burgundy almost rolled her eyes. “Tell me something
I don’t know, Dad.”

“All of the collections are protected by magick, but
maybe that’s to disguise one thing in particular.”

“If it’s protected by magick, wouldn’t it have
gotten the attention of the Council before now?” Charlotte asked.
She kept one arm draped over Burgundy’s shoulders, the muscles
going taut as if her presence could somehow provide protection.

Burgundy wanted to tell her she loved her for it,
but she leaned in to the half-embrace. It offered little comfort,
but at least it was something.

“Because the protections themselves are protected,
layers upon layers of magick to keep anyone from noticing it, to
the point where most people wouldn’t have any way of detecting it
unless they wanted to find it.”

“That doesn’t make sense. Wouldn’t more magick make
it more noticeable, not less noticeable? That means there are more
spells to detect.” Burgundy scrunched her nose as she tried to
process the idea. Clarity of thought wasn’t exactly her strong suit
at the moment. Not with what she’d just been through with
Jenna.

“It’s not noticeable if you know what you’re doing.”
Eleanor walked back into the parlor, arms folded in a self-hug, as
if she were cold. Burgundy supposed it was, considering winter
would come soon, but she still burned with more emotions than she
cared to count.

“How is Peri?” Charlotte asked and Burgundy cringed
against her. In all her self-absorbed misery, she’d almost
completely forgotten about Jenna’s latest girlfriend. What a jerk
she was. She’d have to find a way to make it up to Peri. But how
did someone make up for the death of a lover? It wasn’t
possible.

“Not good, but she’ll survive.” Eleanor blew out a
breath and folded her arms, features tight. “All of us will.”

Cian dipped his head in acknowledgement. “Especially
if you’re willing to help Burgundy, considering you’re the one who
specializes in this kind of protective magick,” he said, his words
bringing Burgundy back to her grandmother’s statement.

“Yes. I ought to go there with her.”

“Wait – I don’t get it.” Burgundy turned to her
grandmother. “You’re the one who placed spells of protection on the
Durham?”

“Not me, but if you bring me there, I bet I can tell
you who did it and what they were hiding.” It was the first time
Eleanor had offered to leave the safe house, to partner with
Burgundy in something that might move them forward.

Burgundy considered turning her
down. Sulking in her room seemed preferable at the moment, even if
it wouldn’t bring Jenna back. But if I
don’t keep moving forward, she might not be the only person I
lose.

For a moment, the entire world sounded as though she
were underwater, voices muffled and indistinct. She closed her eyes
and shook her head. After a second, her hearing was clear again and
she blinked at Eleanor.

“Look, I understand, Cian,” her grandmother was
saying, “but Silas is a power-hungry maniac. Everything he does is
in direct conflict to what the Witches Council is supposed to stand
for and we can’t wait around for them to recognize that. Long ago,
we were all about equalizing power, not stratifying witches based
on their abilities. Why does Silas want it like this? Why does it
matter to him that there’s a record of who’s capable of what?”

“It’s not just the warlock registry,” Burgundy
interjected, drawing their attention back to her. “Declaring a path
isn’t about some innocuous rite. It’s…” She swallowed, the ball of
heat in her chest representing something viler now.

“It’s about keeping your friends close and your
enemies closer,” Eleanor concluded, nodding at her.

Charlotte’s arm tightened around Burgundy as the
medicine woman asked, “But why would Silas see other witches as his
enemies?”

****

Pretending to be a tourist was both simple and
complicated. Simple, because even though she’d grown up in eastern
Nebraska, Burgundy had never gone to the Durham, so she could take
her time at each exhibit since it was new to her. Complicated,
because every sense was tingling, on high alert as she tried to
sniff out magick.

“The harder you try, the less likely you are to find
it,” Eleanor murmured to her as they stood at the Union Pacific
1243 Steam Locomotive.

Finding whatever she was supposed to be looking for
was the least of Burgundy’s worries. She still didn’t know how she
was coping with what’d happened to Jenna. There one minute, dead
and gone the next. Everything had changed in an instant, leaving
Burgundy unable to catch her breath.

It didn’t matter that Jenna was her ex-girlfriend
and that their relationship had ended badly at the time. She’d once
been everything to Burgundy. Despite their break-up, she’d also
proven a loyal friend, there for everyone in times of need.
Thinking she would never see Jenna in town again, glaring around
Rock Grove while she held an expensive latte in one hand, was more
than Burgundy could bear. Tears pushed up against her eyes,
stinging as she tried to blink them back.

Her grandmother’s hand rubbed up and down her back,
a comforting gesture even though it didn’t stop the tears from
spilling over. “She was your friend,” Eleanor remarked.

“She was more than that. Even when we had our
differences, I couldn’t imagine life without her.” Burgundy pressed
her fists to her eyes, grateful she wasn’t wearing mascara. That’d
be a mess, black makeup running down her face. But ever since this
whole thing started, she’d had the common sense to not bother. She
didn’t need to worry about how smeared mascara would add to the
stinging sensation, not to mention make her look like a crazy
person.

It was bad enough that the Witches Council had
labelled all warlocks as crazed magick-users. Public Enemy Number
One didn’t need to confirm that stereotype.

Burgundy gulped down a breath, turned and wandered
back the way they’d come, up the stairs and toward the other
exhibits.

“Anyway, that fortune-telling guy she took us to see
said ‘Union Station’ and here we are, but I have no idea what I’m
looking for.”

“If I’d known it was JoJo, I could have warned you.”
Chagrin was evident in Eleanor’s voice. “I should have gone with
you. I’m your grandmother. It’s my job to protect you.”

“By that logic, it’s also my father’s job to protect
me and he seemed to think I’d do fine on my own.” Burgundy wondered
where Eleanor could possibly be going with this. “Don’t feel bad,”
she hastened to add. “I literally had no idea you existed until Mr.
Knight showed me the secret library. I didn’t know about my dad,
either. Aunt Iris went out of her way to keep me in the dark about
my entire family. She said she didn’t tell me about my dad for my
own safety.”

That explanation still tasted like ashes on her
tongue. Sure, Iris had meant well, but at what point had the woman
planned on giving Burgundy agency over her own life… if ever?

“It’s not only your father,” Eleanor said. “It was
me, too. If Silas suspected for even one moment that you wouldn’t
be the witch he expected – if you’d turned out like me instead of
your aunt or mother – that would have been equally as bad. The
warlock thing is just a convenient excuse for him to continue to
consolidate his power.”

“But why? Why does he—” Burgundy
spun on her heel as a wave of summer-like heat crashed over her.
Warm and sultry, with a hint of rain and damp earth.
Magick.

Not just any magick, either.

She quickened, heels slapping against the floor as
she approached the source of a power she didn’t think she’d ever
feel again as long as she lived.

“Aunt Iris,” she whispered, hands curling over the
wooden counter of the Buffett Grocery Store display.

Eleanor joined her, glance flicking up and down the
shelves of bottles and jars. “Makes sense,” she said. “Iris was a
potion specialist, after all. One of these has your answers.”

“That one.” Unerringly, Burgundy’s index finger
jabbed in the direction of a box of Jiffy mix. A furtive glance
around the display confirmed they were the only two people in
there. No volunteers, no other museum patrons. So Burgundy crooked
her finger, beckoning the box to her. It tumbled off the shelf, not
exactly the graceful exit she’d hoped for, and she dove to catch
it. The box thumped into her hands.

“Nice,” Eleanor said, chuckling.

“Nice if we can get out of here without anyone
noticing. Come on.” Burgundy fussed with her purse, but there was
no way the box of Jiffy mix was going in there. She curled her
fingers around the box and held it at her side, like a college
textbook.

They’d get out of there if they walked like normal
people, one foot in front of the other, toward the front door.
They’d get out of there if no one noticed Burgundy was carrying
something from one of the exhibits.

They’d get out of there if three Finders hadn’t
arranged themselves in the Great Hall between them and the
exit.

“Crap.” Burgundy grabbed Eleanor’s wrist. “I didn’t
want to do this, but—”

“Wait.” Eleanor held up her hand.

Burgundy looked at her grandmother’s palm before
sliding her gaze toward the Finders. Reginald Weber and two other
grim-looking, dark-haired men. “I can get us out of here right now.
All you have to do is say the word. Remember, they killed Jenna.
They won’t let us go.”

“Give me a moment, please.” Eleanor’s pleading
glance was enough to make Burgundy loosen her fingers. “You can
portal us out of here, but let me say my piece.”

The idea of taking chances after what’d happened
with Jenna didn’t sit well with Burgundy. Then there was the tricky
thing about trusting her maternal family members, all of whom were
witches. Irrational fear zinged through her, a vision of Eleanor
turning her over to the Finders and declaring her part in
everything an elaborate ruse all along.

“You can trust her,” an unseen being whispered, the
familiar voice making Burgundy stiffen. “I’m here.” Something
pricked her left shoulder and draped heavily over her right
shoulder.

Arthur, invisible, but present.

Burgundy blinked, the only signal she could think to
give that wouldn’t tell anyone there was another magickal presence
here. The Finders didn’t seem concerned with her, anyway. All eyes
were on Eleanor, who stood with her fists clenched at her sides,
body rigid.

“Eleanor Bloom,” Reginald drawled. “Aren’t you a
sight for sore eyes?”

“Reginald Weber, you’re not.”

The Finder laughed and shrugged. “I’d expect you to
say that. No doubt you’re bitter Silas chose my mother over you.
Not that traitors deserve any better. How did you survive the
burning?”

“I have friends in low places, something your father
never considered.”

Reginald tensed, a stiffening of posture that sent
satisfaction tingling through Burgundy. Oh yeah, his paternity
wouldn't be a secret anymore when they were done with Reginald and
Silas. They would make sure of that and bring the Council down.
Visions of a grand entrance into the Council’s headquarters to make
the accusation in a burst of warlock-flame danced through
Burgundy's mind, far more entertaining than sugarplums.

And then Reginald raised his hand and the fire
surrounding it was nothing like warlock flame. It was red,
pulsating, and angry as fuck.

“Uh, Gram…” Burgundy tugged at Eleanor’s arm. While
she would love to go toe-to-toe with Reggie after what he’d done to
Jenna, they were in a public place, surrounded by humans. Innocent,
defenseless humans.

A fight like this would make headlines… and the
Council would use it to their advantage, spinning it so the warlock
appeared at fault. Win or lose, Burgundy would be the bad guy no
matter what.

“What’s wrong, Miss Hart? Scared?” Reginald sneered
at her, the smug light in his eyes kindling fresh rage within her.
“I did kill your friend, after all. Too bad the artifact had only
one use. Pity. I wanted to see the light leave your eyes the way it
left the succubus’s.”

Oh, how he was baiting her. Burgundy lifted her chin
and shifted the box behind her back, out of sight. “Not one bit,”
she retorted, “but when I kick your ass, it’ll be on an even
battleground.”

Reginald threw back his head and
laughed, the perfect opportunity for Burgundy to open the portal.
Hard to believe she couldn’t do anything like this over an entire
lifetime of training to be a witch, until she finally got the truth
everyone had been hiding from her. Another twinge of anger, this
one hot and irrational, thrummed through her. They could have saved
so much grief if only Aunt Iris had said something. But even Iris was a
casualty of all of this… whatever it was, and Burgundy couldn’t
hold on to her anger when she reminded herself of that.

“Vamoose,” she told Eleanor, and stepped through the
oval of blue warlock flame.

For a heartbeat, she waited on the other side, an
agreed-upon neutral location nowhere near the Syndicate’s safe
house. When Eleanor didn’t follow immediately, Burgundy almost
thought she’d lost another one.

Shit. Don’t you dare…

“Don’t worry.” Arthur finally materialized on her
shoulder, his visible form more reassuring than his
previously-invisible weight. “She’s coming.”

And there she was, Eleanor stepping through as if
she’d come from a nice walk in the park. The portal closed behind
her and she picked a piece of fluff off her shoulder. “You never
know when a surprise transmogrification will hit. There are always
hairballs, though. Always.”

Burgundy gaped at her, heart stuttering. “What did
you turn them into?”

“Poodles. It seemed appropriate, the way Reginald
yaps.” The grin on Eleanor’s face reminded Burgundy of the few
times Iris had turned one thing into something else.

“She inherited her power from you,” Burgundy
muttered. “That’s what made Aunt Iris so good at potions and…” She
pulled the box from behind her back. “And this. Her ability to hide
it was all about making it look like something it wasn’t.”

“Sort of. Iris got her some of her magick from me,
but that concealment power came from her father. Now you have to
figure out how to un-conceal it.”

Burgundy lifted the box, turning it in her hands.
Her grandmother continued on about how complicated it might be to
undo a concealment spell, that it may require Cian’s expertise, as
Burgundy opened the top of the box. The box flattened in her hands
and the texture smoothed from flimsy cardboard to parchment.

“Or you could just open it.” Eleanor sounded
breathless and Burgundy glanced up to see her grandmother's gaze
locked on the paper in her hands.

“What’s wrong? What is it?” The way her heart beat
in her throat, she knew they'd stumbled on… something.

Eleanor cleared her throat, but
her voice still came out dry and thin when she said, “That is the
original charter of the Witches Council, the only proof in
existence that shows I was their original leader. I think Iris hid
it hoping that someday, someone would stand up to her
father.”











Chapter Thirteen

 


The discussion between the warlocks and
Eleanor flowed around her, but Burgundy sat with her hands in her
lap, Arthur still perched on her shoulder. She didn’t know if she
should feel pleased or sad that he’d chosen her. After all, he’d
“belonged” to her aunt, chosen to be Iris’s familiar. Could he
transfer his preferences so easily with Iris dead?

And what about the concealment magick? If
Iris could use it to hide things from her own father, what could
Silas be hiding from his fellow witches?

“What’s bothering you?” Arthur’s whisper
tickled her ear, warming it at the same time.

“Iris. Silas. You. Mostly Silas,
though.”

Arthur blew out a breath, another heated
tickle against Burgundy’s skin. “Yes, Iris was good at a magickal
path she chose not to share with others. She had her reasons.”

“Like using it to hide my identity?”

The dragon snout rubbed gently against her
cheek as Arthur bobbed his head.

“So if she could do that to something that
exudes as much power as the Council charter or me as a warlock,
then what about Silas?”

“I don’t understand the question.”

Burgundy sucked in a breath, quelling the
urge to pluck the firedrake off her shoulder and shake him. How
could he not see what was so obvious? “If she inherited that power
from him, then would he be even more capable than her of hiding
things? The charter is a thing of power, an artifact created by the
witches, imbued with their magick. Silas married Eleanor right
before it was created and pretended to support her when he really
was the one who wanted the power. If Iris was strong enough to
conceal this, what is Silas hiding?”

Finally, Arthur’s eyes widened and his mouth
opened, showing clean rows of sharp little teeth.

“Yeaaaah,” Burgundy said, glad to see light
dawning. “There has to be something.”

“What something is more important than
finding a way to take down the Council?” Cian stood over her,
forcing Burgundy to crane her neck to look at him. Those
warlock-silver eyes of his flashed and her heart skipped several
beats.

“Is that what you’re talking about?” She
lowered her gaze to look from Eleanor to Alek to Mr. Knight.
Addison Karlsson was seated next to Mr. Knight, while Chris stood
at the window, twitching the curtain and glaring through the glass.
Only James looked at ease, arms folded behind his head, eyes closed
as he reclined in one of the armchairs.

It was the ink magician who spoke, eye still
closed. “Yes, but not what you were talking about. Why don’t you
share, since it might make a difference?”

Burgundy swallowed and looked at her hands,
still folded neatly in her lap. Take down the Witches Council –
Silas, specifically. Just the seven of them, unless they could get
more warlocks to join them. This was what it’d all come down to,
simply because she existed.

A lump formed in her throat. “I don’t think
I want to. We’ve lost enough. Let’s not push them.”

“Lost enough?” Addison leaned toward her,
dark brows furrowed beneath that stylishly-coiffed brown hair. “How
can you say that, Burgundy? I know you’ve suffered a lot and that
should be all the more reason why we do this. Look, warlocks aren’t
on friendly terms with witches at the best of times, but this has
gone on long enough. So if you have any idea what might help our
cause, please speak up.”

Ice sluiced down Burgundy’s veins. If she
spoke up, as Addison asked, how many more people would die?

“Look at it this way.” Her grandmother
reached out to take her limp hand. “If you don’t say what’s on your
mind, we’ll never know.”

“And if you don’t speak up, people will die
anyway,” Arthur added, a reminder that he’d always been more
attuned to Burgundy’s thoughts than she’d ever heard him admit.

“It’s something we talked about, Eleanor…
Grandma.” Burgundy jerked her chin toward the charter, which lay
smooth and neat over the coffee table in the center of the room.
“Aunt Iris hid that using concealment magick, something she
couldn’t have inherited from Eleanor. It got me thinking – I mean,
all of us can feel the magick emanating from that one piece of
paper, right?”

Chris wrinkled his nose. “Yeah, it reeks of
witches. No offense, Ms. Bloom.”

Eleanor shrugged. “That’s okay. I
understand. Personally, I can’t sense the magick the way all of you
can, but I can connect with my own, since it’s part of the
charter.”

“Right, so here’s my point.” Burgundy sat up
a little straighter in her chair. If they were going to discuss
this, well, she might as well say everything that was on her mind.
“If you walked by this when it was concealed, you wouldn’t notice
it unless you were either a warlock or your power was a part of
it.”

“Honestly, if it hit me without warning, I’d
probably gag and turn the other way,” Chris said.

Addison rolled her eyes. “You never fail to
charm with your Midwestern bluntness, my boy. Though you’ve got a
point. It’s pretty nauseating to warlocks, but with the concealment
magick and everything, a witch would be totally clueless about
it.”

“Exactly. So what I’m
wondering is if Iris was powerful enough to camouflage something as
energetically-obvious to us as the charter, how much
more powerful is the man
from whom she inherited that ability?”

Burgundy’s words seemed to hit everyone the
way she hoped they would, because mouths dropped open and people
exchanged glances. Only Cian and Eleanor looked grim and
unfazed.

“It wouldn’t surprise me,” her grandmother
said in a low voice, almost as if she was ashamed to speak. Her
shoulders hunched in and she withdrew her hand from Burgundy's. “He
might be my husband, but he fooled me more than once over the
centuries.”

“Don’t feel bad. You aren’t the only person
he’s fooling and you also aren’t the only person who’s seen the
truth,” Burgundy pointed out. There was no taking back her previous
words or her grandmother’s chagrin, but at least she could remind
her she was in good company. “Iris knew the truth. She saw it,
somehow, and thought to protect this.”

“And yet even I couldn’t tell you what
bigger things he might be hiding.” Color rose up Eleanor neck and
into her cheeks, and she dipped her head. It hurt to see her
grandmother so upset, feeling guilty over something she couldn’t
control, but Burgundy let her continue without comforting her. “The
thing is, he was always secretive. Not at first. At first he was
charming and witty, and acted as though he stood by me completely.
The truth was, he was a master manipulator. He knew what he wanted
and how to twist everything around him to get it. When we formed
the Council, we invited warlocks. One after another, they turned us
down. He used that and turned it to his advantage to spread rumors
and lies, to tell witches that the warlocks refused to form any
kind of alliance because they were plotting against us.”

Addison pursed her lips and let out a low
tsking sound and, through clenched teeth, asked, “Did he?”

“Oh, yes and there weren’t enough of us to
stop the tide of misinformation. He found a way to play upon so
many people’s fears, that it became his path to power. Soon, the
number of people who sided with him became too much. It was us
versus them, and they won. Some of you saw that, like Mr. Knight.
At some point, Silas’s fear-mongering made people forget why we
assembled a Council in the first place.”

That was a question
Burgundy had never stopped to consider, even in her younger years.
With her upbringing, she’d taken it for granted that one day she’d
go to the Council, declare a path – a path she wasn’t any good at –
and then move on with her life. But never once had she stopped to
ask, Why.

“So why did you create the Council if not to
widen the divide between witches and warlocks?” It was her father
who asked, his voice harder than she’d ever heard it. Hard and
accusatory, and certainly not forgiving of the one witch currently
in their presence.

“For education,” Eleanor said, her voice
growing stronger as she straightened in her chair. “Because our
knowledge was scattered and we wanted to centralize it, to guide
each new generation of witches into a better understanding of their
powers. It was never our intention to create problems, but to
prevent them.”

James finally sat up, opening his eyes and
unfolding his arms from behind his head. “The road to our own
personal hell is well-paved with your good intentions now,
Eleanor.”

“Yes. Thank you for that.” She lowered her
gaze again, fists clenched against her knees.

The questioning, while
revealing, had gone on long enough. Burgundy rose to her feet and
glared at the people in the room, one after the other. “All of you
should be ashamed of yourselves, treating her like this is her
fault. Eleanor is the victim, not the perpetrator. Silas did this.
He chose his
path. Would you tell someone who got mugged that it was because he
was wearing a Rolex, because how dare he flaunt his
wealth?”

Now it was everyone else who looked
chagrined and relief thrummed through Burgundy. United they’d stand
or divided they’d fall, and they couldn’t afford the second
option.

“We don’t need to sit here
and blame anyone but the person who deserves it – the person who
decided to take what he wanted by causing harm to others through
his actions. He and he alone made that decision. Even without a
council, guess what? Silas still
would have found a way to exert some kind of
power over witches and, eventually, everyone else. Why? Because
that’s what some people do, for whatever reason. And it is never,
ever the victim’s fault. If I hear any of you say that ever again,
you’ll be sorry.”

Burgundy had lost count of the times silence
descended upon the group, but before she could continue her
scolding, Addison stood and grinned at her. “Which is why you’re
the perfect person to lead the charge against Silas and his twisted
version of the Council. If you can stand there and tell us off,
then you can find the sass to stand up to Silas and his Finders.
Don’t tell me you can’t take anymore loss, because the way I see
it, you sitting back and doing nothing is going to result in just
as many losses, if not more. You back down, they win. Why? Because
that’s what some people do, for whatever reason.”

With her own words thrown back at her, all
Burgundy could do was gape at Addison until Arthur used the back of
his foreclaws to nudge her chin up. “She’s right, you know,” the
firedrake said. “It’s time to put a stop to this.”

“Yeah, but how? Warlocks won’t band together
in the best of times, let alone the worst of times.” Burgundy knew
well enough that even with the Firebrand Syndicate, actually
bringing together the members of it was a hit-or-miss prospect.

“Don’t underestimate how much they hate
Silas Bloom.” Addison winked at her and then glanced at Eleanor.
“And, for the record, I don’t blame you. I was only trying to get a
rise out of your granddaughter. I think it worked.”

Eleanor rolled her eyes and crossed her
arms, clearly not impressed. It was enough to make Burgundy laugh
as the warlocks left the room.

“Oh,” Addison tossed over her shoulder,
“isn’t it ironic how Silas decided his main platform for leadership
would be based on the premise that all warlocks are power-hungry
and thus a danger to the supernatural world?”

“Funny,” Burgundy echoed, sliding her gaze
back to her father, who didn’t look amused in the least. “Yeah, I
get it. Pot, kettle, black and all that jazz...”

In a strange mirror of Eleanor’s previous
gestures, Cian ducked his head. “You know,” he said, “there always
was one witch whose magick didn’t smell quite so ‘off’ to me as
others. Well, two, but one I was pretty intimate with.”

That nauseating, icy sensation returned,
along with the palpitations that left Burgundy dizzy. “Who was
that?” she whispered.

Cian swallowed, throat
working and lips compressed before he answered. “Your
mother.”









Chapter Fourteen

 


Charlotte was outside in the one place Burgundy
least expected to find her. The medicine woman sat on the edge of a
fountain, water flowing down from an ewer held by some
scantily-clad maiden. Sculpted hedges bordered the entire backyard
of the Firebrand Syndicate’s home and to even call it something as
simple as a “backyard” seemed an understatement.

The grounds, as she supposed they ought to be
called, were like something out of her wildest dreams – green, even
in winter, and manicured enough to impress someone with the
sensibilities of a wealthy Jane Austen hero.

Charlotte offered her a smile and patted the smooth
white stone beside her. “How’d your little warlock meeting go?”

“Okay, I guess. Why didn’t you join us?”

“I wasn’t sure what I could contribute. Besides,
Peri wanted someone to talk to and she sounded miserable. She hates
that they made her leave and she has no idea how to get back here,
but I can’t do anything about that.” Charlotte turned and swept her
hand through the water, then grimaced. “It looks so pretty out
here, I keep forgetting how cold it is.” As if to emphasize her
point, she shivered and hunched in her jacket.

Burgundy took Charlotte’s wet hand and warmed it
between hers. The weather there wasn’t harsh, but it left no doubt
that only a few weeks remained until winter. “Peri?”

“Yeah. She wouldn’t dream of asking for access to
the Firebrand Syndicate’s place, but she seems to be mourning Jenna
pretty hardcore. It would help her to be able to hang out with us,
I think, people who knew Jenna.” With her other hand, Charlotte
showed Burgundy the text message and said, “I called her for a
chat. How could I not? If it was you… jeez, I don’t know what I’d
do if I lost you, Burg, but I’d want someone to listen to me cry
about it.”

“Oh, Char.” Burgundy leaned closer, pulling her
girlfriend into her arms. “I know we haven’t been able to spend a
lot of time together and I’m so sorry about that.”

“Don’t be. There’s a lot going on. Some things have
to take priority over me.”

The very idea made Burgundy press her lips together.
“Don’t say that. Nothing should take priority over the woman I
love.”

For the first time in more than a year, Charlotte’s
entire expression lit up – a smile accompanied by eyes crinkling at
the corners and a deep flush on her rounded cheeks. “I love you
too, Burgundy!” she exclaimed before throwing her arms around
Burgundy and squeezing her.

The tight hug took Burgundy’s
breath away, but it was Charlotte’s words that kept her from
catching her breath. They loved each
other. Of course they did. Had Charlotte
been exaggerating about how cold she was? Because right now she
felt so very warm, and so did Burgundy, tingling from head to toe
with new awareness. She’d always known and they’d said the words,
but to say it out loud at this moment hit her as significant. Maybe
because they were a hop, skip, and a warlock away from a plan that
would make or break everything that mattered.

A warm breath tickled her neck. Charlotte blowing
out a sigh before saying, “I wish we could do more than sit here
and wait. I want to do something, not just react.”

“Trust me, I feel the same way.” They parted and
Burgundy reached out to stroke Charlotte’s smooth, straight brown
hair. Her fingers glided over the silken strands, a temporary
reprieve from the questions fluttering at the edges of her
mind.

“Something’s bothering you.”

Burgundy chuckled and looked at her girlfriend’s
sweet, open face, so full of trust. Considering all the trouble her
mere existence had brought down on Rock Grove, what had she done to
earn that kind of adoration? She could always get to the bottom of
it later, she supposed. “You know me too well.”

“What’d you talk about in that meeting?”

“How nothing is my fault and…” Burgundy scrunched
her brow and shook her head as the memory of the conversation
returned. “Addison said something really weird.”

“Weirder than usual, like how she reminisces about
the faces she’s worn?” Charlotte stuck her tongue out and squinted,
clearly disgusted by the warlock’s eerie ability. Even Burgundy
couldn’t help but laugh.

“Not that, no, but something about my grandfather.
She said it was ironic that Silas used warlocks as scapegoats in
his bid for leadership, claiming we’re power-hungry and crazy. At
first, I wasn’t sure what she meant, but now I see it.”

Charlotte nudged her with her shoulder. “Go on.”

“I mean, it is ironic, because he was the one making
a power grab. How else do you get enough people to support you in
something like that? You find a convenient us versus them scenario,
and stir up the masses.” Burgundy shuddered at the thought and
decided not to let it progress any further. Instead, she tugged at
Charlotte’s hand. “Okay, now I’m cold. Let’s finish this
conversation inside.”

“Sure.” They both rose from the edge of the
fountain, but after only a couple of steps, Charlotte hung back.
Burgundy turned to see her, head bowed and phone in hand.

The way her brow furrowed, Charlotte seemed
confused. Burgundy dipped her head, trying to see her expression
more fully. “What’s up?”

“I…” Charlotte let out a small choking sound and
then held up her phone. “I don’t know how she got access to my
number, but your mother wants to talk to you.”

****

“You couldn’t find another way to get in touch with
me?” Burgundy shoved her hands in her coat pockets, before
remembering she really didn’t need the coat. After all, her mother
had decided they would meet in the same place where Burgundy first
met Peri. Fiji was apparently a popular destination for magickal
types to meet up.

“Look, if it helps, it’s not like Peri betrayed you.
In fact, she refused to give me that medicine woman’s number.” Lily
pouted. Really pouted, an expression unbecoming on a
forty-something woman dressed from head to toe in black. And not in
a chic all-black way, either, but as menacing as all the other
Finders.

Burgundy rolled her eyes. She couldn’t help it,
because if her mother wasn’t going to act her age, then why should
Burgundy?

“I’m telling you the truth. I didn’t threaten her,
either. All I did was tell Peri that I wanted to reach out to you.
I knew she had gotten involved with that succubus friend of yours,
so she seemed like the best person to ask.”

“Okay, first of all, ‘that medicine woman’ and ‘that
succubus’ have names. At least, Jenna had a name, before Reggie
murdered her.” Burgundy glanced around the sandy beach, the exact
same place she had last seen Jenna well and truly alive and
happy.

With an eye roll of her own, her mother seemed to
blow off the idea that Burgundy’s friends had identities beyond
their supernatural races. “Fine, I’m sorry. The point is, it’s time
we finish this ridiculous game. Don’t you think?”

“Why should this be a we thing? I didn’t start it.
That bastard, Silas, is the one who started all of it.” Burgundy’s
insides roiled at the very thought of her mother suggesting any
kind of peace needed equal involvement from all sides. She’d gone
from happily living a quiet life in Rock Grove to watching her town
invaded by Finders, and friends and family captured, imprisoned,
and killed.

Lily opened her mouth to speak, but Burgundy held up
her hand for silence, her other fist clenched at her side.

“Whatever you have to offer, it’s
not good enough, Lily. It will never be fucking good enough, and do
you want to know why? It’s because I watched my ex-girlfriend die
at the hands of a Finder who happens to be your psycho
half-brother. Warlocks aren’t the crazy ones. Silas Bloom and his
kids are. Oh, with the exception of Aunt Iris, who is also dead,
thanks to her own father. Have you given even a moment’s thought to
that, Lily? Your father killed your sister. Nice fucking family.
Let me tell you this – if peace is ever on the table, it won’t be
me offering it.”

Lily’s nostrils flared a bit, a reminder of how
tightly-controlled she always remained in Burgundy’s presence, no
matter what was said or happened. A deep ache pulsed in Burgundy’s
gut. Just once, what would it be like to see her mother not be so
calm, cool, and collected?

And then Lily’s face relaxed, her shoulders dropped
a couple inches, and she said, “My father was never there for me.
Not the way a father should be for his children. I’ve spent years
trying to show him I was worthy of his love.”

Burgundy scoffed. “Silas isn’t capable of giving
love, and neither are you.”

“Yeah, well, I guess that’s part of my problem – I
never thought I was worthy of love and my father made sure that was
how I felt. He told me that my mother left me. Not that she died,
not that he killed her, but that she left me. She rejected
everything about us and I grew up believing that she’d rejected
me.”

Those words sent a chill through Burgundy, despite
the tropical air. “Eleanor didn’t do that and she wouldn’t have
stayed away if she didn’t fear for her life. Not being there for
you and Iris broke her heart. You should have seen her when Iris
died. Think about that one – your sister died in your mother’s
arms, while your mother cried and told her how sorry she was. What
the hell did you think you signed on for when you decided to become
a Finder? If it was love and approval from your daddy, I have to
tell you, it’s not going to happen. You’re as disposable as Iris,
as far as he’s concerned.”

It was harsh. So harsh. Every word tumbling from
Burgundy’s lips stoked every ounce of self-hate she’d grown up with
herself. But she couldn’t help it. Years of frustration had bubbled
to the surface and now it boiled over, fueled by everything she now
knew about her family.

“I grew up without a mother, too, or a father. How
do you think that felt, Lily? Do you think maybe I felt rejected,
too? Don’t tell me that if Eleanor really cared, she would have
come back for you, because guess what – she did care, but she had
to survive. That’s the difference between you and her, you know.
She cared. You don’t. You didn’t leave me with Iris because you
wanted to keep me safe. You left me with Iris, because you were
ashamed of what I am. That’s rejection, lady.”

“Yes, I was ashamed and frightened. But what else
could I have done?” Lily’s thin voice grated on Burgundy’s nerves,
something she didn’t want to admit. After all, her mother was
trying to elicit pity, right? Not that she was doing a good job of
it. “Look, I wasn’t prepared for motherhood, and Iris was better
suited to caring for you, to making sure you followed the right
path.”

“Oh, not that excuse. There’s a reason birth control
exists,” Burgundy shot back.

“But warlock magick—”

“Can’t alter biology!” Now Burgundy couldn’t help
but yell. She’d tried so hard to hold onto her self-control, but
this was too much. “I can’t believe the lies you’ve accepted as
true. If I could alter biology, let me tell you this – each and
every last one of you witches would be a pile of gelatinous,
primordial goo! What do you think about that, Mother?”

A silver haze obscured Burgundy’s vision as heat
rose up in her, and then swirled up and around her. If that
emotional tornado was as fierce on the outside as it was from her
view on the inside, her mother gave no indication of fear.

If anything, Lily’s expression shuttered again, all
traces of her pathetic attempts to explain her actions gone. That
same cold mask fell into place, the one thing Burgundy recognized
about her mother.

“I gave you this one chance and instead of
listening, you blew it. Typical warlock. At least this time, you’ll
be done for good.” Now it was Lily who glowed with power, a wave of
magick rising from her and it was…

Burgundy drew in a deep breath.

Like her father said, it wasn’t
quite as off as
the scent of magick that came from other witches. There was
something familiar underlying the bitter tang of a Finder’s battle
magick, something like… home.

Burgundy fought the rising tide for a moment. If she
lost herself now, it was all over. Despite the sensation of
intoxicating power rippling through her, she needed to master
herself, or not only wouldn’t she get her answers, but she would
also come out as the bad guy, no matter what. There was no reason
to escalate this, no reason to prepare to fight, no reason
except—

“Hello, my warlock niece.” Smug tone, blue eyes,
blond hair.

All bets fucking off.

Burgundy let the energy swirl within her, building
like a volcano, silver no longer clouding her gaze, but making it
crystal clear, bringing the world into sharp focus.

There it was, the hint of a shine, a glimmer to eyes
that were somehow a part of her and yet so distant. Burgundy
dragged her gaze from her mother, back to Reginald. She wouldn’t
even give him a chance to leer at her. Not for one more sec—

“Don’t do it!”

Another blonde appeared before her with sleek hair
and ice-blue eyes, a familiar, if dearly-departed face.

“Go back! Charlotte needs you.”
Something pulled on Burgundy. No, yanked her out of the heat, away
from the view of sand and surf, of her mother and Reginald. It was
accompanied by the familiar nauseating sensation of a demon
teleport.

Jenna’s face, hard and grim, lingered a moment
longer, lips still moving.

“Make your final stand at the Council if you want to
end this.”

And then she was gone and the next
thing Burgundy saw was smoke rising from the flaming remains of the
Firebrand Syndicate’s headquarters.











Chapter Fifteen

 


Instinct took over as Burgundy released the
magick that’d built up in her to the point of eruption. Silver
energy cascaded from her, extinguishing the flames with a wave of
energy that blanketed the house. Fire sizzled out of existence,
leaving a thick plume of smoke drifting into the sky, blotting out
the sun.

“Charlotte!” The glow edging her sight
faded, but not the clarity that came with unfettered power. She
could scream all day, but she already knew the truth.

Charlotte wasn’t there. Somehow, she knew,
and that knowledge weighed her down, filling her feet with lead as
she stared at the smoking remains of mortar and stone. The one
place she’d felt a little bit safe, protected and among people who
were like her, and they’d managed to find it. Not only find it, but
violate the sanctity of it.

Whatever she’d seen only moments before,
whether Jenna was a ghost or something she’d imagined, had been
right. She had to take the fight to the Witches Council and not
stop until one side was dead.

Two figures emerged from the smoke,
supporting a third between them. At first, Burgundy couldn’t help
but drag her feet to approach. But then she broke into a run until
her hands joined her grandmother’s.

“Eleanor… Is he…” Her gaze fell to Chris,
who lay unmoving, flesh gray. It was the pallor of death, the last
vestiges of life long gone. If she tried to swallow the lump that
formed in her throat, Burgundy was pretty sure she’d get sick all
over the ground. Another ally killed. Why couldn’t it be one of the
Council’s own, for once?

“I’m sorry.” Eleanor’s hands squeezed hers
and then relented. “We tried, but they must have hit him first,
right inside the door. Then they battled, pushing us back into the
house. They trapped us upstairs, in the hallway. There was nowhere
to go, too many of them. Probably every Finder they could spare.
But they didn’t stay. All they did was corral us and then they
left, just like that.”

“Because they’d gotten what they wanted.”
Addison was kneeling beside Chris, one fist against the ground, the
other pressed to her mouth, muffling her words. “They killed one of
ours, took another, and sent a message not to fuck with them.”

Burgundy released her grandmother’s hands
and knelt on the other side of Chris. “Where are James and my
father?” she asked, willing Addison to look at her.

“They escaped out the back way and tried to
follow the Finders, to get in a few shots. Your father’s injured.
Not badly, but enough that he and James had to retreat. I told them
to go on ahead to another safe house. We’ll catch up with them
after we take care of Chris.”

“And Arthur?” The words had barely left her
mouth when weight settled on Burgundy’s shoulder, as substantial as
a cat, yet emanating far more heat.

“As if they could get the jump on me,”
Arthur snorted indignantly.

Reaching up and petting the firedrake’s
snout was oddly comforting, diminishing at least some of the
anguish clawing at Burgundy’s heart with razor-sharp talons.

“Don’t say it’s your fault,” Addison
muttered, wiping the back of her hand across her mouth before
finally lowering it. Her eyes were rimmed with red and shined in
the sunlight when she looked at Burgundy. “Chris was eager to fight
those guys. He died doing what he always wanted to do and he didn’t
go alone. There are two Finder bodies in the foyer. Well, what’s
left of them after Chris used his magick.”

“But this is your headquarters, of all
places. You’re the one in charge here and you should be pissed at
me.” Burgundy glanced at Eleanor for confirmation, but when she
looked at Addison again, caught the warlock’s gaze on Arthur.

“Maybe,” Addison said slowly. “Or maybe the
genius behind the Firebrand Syndicate ought to make that
decision.”

“But I thought you…” Burgundy couldn’t read
the expression on Addison’s face. It certainly didn’t help that
Addison still wasn’t looking directly at her, but to her side.
Still at Arthur.

Arthur blew out a breath but, thankfully,
spared them the smoke that usually rose from his mouth. “Should we
tell them?” he asked Addison.

“That’s up to you, sir. I’m nothing but your
tool on the material plane.”

The firedrake chuckled. “You are a tool,
Addison. Always have been, always will be, but your opinion still
matters.”

Addison finally looked at Burgundy again, a
lopsided grin tugging one corner of her mouth up for a brief
moment. “When I initially joined the Firebrand Syndicate, the story
was the original master was a warlock from ages ago, a man who’d
give Merlin a run for his money if the guy wasn’t just a legend. To
hear witches tell it, the guy was some immortal from as far back as
the dark ages, supposedly the bastard son of a fairy sort of thing,
old guy, long white beard – the works. But the truth turned out to
be both simpler and crazier than that.”

All of this was new to Burgundy and she sank
back on her heels, not sure if they ought to be chattering on like
this over the body of a dead warlock, out in the open after a
Finder attack. Every second that passed was more surreal than the
last and she tried to process Addison’s words. “Okay, so the person
who created the Firebrand Syndicate was not any of those
things?”

Claws tightened on her shoulder as Arthur
scoffed. “I should say not, especially the long, white beard thing.
In fact, I considered myself pretty dapper when I was a human.”

“Excuse me?” Burgundy turned so quickly, she
should have dislodged the firedrake. But he held on tight, making
tears of pain spring to her eyes. “The claw, dude!”

“Oh, sorry.” Arthur pushed
off her shoulder and settled on the ground instead, giving Burgundy
a good look at him. The way his iridescent scales sparkled in the
sunlight. The way he cocked his head to one side with smoke rising
gently from his nostrils. The way his eyes looked less reptilian
and more human than she’d ever noticed.

“You used to be a person?” The pieces of the
puzzle weren’t falling into place, exactly, but that seemed to be
where they were leading her.

Arthur dipped his head. “I did, until a bit
of a magick battle gone bad turned me into this. It was kind of a
blessing in disguise, really. It made it easier to shift my form
between the planes and learn magick I wasn’t otherwise capable of
in a human body. Don’t ask me how it happened. Our best theory is
that the magick of the two Finders attacking me somehow mingled
with mine, and all of it sort of turbocharged my transformation. It
probably didn’t help that we were battling on Samhain night in a
rather sacred space. That and my rumored fairy blood probably went
a long way to turn me into this. The change happened in a place
between the worlds and once I recovered, I was able to go from one
plane to the other easily. Very few witches and warlocks have that
power. It just so happened that one of the ones I fought did.
However, the battle was not without its price to them, either. They
lost their magick. It became a part of me.”

“Oh my gosh.” Burgundy reached behind her
and pressed her palms to the ground so she could sit back before
she fell. This was too much to take in all at once, but now all the
gears in her mind turned. “That explains it, their stupid
propaganda about how warlocks take the power from witches and
magickal artifacts to make themselves more powerful.”

“Pretty much. It wasn’t intentional, I
assure you. In fact, it was quite an adjustment, living my life as
an otherworldly creature. But I got used to it after a hundred or
so years, and decided the best way to serve my fellow warlocks was
by offering myself up as a familiar to witches.”

Heat blossomed inside Burgundy’s chest and
she let out a breath. “You… you little spy! You’ve been in charge
of the Firebrand Syndicate all along, but working from inside the
Witches Council!”

Arthur rubbed his snout along his foreleg
and something suspiciously like a blush rose into his cheeks.
“Indeed. I chose Iris because of who she was, being Silas Bloom’s
daughter, and all. When she called for a familiar, I answered. Then
I bided my time, learning all I could about the Council and passing
that information on to the Syndicate. It wasn’t until you came
along that I knew things were going to have to change. You pose a
threat to everything Silas holds dear and it was only a matter of
time before, no matter how hard Iris tried to protect you, the
truth came out.”

“That’s his nice way of saying he knew the
shit was going to hit the fan.” Addison laughed, a flat sound,
lacking her usual humor. “Stand back. Let’s get this done and over
with, and rendezvous with the others.”

Burgundy pushed herself up off the ground
and took several steps back, mirroring the other warlock and not
stopping until Addison did. She glanced at her grandmother, opening
her mouth to ask the obvious question. It was the rush of heat and
light that answered it, and she turned back to watch the fire
engulfing Chris’s body.

“No time to construct a pyre,” Arthur
explained, hard wingbeats keeping him aloft next to Burgundy.

Her heart constricted. In the past, he would
have landed on her shoulder, claiming a place on his chosen person
like a cat. Now, though, he kept his distance. Burgundy’s breath
hitched. She supposed that made sense. He’d revealed something
pretty major and she hadn’t come to terms with it quite yet. It was
respectful of him to give her that space while she freaked out
internally.

“Do we leave him here like this?” she asked,
gesturing at Chris. She couldn’t even look at him now, so she kept
her gaze carefully focused on Addison.

“It’s not like he’s with us anymore,”
Eleanor murmured, sidling up to her and draping her arm around
Burgundy’s shoulders. “I’m sorry, but please remember this isn’t
your fault.”

“I didn’t—”

“You were thinking it,” Eleanor and Addison
said at the same time.

Addison let out another chuckle, as bitter
as the last. “Come on,” she said, waving at them to follow her.
“The best way to honor his sacrifice is to return the favor to the
Witches Council. Let’s make those bastards sacrifice a few of their
own.”


Chapter Sixteen

 


Cian hugged her so tight, Burgundy couldn’t
breathe. Through watery eyes, she took in the white walls, deep
sills with multi-paned windows, and a plain white sectional sofa
pushed up against the wall she faced. Yet another safe house in a
place far from Rock Grove, she figured.

“They’re getting bolder,” her father
grumbled, giving her one more squeeze.

“So we get bold back.”

He held her at arm’s length and squinted at
her, doubt flashing across his face. “I know you’re ready, but I
don’t know if I’m ready for that.”

“Dad.” Burgundy reached up and placed her
hands over Cian’s. They were so large and warm on her shoulders.
There had never been a man in her life to act as a father figure,
let alone the warlock who’d actually fathered her. Mr. Knight
hadn’t come close, even as the person her father asked to watch
over her. “We can’t wait, no matter who is ready or not ready. They
attacked us in our own home.”

“To be fair, we did the same to them.”

“Yeah, when they were holding Iris prisoner,
and look what happened. I’ve figured out a lot of things and I know
now that none of this is my fault. No matter what, they would have
come after me – all of us, probably. The only way to stop it is
stand up for ourselves.”

Eleanor had been standing by a large bay
window beside Burgundy, arms folded, as a warm breeze wafted
through the room. At least this was a more comfortable location
than their last one, but Burgundy still regretted that they even
had to make the move.

Now, her grandmother turned and said, “She’s
right. Silas won’t stop. We have to stop him.”

“And how are we going to do that when trying
to get warlocks in one place is like herding cats?” Cian finally
let go of Burgundy and folded his arms, his silver eyes glinting.
“I don’t care if you think we can rally them by telling everyone
we’re going after the Witches Council. It won’t work. Even members
of the Syndicate would rather lay low and hope the Finders never
locate them, than actually stand up and fight.”

Burgundy backed away from her father and
grandmother, swallowing while her mind raced. She couldn’t deny her
father’s logic. No warlock in their right mind would fight the
Council. There was power in numbers, but their number wouldn’t
rival the Council’s without cooperation from fellow warlocks.

Unless there was a way to bring down the
number of witches willing to fight on behalf of Silas Bloom.
“Grandma,” she said, “would you go back and show everyone you’re
alive, show them the charter, and prove you’re Eleanor Bloom?”

“I suppose I would, but you know how Silas
twists words. He would plant enough disbelief that no one would
flinch when he killed me on the spot.” Eleanor went a little pale,
but her jaw tightened. No going gently into that good night for
her, and that was all Burgundy needed.

“Good. Look, remember when Dad – I mean,
Cian – told us my mother’s magick seemed off compared to other
witches?”

Burgundy watched as Eleanor slid her glance
to Cian and then back again. “I suppose. It’s not something I’ve
ever noticed before, though.”

“Well, see, you wouldn’t notice, because you
aren’t one of us. Warlocks have a highly attuned sense of magick,
uh, smelling.” Burgundy tapped the tip of her own nose with her
index finger. “Right now, I can tell you that you smell like frost
and snow, not exactly the most pleasant things in the world. And I
think there’s a reason for us to have this trait.”

“A survival mechanism, so we recognize the
enemy,” Cian said.

“Exactly. I don’t know how far back this
goes. Maybe centuries or maybe warlocks developed this over time,
but if you have two distinct groups of magick-users, at some point
there’s bound to be a power struggle. Heck, maybe it’s a smell or,
like the rumors about Arthur, maybe we’re descended from fairies.
Regardless, everything about warlocks and witches has a distinct
smell. Other warlocks smell nice and safe to me, like all the most
pleasant things in the world. Witches, well…” Burgundy shrugged,
almost wanting to apologize for what she was about to say to her
grandmother. “All of you smell terrible. I don’t mean burning
rubber or SBD terrible, but all signs point to run when I pick up a
whiff of witch.”

“SBD?” Eleanor’s brow crinkled a bit, her
eyes narrowing.

“Silent but deadly. It’s how we characterize
a fart that’s smelled, but not—”

“Okay, then!” Cian’s voice cut through
Burgundy’s explanation. “The point is, yes, we can smell witches,
warlocks, and anyone else who wields magick. But so what?”

Burgundy rubbed her hands together and
grinned. If she was right, this would pay off in spades. If she was
wrong… well, she wouldn’t have to worry about it anymore, would
she? The dead didn’t have a care in the world.

“We need Addison or James to let the
warlocks know we’re going in. I don’t care how many show up. They
just need to get the message out there and tell everyone we’re done
taking the Council’s shit. If all of us go, along with Aleksandr
and Mr. Knight, we stand a chance of doing some damage and maybe
rescuing Charlotte.”

Cian scratched beneath his chin, his fingers
flicking up with the movement, drawing Burgundy’s eyes. And then
her gaze continued beyond the gesture to where Arthur perched on
the windowsill. He hadn’t been there before. Or maybe he had, but
was invisible. She’d have to learn how to reconcile who and what he
was with the presence he’d had in her life all these years. First,
though…

“Okay, I’ll help them send out the call and
so will Alek. All of us have friends who will answer. I hesitate to
ask them to put their lives on the line for your girlfriend,
though.”

She turned back to him, something like hope
mixed with nausea stirring in her belly. “I can respect that. Tell
them we’re standing up for the rights of all warlocks by facing
down the oppression wrought on us by the witches. Or tell them
we’re spoiling for a good fight, or that we’re crazy and stupid. I
don’t care. But at least get the word out there. That’s all I ask.
Let me handle the rest.”

When she faced Arthur again, he cocked his
head to one side, still inordinately silent. It wasn’t like the
firedrake not to put in his two cents, but he’d kept his mouth shut
ever since telling them who and what he was.

Burgundy crooked her finger at him and then
pushed out through the first door she saw. It led outside, onto a
stone-paved patio with a few white lounge chairs, a hot tub,
outdoor stove, and dining area. She folded her arms over the top of
the enclosure and looked out at the sparkling water that stretched
toward the horizon. Wherever they were now, it was pretty much like
something out of a dream.

The breeze was light and warm, lifting her
hair off her shoulders. She wouldn’t mind staying here forever.
Goodness knew Rock Grove was compromised and then some. Even if
they came out on top with this crazy idea of hers, maybe she could
never go back home. And maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing.

The firedrake followed and descended onto an
almost-perfectly round rock. “You like it here, don’t you? It’s
Santorini.”

“Greece.” Burgundy nodded, not sure what
else to say. “I always wanted to visit Greece.”

“I know, so do you really want to do this
with the Council?” he asked.

“You know I do and you know why.” Burgundy
stared out at the Aegean Sea. It wasn’t the turquoise water of the
tropical location she’d visited, in that last, fateful meeting
before she’d lost Jenna. But it was better. White sand and rocks,
and towering cliffs made the rugged Greek landscape a heck of a lot
more interesting.

“I know.”

Burgundy rolled her shoulders and nodded.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Could you be a little more specific,
because right now there’s at least a dozen things I never told you
that I probably should have.”

“Such as?”

“Rock Grove was my idea, too. The mayor’s
wife is more powerful than anyone in town. Maybe even the state.
Chief Brandon was the original actor who played the first
Lassie.”

“Stop.” Burgundy put up her hand and, while
it would have been hilarious if Arthur went on, she had to focus on
what was important. “No one has ever seen Chief Brandon shift and
you’re telling me our chief of police turns into a collie? I
thought he was a bloodhound.”

“No, he doesn’t, sorry. He’s a collie,
guaranteed.”

“Damn. Good thing I didn’t have money riding
on it.” Except back in high school, when she and some of the other
kids had placed bets. Ultimately, their police chief never shifted,
on or off duty, and the kids kept their money.

Arthur rasped out a laugh. “Almost like old
times, eh?”

“Almost,” Burgundy agreed. “But how can it
ever be like that again?”

“I suppose if you trust me, for starters. I
didn’t only stay with Iris to gather information on the Witches
Council. After a time, I came to respect and love her, and I told
her the truth.”

Burgundy smacked the palm of her hand
against her forehead. “Because, of course you did. Let me guess –
she was okay with it, but she didn’t listen to you when you tried
to warn her about, well, anything.”

“Pretty close. I felt like I had to tell her
what I really was when your mother moved in as a teenager. Not all
at once, of course, but I’d noticed things about Lily. Then she
started dating Cian, and then, well, the inevitable happened.”

“The inevitable being me.” She sank down
onto one of the lounge chairs, palms digging into the fabric. The
sensation of being in this place was amazing and if not for the
fact that she couldn’t exactly live a perfectly peaceful life,
Burgundy wouldn’t mind staying here forever. Or at least embracing
some semblance of normal – marrying Charlotte, having a little home
in Greece for the winters, going back to Rock Grove in the summers…
She could dream, anyway.

Arthur flitted down to settle next to her,
stretching like a cat. “Pretty much. I had to protect you so,
little by little, I revealed the truth to Iris. Not that she’d done
well hiding her true feelings about the Council, anyway. She did
hide the charter, after all. So it was clear to me her allegiance
wasn’t with Silas, but the path of reason. We agreed to keep you
from the Council as long as we possibly could, which was one of the
reasons she made sure you went to college.”

“All the while acting like I’d somehow
screwed up by not putting witchcraft first,” Burgundy muttered. It
hadn’t been easy, dealing with the apparent pressure from her aunt.
Yet, to find out it’d all been by design… Strange. So strange.
Everything she thought she knew had turned completely upside down.
And Arthur held the key to every last bit of it all along.

“It wasn’t easy for your aunt, you know. She
wanted you to do what you were born to do, to be proud of you.
Playing the part of the disapproving witch wasn’t something she
liked. She loved you more than you realize.” Arthur rubbed his
snout along his leg and then curled up at the end of the lounge
chair. “I’m not saying this to make you feel bad. I just think you
should know she loved you, that’s all.”

Lips pressed together, Burgundy nodded. It’d
always been easy to play the part of the rebellious adolescent and
young adult with her aunt’s stifling behavior at times. “If I knew
then what I know now, I might have handled things differently.”

“I guess, but rather than look back, we need
to move forward. Honor the past, learn from it, and release it.
That’s common sense, Burg. Iris wanted Silas stopped. If you go in
there and at least try, you’re honoring her wishes.”

Burgundy picked at the edge of her
thumbnail. Everything had gone to hell in a handbasket and here she
was, wondering when she could get a manicure. Too bad she didn’t
have time for normal thoughts. Not with the end of life as she knew
it looming.

“Knowing everything you did, why didn’t do
you do something about all of this?” she asked. Maybe it was an
unfair question, but she couldn’t help but put it out there.

“I’m a warlock trapped in an
interdimensional creature’s body. What happened to me didn’t make
me all-powerful, no matter what you might like to think. And I
don’t blame you for thinking it, because goodness knows I wish
everything they said about me was true.” Arthur lifted his snout to
the sky, nostrils flaring as he drew in a long breath. “I wish I
was a thousand years old and the last child of the remnants of the
fae, like the witches say. I wish I was able to point and kill
someone with a look. At the same time, I don’t want any of those
things, because what awful power that would be. Awesome, yes, but
awful.”

It was Burgundy’s turn to look up at the sky
and inhale as she processed his words. “And you knew all along what
I was, where I’d come from…”

“I know about your entire family and the
secrets they’ve been keeping for hundreds of years.”

Curling her fingers into the chair again was
the only thing that kept Burgundy from yelling, from demanding to
know why Arthur hadn’t at least told her all of this when she was
younger.

“Keeping you in ignorance also kept you
safe. You have the potential to be a powerful warlock and once you
unleash it, there is no way we will be able to hide it. So we had
to push you down the wrong path until the time was right.”

“I get that,” Burgundy said. “I really do
and I appreciate it. But now that I know, it’s my turn.” When she
slid her gaze to Arthur, he nodded and returned the stare,
unflinching.

Burgundy turned to face him, crossing her
legs under her and finally relaxing her grip against the sides of
the chair.

“My life isn’t going to be like this, easy
to push around,” she told him. It took only a moment to concentrate
her power, to compress and shape the air between her hands, and
harden it into a thick orb of energy. So thick, she could have
hurled it against concrete without it smashing to pieces. “This,”
she continued, “is what my life is going to be like and I’m the
only person who decides which direction it goes from now on. Is
that clear?”

“Crystal, my dear.” Arthur pushed himself up
to sit back on his haunches, foreclaws digging into the chair
fabric. “So what’s your decision, Miss Hart?”

Tight-lipped, Burgundy exhaled with a
delicate snort before smirking and tossing the ball into the
air.


Chapter Seventeen

 


“Of course you can go out there, but I wouldn’t
recommend it. Why would you want to do that?” Mr. Knight looked
healthier and better-rested than Burgundy had expected. She thanked
whatever powers ruled the universe for that, because she’d returned
to the secret library to see what was going on in Rock Grove, now
that Charlotte wasn’t there to keep her informed. The weight of
Arthur on her shoulder was another layer of reassurance. She would
haven’t risked coming if he didn’t have a plan.

She hadn’t visited the library ever since Charlotte
decided to run away with her, because if the Finders could somehow
track the warlocks down at their enormous headquarters, she hated
to risk them also getting into the library. Sure, it had external
protections that made it seem as though it was out of time and
space, not to mention that it could probably take care of itself.
She’d been a victim, of sorts, to the library’s trickery during a
tense game of hide and seek, so she had no doubt the layers of
magick would keep her safe.

But, in reality, the structure was built beneath the
Rock Grove Public Library, by Arthur himself. “Rock Grove was my
idea,” he’d told her in Santorini. And after their conversation, he
talked about building the library, underground, brick by brick,
spell by spell. Humble as he was about his origins, this library
was made of old magick. Ancient, fae magick. And if the library
was, what about the town itself?

“Oh yes, that too,” Arthur had said. “And I’m ready
for the nuclear option, if you are.”

Burgundy’s “Hell yeah!” had flown out of her mouth
so quickly, she almost regretted it.

She was tempting fate by coming back to her hometown
while it remained under martial law thanks to the Witches. But if
the library was capable of deciding for itself when to use its
magick, why not Rock Grove? She trusted Arthur and his idea. It was
actually getting to the place to set things in motion that would be
tricky.

Burgundy couldn’t
not try, though. The
townsfolk deserved better. They deserved a town that would truly
fight for them, the way it was meant to. All she needed to do was
figure out how to get from here to there.

Oh, and warn Mayor Michaels and his wife, and see if
they’d be willing to lend a hand with their angelic powers. She’d
seen the mayor do only a handful of impressive feats and Mercy do,
well, none. Except keep her hair style from losing its perfect
waves and her lipstick from fading. Ever. The mayor and his wife
weren’t exactly into showing off, but that didn't matter when
Burgundy could feel the power they radiated. Even from across a
crowded room, their energy had always been palpable to her.

Now she needed to know if that, coupled with
Arthur’s centuries of dormant magickal protection, was enough to
blast those damn Finders out of town and take back Rock Grove.
Because she wasn’t about to let her beloved hometown go another
month like this. Today was the first of December. Time for a
change.

“We need to go into the woods,” Arthur explained in
response to Mr. Knight’s question. “But first, we need to find the
mayor.” His claws tightened on Burgundy’s shoulder and his entire
body tensed with excitement.

Normally, Burgundy would complain when he poked her
with the tip of a talon, but her entire body had gone tense, as
well. Rigid and ready to fight. Energy pinged inside of her, eager
for release.

“You’re kidding. If you go out there, the Finders
will slaughter you on sight.” Mr. Knight’s mouth drew down, the
cold, disapproving expression a reminder of how he used to look at
Burgundy before he told her that her father had asked him to watch
over her. Another person who’d had to put on an act for so long, to
pretend she wasn’t the thing she was, and wait for a time when the
shit might hit the fan.

She could use that, not to manipulate the vampire –
because he was too canny a creature for that – but to make a point.
“Look, Mr. Knight, you’ve been nothing like a father to me,” she
told him, “but at least you’ve been a fair boss and then we sort
of, kind of became friends when you told me everything at the
spring festival. So here’s the thing: Rock Grove is a place for all
supernaturals, even witches, but the Finders don’t belong here. The
library knows it, the people know it, and Rock Grove knows it. All
of us can fight back if we have the right things on our side. You
want the Finders gone, so help us make that happen right now. I
promise, I’ll look the other way if you kill any of them. Except my
mother, if she’s here. Oh, and Reginald. I want to punch him in the
face before we do him in.”

To her delight, Mr. Knight roll his eyes. Not a mere
flutter of lashes and semi-exasperated eye roll, but a full eye
circle complete with a deep, loud sigh. “I know I’m going to regret
this,” Mr. Knight muttered. “I can get to the mayor, no problem.
You might have trouble with that, since they have him heavily
guarded in his house. Not that it matters. Mayor Michaels could
blast those Finders to their graves and then some, but he’s been
told even the slightest whiff of insurgency means the townspeople
will die. All of them.”

Arthur hunkered down on Burgundy’s shoulder,
pressing his bulk into her neck, sharing his warmth. It offered a
surprising amount of comfort as she took in Mr. Knight’s words. “I
get it, but if we do this, everyone will be playing on a level
field. We need to find a way to tell people this is the moment to
take back our town.”

“I’ve got that covered,” Arthur told her. “Once we
release the spells, they’ll put out a signal to the
townspeople.”

“Kind of like a Bat Signal, except in the shape of a
Tiny Dragonbutt?” Even restricted by her peripheral view of Arthur,
Burgundy could see him give his own eye roll. “Sorry, almighty
warlock, I couldn’t help it.”

“The point is, if we have your help, Mr. Knight, we
can do this,” Arthur said. “If we’re in danger of mass casualties,
I have a contingency for that, as well.”

Mr. Knight beckoned to them and said, “The first
thing I need is this month’s budget.”

****

“Budget?” Arthur snorted in Burgundy’s ear, tickling
it with the exhalation.

“Yeah. Genius idea, really. If the Finders are
stationed outside the mayor’s house, then the only people they’ll
probably allow in are those on official town business. Mr. Knight
is a town employee and he meets with the mayor and town council
regularly to discuss the budget.”

Burgundy crouched behind the weathered whitewashed
building, Rock Grove’s miniscule DMV. The building had once been a
train station, back when Rock Grove had been a hub for both the
railroad and steamboats coming up the Missouri River.

Now, the small building had a waiting room that
remained mostly empty, even on the two days a week it opened. When
there was someone in it, they were usually one of the town’s
teenagers, just old enough for their permit or first license. All
other motor vehicle transactions, like getting and renewing plates,
were done at the courthouse up the street.

Burgundy wished she hadn’t lost track of so many
days. Now that she knew today was the first of December, of a month
that ought to be filled with joy and light and happiness, urgency
stiffened her. Or maybe that was the cold air. She smelled
moisture. Not quite snow, but the promise of it in a few weeks’
time. They might have more of an advantage if they waited and
fought the Finders in the snow, but she didn’t have the luxury of
waiting. Not with Charlotte in their grasp.

“I doubt the Finders are in this area,” Arthur said,
his tail swishing.

“Oh, they are. I can smell them. Can’t you?” The
sickly scent of decay that wafted on the air could have been cold,
wet leaves, but something else thrummed beneath it. Burgundy tensed
back against the rough, prickly stucco of the DMV and sucked in a
deep breath, filling her gut with it.

“Centuries as a small dragon, not to mention being
around witches constantly, and you think I can smell anything but
fire and smoke?” Arthur shook his head and squinted. “Come to think
of it, though, I can smell them. Maybe all this time away from
witches has been good for me.”

Burgundy considered his unique existence and said,
“Maybe you can turn back into a person.”

“No thank you. I’m quite content in this form. One
gets used to things after several hundred years.”

“Several hundred, a few hundred – which is it? Or
did you lose track of time, as well as smell?” Burgundy edged to
the other corner of the building, closer to the woods.

Downtown Rock Grove used to be a place of peaceful
efficiency and friendly greetings. Now the Main Street was as
abandoned as a ghost town Burgundy had once visited on a lark in
college. That town had been a crumbling piece of history, quiet,
empty, reclaimed by Mother Nature with grass pushing up through
wooden porches and vines trailing along roofs.

By comparison, the silence in Rock Grove was stark,
an eerie counterpoint to the way Burgundy remembered it. Each
shuddering inhalation of her own breath made her want to
scream.

Still, she edged closer and closer to the woods,
wishing she felt secure in the invisibility Arthur conferred. The
problem was, woods meant leaves, underbrush, and other things that
rustled with movement. Slow and steady won the race, right?

Her heart pounded so hard, she thought she might
have to sit down and regain her equilibrium. But the woods enclosed
her moments later, the long shadows of the trees a welcome respite
from the coldness of her once-vibrant hometown.

“There’s a fairy circle a little south west of
here,” Arthur whispered, his snout brushing against her ear.

“The one where Charlotte and I used to meet.”

“You knew about it.”

Burgundy shrugged, even with the firedrake’s weight
on her shoulder. “I guess there was a reason she and I were drawn
to it, used it for our own secret place since we were kids. Like
calls to like.”

“Of course warlock magick would attract you. At the
time, I was the only warlock in this town. In dragon form, mind
you, but still…” Arthur materialized, his scales shimmering in the
sunlight, which meant Burgundy would now be visible, as well. Too
bad the sun did nothing to make Rock Grove any less ghostly in its
present state.

As soon as there were enough trees to block her view
of the town, Burgundy turned and jogged into the woods, following a
path she knew unerringly. Following the energy that’d beckoned her
to the fairy circle time and again, ever since back when she’d been
a child just going to a place that felt like home to her.

“This isn’t your auntie’s
protection spell,” Arthur cautioned her, his talons digging in and
his tail wrapping around her neck so he could maintain his balance.
“Once I trigger it, all bets are off. People will die.”

Burgundy pressed her lips together and balled her
fists. “Then let’s make sure it’s more of theirs than ours.”

She felt the pulse of the fairy circle before she
saw it and skidded to a halt in the fresh, wet dirt.

Finders.

No, only one, and from the way he stood outside the
ring of mushrooms that demarcated the fairy circle, two things were
obvious.


	
He knew it was special in some way and was trying to
keep people away from it.



	
He was scared shitless of it.





Burgundy curled her fingers against the thick oak
that separated her from the Finder and watched him pace. Yes, back
turned to the circle, arms clasped behind him, and long strides
that kept him active, while never venturing too close.

“He’s a witch, so he knows something isn’t right
here. Stay here. I’ve got this,” Arthur hissed. Before Burgundy
could ask what he meant, his weight left her shoulder. Invisible,
again, and moving forward, from what she could tell by the way he’d
launched himself off of her.

No matter how old and capable Arthur was, the idea
of him facing the Finder head-on had Burgundy clutching at the
rough tree bark. He was such a small, thing, after all. Who knew
how much power was actually contained in that sleek, lizard-like
form?

Fire blasted out from thin air, roaring forth like
an inferno. The Finder didn’t even have a chance, there one minute,
a pile of ashes the next. At first, Burgundy thought she might get
sick. Until she remembered what the Council wanted to do to
her.

Satisfaction uncoiled in her belly and she stepped
out from behind the tree as Arthur materialized at the center of
the fairy circle.

Arthur moved around the ring counter-clockwise,
chanting, “Thrice around, this circle once was bound, now this
spell is unwound.”

“Really?” Burgundy asked as she watched the
firedrake.

“When you learn more about what it truly means to
wield magick, you will also understand that words matter. There is
power in names, in chants, in song, and in spoken intent. As long
as your words aren’t empty, they can change the world.” He stopped
and stood still, snout tucked in close to his chest and eyes
slitted. “Protect my town.” The command was low, yet firm, each
syllable enunciated crisply in Arthur’s British accent.

Burgundy’s only warning was the way the leaves
trembled, even though there wasn’t a breeze.

Because whatever power Arthur had infused in that
circle burst up and out like an explosion, radiating out from its
center and arcing back down all around the forest, beyond her line
of sight.

“If you want to take back Rock Grove,” Arthur yelled
over the growing roar of the magickal fire, “it’s now or
never!”


Chapter Eighteen

 


She’d never seen Mr. Knight feed before and
why would she have? The vampire was a private person, to say the
least.

Which really didn’t prepare Burgundy for
seeing him in the heat of battle, fangs sunk deep into the neck of
one of the black trench coat-clad Finders, a streak of blood
marring his pale chin. She turned away, determined not to be
squicked out. It wasn’t like she had room to judge when all it took
was a flick of her fingers to send three Finders at a time flying
down the street, tumbling in all directions.

The beauty of this moment was seeing that
she and Mr. Knight weren’t the only people duking it out with the
Finders.

As much as Burgundy couldn’t stand Lynn
Hastings, the overbearing library assistant she referred to as
“Evil-Lyn” behind her back, the woman was a sight for eyes. She’d
shifted into werecat form and raked her way through a swath of
Finders with her talons. Burgundy turned away and gritted her
teeth. She’d never call Lynn that name again.

A collie dashed past her
and launched itself into the air, topping a Finder to the
ground. Go get ‘em, Lassie! Er, Chief
Brandon, Burgundy silently
cheered.

Cassandra Troy, the town soothsayer,
crouched in the doorway of the hardware store, red hair wild around
her pale face. Burgundy ran to her and shoved the door to the shop
open before pulled Cass through it.

“One of your blood will die,” the woman
intoned as Burgundy left her on the floor and stepped past her.

“Yeah, here’s hoping.” Burgundy slammed the
door behind her, cutting off any other words Cass might have for
her. She didn’t have time for prophecies and considering she had
two sides of a family now, one half beloved and the other
estranged, the possibilities for one of them dying were pretty
high.

“Burgundy!” someone yelled and then a tall
form stood before her, blotting out what remained of the daylight.
The person grunted and drew back their elbow. Something sliced
through the air and twanged when it hit its mark.

Peeking around the person who’d thrown
herself in harm’s way, Burgundy saw a Finder crumple to the ground
with a feathered arrow protruding from his chest.

“Thanks, for that, Martha.” She exhaled,
relieved to see most of the bodies on the ground were clad in
black.

The Amazon didn’t turn to her. She shrugged
and nocked another arrow on her bow. “Go back to the library.
You’re needed.”

Burgundy didn’t ask questions. If Martha
said she needed to be somewhere, then she would go.

A silvery cast colored the entire world
everywhere she ran along Main Street, sharpening her focus. There
were still plenty of targets and Burgundy didn’t let any get past
her. She would strike and move, strike and move, throwing Finders
out of her way and letting the rest of the town handle them. And,
oh, how glorious it was to see the people of Rock Grove on the
streets, fighting back!

The Calhoun Brothers, Officer Al, Walter
Falter, Delia Hardgrove… The list of supernatural residents who’d
taken to the streets to reclaim their town went on. Even Principal
Bingley and Old Man Craghorn were out there, wielding what looked
like ancient blunderbusses.

Of all the townspeople she encountered,
though, the power pulsing off the mayor might have been even more
disturbing than Mr. Knight’s bloody tactic. The moment she
encountered the heat of that angelic energy, Burgundy shielded her
eyes and turned away from it. It expanded out from Mayor Michaels,
engulfing anyone near him. In the time it took Burgundy to blink,
the Finders caught in his light went to ashes.

She should have been afraid. Dread ought to
be pushing up in her throat as logic told her this revolt wouldn’t
go unpunished. That what they were doing was wrong, so very wrong,
because killing shouldn’t be the answer.

But that darker side of her mind whispered
back, “The Council wouldn’t hesitate to kill and nothing is more
dangerous than zealotry. Except people with something to lose. Take
it back and no regrets.”

Yeah, that side of her
was sooo right.
After all, the Council had threatened to take away her ability to
procreate – whether she cared to or not – and then killed her aunt,
her ex-girlfriend, and her one of her new warlock buddies. Oh yeah, and they’d
basically screwed over her family before she had a chance to be
born into it.

Enough was enough. Especially when she saw
Sylvia and Marian back to back, outnumbered by at least half a
dozen Finders. They wanted to pick on poor, defenseless nymph
librarians?

“Not in my town,” Burgundy ground out. She
raised her hands, ready to take more shots, when she witnessed
something unexpected.

Both Marian and Sylvia lifted their hands,
palms up, toward the sky. They seemed to be singing, a melodious
tune emanating from them both. The moment their upraised hands
touched, the Finders circling them collapsed in a cascade of
flowers. Something terribly ugly turned achingly beautiful.

“Note to self: never underestimate a nymph.”
Burgundy spun to seek out another opponent and stopped short at the
beautiful blonde woman who’d appeared in front of her.

“It’s time to go,” Jenna’s familiar voice
said, wavering slightly. “Rock Grove is free once again, but now is
the time to save Charlotte.”

“Jenna.” Burgundy hated how her voice
cracked, how she faltered and tears clouded her gaze at the
semi-transparent image in front of her.

“Go to her,” Jenna intoned, “and end this
once and for all.” She faded out of sight, leaving only a blurred
view of Main Street. Or maybe it was the tears that did that,
obscuring Burgundy’s vision. She reached up to wipe her eyes. The
moment she could see clearly again, she was staring into the face
of another blonde.

Except this one radiated heavenly fire, her
perfect hair a wild halo around her head, her red lips pressed
together in a grimace, her shoulders rolled back, as if tensed to
strike.

“Burgundy.” Mercy Michaels’s voice thrummed
like an earthquake. “Whatever you did, thank you.”

“It wasn’t me, but you can thank Arthur
later. I need to go to the Witches Council and bring the fight to
them.”

Mrs. Michaels’s grimace turned into a cold,
wicked grin. “Count me in.”

“No, you can’t.” Burgundy
held up both hands as if to ward her off. Rock Grove’s first lady
with her soccer mom-perfect style get involved in
that fight? No way. “You
can’t risk it. The mayor would kill me.”

“These people came into my hometown,
threatened me, my husband, and the people we’re responsible for,
and left us powerless to stop them by overwhelming us with numbers
and magick. Now that we’ve taken them out, I want more.” Mrs.
Michaels straightened, fists clenched at her side, looking so
unlike the ladylike persona she always portrayed. Burgundy didn’t
know if she should be impressed or afraid. “I want them to burn,
Burgundy, and learn their lesson. They will never mess with my town
again.”

Icy certainty filled Burgundy’s veins. Mrs.
Michaels was right. She wanted to see them burn, to show them
they’d fucked with not only the wrong warlock, but the wrong
town.

She caught sight of her favorite vampire
(technically, the only vampire she knew) and yelled, “Mr. Knight,
do you want to take this to the Witches Council with us?”

He nodded, his lips a bloody, snarling sneer
Billy Idol would have been proud of. “Hell yes, young lady. Lead
the way.”

Something settled on her shoulder and a
British-accented voice said, “I’ll let your father know,” before
Arthur disappeared as quickly as he’d arrived.

With both hands, Burgundy focused her magick
to create a portal to the one place she hadn’t exactly wanted to
see again… until now. Beyond the flickering blue oval, the
Jacobethan manor loomed, dark clouds shadowing it.

“Well, would you look at
that?” she drawled. “It’s like they know something’s up. Ready or
not, witches, here we come.”











Chapter Nineteen

 


“So a vampire, an angel, and a warlock walk
into a bar,” Burgundy called out as she placed a sleeping spell on
the first guard. Oh, how satisfying it was to watch him crumple to
the ground, using the power she’d only dreamt of before finding out
the truth. “The vampire orders a Bloody Mary, the angel orders a
Virgin Mary, and the warlock suggests the bartender let the witches
know they’re going to need a Hail Mary to get through this.”

“I’m not sure if you’re brilliant or scary.
But you’re definitely not as funny as you think you are.” Mr.
Knight backed up against her and grunted. Something thumped to the
ground and Burgundy glanced over her shoulder to see a Finder
sprawled on the ground before Mr. Knight reached down to pull the
witch upright. “She’ll do as far as a Bloody Mary,” he muttered,
before sinking his teeth into the woman’s neck.

On the opposite side, Mrs. Michaels radiated
that oppressive heavenly fire, obliterating her opponents. Burgundy
almost wanted to ask what kind of angelic being she and her husband
were, but that seemed disrespectful in the moment. She had bigger
fish to fry, anyway, like getting Charlotte out of that awful
place.

“If the two of you can hold down the
perimeter, I’m going in!” she shouted.

“Alone?” Mr. Knight called back.

“Unless you have a better idea!” Burgundy
turned and ran, the only thing she could do that would keep her
from rethinking her decision. Who knew what would happen if she
decided to wait on reinforcements from her father, Alek, and
whoever else decided to show up? Silas was no fool and she couldn’t
risk him deciding the warlocks were more dangerous than expected,
and then cutting his losses by taking it out on Charlotte.

Satisfaction filled her as she shoved the
front door open and listened to it bang against the interior wall.
Oh yes, she was coming to save her woman and tell the Council where
they could shove their arbitrary laws.

She sucked in a deep breath and squared her
shoulders. The coat she wore was a loaner from Mercy Michaels, an
elegant white full-length faux sheepskin coat with a flared fit and
long sleeves that ended in cuffs. It set off her rosy skin and
blue-highlighted black hair perfectly. She hoped she could return
it to the first lady without any bloodstains.

No one was in the foyer, the desk outside
the conference room and chairs along the wall empty. But there was
no mistaking the buzz of chatter coming from the inner sanctuary,
the room where Silas held court and convinced other witches to
follow him. If that was where they wanted to defend themselves,
then that’s where Burgundy would make her stand.

She shoved through that door, too, pushing
her way in like a cowboy marching up to the bar in a crowded
saloon. Intimidation was the only tool she had since it was one
against…

Well, she didn’t exactly
count as she strode through the room and hopped up on top of the
end of the large, round conference desk. Don’t tell me the odds, Kid, she
reminded herself. Han Solo philosophy was the way to go if she was
going to brave her way through this.

“Ah, Burgundy Jane Hart. We were expecting
you sooner.” Silas sat back in his chair, hands on the armrests,
head tilted up so he could face her. While everyone else in the
room appeared poised to spring – from the Finders ranged around the
room, to the seated witches – he alone looked relaxed, calm, like
he was greeting someone for afternoon tea.

It was a calculated move, Burgundy told
herself. Because Silas was either an idiot or a genius. Probably
both, like so many people afflicted with the same, unrealistically
high level of arrogance. Too bad there wasn’t a psychologist in the
house. They’d have a field day with this guy. If she had anything
to say about it, there wouldn’t be enough of the guy left for
analysis.

“The name,” she answered, “is Burgundy Jane
Black, warlock at large. Of course, I’m not the only warlock here,
am I?”

“Aren’t you?” Silas glanced around the room
and shrugged. “You’re the only one I see. Those two outside –
friends, I’m assuming – don’t appear to be warlocks, and your
father is strangely absent. He backed you up last time you had the
temerity to show your face here.”

Burgundy walked along the table, trying to
ignore the pounding of heart. She was playing with fire. Oh, so
much fire. An inferno. All it would take was one person to get an
itchy trigger finger and spell her into oblivion. Worse, she had to
count on the theory that Silas didn’t want her to die, but instead
to make an example of her. Hooray.

“Gosh, you’re right, my father isn’t here.
But…” She passed Silas, stopped one chair away, and turned on her
heel. “My mother is.”

Ah, that did it. She’d shown her hand now
and the reward was priceless. All color drained from Silas’s face
and his relaxed expression tensed, hands gripping the chair’s
armrests. It was only a few seconds of reaction, but that was all
it took.

Even when his expression smoothed out,
Burgundy knew she’d won their first battle. “And you think Lily is
going to help you, a rogue magick-user who flouts our laws and
traditions?”

“No, I don’t think that at all. But I do
think it’s odd that she was allowed to procreate, despite being a
half-warlock, herself.”

A collective exhalation filled the room and
all witches, except Silas, turned to stare at Burgundy’s mother.
Lily stood by the door, hands twitching at her sides as she looked
up at her.

“I can’t believe you’re making up these
accusations.” Her voice trembled and her arms shook.

Burgundy couldn’t blame her. There was
nothing comfortable about being the focus of everyone’s attention,
when all they wanted to do was kill warlocks.

“Don’t worry,” Burgundy said, turning and
continuing her walk to the other end of the table, her back to both
Silas and her mother. “It’s not like it’s your fault, right? I
mean, one of your parents obviously was suffering from the same
affliction.”

A murmur rose from the rest of the witches
in that room, followed by an outraged shout. “What do you mean,
she’s a warlock? I thought warlocks couldn’t be Finders.”

Another witch asked, “What’s going on here,
Silas? Is Lily Bloom a warlock?”

When Burgundy turned again, it was just in
time to catch the crafty smile that tugged at Silas’s mouth. He’d
taken the bait and now she had to let the chips fall where they
may.

“F-father?” Lily sounded
so small and helpless, Burgundy almost pitied her. Not quite,
though. She’d show her mother the same love her mother had shown
her. Absolutely none.

“You have nothing to fear, Lily.” Silas’s
voice was loud enough to fill the room, to ensure everyone heard
what Burgundy knew he was about to say. “But surely all of you
remember my first wife, Eleanor, who was burned at the stake for
being a warlock. Her death served as your absolution and we have
embraced you. Haven’t you become one of our best Finders, the
representation of all of the Council’s best intentions to uphold
our laws?”

Lily’s expression hardened somewhat and she
glared at Burgundy. “Why did you have to even bring that up?” she
asked. “What are you trying to do here?”

“Me?” Burgundy pressed both hands to her
chest. “I’m getting the truth Silas values so much out there.
Because I find it strange, awfully strange, that your sister, Iris
wasn’t half-warlock.”

The hush that followed gave Burgundy a
moment to spread her awareness. How nice it was to actually have
power, the power her aunt had told her for so many years would
never be more than the ability to stir the sugar in her coffee or
mop a floor.

Even better was the moment she found
Charlotte. The medicine woman was there, healthy, and seething with
fury in the basement dungeon of the manor. Burgundy sucked back her
sigh of relief. Today was all about showing the witches the truth,
all right. The truth about themselves and the man they chose to
follow, and she had to keep her composure.

“I mean, if you both had the same mother,”
Burgundy continued, “it stands to reason that Iris was half-warlock
too. Yet, she wasn’t. Why is that?”

Silas finally turned to her, jaw tight, chin
jutting in defiance.

“Grandpa,” Burgundy drawled, “is there
something you aren’t telling us?”

“Your grandmother was a whore. Whoever
Iris’s real father was must have been a powerful enough witch to
mask her other half with his DNA.”

“Funny you mention DNA.” Burgundy began the
trek back across the conference desk, stopping to crouch down and
grin at Peri.

The brunette witch remained seated and, out
of everyone there, managed to be the only one who didn’t look
nervous. If anything, she looked secretly thrilled with what was
happening, eyes sparkling and lips twitching with her efforts to
contain her laughter. Good. Burgundy had at least one ally in the
room.

“DNA is such a
human concept, don’t you
think? I mean, there’s no changing it, no forcing it to do anything
it doesn’t want to do, even in a controlled, scientific
environment. So this idea that warlocks can actually override
biology and somehow force not just reproduction, but intentionally
create a warlock child is crazy. Isn’t it? Whether or not a child
is this or that is a fluke of genetics, really. Isn’t that right,
Grandpa?”

The word left a bitter taste in her mouth,
but why stop when she was on a roll?

“Exactly,” Silas said. “Warlocks certainly
can’t overpower a witch’s magick to force their genetics into a
fetus. That’s absurd.”

“Absurd, yet you’ve built your entire career
on telling these people that’s exactly what warlocks can do.”
Burgundy spread her arms to encompass the whole room and batted her
eyelashes a few times. There was a fine line between sympathetic
and crazy, a line easily crossed with one too many eyelash
flutters. “Vicious rumors about the opponent, isn’t that always how
a politician wins?”

“I think this little game of yours is over,
Ms. Black.” Silas glared at her and lifted one hand off the arm of
his chair.

“Oh, not yet, because I hate to leave out my
dear uncle, Reggie. Show of hands: who here knows Reggie is my
step-grandma Felicia’s son with my grandpa?” Burgundy glanced
around the room and when none of the witches made a move, she
coaxed, “Come on, don’t be shy. Who knows Reggie is their
adulterous loinspawn?”

A few hands lifted before lowering. It was
enough to make her point.

“So, Silas, if Reggie is older than Lily,
but younger than Iris, what does that say about the venerated
leader of the Witches Council?”

The curl to Silas’s lips told her she was
winning, bit by bit. “So what? Infidelity is nothing. I already
suspected Eleanor was harboring a terrible secret and Felicia
offered the comfort I needed in a time of grief.”

Burgundy nodded. “True and I won’t even get
into the fact that, despite that supposed secret and short-lived
grief, you managed to hook up with my grandmother one last time to
make my mother. But, grandpa…”

Burgundy crouched in front of him on the
table and tipped her head, sure she probably looked a bit maniacal
in the moment. Because now? Now was the time for crazy.

“But why is Reginald half-warlock, too?”

She barely had a moment to brace herself for
Reginald’s attack. His body slammed into her, knocking her off the
desk. Burgundy tucked as she tumbled to the floor and rolled to her
feet behind Silas’s chair.

Reginald glared at her, hands braced on the
desk, lips drawn back in a snarl worthy of Mr. Knight’s vampiric
appearance. “You little bitch, you’ll ruin everything!”

“Yeah.” Burgundy brushed her hands along the
sleeves of her jacket. “That’s kind of the plan. So, any questions
before this annihilation gets under way?”

“Just one.” To Burgundy’s surprise, Peri
rose from her chair and slanted a glare at Reginald. “Can I take
out the bastard who killed my girlfriend?”

“Be my guest.” Burgundy rolled up her
sleeves and glared at Silas, who had finally risen from his chair.
He didn’t spare her as much as a glance, but simply looked out at
the witches who were all muttering amongst themselves.

“She has no proof!”

The door slammed open, which sent Lily
stumbling to one side as Eleanor strode in, Cian Black, Addison
Karlsson, Aleksandr, James, and at least a dozen other warlocks
behind her.

“Actually, you’re right,” Eleanor said.
“Burgundy doesn’t have the proof. I do.” She held one hand high
overhead, a roll of parchment clutched in it.

“What’s that?” one of the Council members to
Silas’s left asked.

“The original charter of the Witches
Council. Hidden from the moment I realized Silas was a warlock and
trying to wrest control of the Council from the people who’d
originally started it. We used to be a democracy. He turned it into
a dictatorship and built his power on a throne of lies. It ends
here, sweetie, because I want a divorce and I want my Council
back.”

Felicia pushed her chair back, shot to her
feet, and screeched, “You told me she was dead!” before storming
toward the door.

“Bye, Felicia!” Burgundy called after her.
“Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”

The woman turned, long blonde hair cascading
around her shoulders and fake breasts bobbing. “I’ve had enough of
you, too, you little… little… warlock!” She drew back her hand and
lobbed a shot of energy at Burgundy. It found its mark before
Burgundy could dodge and she gasped as ice encased her right arm,
crawling up the sleeve of her coat from wrist to shoulder.

“Oh, please.” Eleanor pointed at Felicia and
a spiral of flame left her palm to surround the woman Silas had
replaced her with so many years ago. “She said bye, Felicia, so you
can run and live to see another day, or stick around and die.”

“That’s my mother, you
hag.” Reginald charged toward the door. Before Burgundy could yell
a warning, he stumbled and fell, something twining around his
ankles. Something living
twining around them.

Reginald turned over and started ripping at
the ropes writhing around his legs.

“Snakes! I hate snakes!” he half-whimpered,
half-screamed as he tore frantically at them.

Burgundy slid a glance at Peri, who was bent
over, chortling with laughter. Peri met her gaze and winked. “Know
your enemy, and all that.”

Respect for the witch surged through
Burgundy. Between her and the warlocks that’d banded together,
maybe this endeavor wasn’t as hopeless as she’d feared.

“Okay, grandpa,” she said, trying to flex
her arm to rid it of the ice. “Time to give up and bring me to my
girlfriend.”

But when Burgundy looked up from her
efforts, Silas had disappeared, leaving nothing but a lingering
scent of summer rain and sweet earth.

The scent of warlock
magick.











Chapter Twenty

 


Chaos erupted – witches rising and shouting
for an explanation, Eleanor raising her hands and calling for calm,
and Cian pushing through the room to grasp Burgundy’s frozen
limb.

“That has to hurt,” he muttered, clucking a
bit like a mother hen. “Hold still. It’s going to hurt more for a
minute.”

“But why –
fuck!” Burgundy screamed
as the deceptive sensation of heat caused by the onset of frostbite
was followed by the sharper bite of fire. Flame licked along her
sleeve for a split-second after the ice melted, before Cian could
fully douse it. Okay, so maybe hoping to return the coat without
bloodstains was possible, but the burn would definitely leave a
mark.

A shrill whistle cut across the room,
followed by Aleksandr bellowing, “Quiet!”

The burble of noise settled and Eleanor
walked into the center of the room, handing the charter to Peri as
she did so. “Let’s move on, shall we, before this turns into an
all-out war?”

“And let’s move on, ourselves.” Cian took
Burgundy by the hand and tugged her toward the door. “You came to
save Charlotte, so that’s what you need to do, before Silas leaves
you her head on a platter. Now that he’s been outed for passing as
a witch for hundreds of years, he’s not going to go without getting
in his parting shots, I can assure you.”

Burgundy followed him without a word, though
she heard plenty of words coming from behind her – Eleanor
explaining how Silas had actually been the driving force behind the
witch hunts over the years, how he’d systematically destroyed
Eleanor’s credibility, as well as that of any other witches in
positions of power in the Council, consolidating it for
himself.

She already knew all of this. Cian was
right. The one place Burgundy needed to be was at Charlotte’s side,
getting her out of this hellhole.

“Let me help.” Lily followed, a quiet,
shadowy presence at Cian’s side.

“No.” His firm statement made Burgundy catch
her breath and she tilted her head enough to see something
shimmering in her mother’s eyes. Did they still have feelings for
one another?

“Please. I know a faster way downstairs
since we can’t teleport the way my fath—” Lily shook her head,
chest shaking with her next breath. “The way Silas can. Come on.”
She plucked at Cian’s sleeve, as if afraid to touch him, and
pointed across the hall.

Cian glanced back at Burgundy, a question in
the way his eyes narrowed and his brow lifted. She nodded. They had
very little to lose at this point, and it was two against one if
Lily did turn on them.

Whatever Lily did in that brief moment made
something rumble. Burgundy looked up in time to see a wall sliding
back, revealing a winding staircase. “Follow me.”

Cian’s hand closed around the back of Lily’s
neck and he pulled her close. For a moment, Burgundy thought her
parents might kiss. “If this is a trap,” Cian whispered, “I will
kill you. Slowly.”

The way Lily’s throat moved, Burgundy could
tell she was swallowing words, fear, whatever else that statement
incited in her. “Come on,” was all her mother said, before turning
away and hurrying down the stairs.

Not much had changed about the basement
dungeon beneath the Witches Council’s otherwise beautiful manor.
The cells they passed at first were empty, until they reached the
very deepest part of the basement.

Charlotte stood in her cell, chin lifted and
teeth gritted. Her gaze barely flicked to them and Burgundy cringed
when she realized why the medicine woman wasn’t moving.

“You come one step closer and she dies,”
Silas hissed, his entire body shaking. His arm was drawn back,
elbow high, and a sword clutched in that hand.

Burgundy blinked as another form emerged,
the outline of Arthur sitting on Silas’s other shoulder, talons
pressed to his throat. “And if she dies, he dies,” the firedrake
said so nonchalantly, Burgundy hoped it wasn’t an idle threat.

Silas barked out a laugh. “Yes, I know,
Arthur. I know how you are, that I’m not getting out of here
without at least some of my blood spilling.”

“You… know each other?” Burgundy asked,
taking a step around her father.

“Oh yes, we were friends so very long ago.”
Silas never looked at her, never wavered in his focus as his blade
pricked at, but didn’t pierce, Charlotte’s throat.

“Were being the operative word,” Arthur
said. “You see, we had a difference of opinion about what a warlock
ought to be, what we were entitled to or not. Silas thought it was
acceptable to crush those of lesser power.”

“While you thought we ought to work together
for the good of all. Ridiculous notions, Arthur. Couldn’t you have
been my friend instead of my rival?”

Burgundy put up both hands and took another
step forward. If she could keep Silas talking, it might help keep
him from ramming that big-ass sword into her girlfriend’s throat.
Maybe.

“Wait a minute. So Silas took over the
Witches Council, which is the whole reason why Arthur started the
Firebrand Syndicate, but in reality, all of this goes back to a
disagreement you could have probably resolved by killing each other
in the first place?”

Silas turned his head a fraction toward
Arthur. “Even I couldn’t kill the only person I’ve ever loved.”

“Okay…” The mindfuck of it all had Burgundy
gasping for breath. She turned back to Cian, who simply shrugged
and edged away in the opposite direction. If he could get around
them and pull Charlotte out of harm’s way, somehow, Burgundy would
owe him a million times over.

“Same,” Arthur agreed. “So why not drop that
sword, let the girl go, and we can finish this like civilized
warlocks.”

The sigh Silas released almost tore at
Burgundy’s heart. “You know I can’t do that. There’s no point to
anything now. I’ve lost. So I might as well make the person who
initiated my fall from grace suffer for it.”

He means me.
Burgundy stared at the back of Silas, heart
palpitations leaving her dizzy. He means
ME!

As if in slow motion, Silas drew back his
elbow even further and then thrust it forward.

Charlotte yelped as something knocked her to
one side. Something tall, willowy, blonde-haired, and blue-eyed.
The sword hit the chiseled chest plate with a clank and the woman
now in Charlotte’s place sliced down at it with a long, shining
blade that emanated enough light to chase away even the darkest
shadows.

“Pick on someone your own size.” Jenna
narrowed her eyes and spun her sword, before crossing it front of
her in invitation. Somehow, the armor, including shoulder pauldrons
and thigh pieces, made her appear taller and, much to Burgundy’s
chagrin, more beautiful than ever.

Her breath hitched as she asked,
“Jenna?”

“Burgundy, long time, no
see. Do you want me to kill him? Because I wouldn’t mind doing it.
I really, really, really
wouldn’t mind. Plus, it keeps me in good standing
with my sisters in Valhalla and all that.”

“He doesn’t deserve any mercy,” Cian said.
“Not after everything he’s done.”

“And who are you to judge?” Silas turned
away from Jenna, sword barely clutched in his hand. “You’re as
guilty as anyone else here of having your own agenda, of seeking
power, like when you stole Cupid’s Bow.”

“Which he did at my behest.” Arthur removed
his claws from Silas’s throat and pushed off his shoulder, crossing
from the cell to perch on a wooden chair, instead. “Cian has been
operating on behalf of the Firebrand Syndicate all along, each move
calculated to draw you out and lead Burgundy to the truth about
herself. We hoped it would be a lot more straightforward, but here
we are, one big, dysfunctional warlock family.”

Silas stretched both arms out to his sides
and said, “Then kill me, because I don’t want to be a part of any
of this.”

Before anyone could respond, before Burgundy
could even imagine the right way to handle his request, something
crashed along the corridor and into Cian, knocking him against
Lily. Despite the warning, the chance to escape, Felicia stood
there, spraying ice over everything and everyone in sight.

“Run!” she told Silas.

“Oh, hell no.” Lily managed to disentangle
herself from Cian and reached out, wrapping Felicia’s long hair
around her hand once and then a second time. “I’ve always hated
having a stepmother,” she growled before tugging the witch off her
feet.

Felicia let out a squeal of pain as she fell
to the floor and Lily straddled her.

“Mother!” Reginald was only a few seconds
behind, but he skidded to a stop on the icy floor and glared past
Silas at Jenna. “I killed you, you succubus slut!”

“Oh, sorry, it didn’t quite… stick. You
know, being only half-succubus and the daughter of a legendary
Viking, and all. It turns out that sacrificing myself for another
warrior was the honorable thing to do and triggered my Valkyrie
powers.” Jenna snapped her fingers, scrunched her nose at him, and
smiled in the way that used to drive Burgundy crazy. “I’m immortal,
baby. But you’re not, so let’s dance.”

Silas stepped aside just as Reginald shot a
blast of magick into the cell, one that should have caught Jenna
squarely in the chest and crushed her like a grape. Instead,
though, Jenna came roaring out of the cell, both hands holding her
sword high before she brought it down to cleave Reginald’s head
from his body.

“That’s for killing me!” she shouted. “And
for putting my girlfriend through all of that and for all the other
shitty things you’ve done to people I care about!”

“Wow, tell him how you really feel.”
Burgundy looked away from the gruesome scene. It was when Felicia
started screaming that she had to cover her ears. Everyone was
doing it, not just her, as the woman’s keening reached an almost
ear-shattering pitch.

And it didn’t stop. The entire dungeon was
shaking, the house above them creaking alarmingly.

Hands pressed to her ears, Burgundy turned
back to the cell. Charlotte was crouched on the floor, covering her
head to protect herself from the noise. The scream didn’t seem to
have any effect on Silas, who caught Burgundy’s gaze and then
grinned before he raised the sword and advanced on Charlotte’s
prone form.

Burgundy’s own scream was lost as the entire
world flashed from full color to silver. In an instant, she made
the decision. Every beat of her heart, every tingle of energy,
every pulse of magick – she concentrated it on one goal.

Protect
Charlotte.

If she’d thought Reginald’s death was
gruesome, then this was a hundred times worse as Silas didn’t
simply collapse and die. He splattered all over the place, his body
exploding under the force of years of untapped warlock magick as
Burgundy let him have it.

Blood and gray matter and who knew what
else, erupted in the cell. Felicia’s scream turned into a retching
cough as the woman rolled over to dislodge the remnants of her
husband’s innards from her throat.

“And that, as they say, is that.” Jenna
looked surprisingly satisfied and not at all upset that she was
also covered in the visceral bits of a man who’d been alive only a
few seconds prior.

Burgundy had so damn many questions, but she
moved into the cell as quickly as she could, careful not to slip on
the horrible mix of ice, blood, and fleshy bits, and knelt beside
Charlotte. Their gazes met when Charlotte finally slipped her hands
down, away from her ears, and turned toward her.

“Are you okay?” Burgundy asked.

Charlotte nodded. “I really need a shower,
though.”

Choking out a laugh, Burgundy pulled
Charlotte into her embrace. It didn’t matter that they were both
covered with gore at the moment. She’d kicked some ass, taken her
town back, given the Council back to the witches, and saved the
woman she loved.

They’d earned more than a shower.













Chapter Twenty-One

 


After locking the front door to the Rock Grove
public library, Burgundy waved goodbye to Marian and Sylvia. The
women went their separate ways down the street.

The late winter air was sweet with the promise of
spring. Burgundy meandered along Main Street, where preparations
for the spring festival were underway. After a triumphant December,
followed by two straight months of snow, everyone was excited that
a thaw had finally taken hold.

Burgundy stopped and listened to
the music from the speakers on the light posts. Billie Holliday,
crooning Blue Moon the weekend before the equinox.

The Calhoun brothers walked by, escorting everyone’s
favorite Rock Grove High School teacher, Miss Mason, into the
diner. Cass drifted along the sidewalk, no doubt lost her own
little world.

A few more steps brought Burgundy
to the theater, where Glen Gleason was perched atop a ladder,
changing the marquee. “Oh, Burgundy,” he called down to her, his
voice as wobbly as his balance, “I’m torn between showing
The Wizard of Oz or Airplane! tomorrow night. What do you think?”

Burgundy glared up at him and put her hands on her
hips. “Glen, I’d suggest avoiding witch movies for the foreseeable
future. Besides, you can never go wrong with a classic comedy.”

“In that case, maybe we could – whoa, oh no, oh no,
oh nooo!” The ladder tilted alarmingly toward Burgundy, but a flick
of her wrist stabilized it and then pushed it back into place.

“Why don’t you get down from there
and let me handle things?” Burgundy held the ladder steady with her
magick as Glen descended. As soon as his feet touched the pavement,
she waved at the marquee to rearrange the letters, spelling
out Airplane!

Glen turned to her, his scrawny body sagging with
relief. “Thank you for that. I don’t know what we’d do without
you.”

Burgundy knew, but she held her tongue, waved, and
continued walking. When she reached the end of Main Street, the
corner across from the town hall, she turned and looked back down
the street.

All was well in the town of Rock Grove, the lights
gradually illuminating as the sun dipped behind the trees, people
walking into the diner and the bar for their Friday night usual,
and teenagers loitering outside businesses, not causing any
harm.

“You know what’s funny?”

Burgundy glanced at Martha, who stood beside her,
long white hair in its usual braid and tall, thick form clad in her
usual overalls and sweatshirt. Gone were the Amazonian bow and
arrows, but Burgundy knew they were always ready, at the service of
the people of Rock Grove. Even though they hadn’t spoken of how
Martha stepped up and protected her, of how everyone in the town
finally rallied around Burgundy, they didn’t have to.

This was their town, damn it, and that meant they
took care of their neighbors. Even if those neighbors were
warlocks.

She also knew to bite her tongue and not answer
Martha’s perpetual question the way she normally did, so she shook
her head and said, “No. What’s funny?”

“Clowns.” Martha nudged her with her elbow and
continued down the street, whistling.

Something heavy and white landed on the hood of
Burgundy’s car.

“I’d say you owe me a coat, but it makes more sense
to give it to you.” Mercy Michaels folded her arms and tilted her
head toward the car. “Take it. You earned it.”

“Me?” Burgundy glanced down at the coat and couldn’t
help but run her hand over it. “This has to be a thousand dollar
coat, Mrs. Michaels.”

“Yeah, so?” The first lady shrugged. “A real
sheepskin coat with fur trim is more like twenty-five hundred.
Anyway, you earned it. The battle scars are all yours, Burgundy.
Take it with my gratitude.”

Gathering the heavy garment between her hands,
Burgundy nodded and tried not to bring it to her nose to smell it.
She already knew how it would smell – like angelic magick, because
the blood and burn were both gone, removed from the fabric like
nothing had ever happened. It was the memory the coat represented,
the imprint that really bore the battle scars.

“Oh, my husband said you’re getting special
recognition at the spring festival next weekend. No ifs, ands, or
butts about it. So do us a favor and dress nicely, okay?” Mercy
flashed her flawless white teeth, turned on her heel, and sashayed
down the road, blonde hair as perfect and immobile as ever.

Burgundy watched the first lady until Mercy turned a
corner.

Home sweet home, where everything was back to normal
and angels handed warlocks thousand dollar coats.

****

“Addison says the collaboration between the
Syndicate and Council is going swimmingly,” Arthur declared, his
enunciation slightly less crisp thanks to the stalk of celery he
was chewing. “I dare say, having two women lead the world’s most
formidable magickal societies is a nice change.”

Charlotte glanced at Burgundy and grinned. “Yeah,
women are pretty spiffy.”

“Do you know how much I love you?” Burgundy wished
she didn’t have to ignore the desire that shot through her body.
They had too much going on tonight to stop for even a quickie. So
she leaned in and kissed Charlotte only a second before the
doorbell rang. “Okay, that’s her. Why don’t the two of you wait out
back?”

“Whatever you say.” Charlotte picked up the veggie
tray she’d been preparing and left the kitchen.

Having her in the home Burgundy had always shared
with her aunt was better than anything she’d ever experienced in
her entire life. No more microwave meals, no more feeling like she
couldn’t be herself, because Charlotte was here. Even lovelier was
the fact that Charlotte had given her cook, Kevin, an ownership
stake in the diner. Now, she was home every night when Burgundy got
off of work. There was nothing like walking through the front door
to a home cooked meal made by the woman she loved.

Except this Friday night was special because there
would be guests. People Burgundy couldn’t wait to see. She finished
wiping down the countertop, wiped her hands off on a towel, and
waved Arthur toward the door. “You, too. I really need to do this
alone. She asked me to.”

“Okay, fine. You’ll know where I am if you need me.”
The firedrake followed Charlotte and Burgundy strode to the front
door, hands clammy despite the towel.

When she opened it, Lily extended a wine bottle and
said, “It’s customary to bring a gift to the hostess and you’re old
enough to drink, right?”

“Sure, if you want to, and yes. I know you missed a
lot of my life, but I’m definitely past twenty-one. Thanks.”
Burgundy accepted the bottle and glanced at the label. The
expensive Cabernet Sauvignon was just what the doctor ordered,
especially if she was going to have to be in the same space as her
mother for a little while. “Come in.”

“Thank you.” Lily stepped through the door and
glanced around the home as if seeing it for the first time. “I
think the last time I was here was right after I had you. The attic
room with the round window was mine when I lived with Iris.”

Burgundy closed the door and tried to calm the
tension radiating through her. This couldn’t possibly be anymore
awkward. “It was mine, too, but I moved into Aunt Iris’s room after
she… after I came home to Rock Grove.”

“Yeah. Um… You know, I had no idea she was only my
half-sister. She was always so good to me. I guess she lucked out,
not being Silas’s daughter, after all.” Lily scuffed the heel of
her toe against the floor, hands in her pockets. Without the
all-black ensemble, she looked younger, more vulnerable than
Burgundy had ever seen her. The dark wash jeans and yellow blouse
really complemented her red hair and green eyes, but Lily didn’t
seem like the type of woman who cared about looks.

Rather than comment on her outfit, Burgundy asked,
“How are things with Eleanor?”

“They’re good. Weird, but good. I guess kind of like
how things are with you and me.” Lily shrugged and her gaze
continued to bounce from one place to another, except back to
Burgundy. “She and Addison are doing a good job bringing witches
and warlocks together. The Council is different now. Really
different than what I grew up with, but in a good way. That article
your friend wrote, though...”

“She has a name,” Burgundy stated. “Jenna Iverson
and, yeah, she’s a journalist. All she wanted to do was tell the
truth.”

Her mother let out a sound somewhere between a cough
and a choke. “She sure did that. I don’t think Eleanor or Addison
were pleased, but it worked out for the best. Once everyone came
forward, like the shifters and nymphs and other races, everyone was
able to clear the air.”

“Really?” Burgundy asked. The expose Jenna had
written on Silas and the Witches Council hadn’t exactly pulled any
punches. Even Burgundy and Charlotte had cringed while reading it.
She wasn’t surprised it got other supernaturals riled up enough to
confront the witches.

“Strangely enough, yeah.” Lily continued to look
anywhere but at her own daughter, hands jammed in her back pockets,
while she turned her hips one way, than the other. “Look, I want to
make things right with you, but I don’t know how.”

Burgundy set the bottle on the antique telephone
table in the foyer and folded her arms. “I guess we could start by
understanding that we probably won’t ever have a normal
mother-daughter relationship, and accepting that that’s okay.”

“Yeah, good, good.” Lily nodded and didn’t stop.

“Okay, you aren't a bobble-head. You’re my mother
and a half-warlock, half-witch among sort-of friendly people. Try
not to be so nervous.” How strange that when they’d first met, her
mother threatened her, told her not to cause trouble, and now
Burgundy was comforting her. There was no forgetting the times
she’d wished harm on her mother for her actions, but maybe they
could move forward.

“Is your father here?” Lily finally peeked at her, a
sideways glance from her lowered face.

“I’m expecting him.”

“Of course you are.” Lily seemed to decide
something, because she drew in a breath, straightened, removed her
hands from her pockets, and rolled back her shoulders. “I better
face the music, then. Are we going to be in the backyard?”

Before Burgundy could respond, Jenna popped into
sight, Peri at her side. Valkyrie powers hadn’t done a thing to
diminish her demon abilities, including teleport. The way Jenna
glared at Lily had the older witch scurrying for the backdoor, and
Burgundy couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Did you have to do that? She is my mother, after
all.”

“Yeah, and need I remind you it was her brother who
decided to kill me?” Jenna shook her head and pursed her lips. “He
was such a prick.”

The armor seemed to have become a part of Jenna’s
day-to-day wardrobe, because she wore it now, that chest plate with
the shoulder pauldrons gleaming even though there wasn’t much light
glinting off it there in the front hall. It was as if Jenna exuded
her own kind of light now, something unique to her as a… a… what
exactly was she now?

“So, yeah, this half-succubus, half-Valkyrie thing –
I’m liking it.” Jenna grinned and tugged on Peri’s hand. “It’s kind
of cool to scare people, not just be thought of as a walking sex
machine.”

Peri snorted. “Right, because dying and then finding
out you had this suppressed Valkyrie side only made you that much
sexier.”

There was enough giggling and playful shoving
between the couple that even Burgundy had to avert her gaze for a
moment. It was an almost juvenile level of cuteness, but worth
every bit of sugar shock.

“Okay, ladies,” she said, waving at them to settle
down. “There’s plenty of snack food out there and I think Addison
might even grace us with her presence tonight. Try not to frighten
my mother too much, if you can help it. She’s making an
effort.”

“Fiiine,” Jenna grumbled. “But that doesn’t mean I
can’t give her some teeny little looks, make her think twice about
causing any trouble.”

“You’re incorrigible and so cute.” Peri ruffled
Jenna’s hair and off they went, arms wrapped around one another’s
waists, leaving Burgundy to stare after them in amazement.

She carried the wine into the kitchen and set it on
the counter. They could open it later, if anyone wanted some. For
now, she wanted to see what she had done with her hard-won powers.
If just being a warlock had the ability to drive so many people
apart, then what if it could also bring people together?

At the back door, Burgundy paused and placed her
hand on the frame. The circle around the fire pit was no longer the
barren, tamped-down area of dirt, where she and her aunt used to
sit and practice spells. Now it was paved with a spiral pattern of
bricks. The darker colors on the inside gave way to progressively
lighter colors until the entire patio was encircled by the lightest
of all. A reminder, Burgundy decided, that people were made of more
than just one quality. They were dark and light, and everything in
between.

Her aunt had been so much more complicated than
she’d ever known, ever given her credit for, and there were still
unanswered questions. Tonight, she’d sit down with her grandmother,
once Eleanor arrived, and ask every single one of them. Who was
Iris’s father? When had Eleanor known she could no longer trust
Silas? And could the three remaining women in their family somehow
heal the rift that existed through the generations, from mother to
daughter twice over?

Another arrival pulled her from this contemplation.
Her father gave her a mock salute from across the yard, but
approached Lily first. The redheaded witch turned to him, body
slightly hunched as if she wanted to fold into herself and
disappear.

Cian said something and Lily shrugged while averting
her gaze. The fight that used to seem like it’d taken up permanent
residence inside Burgundy’s mother softened. But so did something
in Cian’s demeanor. Not by much. It was only the slightest change
in how he held himself, how he looked when he spoke to Lily, his
mouth a little less taut, eyes not quite as narrowed.

Whatever it was, Burgundy decided it was enough to
hold onto the hope that all of them were heading in the right
direction.

“You did the right thing.” Arthur appeared and
settled on her shoulder, his heat and weight familiar, comfortable
sensations. Reminders that while not everything was what it seemed,
the right friends and believing in herself made anything
possible.

“Yeah, I think I did.” Burgundy finally reached for
the handle and opened the back door. “So, how about some broccoli
beef tomorrow night? Charlotte deserves a night off from cooking
and we haven’t ordered out in a while.”

The firedrake snorted, smoke wisping up from his
nostrils. “Dear girl, I thought you’d never ask.”






The End
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