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    It isn’t safe outside after dawn. 
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    The sunlight fades as I finish getting ready for work.  The walk to the Victorian styled Booker Library isn’t far.  As I approach, the third floor spire towers above the surrounding buildings as if they are her subjects.  It’s the perfect building to store vast tomes of knowledge. 
 
    A year has passed since The Uprising. Spooks (witches, shifters, vampires, fae, and other monsters) came surging from the shadows.  A few months of violence and the Spooks declared victory and normal humans are condemned to the night. 
 
    I unlock the front door of the library and lock it behind me.  The doors don’t officially open for half an hour.  I move to the back to put my belongings in the converted breakroom.  It used to be the kitchen.  A handful of cupboards were converted to lockers for the staff to safely store their belongings. 
 
    My next stop is across the hall at the Stranded Human Room.  As the Head Night Time Librarian, it’s my duty to help or inform any humans that came for sanctuary that it’s safe to leave.  The room used to always be full of scared humans, but now it is usually empty, like tonight. 
 
    The front desk has a note from Michelle, the Head Daylight Librarian, about some new orders.  I met Michelle once.  I was so nervous that I puked on her shoes.  It was horrible, but she laughed it off.  We usually only communicate through memos or notes.  Michelle’s notes always have this bubbly energy and life to them, even when it’s a list of things needing to be done. 
 
    A knock at the door pulls me from my thoughts and the note.  My assistant, Mrs. Price, is here to restock books.  I quickly let her in, and she, just as quickly, disappears with the cart.  A few minutes later, I officially open the library. 
 
    Trickles of people come in and out through the night.  I help people locate books, check them out, and went through the order forms.  Michelle and I have to agree on all the orders we make.  The night blows past in a steady stream of work. 
 
    “Goodnight dearie,” said Mrs. Price as she heads for the door. 
 
    “Night. Be careful heading home,” I answer automatically. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    My eyes drift to the clock over the front door.  I breathe deeply trying to quell my irritation.  Two minutes have gone past since Mrs. Price left and Dax walks in. 
 
    Months of him coming has taught me to breathe through my mouth.  He wears more Axe than any teenage boy I have met.  He has to go through a can a week.  Dax looks like bad news.  I have never seen him wear anything but black leather pants and silk shirts.  His hair is perpetually oozing grease. 
 
    I continue checking books back in.  The next five minutes are going to be like reruns of a bad TV show.  It’s always the same story over and over.  The words vary each night but always mean the same thing.  I try to ignore the suffocating smell while I work. 
 
    “Hey Gwen how’s work been?” 
 
    “It was lovely,” I answer as monotone as possible.  I can’t stop myself from stressing ‘was’ but it doesn’t matter.  He will either ignore it or miss it completely. 
 
    “That’s great. It’s still a mystery to me why you enjoy this job.  I could pay you so much more.  You could make twice the amount you do now and only have to work two nights a week,” purrs Dax.  “I don’t understand why you refuse.  It’s just a little blood.” 
 
    “My refusal has nothing to do with the job,” I answer through clenched teeth. 
 
    Dax runs a very specialized club that caters to bloodsuckers.  Vamps and certain demons mostly lower class ones, enjoy being Dax’s patronages for various reasons.  However, it’s far too suspicious how often he is in need of donors. 
 
    “Look it’s not that dangerous.  I have a lot of security and none of my donors walks home alone.  I even have apartments you can live in for free.  You would always have security watching over you.  The apartment next to mine is open.  I can put you in there, so you’ll feel especially safe.” Dax brushes his fingers across the top of my hand. 
 
    My lips curl back in distaste as everything around me blurs.  Except for Dax, he’s in perfect focus.  I can feel my eyes narrow and harden with rage.  I lean forward as I lock eyes with him. 
 
    “I will never work for you.  You are a vile little cockroach that refuses to leave or take a hint.  You repulse me.”  My voice sounds distant and hard.  I have never heard myself sound like this.  A shudder runs through me.  I can’t tell if it’s the rage or satisfaction at seeing Dax pale. 
 
    His eyes widen as his chin drops down. He instinctively takes a step backwards. 
 
    I can’t stop myself.  I smirk while watching his retreat.  “Door is that way.  You are no longer welcome here.  Leave now,” I demand as I return back to my stack of books. 
 
    “Bitch!” hisses Dax. 
 
    I roll my eyes as I put my stack of books on the cart next to me.  The night is almost over and I have work to finish. 
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    My head feels like it has been hit, hard, which might explain why my brain is impersonating a slug.  I open my eyes only to be met with a light that left me recoiling in pain and nausea.  “OW!” I moan. 
 
    “Don’t move too quickly.  You probably have a concussion,” chuckles a masculine voice. 
 
    Stiffening, I try to recall my last memory, but all I have is the library. 
 
    “Where am I?” I ask hesitantly.  I’m not sure I realy want to know. 
 
    “Adam’s Park,” answers a different masculine voice. 
 
    I groan.  Adam’s Park is three miles away from home.  The sinking feeling that it was daylight and that these two guys were probably Spooks is making my nausea worse.  “Do I really want to know how much trouble I might be in?” 
 
    The two men chuckled and the first one answered, “It is daylight, and if this was a normal circumstance you would be in trouble, but being as you were quite deliberately hit over the head and left here to be found, I would say you’re safe.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” asks the second man. 
 
    “Gwendelyn and yours?” 
 
    “Sergeant Garion Michaels and this is-” 
 
    “I’m Lieutenant Woods, but you can call me.  We are at your service,” interrupts Ash. 
 
    “Were your parents disturbed or think they were hilarious?  I’m sorry that was the concussion speaking and very rude,” I apologize. 
 
    Garion snorted, “Your parents are going to love her.” 
 
    Ash laughs so loud my head whirls and I wince.  “Sorry, they thought they were hilarious.  Do you need a doctor?  You still haven’t opened your eyes,” Ash asks sounding concerned. 
 
    I grimace.  “I don’t wanna.  It hurt last time I opened them.  Plus if I open my eyes it makes all this real, and I don’t really want this to be real.” 
 
    I can hear them shifting around and quietly murmuring to each other.  “Can you try opening your eyes one more time to find out if the pain is gone or if it has gotten worse?” 
 
    Sighing, I brace myself and open my eyes slowly.  Instead of a bright pain filled light, I see the most beautiful green eyes.  They have tiny flecks of gold scattered amidst the green.  My head hurts more than before, and I’m still nauseous, but I can’t close my eyes again.  I watch as Ash twitches his head slightly as if to hear something behind him.  “Are you Gwen the night Librarian?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answer cautiously.  “Why?” 
 
    “Ok, the best place for you to be while waiting for the doctor is the library.  Michelle is worried about you.  She just put in a call asking for us to find you.  Do you think you can walk, or should I carry you?” 
 
    “That depends on where we are walking to.” 
 
    “The car in the parking lot,” said Ash as he grins at me. 
 
    I contemplate exactly what walking will entail.  There is sitting up and then getting up and doing it without collapsing or losing dinner.  “After careful analysis of how I feel, I have no idea if I can even sit up.  It’s probably best if you help me sit up and then we can go from there.” 
 
    “Alright, we’ll go slowly, ready?” asks Ash. 
 
    “Nope, but let’s go for it anyway.” I clench my jaw tight hoping to move my head as little as possible.  Ash grabs my hand and places his arm under my head.  It feels like my skin is on fire.  It isn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be.  That being said, it wasn’t good.  I had to clench my eyes shut to make the world stop spinning.  No way was standing going to be good for me. 
 
    Apparently, Ash had the same thought.  He releases my hand and slides his arm under my legs and lifts me like it’s nothing.  I had forgotten that he is a Spook.  As he carries me, it’s like I’m floating on air. I lean my head against his shoulder to avoid moving it or staring to much.  There is no jostling, no shifting me around, and no faltering in his steps.  He’s more graceful than a cat.  I keep my eyes closed as he places me in the car. 
 
    “I called my father and asked him to meet us at the library.  He’s the best doctor in town,” assures Garion. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say with a sigh.  I rest my head against the headrest too tired to care that I could very easily be in the middle of an abduction.  It’s a short drive to the library from the park.  Ash carries me into the library from the car, and I can hear a woman’s worried voice. It sounds like Michelle, but it’s been so long since I last met her that I can’t be sure. She is talking too fast for me to understand a single word she is saying. 
 
    Ash sets me down in a chair by the door.  I try opening my eyes again and there is less pain than before.  I can see Ash watching me waiting to jump in if I need something like I’m a porcelain doll.  There’s no way I am going to let anyone think that of me, even if by comparison it is true.  As far as I know, I went down swinging and just can’t remember it. 
 
    Michelle’s attention swung to me.  “Gwen, are you ok?  Your parents are worried sick.  I had to assure them that I was putting the best and safest officers on the job.  I had no idea they would find you so fast.  As soon as Garion called me about finding you, I called them letting them know that you were found but that you had hurt your head and that a doctor was coming to check on you and then I would personally bring you home.  What in the world happened to you?  When I got here the doors weren’t locked and I could smell blood, your blood, by the checkout desk and I went into a panic.  I dug your number out of the computer and called your cell and found it in your locker still, and then the panic skyrocketed.  So then I called your parents, and they were in panic mode as well which calmed me because that meant that I wasn’t freaking out over nothing.  So after I convinced them that I would find you, I called Garion and he had already found you.” 
 
    It’s impressive that she said all that without taking a breath, but it made my head swim.  Instinctively, I put my head between my knees and breathe through my nose. 
 
    “Sis, chill you are going too fast.  You’re like a squirrel on coffee.  If you don’t calm down and talk like a normal person you are going to have to go take a nap or a Xanax,” said Garion. 
 
    I glance up ready to snap at Garion, but the movement made the room spin.  I’m not sure which Garion to yell at. 
 
    “Michelle you’re fine, but can you get Gwen some water or juice.  She has had a shock and can probably use some,” said Ash.  His eyes never left my face. 
 
    Michelle takes a deep breath and slowly says, “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “So where is this human girl that needs my help?” asked a familiar voice. 
 
    “Doc is that you?” 
 
    “Gwen!  Move over boy,” orders Doc. 
 
    Ash steps back so fast I almost miss it.  Doc rushes to my side faster than I have ever seen him move, in my entire existence.  This man is my family doctor, and I had never known that he is anything but human.  I stare at Doc’s gray hair.  It’s easier than looking at the torrent of emotions rolling through his eyes, the same light brown eyes of his children. 
 
    “It looks like you have a minor concussion, Bumblebee.  Michelle call Taylor and have her come do a healing.  Tell her it’s a favor for me.” 
 
    “Yes Dad,” responds Michelle as she pulls out her phone and hands me a glass of grapefruit juice.  Grapefruit juice is my favorite.  “Gwen let me have your coat, and I’ll go see if I can get that blood out.” 
 
    “That’d be nice; it’s my favorite.”  I smile and then wince while taking off my jacket.  I feel like someone had thrown me to the ground.  Every muscle hurt and my bones rattled.  Doc’s canines lengthened and looked deadly as I handed my jacket over.  “ASH!” he roars. 
 
    Ash is by his side instantly with the same furious and deadly expression.  They all looked furious. 
 
    “Um mind clueing me in on the reason you all are so furious.  As cliché as it may sound, I would just like to say I didn’t do it, whatever it is.” 
 
    Doc ground out, “You have fang marks from a vamp.  They were not gentle.  You’re lucky they didn’t kill you.  It might have been a fledgling that got carried away or someone interrupted.  Either situation means that you were attacked, and they were leaning towards the kill you side of vamp feedings.” 
 
    “Lovely, but why would they knock me on the head first?”  I didn’t like the idea that I was someone’s morning snack, but the pieces don’t really fit together.  “Couldn’t it have been an opportunistic vamp that hasn’t had anything but bagged blood for a while?” 
 
    “Crap.” Ash pulls out his phone and starts barking orders at the person on the other end.  All I got was a crime scene at the library and before start to panic.  I have read enough mystery novels to be what I consider appropriately paranoid. Everyone else considers it excessively paranoid. 
 
    I watch everyone fade around me.  I know they’re there, but I can’t get my senses to recognize anyone.  The ringing in my ears blocks the sound of their voices.  I can’t even perceive the light in the room.  I’ve sunk into my head only to become a captive of my mind.  I can hear a quiet voice trying to calm me down.  It isn’t helping.  The other voices in my head drown it out.  Images of my body burned and completely unrecognizable flashes over and over in my mind. 
 
    My heart is beating so hard and fast it hurts.  I can’t breathe.  I’m suffocating and I’ll soon be in a comfortable world of darkness.  If I’m not awake, then my living nightmares can’t hurt me.  But I can’t succumb to the darkness.  I don’t want to die.  My stomach has tightened and twisted itself into painful knots. 
 
    “Gwen!” 
 
    Doc. Focus on Doc. 
 
    “It’s okay Bumblebee remember…” 
 
    What is he saying?  Breathe? But I can’t breathe! 
 
    “Come one Gwen…” 
 
    The darkness creeps closer and panic clenches tighter around my throat.  The small voice in my head starts yelling. I need to remember my breathing exercises.  I try to focus on calming my breathing.  It’s hard, but Doc starts trying to rub the feeling back into my hands.  Realizing that I could feel him there, and he would never let anything hurt me, helps to spark a calmness in my belly.  I focus on the feeling to calm the rest of me and start breathing more evenly.  I can hear Doc talking to me trying to soothe my worries away.  I focus on trying to hear his actual words. 
 
    Slowly, Doc’s face comes into focus before me.  I find several other comforting sights.  I focus on the books and their dusty smell.  The library is my second home.  Everyone else is back behind the desk.  Michelle is holding Ash’s arm.  It almost looks like she is holding him back.  I hear the familiar click of the front door and turn towards the sound. 
 
    Garion walks in with a petite woman, but I focus on Doc, and the thought that everything can go back to normal. 
 
    “Thanks for coming Taylor, but you are going to have to wait a few minutes.  Ash just called in forensics team, and her injuries are going to have to be documented,” sighs Doc. 
 
    Taylor looks at Doc and pinches her eyes at him, “Ryan Michaels!  You have not been keeping up with your meditation rituals, have you!”  It wasn’t a question; it was a demand to try to tell her she was wrong. 
 
    “I’ve been busy,” shrugs Doc.  “Now is not the time for this.” 
 
    I smile to comfort Doc and myself. Things are settling down again. 
 
    “See she’s fine.  No more favors. If you aren’t going to follow my advice, then I am not going to help you.  This is the absolute last one,” huffs Taylor. 
 
    Doc rolls his eyes.  “I’ve heard that before, yet you still come.  You just come so you can yell at me.”  He smiles back at me and squeezes my hands. 
 
    “I’m an elf.  We abhor violence and contention,” scoffed Taylor. 
 
    “You are also supposed to be vegan, but that didn’t stop you from devouring that bacon cheeseburger the other day.” 
 
    “Well who can say no to bacon,” said Taylor smiling. 
 
    “This is Gwen.  I’ve known her since she was a baby.  We aren’t really sure what happened to her other than she was hit on the back of the head knocking her unconscious for a few hours. It also appears that a vampire considered her a free meal,” said Doc.  If he wore glasses he would have been cleaning them right then.  He did sigh though and rub his eyes. 
 
    “You keep sighing Doc.  It’s not like I meant for this to happen.  I didn’t go out saying please someone hit me and have a snack.  Plus, I think they may have dropped me on the ground when they deposited me at the park,” I said wincing.  “Actually, I feel like they threw me against a wall.” 
 
    “Oh you poor thing,” frowns Taylor. 
 
    Ash walks over with a couple of people that are clearly members of the local police force.  I remember Doc talking about how proud he was of his son joining the force.  Of course, I was rescued by the good old boys in blue.  I have had a pretty charmed life until recently. 
 
    “Gwen this is Amy and this is Kyle.  Amy is going to take some pictures of your injuries, and with your permission, Kyle is going to sift through your recent memories to see if we can figure out who did this to you,” Ash said in a soothing voice. 
 
    I roll my eyes at his tone.  “That’s fine.  I do remember the last person I saw though. Well, at least he’s the last person I remember seeing.  I’m not sure if he is actually capable of something like this.” 
 
    “Who!” everyone demands. 
 
    “His name is Dax.  He has been bugging me at closing time trying all sorts of sleazy lines to get me to go home with him.” 
 
    Michelle looks shocked.  “Wait he was bugging you here?  I haven’t smelled anyone hanging around your scent, ever.  I know I’m not the best tracker in the world, but all I have ever smelled is chemicals from deodorants and perfumes.  It’s almost nauseating how strong they are when I first come in.” 
 
    Garion growls, “He could be a vamp.  It takes years of training to be able to get a whiff of the slight smell they have.  It would have to be a fresh trail to be able to detect it.  Too much time has probably already passed to find out.” 
 
    “There are other methods of tracking,” suggests Kyle. 
 
    Taylor smiles at Doc.  “I’ll text Jared.  He would love to get his hands on a rogue vamp.” 
 
    Everyone groans, except me. 
 
    “That wasn’t what I meant,” said Kyle. 
 
    “There are rules and laws.  He can’t just decapitate vamps whenever he feels justified,” growls Ash. 
 
    “I say this is justified,” said Taylor.  Doc looks shrewdly at Taylor as she tucks her phone back in her pocket. 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  I believe in abiding by the rules and laws.  I don’t want someone going all vigilante because of some misplaced sense of righteousness.  So unless you can keep him on a leash, the answer is no.” 
 
    Taylor looked at me and smiled wider.  “Too late, Sweetness.  He is on the way.” 
 
    Doc growls and everyone looks at him. “What?” he growls back. 
 
    “You never growl.  You are the most even-tempered lupine that has probably ever existed.  It’s weird,” states Garion. 
 
    “You know what why don’t you let them take pictures and do whatever else they need so that Taylor can heal her.  Maybe then my mood will improve.  I don’t like seeing one of my favorite patients injured so deliberately like this,” snaps Doc. 
 
    Amy steps forward and pulls a camera out of her bag.  “Please everyone go over there.  This tends to go faster if there are fewer people around harassing the victim.” 
 
    Ash gently set his hand on Doc’s arm.  “I’m going to need you to write up a list of her injuries.” 
 
    “We need to have a chat before Jared gets here,” sighs Doc. 
 
    Taylor cackles as she looks at Ash. 
 
    Amy was fast.  She took several pictures of the back of my head and the bite mark that was at the juncture of my neck and shoulder.  Then she, well I guess, processed me.  She put on some gloves and gently probed the area where I was hit.  Out came a comb as she looked for trace evidence.  By the end, I was tired and ready to go to sleep.  I just wasn’t done, yet.  Kyle still had to go through my memories. 
 
    He sits down in front of me and pulls out a sketch pad.  I look at Kyle waiting for something to happen.  He has honey blonde hair and blue eyes that spoke of power and knowledge, but there’s a youthful happiness about him.  “Don’t worry. I’m only shifting through your memories of this morning right before the attack. Unless you feel there might be something that happened during the night that I should check.” 
 
    “Nope,” I answer.  I didn’t know if there is anything that happened that would be of any help, but the thought of him spying on my day, inside my own head, is too much for me to handle.  I watch as he starts drawing on the sketch pad.  There had been no signal that he had started.  I wasn’t seeing the memories, and I certainly didn’t feel his intrusion.  It’s scary to think that someone with the ability to read your mind could do so without you even knowing it.  I’ll have to remember not to play poker with any Spook. 
 
    “It’s only vampires that have the ability to read minds.  Any decent and honest vampire wouldn’t use their abilities to cheat at something like poker.  However, those that are thirty years or older generally have unlocked enough of their mental abilities to be able to count cards efficiently.  So I wouldn’t recommend playing cards with a vampire anyway,” chuckles Kyle. 
 
    My mouth is hanging open as I try to do my best impression of a fish. 
 
    “You are very tired and that makes you easy to read.  Also, you don’t have any kind of mental barriers.  Most humans have subconsciously erected mental roadblocks, not to protect against vampires, but because they have secrets and parts of themselves that they want to keep hidden.  You’re like an open book.  I could go all the way back to your childhood without any problems.  I won’t.  I’m only pulling up the image of Dax now that I’ve gone through what happened before you went blank.  I would say he’s our man, well vamp.  There were several little clues that you didn’t notice.” 
 
    “Like what?” I ask curiosity getting the better of my tiredness. 
 
    Kyle shrugs as he continues sketching.  “Even though most humans don’t have the ability to perceive and distinguish between subtle scents, they still associate certain images with people because of how they smell.  The image you associat with Dax is a bottle of Axe.  No one associates a person with a specific image of a cologne bottle, except maybe teenage boys.  Fragrance companies want you to associate their product with an image that reminds you of the fragrance.  Ocean fragrances are usually associated with oceans or water of some kind.” 
 
    All I can do is nod my head.  I’m tired and my curiosity didn’t hold as long as the explanation.  Bedtime is fast approaching.  It has been a long day.  I had managed to stay out of the Spook Uprising by accepting the fact that the Spooks were an enemy I didn’t understand and had no idea how to defeat. 
 
    Actually, Doc is the one that played a large role in keeping us out.  He always seemed to show up whenever a Spook was starting to hang around, and he would give them his icy cold stare that I always interpreted as, “Don’t you dare do what you are thinking of doing.”  I guess I really should have known about him a long time ago. 
 
    It’s weird meeting all these Spooks and actually feeling comfortable around them.  Spooks are supposed to be monsters, right?  Well, that is what all those that oppose them say.  I don’t think I have ever heard anyone whose opinions I trust say that though.  Weird.  Life is just weird. I never would’ve expected to be comfortable in a room surrounded by Spooks that could kill me with a snap of a finger, well maybe more of a flick of the wrist. 
 
    “Oh, honey you need to stop.  You’re broadcasting so loud that you’re giving me a headache,” whimpers Kyle. 
 
    “Sorry,” I whisper. 
 
    Kyle smiles weakly.  “It isn’t your fault.  You are just such a rare breed that vampires don’t have any natural defenses against your openness.  I’m done, what do you think?” 
 
    I study the pencil sketch he had done.  It’s amazing.  “You know you should be doing this for a living.  Not being a sketch artist but an artist artist.  That is amazing you captured every detail, and it’s so lifelike.  It looks like a black and white photo.  I can practically see the oil dripping down his hair.” 
 
    Kyle laughs.  “I am a bit of an artist in my spare time.  I like doing the sketch artist thing as a way of helping my community.  If I am able to help bring down a bad guy, then I find true satisfaction in my ability.  Plus, it feels a bit like cheating to try and make a living through art.  I’ve been perfecting my technique for a few centuries.”  Kyle grins at my gasp.  “Hey, Doc this girl needs some sleep and not knocked unconscious sleep.  She needs real sleep.” 
 
    “I’ll take her home, Doc,” said Ash while pulling out his keys. 
 
    Doc starts to protest, but Garion stops him.  “You take care of her Ash.  Make sure she doesn’t have any more surprises for at least the next forty-eight hours.” 
 
    “I thought you wanted me to do a healing on the poor girl?” questions Taylor. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I answer while yawing. 
 
    Taylor rolls her eyes at me.  “Yeah, sure you are.  Now sit back down.  This will only take a minute.” 
 
    “Ok.”  I’m too tired to resist, plus if my head stopped pounding, I was all for it. 
 
    Taylor grabs my hand and closes her eyes.  Instantly, there’s a weird feeling traveling up my arm. It’s almost like all the muscles are twitching in different directions.  Once it reaches my shoulder, the feeling takes off in all directions till it feels like my whole body is on the verge of ripping apart.  After a few seconds, I can barely stand it. I try to open my mouth to scream, but suddenly, it all disappears leaving me feeling disoriented and a bit like I’m a stranger in my own skin.  There is a shaky breath in front of me. 
 
    “I’m fine.  She’s fine.  That was the weirdest reaction I have ever had to a healing.” 
 
    I open my eyes and see looks of horror and fear on all those surrounding me.  Taylor smiles, it’s a weak smile, but there’s some encouragement in it.  “We looked like we were having a mutual seizure.  Normally, with healings, neither party moves.  In fact, they are normally so still that it is almost like looking at a statue.” 
 
    “Oh.” I feel the back of my head and found the lack of a bump reassuring.  My head is no longer pounding.  All the aches are gone, but at the same time, I feel different.  I feel like something has changed, and I didn’t know my own body anymore. 
 
    Like magic, Taylor knows what I am feeling.  “You’ll feel more like yourself later.  You just need to get some sleep and everything will feel more normal.” 
 
    Doc steps forward and gives me a hug.  “You be safe and don’t scare me like that again.  I’m not sure my heart can handle it.”  He turns to Ash.  “You remember what I said.  Get her home safely and promptly with no surprises.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” answer Ash with a grin.  “Come on why don’t you tell me where you live, and I’ll drive you there.  We’ll get your car back to you later.” 
 
    “I just live down the street.  I walk to work every night.” 
 
    Ash stares at me.  It’s a little disconcerting, and I can't help but fidget under his gaze.  I feel the need to make excuses for my behavior, which is weird because my behavior didn’t warrant such excuses.  I mean come on I live only a handful of houses down around the corner.  Plus, who would want to attack me?  Normally, I’m in jeans and a t-shirt.  Rarely, do I have a purse. I wear combat boots.  I don’t really look like a girl to mess with.  I look like I was raised to fight dirty. 
 
    My parents weren’t able to have their own children, so they adopted me.  I don’t know much about my birth mother, only that she was young and wanted me to have the best possible chance at life.  She felt that she couldn’t provide that for me.  It’s something I understood because my parents have helped me by answering the questions they could and being the best parents a girl could ask for.  I have never worried that they didn’t love me because I wasn’t theirs biologically.  They always made me feel loved by their actions and words. 
 
    Ash is still staring at me.  I’m irritated now.  “What?” I snap. 
 
    “Don’t walk to work again until I give you the all clear,” orders Ash.  “Do you understand?  You could be at risk right now.  If this perp thinks you could get him in trouble or if they targeted you purposefully, they will come back to finish the job.” 
 
    It’s my turn to stare.  Who does he think he is?  He’s talking to me like I’m an idiot.  I am not an idiot, child, or his property.  He can shove that alpha male stance through the window and watch it fall and splatter on the pavement.  There is no way I am going to listen to him bark orders at me.  As a librarian, you learn to stare.  Yelling was frowned on in libraries, so you have to be creative.  I’ll admit he is a brave man.  Just watching him try to hold his ground is impressive and he’s lasting longer than most, but the countdown had already started. 
 
    Ash glances around him.  Everyone else is looking at the ceiling or at their fingernails.  “Look, I’m not out of line asking this.” 
 
    I arch my eyebrow at his usage of the word asking. 
 
    “Ok, yes, it was more of an order, but I have had a rough morning.  I’m pissed that someone would do this to yo…”  Ash trails off. 
 
    My other eyebrow went up.  Really, he’s had a rough morning that is his excuse. 
 
    “Um,” Ash mumbles as he glances over my shoulder.  His nose scrunches up like he’s smelled something awful.  “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have ordered you around.  And your morning has definitely been rougher than mine.  I should have controlled myself better.  Am I good now or do I need to get on all fours and beg because if I do, then I’m pulling out the wounded puppy eyes and you will have no chance.” 
 
    I stare at him a few minutes longer.  He’s a bit mesmerizing to look at.  Those eyes have their own gravitational pull.  Never have I met a guy that actually pulls at my genetic impulse to find a man that is strong and able to defend myself and offspring. 
 
    “I’ll take the lowering of the eyebrows as an act of peace.  With your permission, I will walk you home and advise you to drive to work as a precaution in case this wasn’t just a random assault,” said Ash as he walks backward towards the front doors. 
 
    He can be charming.  That’s good. 
 
    Wait, what am I thinking?  I’ve just met this guy, and I’m already thinking about the benefits he would bring to a relationship. 
 
    I wonder if he’ll try to kiss me goodnight when he drops me off, or if he’ll even want to. 
 
    Stop.  Get a grip.  You are a human, and I’m fairly certain that he is a lupine.  There’s no chance that he is interested so just stop. 
 
    Kyle starts laughing.  I can feel the color drain from my face.  “Fine.  If you can keep up,” I said as I wave behind me. I practically run out the doors.  It’s probably the fastest I have ever left the library.  Next time, he will think twice before trying to order me around. 
 
    Stop it!  There isn’t going to be a next time. 
 
    “You know I could run circles around you?  As a lupine, I can run faster than almost anything alive,” Ash said rather smugly. 
 
    I glance over in his direction in time to catch his smirk.  Great!  I’m finding myself, slightly, attracted to a lupine.  What is wrong with me?  Come on, just last night you were hoping to never have to meet another Spook, except for Michelle.  You really must have been hit extra hard.  Since the Uprising, you’ve been scared of Spooks, now you’re hoping one asks for your number and calls you about something other than the case he’s working on.  Maybe my parents are right.  Maybe I did need a social life. 
 
    “Gwen, please don’t walk to work till I get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    I stop on the sidewalk and look at him.  He’s being sincere and obviously worried. His eyebrows are practically touching. I couldn’t bring myself to talk, for fear that my voice wouldn’t sound right coming from my suddenly dry and tight throat.  I nod instead. 
 
    “Thank yo-” 
 
    Ash grabs me and throws us to the ground.  His canines have lengthened and he looks pissed as he bares his teeth in a menacing growl.  I smell smoke.  Something is wrong, but I have no idea what.  There isn’t time to process anything else. Ash rolls us over into my neighbor’s bushes. 
 
    “When I get up, you run to your house and lock yourself inside and call the library,” growls Ash. 
 
    “But what is-” 
 
    “No time.  GO!” shouts Ash. 
 
    He rolls off me and shifts into a wolf at the same time.  Ash bolts across the street towards someone I can’t see too well because of the flames encasing their arms.  Thankfully, my body is smarter than my brain because I roll over onto my hands and knees and start scrambling towards the house.  I make it to my feet and look back over my shoulder.  Obviously, I’m not that smart. 
 
    Ash is on fire, but he is fighting.  Anger flares to life inside me. I’m not going to let another person get away with that ever again. 
 
    “Hey, dipstick!”  I immediately regret my decision.  They are turning towards me with the crazy fire hands. 
 
    “Crap.” 
 
    I start to slowly back up, hoping since I now have their attention they would leave Ash alone, or you know maybe they want to torture me before killing me.  Also, maybe they would have to get close to kill me, so I might be able to make it to the house. 
 
    They lift their hands and a stream of fire burns its way towards me.  In a futile attempt to protect myself, I lift my hands up to block the fire.  I know any second I’m going to burst into flames and be incinerated.  I just know it.  Any second now. 
 
    Scrunching open one eye to see what is going on, I discover I am in a rippling bubble.  The flames are flowing over and around me but never touching me.  It’s beautiful and a little scary.  I don’t know what is protecting me or how to keep it going.  I’m too afraid to put my hands down. I try to stay as still as I possibly can. 
 
    The bubble must be blocking out sound as well.  When the streams of flames stop, I can see my parents standing in the driveway screaming and Ash howling next to the crazy fire lady, but I can’t hear them.  Her neck is bent at an odd angle. 
 
    I sink to the ground, so much for Doc’s orders that there was to be no more surprises.  My energy is failing me.  All I can think of is how sad Ash’s howl sounds.  I barely register the fact that I can hear again. 
 
    “Ash,” I whisper as my eyes close. 
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    Dreams are usually a safe place to be.  Yes, there are nightmares, but you are safe in your nightmares no matter how scary it is.  These dreams didn’t feel like they are safe.  There is no way I would turn around and help a Spook fight another Spook.  I am no match for a Spook.  Of course, at the end of the dream, it seemed like I was a Spook and created a force field shield thing.  The dream was so strange that I’m lying in bed trying to figure it out. 
 
    “You can lay there with your eyes shut, but I know better.” Doc chuckled somewhere next to me. 
 
    Doc is here.  I must be in the hospital.  Maybe I did hit my head, and it’s serious.  The dream is a fantastical story created by my subconscious to keep me busy.  I hear Doc sigh, “Look, I know you’re awake, and if you don’t want to face reality yet I understand, but we really should talk before we have to move you and your family to the new safe house.” 
 
    I jump up in bed, “What?  Why do I need a safe house?” 
 
    Smiling, Doc sat back in his chair, “You need a new safe house because your current safe house has been compromised.” 
 
    My mind is reeling, “I don’t know what you are talking about.  What safe house?” 
 
    “Your biological family was singled out and have been hunted down and killed to near extinction,” said Doc softly. 
 
    I couldn’t believe him.  Doc had a history of exaggerating the severity of things just to make you realize how bad things really weren’t.  “Define near extinction.” 
 
    “You’re it.  You are all that is left of a once substantial line of very powerful witches.  Your family name is Andolyn.  The best place for you now is your ancient family home.  There you will be able to train and learn under some of the oldest and strongest wards around.” 
 
    “If these wards are so strong, how come my family didn’t just hold up there in safety?” 
 
    Doc sighed, “Would you have been willing to spend your entire life trapped in the house, never able to leave for fear of being killed?” 
 
    I thought about it, “No, I would go crazy.” 
 
    “If it makes you feel better, the main reason we want you to train is so that won't happen to you.  The only known way of how to get to your ancestral home is in this.  It will only open for you.  Here, it’s from your birth mom, Piper.  She said it uses a magical genetic code of sorts.” 
 
    I stare at the envelope unsure if I really wanted to open it.  This seems like a can of worms that I can’t even hope to contain.  “How do you know that is what is in it?” 
 
    Doc smiles, “She told me.  I have been guarding it ever since.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to learn magic on my own?” I whisper. 
 
    Doc chuckles, “You won’t.  That is why I’ve called in a favor.” 
 
    “So this is the last of the all-powerful Andolyn witches,” challenges a grating voice. 
 
    Doc growls, “Jared if you aren’t going to be nice, then you-” 
 
    “Please, I am the only person that is trustworthy and willing to teach her.  I would never betray the Andolyn family, so stop with the empty threats,” scoffs Jared. 
 
    I don’t like Jared.  He’s rude to Doc.  No one is rude to Doc.  I glare at him.  He has dark brown eyes and hair.  He looks arrogant.  I imagine him with a big fat zit on his nose, so he can’t hide it. 
 
    Jared grinned, “She’ll do.” 
 
    As he walks out of my room, I turn to Doc confused.  “What just happened?” 
 
    “Well, whatever you were thinking when you glared at him impressed him.  He is not easy to impress.  His family is magically connected to yours since yours is well just you, his family has been taking on your responsibilities.  Actually, if your family had never been killed, you would have been raised with him and taught together,” sighs Doc. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “With the hope that you two would maybe one day get married, or at least form a strong enough bond to be allied on the council.” 
 
    “Yuck,” I said sticking my tongue out. 
 
    “I guess Jared is going to have to prove his worth.  He is trustworthy, as far as teaching you and keeping the secret of how to get to your house, but he is a bit of a loose cannon.” 
 
    “Doc?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    I glance down at my clenched hands, “Why?  Why has everyone been so nice to me?  I know why you are nice to me, but why were Ash and Garion nice to me before they knew who I was?  Do I smell like a witch?” 
 
    “You do now.  Magic is a bit like food.  Your scent shifts with the food you have eaten.  When a person uses magic, it sticks to them.  The more they use it the more it sticks.  If they stop using it, then it will slowly ebb away.  You never knew magic was real, let alone used it, so no they couldn't smell that you were a witch.” 
 
    “But why be so nice to me?”  For some reason, I need an answer. 
 
    Doc wouldn’t look me in the eye.  “Ash will have to answer that for himself.  As for Garion, I raised him better than that.  There is nothing wrong with what we are, and there is nothing wrong with humans.  It is just a few changes in the genetic code that gives you a witch or a shifter rather than a human.  That is just the way we were born.  Neither side is better; each side has their pros and their cons. 
 
    “This whole uprising was done in a manner contrary to how I have raised my family, and how many of my pack mates raised and are raising their family.  We can coexist.  However, that is a talk for another day.  Your safety is much more important right now.  You do what Jared says and learn your spells and hexes.” 
 
    “I don’t wanna.” 
 
    “To bad.” 
 
    “Uggg.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine.  Now, get ready to go.” 
 
    “Yes Doc,” I sigh as I open the letter clutched in my hands; a small moon-shaped necklace is inside along with a short note.  The note didn’t contain much other than I’m sorry and here is the spell you need to get to safety. It at least had a best pronunciation guide.  It isn’t even signed. 
 
    I get out of bed and grab a bag.  I throw a few items inside it including the necklace.  I can’t help but frown at the bag wondering why I was even bothering. 
 
    “Are you ready?” asks Ash from the doorway. 
 
    “No.  I am not ready, but what choice do I have.” I snap. 
 
    This was the only way that I could keep my parents safe and learn to defend myself against magical attacks.  It seems so easy for them to just accept that my whole life was one big lie, it’s no big deal. 
 
    My parents knew from the get-go.  So this isn’t shocking, no wonders they kept calm and were able to keep us alive during the Uprising.  I just don’t know who to trust anymore. 
 
    “Sure no big deal just you know a life-altering moment that could have happened to anyone,” I answer shrugging. 
 
    We walk to the living room where everyone is waiting for us.  “Here it goes, just pray I say it right.  I’ve never been good at foreign languages.”  It’s Gaelic and meant “family of the white moon,” supposedly.  I personally thought it a bizarre password, but it’s an ancient one.  “Teaghlaigh na gealaí bán.”  The world shimmers around us making me feel light headed.  It stops after a few seconds.  I can’t help but wonder if maybe I didn’t say the spell right. 
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    It is breathtaking. Snow White’s cottage is before me.  The grey stones are overgrown with a jungle of vines.  The light blue door is faded, and the paint is chipping in spots.  So what I meant by breathtaking is that it is breathtakingly disappointing.  I can’t believe I’m supposed to live here.  Months of work was needed to get the outside decent, I’m not looking forward to seeing the inside.  My parents look excited.  They love gardening and this is a goldmine.  They can die happy here just getting the lawns in order. 
 
    I don’t understand how they are so at ease.  They left a thriving business with absolutely no word and no way to be contacted.  My mom had her arm linked through my father’s arm.  Dad had gone gray years ago, but mom’s blonde hair looked untouched with age, except for the spot above her temples.  Their brown eyes are crinkled with happiness. 
 
    “This is a joke… right?  Cause I don’t see how we are supposed to live here?” I retort waving my hands in front of me. 
 
    “Well don’t judge it too harshly,” chuckles Jared. 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I step forward feeling for a safe way to the front door.  A powerful wind blows behind me.  If it hadn’t been for Ash grabbing ahold of me, I would have face planted into the hip-high grass.  The wind stops, and everything has been transformed. A disappointed sigh escapes my mom.  The cottage truly is breathtaking now. 
 
    There is a stepping stone path to the front door.  The stones have different phases of the moon carved into them.  The blue door is vibrant and revitalized.  A stone wall runs along one side of the property; it only comes up to my hip but adds an ancient feel to the house.  There are bluebells scattered along in front of the wall.  In front of the house, there is a row of roses.  There are blue roses, purple roses, and one bush of black roses.  There is no way they are natural. 
 
    “Magic is wonderful, isn’t it?  You can create such beautiful things with it,” said Jared as he grins.  It’s hard to listen to Jared talk.  His voice sounds like he chugged acid at some point. 
 
    “The roses?” 
 
    “My mother talked about them all the time.  She loved seeing those roses, but they were put in so long ago that no one remembers what spell was used for the colors.  I have never seen them.  She tried to describe them accurately, but she never did them justice,” answered Jared. He sighs as he stares at the roses. 
 
    I’m not sure what to say.  I certainly didn’t know the spell, but I’m pretty certain Jared’s mother is no longer among the living.  The way he talks about her and the look on his face adds a new dimension to him.  He looks so lost and lonely talking about his mother.  Since I am socially awkward, I have no idea how to respond.  Thankfully, my mother is not. 
 
    “I’m sure she did her best.  It would be difficult to describe those roses.  Words really aren’t enough.  My mother loved roses and had an amazing rose garden.  Wherever she could, she would plant roses.  It was amazing.  She is the reason I’ve developed a love of gardening,” responds my mother while she gently laid a hand on Jared’s arm. 
 
    Jared smiles. “She was amazing.  There was more talent and magic in her than anyone I have ever met.  Never once did it go to her head.  She was always so patient and kind and loving with everyone she met.” 
 
    I stare at my feet anxious to get away. “We should go in and get situated,” I suggest. 
 
    I can’t hide my smile.  After seeing the yard magically transform, I’m keeping an open mind to what secrets this small looking cottage holds.  I bound up to the front door and stop.  This is the moment of truth and I’m not sure if I am ready for it.  As I reach my hand out for the doorknob, the door swings open on its own. 
 
    “Good grief!” I exclaim snatching my hand back like I had been shocked. 
 
    It is bigger on the inside.  It has to be.  There is no way that all this space fit in the tiny cottage you see on the outside.  I can see five different rooms from just the doorway and that is only on the first floor.  There is a spiral staircase to the side of the door that leads up to who knows what.  I can see rooms that look like a library, a kitchen, a parlor, a dining room, and a sunroom.  There is white tile with swirls of black and navy blue with silver sparkles throughout the house.  Wandering through the downstairs, I see the cottage is full of furniture and books but lacking a speck of dust.  I  would have thought that someone was living here and taking care of the house all this time. 
 
    “Is it magic?” my dad asks brushing a finger along the mantel checking for dust. 
 
    We all roll our eyes.  “Yes, the house will also change and adjust itself to the needs of those inside.  Most of the actual decor and style will come from what the house senses from Gwendelyn,” answers Jared. 
 
    “Neat,” I reply.  This is supposed to become my home away from home, once I have figured out magic.  Jared has already explained how the gardens grow food year round.  Whatever the garden doesn’t provide, the house can magic up when asked. 
 
    The only thing the house lacks is people.  Only family members with a few close friends are supposed to be allowed on the premises.  Friends are never taught the password.  I am the head of the family.  That is why the decor will change according to what I say.  I’m the boss. 
 
    Turning around to look at the entryway from another perspective, I notice Ash is staring at me, watching my every movement.  Jared wandered over to the staircase and heads upstairs. 
 
    My mom, Jacqueline, and my dad, Fred, were looking out the back window in the kitchen.  They were probably itching to go look at the gardens in the back.  Normally, my mom’s gray hair blended in with her light brown hair, but the sunlight cast it in sharp contrast.  Dad could only hide his gray if he dyed his hair.  Everything about them was average.  They were both average weight and height, neither ugly nor exceptionally attractive.  They could have blended in with a crowd.  I had no idea how two outstandingly normal looking people ended up in this situation. 
 
    I didn’t know what to think about Ash.  He gave me some story about how he talked to his boss about my situation, and they decided I needed a bodyguard.  So, now I have him as a bodyguard. 
 
    He is easy on the eyes, and we got along unless he went into alpha male mode and tries ordering me around.  Apparently, he didn’t learn the first time.  When I tried saying I didn’t need a bodyguard, he started going off about how I was lucky to be alive, and how if he hadn’t pushed me out of the way, twice, I would have been killed by the crazy witch. 
 
    Ash failed to mention when I turned to save his butt.  I managed to save myself by throwing up some shield.  I tried to point that out, but he wouldn’t listen to me.  He yelled that it was dumb luck that saved me.  It got to the point when my mom had to tell me to pick my battles, and it wouldn’t be so bad having him around as a precaution.  I begrudgingly gave in. 
 
    Still pretending to be mad at Ash, I turn my nose up and head into the kitchen.  I want to see what the kitchen kept in stock.  Opening a cabinet, I find nothing, absolutely nothing. 
 
    “I thought you were supposed to be magic and to keep everything stocked.  What’s the deal?” I huff at the house.  “I mean come on you don’t even have flour or sugar or a random box of baking soda.” 
 
    Suddenly, there is a tingle in my brain, basically if your brain had a twitch or muscle spasm that would be about what it felt like.  A wind blew all the cabinet doors open and then shut.  I reach my hand out tentatively and peek into the nearest cupboard.  They are loaded with all sorts of things, including my random box of baking soda. 
 
    “That’s better.  Now did you also stock the fridge?”  The fridge is packed, but what catches my eye is a plate with the most amazing sandwich. 
 
    It’s stuffed with turkey on what looked like artisan sourdough bread.  There is lettuce, tomato, onions, and a dill pickle on the side.  That is almost exactly what I was thinking. 
 
    “Next time no tomato.  Thank you, house.” 
 
    I take the plate and headed towards the stairs.  I’m ready to find my room and get some rest.  When night comes, I’m starting my training with Jared. 
 
    I look out the front window as I head for the stairs and find Ash doing, um, I’m not sure what exactly.  He is looking around and jotting down notes.  He’s a weird one. 
 
    He looks back towards the house, and I stand completely still.  His eyes look like they flash green at me.  It’s almost like when a light hits an animal’s eyes just right, and their eyes reflect back the light.  Except, his eyes are shadowed.  This would have to be a glow.  Ash smiles.  It isn’t humorous.  It’s animalistic, like a wolf catching a scent of its prey and knowing there is no way for it to get away. 
 
    What did I do?  Being a strong and independent woman, I turn tail and run up the stairs to find the safe haven of my room.  I thought I heard him laugh as I ran to safety. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, I count four doors two to the left and two to the right.  The two doors on the right are plain wooden doors.  The first door to the left has a wolf on it.  The next door to the left has a moon carved on it. 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I open the door.  This is my room because it has the family crest, or whatever, on the door.  Silver walls reflect the light from an intricate chandelier that hung from the ceiling.  There are orbs of light connected by clear crystals of various sizes and shapes scattered all over the ceiling.  Each bulb hung at various lengths. 
 
    The plush midnight blue carpet looks comfortable enough to sleep on, but the bed looks twenty times better.  It’s a canopy bed made of a dark wood with sheer curtains that match the carpet.  The comforter on the bed is a silvery silky thing.  After setting my plate down on the nightstand, I jump on the bed.  Heaven is here. 
 
    “Please, house, let there be a balcony.  I have always wanted a balcony,” I murmur into the blanket. 
 
    Ash’s soft chuckle sounds from the door.  “Don’t worry there’s a balcony, Buttercup.  This house has a thing for canopy beds.  I think everyone got stuck with one.” 
 
    “Hey don’t knock the canopy bed.  It’s like a fort but you can sleep on a comfortable mattress inside it.  If you don’t want one, I can ask the house to get rid of it for you,” I smirk as I get up to check out the balcony.  He didn’t answer.  I really could be mean and ask the house to only give him a cot or no bed.  That would shut him up about the canopy bed, for like five seconds I’m sure. 
 
    “Don’t forget your sandwich,” Ash reminds me as he turns down the hall, presumably to his own room with the wolf. 
 
    I snatch my plate back up and shut my door muttering to myself.  The balcony is calling my name and I have to oblige it. 
 
    The grounds behind the house are interesting.  I can see my parents wandering around in the garden behind the kitchen.  There is a small picket fence around it.  A walkway winds its way next to the garden.  There are flowers along the path as it leads to a pond. 
 
    A small creek flows from the pond to a lake.  Only a handful of trees are scattered on the main part of the yard, but a forest grows behind the garden.  A fire pit surrounded by couches is next to the pond.  I could possibly live here forever and never miss the real world. 
 
    “House, it’s beautiful,” I sigh. “You know you deserve a name.  We have to think of a name for you, I don't like calling you house it’s so weird.”  I think for a minute.  “How about Binawalka?  It's a combination of some of my favorite characters names.” 
 
    It’s time for bed; actually, it is past time for bed.  These Spooks have kept me up past bedtime, again.  I need to be rested.  I’m not looking forward to hearing Jared bark commands at me.  His voice is just so aggravating to me, and I'll admit I’m holding a grudge against him because of how he treated Doc.  No one treats Doc like he is inferior.  Doc is amazing. 
 
    I pick up my plate from the wide railing and go back inside my room.  Distracted by the comfy bed earlier, I had failed to realize how amazing my room truly is.  During the night, I’m sure each light will glow faintly and twinkle like stars.  There would still be enough light to illuminate the entire room.  A chaise lounge is against a wall.  There are two doors on either side of it.  One is probably the bathroom and the other the closet.  Jared said that the house will even provide clothes for all sorts of occasions. 
 
    Ash arranged for security from his pack to watch the house, for most people that probably meant someone drove by every few hours.  For Ash, it meant that there is someone on the property or next to it at all times.  There is a list of a handful of people allowed to be on the security detail.  No one else is allowed to even get a whiff of what is going on.  He called the job a Code Beta whatever that means. 
 
    I told my parents they aren’t allowed to call me paranoid anymore.  All I ever did was check every room in the house when no one is supposedly there.  My searches never prove successful, but you never knew.  Also, when driving through a grove of trees, I always end up going really fast.  You know, just in case some crazed person jumps out at you with a knife or something to kill you.  It’s considered a preemptive strike in my book.  Those urban legends came from somewhere.  I drifted off to dreamland thinking about being chased through the woods. 
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    Bang!  I fall out of bed with a gasp.  My chest constricts as my heart beats out of control.  Every muscle is tense and ready to move as I look around for what made the noise. 
 
    “Hurry up Short Stack.  Training starts in ten minutes.”  Jared pounds on my door. 
 
    I let out the breath I’ve been holding and groan.  What a wonderful way to be woken up, nothing wrong with that method at all. I malevolently sneer in my head. 
 
    Ten minutes is exactly the right amount of time to do absolutely nothing.  Not wanting to lose any of the little time I had, I bolt for the two mysterious doors looking for the bathroom.  The door on the left is the closet.  It’s bigger than my room back home. 
 
    “Binawalka, I’m not a clothes horse.  I like really simple and comfortable clothes, this is too much.” 
 
    I shut the door and head for the bathroom afraid of what I’m going to find.  If it was physically possible, my jaw would have hit the ground.  It’s the most luxurious bathroom I have ever seen. 
 
    The bathtub is in the middle of the room with the same type of chandelier from the bedroom above it.  It’s big enough for a couple of people and has jets in it.  There is the same tile from downstairs on the floor.  A fireplace is on the wall next to the tub.  The double sink has a midnight blue stone countertop. The cabinets are shiny silver with midnight blue.  There is a door directly across from the door to the bedroom which leads to the toilet. 
 
    “Wow.  You don’t do anything small do you?” 
 
    I quickly go through my morning routine and go to the closet.  Nothing has changed, except now the different drawers and sections have labels identifying what is in them and what occasion they are for.  There is a drawer partially opened that’s labeled training.  It contains black tank tops and black yoga pants. 
 
    “Color, Binawalka, I love colors in my wardrobe.  Black is great but so is teal, purple, red, blues, and the occasional white.  Fix it please.”  I close the drawer and wait for the telltale tingle in my brain.  There is a faint tingle and I smile opening the drawer.  There’s still only black tank tops but the pants now had swirls of gray.  Yay. 
 
    “Fine, I will trust that you have been eavesdropping on Jared, and these are what I need.  But I’m warning you, if I could get away with color then you will be changing these,” I huff. 
 
    I dress quickly and bolt for the door.  Ten minutes is up and Jared doesn’t seem like the kind of person that will take being late on the first day very well.  Great. 
 
    “Good Grief!” I shriek as I jump back. I had opened the door and Ash was standing there with his arm raised in a fist. 
 
    “Sorry, here I made this for you.”  Ash smiles as he rubs the back of his head with his hand.  “I figured you would need something to eat since Jared was springing training on you.” Ash shrugs sheepishly.  He hands me a breakfast burrito. 
 
    I can’t help but smile.  “Thank you.  Um, you don’t happen to know where training is supposed to be?  It’s just Jared didn’t exactly give me any directions.” 
 
    Ash smiles as he answers, “He’s waiting downstairs for you.  Apparently, the house didn’t include a training room, and you need to get it to make one.” 
 
    “Yes, there is, it’s behind the spiral staircase.”  I pause confused by the sudden burst of knowledge.  “I’m not sure how I knew that,” I said perplexed. 
 
    “Well, go show him, then he can’t yell at you for being late, chop, chop,” grinned Ash. 
 
    I shove the burrito into my mouth and run down the hall waving behind me.  I probably look crazy, but I have never enjoyed being late.  The stairs have morphed to include a slide next to them.  Laughing, I sit down and slid to the bottom.  Jared doesn’t look amused.  He looks exasperated and irritated. 
 
    “You need to have the house create a training room.  You are also ten minutes late,” Jared said pointedly. 
 
    Swallowing, “Actually, the training room is right this way, and if you had told me when we got here when training was I would have been five minutes early.  Don’t blame the pupil for the teacher’s lack of communication.”  I never let an authority figure blame me for their shortcomings.  It just isn’t in my nature.  “Are you coming or what?” 
 
    There is a button on one of the walls; it’s a crater on the full moon carving.  The door releases from the latch and slides noiselessly into the wall.  I step into the room.  My eyes are instantly drawn to a book on a table. 
 
    It’s bound in beautiful blue leather that’s studded with white stones showing the different phases of the moons.  It appears to have a faint glow.  I want to touch it, but Jared grabs my arm. 
 
    “Don’t.  I know the requirements for my family’s book but not yours.  That’s something you will have to research in the different books here.  If you haven’t met those requirements, the book could kill you.  Don’t risk it.” 
 
    “What’s it for?” 
 
    “Each of the original eight families has a set of responsibilities and specific spells that they take care of.  Each family’s power is derived from an element.  Your family’s power comes from the shadows hence the moon, and mine comes from water.  Our families are connected and balanced.  Your family is the head of the Witches Council and is considered to be the wisest family,” answers Jared.  “Come, we can go over all that later.  You need to start learning magic to protect yourself.” 
 
    “Yeah sure ok.”  It’s weird the book is calling to me.  It’s like when you see a sign saying wet paint and you just have to reach out and touch it, but I have to focus on what Jared is telling me. 
 
    “First thing you have to learn is how to sense and channel the magic inside of you.  If you can’t do that, you won’t be able to cast any spells.  It is this ability that differentiates us from regular humans.  Now sit down and focus your mind to look inside yourself to sense the flow of magic,” orders Jared. 
 
    I sit down unsure of how to sense the magic that is inside of me.  There aren’t enough details for me to go off of.  I don’t know what the magic is going to feel like, so how am I supposed to be able to focus on it? 
 
    “Jared, what does magic feel like?  How will I know when I find it?”  I ask while trying to focus. 
 
    “I can’t tell you what it will feel like, but you’ll know when you find it.  Now focus,” roughly commands Jared. 
 
    Jared is a jerk, but he’s the only chance I have.  He never asks for anything.  It’s always a command or order.  His arms are always crossed and tensed.  Other than the time back home and when he was talking about his mom, I have never seen anything other than an unimpressed almost annoyed look on his face.  I would have thought that a water element family would be calm and cool, but he was more like a tempest about to unleash hell. 
 
    I take a deep breath and try to clear my head, but the book pops back in.  It takes ten deep breaths to dislodge it from my thoughts.  In college, I had a roommate who had been into meditation and made me do it with her.  Today is the most I have ever been grateful for all those meditation hours.  I focus on my breathing to clear my mind of errant thoughts. 
 
    With each breath, I focus on how it feels as my lungs fill with air.  Warmth radiates from my lungs to my heart, then through the rest of my body.  I have never felt this warmth spreading through me before.  It has only ever been in my chest, but now I can feel my fingers tingling with it.  It’s as if sparks of energy dance through my veins.  I gasp. 
 
    “Good.  Now try getting the magic to flow to only one hand.  Focus all that magic into the palm of your hand.  Control it.  Make it do what you want,” directs Jared. 
 
    The sparks jump when I try to reach out to them mentally.  It’s like I’m trying to catch a fish with chopsticks.  This is going to be harder than just finding the magic.  The sparks are wild and unpredictable.  They don’t want to listen to me.  It’s becoming harder to focus on them.  The more I try, the more they slip away.  I’m getting tired and hungry. 
 
    I roll my head to work out the kinks and let out an exasperated sigh.  My body feels stiff and sore.  I have no idea how long I have been sitting there trying to get control over my magic, but it feels like it’s been hours. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” I groan. 
 
    Jared chuckles, “Well it is almost dinner time for you.  Your parents tried to get you to snap out of it for lunch, but you couldn’t be reached.” 
 
    “What?” I ask confused. 
 
    “You were about seven feet up in the air with magic sparking off your skin,” Jared shrugs. “We’ll try again tomorrow.”  He walks over and holds his hand out to me.  I can barely move my hand up.  Jared has to help me walk to the kitchen. 
 
    My parents and Ash are sitting at the table playing with a deck of cards.  Jared deposits me at the table.  He brings me a Gatorade with a straw sticking out of the top.  I watch as he sits down with a huge sandwich.  There’s nothing I can do other than glare at him as he raises the sandwich up to his mouth.  Just before the sandwich reaches Jared’s mouth, he sighs and puts it back on his plate. 
 
    “You know it isn’t my fault you can’t use your arms to eat.  It isn’t my job to feed you like a baby.  Someone else can do it.  Now let me eat in peace,” growls Jared. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I snort. 
 
    Jared starts poking his sandwich, except he is forced to stop a few inches away.  He even takes my Gatorade and places it on top of it.  “I’m tired and hungry as well let me eat.” 
 
    “Why are you tired?” I grumble. 
 
    “I have been trying to help you get your magic under control.  It wasn’t just you working on it.  There is a reason witches start training at a young age.  The older you get the stronger your magic gets.  It’s normal for a witch from one of the original families to start training on their third birthday.  You are in your twenties.  You should be training the children in your family, except there are none.  If you don’t get it under control soon, it may kill you.  There is a great deal of power bubbling under your skin, far more than I expected there to be.  So yeah I’m tired and hungry from trying to help you calm that electrical storm.  Let me eat,” slowly whispers Jared. 
 
    Holding my breath, I gather the burst of anger and let it go on an exhale.  Ash snatches my Gatorade before it has a chance to fall.  He places it before me on his way to the kitchen. 
 
    I try to focus on the straw to take a drink, but it’s blurry.  Squinting at it gives me a headache, and the room swims around me.  A groan rushes out as I try to raise my hands to my head. I realize darkness is creeping up on me.  No matter how hard I try to fight it, the darkness works its way from the edge of my vision inward. 
 
    In an instant, my strength fails me.  I hear glass shatter, but it sounds far away.  The world disappears with me in it.  It’s nice. 
 
    I can hear voices.  They sound like people I know, but I can’t bring myself to care about them.  It’s hard to care when you are just a little atom floating in the ether. 
 
    Something is wrong with that thought.  I’m not an atom, am I?  No, I am something else.  Why is it so warm?  But there is nothing but darkness to answer my questions. 
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    Every muscle aches and throbs.  I groan as I try to sit up. It seems like I’ve been doing that quite a bit recently.  I think back on yesterday’s events and groan again.  There is no memory of crawling my way upstairs to bed, so the black ether must mean that I passed out, again. 
 
    A nice hot bath filled with Epsom salts is what my body needs.  However, I’m going to have to settle for a shower.  There is no way I am going to be able to get myself in or out of the bath on my own.  My pride won’t let me call someone for help either.  I am a grown woman for goodness sake. 
 
    The first step out of bed left me sprawling on the ground.  Crawling is going to be the only way for me to get to the shower.  What would have been a minute walk is now a several minute one. 
 
    I close my eyes.  I can do this.  There is no way I am going to spend any more time in bed or on the floor.  I take a deep breath and prepare myself to start crawling. The carpet underneath me changes to tile.  I look up, smiling when I see the shower head and a railing to pull myself up with.  An hour in the shower and I am starting to feel closer to normal.  I’m not anywhere near normal, but I’m closer.  My muscles are still stiff, but I can move again. 
 
    The closet is not my friend.  It’s almost completely empty.  Wrapped in a towel, I glare at the only thing I can wear.  It’s a dress.  There’s nothing wrong with the dress, except I don’t wear dresses.  No matter how hard I tried, I can’t get Binawalka to give me something else to wear.  I’m stuck with either the towel or this thing. 
 
    Mirrors don’t usually like me, but I have to say as far as dresses go this one is comfortable and flattering.  It’s made from a soft teal fabric except for the sleeves.  They are made from a stiff silver fabric and almost look like plates of armor.  My stomach growls and tells me to go eat.  I didn’t get lunch or dinner last night. I’m starving. 
 
    It feels weird sneaking around my own house, but I didn’t want anyone seeing me in this dress.  I’m going to grab breakfast and eat it in my room. 
 
    “Why are you sneaking around?” whispers Ash in my ear. 
 
    I scream.  Ash presses his hands hard against his ears grimacing in severe pain.  Serves him right the big jerk. 
 
    “Don’t do that!” I reprimand. 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t expecting you to scream so loud.  I’m still curious why you’re sneaking around your own home.” 
 
    Embarrassed, I look down at my feet.  It seems like a silly reason to be embarrassed.  “Never mind,” I said as I turn heading towards the kitchen.  Now that my cover is blown there’s no reason to sneak.  I’ll just eat breakfast, and then go lock myself in my room till Binawalka sees it my way.  I can’t train in this. 
 
    “How did it go yesterday?” ask Ash casually as he follows me. 
 
    I snort.  “I have no control and too much magic.  I’m going to blow up the world someday.” 
 
    “Fun,” said Ash dryly. 
 
    Cereal is my breakfast food of choice.  It’s something I can make in my sleep, which is pretty standard for me when I first wake up.  It doesn’t matter if my mornings start after the sun goes down or when it’s coming up, I hate waking up.  If I could sleep past the waking up part, I would.  Most people turn towards coffee, but it just makes me sick to my stomach. 
 
    I sit at the bar and nurse my cereal.  The audible gasp from my parents sets my teeth on edge.  Nothing so far has fazed them, but seeing me in a dress deserves a reaction from them.  A hiss echoes in the silence that follows their gasp.  Anger sparks inside me.  I can feel the magic jumping at my strong emotions. 
 
    “That’s enough Gwen!  Get control of yourself before you do something you will regret,” warns Jared. 
 
    I focus on the mostly empty bowl of cereal in front of me.  The milk is bubbling.  It’s my fault.  I reach my hand out to pick it up and put it in the sink only to watch it go flying across the room and smash against the wall.  I never touched it. 
 
    The anger diffuses and leaves behind a residue of guilt.  “I’m sorry,” I whisper.  I’m not sure who I am apologizing to. It could have been my parents, Jared, Binawalka, or even the poor bowl.  My forehead rests on the counter in front of me as I will myself to regain control.  I really can hurt someone if I’m not careful.  This sucks.  I have never had to worry about hurting someone before at least not like this. 
 
    “Go change, and we’ll get back to work,” orders Jared. 
 
    “Yes Sir,” I whisper. 
 
    “Gwen, it’s o-” starts my Dad. 
 
    “No.  It is not ok.  Just stay away from me till I get this under control.  What’s the point of having you two stay here if I put you in danger like that?”  I interrupt. 
 
    There is no point if I end up accidentally killing them.  I trudge upstairs praying that Binawalka is going to allow me to have comfortable clothes to train in.  I didn’t think I can do it in this dress.  Actually, I didn’t want to be in this dress a second longer. 
 
    My closet is once again filled with clothes.  This time instead of the black and other dark colored clothes, there are vibrant colors everywhere.  I open the drawer labeled training and pull out a pair of light gray sweatpants and a baby blue shirt.  The moment I change my clothes, I feel my muscles and my mind relax.  Hopefully, today will get better. 
 
    Jared is waiting in the training room.  It’s time to get this magic inside me under control.  “Should I just pick up from where we left off, or do you have any words of wisdom to help me figure this out?” 
 
    “Your magic feels like an electrical storm that is trying to escape wherever it sees an opening.  Try picturing your body being filled with electrical wires conducting that electricity to where you want it to go,” answers Jared. 
 
    “What does your magic feel like?” I ask curious about his answer. 
 
    Jared thinks for a moment.  “It’s been a while since I thought about it.  I’ve gotten so used to it that I don’t even notice anymore.  My magic feels more like a rushing river.  It’s one steady stream that can wash everything away if I lose control of it.” 
 
    “Is it different for everyone?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes.  Everyone is a uniquely different person, so it stands to reason that their own magic will feel differently.  There are similarities, but I have never heard anyone use the same descriptions for their magic as someone else.  Now focus on conducting those sparks,” orders Jared. 
 
    I guess the Q and A session is over.  My magic is easier to find now that I know what it feels like.  It isn’t any easier to control than it had been yesterday.  The sparks still don’t listen to me. 
 
    I try imagining conducting it through invisible wires but that didn’t help.  The problem is that I can’t control all the sparks, so the few I did gain control over quickly escape. 
 
    Like the cliché light bulb in cartoons, an idea clicks in my mind.  Rather than trying to control all the sparks at once, I start trying to control the sparks in just one area and then spread out from there.  I focus on the magic jumping in my toes.  There isn’t as many sparks there making it the logical starting point. 
 
    I don’t know how long it takes for me to get control of the magic in my feet, but it feels like a success.  Working my way up my legs, I slowly start to gain more confidence in my ability to control this electricity inside me. 
 
    The objective is to gain control and direct the magic to one hand.  I finally have the control, now I need to learn how to direct the current.  I also have to control the strength want it to have.  When I try to move the magic to my hand from my arm, all the rest of the magic in my body try to follow.  Not only does it try to follow, it tries to rush and fill up space as quickly as possible.  It’s hard to control when it does that. 
 
    I try to imagine having a dam blocking the electrical current to help control the flow, but it just completely stops the flow.  My next idea is to imagine the magic flowing through me continually and depositing small amounts in my palm as it passes by.  I can feel the weight of the magic in my hand gradually build.  A breeze flows through the room.  I open my eyes wondering what caused the wind. 
 
    Jared is sitting smugly in front of me as sweat drips down his face.  “Well done Short Stack, now for the tricky part.  Try to absorb the magic back inside yourself from your palm.” 
 
    “Why don’t I just release it into the air?” I ask. 
 
    “Uncontrolled magic is dangerous.  You haven’t mastered it, yet.  It could do anything if you were to do that.  Once you master it, you’ll be able to release it like that and control what it does.  You do that now, and you could blow up the house,” answers Jared. 
 
    I focus on bringing the magic back in a slow and steady flow.  It’s like I have created an outlet that allows a small amount of magic to flow in and out.  It takes longer to get the magic back in than it had been to get it out. 
 
    “Jared is the wind from the magic?” 
 
    “Yes.  The magic wasn’t given a specific form to take.  When that happens, it will take on one of the basic magical elements generally at random.  The basic magical elements are air, metal, fire, ice, water, earth, shadow, and light.  Each element is connected to one of the original magical families.  I’ve already told you that my family's element is water and yours is shadows.  The moon is the symbol of shadow,” explains Jared. 
 
    “I don’t get it.  How are our families balanced?” I shook my head confused by the connection. 
 
    “Well, it might make more sense if you knew that the light was represented by the sun, and is connected with the earth element.  The light brings life while the earth cares and shelters it.  The earth gives a place for life to exist and gives the life-giving light a place and purpose to shine.  Fire and ice are connected.  They make up for each other’s shortcomings.  Fire is quick and impatient.  It gives all of itself in what it does.  Ice is slow and calculating.  It takes its time, but they can both be incredibly destructive.  Ice can carve tracks in the earth and drag mountains down.  Fire’s destructive abilities are easy to see.  Just like how it gives all of itself, fire consumes all that is around it.  When you combine the two, you are able to reign in the destructive tendencies of each element.  Some of the greatest magical pairings have come from the fire and ice families.  There really is very little that can stop them,” explains Jared. 
 
    “Ok that makes sense, I guess.  How are air and metal connected?” 
 
    “Air is light and lives in the sky.  It is spread thin making it weak and easier for others to manipulate it.  When water is added to the air it feels heavy.  Heat makes it stifling, while cold makes it biting.  Metal is dense and heavy.  It can’t be swayed by other elements easily.  Once it has taken its form, it is hard to change it.  The metal family keeps the air family grounded, while the air family gets the metal family to open up to different ideas.  At some point, you’ll meet people from the different families making it easier for you to see the complementary nature of the pairings,” chuckles Jared. 
 
    “I’m not sure I need to.  It makes sense what you said, but you failed to explain shadows and water.” 
 
    “You’re right.  Well, my understanding is that because water is always moving and changing, usually at a faster pace than you even realize, it is paired with shadows which don’t change.  Your understanding and perceptions of shadows can change, but they are still the same shadows.  Does that make sense?” ask Jared. 
 
    “Yeah, no not really.” 
 
    “Don’t worry too much about the pairings.  Come on let’s go eat lunch.  Make sure you keep control of your magic.  If you are able to do that through lunch then when we get back we’ll start working on changing the form your magic creates when you bring it out.” 
 
    It’s harder than I thought it would be to keep control of my magic during lunch.  Every few minutes my control starts to loosen, and I have to tighten it again.  Jared tells me that eventually, I will be able to do it unconsciously.  It just takes practice.  I have noticed that it becomes easier every time I tighten my control. 
 
    After lunch, I’m back in the training room.  Jared explains that some spells will be easier than others for me to learn.  That makes sense, but what didn’t make sense is being told that the only type of elemental spells I will be able to master are shadow spells.  Jared didn’t know any shadow spells, nor does he know anyone that uses them.  It’s something only my family has ever been able to do. 
 
    “So wait I’ll only be able to do shadow spells?” I asked confuse. 
 
    “No, you don’t understand.  Only your family has been able to do shadow spells.  However, basic spells for all the other elements can be used by everyone.  It’s the more powerful spells you won’t be able to master and control.  Each family guards those spells.  You can consider it like a checks and balances system to keep each family from becoming too powerful,” explains Jared. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Jared starts out with creating an orb of light in my hand.  It’s a lot harder than I thought it would be, and I thought it sounds impossible.  I have to keep my eyes open and focus on my hand while drawing out my magic and infusing light into it.  Magic is hard. 
 
    “Short Stack you’re pathetic.  That was barely even a hint of light.  How are you going to protect yourself when you are so inadequate?  You will rot in this house if you don’t pull it together and get this right,” growls Jared. 
 
    I don’t think he can actually yell.  I think his voice was damaged at some point.  All that happens is his voice got raspier like nails on a chalkboard. 
 
    “You know what screw you and screw this.  I’m done.  I would say thanks for trying, but honestly, I think I would have been better off without you.  I wouldn’t have tried to belittle me into succeeding.  Guess what in no universe does that actually work!”  I start to storm off. 
 
    “Get back here we aren’t done for the day,” ground out Jared. 
 
    I do a very unladylike thing.  I show him my middle finger and storm off without looking back.  I’m ready to break something. 
 
    My feet lead me outside.  The frustration hits critical mass.  Screaming has always helped me relieve stress, but it doesn’t work this time.  I still want to throw stuff.  I want to cry.  I want my life back.  Everyone else seems to be coping with me being a witch just fine, but was I?  No, I wasn’t.  My life was normal and then some Spook decides to take my normal life away and throw me into this freak show of a mess.  It isn’t fair. 
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    I stand on the back porch trying to calm down.  I see Ash appear from the forest.  I watch him get.  It’s never a good idea for me to make eye contact when angry, so I avoid looking him in the eye.  Also, I’m still freaking out about his eyes glowing the other day. 
 
    “You know you won’t be able to do any kind of magic until you get over the mental block you threw up when this started.  You have to let go of whatever ideas you had about yourself and the life you should have had,” sighs Ash. 
 
    I snort, “Easy for you to say.  It isn’t your life that has been turned upside down, inside out, and blown to pieces.  I was normal, and everything in my life was normal.  Then someone tries to kill me, twice, and that is it.  Poof!  Normal vanishes like socks in the dryer.” 
 
    He chuckles, “Come on.  I think I know where you need to go to calm down.” 
 
    We walk towards the pond.  I have butterflies in my stomach.  He’s adorable and made me want to melt into a puddle.  No!  I am stronger than this and I know where this reaction comes from. Generations of breeding coded my DNA with the need to find a male that can provide for me and my children.  He can protect us without even breaking a sweat.  I remember the warmth and comfort of his silent strength during our first meeting.  Shivers run down my spine. 
 
    At the edge of the pond, Ash sits on the ground.  He lays down placing his hands behind his head.  “So how have you been coping with your new found possibilities?” 
 
    Sighing, I plop down next to him. “I don’t think I am.  I’m just so angry right now.” 
 
    “What are you angry at?” 
 
    I pick up a small rock and throw it at the pond.  “I don’t know, what do you think I’m most angry about?” 
 
    “For starters, I would say that most of the anger is directed at all of your parents and Doc.  They did this to you.  It was their secret, now it’s affecting you.  In your mind, you view being a witch as a negative.  There are blessings to it that you haven’t even considered.  You are willing to accept other Spooks and the fact that the house will give you essentially whatever you want, but you have yet to accept the fact that you don’t need the house to do it for you.  You can magic it up on your own, and it’s scary.  Absolute power leads to absolute corruption, and you view magic as absolute power.  It isn’t though.” 
 
    “What would you know of it?” I cross my arms around my knees and stare at the water. 
 
    “Well for starters, there is no spell that can affect me in the slightest.  Shifters are immune to magic.  It’s something to do with the magic inherent in our abilities to shift.  So there is a check against you.” 
 
    “Ok.” 
 
    “Also, magic can be as addictive as a drug, if you use it for a lot of stupid things then you won’t be able to stop.  That’s why there are no cleaning spells and stuff like that.” 
 
    “Yeah Jared told me about that.” 
 
    “Your own spells can backfire on you, if you aren’t strong enough to cast it.  There’s also some kind of balance system between all the families. They check each other making sure that they are being good little witches.” 
 
    I roll onto my back and stare up at the moon and stars.  “You know my dad would have told me that life isn’t fair, and it wouldn’t have helped.  I’ve been silly.  I should’ve just accepted my being a witch and moved on with it, but I have just become so fixated on life not being normal, or what I expected normal to be. I’ve been wallowing in my anger and self-pity.  I’m not sure I’m ready to let that go.” 
 
    Ash chuckles, “You aren’t silly, just human.  It’s natural to not want to deal with or accept change.  We like our comfort zones and rarely stray from them.  I would have wondered about you if you didn’t struggle with this.” 
 
    I roll onto my stomach. “Let’s change the subject.  Tell me about you and being a lupine.” 
 
    “Well, what exactly do you want to know?  I mean you already know about the super speed and strength.  Plus, there are the heightened senses and dashingly good looks.  I’m just not sure how far down the rabbit hole you want to go,” said Ash. 
 
    “Oh, are you divided into packs or something?  Just tell me whatever to keep my mind off of stuff,” I said as I wave dismissively.  I start plucking individual grass blades and watch them grow back. 
 
    Ash thinks for a minute, “We are divided into packs.  Packs are like a big extended family, though not everyone is blood-related.  They’re led by an alpha or the alpha couple if the alpha has found his mate.  Their job-” 
 
    “Mate?  What is that?” I interrupt.  “Like is that just a lupine word for a spouse or like how people say certain animals mate for life?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you if you can do the last spell that Jared tried to get you to do,” challenges Ash. 
 
    I wrinkle my nose up in irritation. 
 
    “Come on you can do it. The spell you did instinctively during the fight the other day isn’t easy to do.  It isn’t a low-level spell; very few can actually pull it off for as long and as well as you did.  Come on what was Jared trying to get you to do before you stormed off?” 
 
    “Create light.  It’s supposed to be like a ball of light that you hold, like a magical flashlight or lantern I guess.” 
 
    Ash pulls himself into a sitting position so fast I miss the transition.  I pull myself up and sit across from him. 
 
    “You can do it Buttercup.  Even if you don’t trust yourself, I do.” 
 
    Closing my eyes, completely against Jared’s rules, I concentrate remembering what Jared told me about the spell.  You aren’t actually creating light but pulling it from all around you.  You then channel it into the magic and have the magic amplify it.  Creating things is nearly impossible for most witches. It takes too much of yourself. 
 
    I think of the stars and the moon in the sky above me and smile.  It makes sense that the moon is my family’s symbol.  I have always loved the moon and stars.  I hear Ash chuckling and open my eyes.  There is a softball-sized orb of light in my hands, and it’s bright.  It hurts to look at because it’s so bright.  Smiling, I release the light to go scatter around the world. 
 
    “You are exceptionally powerful.  Your smell has been infused, no, that’s not strong enough, it’s more like saturated almost to the point of being overwhelmed with magic.” 
 
    I scrunch my face together.  I don’t like the idea of having so much magic. 
 
    “Don’t wrinkle your forehead like that.  The fact that it bothers you that you have so much power is proof that you are one of the few people I would trust with it.  Power doesn’t have to corrupt.  With great power comes great responsibility, you will find that balance.  I’ll help you if you need it,” Ash sooths as he brushes a stray lock of hair from in front of my face. 
 
    I look down at my hands and whisper, “I’m scared.  What if I let it get to my head? Or get so used to it that I take it for granted?  What if I hurt someone?” 
 
    “That’s normal and healthy.  You should be scared of all those things.  If you weren’t, then they’ll happen.  Your parents did a wonderful job of raising you to be compassionate, loyal, and loving,” assures Ash as he tilts my head up to look him in the eyes. 
 
    My breath gets stuck in my throat as I look in his eyes.  They’re soft and welcoming. 
 
    “You are meant for this. You’ve unique qualifications to keep yourself sufficiently distanced from the power.  It isn’t something you have worked with or seen since you were a toddler.  You’re dealing with it and learning to control it as an adult with a clear understanding of the damage you can do, and the desire to avoid that at all costs.  Don’t worry so much about the future.  Wait until you have your present under control.  This fear of yours will only bind you, and you’re meant to fly.” 
 
    “Was that a broomstick joke?” I ask smiling.  This man has the ability to get me all riled up and calmed down at the same time.  My heart was racing, but the butterflies had calmed. Ash’s eyes twinkle with mischief. 
 
    “If the hat fits wear it,” laughs Ash. 
 
    He’s running his fingers through my hair and staring intently at me.  If he had been in wolf form, I would be worried that he is going to eat me.  Then again, I probably should be worried about that anyways.  I can feel my heart beating faster and instinctively lean into his hand. He leans closer to me. 
 
    Fractions away from my lips, he pauses.  The wind shifts, and I think I feel the tingle in my brain.  I can’t be sure because all that’s going through it is wondering what it would feel like to have his lips on mine. 
 
    A quick glance towards his lips changes that feeling.  His canines have grown to a dangerous length, and he looks pissed and petrified.  I’m unceremoniously picked up and put in a cradle hold as he sprints towards the house.  We’re moving so fast I have to close my eyes to avoid getting sick.  Something is wrong, incredibly wrong. 
 
    As we enter the kitchen, Ash stops.  “Where is the safe room?” he demands. 
 
    Whispering, “There isn’t one.  One has never been needed.  The house isn’t supposed to allow anyone here that I don’t permit or something like that.” 
 
    I’m fairly certain Ash is swearing but it sounds more like growls.  I think he’s very near to going wolf. 
 
    “Put me down, please.  Don’t argue.  You’ll be able to defend me better if your hands are free.” 
 
    I need to have my own movements unrestricted.  I didn’t intend to let him defend me without some backup. 
 
    Jared rushes into the room. “What happened?  Dude, I can’t understand you.  You need to calm down if you are going to be of any help.” 
 
    “Jared isn’t this house supposed to keep outsiders out?” 
 
    “Yes.  That is its main purpose.  It keeps outsiders out, and the family and their secrets safe,” replies Jared. 
 
    “Then why do we have an intruder?” I question. 
 
    Jared looks dumbstruck.  This is unfathomable.  While we are all trying to figure out what happened, the front door opens.  My parents run into the kitchen, out of breath and clearly worried.  It’s my fault.  I’ve doomed us all.  My parents aren’t safe here and neither am I. 
 
    I look to Ash for help or comfort, but he has gone completely still and quiet.  He’s breathing deeply through his nose.  I guess he’s trying to get a sense of who we are up against and how powerful they are. 
 
    “JARED!” a voice booms through the house.  All eyes snap to him, he looks confused, 
 
    “Dad?”  Jared heads for the front of the house.  “Dad what are you doing here?  How did you get here?” 
 
    “That is not important.  What are you doing here?  Your mother sees Doctor Michaels and has a vision of you here with a group of people.  What in the world are you doing here?  As the head of the family, I demand an answer,” screeches Jared’s dad.  He hasn’t noticed us standing in the hall yet, and I don’t think I want him to. 
 
    “She is not my mother,” spit Jared.  “And as far as your head of the family demand for answers, I think it is more important that you answer my questions.  Being the head of the family doesn’t give you supreme authority or power over the rest of us, and you tarnish the family trying to suggest it does.  You’re the emissary for the counsel not a king.” 
 
    Ash has visibly calmed down.  His canines are back to normal.  In fact, he’s looking irritated at Jared and his father.  I guess his dad had stopped Ash from kissing me, and nearly caused a couple of heart attacks.  Just thinking about it made my hands clench into fist.  I grind my teeth ready to spit fire at him. 
 
    “You know what I don’t care if Jared was the one asking the questions first, I am asking them now.  Since I am the head of this family, you will answer to me.” 
 
    Ash snaps to attention next to me and puts himself slightly in front of me, ever the bodyguard.  Jared’s dad’s eyes shift to Ash and his lips curl back into a snarl. 
 
    “How dare you allow this mongrel to be here!” 
 
    I can see Ash’s canines again as he bares his teeth rather menacingly.  Normally, when a person bares their teeth it just looks weird, but with the added addition of elongated canines, Ash looks scary.  Go wolf boy. 
 
    “Careful, Father, you don’t want to get Woods any more pissed off with you.  I’m sure he wouldn’t take kindly to you calling his beta and son a mongrel,” taunts Jared. 
 
    I place my hand on Ash’s shoulder, which draws the attention of Jared’s father. 
 
    “No,” he whispers. His face pales with fear, which was amazing since he was a splotchy bright red and purple seconds ago. 
 
    He looks a lot like Jared, the same dark brown eyes and shade of auburn hair with some streaks of gray.  The only thing different is that Jared’s father has a dimple in the middle of his cheek.  He looks behind me and the splotchy purply red is back.  He looks furious, more furious then he had been with Jared. 
 
    “How could you tell her?  You were supposed to protect her.” 
 
    My father steps forward, “We didn’t tell her, Doc did.  Before you get all worked up, he had to tell her.  Somehow the secret was found out.  She needed to know for her own protection.” 
 
    “What could possibly have happened to make you think that?” he demands. 
 
    “I was attacked twice within twelve hours and nearly killed both times.  The first time was-” 
 
    “Gwen, why don’t you go into the kitchen and eat something?  You missed dinner and must be hungry,” Jacqueline suggests as she walks past me 
 
    I roll my eyes.  My mom never likes it when I try to explain anything.  She claims I’m too long-winded. 
 
    “Mom, it’s my story, and I should be able to tell it.” 
 
    “Sweetie no one wants to hear your exaggerated version.  Just the facts are needed.  I love you, now go eat,” orders my mom. 
 
    I’m about to tell her no when my stomach growls.  Ash turns and grabs my shoulders, kisses the top of my head, then steers me to the kitchen.  I protest the whole way, but he won’t listen. 
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    I pull out and slam down a tub of chocolate ice cream.  I nearly shatter the bowl.  Furry is raging through my veins.  I force myself to calm down.  It’s my life and my story and no one will let me tell it.  Ash is staring at me with his head tilted to the side and an odd expression on his face. 
 
    “What?” I snap, probably a little too harshly. 
 
    Ash smiles, “I think the last of the puzzle pieces have fallen into place for me, that’s all.” 
 
    I put the ice cream back and grab some caramel syrup out of the fridge.  It’s probably the best homemade caramel syrup magic could make.  The smell soothes my fury.  “And what puzzle piece would that be?” 
 
    “I’ll tell only if you get me a bowl of ice cream,” Ash said with the smug look of someone who knows something and that you are too susceptible to the urgings of curiosity. 
 
    I grind my teeth as I get a bowl and ice cream for Ash.  Guilt has already started gnawing at me for snapping at him.  He isn’t the one who isn’t letting me tell the story of how it all began.  The only reason he started pushing me towards the kitchen was my traitorous stomach. 
 
    I hand Ash his bowl of ice cream.  “Ok, now spill.” 
 
    He tilts his head and apparently listening to the people in the front room.  Looking back at me he smirks and says, “Remind me to be just a smidge nicer to Jared.  It isn’t often that a witch of one of the ancient families is willing to defend shifters.  Come on let’s go sit on the porch swing.”  Ash grabs my bowl and heads for the door.  I’m confused. 
 
    It’s a little chilly outside.  I wish I had a blanket or a jacket until I sit down next to Ash.  He’s on fire. 
 
    “Do you need a doctor?  You’re burning up,” I ask placing the back of my hand on his forehead. 
 
    Ash chuckles, “It’s a shifter thing.  We have a high metabolism so our body temps are higher than the average fever.  It’s nice. I’ve never been cold in my life.” 
 
    “Oh, ok, um.”  I can’t help but repeat ‘I am such a dork’ over and over in my head. 
 
    “Eat your ice cream, and I’ll explain the puzzle piece that fell into place.  Jared’s dad’s name is Xerxes.  He’s a bit of a snob; well that is what I always thought of him. Not all witches belong to one of the families; they are descendants of them or more accurately several of them.” 
 
    Ash looks at me and smiles before slowly taking a bite of ice cream.  I turn my attention back to the bowl in front of me.  I needed to listen to what he was saying and not be wondering what he would do next. 
 
    “There was a division a few centuries ago and all the families except yours lost half of their members.  They didn’t agree with the direction the council was going and basically ceded from the union. 
 
    “Your family didn’t lose any members because they were already being hunted, but didn’t see a need to tell the others until it was too late.  So the witches that are affiliated with a family see themselves as a higher class of witch and those that left don’t really care about class,” explains Ash. 
 
    “Puzzle piece Ash.  You’re stalling.  So while that was an interesting bit of history, I’m a bit more tenacious than that,” I prod. 
 
    “Well here’s the conundrum I have.  On the one hand you deserve to know, and on the other hand snob or not, Xerxes may have the right to tell you himself.  But then there is the possibility that he isn’t man enough to tell you, which leads me right back to you deserve to know,” sighs Ash. 
 
    I’m sure the look on my face implied he’s a crazy person.  I really shouldn’t be judging because I’m sure he has had more than enough reasons to give me the exact same look and hasn’t. 
 
    Sighing Ash gave in, “Xerxes is most likely your father, your biological father.” 
 
    I swallow my bite of ice cream and set my bowl on the ground.  Such a waste of good ice cream, I barely touched it.  “What evidence do you have to support your claim?” 
 
    “Well first off, the fact that he knew how to get here.  My guess is that your mom told him at some point during their relationship.  Then you have the fact that Jared, Xerxes and you all have the same dark brown eyes, same color, and shape.  When you’re mad, you have a little dimple in the middle of your cheek. It’s there when you're happy but not as distinguished.  Xerxes has the same one.  I would say you probably look more like your mom than Xerxes. 
 
    “There is also a distinct smell to their family, and I have caught whiffs of it with you.  I just assumed it was because Jared was here, but with all the other stuff, I would have to say you have the water family blood running through your veins,” Ash answers as he stares into his bowl of ice cream. 
 
    I’m shell-shocked.  This is the biggest bomb dropped on me to date, well that probably is an exaggeration.  I never knew about my father.  When I was put up for adoption, all my birth mom had said was that he was unknown.  Now, he’s apparently alive and fully aware of me and standing in my house. Ash wraps his arm around me and pulls me close.  I sit there as he plays with my hair. 
 
    I don’t know how long we sit like this, but I knew the moment we were being interrupted.  Ash growls at the interruption.  It isn’t really audible, but I can feel the vibrations.  The door clicks as the knob is turned and swings silently open. 
 
    Ash is gearing up for a fight; I can feel all his muscles tightening up.  It must be Xerxes because Ash didn’t have an issue with anyone else here. 
 
    I probably should move or get up and leave them to hash out whatever their issues are, but that would mean moving and walking past the man who is possibly responsible for my being alive.  I’m not sure I can deal with looking at him right now.  I’ve had way too many shocks recently. 
 
    “I would like to speak with her alone.  We need to talk,” Xerxes states in a cold flat tone. 
 
    I clutch at Ash’s shirt afraid that he’s going to leave me here alone, defenseless. 
 
    Ash looks me straight in the eyes, “I will be right inside the door.  He just doesn’t want to see an audience.  There is no way I am going to move more than a few steps from you.  He won’t be able to hurt you.” 
 
    Shaking my head, “There is more than one type of hurt.” 
 
    A wicked smile spreads across Ash’s face.  “Well, then he better not hurt you in any way.  Cause according to pack law that means I can rip his throat out.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh.  “You could stay,” I suggest. 
 
    Ash kisses the tip of my nose and whispers, “It’s better if I just stand inside the door.” 
 
    The loss of his heat is instantly apparent.  I start shivering.  A blanket appears next to me on the swing.  Ash picks it up and wraps it around me. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Anything for you, Buttercup.” Ash winks as he turns to go inside. 
 
    “Mutt,” snarls Xerxes as Ash walks past. 
 
    Ash smiles and whispers something to Xerxes that I can’t hear, but Xerxes' face pales.  I imagine it’s a threat of some sort; however, I can’t be certain. 
 
    Xerxes sits next to me on the swing. He is far enough away that I don’t have to worry about touching.  This is awkward. 
 
    What am I supposed to say?  Hey so someone told me that there is a possibility that you might be my daddy?  Or hey daddy-o how’s it going? 
 
    I decide to say nothing at all.  I sit squirming waiting for him to say something. 
 
    “I, um, well,” Xerxes stumbles over his words. 
 
    It would have been nice to be able to appreciate the fact that talking to me brought him to monosyllables and uncomfortable silence, but I’ve broken out in a cold sweat bringing with it a desire to run far away. 
 
    “Alright, well then its good talking to you, but there are about a million things I would rather be doing right now,” I rush the words so fast I’m not sure they are actually intelligible. 
 
    “So he did figure it out.  You can never trust a lupine to keep their noses out of where they do not belong.  I am your Father,” sighs Xerxes. 
 
    “Yeah, I'd really hoped I could go my whole life without that Star Wars reference actually being used on me,” I say rolling my eyes. 
 
    Xerxes looks at me perplexed, “I have never seen Star Wars.  There are more important things for me to do with my time.” 
 
    “Wow, so glad you weren’t my father.  Poor Jared,” I respond without thinking.  I grimace.  That did not come out the way I meant it. 
 
    Xerxes sighs, “I am not sure what you want me to say or what I should tell you.  I never thought I would have this opportunity.” 
 
    “You could start from the beginning and tell the truth.  I’ve always been able to tell when someone is lying,” I say pointedly. I turn to look at him for the first time since he came outside. 
 
    Xerxes smiles, “Your mom could as well.  She was beautiful.  You look just like her.  Except for your eyes, she had blue eyes that reminded me of a clear blue spring.” 
 
    “You loved her.”  It was pretty obvious. 
 
    “Yes,” he whispers.  “I would have done anything for her, which is why when she found out she was pregnant, she hid it from me. 
 
    “No one knew about us.  She wanted it that way.  As the head of the Council, she did not want people seeing her relationship with me as; well I am not sure what she thought. 
 
    “I believe she did not want to get me mixed up with whoever was hunting her family down.  She was the last one for a very long time. 
 
    “One day, she just disappeared.  I feared the worst.  I searched everywhere for her.  This was the one place I could not get to.  Then one night I found a piece of paper under my pillow.  It was her handwriting, and it led me here.” 
 
    I’m not sure if I really want to hear the ending of his story.  What if he got here and found her dead or dying.  Or there was a fight about what to do with me. 
 
    I hadn’t known him long enough to know what I should expect.  He was arrogant and a jerk.  He treats Ash like he’s an animal. 
 
    “You were already gone.  She knew that I would have done everything in my power to bring you home.  Piper would not give me a reference point to start looking for you.  I did not even know what doctor she had gone to or what adoption agency was used. 
 
    “Piper explained why she did what she did.  She was sorry about it but still believed that it was the best for you.  At the time, I could not understand,” Xerxes gave a self-depreciating smile. 
 
    “I never got a chance to tell her that I understood.  She was found six months after you were born.  They had to identify her through dental records. 
 
    “I promise you will not end up like that.  I have been searching for them ever since.  I will not stop till they are eradicated. 
 
    “I am sorry that probably sounded very strange.  I have worried about you every minute of every day since I learned about you.  Every strange death I read about, I thought of you and wanted to go investigate to find out if magic was involved,” sighed Xerxes. 
 
    “You can tell?” I ask. 
 
    “It is rather easy. Just like shifters being able to smell magic, a witch or warlock is able to sense magic.  There are spells you can do to find out more about what kind of spell it was. 
 
    “If you are really good you can find the magical fingerprint of the person who cast the spell.  The more generic spells are harder to find that fingerprint. 
 
    “Magic is very simple.  You feel it in your veins and change it into what you desire.  Magic is something you have to channel, so part of you leaves an imprint. 
 
    “Some are adept enough at sensing that imprint that it does not matter how generic the spell.  Jared can find the magical imprint in any spell.  In addition, once he sees someone cast a spell or learns their imprint pattern, he can always tell if it was their spell or not.” 
 
    “That’s cool.  I wonder if they had him check out the area we were attacked.  I’ll have to ask Ash.” 
 
    Xerxes leaned forward placing his arms on his knees. “He did but he did not recognize the signature.  The girl that attacked you was killed by Ash.  It would not have helped much.  He checked it out hoping to see if there was an imprint of one of the families.  There was not.  It looks like she was someone outside of the families.” 
 
    “Ok.” What did you say to that? 
 
    Clearing his throat, Xerxes looks at me, “I know Jared has been trying to train you, but he is not an adept teacher.  If you will let me, I would like to teach you.” 
 
    Did he just give me a way to get out from under Jared’s harsh teaching method?  Then again what if Jared learned it from Xerxes?  Well worst case scenario, I can fire them both and figure it out on my own. 
 
    “Ok, as long as you promise not to resort to name calling and dictatorial tendencies.” 
 
    “Promise.  Oh, I almost forgot,” Xerxes reaches up and pulls a book from out of the air.  “This belonged to Piper.  In case I ever found you, she asked me to give it to you.  I am not sure what is in it.  Piper put a spell on it. Only someone who is related to her can open it.” 
 
    Gingerly, I take the book.  Xerxes goes inside the house.  I’m not sure what to expect from the book when I open it.  It’s small like a pocket journal.  Inside I find a flowing script.  Piper, my mother, must have written it. 
 
    My Dearest Gwendelyn, 
 
    If you are reading this, then your secret is out, and I have failed in my plan to protect you. 
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    My breath caught in my throat.  My mother wrote a journal with instructions and information for me in case my secret got out.  I have always wanted to meet her and talk to her about her decision.  I’ve always loved my adoptive parents and have trusted their story about my adoption. But sometimes it would have been nice to have been able hear her story in her own words. 
 
    “Gwen, Gwen?” 
 
    “I’m sorry just a little shell-shocked.  Apparently, my mom wrote this to me in case my secret got out.  I’ve always wanted to talk to her and now, in a sense, I finally have that ability.” 
 
    Ash chuckles, “Well then why don’t you head up to your room, so you won't be disturbed.” 
 
    Ash helps me up and leads me back inside.  I clutch the book tight to my chest; I’m idiotically worried that it will magically disappear on me. He opens my door and nudges me in. I stand there frozen in place. Chuckling, he maneuvers me to my bed. 
 
    “If you need anything just whisper, I’ll hear you.” 
 
    I stare at the book in my hands terrified of what it might contain. I’m frozen in trying to decide between knowing and never being able to unlearn it and remaining blissfully ignorant.  Sighing, I decide I need to know.  Knoweldge is power and I need knowledge to control the power I already have. 
 
    After getting comfortable, I open the book again and begin devouring it.  There’s no way I’m going to be able to put this book down until I read it cover to cover. 
 
    Occasionally, I have to switch positions.  There’s a lot of information in this book.  There’s information on the different families, on magic, and on all the information that the Andolyn family has uncovered on those trying to wipe us from the face of the planet.  Unfortunately, the Andolyn family isn’t well known for its detective abilities, so there isn’t a lot of information. 
 
    However, there is information on the book that calls to me.  My heart races as I read what I have to do and what I will gain. 
 
    Smiling, I put the book down.  I feel more secure in being able to handle my new abilities.  It’s amazing what a little advice and support from a loving source can do. 
 
    I’m going to have to apologize to my parents.  They have been nothing but understanding and supportive.  All I’ve done is try to pretend that they didn’t exist or yell at them.  Things are going to change, starting now. 
 
    I stand up and stretch.  There’s something I need to do before anything else.  As quietly as possibly, I leave my room and head for the training room.  I can hear people talking in the kitchen, but they aren’t important at the moment. 
 
    The book looks as excited as I am.  It contains all the memories and collective spells of the Matriarchs of my family.  Piper was the last one to use it when she blocked the flow of magic through me. 
 
    The book jumps open.  It’s an incantation that will allow all the wisdom of my family to flow through me as needed.  I’ll be able to use that wisdom to learn magic faster, in fact, Piper suggests it.  It will also help me if I end up in a dangerous situation by giving me a magical boost of knowledge and spells. 
 
    Finishing the incantation, I feel like a heavy winter jacket has been placed on me.  I close my eyes and allow whatever it is settle. 
 
    Long ago, my family discovered that the best way to keep the wisdom of the family alive is to keep it stored in the book.  Every time I touch the book the wisdom I have gained will be magically uploaded for storage.  It’s pretty cool.  I have access to my family’s wisdom cloud through magical Wi-Fi. 
 
    The weight settles and adjusts slightly.  My stomach growls, forcing me to realize I didn’t actually eat lunch or dinner yesterday.  I reach the kitchen and find that only Xerxes and Jared are sitting at the table.  Jared looks perplexed. 
 
    “What?” asks Xerxes. 
 
    “I don’t know. I feel different all of a sudden.  Almost like something has fallen into place.  I usually have a bunch of restless energy, but now it is flowing more smoothly,” answers Jared.  “I’m not sure how to explain it.” 
 
    Xerxes must have heard me because his head snaps up to me.  I’m not really sure what he is expecting from me.  I’m still trying to wrap my head around the fact that he’s my biological father. I didn’t even know he existed until last night. 
 
    I wave and move towards the fridge looking for food.  Xerxes intercepts me.  He grabs my right hand and turns it over revealing a crescent moon on my wrist.  It’s new. 
 
    “Each matriarch of the Andolyn family has had the moon on their wrist.  It is a sign for the Witches Council to know that you are the true head of the Council.  It will change with the phases of the moon.  That was not there yesterday.  What did you do?” demands Xerxes quietly. 
 
    Now is not the time for nerves or doubt to get the better of me.  I look him right in the eyes and answer, “I read the incantation in the book that allows me to receive the wisdom of my family.” 
 
    Xerxes’ face distorts into a look of horror.  “You should not touch that book without knowing the requirements, and you should most definitely not be reading or any of the spells or incantations in it.” 
 
    “Actually, Piper said I had to.  She told me the requirements, and I fit them perfectly.  It is the only way that I will be able to stand a chance at surviving.  Yes, I understand that it is not a guarantee but it will be beneficial for me to have the wisdom of my family with me.  So shove any issues or complaints you may have and move. I’m ravenous.” 
 
    “This does explain Jared’s energy smoothing out,” sighs a weary-looking Xerxes. 
 
    I should feel bad for him.  He has had a, oh what, twenty-four hours since he learned about this train wreck, but also knew it could happen any day my whole life.  Yup, I don’t feel sorry for him.  I’ve been on this train wreck longer than he has, and I’m starting to handle it just fine. 
 
    I’m no longer freaking out every time I think about my life.  Things have started to look better; I still worry about abusing my power. Ash believes in me, and according to Piper, there is a defense mechanism in the Andolyn line that will strip me of my power if I turn to the dark side as it were.  She didn’t go into much detail about it, but it certainly eased my fears. 
 
    “What does?” asks Jared. 
 
    Xerxes is staring at me and still blocking my way to the fridge.  “Gwen is officially the head of the Andolyn.  Since your older sister is officially a member of another family, your line to the head of the family has been cleared.  Our head of the family position is handed down to the oldest child of the current head; Gwen could have fought for your spot in the hereditary line.  Though, it is more important for her to be the Andolyn matriarch.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that,” I marvel. 
 
    “Of what?” asks Jared which taking another bite of his cereal. 
 
    “You’re my little brother, well half-brother.  I’ve never had a sibling.  My parents never tried for another child,” I marvel. 
 
    Fred, my dad, walks in, “It was part of the agreement we made with Doc.  Could you imagine having to worry about a sibling that you grew up with being mixed up in the middle of this?  At least, your mother and I have lived for a long while, and you could let us go to save yourself.  There’s no way you could do that with a sibling.” 
 
    I stare at my dad in horror.  “Dad I would always come after you, both of you.  I wouldn’t let you sacrifice yourself for me.” 
 
    He look me straight in the eyes and says in a commanding tone, “Yes you will.  You are not to sacrifice yourself for us.  We wouldn’t be able to live with that.  Do you understand?” 
 
    What can I say?  If I told him to stuff it, he will just keep telling me over and over again that I am to let them die.  On the other hand, if I lie and said I could do that what would he think of me?  Better yet would he even believe me? 
 
    “Good morning everyone,” drawls Ash. 
 
    “Stop it, Fred,” quips Jacqueline.  “You know better than to try to push something like that on her.  There is a reason we are here with her, protected from anyone kidnapping us. 
 
    “Gwen, sweetie, we love you with all our hearts.  I know that you would try to save us, but we would rather you didn’t.  Please remember that we chose this.  You may have grown up in ignorance but we have always known that this may happen.  We hoped it wouldn’t.  Now, what would you like for breakfast?” 
 
    “You know me, mom.”  I’m not sure what to ask for.  I’m not really a breakfast food person, but right now food is the last thing on my mind despite a raging stomach. 
 
    I sit down at the table, thinking again.  I spend too much time thinking.  Ash nudges me as he sits down next to me and hands me a plate of French toast.  My mom places syrup, peanut butter, jam, and powdered sugar down next to us.  She obviously wants to cover all the bases.  It’s quiet.  Normally, my parents are talkative at breakfast, but things have changed.  They expect me to choose my life over theirs, but I couldn’t do that. 
 
    After breakfast, I follow Xerxes to the training room in silence.  I’m not sure what to expect, but I’m hoping there is going to be less belittling. 
 
    As it turns out, there’s less belittling, but more ordering and about the same amount of yelling.  I really don’t want either of them to teach me if I could choose.  Xerxes is like a drill sergeant constantly ordering me to do it again and again. 
 
    “Again Gwen,” orders Xerxes as he leans against the wall. 
 
    We have moved from light to the next logical element, to him, water.  I take a deep breath and focus on the water in front of me.  My goal is to pull the water out of the bowl forming an actual water ball, keep it floating for one minute, and gently put it back in the bowl. 
 
    I have only succeeded once.  The few dozen times before that, Xerxes had to pull it out of my clothes, the floor, and the table.  That trick will be handy for drying my hair.  Another success.  Again the same order.  It’s going to be a long day. 
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    Training is going well.  Apparently, having the family’s wisdom inside your head means that magic is easier to understand.  I train a few hours a day with Ash now.  Ash wants me to I learn how to defend myself in hand to hand combat.  The idea is that if a shifter, immune to magic, attacks me, I can defend myself. 
 
    Jared comes and trains with Ash.  Apparently, there isn’t any formal training on what to do when you can’t use magic against an opponent.  The fallback plan is to just head to the family home.  Such a nice plan. 
 
    “Ok, I understand you are physically and mentally immune to magic, but what about your clothes?” I ask. 
 
    “Wow Gwen, if you want me to strip all you have to do, is ask,” grins Ash as he leans against the table. 
 
    “Pervert!” I screech.  “I’m being serious here.” 
 
    “Honestly, I’m having mixed feelings about you saying stuff like that to my sister,” grumbles Jared. 
 
    “She’s only a half-sister and you didn’t know she existed two months ago,” laughs Ash as he pushes off the table.  “Also, she’s your older sister.” 
 
    “Only by three years, and I don’t see how any of that matters.  She’s still a sister.  I thought you of all people would be able to understand how important family is and why it needs to be cherished,” answers Jared defiantly. 
 
    “Yeah, mister beta of your pack though I’m still not sure what that means,” I said.  I stuck my tongue out at Ash, and he winked at me.  I can feel the heat rising up my neck. 
 
    “Alright, alright, touché.  I’ll keep it clean in front of you, for now.  Now that you’re both motivated, try working together to take me down.  I don’t think you can.”  Ash grin widened at the glares we shot him. 
 
    I look towards Jared.  He looks back.  A few sessions ago we managed to create a telepathic link.  We’ve been working on it when training with Xerxes. 
 
    ‘I really want to kick Ash.  How hard would I have to kick him in the balls to drop him do you think?’ I ask telepathically 
 
    Jared grins.  ‘Harder than me, but not super human strength.’ 
 
    “Alright stop talking your heads.  Let’s get to work.”  Ash fidgeted as he looked at our malicious grins. 
 
    Jared and I have spent a great deal of time coming up with our strategy.  We have different fighting styles.  Jared is more of a tsunami, like a huge wave that attacks full of fury and destructive force.  I’m more of the sneak attack type.  I can sort of blend into the shadows. I jump out for quick attacks only to hide again.  Someday I’ll be able to completely blend into them and possibly manipulate them. 
 
    I can’t help but admire Jared’s ability. He can summon giant waves to the most delicate sculptures of dragonflies.  It’s possible for him to control the force behind his attacks.  A single jet stream can throw off Ash’s aim or Jared can slowly fill the crevices in Ash’s shoes reducing his friction making him slide around. 
 
    My job is to stay back in the shadows while Jared creates an opening.  I have a staff thing.  This is the weapon I’ve been given till I can manifest my own magical weapon or get better at offensive magic. 
 
    Ash has been teaching me how to fist fight, but I’m not good at it, yet.  I’m better suited to sneak attacks where I kick or hit vital areas with the staff.  Timing is vital.  Go to early or late and you’re caught, mess up Jared’s attack, or even hit the wrong person. 
 
    I watch and listen to Jared’s thought waiting for an opening.  It’s hard to stay still, but the less I move the more I blend with the shadows and the harder it is for Ash to keep track of me. 
 
    ‘Now,’ Jared sent telepathically.  The weirdest thing about talking like this is that Jared sounds differently.  He drops the gravel and acid chugging voice.  You can still tell it’s him, but he sounds smoother. 
 
    Instinct or muscle memory takes over the moment I hear a direct message.  I’ve done this so many times.  Rush out pick up speed, with Jared’s help, and swing at Ash’s legs or back to throw him off balance.  That’s the plan anyway. 
 
    I watch as I swing and gasp. My arms are engulfed in shadow along with the staff.  Ash spins and crashes to the ground.  Shadows wrap around his legs and Jared jumps on him to try to bind him.  The shadows along Ash’s legs act like a raging fire.  Tendrils of shadows whip and billow towards the ceiling.  I’m frozen in fear. 
 
    Ash shifts into wolf mode pouncing on a struggling Jared.  The struggling stops the second Ash’s teeth press against Jared’s throat.  The water level rises to encompass Jared, who can breathe underwater. 
 
    The shadows merge with the water. It’s like watching black food coloring dropped into a glass of water.  Interesting possibilities start forming in my head about the potential applications.  It was mostly underhanded thing and nothing exactly practical for anything really came to mind though. 
 
    Tentatively, I touch the shadowy water.  The shadows jump and wind up my arms like snakes.  I can feel my arms absorb the shadows.  They settle just under my skin.  When I look up, Ash and Jared are looking at me strangely. 
 
    “What?”  My voice cracks and my throat burns. 
 
    “You were breathing shadows, well-exhaling shadows to be more exact,” answer Ash. 
 
    “What!”  My voice cracks again. 
 
    Jared hands me a bottle of water.  I chug the contents and the burning in my throat eases up.  He hands me another bottle and I drink that one a little slower.  I feel drained all of a sudden and can’t shake this musty smell that reminds me of black licorice.  It’s stuck in my nose.  I want to sneeze but don’t know if that is actually a good idea. 
 
    “Let’s take a break from training.  You’re pretty drained.  Don’t argue Gwen.  You look drained and you just used a lot of magic.  It wouldn’t have been so much except you weren’t controlling it.”  Jared raised his hand to cut off my protest.  “I know you were shocked and didn’t know it was happening.  This, this is different from losing control.  This is a rite of passage.  Your family’s element has found you worthy, so to speak.  Hiding in the shadows should be much easier.” 
 
    “Ok.” I cough as I stand up and watch the world spin.  There’s just enough time to think ‘I’m getting tired of passing out all the time’ before it all goes dark. 
 
    I wake up briefly. I feel more energized, but the familiar warmth of Ash’s chest quickly sends me back to sleep. 
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    It has been a few weeks since I passed out.  Things are going well but that may have been because Xerxes has been gone for a few days.  He has family business to take care of. 
 
    Good grief we sound like we’re in the mafia.  Family business and the Head of the Family are terms used to describe the mafia, aren’t they? 
 
    We just sat down to breakfast when my brain starts tingling.  I’ve come to learn that is my way of sensing magic, and it’s different for everyone.  It also won’t be as strong of a feeling away from the family property.  Xerxes walks into the kitchen. 
 
    “We have a problem,” he announces. 
 
    Shocker, things have been going really well, so of course, we now have problems. Jared doesn’t look surprised either irritated but not surprised. 
 
    “Let me guess. Somehow the Council has been notified about Gwen and wants her to appear at the meeting in a few days,” snarls Jared. 
 
    “Yes,” said Xerxes.  “They do not care that she has not finished her training. It will be extremely dangerous for her to attend the meeting.” 
 
    I smile, “Sometimes dangerous situations are exactly what you need to solve a problem, but that doesn’t mean one can’t be prepared for contingencies.  It is important for an Andolyn to be at the council meeting if she is available.” 
 
    Ash smiles at me.  He knows what I’m talking about because he’s the one that told me to be prepared for contingencies.  Sometimes you just have to stir things to see what comes to the top. 
 
    “I can have a handful of very discreet and well-trained lupines there.  They would be able to hear every conversation.  Plus being immune to magic, they will be able to jump in and block any spell.” 
 
    “Absolutely not.  Shifters are not allowed at Council meetings.  Only witches are allowed.  My entire family will be there to protect her.  We do not need your help,” objects Xerxes. 
 
    I roll my eyes.  Xerxes form of racism is aggravating. 
 
    Jared jump to Ash’s defense, “Dad the family can’t listen to every conversation. Magical wiretapping is blocked at the meetings. They can smell anger and frustration which would give us more clues as to who is behind this extermination order.  It’s a good idea.” 
 
    “I do not like it,” ground out Xerxes.  His fists are clenched and a muscle in his jaw twitches. 
 
    “Stuff it, Xerxes.  How do we get in contact with these select few of discrete well-trained lupines?” I ask abandoning breakfast.  It’s amazing how much we think alike.  If I believed in fate, I would say that we are made for each other, but that is just silly fairy tale nonsense. 
 
    “Easy,” he answers with his standard smirk.  “I just need to talk to my father, which I can do one of two ways.  You can take me to where I can get cell service, or I shift and hope that my father is in wolf form.  The connection between alpha and beta is better than any communication provider out there.” 
 
    “Shift first.  I’ve never actually paid attention to you shifting before, plus it happens so fast.  Can I watch?” I’m intrigued.  Ash shifting is a magic all its own. 
 
    “Sure, there really isn’t much to watch.  I’ll slow it down as much as I can though.” 
 
    The moon is bright tonight, and I can feel my magic surge within me.  Moonlight gives me a boost of magic.  Ash lifts his face up to the moon. 
 
    My parents and Jared came out with us.  We watch as his skin writhes and his bones morph.  He sprouts fur at the same time. 
 
    It takes him almost a minute to shift, but at the end, there is an enormous Timber Wolf in front of us.  He’s gorgeous and looks to be more than two hundred pounds.  His fur is almost black along his spine and on top of his head.  It transitions to a light tan then an almost white color the closer you get to his feet and his muzzle. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, Ash runs up to me and sits at my feet. I can’t help but scratch behind his ears.  I’ve always wanted a dog.  He’s so soft and warm. I could curl up and sleep next to him and never need a blanket. 
 
    “Can you understand me, still?” I ask unsure of what the answer would be or if I would understand it. 
 
    A rumble of laughter in my head coincides with what appears to be Ash laughing in his wolf form.  He makes little huffing noises as his body shakes. 
 
    “What the heck! Are you inside my head?” 
 
    Ash looks at Jared and then takes off running.  I assume that meant Jared has my answers.  What else is there to do but stare at him till he tells me what is going on? 
 
    Jared stares up at the stars, trying to avoid me.  “You are putting me in an awkward position.  Dad told me not to tell you anything about Lupines.” 
 
    “Screw Xerxes.  This is one of the worlds I am a part of, and I should know; especially, if I’m supposed to be the head of the Council.  How am I supposed to know how to guide and direct the witches, if I am only given a fraction of the picture?  That is not an effective way to go about it, and you know that.  Besides, do you always do what daddy dearest says?” I prod, hopefully, that will be enough to push him to tell me. 
 
    I don’t know much about him still.  Most of my time is spent in training with Xerxes and Ash.  We have gotten closer, but it’s not enough to be able to read him efficiently. “Besides he’s inside and can’t hear you right now.” 
 
    Jared’s eyes drill into mine.  “You may not want to know.  Have you considered that?  The Spook world is very different from the human world you grew up in.  Maybe, just maybe you really don’t want to belong in this world.  There are truly some bad things in this world that you won’t like.” 
 
    I arch an eyebrow, “I didn’t choose this life; it threw fireballs at me.  If I am to survive-” 
 
    “Fireballs?” demands Jared. 
 
    “Yes,” I said slowly unsure how he didn’t know that part of the story. 
 
    Jared grabs ahold of my shoulders and grips tight.  “Are you sure it was fireballs?” 
 
    “Well that’s what was thrown at us when we were walking and after we hit the ground, but it was more of a flame thrower type thing when I turned back to help Ash.  Didn’t Ash tell you?” I ask confusedly. 
 
    Jared turns and bolts inside the house. 
 
    “What in the world?” 
 
    Ash came running from the garden.  He looks like he is going to run me over, but there’s no time to do anything about it.  Lupines are just that fast. He quickly transforms back into his human self and grabs my shoulders rather tightly. 
 
    “Are you sure it was fire?” Ash demands. 
 
    “Yes, I don’t think I will ever be able to forget being encased in fire, or you being on fire.  Don’t you remember?” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand.  I couldn’t see the magic.  I could just sense it coming at us and figured that it was some kind of surprise attack and went on the defense.  How were you able to see it?” 
 
    “She was able to see it because she is apparently more powerful than we have given her credit for.  There is a very rare ability that shows up occasionally where a witch is able to see all magic even if measures have been taken to hide it.  With practice, she will one day be able to look at a shifter and tell what they shift into,” informs Xerxes as he walks out onto the back porch. 
 
    “That’s cool.” 
 
    Xerxes smiles slightly.  “Indeed.  Come it is time for you to learn the proper etiquette while at the council.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groan.  “Can’t Jared do it?” 
 
    “No, he is going to investigate this new information in the little time we have left,” said Xerxes. 
 
    I follow Xerxes to the training room where I’m going to be drilled and lectured for eternity. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    12 
 
      
 
    It has been four hours since Xerxes started lecturing.  My butt is sore and my hands hurt.  College wasn’t this difficult; of course, then I could use my laptop.  I’m ready to send my pencil straight through his eyeball and laugh in glee while doing a happy dance as he collapses. 
 
    The last time he quizzed me I didn’t miss a single question, but that isn’t good enough.  Apparently, we have only skimmed the surface of all this etiquette nonsense. 
 
    If I really am the head of the council because it’s my birthright, then all this etiquette is the first thing I’m getting rid of.  There is no way I am treating anyone’s servant as if they aren’t there. In fact, I’m making a point of acknowledging every freaking one of them.  Take that, stupid rules. 
 
    “Gwen!” reprimands Xerxes.  “You are no longer paying attention, again.” 
 
    “I need a break, Xerxes.  I’ve lost my focus and have been considering bodily injury.” I sigh longingly. 
 
    “You will get this you just need to focus more, and it will come to you,” Xerxes claimed. 
 
    “It’s not me I’m considering hurting,” I mumble. 
 
    “Do not mumble no one can understand what you are saying,” chides Xerxes. 
 
    “That was the point.” I roll my eyes at him.  Not that he would have noticed he has his back to me as he pulls out another book to start lecturing me on.  I need a knight in shining armor to rescue me from the big bad etiquette tyrant. 
 
    “Knock, knock.” 
 
    “What do you want Mutt?” 
 
    Ash winks at me.  “As much fun as interrupting you is, I do actually have a purpose for it this time.  The house isn’t letting anyone get into the cupboards or fridge at the moment. I’m taking this to mean that none of us get to eat until Buttercup here does, and Jacqueline smells like her blood sugar is dipping.” 
 
    I get up and head for the door.  “I’ll be back after a quick break to eat.  I’ll be able to concentrate better.” 
 
    “Gwen,” warns Xerxes. 
 
    I stare at him pointedly, “You may have the luxury of not having to worry about your blood sugar but my mother does not.” 
 
    “I am sorry.  You are correct.  Grab some lunch and bring it back here, and we will continue.” 
 
    Once we are in the hall, I look at Ash.  He has what could only be described as a wolfish grin splayed across his face.  There’s a distinct possibility that I am done for the day.  I can’t help my wicked grin from appearing.  Even if Ash didn’t have anything planned, all it would take is one little hint from me, and there would be no turning back. 
 
    We walk into the kitchen and find my mother half way through her lunch.  There’s a bag on the counter next to her.  “Everything is ready.  We’ll keep him entertained.” 
 
    I laugh, “Thanks, mom.” 
 
    She gives me a hug and whispers in my ear, “It wasn’t my idea it was Ash’s.  I swear he knows you better than I do and in such a short amount of time.  If I were you I'd marry him and fast.” 
 
    I glance at Ash and he winked at me, again.  My mom apparently doesn’t remember that he has supersonic hearing or doesn’t care. 
 
    “I’ll keep that under advisement.” 
 
    Ash picks up the bag and smiles wider. “We have to go, now.” 
 
    Never will I get used to lupine speed.  The ground goes by in a blur.  It’s nauseating to watch.  I scrunch my eyes closed hoping that the assault on my brain will end soon. 
 
    “ASH!  I’m going to be sick if you don’t stop soon.” 
 
    We stop abruptly, which is just as bad if not worse.  Ash gently lowers me to the ground as he tries to contain his laughter.  Everything is still spinning, but my stomach is starting to calm down. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” I demand with my head between my knees.  I wait for the world to slow down or for it to catch up, I’m not sure what needs to happen. 
 
    He sits down next to me.  “Well, Xerxes was starting to get concerned and was on his way to get you.  I couldn’t let him swoop in and snatch you back when I was in the middle of swooping in and stealing you. 
 
    “The man hogs all your time and stresses you out.  I know I would have needed a break after four hours with him as my only company.” 
 
    I laugh at the thought of Ash and Xerxes in the same room, alone, for more than five minutes.  There would be a lot of blood needing to be clean up. 
 
    “Tomorrow night we go to the council.  I figured you could use a bit of recharging and it’s the night before the full moon, so the second best night to do that.”  Ash looked at me his eyes filled with tenderness.  He chuckled as he pulled a leaf from my hair. 
 
    “Well, this was definitely something I needed.”  I take the leaf away from him and send if soaring through the sky on a small breeze.  I can’t help but watch it fly away wishing I could go with it. “I had found myself wondering if I could magic my pencil to fly across the room into his eye,” I confess.  I look back at Ash. 
 
    Ash laughs loudly.  He’s laughing so hard that tears are running down his cheeks.  It’s so infectious I can’t help but laugh myself. 
 
    I fall on my back laughing harder than I have since this whole thing started.  Actually, I’m not sure if I have laughed with real mirth since I was attacked. 
 
    Our laughter slowly dies down and we are left lying on the ground staring at the tops of the trees.  Ash has wandered these woods so much he probably has them memorized. 
 
    “How long have I been here?” I ask. 
 
    “Been where?” 
 
    I sighed, “At the family house.  How long ago did we come here? My days have blurred together and I can’t remember what day it is or the date that I was first attacked.” 
 
    Ash thought for a moment and refused to look at me. “It’s been almost six weeks.” 
 
    I said I wasn’t going to cry.  Six weeks is such a long time that my dream job is probably history.  Ash is also probably in trouble. 
 
    My parents owned their own business, but who knows what is going on now.  What few friends I had probably don’t even remember me.  Remembering Michelle brought the tears. 
 
    “Shhhh Buttercup.  It’s alright.  I know it seems like a long time, but it will be all right.  Michelle found a temporary replacement for you at work.  They’re a couple of college students that’re pack members.  They each take a section of your shift and they’re well aware that when you are able to come back, it is your job. 
 
    “Every time I shift, she asks for an update.  I swear she stays transformed except at work.  I would have told you but well.  She thought it would be creepy to you.  Michelle considers you her best friend, and I am pretty confident the feeling is mutual.” 
 
    “My parent’s work?” I manage to ask in-between sobs. 
 
    “Your parents sold their business.  They had been in the process of doing it before everything and had sealed the deal the night you were attacked.  You see there is nothing to be sad about. 
 
    “I guess from your point of view there technically could be, but logically, everything is ok.  Please, please don’t cry,” urges Ash as he holds me and runs his fingers through my hair. 
 
    Sobs rack my body.  If I don’t gain control of myself soon, I’m going to start having a panic attack.  I listen as Ash rambles on and on trying to convince me that everything is ok and that I needn’t worry. 
 
    My crying is draining me, and I’m sure I look like a red and splotchy mess.  Determined, I focused on my breathing to calm me down.  My sobbing stills, but the tears were still flowing. 
 
    Ash picks me and our lunch up and walks at a normal pace.  He’s still rambling, but I can’t hear his words.  I’m busy focusing on how perfectly my head fit resting on his shoulder, how warm he is, and how calm I suddenly feel. 
 
    The moment we walk into the clearing, my energy increases and the weight on my chest seems to lift slightly.  I look around and realize that this is my oasis. 
 
    It has a clear view of most of the night sky.  It’s like a big chunk of the forest refused to grow just so I could watch the moon.  There’s a large flat rock next to a creek 
 
    “It’s breathtaking Ash.  Thank you for bringing me here,” I sigh as he puts me down on the rock. 
 
    Ash smiles as he looks deep in my eyes.  “Yes it is.” 
 
    I shiver races through me. 
 
    He brings his hand to his eyes.  “I forgot that you aren’t your own personal furnace.  I’m sorry I should have brought a blanket to sit on.” 
 
    It’s my turn to smile.  I close my eyes and a thick soft blanket appears underneath us, as well as a smaller one wrapped around me.  I open my eyes and am surprised to see the amazement on Ash’s face.  “What?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “I sometimes forget how powerful and talented you are.  You feel so small and fragile.  I worry that I am going to break you.” 
 
    Smiling, I place my hand on his cheek, “I’m fairly certain you are unable to hurt me.  You’d rather chew your arm off than that.  There’s a gentleness about you that I don’t think anyone else notices, but I do.  Plus that wasn’t me.  I asked Binawalka for it.” 
 
    Ash leans into my hand.  His eyes flash green for a second.  “Thank you,” he whispers. 
 
    I move towards him. I possibly pulled him towards me at the same time or he moved.  I’m not sure, but the moment our lips touch a fire sparks to life inside me.  One kiss with Ash made me realize how much I want him.  I wrap my arms around his neck. 
 
    “We have to stop,” pants Ash as he pulls away. 
 
    “Why?” I pant trying to pull him back. 
 
    He smiles as he places his hands on my shoulders and holds me still.  “Because right now my wolf is screaming in my head take her over and over.  And no matter how much I may want to be with you like that, I want to be the one in control.  It is never as satisfying when the animal is in control.  I know this may be weird but-” 
 
    I stop Ash by placing my hands over his mouth.  “I get it and I am glad you feel this way.  You should know that I have never, you know before.  Good grief I don’t think I have really ever had a serious boyfriend.  Most guys don’t stick around long after I tell them I have no desire to make-out with them back in the stacks. Once they realize, I won’t fulfill their sexy librarian fantasies they move on.  I’m sorry I got carried away, but I’m not ready.” 
 
    “I’ll wait as long as you ask me to.  You are more important than anything to me, but when, we do get engaged can we make it a short engagement?” asks Ash as he pulls a little further away. 
 
    I chuckle, “Deal.” 
 
    Ash grabs the forgotten food out of the bag and we eat our lunch watching the water flow through the clearing.  We eat in silence, but it isn’t an awkward silence.  It’s a trying to get our heads on right silence; well that’s what it is for me. 
 
    I don’t know what to think about all this.  He when we get engaged, and I didn’t freak out.  I’m actually trying to get the images of what our wedding will look like out of my head. 
 
    That’s starting to freak me out.  He said when not if.  Does that mean that he already knows he wants to marry me or that he thinks it’s a possibility?  And what about his mate?  She has to be out there somewhere.  If we get married and he met her then he will leave me, and I don’t think I can handle that. 
 
    “Stop thinking Buttercup.  You’ll give yourself a headache,” said Ash between laughs. 
 
    Immediately my nerves calm while I stick my tongue out at him.  I will never get used to the effect he has on me. 
 
    A very wicked idea pops into my head.  I walk over to the water and place my palm over the creek.  A stream of water slithers up and forms a softball sized ball.  Water fights are never going to be the same for me. 
 
    I turn my palm over and watch as the water moves.  It’s swirling around almost like a circular whirlpool.  This is going to be fun. I smile and toss the ball over my shoulder and run across the creek.  Ash yells. 
 
    Turning, I find Ash behind me with his fur soaking.  He transformed and looks like he’s preparing to shake to soak me.  Apparently, my plan wasn’t as well thought out as I thought.  Who would have thought that he would fight dirty too? 
 
    “Ash.  Think about this for a minute.  You don’t really want to get me wet like that, do you?  I mean come on it was just a teensy bit of water.  You didn’t get that wet and you don’t want to do what you are thinking of doing.  I know you don’t.” I lie.  Of course, he wants to, but I’m hoping that my pleading might stop him. 
 
    He cocks his head to the side as if to consider not soaking me.  I cross my fingers hoping he listens as I start backing up to try and get out of the splash zone.  I soon discover there’s a good reason you don’t walk backward in a forest. 
 
    Easily avoided hazards appear and you fail to avoid them.  Just as I bump into a rock, Ash barks and lungs towards me.  I watch as he transforms mid-lunge while I fall reaching out to catch myself. 
 
    Ash catches me just as I’m about to hit the ground.  His eyes are filled with concern. It’s so mesmerizing that I almost don’t notice the water dripping from his hair on to me.  He looks nice dripping in water. 
 
    Lupine strength is amazing, but if he doesn’t grab something other than my shirt he may actually rip it off of me.  “Um Ash, my shirt isn’t as strong as you.” I hold onto his arm trying to relieve the pressure on my shirt. 
 
    “What, oh um sorry,” apologizes Ash sheepishly.  He releases my shirt and twists his wrist to grab my hand.  I’m pulled up by a slight tug on his part.  We are so close that his heat engulfs me, and I can’t help but lean into it.  I ignore the fact that I’m getting soaked.  I didn’t send this much water at him, but whatever. 
 
    Ash smells like his name.  He smells of warmth, woods, and earth.  If there was a way I could capture his smell and put it into a candle, then it would be the only candle I would ever need. 
 
    Ash rests his head on top of mine, and I have the sudden urge to cry, again.  Tomorrow is going to be a long day.  There’s also the possibility I’m going to die. 
 
    “Gwen, I can’t promise nothing will go wrong tomorrow, but I can promise I will do everything in my power to fight with you every step of the way,” Ash whispers. 
 
    I smile weakly as I dig my face into his chest.  “Ash you have a life you have to get back to at some point.  You can’t just babysit me for the rest of either of our lives.” 
 
    He wraps his arms around my shoulders while I cling to him.  “There is no one else I would rather spend the rest of my life babysitting.” 
 
    I close my eyes wishing that could always be true.  Ash runs his hands up and down my back.  The tension slowly eases out of my body.  I didn’t know I had been holding on to it. 
 
    I’ve always been able to let stress and tension roll off of me, but then again, this is the first time that my life has literally been on the line.  I can die the moment we leave this place, so the tension is to be expected. I just didn’t expect it, silly me. 
 
    We stand like this for a long time.  I would have stayed like that except Ash picked me up.  I keep my eyes closed enjoying the feeling that I’m completely protected in his arms. 
 
    Somehow, he manages to lie down on the blanket.  Snuggling into his heat is so relaxing. I let out a long sigh.  Ash, of course, chuckles.  I roll my eyes, which is quite a feat since my eyes are closed. 
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    Grumbling, I get up on one arm.  I forgot to close the blinds now the sun is blinding me.  Squinting, I look around to find the offending blinds and sun.  My eyes land on Ash.  He’s sleeping on the blanket next to me.  His arm is draped across my hip. 
 
    Ash’s eyes fly open and his hand grips my hip while a wicked smile graces his face.  He’s up to something devious I’m sure of it. 
 
    “I actually meant to have you back before morning.  Xerxes is probably beside himself. When he sees us come back together and disheveled, he is going to think the worst of me.  It’s going to drive him bonkers,” he says between cackles. 
 
    I roll my eyes and smile.  He’s adorable, but I did need to get back.  “I need a bath. There’s no way I’m missing out on that amazing tub one last time.  Also, I still have to figure out what to wear and be lectured by Xerxes and solidify the plans for tonight.  Sounds so fun, right?” I say while maintaining a sarcastically upbeat tone. 
 
    Ash pulls my face towards his and kisses me.  It’s a deep and desperate kind of kiss that sends currents of sparks and heat through me.  We break the kiss, breathless and wanting more. 
 
    “Let’s get you back Buttercup.  I’ll keep Xerxes off of your back, so you can enjoy the rest of your day till we leave.”  Ash tries to smile reassuringly, but we both know he is as worried about tonight as I am. 
 
    “How exactly do you plan to do that?” I ask as I help Ash fold the blanket. 
 
    “Oh never you mind that,” vaguely responds Ash. 
 
    We walk back at normal speed, while Ash asks question after question.  He doesn’t give me time to ask any questions about him.  It’s like he’s trying to learn absolutely everything he can about me.  I have to admit I am enjoying the attention.  No one has taken as much interest in my life as he has. 
 
    I laugh, “You can’t possibly have any more questions.  Well, I guess you could ask what toothpaste I use, but outside of that you really know all there is to know about little ol’ me.” 
 
    “You use Crest Toothpaste, and I can’t place the brand of shampoo and conditioner but it has a citrus smell to it.  Personally, I do like the shampoo but your own personal fragrance is better than the soap you’ve been using.  It’s not the same one you used before we came here though.  That one was amazing.” Ash was practically purring. 
 
    Ash’s reaction made me want to make a new batch of soap.  I had almost forgotten that he knew what kind of toothpaste I use. 
 
    “How do you know all that?” 
 
    “My sense of smell is attuned to such things.  It comes in handy being a cop.  I can pinpoint a suspect by the smell.  Where did you get that soap you were using?  I can have someone pick some more up for you, and we can get it tonight,” Ash said excitedly. 
 
    He looks like a little boy in a candy store as he bounced on the balls of his feet begging to know my big secret. 
 
    “I make it myself.  I can just make a new batch this morning.” 
 
    Ash’s eyes lit up with excitement, “Perfect.  Can you use it before we leave?” 
 
    “It takes some time to cure normally at least twenty-four hours,” I giggle. 
 
    “Oh,” he sighs looking crestfallen. 
 
    We are walking past the garden when we see him.  Xerxes is pacing on the back porch. 
 
    “Lovely,” I groan. 
 
    Xerxes storms towards us like a freight train.  This is going to be unpleasant, to say the least.  His face is an interesting shade of purply red, the darkest I’ve ever seen. His knuckles are white as he clenching his fists. 
 
    “What are you going to do if he hits you?” I ask Ash tentatively. 
 
    “Laugh because he should know better.”  Ash shrugs as his wicked smirk appears once again. 
 
    “What are you doing?  How can you possibly think taking her and running off all night is beneficial!  She needs to be here learning exactly what is expected of her tonight. Now the whole night is wasted.  What did you do to her?!” screams Xerxes. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I say challenging his possessive words. 
 
    “I will deal with you later,” hisses Xerxes. 
 
    Ash moves so fast that Xerxes doesn’t have time to even flinch.  I watch as Ash’s canines grow to fangs and his nails turn to claws around Xerxes' throat.  The growl that comes from Ash is low and menacing and sends a thrill through me.  He really will do anything to protect me from anyone. 
 
    “Go ahead mutt.  Go ahead kill her own father while she watches. She will know exactly what kind of monster you are,” taunts Xerxes. 
 
    “You are not my father.  The way you treat me and those I care about makes you more of a sperm donor in my eyes.  My real father does everything he can to keep his promises, you forgot almost instantly,” I enunciated each word carefully.  My voice is low and calm belaying the fury raging through me. 
 
    Xerxes looks confused. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You promised me you would not resort to dictatorial tendencies,” I remind him.  “Now if you'll excuse us there are some things that need to be done to prepare for tonight.” 
 
    “Go ahead Buttercup.  I think the two of us need to have a chat, just a nice harmless chat I promise,” growls Ash. 
 
    “Be good,” I say as I kiss Ash’s cheek. 
 
    “Always Buttercup.” 
 
    I walk into the house weary from the confrontation with Xerxes.  Even though it was a short argument I feel drained, like the weight of the world has come crashing down on me once again. 
 
    To distract myself, I make a list of the things I need to make soap.  As I think of each ingredient and piece of equipment, Binawalka makes them appear on the counter in front of me. 
 
    I throw myself into weighing ingredients and putting them in the crockpot.  Once everything is in, I make my essential oil blend.  It’s a floral and woody fragrance.  I think I could get used to not having to pay for my essential oils. 
 
    I test the blend by mixing a few drops with some coconut oil and rubbing it on my hands.  It smells perfect. 
 
    Ash walks in and takes a deep breath through his nose.  “Now that is divine,” he sighs. 
 
    I can’t help but laugh as he takes my hands and practically shoves them up his nose. 
 
    “You should just slather this stuff all over you.  It works just as well.  The coconut threw me off for a second.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m going to do that.  I have a better idea anyway.” 
 
    “What?” asks Ash. He takes another inhale. 
 
    “Nope, not telling you.  Now if you’ll excuse me I have to finish making my soap,” I jokingly reprimand him.  I finish the soap and grab my blend bottle.  “I am going to go talk to my mom.” 
 
    “She’s in the library.” 
 
    “Thank you, why don’t you go for a run?” I suggest. 
 
    Ash takes one last smell of my hands and kisses me gently.  I sigh as I watch him transform into his wolf form and take off for the woods. 
 
    Life is just not fair.  Why couldn’t I have met him long before all this drama started happening?  We could be married already with a couple of kids.  No, that would be worse because then they would be after our children.  Fear gripped me tight as I think about the possibility of my children being hunted. 
 
    “So why did you have to send him away to talk to me?” asked Jacqueline from the kitchen entrance. 
 
    I sigh, “Because he has supersonic hearing, and I didn’t want to take the chance of him overhearing us.  That would be embarrassing.  I just need a little girl talk that’s all.” 
 
    My mom cocks her head to the side staring at me.  “Well, your father and I approve of him.  He would make a wonderful addition to the family.  Complete with the added bonus of him being immune to magic, so he makes an excellent bodyguard.” 
 
    “Mom, how much time have you spent with him?  You can’t give me advice to jump right in and marry him the next time he brings up the m-word just because he is immune to magic,” I scoff. 
 
    Jacqueline laughs, “We have spent more time with him over the past six weeks then we have with you.  He has helped us in the garden and gone fishing with your father in the pond. 
 
    “Mark, his father, is the Alpha of the Sterling Pack which is the local pack back home.  They’re also the second largest pack in the world.  The first one is in Russia. 
 
    “Xerxes and the Sterling Pack have a history of misunderstandings and are currently in an unstable truce.  Xerxes does appear to be the biggest problem; he has racist tendencies when it comes to lupines.  Want more?  I can go on if you like.” 
 
    “Um, no you can stop. Also, I noticed that his tendencies,” I snort.  “It’s a little obvious.” 
 
    “It’s a very sad story.  Xerxes and Mark were friends until Xerxes’ wife ended up dead by what appeared to be a lupine’s hands.  Mark said it didn’t smell like a lupine, but that there was a strong smell of magic.  Xerxes had been trying to heal her and says that is the magic Mark smelled. 
 
    “No one knows who did kill her and Xerxes blames Mark for not siding with him.  But Mark wasn’t willing to start a witch hunt for a lupine when he wouldn’t be able to ID them by the smell, so they split ways and now avoid each other.” 
 
    It’s a sad story and it makes sense why he is so horrible to Ash.  However, he’s going to have to learn to deal with it if he wants any kind of a relationship with me. 
 
    Ash is a part of my life at least at the moment and a large part of me hopes that he always will be.  There’s a distinct possibility that is entirely possible if I die soon. 
 
    “Gwendelyn, you have to forgive him.  Not just for how rude he has been to Ash but also for not finding you sooner.  Piper had written a letter for us that included a picture of him.  We burned both after reading them.  She told us that Xerxes would want to find you and try to keep you safe on his own.  She said he would be set on it once he found out and she was going to tell him,” Jacqueline sighed.  “Apparently, she convinced him not to look for you.” 
 
    “No, she didn’t.   He looked for me, but he realized she was right after failing year after year.  She died when I was six months old,” I said.  It feels like a confession. 
 
    “Then you need to ask yourself what the real problem is.  Why are you so bent on not liking him?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Mom,” I complain. 
 
    “Yes, you do.  There is nothing he can do that will replace Fred as your father.  Being a father is more than just providing half of a person’s DNA.  It’s spending time with your child and helping them learn and grow. 
 
    “Gwen, both your adoptive and biological fathers understand this.  Don’t shut out Xerxes without giving him a real chance to prove that he wants to be a part of your life.” 
 
    “Then he better be nicer to Ash.  I want to claw his eyes out every time he calls him mutt,” I growl.  It’s a growl that would have given Ash a run for his money. 
 
    “Tell him that the next time you see him,” suggests Jacqueline.  “Go take your bath. I know you want to go soak in that fragrance just for Ash.  Hopefully, he doesn’t try to shove all of you up his nose like he almost did with your hands.” 
 
    I laugh as I head to the stairs, “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    I have to pass Ash’s room to get to mine.  His door is open and I can’t help but sneak a peek.  This is the room that Ash has called home for the past several weeks. 
 
    I had told Binawalka to change everyone’s room to what they want.  I didn’t want to control other people’s bedrooms.  A bedroom should be a person’s escape from whatever they need to escape from. 
 
    My jaw drops.  It’s nothing like what I had pictured.  There’s wood everywhere.  It’s like the inside of a cabin, except this wood is various shades of gray.  It’s somehow a very bright room, but still cozy. 
 
    There’s a fireplace in the middle of the room with a large shag gray rug in front of it.  A large stump sits next to the fireplace and has a large pile of books on it.  He’s definitely a man after my own heart.  I can’t help but look at what he’s reading. 
 
    Ash has astronomy books and murder mysteries.  I pick up one I had read and find a sticky note inside.  There is a list of possible suspects and why he suspects them. 
 
    “You know snooping isn’t polite.” 
 
    He’s so quiet I didn’t hear him move up behind me.  I almost jump out of skin.  I carefully set the book down before I drop it. 
 
    Immediately, I turn red and clench my hands against my stomach which is tied in knots.  “The door was open and I was just,” I stammered. 
 
    “Curious,” whispers Ash in my ear.  “You are always welcome in my room day or night.” 
 
    “Down boy,” I laugh.  “I’ve got something, um, I’ve got to go.  I’ll see you later.”  I make the mistake of looking into Ash’s eyes.  Ever since I first opened my eyes that morning so long ago, his eyes have a habit of holding me captive.  I watch as he leans his head down towards me.  Instinctively, I rise up on my toes to meet him.  His kisses melt my soul even the short ones. 
 
    “Go do whatever it is you need to do before I decide to hold you captive,” growls Ash. 
 
    “Always the big bad wolf.”  I smile shaking my head as I leave for my room. 
 
    None of the doors have locks. I’m always worried that someone would come barging in when I didn’t want to be bothered. Whispering, I ask Binawalka to keep the door locked until I say otherwise. 
 
    The bath is the best thing about this bathroom.  It’s large and comfortable. I end up completely relaxed.  I can feel myself dozing.  My mind swirls with all the recent events.  I’m not sure what to think.  A day will come where I am going to have to let Ash go. 
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    “GET UP GWENDELYN!” 
 
    I wake gasping for air and coughing up water.  My dozing had turned into sleeping. Bath time is over. 
 
    I look for the woman that had saved me.  No one is in the bathroom, bedroom, or the closet.  It must have been my subconscious fighting for survival. 
 
    It’s easy to forget the encounter when I walk into the closet again.  It’s completely empty except for one dress. It’s a beautiful dress and is traditional style of clothes from, you know, the Middle Ages. 
 
    It starts out black at the shoulders, but the further down the sleeves and the dress you go the more the color changes to dark navy blue. Moons are embroidered on the hems of the sleeves as well as the skirt.  Tiny gems are sewn into the fabric of the skirt scattering light like the night sky. 
 
    I look at the back and discover a major problem with the dress.  It requires someone lacing me into it like a corset. 
 
    “Ash I need my mom, now please,” I sigh. 
 
    Binawalka has a tendency to be rather stubborn.  I’m still stuck in mostly black clothes like he wants me to be hard to see.  Good grief, I’ve been calling Binawalka a he like he’s a real person or something. 
 
    Clutching the bathrobe even tighter around me, I worry that one day I’m going to meet Binawalka.  What if the house decides I need an actual physical being to talk to? 
 
    I mentally tell Binawalka that the only time he’s allowed to physically manifest himself is if I pop over wounded and needing medical attention with no one else here. 
 
    “Gwen where are you?  Why won’t your door open?  There are no locks.  Gwen! Are you alright?  If you don’t answer I’m having Ash break the door down,” yells Jacqueline. 
 
    I can hear Ash saying he doesn’t smell anything wrong and trying to calm her down. 
 
    Silently, I ask Binawalka to open the door for them.  “I’m in the closet, Mom.” 
 
    “Gwen, you nearly gave me a heart attack.  What is the prob-oh wow,” responds Jacqueline.  “Is that the only thing in here?” 
 
    “Well no, there is a pair of leggings in the drawer over there.  So once you include those in the inventory of clothing in here, then yes this is all I’ve got.  Nothing I think or say or do makes any difference,” I complain. 
 
    “So just wear the dress.  It’s my understanding that is the style that is supposed to be worn,” Ash suggests while trying to sound innocent and leaning against the door frame. 
 
    He’s staring at the dress with an impish smile on his face.  I don’t have to imagine how much he would love to see me in the dress.  All night long, I’m going to be stuck in it.  I’ve never been particularly fond of dresses.  If Ash is excited to see me in this one, then maybe for one night I can deal with it.  Besides I don’t think I have much of a choice, my only other option is my birthday suit. 
 
    “You’re right,” I sigh.  “Mom I’m going to need your help lacing this thing up.” 
 
    “I’ll be in your room if you need me.  I can be helpful,” said Ash as he glances at my mom.  My mom looks a little sheepish. 
 
    “Mom, what did you do?” I ask. 
 
    Jacqueline looks down at her feet and shrugs.  I notice the bandage wrapped around one of her fingers. 
 
    “Never mind I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Xerxes healed most of it.  He said he isn’t very good at healing spells and Jared wasn’t here to help, so it is still there but it isn’t that bad.  You weren’t even here how did you know?” Jacqueline asks Ash. 
 
    Ash just smiles and points to his nose.  It must be nice to have a nose that can smell like that.  They leave the closet, so I can put the dress and leggings on. 
 
    I can hear them quietly talking in the bedroom.  Hopefully, the dress won’t be too difficult to get on.  It would be truly embarrassing to have to be rescued from my own dress. 
 
    My reflection stares back at me from the full-length mirror; even without the dress laces tightened I look different. 
 
    “Ok Binawalka I look amazing, but I still need something to do with my hair,” I whisper.  “Whoever is going to tighten the dress up can come in now.”  I continue staring at my reflection as the closet door opens.  I hold my breath and wait to find out who is going to help me with the laces. 
 
    Ash’s warmth radiates through the dress as he pulls the laces tight.  I look at him in the mirror and giggle.  His eyes are squeezed shut. 
 
    “Buttercup, laughing is counterproductive at the moment,” murmurs Ash. 
 
    “Ash you can open your eyes,” I said. 
 
    “No I can’t; I promised your mom I wouldn’t open my eyes until I had the laces tight,” complains Ash. 
 
    I gasp as he pulls the laces a little too tight.  I watch as Ash’s eyes fly open and his hands rush to loosen the part that’s too tight. 
 
    “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to do that.” 
 
    “It’s ok,” I gasp as he finishes tightening.  I watch as he ties the laces tight so they won’t come undone. 
 
    I vaguely feel the tingling sensation that I’ve come to associate with magic use.  I don’t pay as much attention to it anymore.  A wind gently blows past my face; I close my eyes wondering what Binawalka is up to. 
 
    “Wow,” Ash whispers. 
 
    I quickly open my eyes.  Loose beach waves fall down my back, and the top half of my hair is pulled back in a twist.  A silver moon barrette holds the whole thing together. 
 
    Ash puts a necklace around my neck and hands me a pair of dangly earrings.  The necklace distracts me from the earrings.  “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “It…It was sitting next to the earring over here.  I assumed the house wanted you to wear them.  Why what’s up with the necklace?” 
 
    “It was in the letter from Piper.  I threw it in my bag and forgot about it.  At the time, I wasn’t really in a forgiving or understanding mood.  A few days ago, I remembered it and went looking for it, but I couldn’t find it.” 
 
    The necklace is simple and elegant.  There’s a quarter-sized onyx stone with silver wrapped around forming the familiar pattern of the full moon.  There is an owl etched into the silver backing.  It hung from a silver chain.  The earrings are the same design, just smaller. 
 
    “The clip thingy has the same moon in it as well.  Looks like you have a matching set.  You look beautiful Gwen,” compliments Ash. 
 
    “She looks just like Piper,” said Xerxes from the door.  “I need to speak with her.” 
 
    Ash leans down and kisses me on the cheek and whispers, “I’ll be in my room getting ready.  I can be here in half a second if you need me just whisper.”  His fingers trail down my cheek as he leaves. 
 
    I smile and watch him leave.  Glancing at Xerxes for a moment, I see the vein in his neck pulsing.  I’ve decided that if he says anything about Ash that’s derogatory in any way I’m going to tell him what I think about his abuse of Ash and his species.  Yes, he has a very compelling backstory, but good grief it’s pretty obvious I have feelings for Ash. 
 
    “I don’t understand how you can possibly stand that mutt,” fumes Xerxes. 
 
    This is ending now.  I give Xerxes a look that has him squirming.  “I don’t care what your opinion is of lupines or shifters or any other Spook.  I don’t care what your reason is for it; and yes, I do know at least some of that story.  If you want to actually have a relationship with me you are going to have to put a leash on it. Especially, if anything does happen between me and Ash.  Heaven forbid, I have any children, and you won’t be able to see them. 
 
    “I am willing to make this work, but only if you abide by my rules.  In my house and around me and my family, your racist or speciesist attitude will cease and desist or you will no longer be welcome.  Do I make myself clear?” I state with my sternest librarian voice. 
 
    Xerxes quietly stares at me in defiance, so I raise my eyebrow.  I’m the queen of staring contests, and if he wants to play, I will play and win.  His eyes shift away and his brows knit together. 
 
    “I need an answer, yes or no.  I don’t expect you to be perfect out the gate, but I do expect you to try.  And on the occasions where you fail miserably, you will apologize for it.  Can you do that?” 
 
    “Yes,” whispers Xerxes. 
 
    “Also, if I do ever have Ash’s children and your views come out around them, especially, if they’re directed towards them, Ash won’t be able to move fast enough to rip you to shreds.  I do believe it is time to go.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s collect the m-Ash,” stutters Xerxes. 
 
    “I know it’s hard, but hopefully you’ll find that it’s worth it.  The only thing that anger and hatred gets us is misery and bitterness, also ulcers and high blood pressure.  It’s like trying to drink poison to kill the person you’re mad at.  It doesn’t work that way.” 
 
    Xerxes actually looks like he’s contemplating what I said.  I hope it helps.  Some things a person just has to figure out on their own.  We walk out of my room, and Ash is waiting for us by his door. 
 
    Ash is in a tux.  He looks delicious and the slow smile that creeps across his face shows that he knows exactly what I’m thinking.  A pair of cufflinks appears in my hand; they have the same moons as my jewelry. 
 
    I put them on for him.  He grabs my hand and kisses the inside of my wrist.  My stomach tenses.  Never again will I think a man kissing a woman’s hand as a simple and old-fashioned gesture. 
 
    We start towards the stairs and I can see my parents at the bottom of them.  My dad has his arm wrapped around my mom. They both look like they are trying to hide their concern but are failing miserably. 
 
    I guess I never thought how this plan of ours would affect them.  They can’t come with us, hell Ash and his select few lupine pack mates aren’t supposed to come with us.  We didn’t bother to ask anyone's permission.  It would have been too dangerous.  The less anyone else knew the better. 
 
    “You should be forewarned, but my Godmother will be there.  She has been told that I am there on a special assignment as a bodyguard and isn’t supposed to say or do anything, but she’s going to be curious and will make sure she meets you,” warns Ash as we walk down the stairs. 
 
    “Oona is not a suspect.  She may be a bit eccentric, but she doesn’t have a malicious bone in her body,” said Xerxes. 
 
    Ash laughs, “Oh, yes she does.  It’s just very hard to get her that mad.  One of the kids I grew up with is still terrified of her.  I don’t know what she did, but I can tell you he kind of deserved it.” 
 
    “Why? What did he do?” I ask always curious. 
 
    “He tried to pick on me and my little sister, and then whined to his parents when she gave him a bloody nose,” shrugs Ash. “She literally beat me to the punch.” 
 
    Smiling, we reach the bottom of the stairs.  All that is left is to say goodbye to my parents, possibly for the last time.  Fear grips me tight making it hard to breathe.  My free hand clutches my chest.  “No matter what happens, you two stay safe please,” I plead. 
 
    “Don’t worry about us, Gwen.  Just come back to us, please,” said Fred. 
 
    “I will Daddy.  I’ve got dozens of bodyguards on alert ready to jump in and sacrifice themselves for me.  It will be fine.  Hopefully, after tonight we’ll be done with the hiding.” I hope telling them it’s going to be ok will comfort myself at the same time.  It doesn’t 
 
    “It is time.  We will keep her safe,” said Xerxes. 
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    I close my eyes as Xerxes transports us to the council hall.  This is the first time I have left the comfort of home in several weeks.  There are many other places I would have rather gone first. 
 
    No one told me what to expect of the council meeting place.  It’s huge.  In the center of the floor, there’s a raised dais with an octagon shaped table.  There’re eight chairs around the table. 
 
    There’s a banquet table built into the far wall filled with food.  Eight stone arches run along the sides of the room.  These lead to somewhere, but I didn’t know where. 
 
    Tapestries with the symbols of each family hang from each arch.  Chandeliers drape down from the ceiling, except instead of lightbulbs there are little orbs of light.  It was actually very beautiful. 
 
    With the exception of my strategically disguised bodyguards, we are the only ones here.  The lupines are disguised as waiters.  Ash chuckles next to me and I can see most of the other lupines quietly chuckling as well.  A young woman approaches us with a tray of appetizers. 
 
    “Well Ash, aren’t you going to introduce us?” 
 
    “Of course little sister, this is Gwen and that is Xerxes,” smiles Ash. 
 
    “My name is Willow.  I would shake your hand, but I’m pretending to be handing you food.  They’re actually pretty good.” 
 
    There’s a popping sound and I jump. 
 
    “Bit jumpy aren’t you?  Don’t worry we’ll keep you safe.”  Willow walks back to the other lupine waiters. 
 
    “What was that popping sound?” I demand.  Ash and Xerxes both look confused.  “Seriously, you guys didn’t hear it?  There was a weird popping sound.  It was so loud.  You’re telling me neither of you heard it?” 
 
    “They wouldn’t have dear.  That sound is specifically reserved for the head of the council, which is you.  I’m Oona the head of the Rafferty Family, and it’s a pleasure to meet you.  We have all been apprehensively waiting for your revealing,” Oona sighs.  “But now you are here and things can run like they are supposed to.  Xerxes, I would get her hidden.  People are going to start popping in soon, and you don’t want people sneaking up on her.” 
 
    “Of course Oona, we were just on our way,” politely answers Xerxes. 
 
    I clench my hands over my ears.  “Too late,” I whisper. 
 
    People appear out of nowhere.  They’re all in various colors related to their family.  Most of the men are in tuxedos.  It’s weird to see men in yellow tuxedos though. 
 
    There are eight families and each family has a color that is assigned to them to wear. It lines up with the element associated with their family.  Oona wears brown and gold mainly brown leather with bright gold buckles.  Metal is her family’s element. 
 
    Yellow is the Rane family with the Sun as their element.  Xerxes is in a navy blue tuxedo.  The earth is the Hara family and they wear various shades of green.  Grey went with the Daniels family who is connected to the air.  The red, obviously, goes with the fire element which is the Vega family.  The Ramsey family wears silver and white to go with the ice element.  My family’s color is black, apparently. 
 
    It’s beautiful to watch all the different people and colors moving around in the hall.  It’s like a moving rainbow. There’s an informal mingling before the actual meeting. 
 
    Only the heads of the family and their spouses are allowed up on the dais during the meeting.  Once the meeting starts, everyone else would mingle or possibly dance below.  It’s a chance for the families to strengthen their alliances with each other or some such nonsense.  Personally, it seems like a way for them to party without interference from anyone else. 
 
    Xerxes introduces me to people left and right.  I seriously hope no one will be offended when I can’t remember any of their names.  My face hurts from smiling, and I’m already exhausted. 
 
    Ash and Xerxes start running interference for me, so I can sneak away for a moment of peace.  I know hiding isn’t going to work for long, but I just need a breather. 
 
    “Hello I’m Roze.  I’m not important enough for you to worry about my name.  I just want to lend you some help.  Please, give me your hand,” asks Roze.  She smiles brightly at me.  It seems so sincere and friendly. 
 
    This woman is dressed in a strange dress.  It’s beautiful but it isn’t the modern or Victorian type dresses everyone else is wearing.  It looks like a kimono, but I’m not really up on traditional Asian attire. 
 
    A deep hunter green is the base color that’s covered in embroidered flowers.  The flowers vary in size and color.  It’s beautiful to look at.  Roze has such a sweet look about her.  She practically screams innocent youth. 
 
    “Ok,” I comply holding my hand out. 
 
    Rose takes my hand and turns my palm face up and wraps her palm around my exposed wrist.   I can feel the skin jump and tremble and want to pull away, but I find I’m unable to move.  She smiles and lifts her hand.  There’s an image of a wolf similar in coloring to Ash. 
 
    Rose looks contemplatively at the tattoo.  “I have the ability to call forth a person’s familiar.  The tattoo is an image of your animal companion. When they find you, the tattoo relocates to your heart, signifying the eternal bond between a witch and her familiar.  This is the first time I have seen a wolf.  There has been lots of cats, dogs, birds, a few lizards, and once a rabbit.  You must let me meet your familiar when they appear.” 
 
    I watch as Rose wanders away gawking at her.  Ash is instantly by my side.  I turn around staring at my wrist. 
 
    Ash stares at the tattoo. 
 
    “She apparently has the ability to call for a witch’s familiar.  The tattoo is a picture of them and when they meet it moves to the witch’s chest.  She has never seen a wolf one before,” I answer looking up at him.  I’m a little shaken by the experience. 
 
    Ash rubs his thumb across the tattoo.  I look down at my new tattoo, but it’s gone.  I reach up to pull the top of my dress down to look at my chest to see if it’s there. 
 
    Ash grabs my hands.  “Whoa. Don’t do that here.  Way too many people.” 
 
    I freeze realizing what I had almost done.  “Thanks,” I whisper. 
 
    He rubs his thumb over the tattoo spot again.  Does that mean he’s my familiar?  But most of him isn’t animal, well animal animal. How can he be my familiar? 
 
    “Buttercup, it isn’t important at this particular moment.  We’ll figure that out tomorrow, tonight we have other plans.  Come on, Xerxes wants to see you.”  Ash takes my hand and laces his fingers through mine.  He’s right; this one can wait until tomorrow. 
 
    Xerxes is surrounded by a group of people, but he manages to excuse himself with just a nod of his head.  “It is time to make our way up to the council table.  He will not be allowed up there.  It is only the head of the families and their spouses,” whispers Xerxes. 
 
    I shrug, “Well, just tell them he’s my spouse.  There are multiple reasons him being there will be beneficial.” 
 
    Xerxes shakes his head and starts mumbling under his breath heading for the table.  Ash coughs trying vainly to cover his smile.  I’m not sure I want to know what exactly Xerxes is mumbling. 
 
    We are led up to the table.  Xerxes pulls out a chair for me and points to the chair behind me for Ash.  We are the first ones at the table.  Oona is next to come to the table. She sits on the other side of me.  I feel a little better knowing that the two people sitting next to me are allies, most likely allies at the very least. 
 
    A woman in a modern red dress comes up next.  It’s a sleeveless high low dress with silver beading along the sweetheart neckline.  She’s introduced to me as Juliana Vega.  The sense of power emanated from her sharp eyes.  Juliana has sharp features and dark hair with bright green eyes. 
 
    No one notices the young woman in a simple red peasant dress behind her.  She’s trying to appear as small as possible.  I can’t even tell what color of eyes this girl has, but is she a ginger.  She glances my way and gives me a small smile. 
 
    Next, a young couple comes up the stairs.  He’s in a pale yellow suit minus a jacket.  She has a beautiful off shoulder corset gown that’s a slightly darker yellow than the man’s outfit.  His name is Apollo, a tradition for the sun family.  Every heir to the council seat was named Apollo. 
 
    Following close behind them is an older gentleman in a plaid green suit complete with a lime green bowtie and matching vest.  This is Yuki Hara.  The last three people came up together chatting.  There’s a couple in white, Sergei and Klara.  Klara’s blonde hair is practically white and falls in waves down her back. 
 
    The other person is Janella.  She’s in a full dark gray skirt with a lighter gray blouse that’s covered in charcoal colored beads.  Her blond hair is cut short. 
 
    Xerxes stands.  “I would like to introduce Gwendelyn Andolyn, head of the Andolyn family.” 
 
    “Who’s the man behind her?” questions Yuki.  It sounds like a routine question.  There’s no malice in his voice. 
 
    “He is her husband, Ash.  Do any question the validity of her identity?” 
 
    It’s silent.  I’m not sure if that is a good thing or not. 
 
    Sergei leans forward.  “Do we know who her father is?  He should be made aware of her if he is a witch.  It may be possible that he would be the best one to help teach her how to use her skills.” 
 
    I can’t help it.  I laugh hard, so hard that my side hurts.  I throw my head back since the corset prevents me from bending forward too much. 
 
    Xerxes gives me an exasperated look.  “It has been taken care of.  She has been in training for six weeks now. Her talents have greatly improved.  She is a natural.  Now since she is still recovering from her laughing fit I will ask for her.  Is there any preliminary questions before we move onto business?” 
 
    “What is she doing up here?  You know the rules Juliana only spouses up here with the heads of the families,” sternly reprimands Yuki. 
 
    Juliana stares Yuki down.  She is a force to be reckoned with.  You can practically see the fire burning behind her eyes.  “And what about Gwendelyn’s so-called spouse?  I honestly do not believe her or Xerxes when they say that they are married.  There is no ring on her finger or any other sign. 
 
    “We all know the trouble her family has had, and it is incredibly brave of her to be here.  But I highly doubt he is anything but a bodyguard, which is also forbidden.  In fact, there are more rules about how much bodyguards are forbidden then there are about only spouses sitting up here,” counters Juliana. 
 
    “This is my sister Morgana.  Since I am unwedded and childless, I have felt it necessary to prepare her to take over the family in case I never have a child to pass the role on to.  This will be a learning experience for her.  She will not participate.  Her role is to observe and only observe.” 
 
    “But-” Yuki starts. 
 
    “It isn’t your call Yuki.  This is obviously something that we will all be divided on.  The benefit of having a true Head of the Council here is that she may decide on issues like this that deal mainly with tradition,” Oona interrupts. 
 
    “I see no reason to not let her stay.  I know tradition dictates otherwise, but traditionally the methods for dealing with witches has been to set them on fire, throw rocks at them, or hang them.  Sometimes traditions are wrong,” I answer.  “As this is a change from the normal custom, we will wait if anyone here without a spouse present or in general chooses to have their heir present instead.” 
 
    I can hear Ash quietly chuckle behind him.  Not only had I tossed aside a stupid tradition, but I managed to open the seat behind Xerxes up to Jared. 
 
    Tamara, Xerxes second wife, doesn’t attend the meetings because her special gift is premonition.  She’s very strong.  This makes being around large groups of people difficult for her.  The visions don’t stop and give her a headache. 
 
    Xerxes immediately sends a note to Jared.  It’s in the form of a bird that flies straight to wherever Jared is. 
 
    In the distraction of sending messages, Morgana leaps onto the table and throws a handful of dust at me.  My head swirls with jumbled thoughts.  Our masterful plan didn’t work.  Yay for me. 
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    My eyes feel dry and heavy.  They don’t’ want to open.  I feel like half my body is miles away.  Eventually, I’m able to pick out the maniacal laughter in front of me.  I’m going to have to listen to the evil monologue bit.  This should be interesting and something I should probably open my eyes for. 
 
    I squint up at Morgana.  Even while laughing evilly, she still looks sweet and innocent. There’s just a touch of crazy in her green eyes.  She’s doing a weird little happy dance.  Strangely, I’m at peace even though this pint-sized bag of crazy is probably going to kill me soon. 
 
    I look around at my surroundings and realize I’m in some kind of cave, lovely.  Ropes tie my arms and legs to an exceptionally uncomfortable metal chair.  It sucks the heat out of my body and dug into my back. 
 
    “Seriously, that was so easy.  I can’t believe you even showed yourself.  We all thought that you would hide away in that little safe house of yours.  But Juliana was smart enough to convince the Council to force Xerxes to bring you out of hiding.  If there is one thing Xerxes follows completely it’s his duty. 
 
    “Now the Goddess Eris will be able to reign, causing discord throughout the world.  We shall be her Generals leading an army of witches across all nations wreaking havoc.  This time we will have it.  I just love torturing goody-two-shoes,” giggles Morgana as she pulls a knife out of thin air.  “Don’t worry. It will only hurt a great deal before you die.” 
 
    I scream as she runs the tip of the blade along my arm.  There’s no blood but the smell of burnt flesh, I look.  The wound looks like it’s been cauterized. 
 
    “Did I forget to mention that this little blade of mine was forged with magic?  Each wound I inflict on you will be different.  You won’t know what to expect,” Morgana grinds out the last word as she shoves the blade into my right shoulder.  I bite my tongue and taste blood. I strain against the onslaught of icy pain radiating from my shoulder.  I’m never going to scream for her again; I will not give her the satisfaction of hearing it. 
 
    “Looky who thinks they’re tough.  Well, you won’t be tough for long.” 
 
    Morgana sits on the ground grabs ahold of my left hand.  She digs the knife edge over the pads of all my fingers at the same time.  It feels like thousands of bees are stinging them.  I try to pull my hand back and close it, but Morgana holds fast pressing her thumb into my palm as she finishes her scrapping. 
 
    I hear my dress tear over my heavy breathing.  Blinking away the tears, I look down to find Morgana has cut a slit up my dress and through my leggings barely missing the skin.  My right leg is exposed halfway up my thigh. 
 
    The witch waits until she has my undivided attention before she stabs the knife into my leg.  She doesn’t do a normal stab.  Instead, she stabs the knife so it slides under the skin but not really into the muscle. 
 
    At first, I can’t feel anything. I can see the knife under my skin but I can’t feel it.  That doesn’t last long.  Suddenly, millions of claws are ripping through my leg.  Morgana wiggles the knife and the claws try to rip my leg open. 
 
    I scream as she pulls the knife out.  The skin closes by itself but the claws still dig through my leg.  Cackling fills the cave as Morgana dances around me. 
 
    “This is so much fun,” she giggles. 
 
    Morgana climbs on my lap.  Her face is inches from mine.  She kneels on my legs pinning mine to the chair even more than the ropes had done. 
 
    “You know what you are?  You’re a slug doomed to die for our noble cause.  I mean seriously, what kind of freak are you with your squeaky clean past?  You don’t know what it’s like to live and now you never will.  I’m going to brand you so when your body is found everyone will know what you are.” 
 
    Morgana’s smile is too wide.  It shows too many teeth.  She brings the knife up to my chest.  I hope that I’ll die quickly.  The pain from my other injuries is starting to overwhelm me. 
 
    My dull eyes stare into Morgana’s.  Now that I can see them up close, I see they’re filled with a dark light full of wild and crazy ideas.  This woman is capable of anything simply because she wants to watch everyone around her burn. 
 
    The knife never plunges into my chest.  No, it isn’t time to kill me yet.  Instead, Morgana carves the word freak on my chest as she yells it over and over. 
 
    The first letter feels like needles injecting each cell with a compound making them explode.  The next letter is a numbness that never went away.  The ‘e’ feels like claws ripping through my skin, while the ‘a’ feels like a normal knife wound.  The last letter sends pain straight through to the other side like I had been shot. 
 
    The door slams open with a loud bang. “Morgana you’re supposed to wait for Juliana.” 
 
    “It’s just a little torture.  She can’t be upset with me about that, not when she’s the one who taught me.  I think she’ll be proud of me,” Morgana answers smugly. 
 
    “She’s furious and sent me to get you.  She wants a word with you.  Go, you know she doesn’t like to be kept waiting,” orders the person. 
 
    Morgana disappears from view, and I blink away the tears.  This new person won’t get the satisfaction of seeing them as well.  I try to force my head up to look at my new captor, but it drops to my chest.  My act of bravery and the pain of my wounds have sapped all my energy. 
 
    “Gwen?  Are you the Andolyn witch?  I didn’t even know you were a witch.” 
 
    “Who are you?” I ask weakly. 
 
    “Casper,” he whispers. 
 
    My mind reels, not Casper.  Please don’t let me be tortured and killed by Casper.  He’s the one person who stood up for me in school when the popular kids called me a nerd or geek.  Not Casper who used to tell me jokes when we got bored in class.  Anyone but Casper, please. 
 
    The tears start to flow; I’ve grown too tired and weak to be able to fight them back.  I’m going to die at the hands of one of my oldest friends. 
 
    “WHY? Why you!” I scream.  “You were the first boy I ever fell in love with, but you never felt the same about me.  I had to learn to accept that, but it broke my heart doing it.  How can you possibly be here of all places?  Never have I met someone that’s as nice as you.” 
 
    “Gwen I-” 
 
    “Just leave me alone!” 
 
    “I can’t.  I can’t stop this.  They’ll kill me.  I’m sorry Gwen that it’s you, but my hands are tied please understand,” begs Casper. 
 
    “You tied your own hands.  You are not the Casper I know.  He would have done anything to help someone in need no matter the cost.  Somewhere that part of you died. Now I must grieve for my lost friend.  Go away Casper stop haunting me,” I wept. 
 
    “Gwe-” 
 
    “GO!” I scream. 
 
    Casper opens the door and steps outside.  I don’t hear footsteps walking away, so I can only assume he’s standing guard outside the door. 
 
    The tears are still coming.  I’m powerless to stop them.  I think of all the things I’m going to miss like my parent, Ash, the library, Jared, and even Xerxes.  I wonder what will happen to Binawalka. 
 
    Binkawalka! Of course, why in the world did I not think about that sooner?  I say the spell to take me home.  Nothing happens.  I look up in frustration to see a strange symbol painted on the ceiling.  There is a line with two C’s on each side mirroring each other. 
 
    The door slams open and Juliana walks in with Morgana behind her smiling wickedly. This is not going to end well for me. 
 
    Juliana sticks her finger in the open wound at my shoulder.  I nearly pass out from the pain.  “Morgana dear, you are far too hasty to inflict such wounds.  You must start slow and small.” 
 
    I watch as Juliana takes the knife from Morgana.  She quickly smashes the hilt of the knife onto the middle finger of my left hand.  My world turns black as I hear a distant scream. 
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    I wake in a pain filled fog.  Someone keeps calling my name.  They sound almost desperate, but I can’t imagine why.  I try to push them away, but my arms won’t move. Gasping, I come rushing back to reality. 
 
    “Gwen listen to me.  They’re almost done prepping the ritual room.  We need to get you out of here now,” urges Casper as he finishes untying my arms.  “It won’t take long for them to notice I’ve left.  Once they do, they’ll come straight here.” 
 
    Hope surges through me.  There’s a small possibility that we can actually do this.  There’s so much I have left to do in my life, and I’m not going down without a fight. 
 
    Casper grabs my right arm; it’s the least injured.  He opens the door a few inches to check if the coast is clear. 
 
    “Ok this way,” Casper said as he pulls me down the hall.  “If something happens to me, you keep running down this hallway.  Go left at the end of this hallway.  Try to follow your nose.  We’re in some caves buried under the Blue Mountains in Jamaica.  You’ll smell salt water the closer you get to the exit.” 
 
    It’s becoming obvious that my physical training with Ash had been a good idea.  We’re running up the hall at an incline and without my training, I would never have been able to do this.  If I ever got out of this, I’m going to have to give him a party or give him a present. 
 
    “YOU! You little backstabbing urchin!” screeches Morgana. 
 
    Casper catapults me in front of him.  I almost fall on my face, “RUN GWEN!” 
 
    I pull at my reserve energy trying to get a boost of speed, but it’s no use.  I hear Casper scream. 
 
    It’s been clearly established throughout my lifetime that if I was in a horror movie, I would be one of the first people to die.  I glance back and see Casper crumble to the ground. 
 
    Morgana’s favorite knife is protruding from his eye.  Only the hilt was visible.  I trip over my feet and fall.  My shoulder is still oozing blood.  It hadn’t stopped.  I scramble to get back on my feet.  Blood has smeared on the ground making it slippery, and I fall again.  I am going to die. 
 
    I look down the hall at my fleeing chance of freedom.  A woman in a dark gray Grecian dress with a silver belt is walking towards me.  She’s holding a shield and a spear.  Her helmet nearly covers her face, but you can still see her long blonde hair braided down her back.  It nearly touches the ground.  I’m toast. 
 
    She reaches down and picks me up by my dress with what seems to be no effort at all.  Yup, I really am toast, like charred to ash toast.  She sets me on my feet.  Her voice whispers of unspoken wisdom nearly distracting me from what she’s saying to me. 
 
    “Run Gwen.  They’re almost here, but you must get closer or they will not be able to find you.” 
 
    There’s no way I’m going to ignore help even from a stranger.  I run as fast as I can.  I’m actually proud of myself for not turning around as I hear Morgana scream.  At this point, I figure she’s getting what she deserves, and I really don’t want to watch. 
 
    My lungs are starting to burn and my arms ache.  Blood is running down from my shoulder to my fingers. Hopefully, I haven’t lost too much blood.  My leg feels like it’s being ripped to pieces and my chest is heavy and on fire.  My other wounds don’t bleed much, but they all hurt.  My broken finger is swollen four times its normal size, but on the bright side, I can’t feel it. 
 
    It’s hard to smell.  My nose is running and no matter how many times I blow it into my sleeve, I just can’t make it stop.  I try to take deep breaths to smell salt water, so far I nothing has smelled remotely close to it. 
 
    At the fork in the hallway, I stop running just long enough to take a calming breath, turn left, blow my nose, and breathe as deeply as I can through my nose.  I smell a faint whiff of salt water. Another breath confirms it. 
 
    I hear something and pause.  People are coming.  They’re trying to be quiet, but many of them are failing miserably.  Panicked, I look for anything I can use as a weapon or a place to hide.  There’s nothing except bare rock walls.  “Crap,” I mutter. 
 
    “Gwen!” 
 
    I know that voice.  I trust that voice with every fiber of my being.  “ASH!” I sob. I try running again, but I slip and run into the wall.  My tears are blurring my vision. It doesn’t matter; Ash has his arms wrapped around me within seconds.  A wall of lupines from the meeting forms behind me. 
 
    I watch as Xerxes and a large group of witches storm down the hall towards us.  Every single head is there, except Juliana.  Never have I seen such a powerful group of people who look so livid before in my life.  I’m just glad they’re on my side. 
 
    Oona steps towards us.  I can feel Ash building up to a growl, so I pinch him.  This is Oona his Godmother.  The pinching doesn’t help. He growls anyways. 
 
    “Ash let’s get you two out of here. There’s no need for her to stay here putting herself at risk.  We will end this.  Your pack mates will see to it that justice is served.  You trust them enough to report back to you whether or not the mission is successful.  I will transport you back to my family’s home.  From there, Gwen can use the spell to get back to her family’s home.  Everything will be ok now. Please, just stick to the plan,” pleads Oona. 
 
    “Ash, I want to go home,” I cry. 
 
    Some of the tension visibly leaves Ash.  Oona smiles grimly at me.  I can feel the tension start to leave me.  If Ash hadn’t been holding on so tightly, I would have crashed to the floor.  Ash lets out a whimper, and Oona places her hand on Ash’s shoulder. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    18 
 
      
 
    I blink.  We’re in an industrial styled house.  The walls look like concrete.  A giant metal clock is in front of me.  Cement stairs with a dark metal railing are next to the clock. 
 
    There’s metal everywhere.  Every piece of furniture or feature in the house has a large abundance of metal in it.  The countertops are concrete stained to match various shades of bright metals.  It’s amazing. 
 
    “Oona you’re going to have to find a way to extract him from her, so I can heal her,” urges a new voice. 
 
    “I know Nicholas, but he may need some time can she wait a minute?  He growled at me earlier,” Oona answers. 
 
    “No, she can’t wait.  She has lost a lot of blood.  An infection is starting in her left arm.  If her finger isn’t set soon, I may not be able to fix it. It may be permanently bent at a wrong angle or even need to be amputated.  Resetting it is already going to be a bitch, for both of us.  You need to get through to him,” Nicholas pushes. 
 
    “I don’t think I can,” admits Oona worriedly. 
 
    Like a light switch turning on, I realize Oona will never get through to Ash right now.  He’s making all sorts of weird grunts, whimpers, and growls too quietly for anyone else to hear.  I feel them more than hear them. 
 
    “Ash,” I choke out.  My throat is dry and every muscle in my body hurts.  He pulls me tighter to him.  I know that he’s been worried and probably blames himself for my kidnapping, but if he doesn’t let go, he’s going to be responsible for my death. 
 
    I bite him as hard as I can right below his collarbone.  Instinctively, Ash pulls back.  His eyes clear.  Ash is back, which is good because he catches me on my way down to the ground.  He cradles my head in his lap.  His eyes fill with tears. 
 
    Nicholas, well I assume he’s Nicholas, rushes over and starts working on my shoulder.  The icy feeling had lingered.  It’s infused with warmth.  Nicholas’ healing magic feels weird.   It’s like your muscle and skin are knitting themselves back together.  I’m feeling a little better, until I scream. 
 
    Magically setting a broken finger hurts just as bad as, if not worse than, having it set by hand.  I’m fairly certain that some of the bone, if not all of it, had been smashed into tiny fragments. 
 
    Ash is holding my head in his hands.  I watch as his canines slowly shrink. This is hard for him as well.  Our eyes connect while Nicholas heals the cut on my arm.  It takes several more minutes for him to finish healing all my wounds. 
 
    “You, my dear, are very lucky,” sighs Nicholas. 
 
    I snort, “I don’t feel all that lucky.” 
 
    His outfit almost matches Oona’s. He’s in an all-black tux decked out with gold buttons on his vest. The same swirling pattern on the buttons is woven into the fabric.  The swirls are gold.  He has blue eyes and light brown hair, but something about him seems familiar. 
 
    “Us Andolyns have to stick together, you know.  I’m not sure if anyone has told you, but you’re the spitting image of Piper.  It’s nice to finally see you again, being an Uncle is much more fun when you have a niece to actually dote on.”  He holds out his hand and smiles. 
 
    Ash laughs. 
 
    I screech in a much-undignified manner while lying on the floor. 
 
    Nicholas helps me up and pulls me into a hug.  My mind is blank. I begin to wonder how many relatives are going to be hiding in the woodwork. 
 
    “Where were you tonight, or whenever the meeting was?”  My sense of time is off.  I’m not sure what time it is.  This house has no windows.  Seriously, time deprivation is a form of torture. 
 
    “It’s three in the morning and the council would still be in full swing if it wasn’t for the fact that they are all out hunting down the rest of the cult members,” assurs Nicholas.  “I was there, but I was late due to the fact that our daughter just gave birth to her first child.” 
 
    “If you two want, there are showers you can get cleaned up before you leave,” suggests Oona. 
 
    My parent’s faces jump out at me.  I turn to Ash. “My parents, did you tell them what happened?” 
 
    “No, of course not. They would’ve tried something irrational.  We all felt it was best to keep them out of this until we got you back,” promises Ash. 
 
    “Then it would be best for us to shower and change here.  They’re not to know that I got injured,” I order pointing my finger at everyone in the room.  “They’ll probably try to ground me as it is for getting kidnapped.  They won’t care that I’m an adult.” 
 
    “Come this way,” said Oona as she ushers us to the bathrooms. 
 
    Ash watches as Oona follows me into the bathroom.  I’m still in my corset dress.  It’s a little weird having someone I don’t know, who is also apparently my Aunt, help me get undressed.  She’s only there for a few seconds.  Instead of physically loosening the ties, she uses magic.  She smiles as she lays them on the counter. 
 
    The bathroom is simple, much like the one I had before finding out I was a witch.  Habit brings my eyes to the mirror as I remove my earrings.  My skin is very pale, much paler than normal. 
 
    Dried blood covers my neck and collar next to my shoulder that had once been an oozing mass of blood.  My hair that was once beautifully done now hung limp and lifeless. 
 
    Tracks of blood are partially cleaned away from my cheeks by my tears and smeared in others from when I blew my nose with my sleeve. 
 
    The dress sleeve is sliced open.  A hole just big enough for Morgana’s knife is at my shoulder.  The blood hasn’t completely dried in places.  It’s hard to see the blood stain if you just looked at the color.  You have to feel where the fabric has hardened. 
 
    I rip the dress off.  It lies in a heap on the floor reminding me of the horrible things done to me.  Anger rises inside me like never before.  It boils under my skin as my lips curl back.  I pick the dress up and throw it as far as I can.  I scream silently in my head.  If I had screamed out loud, Ash would come running in to save me, but I don’t want to be saved.  I want to destroy everything around me. 
 
    The next person that even looks at me funny will be in for a rude awakening.  I’m not sure I can control myself and it’s scary.  If I let my anger consume me then I will be just as bad as they are.  Decisions are going to have to be made and I need to regain control of myself. 
 
    A few deep breathes help calm me.  The anger is still there but it’s contained, for now at least.  I turn to the shower turning it as hot as it can go. 
 
    The heat stings my skin, but the spray hides my tears.  I keep my eyes closed, not wanting to watch the water turn red.  Blindly, I grab the soap and scrub myself clean.  After I washed my body, I scrub my scalp and hair.  It’s probably safe to open my eyes, but I go back to scrubbing my body again with eyes still shut.  I repeat this process several times until my skin hurts to touch. 
 
    Finally, I turn off the water.  Stepping out of the shower reveals a new set of clothes and a missing dress.  My jewelry is still there.  The clothes turn out to be a very comfortable pair of yoga pants and t-shirt.  They are heavenly. 
 
    There isn’t a brush for my hair; probably their way of making sure I actually emerge from the bathroom.  Sighing I make my way to the door stopping only to put the necklace back on.  It was given to me by my mother and I can’t just abandon it.  The rest of the jewelry I hold onto. 
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    There are a lot of people downstairs.  It looks like all the other council members are here plus several more. They must be done at the caves.  Now I really wished there had been a brush; I didn’t want to have to deal with people yet.  Just as I think of turning and running back into the bathroom, every eye turns to look at me.  Gulp. 
 
    I jump as something brushes against my arm.  Ash chuckles next to me. 
 
    “You won't be laughing when I make you wear a bell around your neck,” I warn Ash while jabbing a finger into his side.  It feels like poking a warm rock. 
 
    Ash laughs louder at my scowl. 
 
    I grin mischievously at him.  He shifts slightly and is accompanied by the unmistakable jingling of bells.  A few of the witches chuckle mumbling to each other. 
 
    “How did you do that?” 
 
    I tilt the head to the side debating whether or not to tell him.  He looks a little shaken by the thought that I possibly used magic on him.  I didn’t. 
 
    “It’s relatively simple.  I put a spell on your shirt so that every time it moves, it jingles,” I shrug. 
 
    He doesn’t look relieved.  We walk down the stairs together.  Ash has his hand on the small of my back as I wrap my arms around myself.  There are a lot of powerful people in the room.  I feel miniscule as they all watch me. 
 
    An older man that looks remarkably similar to Ash steps forward first.  “I’m Mark, Ash’s father.  You’ve no idea how happy it makes me seeing you alive and well,” said Mark.  “If you ever need help keeping this Pup in line, I’ll be happy to help you.” 
 
    “Bring it on Old Wolf,” said Ash while growling playfully. 
 
    Mark pushes Ash’s shoulder. Ash steps back slightly.  My finger nearly broke when I poked him.  His dad can push him hard enough forcing him to step back. 
 
    “Please, let me introduce the rest of our pack mates that are here tonight.” 
 
    Mark introduces me to a small group of people in the room.  I already know Willow from earlier, but this time she’s no longer playing the nice, helpful hostess.  She is a tired battle-worn warrior ready for sleep.  Willow smiles grimly, but there’s a flicker of light in her eyes.  Most of the lupines look ready to go back to battle, until you look at their eyes.  They’re all tired.  Almost, everyone in this room is used to being in bed right now. 
 
    “We have some information we need to go over,” said Oona after the introductions. 
 
    “How important is this information?  Can it wait for everyone to get a few hours of sleep?” I ask.  My concern for everyone else’s welfare outweighs my need for information. 
 
    Everyone glances at each other.  Xerxes and a slightly younger man step forward.  The man looks similar to Xerxes except his eyes.  He has amazing gray eyes that draw you. 
 
    “There are some things we need to discuss now, but most of it can wait,” answers Xerxes. 
 
    “Ok hit me with it,” I sigh.  Ash maneuvers me to a chair and forces me to sit.  Automatically, I pull my feet up and tuck them under me waiting for the bad news to hit. 
 
    Xerxes gestures to the man next to him, “This is my brother, Darius.”  Fun more relatives. 
 
    I nod my head in acknowledgement. 
 
    “Most of the members of the Koesmoes Order have been apprehended or killed.  Most of those apprehended will have to be executed.  They’ve all performed acts that break very fundamental or ancient witchcraft laws.  We know for certain that at least two individuals are missing.  Juliana and another witch named Dayla are still at large.  They must be found over the next few days, or we risk the possibility of them trying to spread their influence again,” Darius informs me gravely.  “We have people working on it, but until they are found we must tread carefully.  There’s no reason for you to risk your safety, so it would be wise to stay either here in Oona’s house or in your own house.  Xerxes house would be acceptable as well.” 
 
    “I understand.  Wouldn’t it be easier to get a vampire to search the cult member’s minds to find any other possible missing members or other useful information?” I ask. 
 
    “That would be easier, but none of us know of a vampire strong enough or willing to help us.  Most of them are inclined to let everyone fight their own battles.  The strong ones have usually lived long enough to realize it isn’t worth it, so unless you know of a vampire who has the ability and would be sympathetic to our situation, it isn’t worth thinking about,” answers Darius. 
 
    I look at Ash. He has a large smile.  We both say Kyle at the same time. 
 
    All the witches in the room look at us strangely.  There’s a lot of work I’m going to have to do with them.  It seems that there’s a lack of communication between the family witches and pretty much anyone else.  Isolationism is one of the reasons we’re in the situation. 
 
    Ash turns to Xerxes, “Kyle is his street name.  Most of you would recognize his, uh, current alias Tristan Van Wieren.  He’s a work associate. He developed a fondness for Gwen after the incident when this pretty much all started for her.  He’s proven to be, well, tenacious in trying to help solve that case.” 
 
    “How?” asks Darius. 
 
    “Well um,” Ash looks a little sheepish. 
 
    I watch Mark roll his eyes.  “He’s been so busy worried about everything that he has failed to mention to Gwen that the case is closed.  The vamps punishment was carried out by Tristan; such is his right as the head of the vampire council.” 
 
    Cringing I ask, “Was it, Dax?” 
 
    “Yes,” sighs Ash. “Kyle, or Tristan if you prefer, discovered that Dax well he wasn’t so innocent.  Him knocking you over the head and then feeding off of you was, well rather tame compared to some of the other things he’s done.  You were lucky he wanted you to join him as his queen otherwise you would have been dead.” 
 
    “That’s gross,” I reply shuddering at the thought of being stuck with Dax.  “What did Kyle do?” 
 
    Ash looks up at the ceiling and refuses to answer.  He’s being stubborn, so I turn to Mark. 
 
    Mark rolls his eyes at Ash.  “You know she is a big girl and can handle it,” scoffs Mark.  Ash doesn’t budge.  “Tristan killed him.” 
 
    “So he cut his head off.” 
 
    “More of ripped his head off,” shrugs Mark. 
 
    “Dad, can you talk to Garion? Get him to talk to Kyle, so we can move on to whatever else we need to move on to,” sighs Ash. 
 
    “I already have.  They’re on their way to the library.  Oona if you could please provide someone to get him, I would appreciate it.” 
 
    Oona gestures behind her. 
 
    I sit staring at the people in the room.  It seems that my suggestion and the fact that it appears to be working has distracted everyone from whatever else needed to be said.  From the sounds of it, a new plan is being formulated. 
 
    My mind wanders back to when I was stuck in that chair.  Like a nightmare, I watch as Morgana slices my arm open and thrusts that knife into my shoulder.  Over and over, it all plays in my head.  No one notices I’m stuck in hell. 
 
    “Oh honey, stop it!” gasps Kyle.  “We’ll make sure they’re never in a position to hurt you or anyone else ever again.”  Vampires have super speed as well because before I can even react to hearing his voice Kyle is crouched in front of me.  Horror splays across his face.  He relives my nightmare with me.  I still can’t get it to stop. 
 
    Ash is trying to get my attention, but Kyle is the one person I can tell what happened to me without having to speak. 
 
    Tears slid down my cheeks but I barely register them.  Kyle sits silently watching the scene as I look back at Casper’s final scream.  He watches the strange woman appear saving me from Morgana. 
 
    After watching my healing, he does the one thing I need from someone who truly knows.  Kyle takes me to the kitchen and hands me a plate. 
 
    “Smash it.  Destroy it.  Do what you need to do to let it all out,” Kyle whispers. 
 
    The crowd in the room has dwindled down to a handful of people.  I see my reflection in the polished metal cabinets.  I realize I’m tired of crying, tired of feeling victimized over and over by my memories, tired of the anxiety, and tired of the pain.  I’m so tired of suppressing my anger. 
 
    Kyle gives me a small smile and nods. 
 
    I look at the plate in my hands as my anger boils higher and higher.  The plate shatters as I scream.  I throw the two pieces left in my hands to the ground with another scream a deafening crash comes from the cabinets.  Everything has shattered, but I’m not done. 
 
    There’s still more destruction that I need to unleash, part of me fights the urge to break more things, but the vase on the table catches my attention. Water and flowers fall as the vase shatters.  Several more vases are decimated from a glance. 
 
    Breathing is harder, and I can feel myself starting to weaken.  Magic is supposed to be used when you are in some state of control, but right now I’m feral and lashing out at whatever my eyes land on. 
 
    Luckily, Ash catches me as I collapse from exhaustion.  We sit on the floor as he cradles me close to his body.  His body heat infuses its way through to my core calming my frayed nerves. 
 
    My emotions settle releasing another torrent of tears.  As much as I’m tired of crying, I haven’t fully allowed myself to let the tears fall.  I cry long after my tears dry up sobbing into Ash’s chest.  Slowly, exhaustion creeps up on me slowing my sobs till I’m nearly asleep. 
 
    Kyle’s gasp pulls my head up.  On the table in front of Xerxes, Oona, and Nicholas is Morgana’s knife.  “Where did you get that?” I demand as I scramble to my feet. 
 
    “It was found in the caves.  This knife is special Gw-” starts Xerxes. 
 
    “I know that,” I hiss at a barely audible level.  Ash stiffens next to me.  Louder I ask, “There was a boy, Casper, the last place I saw that knife was buried in his skull.  Why do you have it?  What are you going to do with it?” 
 
    “That has yet to be decided,” answers Oona. 
 
    “Give it to me,” I demand.  My eyes haven’t moved from watching the knife.  I’m afraid if I blink or lose sight of it, it would be gone haunting me for the rest of my life. 
 
    “Gwen, this needs to be talked about.  There are certain magical beasts that can only be killed with this knife.  We need-” explains Xerxes. 
 
    “Oh please, how often have you heard of a wild griffin?  They were tamed for a reason. Besides they are far more civilized, then you could possibly imagine,” sneers Kyle.  “Give it to her, and it will never see the light of day.  That way it will never be used on anyone else again.  No one deserves that.” 
 
    I walk over to the table only to discover I can’t bring myself to touch it. 
 
    Ash picks it up and holds it far away from me.  “We’ll take it back home, and you can do whatever you want with it.” 
 
    “It cannot be destroyed, nor will it ever rust.  That knife has survived over a millennia and will continue to do so,” warns Oona. 
 
    “Fine,” I reply emotionlessly.  Casper pops into my head.  This time it’s a happy memory of us laughing over some horrible movie on TV.  “What are you doing with Casper and any of the other bodies?” 
 
    “That also has yet to be decided,” sighs Oona. 
 
    “Casper saved my life.  He’s a hero and should be treated as such,” I advise.  “I would like the families to have a chance to claim their dead.  If they don’t want to, that’s fine. I can certainly understand that.  They’ll be given a proper burial or whatever is traditional for them.  You know what I mean.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of it.  The Vega family is going to have to be reorganized,” adds Oona. 
 
    “Can’t they do that themselves?” I ask. 
 
    “They will, but you’ll need to oversee the debate and give the final approval of the person chosen,” answers Nicholas. 
 
    “Fine,” I agree. 
 
    “You need to go to bed, Gwen,” said Ash. 
 
    “Yeah,” I mumble. 
 
    “There’s a room-” 
 
    “No. Thank you but, I miss my room, and my parents will be worried if they wake up without me there,” I answer.  “Xerxes knows how to reach me.” 
 
    “I do as well,” informs Nicholas. 
 
    Xerxes went very still.  You can see the wheels trying to work and move, but he’s having a hard time coming to any type of conclusion. 
 
    “Goodnight Uncle Nick and Pops,” I cackle as I grab Ash’s hand.  Nicholas and Xerxes are staring at each other horrified.  Finally, I had a piece of information that someone else didn’t.  It’s nice to drop a bombshell on someone else, rather than having one dropped on me. 
 
    Kyle doubles over laughing.  Our eyes lock for a second and he winks at me.  I smile back and decide it’s best to leave for now.  I’ll talk to Kyle later. 
 
    Ash is laughing as we appear in the front room of my house.  The knife is still in his hand.  I have to deal with that now. 
 
    “Set that on the table please,” I whisper. 
 
    Grim-faced, Ash placed the knife on the table. 
 
    “Binawalka, this knife is dangerous in the wrong hands. People have suffered from it, I have suffered.  Please, hide it where it will never be found.  Even griffins deserve a better death.”  I watch as the knife disappears lost to who knows where protected by the most ancient magic I have access to.  “Thank you.” 
 
    A sigh of relief drains me of the last bit of tension holding me together. 
 
    Ash catches me and carries me up the stairs to my room. 
 
    “I would tell you that I can walk by myself, but I’m not actually sure I can.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put you down anyways. I need the reassurance that you’re here with me,” confesses Ash. 
 
    I close my eyes and sink into his warmth.  I have become addicted to his warmth.  It’s peaceful in his arms, and it’s been such a long night.  I fall asleep before Ash reaches the top of the stairs. 
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    Dreaming is such a weird experience.  Sometimes your dreams are made up of places and people you have never met before.  Other times you have a hard time remembering if it was a dream. 
 
    The room I’m sitting in is exceptionally beautiful and strange.  I’m not even sure I can actually call it a room.  There’re no walls, but I can’t see much besides the blonde warrior from the caves. 
 
    She’s sitting on a bench cooing to an owl.  The spear, shield, and helmet are missing this time.  She’s less intimidating this way. Her blonde hair is still in a braid that rests on the ground.  It has to be heavy. 
 
    “Actually, I don’t have any issues with it.  There are certain blessings that come from being what I am,” says the woman as she smiles at me. 
 
    “And what exactly are you?” I ask warily.  This feels a little more real than a dream. 
 
    The woman laughs and her voice rings like bells.  “You have always been so suspicious of everyone.  Don’t try to deny it; I’ve been watching over you almost your entire life.  I know you better than you know yourself.”  She holds up a hand stopping my next question.  “I haven’t been given enough time to explain everything, but there are some things that need to be explained.” 
 
    She gestures for me to sit next to her, so I sit. 
 
    “My name is Athena; yes the same Athena from Greece.  We aren’t actually gods, it’s complicated and not enough time exists in your lifespan to explain. 
 
    “Witches were created when eight of us wanted to have assistants on Earth.  We would have more time to pursue other avenues of interest. 
 
    “After several centuries, we were ordered to stop interfering in the lives of the mortals.  We were given permission to organize the eight families into a council. 
 
    “Your family was chosen to be the head to direct the council with wisdom.  This doesn’t mean absolute rule or control.  The other families will not let you do that.  Please stop worrying about it.  Also, feel free to tell them you need time to decide, they are used to that response.  Trust yourself.  Wisdom is encoded into your magic and DNA, you just have to learn how to connect with it. 
 
    “Eris has found a way to come back and the first thing she has apparently gone for is the Family Council.  The Koesmoes Order must be destroyed.  You cannot let it continue or chaos will rule the world causing other forces to interfere.  If that happens, billions of people will die.” 
 
    “But there are only roughly 7 billion people in the world.” 
 
    “I know.” Athena pauses.  “You may ask me one question before I must go.  Be careful what you ask there are some things I cannot answer.” 
 
    “Why did you save me when you were told not to interfere in our lives?  And-” 
 
    “One question Gwendelyn.  Your mother was not killed by the Order.  Piper sacrificed herself to allow me to be able to interfere when your life was in danger.  When you are unable to defeat your opponent and no one there is willing to help, I am able to step in and help.  I must go Gwendelyn, and you have work to do.” 
 
    I wake with a sigh.  For the first time in a long time, I feel truly hopeful and dream of my future. Letting my mind wander, I think of how I will want my wedding to look.  I wondered if I would have kids and how.  Will I keep working or stay home? 
 
    Internally, I start berating myself.  There’s work to be done and getting married and having kids is not what Athena meant, well at this particular moment. 
 
    Suddenly, I realize the mattress doesn’t feel the same.  I open my eyes and recognize my room.  So why does the bed feel different?  I roll over and find myself face to muzzle with a very large wolf. 
 
    A moment of fear captures me as I try to roll out of the bed.  The wolf jumps on top of me trapping me.  I can hear Ash laughing in my head.  In a split second, I go from being scared to wanting to inflict bodily injury on another person. 
 
    “Ash if you ever want to see the light of day again, you will get off of me!” I screech. 
 
    Ash speaks in my head, “But I’m having fun.  This is the first time I’ve gotten you all to myself.” 
 
    It’s really hard to keep from laughing when you have a big fur ball licking you.  Not only is his fur ticklish, but so is his tongue. 
 
    “Ok, ok stop it, Ash!” I gasp out in between laughs.  “Please, you’re getting drool in my ears.” 
 
    Ash turns back and laughs as he rolls over pulling me on top of him.  We lay like that for a while laughing quietly. 
 
    I can feel the drool hardening on my face.  “Ash.” 
 
    “Yes, Buttercup?” 
 
    “I’m hungry, but I need to shower before my face is encased in drool.  Would you mind making breakfast?” 
 
    “Anything for you Buttercup.” 
 
    I rush through my shower excited by the prospect of having breakfast with Ash.  He said we were alone.  Binawalka set out a pair of jeans and a t-shirt on the sink counter.  Sometimes it’s nice to not have to worry about picking out your clothes.  The t-shirt is a wonderful bright teal paired with some dark purple yoga pants.  I rush out of the bathroom ready to run downstairs for breakfast. 
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    Expect the unexpected.  Isn’t that a life motto or something?  An unknown man is standing in my bedroom wearing a dark gray suit.  What in the world is going on? 
 
    “Please, don’t say anything.  I’m Binawalka,” he states. 
 
    I send a thought to Binawalka telling him that if this is really him, then he has to sing I’m a Little Teapot. 
 
    The man rolls his eyes, “I am not singing that horrid song to appease your suspicions.  I assume at this point that they are well appeased.  Yes, yes I know that you made me promise to not appear in person unless you were dying and needed immediate assistance that I could give.  I can’t by the way.  If you try to touch me or if I were to try to touch you, we would pass through each other.  No more questions.  Your parents are in trouble.  After Ash said that the cult was on the run, they wanted to go back to their house.  They’ve been worried about their garden and wanted to collect a few things for you.” 
 
    “What?” I whisper. 
 
    “Shhhh.  He’ll hear you.  Trust me if he were to find me here there will be major issues.  The problem isn’t that they went to check on their garden; it’s that they left the house under duress.  I was unable to bring them back. Something blocked them from me.  I have not been able to sense them since then.  The same thing happened to you last night.” 
 
    I scream.  My parents are missing.  Rage builds inside me.  My fingernails dig into my palms as I fight the second scream. Everything around me goes hazy tinged with red.  My lips curl back into a snarl. 
 
    “No one messes with my family.” 
 
    It’s easy to forget how quickly your magic will drain you if you don’t control it.  You may also end up somewhere you don’t mean to be.  I receive this wakeup call again when I emerged a foot off the ground in my parent’s living room. 
 
    A deep breath as I lay on the ground helps me to rein my anger in.  There will be no saving my parents, if I don’t control myself.  I have to use just enough magic as necessary till I find them. 
 
    There are several problems with me running off without back up or help, I’m still learning magic and have no idea what I’m doing. However, there’s no going back.  I can’t risk it. This may be my only chance to find my parents and stop Juliana. 
 
    Athena said that I can tap into the wisdom in my magic. I just needed to find a way to connect to it.  Unfortunately, I have no idea how to do that. 
 
    I wander into the kitchen hoping to find some clues.  On the table, there are two cups of coffee both are half filled.  Some habits are hard to break, I smile.  They always ended up distracted by something in the middle of their coffee. 
 
    I move back into the living room hoping that I missed something in my rage.  There’s nothing.  No clues are in the living room, office, or bathrooms. 
 
    I start up the stairs thinking about how foolish it was to run off without telling anyone what’s going on.  Binawalka may not even be able to tell anyone what he told me. 
 
    My parents’ room looks untouched.  Out of habit, I wander into my room.  On the window is the same symbol from the caves.  The one that was painted on the ceiling except this one is turned on its side.  I clench my fists.  The window shatters.  Juliana. 
 
    Anger is building up inside of me again.  I know it isn’t helpful.  I look around my room trying to distract me from my anger.  My bed is shoved in the corner like always, but there are a couple of boxes on it.  The boxes are the only other evidence of my parents being here. 
 
    Curiosity pulls me to the boxes.  My anger is momentarily forgotten.  I wonder what things my parents decided to pack for me.  What treasures would they think I wanted most? 
 
    One box is filled with books, from the looks of it they just emptied a shelf on my bookcase designated for my all-time favorite books.  I smile.  I had actually missed just seeing these books in my new room. 
 
    My bachelor degree in Library Sciences is in another box with a few other odds and ends.  The last box is a little smaller than the other two.  It has a couple of my notebooks.  A couple of comic strips that I had put on the fridge are neatly placed inside a page protector. 
 
    One of the notebooks looks like it had been dropped in the box.  The others are neatly put together with their spines up. I pick up the notebook realizing that this may have been the last thing that my parents had touched. 
 
    Hope surges through me.  Maybe if I tried really hard I could force myself to have a vision.  This notebook is the most recent notebook that my parents and I passed back and forth to each other.  We would put little notes, quotes, stories, or pictures in it. 
 
    There’s a photo sticking out of the side of the notebook.  I open it to fix the photo.  Shock runs through me.  My parents had added a new entry.  It’s a picture of Ash with his hands buried in his hair as he sits next to my bed.  I’m asleep and very pale looking. 
 
    This must have been right after the crazy fire lady.  He looks just as pale as I did, but his eyes look haunted.  It’s almost like he’s worried that I’m never going to wake up, and that would be completely devastating.  His pain is so real to me that it brings tears to my eyes.   My heart aches for Ash. 
 
    There’s a quote on the page.  This quote had to be important.  It says, “We build deep and loving family relationships by doing simple things together, like family dinner and family home evening and by just having fun together. In family relationships love is really spelled t-i-m-e, time. Taking time for each other is the key for harmony at home. We talk with, rather than about, each other. We learn from each other, and we appreciate our differences as well as our commonalities.” 
 
    I close the notebook and stare at the picture on the cover.  That day is one of my favorite days spent with them.  The memory flows through my mind like a movie.  It was just after I graduated high school.  We went to this place in town where you could have paint balloon fights. 
 
    For an hour, we ran around trying to avoid getting splattered with paint while trying to splatter each other.  This picture was taken a few minutes before my parents dumped two Dixie cups full of paint on me. 
 
    I could see them laughing and taking as many pictures as they could while paint ran down my back.  It seemed like it took forever to get the paint out of my hair. I found random strings of paint in my brush for weeks. 
 
    An image of my parents grim-faced and surrounded by trees pops into my head.  I brush it away not wanting to imagine what they may be going through right now.  Looking at the picture again, I realize that it’s changed.  I drop the notebook. 
 
    My parents are kneeling on the ground blood soaked my dad’s shoulder.  My mom looks like she’s ready to collapse as she leans towards him.  Her arm is sliced open.  Several of their fingers look bent at odd angles.  I close my eyes to the grim sight only to have the image playout in my head. 
 
    Juliana is in front of them.  I watch as she flicks her finger at my mom.  I watch as my mom screams silently.  My dad doesn’t move or say anything, but tears roll down his cheeks. 
 
    Who knows how long this has gone on?  One thing is certain; it’s gone on long enough.  If he had done anything, Juliana would only have made it worse for mom.  I’m sure of it.  I instinctively reach out to them. 
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    I open my eyes and find myself surround by trees.  I close my eyes again, hoping to see my parents again but also afraid to.  I wait trying to focus on them, but nothing comes. I hit the tree closest to me and immediately bring my fist to my mouth.  Not sure when the lesson that acting out of anger doesn’t help.  Inspecting my fist reveals a scrape across my knuckles. 
 
    Figuring out how I had found them is more important than my anger.  The only thing I remember doing was looking at the picture and remembering how happy we were.  A bell goes off in my head.  That has to be the answer; I just have to focus on my parents in a happy, loving memory. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I focus on another memory of my parents.  We were camping and roasting marshmallows around the campfire. None of us particularly like marshmallows, but it’s the traditional camping thing to do. 
 
    Mom’s caught on fire, so she tries to blow it out.  Dad and I laugh hysterically.  We fail to pay attention to our own marshmallows. Mom starts pointing at our marshmallows; they had caught on fire. 
 
    This time I’m prepared for it.  I watch as Juliana sends a rock hurling through the air.  My dad throws himself in the path of the rock at the last minute.  It hit him so hard that it knocks the back of his head into my mother’s face.  He falls to the ground.  Mom’s nose looks broken with blood pouring from it at an alarming rate as she crumbles to the ground. 
 
    I gasp feeling the ground shift beneath me.  When I open my eyes, I’m in a different part of the forest.  There’s someone yelling, but they’re too far away for me to be able to judge the direction they are. 
 
    This next time my parents come to me faster.  There’s a knife in Juliana’s hand as she stalks toward my parents.  I pull myself as hard as I can towards them until I stumble.  The image that greeted me is not a pretty one. 
 
    Juliana is holding my dad’s head up by his hair with a knife at his throat.  It’s sickening to watch the smile spread across her face.  She enjoys hurting people. 
 
    “Well, it took you long enough.  I was getting bored with these two.  They stopped being fun hours ago,” said Juliana.  She sounds like we’re old buddies meeting up for some fun.  There is no malice or anger in her tone. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure it’s never fun when they learn to not give you what you want isn’t it,” I reply hoping to keep her distracted long enough for me to formulate a plan.  I need to get her away from my dad before she does something horrific. 
 
    “Oh please, what would you know?  You’ve never had a parking ticket or an overdue book at the library.  I mean learn to live a little.  You are so boring.” Juliana screams as she plunges her knife into my father’s neck. 
 
    My breathing stops.   I can’t move as I watch her pull it back out just as quickly.  Later, I’m sure someone will describe it just like they do in crime shows; quick, clean, and businesslike. 
 
    A burst of anger forces me to breathe again.  I scream as I throw my magic at her.  It’s something I thought of when my bell trick worked on Ash. 
 
    I watch as Juliana starts gasping for air.  Her clothes had become much too tight.  One of her ribs break.  I hear it snap.  Her screams spur me on.  As I glare at her, the dress tightens even more. 
 
    Juliana tries to fight back, but my shield holds fast.  She’s unable to concentrate enough to get any force behind her spells.  The dress holds as she scrambles backwards trying to get away.  A couple more ribs snap.  Her legs tangle in the part of the dress.  The heel on one of her shoes breaks as she tumbles to the ground. 
 
    Doubt creeps up my spine.  I feel a rush of adrenaline and a cold sweat down my back.  Can I really do this?  Am I really capable of killing someone? 
 
    Her eyes are no longer on me.  Juliana is frantically looking around terrified at what she sees.  I hope that the ghosts of her victims are haunting her in her final moments ready to drag her to hell. 
 
    Juliana is so consumed by her terror that she doesn’t notice she is holding the blade of the knife.  There’s a smear of blood on the ground.  The bright red blood stands out against light gray rocks and brown leaves. 
 
    Something’s wrong.  I can hear a weird rumbling almost as if a bunch of animals are growling.  Looking up from Juliana’s face, I see them.  Giant wolves form a wall behind Juliana. 
 
    “Gwen, please stop.  This isn’t you.  I’ve seen you cringe when someone smashes a spider.  Please! Just let the pack take care of her.  You don’t have to do this,” begs Ash. 
 
    “Why would your pack even care?” I ask quietly.  I don’t understand why his pack would have such an interest in helping me. They have helped so much already.  I just don’t get it.  Every member of the pack that I have met has treated me like family or an old friend.  Why? 
 
    Ash grabs my shoulders forcing me to turn towards him.  I stare at his chest.  Gently, Ash nudges my chin up till I’m forced to look him in the eyes.  “You are pack.  You are my mate, and I am begging you not to do this.  It will haunt you for the rest of your life.” 
 
    I lean forward into his chest as his arms wrap around me.  Sobbing, I release my hold on Juliana.  Snarling ensues followed by one last fatal cry that rings out through the woods and ends abruptly.  It’s done. 
 
    Somehow through my sobs, I manage to say, “My parents.”  I try to pull away from Ash, but he holds me still.  “Ash we have to help them.  My dad he, he needs help.” 
 
    “Buttercup, I didn't come alone.  Nicholas and Taylor are both here doing their best to help them.  I think it’s better if you don’t interfere,” said Ash as he clutches me tight. 
 
    I push as hard as I can against his chest moving only a fraction of an inch backward.  “Let me go, Ash.  I can’t just stand here.” 
 
    Ash has tears in his eyes, “Buttercup, I’m sorry, but there is nothing that you can do.  Please, trust me.  You have enough horrific memories please don’t add to them.” 
 
    I expect more resistance as I turn and pull out of his grasp.  Two steps is all it takes for me to register the dead glassy look in my dad’s eye.  My mom’s blocked from view as Nicholas, Taylor, and apparently, Doc all worked on her. 
 
    Sorrow clenches my chest tight.  I can’t breathe.  It takes a full minute for me to register my own screams.  They mingle with the howls coming from the wolves surrounding us.  Ash wraps his arms around me, but even his warmth can’t dispel the cold inside of me. 
 
    Xerxes appears in front of us.  “I will take you two home.  I will handle this Gwen,” he promises shakily. 
 
    My eyes clear long enough for me to see the pain and emotion in Xerxes' eyes.  He’s just as shaken as I am by this.  I nod my consent. I’m too tired to fight anymore. 
 
    We’re in the kitchen of my house.  Thankfully, Xerxes just squeezes my hand and leaves.  If he had lied and told me everything will be all right, I would have gone off the deep end.  Everything isn’t fine.  I’m not sure that it ever will be.  I don’t know what I’m going to do. 
 
    “I’ve lost everything Ash,” I sob. 
 
    “You’ve lost a lot Buttercup, but you haven’t lost everything.  Jacqueline is still alive.  They’re doing what they can,” soothes Ash.  “I don’t know if she’ll make it or not, but I do know that everything humanly and magically possible is being done.  Also, you still have me.  I won’t leave you ever.” 
 
    Ash holds me as I cry.  So much of my life has changed in such a short time that I barely know what life used to be like.  I can’t imagine how I felt or acted before being attacked.  I don’t know how I made it through the bad times before Ash.  I try not to imagine what life is going to be like now. 
 
    I have a small chance that my mom will pull through, but it’s hard to imagine her without my dad.  They’ve been true partners my entire life and then some.  The destruction of that partnership is my fault. 
 
    “My mom won’t be safe at the hospital.  The Order can find her there.  We have to get them to move her here.  She can’t be left there vulnerable like that,” I said urging Ash to understand. 
 
    Ash places his hands on the sides of my face.  “Gwen, she’ll have bodyguards positioned in her room and a surveillance team in the hospital sweeping it.  Arrangements have already been made,” said Ash slowly. 
 
    “That’s not enough.” I begin to panick. 
 
    “Yes, it is.  Kyle’s been hacking into every member’s memories.  Singularly, none of them knew every one, but combined they did.  There’s only one member missing, and the top trackers I know are on the hunt for her.  Kyle was even in the woods tonight.  He went through Juliana’s head.  We waited to interfere until he was done.  No one thought it was going to take that long to get through to you.  You were so far gone in your fury that you couldn’t hear any of us.”  Ash shudders at the memory.  “We couldn’t even approach you.  There was a barrier.  Strange shadows lashed out at anyone one who got too close.  I don’t know what happened, but it just suddenly dropped.” 
 
    I wrap my arms around his neck and pull his lips to mine.  It’s a frantic kiss filled with fear.  Our lips just mash together.  Ash holds me close as we sink to the ground.  I’m too weak to hold myself up anymore.  We sit there for several minutes. 
 
    Ash’s stomach growls and breaks the silence.  I can’t help but chuckle. 
 
    “Come on let’s eat something.  Neither of us has eaten since yesterday, and I’m famished.  Now that I have you back, again, safe and sound, my stomach has untwisted.” Ash sighs happily closing his eyes in what I can only imagine must be ecstasy.  He picks me up and places me on a stool. 
 
    I watch as he starts pulling piles of food out of the fridge.  There’s sandwich meat, condiments, cheese, mashed potatoes, steak, and chicken.  “Ok, what do you want?” 
 
    “That’s a lot of food.  Why in the world did you pull so much out?” I ask amazed.  “I don’t even think I can stomach eating yet.” 
 
    “In the past twenty-four hours, I have burned four times the number of calories I have taken in.  I need to eat a lot to make up for it, or I’ll get sick.  Now, what do you think you can eat?  Pick something Gwen even if all you can do is pick at it,” orders Ash as he starts building himself a sandwich. 
 
    I look at all the food and realize I am hungry, but psychologically I can’t bring myself to take a bite.  “Mashed potatoes I guess.” 
 
    Ash hands me a bowl and turns to get me a spoon. 
 
    Really the only thing that sounds tempting is a gallon of chocolate ice cream to drown my sorrows in.  I watch as the bowl of mashed potatoes turns into chocolate ice cream.  Binawalka must be feeling guilty to change the food so quickly. 
 
    Ash turns with a spoon in his hand.  He hands me the spoon and smiles. Before I can dig into the ice cream, a watery bird appears before me.  I’ve seen something like this before at the council. 
 
    Instinctively, I reach out and touch the bird.  The water ripples like a pebble dropped in a pond.  The bird starts speaking in Jared’s gravely voice. “Jacqueline will be ok.  They’re keeping her here for observation for the night.  She woke up for a minute to ask about you.  After we told her you were safe and sound, she went back to sleep.  It will take some time for her to fully recover physically.  We aren’t sure how she stands mentally as of yet.  Will keep you posted.” 
 
    I erupt into tears again, this time it’s happy tears.  The counter is cold as it presses against my forehead.  I feel Ash rubbing my back whispering something to me.  He’s whispering so quietly that I can’t hear him over my crying.  It doesn’t matter what he’s saying because my mom’s alive.  She’s strong.  We’ll figure out and work through any problems she may have. 
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    It’s been a month since my father’s funeral.  Many things have changed since then.  I met my cousins and their families.  My mom moved back to her house. 
 
    Right now, I’m dealing with a problem of my own.  Dalya Vanier is the last one of the Koesmoes Order, and she’s still at large.  Her family had no idea about her involvement.  Kyle had searched everyone’s minds and found that each of them have a different image of what she looks like.  Vainer witches are known as the best illusionists. 
 
    Darius managed to get into the cult through Dalya.  His talent is seeing things and people as they really are.  He’s immune to illusions.  Because of this ability, he’s the leader of a specialized team sent to find her. 
 
    I snort at the thought of the “specialized team.”  That’s what they’re calling themselves.  Xerxes, Kyle, Willow, and Darius are out hunting her down.  It’s like watching a group of five-year-olds being told that they are now officially spies or pirates. 
 
    Right now, I’m taking my walk around the gardens.  Ash went back to work today.  I don’t know what to do with my time.  Occasionally, Nicholas comes over with to teach me some shadow stuff, but we usually end up talking about other things.  It’s nice.  Oona comes sometimes and tells me stories about Ash. Nicholas tells me stories about Piper.  I still don’t know how he ended up adopted into the Rafferty family.  It’s something he won’t talk about.  Oona doesn’t even know the story. 
 
    I end up in front of the house.  I’ve been avoiding it.  It’s just too painful for me.  I stand still.  There are various courses of action I can take.  I can turn tail and run, or I can try burning them down again, but I doubted that my magic is strong enough to actually destroy them.  The only other choice I can see is to face the problem head-on and deal with my feelings. 
 
    The black roses had been my father’s favorite.  He was always bringing cuttings inside and displaying them on the kitchen table.  I can barely stand to look at them anymore.  They constantly reminded me of him. 
 
    If the bush is going to survive, I’m going to have to change them.  I pluck one of the roses and head for the pond.  It’s one of the few places where I feel at peace.  Staring at the rose, I watch as the tips of the petals change from black to blood red. 
 
    “Dalya has been found.  Xerxes and Kyle have her secured and are waiting for you,” said Darius from behind me. 
 
    I drop the rose into the pond and watch it float away.  “Good.”  I turn ready to put an end to the terror and horror that had stolen so much away from me.  I’m going to get my life back.  It doesn’t matter what needs to be done. 
 
    At this point, I’m ready to do anything required of me.  The pain I have endured has made me stronger and more determined.  I wrap myself in shadows as I follow Darius to my freedom.  The shadows hid my smile, but that’s ok. It’s a little too wicked for anyone else to see. 
 
    Nothing is going to stop me. 
 
      
 
    The End... 
 
    

  

 
  
   

  

 

 Letter To the Reader: 
 
    Ok, so second attempt at writing this since the first one was deleted on accident.  First of all thanks for buying and reading my book.  I have a fondness for my readers they’re what keep me going. 
 
    LOL. No you’re not.  Sorry, but I will always be writing even if no one reads my work.  Why? It’s ingrained in my blood, DNA, or maybe it’s a habit, probably the habit one.  Anyways, even though my readers aren’t what keep me writing, I am still grateful and love you guys. 
 
    Want to know a little secret about how I write?  Well, I don’t write by chapters (did you think it was going to be a serious secret lol nope).  I just write and write and then have to go back and create chapters. 
 
    To make sure that my chapters make sense (I really hope they do), I give each chapter a title.  If the title works, I go back and turn all the titles into numbers.  However, I started thinking you guys might want to see the names so I took a screenshot of the names and will add it after this letter. 
 
    Also, another secret, I create secret Pinterest boards for my projects (I have 14 I’m working on right now maybe more).  If there’s interest in it, I can release those boards.  I might add in a few facts that won’t make it into the story.  The board has character inspirations, writing prompts, house inspirations, and clothing/costume type things in it. 
 
    Also, also, the quote used with the picture of Ash in the notebook (this one “We build deep and loving family relationships by doing simple things together, like family dinner and family home evening and by just having fun together. In family relationships love is really spelled t-i-m-e, time. Taking time for each other is the key for harmony at home. We talk with, rather than about, each other. We learn from each other, and we appreciate our differences as well as our commonalities.”) wasn’t written by me.  It felt weird to cite the author in the context of the story, but I have to cite it cause it’s a wonderful sentiment.  This was said by Dieter F. Uchtdorf. 
 
    I hope you continue to read my stuff, but if not thanks for reading this one.  Now the titles of the chapters (FYI the Spooks one is for the title page).  Also, I ended up breaking up a couple of chapters even more, so there aren’t as many titles here as there ended up being chapters. 
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 Bio if you are actually into that: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alexis Batty has been writing since she was ten She is an avid reader. Many authors inspired her to begin writing her first stories at the age of twelve. As time went on, Alexis became more experienced not only in her writing but also in book cover designs. Her writing inspired her to create images that perfectly fit her story. She self-published her first short story “The Woods” in December of 2017. “Spooks” has been a work in progress for the past four years and is her first short novel. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Bonus Content 
 
    The Business Ad 
 
      
 
    Are you a vampire in need of a new identity? 
 
    Is one of your shifter friends locked up in the pound or zoo? 
 
    Is a magical spell (cast by you or someone else) wreaking havoc? 
 
    Do you need the help of a knowing and understanding private investigator? 
 
    Look no further than Hemlock Investigations and Miscellaneous services. 
 
    Helping the Spook community for 157 years! 
 
  
 
  
   
    Selling the Business 
 
      
 
    “We specialize in helping those who can’t go through proper channels for information or help,” starts Fred.  “The assignments we take on vary from search and rescue, recovery, and information gathering.  The only thing we refuse to do is assassinations.” 
 
    “I know Fred.  I used to work for you, or have you gotten so old you’ve forgotten?  I have no interest in killing.  What about the teams currently working for you?  Are they willing to stay on?” 
 
    “Yes.  They’re all aware of what is going on right now and are willing to give you a test run.  You should know that they will leave if you don’t treat them well enough.  Some of them wanted to be here to meet you, but we told them no,” chuckles Jacqueline. 
 
    “I’m a little surprised Ulric.  You never showed an interest in taking over before,” said Fred. 
 
    “Well recently, I’ve been missing the old days.  I’ve missed doing work like this.  Retirement got boring, but it was probably a bad idea to retire to begin with.”  Ulric smiled.  His black eyes burned with excitement. 
 
    “Yes.  Demons tend to live quiet a long time.  I was shocked when told us you were retiring.” 
 
    Ulric laughs.  “I’ve missed you my dear.  If only you’d let me steal you away from this old fart, I could show you so much.” 
 
    “Most of it horrifying I’m sure.” 
 
    “Yeah probably,” Ulric shrugged. 
 
    “Hey aren’t you older than me technically,” argued Fred. 
 
    “Wow.  Delayed reaction much?  Well, if you were to convert my demon years into human years-”  
 
    “There isn’t a way to do that,” complained Fred. 
 
    “I had you convinced there was at one point.” 
 
    “Yeah, when I was nineteen years old.” 
 
    Ulric and Jacqueline laugh soon Fred joins in.  The three of them have known each other for a long time.  This meeting is just a formality.  By the end of the night, Ulric will have the keys to building.  The employees already threw a going away party.  After tonight, Fred and Jacqueline will be officially retired. 
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