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Orion
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Greece: The age of legends

Brilliant sunshine poured over the mountainside, softened by the teasing breeze dancing between the sparse flowers and crooked trees. In the distance, pebbles skittered down the path, accompanied by terse muttering. 

“Get rid of it, she says. Where no one will ever find it, she says.” Orion, a goat-footed fae named for his star-studded cousin, made his way quickly along the mountain track, cursing with every step. “Being forced to serve a lazy goddess is bad enough, but having to go to the Upper Realm — to Earth? It’s enough to make a person crazy, it is. And for no pay? There should have been a bonus for this little mission. I’m a satyr, not a slave.”

He pulled the athame out of his leather pouch for the tenth time and studied its contours. Perfectly balanced, beautifully engraved, with a jeweled hilt and a razor-sharp double edge, he could understand why it had been one of her favorites. Androgenese was going to pay for his petulance in cursing it. Maybe with his immortal life. 

Orion studied the artifact again. It was beautiful. Priceless too. It’d fetch thousands at any market he cared to sell it at. Temptation tugged at him until he hummed in agitation. 

“Still, cursed is cursed, and madness is madness. Best not to mess with such things.” He tucked the blade back into the satchel. “She’s right to get rid of it, of course. But why make me do it?” 

He trudged on, his goat legs supporting his human torso with grace and ease. Technically a member of the fae, Orion had long since decided that being ‘elevated’ to the Celestial Realm wasn’t all it wasn’t turning out as advertised, the eternal life clause notwithstanding. If he ever gained enough coin to buy his freedom, he was going home, and he wouldn’t be looking back. No, sir. Not even once.

Once he reached the bottom of the mountain, other travelers joined him on the road. Mostly merchants taking their goods to market in towns scattered throughout the foothills. He watched an armorer trundle by, his cart rattling with blanks — vaguely blade shaped lengths of metal, unsharpened and gripless — and sharps — blades already finished and ready for purchase — of every description. And an idea was born.

Athena had insisted that he “get rid of the dagger where it could do no harm.” The mental image she’d sent had included volcanoes and oceans, but she hadn’t said how he was to accomplish his task. Not out loud, anyway.

He retrieved the athame from his pouch again and pulled ley line power from the earth, focusing it on the knife. In seconds, the beautiful dagger looked like an ugly kitchen knife, no more valuable or special than a wooden fork, except for its metal composition. 

He tapped it and the glamor faded. Tapped it again, and the illusion returned. Now to set the timing. Clutching the athame in his hand, he closed his eyes and connected with the magick he’d already infused into the blade, molding and changing it with his spell. 


From those who’d do harm, your beauty conceal,

By will alone, let it be revealed. 

To those who should, let them see.

As I will, so mote it be.





A shoddy spell, to be sure, and it probably wouldn’t last long against Androgenes’ curse. But he was in a hurry, and casting had never been a special talent of his. No matter. It would work well enough. He sprinted after the armorer as fast as his goat hooves would take him. 

To the armorer, the knife looked like what it was — an intricately carved masterpiece of blade-smithing. He bought it thinking he was getting a bargain, planning to sell it to the country’s king, or at least a nobleman in that man’s court. 

Unfortunately, the moment he set the dagger in a case, it changed, becoming an ordinary, if uncommonly ugly, bread knife. The armorer swore. The satyr had tricked him! He tossed the ugly thing into his pile of scrap metal to be melted down and remade into something useful. 

[image: image]

A BOOKSTORE IN NORTH Florida, Early 2000s

Turning Pages Book Haven didn’t open for another hour, but Jake needed to catalog at least three more boxes of stock before he turned the key for the first customer. He’d already been here an hour. Not the best start to the day. He sighed and pulled the next box toward him, sliding the box cutter carefully along the tapeline. 

He gave the packing list a quick check. He’d ordered twelve athames from a smith in Bridgetown, and it looked like they were all here. It was good they’d come in. He’d sold the last one he had in stock yesterday. 

He pulled back the cardboard and a tendril of cold air drifted past his cheeks. The blades were packed neatly, easy to count. All but one were packed side-by-side, with the extra laid on top. 

The young man shivered, and for reasons he couldn’t explain, grabbed a pair of gloves from his desk before picking it up. The piece was beautiful. Finely made, inlaid with jewels, and delicately engraved with magickal glyphs. A work of art. But it gave off a chill he felt even through the gloves, and he could swear it was... No. Athames don’t sing. 

He wrapped it in a length of velvet and put it on a high shelf in the storage area. He’d send it back the next day, and he didn’t want anyone finding it before then. 

Shaking off the weird frisson of unease the knife stirred in him, he unpacked and catalogued the remaining athames before putting several in the display case and storing the rest for future sale. 

Days passed, and Jake forgot about the blade. One morning, he was standing at the service counter and happened to look down into the display case. He froze. The athame lay in the center of a velvet cushion, positioned to attract attention. 

“Chloe? How did that athame get in the display case?” he asked his cashier. 

She glanced over. “Don’t know. Sure is a pretty one, though. I’ll bet it sells quick.” 

That’s exactly what I’m afraid of, Jake thought.  

The bell on the front door jangled and a woman in green shorts and a bohemian floral top walked in. Jake didn’t pay much attention but hurried into the storeroom for his gloves. By the time he came back out, Chloe had the case open and was showing the athame to the new customer. 
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THE YOUNG WOMAN, A college student at the local university, gazed at the athame, enraptured by the intricate carvings and blazing jewels on the hilt. She swore she could hear it singing to her, calling her name. She had to have it. As the store clerk wrapped it for her, she felt a piece of her destiny click into place. And as she walked out of the store, she didn’t mind a bit that the faint song of the athame was one of destruction.
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Ben Kennedy
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Hawthorne, Florida: Early May, Present

Ben Kennedy’s wolf was angry. It growled and scratched under his skin as he drove west on State Road 20, headed for Tallahassee. 

Ben’s human side wasn’t exactly happy either. Marrying Dahlia had been a huge mistake. She’d never agree to worship with him at Tellus Iparu’s temple. She certainly wouldn’t want their children raised in the faith — not that she was likely to give him any. 

When they first met, she made a big deal out of wanting kids. When he told her about the Earth spirit, she’d agreed to honor Tellus as he did. 

She lied. 

All she really cared about was getting the spirit’s help with growing prize roses for competition at the county fair. When he told her Tellus would help her grow whatever she planted, the roses included, but that she wouldn’t interfere to help Dahlia win, the woman pitched a fit. 

It didn’t matter that flowers grown with the help of an earth spirit were bound to outshine the other contestants. She didn’t care that she would probably win unless the other contestants had spirits helping them. Dahlia wanted guarantees. 

When he told her he had to go to Tallahassee to help his political activist group, Gaia’s Children, with the campaign to get several new environmental laws passed, the fight had been epic.

“It’s part of my worship, Dahlia. I have to go.” Ben raked his hands through his short, black hair. 

Dahlia’s screech of irritation was almost as lethal as the flower vase she threw at him. “The fair is next month, and I need you here, helping me make sure every plant is in optimal condition. But what do you care?”

He kept his voice even with an effort. “I do care, Dahlia. You know I do. But there is a big vote on HB176 in three days. I need to help with the phone campaign.”

“That stupid recycling bill again? I’m your wife!” She threw another vase. “You should be here with me!”

Dahlia had always been jealous of his devotion to Tellus, even though he’d explained early on in their relationship that, as one of the spirit’s last living followers, he needed to put forth more effort than might be expected of a follower of one of the elder gods or demi-gods. 

For instance, he was sure Lugh’s people didn’t have to work this hard. He didn’t mind, though. As more people joined the temple, he wouldn’t have to do so much. Meanwhile, it was up to him and the activists at Gaia’s Children to push laws that would protect Florida’s environment, and therefore Tellus’ health. Her territory covered most of central Florida and whatever happened to the land, happened to the spirit and vice versa. If Tellus died, whether from losing her last three followers or from pollution, her territory would suffer for decades until another spirit took it over.

Not that anyone at Gaia’s Children knew about the connection. Not yet. After his experience with Dahlia, he’d been careful about introducing the idea of worshiping Tellus Iparu to anyone else. 

Maybe too careful. 

Another vase flew at him, and he ducked. “You aren’t even listening to me,” Dahlia shouted. “Go! Lick your precious Tellus’ boots for all I care!”

“Tellus doesn’t wear boots. She —” He wasn’t able to duck the vase this time, and it hit him in the shoulder before shattering on the floor. He stared at his wife. “You almost hit me in the face with that.”

She scrunched up her face in a disgusted snarl. “If I’d wanted to hit your face, I would have. Get out!”

Ben hoisted his duffle bag over his shoulder. “I think we’re done, Dahlia. I’ll be back in a few days to pick up my stuff.” 

Her face paled, but she didn’t back down. “You’re leaving me?” She snorted. “Well then, don’t let the door smack you in the ass on the way out. Just don't expect any of your shit to be here when you return. I love a good bonfire.”

He let his wolf peek out through his eyes, turning the deep blue a startling shade of amber. When he grinned, his canines were a quarter-inch longer than they’d been a moment before, pointed and razor sharp. “Touch my stuff and you’ll find out how a wolf deals with theft, up close and personal.”

It wasn’t an idle threat, and Dahlia knew it. Not that he’d hurt her physically, but her belongings, including her flowers, were just as vulnerable as his possessions. 

She stepped back when he leaned toward her. He gave her a warning growl, then turned on his heel and marched out the door. Moments later, he was on the road.

The miles flew by as his heart ached. How could he have been so blind? Dahlia was beautiful, and she’d been so fun and kind when they first met. She’d seemed genuinely interested in Tellus and his fight to save the spirit by building her temple. 

“I guess some people are better actors than they let on,” he muttered as he took the exit onto Interstate 75. Pushing thoughts of Dahlia and his failed marriage to the back of his mind, he focused on the tasks awaiting him in Tallahassee. 

He needed to check on how many calls they had already made. The letter-writing campaign needed attention too, since HB176 wasn’t the only piece of legislation on the docket this session.

But his meeting with Senator Drake took first priority. Convincing him to vote in favor of the bill would go a long way toward persuading his colleagues. Big polluters didn’t like the bill because it would cost them money to retool their factories. But the way climate change was speeding up, something had to give.

He checked the time. Just past ten in the morning. Good. He’d have time for lunch with his people at Gaia’s Children before his 1:30 appointment with Drake.
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Charlotte Knox
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Hawthorne, Florida: Mid-June

Candles glowed in the vertices of the pentagram-shaped space, green for earth, pale blue for air, red for fire and blue-green for water. Together, they provided just enough illumination to work by, but not enough to reach the deeper recesses of the room’s five points. I was on the first floor of my home, in the casting room created by Solcruth and Doirsain, working together. They hadn’t asked me what I might want in a home after Simon Blackwell burned my house to the ground. They’d just built it. 

Since I couldn’t have designed it better myself, I had no complaints.

I stood in the center circle, its etched diameter reinforcing the salt ring I’d poured an hour earlier. A mini-cauldron, already filled with the binding solution, sat next to a white candle, a pot of specifically chosen herbs, and my athame on the altar. Below them lay the silver chain I’d chosen. 

It was long enough to slip over my head with no clasp to interrupt its continuity. The link’s serpentine pattern reminded me of Sasha’s scales. An empty setting composed of silver wires so fine they were invisible until they caught the light lay next to it. 

Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes to center myself and meditated until a single, bright point bloomed in my inner vision — an indication from the divine that she was with me, and willing to help. I let my eyes drift open.

I sprinkled the herbs over the chain and setting. The idea was to cleanse the silver of any remaining negative energy and sever any previous connections. According to the owner of Sacred Things, the shop where I’d purchased the chain, it had passed through several sets of hands before I purchased it. I didn’t want any leftover negative energy washing over into the necklace’s current use. 

Lifting the chain, I passed it and the setting through the divine’s candle flame, watching as the fire burned the fragments of leaf and seed into puffs of fragrant smoke. 

Sasha watched the proceedings from a nearby perch. I couldn’t tell whether or not the silver wyvern approved, which was unusual given his outspoken nature. 

Doirsain sat on my worktable, waiting. Now came the tricky part. What if she didn’t want to be enclosed this way? What if she rejected the setting? Aunt Shawn mentioned that when Gran gave the amethyst to her, the stone was mounted similarly. When I asked how the spelled connection had been broken her face paled, and she refused to answer. If Doirsain was the one to break it, I could be treading on dangerous ground here.

I picked up the amethyst, letting it rest in my open palm. “Doirsain, you know I almost lost you when Sasha fought with me against Drakat. Sasha nearly died because they took you from us to a place he couldn’t follow. I don’t want that to happen again. Do I have your permission to place you in a more secure setting?”

The stone gleamed but didn’t respond audibly. 

She’s fine with it. Sasha spoke, as always, in my mind. He’d told me the first time we met that a wyvern’s throat was meant for roaring and spitting fire, not speech. I think he just preferred telepathy to audible communication. It gave him an excuse to sneak into people’s minds without being slapped back for invasion of privacy.

“What about you?” I asked. He hadn’t said a word when I pointed out the need to put Doirsain in a setting so she wouldn’t slip down to my waistband every time he needed to fly or fight. I wanted a direct response, even if the answer was no. “Are you OK with this?”

Yeah. It’s a good idea, and Doirsain agrees. It isn’t the first time she’s been set into a necklace — though the last one didn’t last all that long. An unnamed, dark emotion colored his last words so that I instinctively knew not to press him further. He’d tell me when and if he was ready. Or not. Sasha wasn’t chatty about his long history with the soul stone, and I’d learned early not to push too hard for info he didn’t want to give.

“All right. Any advice on how to make the spell stronger?”

Yeah, call on her power when you speak the final invocation. You are strong enough to bind most things, but a soul stone isn’t most things.

“I’m not trying to bind Doirsain. I just don’t want to lose her by accident in a fight.” 

She knows. 

I lifted the chain and setting in both hands and dipped them in the binding solution, speaking the incantation slowly and clearly. 


Element of Earth, make this chain strong.





The white candle representing the divine flared as purple light spilled out of the amethyst, joining with my own blue aura light to surround the silver. 


Element of Air, protect it against harm.





A warm breeze drifted through the circle, and the white candle blazed higher. 


Element of Fire, repulse those who would steal.



The candles at the pentagram’s vertices brightened, their tiny flames shooting six inches high in agreement.


Element of water, against evil be a shield.



The binding solution shimmered, bubbles rising to the surface as I dipped the chain again. So far, so good. Now for the last two lines. 


Spirit, bind this chain to Doirsain’s service and to me.

As I will, so mote it be.



When I raised it from the solution the sixth time, white light threaded with purple and blue flashed over the silver and my hands, making them tingle.

I slipped Doirsain into the flexible net of the setting and closed my hand over the two, molding the silver filament to the stone’s surface. Purple energy flooded from the stone, spraying between my fingers until I closed my eyes against the brilliance. I could feel the fragile wire moving between my skin and the stone, but I didn’t let go. 

After a moment, the sensation stopped, and Doirsain’s energy faded. I opened my hand. The stone lay dormant again, but the silver net had reformed. Now a fine tracing of triskeles — the triple spirals that in Celtic knotwork symbolize many things, among them birth, death and rebirth, as well as the mother, maiden and crone — formed the setting. 

It is a powerful symbol, and it didn’t surprise me that Doirsain had chosen it to represent her acceptance, and maybe even approval, of my decision to create a stronger link between us.

Twice, losing Doirsain at the worst possible moment had brought death within striking distance. By asking the help of all four elements and the divine, I had created a protective connection that would prevent even the worst enemy from taking her from me again. 

At least, I hoped so.
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IN MY HOME OFFICE MONDAY morning, I tucked my cell between my ear and shoulder, trying to juggle it and the file I was going over. It was an awkward hold at best, because the phone was so thin. I was getting a cramp in my neck. 

“Zel, are you sure you have no idea where Ben might have gone?”

My client’s tone was impatient, closing in on irritated. “I barely know the man, Charlotte. If his own wife doesn’t know where he’s at, how should I?”

I put down the file I’d been trying to leaf through and took the phone out of its cramped position. “I know, I know. I was just hoping maybe one of your customers had mentioned something about him.” 

Hawthorn was a tiny little town. A disappearance was big news, especially when the missing person was someone as popular as Ben Kennedy. He’d been missing for weeks now, having disappeared just before his wife’s civil suit against Zel began. Rumor had it that his wife was responsible, but that didn’t ring true for me. 

“Oh, speculation is running wild, but that’s all it is. People guessing because they don’t know,” Zel said. “Which is strange, because people don’t just vanish.”

I nodded my head, agreeing, then realized she couldn’t see me. “Not without help, anyway,” I said. “Any of that speculation sound plausible?”

Zel snorted. “Not really. Some are saying Dahlia killed him, but I’m not buying that.”

My eyebrows rose. “Oh? Why not?”

“Can you see little bitty Dahlia overcoming Ben? The man is six feet tall and built like a truck.”

“If we’re right and she altered the potion she bought from you, could she have used it to spell him? Or poison him?”

“I doubt it. The whole reason she sued me is because it didn’t make her roses irresistible to the judges like she wanted. I don’t think she used it on him. It wouldn’t have hurt him if she had, unless she added hemlock or wolf’s bane to it, and he’d have smelled that long before he ate anything laced with the stuff.”

“No doubt. But I don’t think he went fishing like she told the police, either.”

“I agree. So, I guess I’m stuck with these weekly inspections until he shows up again.” 

The disappointment in her voice kicked my guilt into high gear. I’d tried getting the judge to remove the inspection requirement altogether, but once a week was as far as she’d been willing to go. 

“I’m going to see if I can hurry that along, Zel. Try not to worry,” I said.

“For someone who isn’t a PI, you’re ready to do an awful lot of detective work,” she said, humor lightening her tone.

“And you are pretty sassy for someone who wants her case resolved sooner rather than later. I’m going to go see Dahlia and see if she’ll tell me anything more than she told the police.”

“Good luck,” Zel said. “When you are done, stop by the shop. There is someone I’d like you to meet.”

“Who?”

“You remember the man I told you about?”

I sighed. I knew Zel was trying to help me build my business, but my last job for her had almost killed me, so I wasn’t all that sure I wanted a referral from her. Still, my bank balance wasn’t putting me in a position to be picky. “I remember. He’s back?”

Zel had tried to set us up before, but the guy was apparently a bit unpredictable, disappearing at inconvenient times. I wondered if it was some sort of trend in Hawthorn.

“He’s here. Can I tell him you’re coming?”

“Sure.” Putting the file back into the drawer, I slipped Doirsain around my neck, tucking the amethyst under my shirt. “I’ll be there in about an hour. Talk to you then.” We hung up. 

Grabbing my purse, I left my office, turning left in the corridor and then left again to reach the front foyer. Navigation on the first floor was a little convoluted, but I didn’t mind. 

Even after all these years, I liked the idea of making it a challenge for anyone unfamiliar with the house to reach our living quarters. After my recent demon encounter, I wanted every advantage I could get. 

As I put my foot on the first step down into the sunken foyer, a flash of red drifted over my vision, and I stopped as phantom pain lanced through my left hand. The trauma-induced sensation drew my attention to my arms, bared by the sleeveless black blouse I wore. For an instant, I saw long, intricate carvings, dripping blood, and I shivered, blinking until the image faded and I could see unblemished, lightly tanned skin again.

The marks had been terrifyingly real, once. They were gone now, removed by Caraigama’s Ouroboros guardian, but I remembered. Visions of shining knives, dripping red, shook through me and I consciously replaced them with memories of Ryleigh and Imogen as I’d last seen them, saying goodbye at the Belfast airport. 

The memory signaled finality for me, a reassurance that the fight with Drakat was over and we’d won. You couldn’t tell by looking, but the demoness had come within a breath of killing me. As it was, only the intervention of Caraigama and his guardian had saved my life. 

I focused on the good memories until the shaking subsided and wondered how long I’d have to deal with these flashbacks. Zel said it would take time, but that it would get easier. 

I was trying to believe her.

Hoisting my purse higher on my shoulder, I headed out the door and into Hecate, my sapphire blue 2017 Challenger. Just the sight of her was enough to settle my breathing and bring a bounce to my step. 

The car was a joy to drive. I settled in behind the wheel and turned the key. Dahlia had some questions to answer, and she’d better be more open with me than she’d been with the police.
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Dahlia’s Garden of Lies
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Downtown Hawthorne, Florida

I drove down state road twenty past the courthouse and my favorite coffee shop, glancing at Sacred Things — Zel’s shop — as I headed for Hawthorn’s residential area. 

The town sat between two major nature preserves. Porter lake was just a mile east, while a hiking trail that ended in Gainesville started on the edge of the Hawthorn’s west side. The town center wasn’t large, containing little more than the city office complex and a pair of strip malls anchored by a big box chain store on either end. Residential streets fanned out crookedly from the city center in a haphazard manner, giving the impression that they were still following ancient hunting trails.

The Kennedy house was on a corner lot, heavily landscaped to accommodate Dahlia’s prize-winning roses, gardenias, and a host of other species. That her blossoms hadn’t won the horticultural competition this year was solely due to her use of a spell to enhance them. 

This wasn’t just my opinion. The judges made no secret of the fact that they knew Dahlia had tried to cheat. What the gossips in town were debating was whether Zel was a co-conspirator. The civil suit Dahlia had brought against Zel was both petty revenge for having been caught and a legal smoke screen. An attempt to make Dahlia look like a victim rather than a perpetrator.  

With Ben suddenly, inexplicably missing, the whole situation was threatening to turn into a criminal investigation had shocked Dahlia to her core, but she hadn’t withdrawn her suit. 

She’d told the police that Ben said he was going fishing. But the little I knew about Ben suggested that was unlikely. And Zel said neighbors had heard them fighting the morning he disappeared. 

Ben managed the local sporting goods store and was heavily involved in environmental activism in his spare time. Not only had no one seen his truck at any of Hawthorn’s many fishing spots, but the timing was completely off. That he’d go fishing in the middle of the week and just not come back didn’t sound plausible. 

Unless something terrible had happened. Something even a wolf-shifter couldn’t handle.

I was hoping that if I rattled her cage the right way, Dahlia would let go of some information she hadn’t given the police and I’d have a lead. 

I parked in her driveway next to a tiny, late-model blue subcompact, and got out. Azaleas marched up either side of the driveway, blooming in a riot of pink, purple and red. The scent of roses and gardenias drifted on the air, and I inhaled, enjoying the sweet perfume for a moment. 

Only a moment. A flash of movement on my left drew my attention to Dahlia, a broad brimmed straw gardening hat shading her expression from me and the Florida sun alike.

“What do you want?” she asked flatly. Thin and pale with mousy brown hair and a freckled nose, Dahlia Kennedy glared at me over the azaleas as if she’d like to plant me next to them.

“The same thing you do, I would think,” I said. “To find Ben.”

“I already told the police—”

“A fat pack of lies, I’m betting,” I said easily. “Not sure why you’d do that, but it doesn’t make sense that Ben would go fishing in the middle of the work week.” I gave the neighborhood a meaningful look. “You sure you want to talk about this here?” 

Across the street, a woman walked her dog at a snail's pace, not looking at us, but clearly straining to hear our conversation. 

Dahlia rolled her eyes and dusted her hands against her thighs. “Fine. Come inside, but I’m not offering coffee or anything. You aren’t going to be here that long.”

Let’s hope not, I thought, and followed her up the walk and into the house. It was an old-fashioned ranch style with no front hall, the entry opening directly into the sunken living room. I could see a tiny dining area, separated from the equally minuscule kitchen by what I’m sure the real estate listing called a breakfast bar. A hallway opened to the right, presumably leading to bedrooms and at least one bath. 

The place was spotless. Heavy oak paneling and overstuffed furniture gave it a murky look, but there wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere. Prissy crocheted doilies decorated the end tables and the back of every seat. A massive circle of white covered the back of a floral print couch straight out of the 1950s. 

I suddenly hoped she was right about the length of my stay and chose to stand rather than taking the proffered seat on the hideous couch. “You told the police he went fishing,” I said, deciding to continue with the direct approach. “Did he say that’s where he was going?”

She glanced from me to the couch and stayed on her feet as well, a scowl crumpling her features. “Why should I tell you anything? Don’t you have access to the police files?”

“Sure, but I like going directly to the source. I find it provides a certain amount of nuance that the written word can’t. Plus, I’m pretty sure you lied to them. I just don’t know why.”

Her already squinty eyes narrowed. “Do not call me a liar.”

“I tend to call it like I see it. You did lie, right?” I shrugged as her eyes widened and then I took a wild swing at what I thought might be the truth, or something close to it. “Maybe because you were embarrassed by wherever he was really going? Only then he didn’t come back, and you were stuck with the lie.”

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, discomfort radiating from her like sound waves. 

I braced myself and asked the question I wasn’t sure the police had. At least not this directly. “Was he having an affair, Dahlia? Is that where he went?”

Her head jerked up, and she glared at me. “No. Ben wasn’t cheating on me. He was a lot of things, but unfaithful wasn’t one of them.”

“Was? You think he’s dead?”

She paled and sank slowly onto the couch. “God, I hope not. I can’t...” She pressed trembling hands to her face, but the vibe was off. This felt more like a performance than a genuine response. It had probably worked great on the cops.

So, instead of easing up, I pressed a little harder. “OK, I understand. But if he wasn’t seeing someone else, where did he go? Because we both know he wasn’t after fish at nine AM on a Wednesday morning.”

She twitched, shot me a look, then dropped her gaze to the floor. “Fine. He was on a fishing expedition, all right. Only he wasn’t after catfish or bass. He went to meet up with that ridiculous environmental group of his. Gaia’s Kids, or whatever it’s called.”

Something clicked in my head. I’d seen an ad with a similar name recently on my news feed. “You mean Gaia’s Children?”

She waved a hand in a ‘whatever,’ gesture. “Probably. I don’t know. He tried to get me to join when we were dating, but I just wasn’t interested.”

“What about the day he disappeared?”

Dahlia scowled. “He wouldn’t go into specifics. Acted all secretive and stuff. All he said was that he had some kind of meeting in Tallahassee that day. Fishing for support for some recycling bill they want passed.”

“OK, but why lie about it?”

Her face turned a sallow pink. “I didn’t lie.”

“You didn’t tell the truth.”

“I didn’t want anyone to know he was associating with those nut-jobs. Running around saying the Earth is dying and we’re causing it. Conspiracy theory BS, if you ask me. It’s embarrassing.”

My mouth fell open, and I closed it hastily. “So, let me make sure I have this right. Your husband went missing, and you had information on his last known destination, but you lied to the police — delaying a possibly vital rescue — because you thought his beliefs were embarrassing?”

She flushed a darker red. “Ben’s a wolf-shifter. He can take care of himself.”

I closed my eyes, pressing my fingers against my temples to massage the sudden headache starting there. “You better hope so. Because if something has happened to him, they could look at you as an accessory after the fact.”

All the ruddy color drained out of her face, leaving her pasty. “But, I didn’t do anything.”

I was already halfway to the door but stopped long enough to reply. “Exactly.”

Five minutes later, I was parallel parking in front of Sacred Things, just off Main Street. Parsley hawthorns bloomed on both sides of the street, as they did throughout most of the town, their small, white flowers like something out of a child’s drawing. Later in the year, there would be a harvest of red berries, good for heart conditions, or so Zel told me. 

In the picture window, a mannequin dressed in richly colored, flowing robes laid out a tarot reading for a second figure dressed in a summer dress and sandals, her plastic skin painted the color of old oak. 

Ignoring the closed sign, I pushed open the shop door and smiled as chimes rang, alerting Zel to the fact that she had a visitor. The door wasn’t locked, but the display area was empty and Zel was nowhere to be seen.

Inside, the rear and sidewalls held hundreds of shelves and drawers in various sizes. The air smelled richly of lavender and patchouli, as well as a hundred other herbs I couldn’t name. I inhaled appreciatively, trying to identify the individual scents. Sage, maybe, and rosemary for certain. Mint? Yes, definitely mint. 

An L-shaped bar divided the front area from the shelves behind it and on the right side of the store. A bead draped archway on the left led to a workroom in the rear, where Zel compounded her potions and powders. The display area in the front contained a couple of tables with chairs, and a few racks with ready-made spells — headache powders, beauty augmentation creams, things like that.

“Zel?” I called into the empty space. It wasn’t unusual for her to close up for lunch, but the air was so quiet, it felt like no one had been here for hours. The empty feeling made me nervous.

Then Zel’s voice floated out from somewhere beyond the wall. “Char, come on back. We’ve been waiting for you.” The words held just a hint of recrimination, and I frowned. 

“I did tell you I had a stop to make first.” I brushed the bead curtain aside to enter the backroom. The work area had a giant stainless-steel sink and a long wooden table with stools on either side that Zel stacked in the corner when she didn’t need them. Cabinets lined the walls, some open, some locked, a few spelled shut. 

A man sat at the table, his back to me, facing Zel on the other side.

“That’s right,” Zel said, a trace of relief in her tone. “Did you find out anything?” 

“Who is your friend?” I asked. I wasn’t about to spill anything about the case to a stranger unless he had a need to know. 

Zel blushed. “I’m so sorry. Charlotte Knox, this is Ward Knight. Ward, Char.”

The man stood and turned to face me. I nearly dropped my teeth. 

He was six foot four if he was an inch with mahogany hair and features that could have served as a model for any paragon of male beauty you cared to name. Strong jaw line, high, arched cheek bones and deep set, ice-blue eyes. His lips were full and firm, without a hint of a softening smile. Not that he was frowning, just... at rest, with neither invitation nor rejection implied.

His skin looked delicious — tanned, smooth, and, I bet, cool to the touch. Long-limbed and deep chested, he reminded me of Arnold Schwarzenegger, the early years.

You might want to put your tongue back in your mouth before you make him uncomfortable. The laughter in Sasha’s thought irritated me, but I saw his point.

Still... He has to be used to it by now, I thought back.

Maybe, but it’s still rude. 

I did my best to recover, extending my hand in greeting. “Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise,” he said, his voice a rich baritone that rumbled from my ear to my belly in a slow, rolling vibration. He took my hand in a gentle, but firm, grip.

Damn.

Down, girl. You’re attached, in case you’ve forgotten.

Attached, not dead.

Cole and I hadn’t put a label on our relationship, but monogamy was implied. And I wasn’t interested in challenging that assumption, but... Damn. 

Giving myself a mental shake, I took the initiative as we seated ourselves. “Zel tells me you have an issue I might be able to help with.”

He inclined his head, and I wondered if he wasn’t king of something, somewhere. “Yes, in fact, from what Ms. O’Connor has told me, it appears that our interests are somewhat aligned.”

I frowned. “I’m not sure I follow.”

“You are looking for Mr. Benjamin Kennedy, yes? So am I.”

The attraction I’d felt drowned in a sudden rush of wariness. “You’re looking for Ben too? Why?”

“He is a member of my... Church. It is my job to locate him and, if he is in trouble, ensuring his safety.”

“You think he might be in trouble?” 

Ward rested his elbows on the table. “Don’t you?”

I didn’t answer right away. There was something off about this guy. He looked human, but he was just a smidge too perfect. Not a single wrinkle, scar, or blemish spoiled the smooth expanse of his skin. Michelangelo might have sculpted his body from pristine marble with nary a chisel scrape to mar it. Even his expression was a perfect blend of intelligence and concern. 

And there was a strange scent coming off him... Not unpleasant, but not human either.

“What are you?” I asked.

Zel gasped. “Charlotte Knox! Do not be rude to my guest.”

Ward sat up straight, his expression unchanged. “It is all right, Ms. O’Connor. She has a right to be curious.” He paused, watching me. “And I have a right to my secrets. She may work with me, or not, as suits her. What I will say, Ms. Knox, is that we want the same thing, though perhaps not for the same reasons.”

“Do we? And what is that?”

“The safe return of Benjamin Kennedy,” he replied, as if it were obvious. 

“And I should believe you... Why?”

Zel opened her mouth to protest again, but Ward held up a hand, stopping her.

“Because, though I may not always tell the whole truth, I do not lie, or even seek to deceive as young Dahlia Kennedy has done. Because I am willing to share with you whatever information I have concerning Benjamin’s disappearance. And because, if you ask the right person, all you need to know about me will be revealed.”

Amaryllis. He was talking about Amaryllis. The knowledge was as sudden and dangerous as a summer squall. How did he know about her?

“We have met, Amaryllis and I,” he said as if I had spoken out loud. “I can see traces of her influence on you, even though you have not spoken in some time.”

I stood up, putting more distance between myself and this stranger. I didn’t like this. Not even a little. Sasha?

I’m here.

What does Doirsain say about this guy? Is he trustworthy?

There was a brief silence before Sasha replied. As long as your interests align, yes. 

He seems to be able to read minds. Can he hear us? Does he know about you?

No, on all three counts. He just made a calculated guess, since he knows Amaryllis, that you would think of her when he brought her up that way.

I thought that over. Him knowing Amaryllis wasn’t all that surprising, I guessed. That he knew of my connection to them was another thing altogether. I would definitely have a conversation with my spirit guide soon, but in the meantime... 

“I have a lead. I need to go to Tallahassee to chase it down.”

Ward stood. “I will accompany you.”

“Not unless you can fly,” I said, and headed for the door. 

“Char, wait!” Zel hurried after me. “Ward is on our side,” she continued breathlessly. “He’ll be able to help you if you give him a chance.”

“I don’t know the man, and he isn’t exactly being open and honest with who he is or what he wants.” I replied without slowing down. 

“You can trust him.” She grabbed my arm with just enough force to slow me.

“As long as my interests align with his?” I stopped next to the front door, my hand on the knob. “And what happens when they don’t, Zel? What happens when his path and mine diverge?”

She stared at me wordlessly, her anxiety printed large in her eyes, and I softened. 

“Why is this so important to you, Zel?”

“You need someone to watch your back. Cole is in New York getting ready for his next show. Lena is in the first week of her summer classes. You need—”

“I have—” Catching myself, I regrouped. Very few people knew about Doirsain, and Zel wasn’t one of
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