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      Every year, summer in Havenwood Falls starts with Midsummer’s Night Terrors and ends with Founders Day, and this year is no different. Or is it?

      Summer in the mountains offers the perfect setting for summer love and fun. As temperatures climb, relationships heat up. Enemies become lovers. Long-time mates reignite passion. College students and kids of all ages make the most of summer break, discovering true love, making unexpected friends, and awakening to new powers. But when a young oracle comes into her gifts, she brings news that changes everything for the people of Havenwood Falls.

      The threat that’s been hanging over the town for years, since the first battle with the Collector, has become very real. A solution is proposed that should keep everyone safe—but it’s a heart wrenching one that will split families apart. Not to mention the risks that it could potentially destroy not only the town, but the rest of the world with it. But if the Court of the Sun and the Moon decide not to go through with it, all will be lost anyway.

      So plans are made. The town prepares. Final moments are enjoyed with loved ones before goodbyes are said. And when the sun goes down on Autumn Equinox, it not only marks the conclusion of summer—but this could very well be the final sunset on Havenwood Falls. For even in this charming fairy-tale town, nothing lasts forever.

      Enjoy these 14 short stories that conclude the town’s saga, brought to you by USA Today and bestselling and award-winning authors in the Havenwood Falls Collective.
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      Havenwood Falls may have been the epitome of a Winter Wonderland in January, but as I sat on a boulder toward the top of Mt. Alexa gazing across town toward Mount Mae, even this snow-bunny could admit that June wasn’t so bad either. Grayish-purple storm clouds gathered over the peaks to the south, and the rising sun’s pinkish-golden glow from the east transformed the falling rain into a rainbow waterfall flowing to the mountains below. Grass and pine trees blanketed the slopes surrounding town, wildflowers dotting the emerald- and deep-forest-green with periwinkle, fuchsia, amber, and violet. Mother Gaia and the sky gods seemed to be in competition for who was the master artist, and this early in the morning, I felt like I was the sole beneficiary to their divine co-creation.

      As the sun peaked over the top of Mount Sousa, golden light poured down her slopes and flooded the town below, gilding the rooftops and trees. The inhabitants began to stir, and I hadn’t even been to bed yet.

      Skywalker, my raven familiar, landed on my shoulder, clicking and grumbling in my ear. I sensed Chewie, the wolf, pacing nearby in the forest.

      “I know. I’m sorry. We’ll go soon,” I promised, knowing the other two familiars were likely going crazy since we hadn’t come home yet. Kylo Ren and Princess Leia always held down the fort at home. Leia because she was a miniature dragon and couldn’t be seen by human eyes, and I liked to think Kylo stayed in to keep her company. But more probable, the tuxedo cat was simply being his cat self—a lazy fat ass.

      A twinge of guilt jabbed at my heart for being gone all night, but Quin, my new roommate and ward, was there to keep them company. I’d needed to catch up on some work at the academy last night and fell asleep at my desk. With all but a handful of the college’s students and most of the professors gone for summer break, it’d been nice and quiet. Nobody there to interrupt me, which I couldn’t say for anywhere else in town. I’d awoken with a start, and as soon as I realized the time, a few expletives spewed from my mouth as I rushed out of my office and down the steps of Halstein Hall, where I promptly crashed right into Dr. Sam Frazer.

      “Easy there, lass,” said the sexy Scotsman, who was our professor of time and inter-dimensional travel, steadying me with large, strong hands. He studied my face with piercing blue eyes, as though making sure I was okay. He arched an eyebrow, as though to ask, and when I nodded, another drawn-out moment passed before he finally released me. “I, uh, I’m surprised to see ya here, Addie,” he stammered, which was out of character. So was his disheveled strawberry-blond hair, looking as though he’d been anxiously running his hands through the curls.

      “Yeah, um, same,” I said, missing the weight of his hands on my shoulders. Which was weird. Yes, Dr. Frazer was wickedly hot. More than half the student body and the faculty obsessed over him (particularly what was under that kilt). But I’d never considered him as anything more than a colleague. Human touch—I just missed human touch. That must be it. I didn’t get a lot of that these days. “I thought you’d be in a different country…or different time by now.”

      “Aye,” he said with a nod. “I have much travel planned for the summer, but I forgot my trusty wuwu.”

      I couldn’t help the weird noise that escaped my lips. “I’m sorry—you’re what?”

      His hand moved to his waist, and my eyes widened until I realized he was reaching for the little satchel hanging on his belt.

      His face flushing, he held his hand up for me to see, and my breath caught for a moment when I eyed the device he cradled in his palm. It reminded me of the Eye of Valerian, a dark artifact that had wreaked all kinds of havoc in my life a few years ago. Like the artifact, this object looked somewhat like an old-fashioned pocket watch at first glance, and when Dr. Frazer clicked it open, several layers of gears and parts lifted out of it, just like the Eye of Valerian. But these were different, marked with unfamiliar symbols and runes, and it didn’t pulse with that dark energy that made my spine crawl.

      “Nothing to be afraid of, lass,” Dr. Frazer said. “It’s called a Wuwometer. It’s a mouthful, so I tend to call it my wuwu.” He paused, his eyes taking a faraway look for a moment. “Guess that could sound, uh…inappropriate.” He chuckled, his face reddening again, and I gave my own awkward laugh. “So, yes, anyway…it was invented by our own Tang Wu’s great-great-great-times-a-hundred-or-so descendent.”

      “Ah, okay,” I said, as though I understood when I really did not. Tang Wu was Teeny Weeny’s new husband, a time traveler himself, so that part registered, at least.

      “It aids with time and dimension travel. Also tells me when someone else has crossed the dimensions into the current timeline.” Staring at the device, his eyebrows pinched together, and his other hand rubbed at the scruff on his square jaw. He lifted those blue eyes to lock on mine. “The Court’s not expecting a special visitor, are they?”

      “A special visitor?”

      “From another time or dimension?”

      My brows lifted. “I don’t think so. Why?”

      He closed his fist around the device, snapping it closed. “It’s probably nothing.”

      “Dr. Frazer, did someone just pass into our timeline?” If so, I’d need to alert the Court of the Sun and the Moon immediately.

      He hesitated before finally answering. “Not just now, but maybe earlier. It wasn’t a strong signal, though. I tried to trace it and couldn’t find a culprit.”

      “Would someone coming through the portal from Faerie set it off? Because Chase MacElvoy often goes back and forth.” Willow’s husband worked for the Seelie Queen herself in Faerie. Time moved differently there, so it could involve time travel. “Elsmed, too.”

      “Aye, I did have to adjust it for that when I first came here, because they kept setting it off. Teeny Weeny, as well, with her stipple in the ripple, as she calls it. That’s probably all it is—just one of them. I must need to recalibrate it.” He gave a warm, reassuring smile. “Nothing for you to worry about, lass. I better let you go to wherever you were rushing off to.”

      He started to turn back toward the faculty’s tower.

      “Make sure you recalibrate before you leave,” I said. “We don’t want you to miss the beginning of next semester because your timing is off.”

      He chuckled. “No worries. I’ll be back in plenty of time.”

      “Good. And I’d love to hear about your adventures.”

      His eyes lit up. “I’d love to share with you.” He paused, uncertainty flashing through those baby blues. “Maybe over coffee…or dinner?”

      I nearly choked on my own spit. I wasn’t quite expecting that. “Uh…well…okay. Yeah, sure.”

      Biting my lip, I forced myself to shut up. What the hell was wrong with me?

      “Good. See you then.” He turned and walked away, and for the first time, I wondered if I just might find out what was under that kilt.

      I’d left campus to find the sky lightening in the east, so I’d hiked up here to watch the sunrise before starting another hectic day. Now standing from my perch on the boulder, I snorted at myself for being all flustered about a possible date with the smoking hot Dr. Frazer, which I knew in my right mind should never happen. At the end of last fall semester, I’d been promoted to Provost of the Sun & Moon Academy College of Supernatural Guardians, which pretty much made me his boss.

      That appointment had been one of several new responsibilities my grandmother, Saundra Beaumont, had dumped on me when she’d divulged to me that she’d soon be stepping down from all of her leadership positions. She’d told me that last year before Yule and six months later, she still hadn’t announced it or began the official transfer of power. Thank the goddess because with everything that had been going on around town, I just didn’t have the time or energy to be a Court member and High Priestess, too.

      As I approached my home from the forest bordering my backyard, Quin’s singing and the smell of frying bacon filtered from the back screened door of my home. I focused on the witch-turned-vampire’s incredible singing voice, trying not to think about how Michaela and I had found her body a month ago, even as I passed the spot this very moment. And just a few paces down was the place where Michaela and I had knocked out Travis Mullins, FBI agent. I could still hear the clang of the shovel smacking his skull. What a mess that had turned out to be.

      Quin couldn’t remember who had murdered her and turned her into a vampire, but the last face she’d seen before that she’d described as that of Travis Mullins. So when Michaela and I found him lurking just beyond my backyard, we naturally took him out with a shovel to the head. Later, when Quin went to the sheriff’s office to identify her attacker, she swore Mullins’ energy was not the same as the man she remembered—literally made a sworn statement in front of Elsmed Fairchild, who was reading her mind to detect any lies.

      Mullins, or Dimples McCocky Pants as Kales and I had dubbed him, was a piece of work. Cute, yes, especially with all those dimples and twinkling brown eyes, but arrogant as hell. He claimed to not know how he’d come to Havenwood Falls or who Quin was, although he’d felt drawn to her in a way he couldn’t explain. He only said he needed to protect her.

      First of all, bullshit—that was my job. My inner hellhound had been adamant that Quin was my ward, which was why she still lived with me. Second of all, the Court had Tasha Young, our local FBI agent and liaison, check on him, and her department said Travis Mullins had gone missing in Europe over a year ago. Elsmed questioned him but couldn’t pick a single piece of insight out of his brain regarding who he really was, how he found our town, or what he was doing here. His story was all kinds of suspicious, so of course the Court banished him. I’d escorted him to our ward’s borders myself and ensured his memories had been wiped clean—of our town and of Quin. So long, Dimples McCocky Pants, glad I’ll never have to see your smug face again. Even if my traitorous body quite appreciated that face…and body…oh, that body. I shook my head, snapping myself out of it.

      Quin’s song cut off before I even climbed the steps to the back door.

      “Oh, good, you’re okay,” she said, turning toward me as I strode into the kitchen, Chewie and Skywalker right behind me. She couldn’t actually see me—her eyes had been gouged out, presumably by the same evil asshat who had turned her. All of her other senses, though, including her witchy ones, were ten times stronger than even a normal vamp. Because of this, she probably didn’t need protection, but try telling that to my inner hellhound. “I was worried. There was a breach in the wards⁠—”

      “A breach?” I stopped in my tracks, staring at the young woman, her long, black curls piled on top of her head under a scarf, her body still clad in a tank top and sleep shorts, exposing smooth, dark taupe skin. The image of a calathea plant, symbolizing turning over a new leaf, that I’d given as her permanent resident tattoo, decorated her left shoulder. “When?”

      “You didn’t feel it?” she asked as she dumped eggs on a plate, moving expertly around the kitchen, though blind. “About an hour or so ago? Right before sunrise.”

      “Shit. I was on campus, under the mountain.” I’d been Keeper of the Wards for not even six months, and this was the second time I hadn’t noticed a breach. Although… “That’s probably what woke me up, but I didn’t realize it.”

      “Makes sense. It wasn’t like normal, how I usually feel it.” Because Quin was so energetically sensitive, we’d thought it only made sense to make her part of the ward guard after she’d been initiated into the Luna Coven just last week. All of the coven members were connected to the wards, but a handful were charged with actively monitoring it. “I almost wasn’t sure that’s what it was.”

      Double shit. That’s how it had been when Quin had arrived—the Lunas weren’t sure what had happened. When Quin had breached the ward right behind my house, it had been like she’d fallen from the sky rather than crossed in at the border’s edge. We still hadn’t figured it out.

      I’d barely dug into my breakfast when my phone rang from my pocket. Pulling it out, I frowned at the number on the screen.

      “We found another not-quite-dead witch in the forest,” Sheriff Kasun barked into my ear.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Okay…but why did you call me?” I asked the sheriff, although my intuition already knew the answer.

      “Her eyes,” is all he said in reply, and my heart sank.

      “Fuck,” I breathed as I disconnected the call after he told me where to find them. If Quin had eyes, I could feel them boring into me. Rather, it was her witch senses digging into mine. I turned to her. “Did you hear that?”

      She nodded, her bottom lip slipping between her teeth as her chin trembled. “Another one,” she whispered. “Like me. I’m going with you.”

      “Quin—” I began without knowing how to finish. It’s not like I had to worry about the gruesome sight and how seeing it would affect her.

      “I might find answers,” she said. “Besides, if anyone can help this girl, I can. If nothing else, as someone who understands what it’s like to have your eyes ripped out of your fucking head and changed into the very thing you’ve always been taught to hate.”

      Before I could reply—Kasun never said this one had been turned into a vampire—she was already headed toward her room to dress.

      Within five minutes, we were on the slope of Mt. Sousa behind the Rocas’ family home, not twenty yards from the cave where we used to sneak off to as children. Where more recently I’d been sneaking off to and creating a portal to see Tase and Carter. Only to check on them, to make sure they were still safe. My hellhound had insisted—that was my story anyway, the one I told to nobody but Michaela. And now I would tell nobody because those visits were over.

      “Your scent is quite strong here, Adelaide,” Sheriff Kasun said as soon as I arrived. I lifted a brow at the wolf shifter. “Not recent, but in the past few weeks. Rusty noticed it a few months ago, too, on his forest runs.”

      He let that hang in the air for a moment. No accusation, but close enough.

      “Are you suggesting something, Sheriff?” I finally asked. “Why exactly did you call me here?”

      His gaze slid over me and then behind me, where Quin stood, before coming back to my face. “Follow me.”

      My gut clenched as we neared the mouth of the cave, but we didn’t enter it. A few yards outside it, a small group crowded around a prone body. Scottlin Glover, a nurse practitioner at the medical center, was one of them, her red hair curtaining her face as she knelt over her patient and victim. Deputy Conall, Kasun’s oldest son, stood next to her, speaking with Adrian Roca…and Sindi, another vampire and Michaela’s other bestie, holding Adrian’s hand. Shit. This wasn’t good. The Kasuns inherently hated the Rocas, the whole vampire-wolf thing, so they were always prime suspects when vampires were involved.

      But also—when did Adrian and Sindi become a thing?

      Quin rushed past me and pushed through the group to investigate the victim herself. Conall, Adrian, and Sindi stepped aside, Sindi’s full red lips frowning as I passed. Quin dropped to the unconscious young woman’s side, placing her hands over her solar plexus, sensing her energy.

      “Is she familiar?” I asked Quin as I squatted next to Scottlin and studied the victim myself.

      “No,” Quin whispered. “Not exactly.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked, but she didn’t answer. My gaze traveled over the body, the narrow chest rising and falling in shallow breaths. Her eyes had been gouged out, just like Quin’s, but the similarities stopped there. She was blond, Caucasian, and quite thin. And she didn’t lie in a pool of blood like Quin had. “Has she been turned, too?” I asked Scottlin.

      The healer, half human and half witch, turned her bright blue eyes on me. “Hard to say. There are bite marks, but not vampire. They look like a wolf’s bite. And not a run-of-the-mill wolf, either.”

      She pointed to the wound, and it was definitely not a vampire’s signature two-hole puncture. Definitely a shifter’s mark.

      “But you don’t know if she’ll turn?”

      “She will,” Quin said, rocking back on her heels. “I sense the wolf magic in her.”

      I placed my own hands on the woman, replacing Quin’s, and sensed for myself. Yep. Witch and wolf energies both ran through her veins. At least that should let the Rocas off the hook this time. The situation was bizarre, though. It was rare for a shifter of any kind to turn someone else. Most weren’t even capable. As far as I knew, not any of our residents could, including the Kasun pack.

      “Addie,” Sheriff Kasun said, “come with me.”

      He turned toward the cave, and my stomach clenched again. Any more of this and I’d puke up the two bites of egg I’d had before our breakfast had been interrupted.

      “Looks like there was one heck of a scuffle in here,” he said, taking in the scene. “And conveniently right behind the Roca house.”

      “A vampire didn’t do this,” I said, staring at his back because I didn’t want to see the mess. I already knew what happened here.

      “A vampire may not have bit her, but that doesn’t mean one wasn’t behind it all. Heard from Atanase lately?” he asked as he squatted next to a break in the salt circle, his head cocking to the side as he took in the broken glass, the burn marks on the walls and ceiling, the shattered amazonite that had once formed Ganesha. “Maybe brought him back?”

      “Are you kidding me?” I nearly shouted. “He has nothing to do with this!”

      He looked over his shoulder at me, a brow raised, probably not liking my tone. “Then you tell me what happened here. Your scent is all over it. I smell a trace of Michaela, too, and other Rocas. This woman was dumped behind their property, right in front of a cave where you’ve obviously been practicing magic. Quin was dumped behind your own home, attacked by a vampire. You can’t deny the connection.”

      No, I couldn’t. But— “I had nothing to do with this.”

      “Then what were you doing here? I’d say about two or three weeks ago?”

      His sniffer was spot on—it had been three weeks since I’d been here, right after sending Travis Mullins away. I’d needed to check on Tase and Carter to ensure the supposed FBI agent and Quin hadn’t been a distraction from something even worse. They were fine. Perfectly. Fucking. Fine.

      I pressed the heels of my palms against my eyes, pushing back the tears that threatened, guarding against the images trying to shove their way in.

      “Adelaide?”

      Without removing my hands from my eyes, I twisted the truth and said quietly, “I was doing a locator spell. That’s all. Tase is far, far away, in the suburbs of Chicago.”

      “Is that all?” Kasun asked.

      “That’s. All,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “You’re not supposed to be checking on him.”

      “I know.” I dropped my hands and looked him directly in the eyes. “It won’t happen again.” And that was the goddess honest truth.

      “A locator spell isn’t supposed to work on them, either,” he pointed out. That had been part of the security for both them and the town when the Court had agreed to help ensure their safety as long as they left. Then Kasun caught on. “But you’re the one who did the spell. I should have known.” Pushing his hand through his dark hair, he let out a sigh, and I knew there would be consequences for this.

      “As I just said, it won’t happen again. They’re safe. I have no need to check on them anymore. My hellhound is satisfied.”

      He watched me for another moment, and I noticed his nostrils flare as he sniffed my way. One shifter checking another. He was fully aware of what it meant when a hellhound claimed a ward to protect, so it was a reasonable excuse. Plausible enough. He must have believed me, because he stood and strode past me, toward the mouth of the cave.

      With a deep inhale, I forced myself to look around and see my destruction, to remind myself that I really was telling the truth. I’d made my decision that day that Tase was in the past. We had no future anymore. My heart stuttered as my mind insisted on showing those memories of that day, the images so clear…

      Tase and Carter must have liked Chicago because it’d been less than two weeks since I’d seen them there at the coffee shop, the same day Michaela and I had returned to find Quin’s body, and already, they stood in front of a typical suburban home with a “Sold” sign in the yard. A woman, whose face was on the sign, and a girl about five or six years old stood with them. The memories came in quick succession: Tase unlocking the front door. Tase turning toward the woman…leaning over as she lifted on her toes, their mouths meeting in a lovers’ kiss. The woman squealing as Tase lifted her in his arms and carried her inside.

      My heart pounding, I’d blindly ran for the copse of trees nearby to reopen the portal, a car blaring its horn as it almost hit me. I could barely breathe when I’d returned to the cave, my heart feeling like a vice squeezed it, pulverized it. I kicked at the candles within my ritual circle, the glass holders shattering against the stone wall. My familiars still sat in their designated spots to hold the magic, and one of the candles almost hit Kylo. Princess Leia hissed fire over my head in warning, singeing a black mark on the cave’s ceiling. Skywalker flew circles around my head, cawing loudly, as though that could settle me down. Chewie, though…the silver wolf only pressed his large body against my legs, and that was enough.

      “Get Micheala,” I told Skywalker as I sank to my ass in the middle of the circle, the salt line broken during my antics, and buried my face in my hands. My bestie arrived only moments later, swallowed me in her arms, and let me cry it out.

      “He’s happy, though?” she’d asked when the tears had dried up and I’d been able to explain.

      I stared at the amazonite Ganesha in my hands, the talisman that had protected Tase and Carter when they’d left, had returned to me to signal they were safe, and had been my only link to them. The only way to find them. No, a typical locator spell wouldn’t have worked, but the talisman had been my secret key to the spell’s lock. The only connection we had left.

      “He is,” I whispered. “Both of them. Happy and safe.”

      “And that’s all we wanted,” she replied quietly. “It’ll be enough for Xandru. Is it enough for you?”

      Nodding, I wiped the remaining dampness from my face.

      I knew what I had to do. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I closed my eyes and whispered the spell as I squeezed the amazonite. I knew it was done, once and for all, when it shattered in my hand.

      Even if I wanted to check on Tase and Carter again, I couldn’t.

      And to my surprise, once it was done and I walked out of the cave arm-in-arm with Michaela, I was…okay. My heart didn’t hurt anymore. That hole in my soul that felt like something had been missing since the day he left was healed. My time with Tase, with all of our ups and downs, had become fond memories to be cherished…but in the past.

      I had a feeling my grandmother or someone equally as powerful had woven another secret spell into that talisman. Someone who knew I would eventually be okay but that I would need to reach this place in my own time.

      Although…if I were being completely honest with myself, there would always be a tiny little crack in my heart that might never heal. Tase had been too big a part of my life since I was a teen.

      Still, I’d been so okay that I’d had a fleeting thought to chase after Dimples McCocky Pants just for a roll in the hay. Very fleeting, as I’d quickly remembered what an arrogant bastard he was. There were plenty of hot men in Havenwood Falls who’d be happy for the chance, although I hadn’t pursued anything yet. At least, not until Dr. Frazer this morning…

      “I need to get her to the med center,” Scottlin was saying as I exited the cave. “We’ll need to examine her for any other injuries, probably keep her overnight.”

      “I’m here,” Nicholas Jordan, mountain lion shifter and EMT, said as he came onto the scene with a stretcher in hand.

      They already had the woman loaded and were carrying her off when Michaela showed up.

      “Sorry, I got hung up,” she said to Kasun.

      “Not much you can do now,” he quipped. “Adelaide will suffice as the Court’s representative here. Elsmed and Saundra are meeting me at the medical center.”

      He barked some instructions to his men who were investigating the scene before he and Conall headed down the mountain.

      Michaela and I waited until they were far ahead before following. She fell into step next to me and whispered quiet enough that only I could hear, “You’re never going to believe who showed up at the inn.”
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      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I groaned as I walked into the interrogation room at the sheriff’s office ten minutes later. There was nothing we could do at the medical center for the unconscious girl, so Michaela and I dropped Quin at my house, then stopped here, where the inn’s most recent check-in had been brought.

      Elsmed actually did not meet anyone at the med center, either, because he and Gabriel Doyle, a vampire who could also read minds, had been here, interrogating someone named Kyle Mason.

      Except…he was not Kyle Mason.

      Dark eyes lifted to my face, and dimples popped as full lips curved into a grin. “Well, hello, there, gorgeous. About time they sent someone in worth looking at.”

      “Seriously?” I asked, dropping my hands to my hips. He gave me a blank look. “After all the BS last time you were here, you’re going to act like this?”

      His brows pulled together for a moment before understanding dawned in his eyes. “Ah, I see. You, like those idiots—” He flicked a hand toward the door where Elsmed and Gabriel were out in the corridor speaking with Rusty Higgins, the forest ranger, and Michaela and Xandru “—think I’ve been to this quaint yet unhospitable town before. I assure you, I have not.”

      I noticed a slight accent he hadn’t had before—before, when he’d been posing as FBI Agent Travis Mullins. It brought back memories of my time in Norway, where my grandmother Saundra had sent me one summer for my witchcraft studies. I wondered which was real—the American accent or the Norwegian one—then decided it really didn’t matter.

      His grin returned as he added, “Trust me. I would never forget a face like yours.”

      I suppressed a snort. Regardless of the name he gave everyone else—either time—he would forever be Dimples McCocky Pants. I also suppressed the thoughts of how easily the supposed love of my life had completely forgotten my face and everything else about me and his hometown.

      “How did you get here this time?” I asked.

      He rolled his eyes. Were they lighter than they’d been last time? They seemed almost hazel in this lighting. “Like I told them, I don’t remember.”

      “You don’t remember?” I echoed with dripping sarcasm.

      He shook his head and shrugged. “I woke up on a bus stopped in front of Whisper Falls Inn. I remember nothing before that. The bus driver was nowhere in sight, so I went inside the inn, and the next thing I know, that arsehole with the strange eyes grabs me and hauls me over here. I should be at the hospital, not jail.”

      That arsehole with the strange eyes had been Xandru. He’d been behind the desk with Michaela when McCocky wandered into the inn. Michaela had said he’d looked disoriented, giving no indication she or the inn were familiar to him, although he had stayed there last time he was in town. Xandru had brought him straight to the sheriff’s office while Michaela had gone to the crime scene. And the bus driver? Claimed he never saw this guy get on the bus in the first place.

      “Are you injured or sick?” I asked, though I didn’t care. I already knew. His story had been nearly identical last time. Of course, then, by the time anyone interrogated him, he had been injured, thanks to Michaela swinging my shovel to the back of his head. But he’d claimed to have already lost his memory before that, when he’d suddenly found himself in our town with no idea of how he’d arrived.

      “It doesn’t take a brain surgeon to know something is wrong, considering I have no recollection of my life before!” he snapped. The flirting had come to an abrupt halt, the cockiness gone. I almost felt sorry for him…if I could believe a word he said.

      “Let’s see if I can find anything out.”

      His eyes watched me closely—I didn’t miss them traveling over my chest and ass—as I moved around the table and to his back. He flinched when I lifted my hands around the back of his head.

      “Are you a doctor?” he demanded, and I realized he really didn’t remember me. It was easily explainable why he didn’t remember being here before. That would be our protective wards at work. People regained their memories when they returned to town, but magic affected everyone differently, so the recollections could come immediately and all at once or they might trickle in over days or even weeks, or somewhere in between. It was possible his hadn’t returned—yet.

      “No, not a doctor but a witch who has put a spell on you.” I figured it would do no harm to tell him since we’d have to wipe his memories again before he even left this room and once more before sending him out of town. Again.

      “Yeah, I can see how easy that would be for you. Under any other circumstances, I probably would fall right under your spell, but⁠—”

      “Just shut up for a minute, will you?” I snarled, tired of his antics, but also picking up on the magical trace inside his head. Closing my eyes, I focused on sending my energy into his mind and following that thread. “Hmm…”

      “What?”

      “Shh!”

      The previous spell remained. There was no reason he should remember being here before. I sensed no other magic, either, except…that one annoying little knot deep within. It’d been there last time, the energy threads impossible to untangle. Now it felt even tighter, the protection around it stronger. He was definitely hiding something. I’d thought that before. But now I wondered if someone else was. If maybe someone had done this to him.

      “Well?” he asked when I stepped around him and the table and turned back toward him.

      “I believe that you believe you’ve never been here before. And that’s exactly how it should be.”

      He blinked, as though trying to process that. “So what does that mean? Hey, where are you going?” he shouted after me as I slipped out the door. “Are you going to let me go now? By the gods, at least call a doctor!”

      Leaning against the door, I paused, my head cocking as I contemplated that last sentence. Gods. He had used the plural. Interesting, considering he was supposedly a mundane human. Was that what the knot hid—a protection of his magical blood? If so, then he, or whoever did that to him, knew more about Havenwood Falls than I liked.

      The next hour consisted of a debate of what to do with and about him among the sheriff and the Court members, followed by another debate regarding the wolf-witch-girl, who’d regained consciousness with no memory of what had happened to her. Her name was Arya, and like Quin, she’d been abducted and sold into the same magic-trafficking ring, though they’d never met each other. Also like Quin, she may have lost her eyesight, but her other senses were incredibly heightened.

      “He showed up at the same time as both Quin and Arya—they’re definitely connected,” Sheriff Kasun said to the Court in an emergency meeting after lunch.

      Tonight was Midsummer Night’s Terrors, when the humans were put into a deep sleep so the supernaturals could come out to play as themselves—their true, authentic selves. The Court and the sheriff’s department couldn’t be tied up in a meeting when that was going on, so here we were in a rare daytime gathering.

      “Is he dangerous, though?” Mathilde Augustine asked. “That is the question.”

      “If he’s doing this to the witches, certainly,” Saundra said, “but we don’t know that he is, do we?”

      “Unfortunately, none of them remember anything to help us connect the dots, outside of the trafficking ring,” Elsmed said from his seat behind the table on the dais, his silver head cocking from side to side as his frosty blue eyes swept over the other Court members. “Mr. Doyle and I both sense some form of blockage on their minds.”

      “Some kind of protection,” I agreed, and all eyes turned on me. “I noticed it last time with Mullins and again today when I tested to make sure our memory spell was still in place.” I inhaled a breath, not really wanting to admit this, but knew that I needed to. “To be honest, as much as I don’t like the arrogant jerk, I don’t think he did this to the girls. As heightened as their senses are, I would think one of them would have sensed him on some level as a threat, and neither have done that. He might know who did it, though, or at least who’s protected their minds.”

      “I say we threaten him with the sirens,” Lawrence Mills said. “Then he’ll talk!”

      “Or we could offer him for tonight’s chase in the woods,” I muttered, only half joking. “The shifters would love it.”

      “Adelaide,” my grandmother admonished before glaring at Old Man Mills. “We will not torture him if he’s not dangerous.”

      “We need to know who’s behind this,” Kasun said, “since they keep sending injured people into our town. But while Addie’s idea is outrageous, she makes a good point that tonight is not a good night to risk him out on the streets. My pack knows better than to be vigilantes, but others who get wind that he has anything to do with Quin and now the newest victim, they might try to take things into their own claws. We’ll keep him locked up for his own safety for a couple of days.”

      It was long past midnight by the time I finally stumbled home after Midsummer’s Night Terrors, exhausted from the long day and night after only a couple of hours of sleep at my desk at SMA. Goddess, was that really only this morning? Unfortunately, I couldn’t go to bed until I checked on the ward breach by Arya. As expected, the break was similar to Quin’s—right in the middle of the wards, rather than at the edge. Again, as though she’d been dropped from the sky.

      I eventually drifted off to blissful sleep, but whether an hour or four later, I sat up with a gasp.

      “Not from the sky. From a damn portal!”

      Glancing at the window, I noticed the sun had risen high above the mountains. I checked my phone: 8:06. Four hours of sleep would have to do because there wasn’t a chance in hell I could sleep now.

      Rather, I immediately began to make a list of who could create portals into town from somewhere else. Some fae could create portals, but only between Faerie and here. There were only a handful of witches capable of creating them, and as far as I knew, all of them were here. Except maybe the Bishops. I couldn’t keep track of their comings and goings, and frankly didn’t try. This didn’t seem like something they’d do, although…Roman hadn’t been around yesterday. That was something to note down. I’d taught some SMA students, too, but I didn’t think any of them capable of producing a portal that could breach our wards. Outsiders definitely could not portal straight into town—they were the whole reason for our wards. Except maybe powerful deities. That was how Zandra, a Vanir-turned-Asgardian goddess, also known as the Collector (and also known as Kialah), had been able to come to town, although she was usually stealthier than this.

      But this was totally something she’d do.

      She claimed to have our best interests at heart and only wanted to protect our town and this world from some asshole Asgardian god named Hermod, who wanted to end all magic in our world…which would include ending the existence of all supernatural creatures. Her tactics, though, were always pretty messed up, nearly destroying the SMA campus and our town more than once. She didn’t care about collateral damage. To her, the ends always justified the means.

      Yep, this had Zandra’s name written all over it.

      But how could I prove it? Dimples McCocky Pants was the only way.
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      A week passed, and the dude spilled nothing. His memory never returned, not about being here before or anything prior. But he did seem to know something about his rights because he demanded to be charged or let go. The sheriff couldn’t hold him much longer.

      “I have a plan,” Kasun said at another Court meeting the Thursday evening before the beer festival and 4th of July weekend, and as soon as he finished outlining it, the Court agreed.

      A couple of hours later, Kyle or Travis or whatever the hell his name was sat in a CDI delivery truck driven by hellhound Tychon Savage, my bio father, and surrounded by several rumbling motorcycles. The SIN MC was going to escort McCocky not just out of town this time, but all the way to Colorado Springs. Savage and a few others would then follow him to see if he connected with the trafficking ring—or someone else. The Court convinced him that he did indeed need medical attention, after all, but our small town didn’t have the kind he needed. They would ensure he was taken to a bigger hospital for proper care.

      It was after midnight before I fell into bed, and sometime later I awoke with a start, once again thinking about portals. My windows were still dark, which meant I could go back to sleep, but my phone said it was 6:00 a.m., which meant I should probably begin my day. I’d had a decent night’s sleep and much to do. Besides, I wanted to know if Kasun had any kind of update yet. As I turned for the kitchen to start coffee, a familiar surge ran down my spine.

      A breach in the wards.

      Pausing only long enough to grab onto the energetic thread, I threw some jeans over my sleep shorts, shoved my feet into boots, and rushed out the door as quietly as possible, trying not to wake Quin. I wanted to see if I was right about the portal, so time was of the essence. Chewie beat me to my jeep and jumped in as soon as I opened the door without me having to call for him.

      The sky was barely a shade lighter of blue in the east behind me as I drove west, headed to Alverson Road. Turning right, we climbed up Mount Alexa, stars still twinkling beyond its peaks. Chewie sat in the passenger seat, his head crouched down as he watched the road and the surrounding woods ahead of us. Pulling onto a gravel parking area for a trailhead, I jumped out, the wolf right behind me. To the east was the great falls, but we weren’t headed that way. We turned to the west, following the direction of the breach.

      Since I’d been awake and alert already, I’d been able to latch onto the energetic thread and kept hold of it. I thanked the goddess for giving me the nudge to throw on hiking boots rather than my usual All-Stars or heeled knee-high boots because this was going to be quite the hike. Calling on my inner hellhound, I moved as quickly as I could, keeping my senses open for the scent of blood, sound of a faint heartbeat, the smell of fear…anything to help. Because I feared I’d soon be finding another dead or nearly dead witch.

      Chewie snarled at the same time I felt the magical force. We ran through the forest, but I felt the energetic whoosh of a closing portal just moments before we came into the clearing.

      “Zandra!” I shouted, although I knew there wasn’t a chance in hell she could hear me. “I know that’s you. Cut this shit out!”

      I spun around, looking for a prone body, but Chewie found it first. It was a lot larger than the average woman, slumped against a boulder near the edge of Peacock Lake. An arm moved, a hand rubbing the head. Chewie crouched and growled.

      “Holy shit,” the body snapped, the voice deep. And familiar. And annoyingly sexy, especially with that accent. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. It’s okay, big guy. Keep those fangs to yourself, if you don’t mind. I won’t hurt you.”

      “What in the actual fuck?” I muttered as I stomped toward the man who was slowly trying to rise to his knees, his hands held out in front of him as his and Chewie’s eyes stayed locked on each other. “How are you even here? What the hell happened!”

      His gaze remained on Chewie. “Is this guy yours? Can you call him off?”

      Stopping behind the wolf, I crossed my arms over my chest. “Not until you explain yourself.”

      “I’m sorry?” He slowly pulled his hazel eyes from the wolf toward me, squinting at first, then widening as he drank me in. That sexy smirk curled one side of his mouth, one dimple popping. “I will tell you anything you want to know.”

      “Tell me what the fuck you’re doing here!”

      “Uh…” His face went blank. “I don’t know.”

      “You should be pulling into Colorado Springs right now. Surrounded by a gods-damned motorcycle gang!”

      “I should? Why?” He glanced around, taking in his surroundings for the first time. “Where am I? And how did I get here?” His head cocked to the side. “More importantly, who am I?”

      Shit. Not again.

      “Where’s the witch?” I demanded.

      “The what?”

      “Your traveling companion?”

      The guy—no name this time, apparently—shook his head, bewilderment filling his face.

      I blew out a sigh. “Chewie, search. I’ll take care of this asshole.”

      The wolf pulled back and began trotting around the clearing, his nose to the ground. Dimples rose to his feet, brushing off his very perfect backside.

      “What do you remember?” I asked.

      He shook his light brown head slowly, his brows pinching together. “Nothing. At all. I can’t remember a damn thing about my life. What happened to me?”

      I wished I knew. If this was Zandra’s doing, why did she keep sending him back here? There had to be a reason, and it must have been something other than his connection to what happened to Quin and Arya—if there even was a connection. He was a human, after all, so his involvement couldn’t be that deep. Unless…

      Zandra wouldn’t bother sending some human to our town, repeatedly, regardless of his involvement. There had to be something more about him. Something she wanted from him or thought we could use for our defense? Or maybe… No, I scratched that theory before even thinking it through. There was no way she would send Hermod himself to us. Would she?

      Shoving my hands through my hair, I stared past him at the triple falls on the far side of Peacock Lake. And I had an idea.

      Shooting my hand out, I grabbed his wrist before he could stop me and clamped tightly, dragging him to the edge of the lake.

      “You see those waterfalls?” I asked him, the faint light of the rising sun barely hitting them but just enough for him to hopefully see. “They’re stunning, right?”

      “Uh…yeah,” he said, trying to pull loose from my grip, though it was a half-ass attempt, his attention more focused on the water in front of us. “Looks like the lake is hanging in the air. Kind of magical.”

      “Not just kind of,” I said. “These aren’t the great falls, though, the ones our town is named after. This is Smalls Falls. But they’re not named that because they’re quite a bit smaller than the big ones. See, they’re named after the first man who discovered the hanging lake—and died from it. Because this water…it’s magical in a different way than the great falls. It has a special effect on magic, but more importantly, this water doesn’t like humans. In fact, it kills them.” And with that, I gave him a shove, throwing him into the lake, his surprised shriek drowned out when he went under.

      “Goddess, I hope I’m right,” I murmured, clapping my hands over my mouth as I watched him sink. As if in answer, my phone dinged with a text message. Pulling it out of my pocket, I glanced at the screen, hoping it was the sheriff. Nope, it was from Rhian, an SMA student who also happened to be Rhiannon, a moon goddess of magic and one-time friend of Zandra, shouting at me in all caps:

      STOP SENDING MY SURPRISE BACK! HE’S IMPORTANT FOR THE TOWN!

      My heart might have stopped beating for a moment as my gaze returned to the perfectly still lake.

      “Oh, no!” I lurched toward the edge, trying to kick off my shoes, forgetting I wore the hiking boots. “Fuck it.” I swung my arms up to dive in, clothes, boots, and all, but a large dark shape rose from the depths.

      Jumping back just as it broke through the surface and soared into the air, I fell on my ass and stared at the sky above the lake with my mouth hanging open. Well, then. At least I’d been right and hadn’t killed the guy. I had hoped the lake’s water would strip the magical protection on him, but the last thing I’d expected for it to reveal was this.

      He was a gods-damned dragon.
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      I’d seen Jetta Mills, Simon, and others in their dragon forms before, and this one was every bit as jaw-dropping. Iridescent scales gradated from light blue on its belly to a deep sapphire blue over its back, shimmering like rainbows where the faint sunlight hit them. Although larger than a semi-truck or maybe even two, he glided gracefully through the air, circling the lake before turning in my direction. He landed softly in the clearing, the ground barely tremoring under my feet.

      And if that wasn’t enough of a surprise, when he shifted back…

      My throat went dry, my knees weakened, and my uterus tightened as though trying to keep my ovaries from exploding.

      At least six-foot-four of bare naked, hard-muscled flesh stood in front of me. Thick, broad shoulders. An expanse of lickable pecs at my eye level. And when my eyes traveled downward over the eight-pack and to the V…

      That is…dragon worthy.

      My breath locking in my lungs, I snapped my eyes up to his face. And I nearly tripped over my own feet and into the lake myself as I backed up a step.

      “Who…who the hell are you?” I croaked out, my mouth like sandpaper.

      Travis Mullins did not stand in front of me in this naked gloriousness. Neither did Kyle Mason or Dimples McCocky Pants at all. Well…the face was the same, with those twinkling dark eyes, although they looked to be a dark blue, not brown or hazel, but that was about it. And not even quite the same—a scar slashed across his forehead and curved down around his right eye, and he wore a mustache and beard, the darker brown facial hair cut close to his jaw line but long at his chin, nearly reaching his chest. His head was shaved on the sides, the top of his sandy brown hair pulled back in a ponytail that hung past his shoulders, some of it in braids. He looked like he’d stepped right off the set of a show about the Vikings.

      “Now that’s more like the reaction I’d expected for my surprise for you,” a familiar female said from the side of the clearing. My gaze swung over to find Rhian standing there with a strange woman and a child next to her. A moment too late, I noticed the zing along my spine from the breach in the wards.

      “Rhian?” I asked stupidly, gawking at her. My mind was apparently scrambled from the massive naked Viking sex god in front of me. “This has all been you?”

      “Didn’t you get my messages?” she asked, her head cocking to the side, making me wonder how she didn’t topple over from being so top-heavy. In her normal, everyday form, she was a thin little thing who looked like she belonged in high school, with blue eyes too large for her face and tilted like a fae’s and a mass of blond dreadlocks piled on top of her head. Sometimes she dressed like a boho beach bum, but today she wore her other favorite style—tight black pants, a black leather jacket, and combat boots. She rolled those big blue eyes. “Of course—this is Havenwood Falls with its crappy signals. Guess I better catch you up.”

      “Rune?” the young woman at Rhian’s side cried out, her hands held out in front of her, as though feeling for something, and I realized her eyelids were sealed shut by old scar tissue. “Rune, is that you?”

      “Liv?” The naked Viking took three steps toward her, then dropped to one knee, bowing his head. “I have been searching through time and realms for you, sister.”

      Rhian blew out a sigh of relief and grinned at me. “I was right.”

      “Right about what?” I asked, thoroughly confused.

      “Let’s get the others, and I’ll explain.”
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      Thirty minutes later, we pulled in front of my house, and Quin nearly ran out the door.

      “Rune?” she cried out. “You’re…you’re here?” Although she didn’t have tear ducts to cry, I could hear the sobs in her voice.

      Arya’s reaction was nearly the same when Michaela pulled up with her in the car, bringing her over from the inn.

      As soon as the three witches came together, some kind of magical lock broke, and they clung to each other as though they’d been reunited after lifetimes time apart. When Rune, now clothed in jeans by Rhian’s magic, joined them, they all fell to the ground in a mixture of laughter and sobs.

      “I’m still waiting for an explanation,” I said to Rhian, who stood with me and watched, the child clinging to her other side.

      “Where do I begin…”

      “How about with the Viking dragon shifter dude? He seems to be at the middle of all this.”

      “Not really, but okay. He really is a Viking warrior. Actually, he’s even older than that, but I pulled him from the Viking age.”

      “You did what?”

      “Yeah, that’s not the best place to start.”

      She dropped onto my front steps, the child pulling away to sit next to Chewie, leaning her head against the wolf’s side.

      “So,” Rhian continued, “we’ll start with Zandra learning that Rune has been traveling through time and across realms, searching for his sisters. They are singers for a powerful seeress, an oracle from Asgard, and he is their protectors. Their song weaves the magic that allows the oracle to see through time and space. We’re hoping the oracle might have a solution for us to defeat Hermod when he comes. But when Zandra went to Asgard to talk to them, she found out they’d been separated long ago and sent to various timelines over and over again, finally coming to the same one right here and now. Except for Rune. He’s been searching for them ever since. When Zandra discovered this, she convinced me to retrieve Rune first, then the girls. Like I said, I found him in the Viking age, a great warrior who raided villages all on the hope of finding his sisters. I’d hoped by bringing him here first, the sisters would recognize him and make the connection. But you kept sending him away. I mean, how can you send that fine specimen away?”

      I snorted. “Did you meet him before? And what was with all the identities? It was all too suspicious. Of course, we sent him away.”

      “Guess I should have pinned a note to his shirt,” Rhian quipped. “All of this wasn’t easy, you know. It was quite the feat, actually.”

      “What happened to the sisters? Quin’s a vampire, Arya’s a wolf shifter, and I can sense the bear energy in Liv’s blood. And they’ve all lost their eyes.”

      Rhian sighed sadly. “I don’t really know. The seeress’s singers have their own kind of vision, but their eyes can’t physically see. That’s always been their thing. I guess their eyesight had to be taken, but I don’t know how it was done or who did it. I’m not the only one who was looking for them, Addie, and I’m guessing whoever else is has different motives. I didn’t get to them in time to save them from the vampire and wolf attacks, but at least I got them here in time to save their lives.”

      “And this one?” I asked, tilting my head toward the child whose arm was now wrapped around Chewie.

      “She’s another victim of the trafficking ring. She was with Liv when I was able to rescue her. I couldn’t exactly leave the child behind. Not in that situation.”

      “Of course not.”

      “I can take her somewhere else⁠—”

      “We’ll take her to the Court first. If she has nowhere else to go, I’m sure we can figure out something for her here.”

      Rune helped his sisters to their feet, and they all turned to face us.

      My eyes locked with his, and something about them now…about him…a jolt of electricity shot through my gut. In a good way. A very, very good way.

      I cleared my throat. “So, uh, you brought them to Havenwood Falls because…?”

      “To reunite with the oracle,” Rhian answered simply.

      “And where is the oracle?”

      “The seeress is near,” Rune proclaimed. “She has been hidden and well protected, but now that I am restored to my true self, I can sense her, right here in your town. If you want to save this world and the magic within it, we must find her quickly.”
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      “Happy Litha!” I jumped on my roommate’s bed and threw my arms around her neck, thrilled that mid-summer had finally arrived.

      “Wow. You’re up early. Big plans with Caleb today?” Tempest rolled out of bed and headed straight for our altar. With the strike of a match, the pungent aroma of burning sage filled the room. I closed my eyes as she waved the cleansing smoke around us both and our shared space.

      Inhaling deeply, I immediately relaxed. Though my answer to Tempest’s question was bound to bring on another bout of stress. “I’m not sure. After our fall-out, he probably doesn’t want anything to do with me.”

      “Oh, yeah. I forgot.” Tempest cringed. “Sorry I asked.”

      I flopped down onto my bed. “It’s okay. I think we just started things off at a bad time. Dating in the middle of one of our crazy-ass school projects that nearly got us killed doesn’t exactly do wonders for a relationship.”

      Tempest raised a brow. “Yeah, I imagine not.”

      “I’ll probably just hang around campus and chill by myself,” I concluded.

      With sad eyes, Tempest ground out the burning embers of the smudge stick.

      “It’s okay, Temp. I could use some downtime. Litha is all about the fresh start of summer, and I, for one, am ready to start anew.”

      She smiled sweetly. “So, Natalie 2.0?”

      “You got it.”

      “Well, don’t change too much. I love you just the way you are.”

      I
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