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CHAPTER 1

Willow
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IN THE SEVENTEEN YEARS he’d haunted her dreams, she never knew his name.  The flattering, tailor-made, charcoal gray suit he wore accentuated his well-defined body. His dark hair brushed the top of his collar. He had a commanding presence and a regal bearing which seemed fitting since he sat atop a lavish, golden throne. The only thing missing was a crown.

Upon first glimpse, the smile and the outward man might have fooled many, but her subconscious knew underneath that lurked an abominable darkness that longed to capture her. His intense, cold eyes smiled at her. The green depths held a ferociousness that frightened her. His look was what she envisioned Ted Bundy’s expression must have looked like to his victims right before he changed from a handsome stranger to a murderous butcher. His predatory gaze never left her face.

Even though he spoke no words, there was something in his face that beckoned her closer. Her brain told her to flee, but her limbs moved like someone else had command of her body. A silent scream raged in her head. She needed to get as far away from this monster as possible. 

Instead, she proceeded as if in a trance. While her stiff legs carried her nearer, she couldn’t fight the intimidation and thrill his mere presence evoked. Just before she was in touching distance, he stood and spoke. The sound of his voice, both enticed and frightened her.

“Willow.” 

She awoke, floundering, her sweaty limbs tangled in the sheets, afraid the man had ensnared her. Kicking against the constraints, she vowed he wouldn’t take her without a fight. A feral scream erupted from her throat and she continued to struggle. Minutes later, her eyes blinked open. When she realized she was staring up at her bedroom ceiling, she sat up, clutching the sheet to her chest. The hot, damp sheets clung to her fevered skin. Willow’s lungs tried to suck in oxygen. Her heart beat a rapid tattoo against her ribcage. 

After a moment, her breathing under control, she pushed her damp, coily curls back from her face and looked around the room. She half-expected to find the sinister man from her dreams lurking in the shadows or corners waiting to finish the possession he had begun in her dream.

These nightmares left her feeling like a wrung out dishrag; frayed nerves and unable to return to sleep. 

She exhaled a slow, unsteady breath. Her body still trembled. The dreams had plagued her since she was a child. In all those years, he never aged. He’d also never spoken her name. She’d assumed he didn’t know it, which comforted her. It always seemed like he was trying to possess her body. But now he knew her name, and it felt like he came closer to possessing her soul. The evil gleam in his eyes when he’d whispered her name had her on edge. 

“It’s just a dream. It’s just a dream.” She said, chanting the mantra that usually soothed her. But not this time. Something about it was so real. She looked over at her digital, alarm clock and the glowing numbers showed it was after five in the morning.

A dull ache began in the back of her head. It could become a full-blown migraine or stay a tolerable headache. She could manage the latter, but the agonizing migraines she often suffered left her debilitated, sometimes for days.

After a few more reassuring looks around the room, her heart rate returned to normal. Her shaking ceased once her eyes landed on Max, her faithful companion. The Northern Inuit dog had been with her for several years, ever since he’d wandered over to her in the park and claimed her as his own. A fleeting temptation to take him to a shelter passed once she looked into his eyes. She was thankful she’d kept him. Wherever he was she felt safe.  

She leaned across the bed and ran her hand over his soft, black fur. His ears went up in alert at her touch and for the first time since she woke up, she smiled. Max’s right ear, covered in white fur, was the only part of his coat that wasn’t shiny black and she found it adorable.

He lifted his head and peered at her. Sometimes she was sure he understood her or sensed her moods, but that was more than likely just a fanciful thought. 

“It’s okay boy. Go back to sleep. No sense in both of us getting up at this ungodly hour.” She rubbed his ears and then got out of bed.

When she entered the bathroom, she turned on the light. In response, a stabbing pain pierced her eyes and temples.

Bad idea. 

She flipped the light off again. The moonlight streaming through the window had to be enough. Spots now danced behind her eyelids and caused the throbbing in her head to increase. She looked down at her arm and saw it riddled with goosebumps and covered in sweat that glistened against her sepia brown skin. She turned on the faucet and cupped her hands beneath the cool, running water and drank, taking no heed of the overflow that soaked her t-shirt. 

It was three hours before she needed to be ready for work, but sleep was no longer an option. Besides, the thought of another bad dream made her uneasy.

After a long shower meant to soothe her throbbing head, she headed to her favorite coffee shop. Matty, the owner’s teenage daughter greeted her.

“Hey Willow! You’re here early.” Without asking what she wanted, the girl turned to make the usual, a caramel macchiato.

“I could say the same for you. Don’t you have school?” She leaned on the counter.

“It’s a teacher workday today, so no school. I came in to help Mom.” She finished making the sweet coffee drink and passed the cup to Willow.

“Good morning!”

Willow looked up and smiled at the beautiful Hispanic woman that entered from the kitchen. 

“Morning Zora!”

It was clear Matty inherited her mother’s height and natural beauty. However, Matty’s skin was fairer with pink undertones, Zoriana’s was a tawny beige. Matty had lush, dark brown wavy curls that fell to the middle of her back. Zoriana’s hair was straight and as black as onyx. She often wore it in a long braid. Besides their stature, the other thing that linked the two women was their identical facial features. The pert noses, the arch of their brows and the bow-shaped lips were the same on each woman.

“You’re early this morning.” Zora watched her with concern.

“It’s nothing.” Willow looked away and sipped her macchiato. She checked her watch, knowing she had plenty of time before she had to be at work. “I should get going.” There was no rush, but the dream had made her antsy... eager to move on, as if loitering too long would invite the sleep-invading man to breach her waking hours.

Zora nodded, but the concern never left.

“See ya later.” Matty waved to her and turned to help another customer.

Willow felt crappy for lying and blowing off Zora, who’d been nothing but nice to her. If she was honest, she was always uncomfortable when Zora’s probing eyes sought to discern what was wrong. Months ago, she wanted to confide in her. When she tried to tell her about the dreams her pulse raced and her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. She’d been afraid Zora would think she was crazy or a head case, if she told her there was a man in her dreams that seemed real. Instead, she remained silent about the boogeyman that haunted her in her nightmares.

Rather than walk into her dead-end job at the collection call center thirty minutes early, she headed to a nearby park where she drank her coffee. From a bench, she watched joggers, moms pushing baby strollers and other pedestrians headed to offices or off to wherever their day was taking them. People watching reminded her of her mother. When she was a child, they would sit in the park and her mom would make up silly stories about the men and women who passed them. The memory elicited a wistful smile.  She finished her coffee and tossed the cup before heading to work.

The job sucked, but it paid decent money and gave her the nights and weekends to pursue a career as a singer. Five years, she’d been in Nashville pursuing her passion for music and many told her that her voice was a nice mixture of country and blues. She was fortunate to play frequent open mic nights, at The Bluebird and Douglas Corner Cafe. But, despite the praise of her sultry rasp, no record producers had come calling yet. Or even responded to the audition tapes she had rained on their offices. Maybe it was time to call it quits and admit a music career wasn’t in the cards for her. Then again, quitters never succeed. She had a gig in a few days. Anything could happen.

Inside the large room that took up the whole fifth floor, the flickering fluorescent bulbs pounded at her eyeballs. As always, the atmosphere made her feel like it was sucking the life out of her body. She sat and rubbed her throbbing eyes. 

After she put on her headset, and placed her first call, the day dragged on. 

“Hi, I’m calling from Paradigm Financial Solutions for Frank Wilson.”

The words chipped away another piece of her soul. Most people either didn’t bother to answer, or they just hung up on you. Every now and then, she got a gem who bitched at her because somehow it was her fault they were delinquent on their bill. She sighed and waited to see which delight this customer would be.

A few hours later, she took a break to stretch and found her gorgeous, but snobby co-worker, Eli Walker, staring. This wasn’t the first time she’d caught him. 

His blue eyes burned into her and he refused to look away. He never spoke to her and didn’t even seem to like her. 

Why is he always watching me with his judgy eyes?

A year ago, she had approached him in the break room. A simple hello and an attempt to be friendly, met with his fixed attention on his coffee, followed by a stare similar to the one he was giving her now. Without a word, he’d walked off and left her standing by the vending machine like a dorky schoolgirl who had unsuccessfully tried to gain the attention of the coolest guy in class. Her co-worker always seemed to give her a look that said she wasn’t good enough. For what, she didn’t know. Maybe it was just in her head. Ever since his lack of a response that day, she felt animosity towards him because she had liked him and he rejected her.

She wished again that management had set up cubicle walls that allowed for privacy, but the company was too cheap to do that. Now, was the perfect time for a bathroom break. 

In the last few minutes, her headache had morphed to a full migraine. She stood and stumbled. Her eyes watered and the pain and pressure banged a discordant beat against the inside of her skull. She walked to the restroom without drawing attention to herself and braced herself against the wall. Her vision blurred when she tried to glance around. Even though she was having trouble seeing, she sensed she was the only one in the hallway. She opened her mouth to call for help when a sunburst of pain exploded behind her eyes. 
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CHAPTER 2

Eli
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THE OTHERS ASSIGNED to watch Willow Stevens told Eli she referred to him as The Snob. It was the reason; he tried to keep his distance and avoid looking at her. Sometimes she caught him; like this morning. 

He wouldn’t have acknowledged her leaving for the bathroom, but the text he received from one of the others put him on alert. When he looked at her a few minutes ago, she seemed troubled. 

Was it a migraine? 

She got those often. He could count the days last month that she missed work because of them.

Previously, he’d simply just watched and followed her around, staying in the shadows. He’d been okay when they told him to keep his distance, only observe and protect, no communication. Over a year ago, his assignment on the mission changed to co-worker. Even though he led the team, it was the Council that made the decision on their roles during the mission. They changed his role, but the no communication rule was still firm. Other members of the team got to interact with her. Not him. 

He didn’t fully understand, he’d sworn the oath the same as the others. Was the Council afraid he wouldn’t honor the commandment? He shoved away the voice that told him they should be worried. There were times he found himself concerned over his growing feelings for her, but then he reminded himself of his duty. He always got back on track.

Pushing the troubling thought away, he placed his headset on the desk and stepped into the hallway expecting to find it empty. Instead, he found Willow unconscious on the ground. He rushed to her body and felt for a pulse. His touch didn’t rouse her. Her flawless brown skin that was usually vibrant was now ashen. It alarmed him. 

It was against protocol, but he needed to get her to a safe place. Something besides the migraine had caused the blackout. He wasn’t certain, but he had a hunch. He picked her up in his arms and looked at her face once more before they both vanished.

***
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ELI’S APARTMENT WAS a converted loft that used to be an old industrial space. The interior boasted exposed brick walls, pipes that ran along the ceiling and cement floors. His furnishings and decor were sparse. The minute they appeared in his living room, he took her to his bedroom and laid her on the bed.

Over the last few years, he watched over her and learned more about her. Despite his attempts not to, he’d fallen...

Don’t say the word.

He couldn’t. It was forbidden. Even though that was the case, his eyes never left her. Her natural curls lay across the pillow in a myriad of directions. Her full, plump lips looked like they were aching to be kissed. Color was returning to her high cheekbones. 

He sat on the edge of the bed and caressed her cheek. The pulse beat in her slender neck. His fingers traced over the necklace she always wore. It held a silver pendant of a dangling, slithering Python. On further inspection, the intricate detail of the jewelry showed it may have been an antique.  A small whimper escaped her lips, and he jerked his hand away, afraid of being caught. After giving her one last look, he left the bedroom. 

In the living room, he paced the floor. He’d broken the rules by bringing her here. The Council had forbidden him to have contact with her unless they gave consent. Every minute, he turned his head toward his bedroom where she rested. There was no way he could keep what he did from the others. They had a right to know. He pulled out his phone and sent a group text.

Within seconds, a tall dark-skinned black woman with long dreadlocks and a tattoo sleeve up her left arm appeared in his kitchen.

“Is this true?” She hissed. “She’s here?” Her dreadlocks whipped back and forth while her eyes darted around the loft looking for Willow. “Elias, what are you going to tell her when she wakes up in your apartment? Better yet, what are you going to tell the Council when they ask why you broke the rules?”

Eli defended himself against Phaedra’s verbal attack. “I didn’t have a choice.”

Before he had time to elaborate, Zora and Matty appeared in the living room. Both wore concerned expressions. They were about to question him.

He held up his hand to stop them. “Zoriana, Mathilda, let everyone arrive and then I will explain.”

Both women shut their mouths and sat on the couch. Phaedra prowled the room in anger. 

A minute later, a petite blonde with a pixie cut appeared in the living room. “There better be a good explanation why Willow is in your apartment. What were you thinking bringing her here?” She folded her arms across her chest.

“Eli said he would explain when everyone was here. We were waiting for you, Morgana.” Zora spoke to the woman, but her eyes never left Eli. 

He ignored the hostile looks he was receiving, while he awaited another member of the team. “Just give me a few more minutes. We’re expecting one more.”

“Who?” Morgan looked at Zora and Matty confused. They returned her expression with an equally perplexed one.

“Max.” Eli and Phaedra said in unison. Both glanced at each other. Zora, Matty and Morgan shared a look.

“Who is he?”


“Why is he a part of this?” 
“Nobody told us.”



The questions flew at them. Phaedra looked to Eli to offer the group answers.

“It wasn’t my decision not to tell you. Take it up with the Council.” The doorbell rang, saving him from a further interrogation. When he answered the door, a tall Asian man with longish black hair that had a shock of white running through it stepped inside the room. Despite being clothed, it was obvious he was in great physical shape, since his body was a dead ringer for Brad Pitt’s body in Fight Club. His clothing looked like he’d gotten dressed in the dark.

Matty eyed him from head to toe.

“I was in a rush.” He shrugged and moved further into the room, where he came to stand next to Phaedra.

“Okay, now that everyone is here...”

“Wait. Are you going to tell us why he’s here?” Morgan turned accusing eyes on Max.

Eli looked at Phaedra and she nodded her head. “Max is a werewolf.” 

The collective gasp from the other women, made Eli rub the back of his neck in frustration and sigh. “This isn’t the first time we’ve worked with other supernaturals.”

“It’s just that the Protectors never included anyone, but witches.” Zora glared at Max with hostile curiosity. “How do we know we can trust him?”

“We can trust him.” Phaedra slipped her hand into Max’s.

He smiled at her. His fingers squeezed hers in return.

“Once upon a time you found love outside our community.” Phaedra stared Zora in the eyes, causing her to wipe the disapproval from her face.

Matty cast her eye at her mother looking for answers. Zora looked away and bristled at Phaedra’s comments.

“Enough. We don’t have time for bickering.” Eli stuffed his hands deep into his pockets and stopped pacing to stare at everyone. “I had to bring Willow here. She passed out at work. I think something caused the migraine...” He paused while the group took in the information. “I believe Killian is behind it.” When everyone spoke at once, he raised his hands in a gesture for silence. “We have to tell her.”

“Are you crazy?” Morgan looked around for someone to agree with her.

“Eli, it’s against the Protector Commandment to reveal to her who she is.” Zora tried to be the voice of reason. 

There was no other way if Willow was in danger. “You know what Killian is capable of. What if her migraines are getting worse because he’s trying harder to find her?” As everyone considered what he said, he pushed on with his plan. “I think we have to tell her who she is and prepare her.” 

“Prepare her how? What do you mean?” Phaedra asked, but he could see in her eyes she knew what he meant.

“We have to train her. Get her ready, because he’s coming for her and she needs to be able to defend herself.”

Everyone talked over each other. Eli tried to get one last thing in before everything descended into chaos. “If we train her and teach her she might defeat him.”

It was too late. His words fell on deaf ears. They yelled over each other, trying to be heard.

“What is going on?” Willow’s voice rose above the den of shouting voices.

Startled, after hearing her, they turned to gape at her. Willow’s bewildered gaze swept the room. Eli chastised himself for not keeping them quiet. He hadn’t intended for her to wake up and find everyone here.
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CHAPTER 3

Willow
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“YOU’RE AN ORACLE.”

What does he mean? 

Her brain was still trying to wrap itself around waking up in an apartment that wasn’t hers, among a mixture of people in her life she hadn’t been aware even knew each other. When she walked into the living room and found Zora and Matty that owned the coffee shop; Morgan, her neighbor she hung out with occasionally; Phaedra, a bartender that worked a bar where she performed; Eli, her snobby, gorgeous co-worker and a random guy who seemed familiar arguing, it baffled her. What were they all doing there? What was she doing here?

Despite the tension and obvious disapproval from the rest of the group, Eli had spent the last twenty minutes telling her about some superhuman skill she had and that a vampire was after her. 

“So let me get this straight...” She took a deep breath. “The women in my family can see the future. We’re the only ones in the world with this power... You guys are part of a group called the Protectors...” She looked around the room at each of them. A few of them nodded to confirm her statement. “Your mission has always been to protect the ‘Oracle.’” She used air quotes when she said the word, Oracle. “That something or someone you’ve been protecting me from is the King of the Vampires... the man named Killian.” She gulped and her eyes landed back on Eli. “And you’re witches.” She swallowed once more while she tried to digest everything.

“Well, everyone, but me. I’m a werewolf.” Max beamed when he shared the news like that made any of this sound less strange.

She nodded, but then something clicked in her brain.

“Max?” She looked at him with new clarity and her mouth fell open. He said he was a werewolf. “Max... Max, as in Max my... dog?” Her eyes were wide with shock.

If possible, he grinned even wider at her.

The similarities between Max the man, and Max the dog were noticeable. When she saw the patch of white hair, it made her think of his white ear when he was an animal.

Her head fell into her hands. When she woke up, her migraine from earlier was gone, but another one was beginning after taking in this news. “Is this a prank? Is it April Fool’s and I don’t know it? Why are you guys doing this? It’s not funny.” She was babbling, but she didn’t care. “Maybe I’m just in a terrible dream and I haven’t woken up yet.” The last part she said to herself. She looked around the room. This was crazy. She had to get out of here. Without saying a word, she stood and headed to the front door.

Eli hurried to block her path. “This is a lot to process, Willow, but it’s the truth.”

She pushed past him and kept walking.

“Tell me about the man who has green eyes and has haunted your dreams since you were a child.” 

When Eli said the words to her back, it halted her trek. It was a few seconds before she turned and gaped at him. “How do you know that? I’ve never told anyone about him.” Her suspicion was on high alert.

“Because your mother, Hyacinth, had the same nightmares... Killian was the man in your mother’s dreams too.”

To say it shocked her was an understatement. After her mother’s death when she was nine, a family adopted her, and she moved to another state. Ever since then, she’d had no one who remembered her mother she could talk to or ask questions. The only things she had were a few pictures of the two of them together and her mom’s old leather jacket. “You knew her?” Tears gathered in her eyes and threatened to spill.

“I met her once.” 

“I knew her.” Zora stood. “You resemble her so much.”

Tears trickled down Willow’s face. This was someone that had met her mother. “Is my mom dead because she was an Oracle?” She looked to Eli for the answer.

No one said anything. They looked at her with sorrow and pity. She slunk back over to the sofa and dropped onto the cushions. Matty took her hand in hers. 

“I want you to tell me everything. I need to know everything that concerns my life. That includes knowing more about this... Killian.” Despite the tears, when she spoke, there was a steely resolve in her words that showed the depth of her inner strength.

“This is a bad idea.” Morgan made sure they knew her opinion.

“I don’t disagree with you, but the cat’s out of the bag now.” Zora sat next to Willow.

Eli took a seat on the coffee table in front of her. She fixed her eyes on him. He was the only one in the group that had not befriended her or talked to her. Curiosity ate at her insides, but she realized it was a conversation better left between them. “Tell me about Killian.” She didn’t care that it came out like she was issuing an order. They owed her the truth.

Phaedra, Max and Morgan found somewhere to sit while Eli began his story of Killian and his connection to her. They gathered around like they were listening to a ghost story being shared around a campfire.

“He’s King of the Vampires and has been so for hundreds of years. A couple of years before your mother’s death, he learned a family of Oracles existed.”

“How...” Willow interrupted.

“We’re still unsure how he came into the knowledge. There are different factions of supernaturals that are finding out this information.” He returned to the tale.

Her mind couldn’t stop thinking of the term, ‘supernaturals,’ that he’d used. 

“You mean there’s something more than witches, werewolves and vampires... and Oracles?” It was hard to keep the skepticism and sarcasm from her voice.

“Yes.” Eli’s response bordered on snarky. She looked him in the eyes and saw his annoyance with her tone. She didn’t look away, and neither did he, but his gaze lost the irritation it held seconds ago. “Under Killian’s reign, vampires haven’t worked well with others.”

Phaedra interrupted. “To clarify, he thinks vampires are the top of the food chain. Humans, supernaturals, we’re all here as their endless blood supply.” 

Eli nodded and continued. “If a vampire is working with other supernaturals, it means they are an outcast. Other vampires won’t hesitate to kill them. Think of it as being excommunicated.”

“I thought vampires were immortal?” 

Matty spoke. It was the first time since finding them here that Matty had talked. “There are powerful, black magic spells that can kill a vampire.” 

Her answer sounded ominous. None of the others spoke up to elaborate. Zora gave her a sharp look before she narrowed her eyes at her daughter. “We don’t talk about that.” The harshness in her tone startled Willow. She’d never heard Zora speak that way to Matty. Black magic or whatever it was appeared to be a touchy subject. The topic was better left alone. 

Eli resumed. “Once Killian got a hold of the information about Oracles, he realized if he found the Oracle, he could either enslave and coerce them to tell him the futures they saw or make them a vampire. Then he would have their loyalty and obedience and he could use their abilities to control the future...”

“Which means he would always be steps ahead. He could manipulate the future and control everything and everyone: humans and the magical realm alike.” Zora finished.

“Because of a vampire’s telepathic ability, Killian could enter your mother’s dreams.”

“How?”

“We believe a witch helped him...”

Again, Willow interrupted him. “He’s seen my face when he’s invaded my dreams. In this day and age of social media and CCTV cameras, how has he not found me already?” The tremor in her voice told him she was barely holding her emotion and fear in check. 

“We put up powerful spells of protection to keep him from learning your identity and lineage. Those things were accounted for... but I fear he may be closer to that information, especially if a witch is still helping him. I suspect that’s why your migraine caused you to black out today. He’s increasing his efforts to gain access to your mind so he can learn exactly who you are and where you might be.”

Willow fell back against the sofa after hearing Eli’s last statement.

“Since he already had a link to your mother, somehow he could connect with you. That’s why you dream of him.”
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IT WAS OBVIOUS WILLOW was struggling to digest the information. Fatigue was written on her face. “That’s enough for today. Maybe you should rest.”

He expected her to argue with him, so it surprised him when she nodded, got up and went back into his bedroom with everyone’s eyes following her movements.

After she left, no one said a word. It was Matty, who broke the silence, giving voice to what everyone was thinking. “Who’ll alert the Council she knows?” The room was silent again. 

It was his responsibility. He should bear the Council’s ire. “I will tell them the decision was mine when the time comes.” Concern was etched on their faces. “It’s fine. Whatever the consequences are I’ll accept them.” The situation was grave. Everyone’s thoughts were on how he would have to answer for his disobedience. He couldn’t dwell on that. There was a lot at stake. He could only hope the Elders would see reason before they meted out punishment. 

“Right now we should make a plan. I fear that Killian may send out trackers. If a witch has betrayed us, we might not have much time before he knows that Willow is the Oracle.”

More silence ensued. He was sure he’d have to convince them on why they needed to act when Phaedra spoke.

“She’s not going to like it, but we have to move her.” 

He rewarded her with a small smile of thanks. “I agree. It’s time for a road trip. We need to keep moving.” Eli looked at the others to gauge their reactions.

“I assume you’ll be the one to tell Willow she has to uproot her whole life. I think we know how well that will go over.” Morgan gave him a saccharine sweet smile.

The short victory he’d celebrated over winning Phaedra to his side disappeared when he thought of the wrath Willow would unleash when he told her they had to leave Nashville.

Max clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t tell her the news when she’s hangry.” He shook his head over unpleasant memories of Willow’s behavior when she was hungry and angry.

“Got it.”

Zora stood. “Matty and I will get an RV, groceries and camping supplies.”

Matty stood next to her mother with her arms folded across her chest. When Eli looked at her face, he saw a mixture of curiosity and annoyance over the question Phaedra asked Zora earlier and the embarrassment over being chastised for bringing up black magic. Both topics were sore spots for Zora. He didn’t envy her that difficult conversation.

“Seven people on an RV. This should be cozy.” No one reacted to Morgan’s sarcasm.

“Willow takes the bedroom on the RV and the other sleeping space onboard, Mathilda can have. The rest of us will use tents or sleep under the stars.” Eli issued orders. Most of the time he never tried to pull rank, but when they couldn’t agree or he thought it would be a problem, he decided.

“Well now that that’s settled I’m going home to pack and have a night of unhurried sex with my boyfriend.” Phaedra grinned and pulled on Max’s shirt.

He gave her a sly smile back and emitted a low growl. Heat and lust leapt between the two. The surrounding air crackled with sexual energy.

“On that note, everyone knows what needs to be done. Make sure you give a good enough reason on your jobs that won’t leave anyone suspicious, raise questions or cause someone to send out a search party.” He noticed they were going to use magic to leave his apartment and spoke up again. “Wait.”

They stopped and looked at him.

“Until we’re sure Killian isn’t working with a witch, lets limit our magic. A decent witch can track magic. No teleporting. Use the human ways to travel.”

They groaned at hearing this, everyone, but Max.

“We have to be cautious so we keep her safe.” 

No one argued further with his logic.

He let out a breath, after the group left. Everything had gone better than expected.

Something pulled him towards his bedroom. He stood outside the closed door for a few minutes before he opened it and peered inside the room. Willow lay on her side facing away from him. He assumed she must be asleep because she didn’t stir. After closing the door, he headed into the kitchen. He wasn’t the best cook without magic, but he didn’t want her to wake up hungry. After what Max said, he didn’t want to give her bad news on an empty stomach.

After he finished the meal he sat on the sofa and read through one of his incantation books. Studying the craft was always important to him. An impending battle was sure to come once Killian figured out she was the Oracle. He wanted them to be ready.

A few hours later, he was meditating when her voice interrupted the silence. “I know we have to leave.”

Eli’s eyes popped open, and he turned to look at her. They stared at one another.

There was nothing demure about Willow. She looked at you when she spoke to you. He didn’t waver in his eye contact either. “Either you unintentionally overheard us talking, or you were eavesdropping?” He tried to mask the faint smile that played at the corner of his lips. 

So much for the, ‘I’m tired,’ act she put on earlier.

“In my defense, I wasn’t trying to be nosy. Your voices carry.” She shrugged and walked further into the living room. A grin flashed across her face and then vanished in an instant.

“If you were going to listen to the conversation why didn’t you stay out here?” He teased. 

She ignored his quip. “I wanted to rest and think about everything, but then I fell asleep.” She sat on the sofa and tucked one leg beneath her. From his position on the floor, he looked up at her. The way she chewed her bottom lip, told him she was pondering things, so he waited to let her speak. “It’s weird that my dog knows so much about me. I do get a little scary when I’m hungry.” She giggled, but then her expression turned gloomy and her shoulders slumped in realization. “I guess he’s not my dog anymore.” She let out a sigh.

He watched her face drop before she looked at her lap. The fact was her life was changing overnight. Often he saw her be brave and strong. Right now her vulnerability was shining through. Eli got up and sat next to her on the sofa. The thought of taking her hand in his was fleeting. “I know all this change isn’t easy for you.” 

It was difficult not to be flustered by her proximity and the way she looked at him.

“In twenty-four...” He stumbled over his words and cleared his throat, “In less than twenty-four hours, you’ve had a ton of mind-blowing information dumped in your lap. Most people would have a rough time processing everything without it making them crazy. Yet you’re intact and have your wits about you.” He dropped his gaze. “I’m in awe of you.”

The minute the words left his mouth he knew he shouldn’t have said them. He stood and made to leave when she grabbed his arm. It was the first time she’d touched him and through his sleeve, the press of her hand felt as if it was trying to sear itself into his skin. He bit his lip to keep from letting a curse fall from his lips. In a few seconds, he composed his features into a mask and turned to look at her.

“Why didn’t you speak to me that day?” Her eyes probed his for the truth.

The question startled him, but the day she referred to was hard to forget. He was unprepared to explain to her right now. Her eyes bore into his, trying to glean answers. Disconcerted, he swallowed and looked elsewhere. He spoke the first thought that came to mind. “You must be hungry.” 

She let her hand fall away at his words. He walked towards the kitchen and breathed a sigh of relief at having some space from her.

“I made dinner a couple hours ago, but I’ll reheat it.”
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IF SOMEONE HAD TOLD her, she would have a conversation with her disdainful but attractive co-worker, while sitting in his apartment, she would have called them crazy. Yet, here she was. 

Eli was a mystery. She had so many questions. One of which, he wasn’t ready to answer. She watched him retreat into the kitchen. If she gave him more time, she hoped he’d tell her why he hadn’t responded that day. She wanted to know why they’d never communicated like she had with the rest of the Protectors. 

A couple minutes later, she followed him. Whatever he’d prepared smelled delicious. He moved around the kitchen unsure. She raised her eyebrows while she watched him. He caught the gesture and looked embarrassed. “Most of the time, I cheat and use magic so I can do something else. I haven’t manually cooked in a while.”

She looked at him wide-eyed, with her mouth gaped open. Even though he’d told her earlier they were witches, she still had a hard time believing it. “You cook with magic, like they do in Harry Potter? That’s so cool. I know you told everyone not to use it, but just show me a little something. I won’t tell.” Awe and child-like wonder permeated her voice. “Cross my heart.” She made the sign of the cross over her heart. 

“You heard everything didn’t you?” He quirked an eyebrow at her, daring her to lie.

She gave him a sheepish smile and looked away before she continued talking about magic, in the hopes he’d forget her listening to their conversation. “I would be the ultimate multi-tasker if I was a witch. Say ‘Abracadabra’ and make the food magically appear on the plate or something.” Willow was giddy with excitement.

Eli chuckled. “I’m not a wizard. I don’t say ‘Abracadabra.’” He shook his head.

His explanation confused her. “What does that mean? I thought wizard was a name for a male witch.”

He sighed and put down the pot he was holding. That comment appeared to get his undivided attention. “You watch too much television. First, regardless of gender, we’re known as witches, those of us that practice white magic. Warlocks are witches that practice black magic. Wizards are charlatans, posers. They don’t know magic, but are exceptional at trickery so they can give someone who doesn’t know any better the illusion they do.”

She digested the information he’d just given her.

“That’s why everyone went silent earlier when Matty referenced black magic, because none of you practice it?”

He nodded and picked up the pot of noodles. “Yes. Now may I finish making dinner?”

“So you’re not going to cook with magic?” She was expecting him to do tricks and wow her. Disappointment marred her brow, when he didn’t whip out a magic wand or say a spell. 

“You just said so yourself, that you overheard me tell everyone magic is off limits.”

Her shoulders slumped in discontent and she pouted. “You can’t do even a tiny little spell?”

“Nope.”

She rolled her eyes. “Great. A witch who can’t do any spells or magic.”

Eli looked offended. “I didn’t say I can’t do magic. I’m just unable to do any at this time.”

“Uh, huh.” 

He bristled at her disinterest and she had to hold back a sly grin. “Wizard.” She mumbled under her breath, knowing it would get a rise out of him.

“I’m not a wizard! I can do magic!” 

If she lit a match and threw it at him, he would have gone up in flames he was fuming so hard. 

“Whatever.” Maybe she’d just...

‘STOP IT!’ 

The voice in her head was so loud and clear she nearly jumped out of her skin. Her head whipped from side to side, while her eyes scanned the room. She was going to ask Eli if he’d heard the voice too. When she looked at him she saw guilt written all over his face. It was the first time he wouldn’t make eye contact with her. The shocking moment of clarity knocked her off her feet. It was his voice that spoke in her mind.

“How... how... how did...” She stuttered and tripped over her words while she stared at him and tried to make sense of what just happened.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. It was an invasion.” Eli wore a penitent expression. He still wouldn’t look at her.

Her amazement was so strong her mouth dropped open in an, ‘O’ of surprise. She could not muster up the fury she was sure should course through her veins right now. “I thought you said you couldn’t do magic?”

“That’s not magic.” He shook his head and continued to look contrite.

“The others can’t do that. I’m the only one in our coven with telepathy.” He looked at her. “I only enter someone’s mind when I have permission. I promise I won’t do that again.” Eli returned to his dinner preparations. 

After experiencing Eli’s supernatural ability firsthand, she blurted out the question racing around her head. “Can you control people’s minds?” 

He sat the pot he was holding on the counter.  

“I know I still owe you many explanations, but if it’s okay, can we table this conversation for tomorrow. It’s been a long day for me too.”

They stared at one another. His eyes pleaded with her. She could force the issue and try to make him talk, but if she was honest, she wanted him to do it willingly, not because she was being a brat. She nodded. “Okay... so what’s for dinner?”

For the first time, since she’d known him she saw a genuine smile light up his face. The guy was gorgeous before, but when he showed off the pearly whites, he took her breath away.

“It’s an old family recipe for spaghetti and meatballs.” 

While the meal preoccupied him, she leaned on the counter and studied him. Eli had broad shoulders and was over six feet tall. Earlier he’d appeared awkward, but now he moved around the kitchen with the grace of a dancer. Underneath his clothes was a nice, chiseled, muscular physique. 

At the office he wore dress shirts and dress pants. Today was no exception. He was a guy that didn’t shy away from color. Today’s shirt was lavender, and the slacks were a dark gray. She wondered what he looked like in something more relaxed, such as jeans. Her roaming gaze moved back up to his face. His azure blue eyes and dark hair made her think he could be the actor Henry Cavill’s twin brother, because he had a Superman curl and a dimple on his chin. 

Eli is sexy as hell.

She cleared her throat and stood up straighter. For the first time that day, she worried over her appearance. What had she put on this morning? She looked at her attire: black flats, black slacks and a basic white blouse. The clothing reminded her of the uniform a waiter wore at an upscale restaurant. Work clothes were so dowdy. 

It could be worse.

Eli came to the end of his preparations.

What did it matter? 

He wasn’t the least bit interested in her. Now the once snobbish co-worker that never spoke to her, seemed to tolerate her because he had to protect her.

“Ready to eat?” His words broke her from her brooding. She gave him a smile she didn’t quite feel.

“Yeah.”
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THE RV ZORA BOUGHT looked like it was on its last legs. The older model motor home had seen better days. Paint was peeling in various places. There were a few rust spots near the bumper. Zora shrugged her shoulders at him when he gave her a look. “It was short notice. What did you expect?”

It wasn’t so much the appearance of it he questioned, but the functionality. Was this heap of junk going to break down on them the minute they got on the road? 

“Plus, you said you didn’t want us using any magic... Say the word and this vehicle can look like it just rolled off the lot.” Zora peered at him with a hopeful expression. When he didn’t grant her permission to perform magic and transform the RV she stormed off.

The no magic policy was biting him in the ass. He needed to amend his rule. He beckoned Matty over to him. “Think you can find a counter spell to cover tracking spells?” He asked in a low voice.

“I’m on it.” She smiled and went off to rummage in her backpack for one of the spell books she always carried. 

No use in getting everyone’s hopes up if they didn’t find a powerful enough spell to keep their magic from being tracked.

He was testy after spending a restless night on his lumpy sofa with Willow fifty feet away in his bedroom. Besides lying awake, thinking of her all night, his long frame had barely fit comfortably. 

After dinner, they’d both gone to bed, agreeing they needed to call it an early night. This morning, everyone had met them outside of her apartment. Phaedra, Max and Morgan were loading up the vehicle while they waited on Willow to finish whatever she was doing upstairs.

Eli glanced at his watch and then at the front door to her building for the fourth time in twenty minutes. He wanted to beat the early morning traffic, but that wasn’t going to happen. 

Maybe I should send someone in to get her.

As he peered at his watch once more, she emerged. She carried a large duffle bag, a guitar case and a backpack. Her still damp curls indicated she’d showered and changed clothes while she was upstairs. She wore a black, leather jacket over a band t-shirt and ripped up jeans. Her coily curls now sat on top of her head in a messy bun. “I’m surprised I didn’t have you inside my brain telling me to hurry.” She teased.

He rubbed at the back of his neck over the unease he felt and laughed. Max must have overheard her comment, because before he responded, Max blurted out, “So Eli told you he had telepathy and was a mind reader? Did he tell you about the people he coerced into forgetting your gigs...” 

Phaedra elbowed him in the stomach trying to shush him, but the damage was already done. Willow’s face crumpled. Everyone froze. His eyes locked on her, but in his periphery Max mouthed he was sorry.

“Is that true?” Her voice was just above a whisper. The betrayal erased the progress they’d made last night. “You all knew?” 

They avoided the angry, accusatory glances she cast their way. The hurt she felt extended to everyone, not just Eli. “Why would you do that?” She directed the question at him. 

Before he could respond, Willow balled up her fist and punched him. 

“Ow!” The unexpected punch landed harder than he thought it would. He clutched at his eye for a minute, before he dropped his hand and squinted at her. He hadn’t expected her to resort to violence.

“That’s for the possible Grammy I missed out on,” she punched him again in the same eye, “and that’s for last night when you entered my mind without my permission.”

“Ow!” He covered his eye once more. “Wait. Just stop okay.” He held up his free hand in surrender, hoping she wouldn’t hit him again. “Am I going to get any help here?” He looked towards the group, and they glanced away and pretended to be engaged in something else. “Do you think I enjoyed crushing your dream?”

Willow glared at him with her arms folded across her chest. She looked like she was ready to pummel him again. It was the tears gathered in the corners of her eyes that dissipated his anger at being punched. He had robbed her repeatedly of a music career and possible stardom. There were multiple producers and labels that were prepared to make her offers and he’d shut them all down, entered their thoughts and coerced them to change their minds and forget her. He’d taken no pleasure in it, but knew those words would fall on deaf ears. He told her the only thing he could. Hoping to ease some of her hurt and anger. “I had to do it to keep you safe. If you became famous, it would be easier for Killian to locate you. I...” He swallowed. “We couldn’t let that happen... I’m sorry.”

A lone tear slipped down her cheek and she swiped it away. She didn’t say another word to him or anyone else. She picked up her bags and climbed up into the motor home. He heard the door leading to the sleeping area being slid shut.

He stood staring at the spot she’d just vacated. It was going to be a long road trip if she gave them the silent treatment the whole time. He only hoped, at some point she would understand and forgive him.
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PHAEDRA DROVE THE LARGE vehicle expertly over the twisty, bumpy back roads. He hadn’t wanted to take any chances traveling on well-known highways. They’d been on the road for two hours before she emerged from the bedroom. 

Eli didn’t turn around from the passenger seat when he heard the door slide open.

“Wanna play?” Matty’s voice carried to the front of the cab.

“What are you guys playing?” 

The vinyl bench of the dinette creaked when Willow took a seat.

He wanted to engage with her, but was certain what he’d done still upset her. Without looking over, he felt Phaedra glancing at him. “Eyes on the road.” He didn’t look over at her when he spoke.

“Boy, I was driving long before you were. I don’t need you to tell me how to drive.” 

He sighed. The last person he wanted angry with him was Phaedra. She was the one that always had his back. “Sorry.”

Neither of them said anything for minutes. The sounds of Morgan and Zora chattering about a magazine mingled with the laughter and slap of the cards coming from the dinette area where Max, Matty and Willow played a game.

“Why do you keep looking at me?” 

“You know why.” Phaedra fully turned her head to stare at his profile before she returned her eyes to the road. “Need I remind you she’s off limits?”

Eli’s face flushed and his eyes glittered with anger. He clenched his fist.

“What’s all that bull you spouted off at Zora yesterday?”

“That’s different and you know it. My relationship with Max is not forbidden.”

Eli chewed on her words and let some of his indignation dissolve. She meant well. She didn’t want to see him get hurt or suffer. “I know the Council’s rules and the Protector’s Commandment. I don’t intend to disobey them. You don’t need to worry about me.” It was hard not to be angry. He turned and looked out the passenger window hoping the matter was now closed. The landscape of empty, overgrown fields and meadows passed by in a blur while he brooded.
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WILLOW WISHED SHE COULD hear what they were discussing. Phaedra and Eli must have been having a heated conversation if she was reading Eli’s facial expressions correctly. Where she sat, her view of Phaedra was blocked.

Why can’t I read lips or get in people’s heads the way Eli can?

She laid down a card.

“What’s wrong?” Matty played her turn, but looked at her with concern.

“Nothing.” Willow pasted on a smile.

They continued playing the game. Even though she understood Eli’s logic regarding her music career, her emotions were still raw over him keeping her from her dream. The irrationality of her feelings weren’t lost on her, but she couldn’t help how she felt. It didn’t stop her from wanting to get to know Eli. If she apologized for punching him, it might mend things between them.

“Isn’t this dress cute, Morgana?”

Willow overheard Zora speaking. Even though she was in proximity to them, it felt like she was eavesdropping. Despite that, she intruded on the conversation.

“Um... I thought your name was Morgan? I get you guys have been lying to me for forever. Were your names not real either?” She tried to keep the irritation out of her voice. She wanted the betrayal to be water under the bridge, but the need to be spiteful was too good to pass up. 

When she turned and looked at the two women they didn’t seem the least bit remorseful for the secrecy and lies.

“Morgana is my given name. Morgan sounds less... witchy or magical.” She chuckled.

Morgana’s pixie haircut and the way she giggled reminded Willow of a fairy. If fairies existed in the supernatural world, Morgana could pass for Tinkerbell. Willow smiled at her.

“My name is Zoriana Walker.” She closed the magazine she’d been reading.

“Zoriana, Zora, they are both beautiful names.”

“Thank you.”

Willow swiveled around and glanced at Matty. “What’s your full name?” 

“Mathilda.” She motioned towards the front of the motor home. “You know Phaedra. She prefers her given name. No nicknames for her, at least not to her face.” Her voice dropped to a whisper during the last part and she smirked. When she spoke again, she returned to a normal volume. “Eli is short for Elias. Everyone calls him Eli except for Phaedra. She’s the only one allowed to call him by his first name.”

“Why is that?”

“It’s just the way it is.” Mathilda shrugged.

“We’re all Walkers. Related either by blood or marriage.” Zoriana offered.

Willow was okay with learning everyone’s names for now. She wasn’t ready to decipher or unravel the family tree that connected all of them. 

Max is a werewolf though. Is he a Walker?  

“But you’re not a Walker, right?” She directed the question at Max.

“Nope! My full name is Gou Maximilian Okami. You can still call me Max.”

It was impolite to stare, but every time she looked at him she saw her dog. She missed him.

Max must have sensed her melancholy. He let out a small whine reminiscent of one he often did in dog form and smiled at her. 

I guess he could sense my moods.

For the next few hours, they continued to ride the country roads until Eli decided it was time for them to make camp. Phaedra drove the RV through the brush and they came to a peaceful looking clearing.

Everyone got out of the vehicle and stretched their limbs before they unloaded tents, sleeping bags and other camping gear. Max gathered wood to build a fire.   

Willow half expected him to run into the woods in his wolf form and bring back a rabbit or some other small forest creature for dinner. Unlike her fantasy, Max returned on his human legs carrying bundles of branches and twigs. Then, without a single match, gasoline or rubbing two sticks together Morgana came and spoke one word over the pile. “Ignis.” The wood burst into flames in seconds. 

Color me impressed.

Why hadn’t Eli done something similar when she asked him to do magic?

“What did I say about no magic?” Eli sported an annoyed look, like a teacher scolding a student that wasn’t paying attention, when he lectured her.

“Sorry.” She gave him an unapologetic shrug and winked at Willow.

For dinner, Zoriana pulled store-bought fish from the refrigerator inside the RV, and cooked the meal over the open flame using a skillet. So much for the fantasy that played in her head.

In her twenty-six years, she’d never been camping out in the woods. She didn’t count spending the night in your backyard as a kid. Once night fell, the sky was riddled with thousands of stars that burned bright. After she ate, she stretched out on a blanket to stare up at them. Eli had given her a wide berth ever since they stopped and made camp. She decided she’d save her apology for another day. Let him sweat a little longer.

Before she knew it, she’d fallen asleep. It wasn’t long before the vampire king entered her dream. She was back in his throne room, but this time he was standing instead of sitting. He was closer, much closer. 

“Killian.” She murmured. Before she spoke again, she saw movement out of the corner of her eye and realized they weren’t alone. A statuesque bombshell, of Middle Eastern descent, stood a few feet behind him. Her golden brown eyes glowed with fiendish glee. Red lipstick painted her lips and reminded Willow of blood. The tight, black leather suit she wore looked like a second skin. She was a video game character come to life, the epitome of a thirteen-year-old boy’s fantasy of a hot woman who could kick butt.

Willow tore her eyes away from the drop-dead gorgeous, but lethal looking woman and put her attention back on him. Her fear was so palpable her body quaked with it. He noticed. It was an aphrodisiac to him. He bathed in her terror. “Willow, I was wondering when we would see each other again.” His long strides had him standing in front of her in a mere second. His voice was akin to icy tentacles running up and down her spine. 

She was trying hard to push her panic to the side. Eli mentioned they thought a witch was helping him. Was that woman the witch? Maybe he would tell her. 

“How did you find out my name?” A little confidence engulfed her, when her voice didn’t shake when she spoke.

Killian shook his head and smirked. “You do not get to ask questions.”

He advanced upon her again and stupidly she wished she were Dorothy from the Wizard of Oz and could click her heels together and go home. 

Wake up. 

She wished she was in her own bed with Max the dog, without the knowledge of any supernaturals, her lineage or why Killian wanted her.

Tears were leaking out of the corners of her eyes, but she dared not reach up and wipe them away. 

What can he do to me in a dream?

She wasn’t sure if he read her thoughts or if he’d always been planning to touch her. Before she could blink or have another thought, he seized her head between his hands. In an instant, the fiercest pain imaginable gripped her. Her eyes rolled back in her skull. A fever that made her skin tingle like it was being licked by millions of tiny flames consumed her whole body. An ocean roared in her ears.

“Tell me what I want to know. Who are you? What is your last name? Where are you?”

She did the only thing she could do. The agonizing scream that ripped itself from her throat sounded otherworldly even to her.

Everlasting pain tore through her until seconds later she saw the stars again. The hellish torment ceased and then she heard Eli. “Willow! Willow!” His voice was authoritative and demanding, but it didn’t mask the fear vibrating in his body while he held her. 

She only knew it for what it was because she shook with it too. Her gaze drifted up to his face. “Eli?” She was so glad to see him. In his arms she felt safe, like nothing bad could ever touch her again.

Once her fear subsided, she noticed that everyone crowded around them. Their faces didn’t hide their panic. Zoriana was holding her hand.

“It... it was... it was Killian.” She had to force the words past her lips. “He...” She gulped and struggled to breathe. “He... he knows my name.” She registered their shock after she spoke.

Eli held her tighter.

“His hands... tou... touched me and my body... it was on fire.” She tilted her head back and looked at Eli’s face. His grave expression scared her. Things were more serious than she realized. She calmed herself enough to get the next words out without stuttering.

“He was trying to force me to tell him who I am and where I am.”

Someone gasped, but she wasn’t sure who made the sound. Her gaze was locked on Eli.
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THE FEAR THAT SEIZED his insides only increased the more Willow divulged her dream. He’d never wanted to be right about Killian getting closer, but her nightmare confirmed it. “You’re safe now.” He rocked her in his arms until the tremor left her body. “We push on from here bright and early tomorrow.”

He didn’t want her asking questions or being fearful anymore tonight so he communicated through his mind link to the others.

‘HER TRAINING NEEDS TO BEGIN AT ONCE.’ He looked at Zoriana before he told them the next thing. ‘PLUS, WE HAVE TO PAY SAMSON A VISIT.’

‘NO.’ Zoriana’s eyes skittered away from Mathilda when she responded.

‘IT’S A NECESSITY.’ His tone brooked no room for argument.

Zoriana gave him a dirty look before she left the group in a huff. The others each made a subtle nod and moved off to seek their beds.

By the time, he carried Willow into the RV Mathilda had crawled up to the overhead sleeping space above the cab. He placed her on the bed and went to walk away. 

“Please stay with me tonight.” Her voice was soft.

Eli turned. He was in awe of her again. The dream must have been excruciating for her, but she shed no tears.

“I’m afraid to go back to sleep right now...” Her eyes pleaded with him.

“Just until you fall asleep.” He lay on the bed beside her with his hands folded together over his
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