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WE WITCHES THREE PART 11: ISLE OF JUDGEMENT
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COURTNEY JESSUP WAS about to finish her first night watch in White Pines, keeping an extra lookout on the area around the Power Source on behalf of the Howard Witches—people she was eternally grateful to, for helping her out with her new predicament—becoming a vampire. And people she was so quickly falling in love with and held great respect for. 

She didn't blame them at all for what had happened to her.

More and more, as each hour passed, she had begun to blame herself more so than anyone else. It was her own blind determination to seek revenge for her murdered coven that had gotten her into this mess. She could have come to The Demon Isle and sought her revenge differently—well, there were much smarter ways she could have gone about things. Ways that would not have ended with her sneaking into the woods and getting into a fight with a tortured vampire on a rampage. 

Had she bothered to get involved and find out what was happening and get off the revenge wagon for just a minute, she'd have known Eva Jordan didn't deserve saving and Courtney would still be walking around as a human. 

The Howards, and those they held company with, really lived up to the expectation and the rumors she'd heard over her lifetime. And were now her lifesavers and anchors as she tread the waters of her new life. One she was adapting to almost too easily, but it wasn't without its hardships. 

Mostly, all the dang blood. 

Sniff sniff here—blood.

Sniff sniff there—blood.

Sniff sniff everywhere—blood blood blood. 

It was like a constant track playing over and over and over. 

Keeping busy helped. 

Keeping super busy helped more. 

But being out here in the woods was far easier than trying to be around too many people—erm, human blood bags. The Howards were used to dealing with vampires and they trusted her. But she didn't hold that same trust in herself yet. But she'd offered to do this watch to give them a much needed reprieve. 

Lizzy Deane dying and coming back to life, to almost be possessed by a super old and powerful witch who'd gotten into dark magic. Only then to mate with werewolf Charlie, and use this new power to kill her fiancé, Grayson Moone. A once good vampire who'd killed too many innocents to count. 

And never mind the Feyk attack and battle, and just overall nonstop supernatural trouble.

But being out here in the woods all night so close to where it happened, also gave Courtney too much to mull over. Mostly, how it had all happened—she'd been trying to take out the Feyk, Stricker, otherwise known as Sir Tinkham Sickereaux. But had accidentally gotten in the way of the vampire, William Wakefield, and his attempt to take out Eva Jordan. A woman Courtney had mistaken for an innocent, and therefore gotten into a fight with the vampire, died, and been turned.

But tonight, all was quiet around the Source. Nothing nefarious going on at all. 

And yet there was something else lingering in the shadows. Not an evil presence, but just that general sense that she was being watched, and was not alone. She sniffed outward, darting here and there, but smelled nothing living but a few scurrying woodland creatures. 

She checked Michael's alarm system for the tenth time, it was still working fine. But she couldn't scratch the itch that someone or something was close by. Watching her. Even as she moved at vampire speed around the Power Source. 

What possible thing could keep up with her? 

And that's when she saw it. A wisp of hazy white off in the distance amongst the trees. Or was it just a silvery shadow from the moon overhead? 

Courtney shoved off to find out and slammed to a stop right in front of the thing. 

She stilled herself, eyes peering at something impossible. 

Her mouth fell open in shock.

A ghost. 

Hovering in the woods like it was waiting for her. 

"Bree?" Courtney breathed out in ragged disbelief. 

The ghost smiled and lifted its arm as if to caress the vampire's cheek, but of course, it slipped right through her skin like an icy sleeve. 

"Is it really you?"

The ghost nodded serenely. But there was no way for the dead woman to speak. And yet Courtney saw relief in the spirits gaze. 

"Were you—looking for me?" Courtney's vocal chords faltered. She hadn't even imagined such a thing. Bree nodded, and though satisfied that she'd finally accomplished this, there was a clear mark of stress in her ghostly gaze. 

Damn. Courtney never wished so hard for a ghost to be able to speak. 

"Oh, Bree. I didn't even think any of you would stick around. I thought you'd all moved on. I guess I wanted to believe you had moved on, and were at peace. Are the others here too?"

Bree shook her head. 

"Just you. Okay. Why haven't you moved on? If it's because of me, don't stay here for that. I got myself into some trouble but I'm going to be okay. Promise."

Bree smiled, but shook her head and rolled her eyes. 

"Yeah, I know. I can't ever stay out of trouble. But I came here for all of you." She spoke of her murdered coven. "I tracked that Feyk here. I was so close to getting him. But I messed up. And now look at me." 

Bree glided ever so close. For a ghost, the stress lines lining her eyes were prevalent. 

"You didn't just stay behind for me, did you? There's something else?"

Bree nodded. But she had no way to share this information. 

"Too bad Emily Morgan isn't still on the Isle. She's a Spirit Vessel. You could have used her to speak to me. And I—" Courtney clipped herself off. "Oh, God, Bree. I miss you so much. I'd give almost anything to hold you one more time. We didn't really get to say goodbye." 

Their once bright future stripped down to nothing. 

Bree, dead. 

Courtney, a vampire, who'd live for a very long time. Maybe even forever. 

This has been weighing on her more than she realized. Along with human feelings and memories, still quite present in her vampire mind. Her need to seek and fulfill this vengeance—to make that devil, Stricker, pay for his crimes. For taking away the woman she had planned to marry and live out her life with. For stripping away her coven—her true family when her own had pushed her away.

Oddly enough, they hadn't tossed her out on her butt because she was into chicks. Not that they were totally down with it, but they'd handled it. Mostly. But when she came out to them as a witch, it tipped the scale to some previously unrealized level of too far. 

And her being a witch made no sense because neither of her parents were witches and she had no idea how this had happened. It was the only reason she'd even tried to talk to them about it, trying to figure out which side of the family came from a witch bloodline. Instead, they called her an abomination they wished they'd never taken into their family. It was also the day Courtney learned they weren't even her real parents, she'd been adopted. 

But it wasn't long after this that her coven had been murdered and she'd been so focused on revenge, she hadn't spent any time at all trying to find out who her real parents were. 

"Will you move on now?" she asked Bree in a soft whisper. 

The ghost shook her head. She lifted her hazy fingers and kissed two of them, then placed them against Courtney's lips. It was their see you soon goodbye that they'd used daily, whenever they spent any time apart, for work, or whatever. 

Courtney closed her eyes wishing to feel those fingers as real against her lips. It was partly encouraging to know Bree was still around and wasn't leaving today. But equally heartbreaking as Courtney wanted her to be at peace, and she wasn’t. 

The vampire opened her eyes to silvery shadows of the moon. Her beloved Bree was gone. If she still had a living, beating heart, it would have broken through her chest with the pure ache of this visitation. As it was, it still hurt deep within her soul and she hoped Bree was able to find closure on whatever was keeping her here so she could move on. 

A vehicle door slammed shut in the distance. 

Her watch was over and her relief had arrived. 

Putting her human life behind her was proving difficult. She had so many unfinished things to deal with herself. Revenge for her coven. Finding her real parents. And now Bree...

And don't forget her new life, too. 

Don't feed off humans and adjust to life as a vampire. 

Which might last forever.

She had a sick thought about Bree sticking around, even as a spirit... perhaps life would be bearable in a hundred more years if the ghost of her fiancé was still with her... but it wouldn't be fair or right to Bree. As painful as the thought was, Courtney would do anything she within her power to make sure Bree moved on. 
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CHAPTER 2
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EMILY MORGAN PLUNKED down on the swing outside on the back porch of her Aunt Lucy's home in Georgia. The heat was sticking to her skin like an oven on constant pre-heat, even as night set in. And they'd spent the entire day practicing how to control her power as a Spirit Vessel. 

Basically, the spirit of her dead mother tried to possess her, and her aunt was teaching her how to block that from happening. So far, Emily had only succeeded once, and she was pretty certain her mother had gone easy on her to give her a win. 

But now, it was late night mojitos under the bright mooned and starry sky. 

Emily only wished there was a way both her aunt and mother could join her at the same time. Still, she'd not trade a moment she could take with her mother because the reality was at some point too near, she'd have to move on. And they'd have to say goodbye. 

"Is it really possible to block spirits?" Emily questioned Lucy, exhausted from the effort of trying.  

"It is. But it takes time to learn, like anything."

"And what happens if I get possessed before I learn how to do this?"

"You have me, and my skills to exorcise the spirit out of you."

That was a bit of relief, at least. 

"How does that work?" Emily asked. 

"There's a few ways. It depends on the depth of the possession and how strong the spirit has attached themselves to you."

"Okay." She shuddered at that idea. 

"There's a potion, that if drunk can usually do the trick and force a spirit out. There's a spell, but the more witches saying it the stronger it will be—and, you need witches hanging around. And, well, there's also simply just—asking..."

"Seriously? Ask it to leave?"

"Sometimes, a spirit doesn't fully realize what they've done and simply need to take care of some unfinished business, and is quite willing to leave and move on when finished. Sometimes, they just want to pass along an important message and will voluntarily leave when done."

"Let's hope that's the case if it ever happens to me."

"The issue is, once they are back inside the body of a living person the feeling can be addictive and they don't want to leave. Once they get back a sense of humanity and being alive again, they don't always want to give it up. And if you're invaded by a supernatural being..."

"Like Eva Jordan." Emily winced at that name. 

"Yes, like her. It's just like being alive again. The memories. The gifts. The skills. Their entire person downloaded into yours."

And that was something Emily didn't want to feel again. She hadn't been present and aware right as it was happening. But the memories of her possessed time had slowly come back to her and it was overwhelming to feel so helpless. To hold onto those vicious memories. To Michael and Charlie manhandling her like she was really Eva Jordan because they'd believed she was. They'd thought Eva had shifted into Emily to confuse them, but it was actually her body they attacked. And stabbed. And wrapped burning silver around. 

Emily was smart enough to see that they'd done their jobs the best they could. And she didn't even disagree with what they'd done when they believed Eva was playing games with them. And in the end, they were not responsible for her father's death, for what happened to her, or to William or Melinda or anyone. 

Without her ring to protect her anymore, though, thanks to Stricker stealing it, she had never been so vulnerable. The Feyk known as Sir Tinkham Sickereaux—just thinking the name made her cringe—would hopefully get what was coming to him. 

In the end, the fault was with Eva and Stricker and the Feyk. 

Not the Howards. Not her own ability. Not Riley's curse. Not anything else. 

But even though logic told her all of this, her heart just wasn't caught up yet. 

And more so than this, it was the reality of what she was and what frightening possibilities that led to. She was more and more grateful to be here with her aunt to learn how to make sure a possession like that never happened again. 

"You okay?" Lucy asked. Emily caught her aunt's concerned smirk. "Your jaw is grinding pretty hard."

Emily relaxed her jaw. "Just thinking. About what happened on the Isle."

"That's good. The jaw grinding is progress from the hardened scowl that would scare my crows away."

Emily's mouth lifted in the smallest of smiles. "The distance is helping. I just needed some Demon Isle free air I guess." Of course, that meant Michael too. She'd lifted her phone more times to count with the thought of reaching out, but she still had no answers for his questions, so she had chickened out every time. 

"A change of scene can give some clarity to things. But, you might also consider that returning, at some point, would have its benefits as well."

"How do you mean?"

"Meaning you can't run from what happened any more than you can run from what you are. Take it from an aging woman who's learned the hard way." She spoke of the spat that split up her and her twin, Lily. 

"How do I do that, Aunt Lucy? Go home and face that place. Go to where my father was murdered? Face the people, whom I love dearly, but my brain and my heart hold partly responsible for not saving him. And frankly, a place I despise for simply the fact that we were living there because of me. My parents moved to the Isle, for me. Hoping the rumors they'd heard about magic being stronger there were true, so the ring would never fail me."  

"Those are things what will take time, Emily. There is no easy button for forgiveness. Or acceptance. But I think it starts with reclaiming what is yours. Taking back your power. Your life. Nothing will ever go back to the way it was, things have irrevocably changed. That's a hard truth for anyone to accept."

Emily sipped on her drink.

"I see your points. They make perfect sense. My heart and mind just aren't there yet."

"And that's okay. They don't have to be tonight. Because tonight—is for moonlight and mojitos."

Emily chuckled and clanked her glass to her aunt's and they each took another swig. 

"I appreciate your faith in me, but I'm doubting it in myself. Not just the blocking spirits thing, but that I'll ever be ready to go back."

"I think you'll surprise yourself. One of these days you'll just know you're ready. And if you're an Arnaud like me, rather than your mother, you might need a little push and I'll be sure my foot meets your butt if that time comes." 

Emily almost spit out her drink trying not to laugh at that picture. 

"Let's hope it doesn't come to that."

"I won't let it. I don't want you to be like me. Living with regret, and fear of change." 

Emily nodded. When her aunt put it so simply, it almost seemed silly that she wasn't in her car right now heading back to The Demon Isle. 

"A toast to the future," said Emily, lifting her glass. "No regrets. Accept the things we cannot change. And don't be like you..." she trailed off in a drunken giggle. 

Lucy broke out in laughter. She couldn't recall the last time she'd laughed so hard. 
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CHAPTER 3
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WHERE HAD THE TIME disappeared to?

"Is it really two in the morning already?" Lucy slurred out. 

"I guess times flies when you're—I've lost count—how many mojitos in," Emily slurred right back. As well as hours into interchanging conversations between your aunt, and your dead mother possessing your aunt. They stumbled across the porch, arm in arm, neither really doing a good job at holding up the other, and made it into the house. They climbed the stairs to the second floor, one slow attempt at a time, after backtracking a step or two in between. 

It seemed like climbing a mountain by the time they reached the top.  

Lucy stumbled into her bedroom with an incoherent goodnight to Emily, and faceplanted on her bed, fully dressed, with a groan and a half-hearted attempt at putting her head on her pillow. 

Emily never thought a bed looked so inviting as when she fell backwards onto hers, letting the dizzy in her brain suck her into a haze of darkness. But a sudden chill broke through the stale heat. She shivered, an icy warning standing up the hairs on her arms to attention. 

Somewhere in the depths of her drunken mind, she told herself to wake up. That something wasn't right. That something was in her room. She pried her eyes open and blinked away the haze only to freeze with her eyes wide open, the air sucked out of her lungs, and wondering if she'd passed out or if this was real. 

As she lay flat on her bed, the spirit of a woman lay over her like a mirror image. And without a moment to even try to gather her thoughts or fight the thing off, the spirit sank down into Emily. 

Her bedroom door flew open and Lucy filled the frame—only it wasn't passed out Lucy but rather her sister, Lily, possessing her. She'd sensed the arrival of another spirit but she hadn't moved fast enough to stop it from invading her daughter. 

Lily/Lucy held up a hand with a potion bottle in it. 

"Get out of my daughter, and I won't force you to move on. Or try to stay, and this will be your last day on this earthly plane."

Emily's body stretched upward off the bed, the new inhabitant taking a quick glance downward as if shocked that her attempt had worked. But the moment was fleeting and sharp eyes pinned on Lily/Lucy. 

"Please don't use that on me. I'm not here to harm anyone. I need help."

Lily/Lucy faltered. There was a fine line between knowing when to give a spirit a chance, because sometimes they just needed to pass on a message and moved on. 

"Speak quickly," she decided. But her potion hand remained vigilant. 

"I must get to The Demon Isle off the coast of Maine. Someone I love is in grave danger there. I must warn them and then this vessel can have herself back. I'm not trying to stay. I swear it. But I'll not let the love of my life die because I didn't warn her."

Lily/Lucy let her hand drop. 

"Who are you?"

"My name is Bree Laurent. I'm a witch. My coven was murdered and now my fiancé, the only one of us who survived, is in grave danger. I have to go to her and then I'll leave this vessel. I swear on my dead coven's graves." 

Lily/Lucy thought hard about it for about six seconds.

"Fine. We'll start driving right now because I sense no lie in you. But any funny business, and—" she waved around the potion bottle. "I'll take first shift driving. My sister is passed out right now." And boy was she going to be pissed when she awakened in a car, on the road, and not her bed in Georgia. 
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TWO NIGHTS LATER...

Footsteps lit down the stairs of William Wakefield's basement in Sorcier, in the heart of the French Quarter, where Riley Deane twisted in relief to see Annie flying toward him. 

"Thanks for coming," he called out as she glided closer to William's cell. He was in the final hours of his detox from the bloodlust. But it was also the most brutal part. Like a harsh fever before it burned out. 

And Riley was freaking out because the vampire appeared to have passed out—after throwing a massive fit of epic proportions, which involved kicking and punching and shouting and snarling—to the point where Riley was poised with the werewolf blood just in case he broke out. And pretty much figuring he was William's next meal. 

The cell was trashed and there were a few new craters punched into the cement walls. And the vampire was slumped onto the floor mumbling to himself, but unresponsive to outside forces. 

"Damn," Annie hissed out as she saw him. "Poor William. Detox is hell." 

"Is this supposed to happen?" asked Riley. "I mean, he said things would get freaky but he never said anything about passing out. Or what to do if that happened. He was having a major fit and seconds later his eyes rolled up and, well..." he pointed into the cell. " It's definitely the worst it has been and we're in the final hours. He hasn't moved since he fell down. But he's talking to himself." 

"He looks more zombie than vampire right now," Annie tried to make light. But she wasn't wrong there. William's face was sunken in and paler than normal, a touch green even. Dark circles rung his eyes and even his normal tidy appearance was taking on the look of a wild man. And he was babbling incoherently, like he was fighting with himself.  

"What can I do?" Riley asked. He held up a blood pack. "He's supposed to drink this in a few minutes. We're well into the animal blood now. There's no human left." 

"We can't open the door," Annie breathed out. "This does happen sometimes. Withdrawal can be brutal. But only so as I've witnessed. I've never had to do it myself." Because she'd never drank any human blood. 

"How long will this last?"

"Hard to say. Hours, most likely. But once he wakes up from this, he'll be done."

"Just like that. From zombie vampire to detox over?"

"Yes. Whatever human blood remains inside of him is turning on him. It's like a crazy sugar high. You have some, you get a burst of energy, you crash, and then your body screams for more. But picture that like a hundred times more powerful. His body is freaking out over the lack of human blood and setting off a craving bomb trying to get more, and it's punishing him for not doing so."

"Remind to never get hooked on drugs," Riley mumbled airily. 

"It's not so different. From what I understand, coming off human blood can make a vampire relive their worst nightmares and memories. Turn their greatest fears against them by forcing them to face them. And even admit their truest and most brutal desires—which, admittedly, for a vampire can run on the dark side of things. It's like the mind is broken wide open and there's no way to suppress the things you might have forgotten about, or stuffed in deep in the hopes of forgetting."

"Ah, so he's having a bad trip of the suppressed memories kind," Riley surmised. 

"Something like that. But it can also be—healing in a way. Like an oversized, slam you in the face dose of therapy and clarity. It's kind of sick, but just like in the human world, where certain drugs are thought to open the mind and offer some explanation on the meaning of life, some vampires will knowingly go on a planned human blood binge just to suffer the detox and explore the depths of life's little mysteries."

"That is a bit twisted. But, I guess even vampires have the right to find answers to life's philosophical questions, the same as humans."

"Wow. I think you've been living with us vampires too long. Look at you giving us cred and all that." 

Riley rolled his eyes. "I just can't diss anyone trying to better themselves, even if it is kind of a messed up process to get there. You've never been tempted to try it?" he was compelled to ask.

"Tempted, yes. No point in lying about it. But in the end, I decided it wasn't worth taking the chance I'd get hooked on the human crack."

Riley let out a snort. What had his life come to, hanging out and being friends with vampires?  

"What tempted you? I mean, was there a specific question you were trying to get answered?"

She nodded. "My purpose in this existence. Something I still haven't managed to figure out. But there's got to be a point to all of it, right? Even for someone like me?"

"I suppose. But it is much more of a human trait, to believe in a purpose."

"It is, I'll give you that. But I think because of our lifestyle choice we tend to keep more of our human traits than vampires who hold no value on humanity, other than a food source." 

"Not a topic I've ever given any real thought to."

"Can't imagine why not?" she teased, taking another look in on William. No change. She sighed. "It's too dangerous to open the door. He's at his most dangerous at this point because he's not in his right mind, he's stuck deep inside of it." She gave a shudder at that idea. A vampire's mind was often treacherous when forced open.  

Riley put the blood pack back in the fridge and scrubbed his hand through his hair. 

Annie patted him on the shoulder. 

"You're doing a fabulous job, if it's any consolation."

"A job that wouldn't be needed if I hadn't gotten cursed by the Feyk."

"Moot at this point because we can't go back in time, Riley. You seriously need to forgive yourself for what happened, because it wasn't your fault. William knows that, as does everyone else. And I'm sure once William comes through this, he'll agree you suffered enough penance, regardless." 

Riley plunked down in a chair outside the cell and let his head fall into his hands. 

"Sorry to have dragged you into this," he apologized a minute later. "William didn't want that because of all the blood. I guess most of it is gone now though. We're down to the last of it."

Annie smiled. "I'm used to it. Not that it's not a constant temptation, especially so much of the human stuff when it's in one place. But we only serve animal blood at the pub. No one in Sorcier drinks the human kind." She took a seat near Riley. "Can I ask you something?"

"Of course." 

"Before the detox got too freaky, was William—I don't know—acting normal?"

"Um—" he shrugged. 

"Stupid question, because of course he wasn't." She changed subjects. "Has Jean been acting funny at all, when she's stopped in to check on things?" 

"No—" but there was a hesitation. "I can't say she was acting weird or not since I don't know her all that well, and it could be because she was worried about him going through this."

"What did she do?"

"Just some far off looks. But also this weighted thought in her eyes. Why do you ask?"

"I can't say exactly. Something is just—off. Jean's been acting funny and from experience, there's something she doesn't want me to know. And I realize William's been through a lot, but he hasn't been his normal self since he got here. He seems—distant."

"Why would they hide something from you? And what would they have to hide?"

"Can't imagine. They never have before. But I can tell when people or vampires are lying. And I was packing some of my things to bring to The Demon Isle and Jean just... I don't know. I can feel it surrounding her. This lie. Some secret. And it's eating her alive, whatever it is."

"Is she just sad you're leaving, to go with William?"

"Worried a little, I'm sure. But I've left before, and something this time is different."

There was a groan from the cell and they both bounded upward to peer inside. William's lips were moving like he was talking to himself, but he was still on the floor, unmoving, other than his lips. He was saying something Riley wasn't able to hear, but from the lifted eyebrow on Annie's face, and sudden looking in the other direction, she'd heard it, and did not want to share. 

"Am I an idiot to assume it was about me?" he retorted. "Oh, no, wait." Riley smirked and shook his head. "It wasn't me. It was Melinda, right?"

Annie didn't need to reply to confirm it was true. 

"He's not in his right mind," she reminded.

"His controlled mind, you mean. He's actually in his honest mind."

"I suppose that's one way to look at it."

"So, what did he say?"

Annie sighed. "Honest mind or how he really feels or not, just remember it doesn't change anything in real life."

"Wow, that bad?"

Annie deflated, but held her tongue. 

Riley's jaw tightened. Perhaps this was a good thing though, just break open the wound, pour in some salt, and see what the vampire was really thinking. His guess—William threatened to kill Riley if he ever touched Melinda again. Seemed like it's what the vampire would be thinking. 

"Just tell me, Annie. I'm sure it's nothing I don't already know or haven't heard. William and I have talked about this subject in far more depth than I ever wanted to." 

"Very well. It's your choice. He said—Melinda Howard's heart belongs to me. She'll never truly love another." Annie paused and pursed her lips. "I am hers through death. She is my life. When hers ends, so does mine." 

Riley chuffed out a bitterly sarcastic breath. "That's quite to the point. So, detox is more like a truth serum?" 

"You asked me to tell you. But I would remind you that it doesn't matter what he says, Riley. I know William as well as I know myself. He will never take a human as a life partner. He'd rather die than..." those words fell from her lips. Riley didn't hear it, too wrapped up in his own misery. 

"I already know he loves her." But hearing it again still sucked, and knifed at the ache in his chest. "And he can deny it all he wants, but I'm starting to think I don't really have much chance at all." 

Annie sucked in like some light bulb popped in her brain. She spun and peered into the cell at William. 

"Oh my God."  

"What? Did he add he'll end my life if I ever touch her again, to the mix, too?"

"No, that's not—shoot."

"What then?"

She spun and fixed her gaze on Riley. 

"I know what the big secret is. I know what he and Jean are keeping from me." 

"For real?"

"I think William is speaking literally, about ending his life. When the woman he loves dies, he plans to die too." 

"That's kind of romantically morbid."  

"I think this is the big secret though. I think he must've told Jean his intentions and that's why she's been acting funny. And she would not want to tell me this."

"That's a big secret." Riley was all kinds of confused. Damn, he really wished he could just hate the vampire. It would make things so much easier. 

Annie plunked down in a chair, uncharacteristically unbalanced. 

"It makes sense. Sick sense. I wondered why he suddenly signed Sorcier over to Jean. He talked about it years ago, but she refused. But she accepted it this time." 

Riley was stuck between bitterness for himself, and empathy for his new friend. He felt like he was losing any chance at a possible future with Melinda with each passing minute, but Annie was just finding out the man she considered family, a father almost, wanted to die. It was a suckfest of a reality either way. 

"William doesn’t mean to come back to Sorcier." And Annie was heartbroken over it. 

"If he really loves Melinda that much..." Riley trailed off, because what point was there to discussing it. It wasn't a question any longer, but a painful understanding. 

Annie was so blown over by William's intentions she'd forgotten this was probably like shoving a hot poker into Riley's heart. 

"Oh, Riley, I—" he held up his hand to stop her.

"I already knew all of this. I just didn't want to believe it was so—decided. Not that he wanted to die with her, just that he loved her."

"I'm still sorry. My own shock made me not think."

"It doesn't change the truth though. Maybe it's high time for a dose of reality."

"You haven't spoken much about her," Annie prodded gently. "I have to admit, I'm rather curious to meet the woman so adored by two great men."

Riley tried to make light. "Let's hope she's not into chicks too. We don't need even more competition."

"Oh, you're hilarious. But I wouldn't even dream of it. What's she like though?"

He shivered out a breath. "Smart. Stubborn. Beautiful. Vulnerable. There's not much to tell really. I met a great woman I saw a potential future with. And in some other set of circumstances I think we'd be incredible together. But then I was cursed, and I hurt her. And I tortured the vampire she's in love with in front of her. And I didn't just hurt her, I was—cruel. So terribly cruel. In a way I promised never to be with her because she'd already been hurt before. And this thing with William always got in the way. Is still getting in the way."

"Does she love him?"

"Yes." Not even hard to answer because it was true. "She loves—loved—both of us. It really came down to William being unavailable. But if I am honest, no matter how hard it is to admit it, if she was forced to choose, I don't think I'd win. It always comes back to William." The vampire who could pretend it was possible to live out his life watching Melinda love someone else, but Riley was beginning to think they were all fooling themselves. She was at the forefront of the vampire's mind, even stuck inside this bad trip. 

And perhaps Melinda would change her mind, some day. But today it seemed the most distant of possibilities that she and Riley had any chance. So why had his feeling brought him to her? Was it just because she'd needed him? Had he fixed something? Only to break it later. 

His lack of proper rest wasn’t helping his mood or confidence either. 

Riley groaned and let his head lower into his hands.  

"Maybe you should get some rest," suggested Annie. "I can take watch for a couple of hours. I don't mind."

"Maybe. Yeah. The whole Melinda issue set aside, what about William? I mean, if you're right and he means to kill himself, why even bother going through this nightmare?"

"You want the truth?"

He nodded.

"Because he means to stick around while she's alive, to make sure she has the best life possible. He will protect her with his life. Even if it means watching her love someone else. But to live without her in this world—vampires in love are not good at surviving alone. Once we give into true love it breaks a vampire to live without it. It would be a literal hell on earth for him. Which just makes it all so much harder and more complicated."

"Why is that?"

"Because I feel selfish for wanting him to stick around. I don't want him to die because I love him too. Not the same as romantic love, obviously. But if he's miserable and living in hell, how can I ask that of him? To live, for me?" 

"Is there any way to change his mind? To help him?"

"That is quite concerned of you, considering."

"I don't hate him," Riley stated, although with gritted teeth. "I even kind of like the guy."

"Even though he's stolen what you love?"

"Can't steal what was already yours. My timing was just—bad. We can't help who we love, you know? I want to be furious about it. But after everything we all went through, I don't have it in me. And I'd rather see her happy, over stuck in a relationship that's like a band aid that will never quite fix the problem."

"That's some serious adulting, Riley Deane. Sucks though, huh?"

"Sucks hardcore. I'd much rather be a selfish jerk and try to win her back." He pushed at his chest. Ache or a feeling coming on? He wasn't sure. "I'm not going to be able to sleep, but I could use some air. Or a bottle of tequila. You sure you don't mind?" 

"Not at all. I could use some thinking time myself," Annie admitted. This theory of William's impending demise was a depressing thought and she needed to figure out how to broach the subject with Jean, or William. He wasn't her father. But he'd sired her and she'd come to think of him as family. A dear friend. A mentor, even a father in a way. Especially when she was first turned and he did not abandon her like his own sire had done. 

She looked up to an empty hallway. Riley's shadow disappearing up the stairs. Poor guy. He'd had a tough go of it. Human life. Vampire life. Both had its flaws. Neither was perfect. 

Annie wondered what it was like to love someone so much that you'd rather die than live without them. She wondered if she'd ever meet that kind of woman, or if she even existed. In some ways, she wanted it. But if love just morphed into what William was becoming, she kind of hoped she never met that woman of her dreams. Unless she was an immortal, like herself. That would make it easier. 

And that was the problem right there. William was in love with a human, not a vampire, and he would not turn her. Annie wondered if there were any conditions in which he would change his mind? Or if this woman, Melinda, was for or against such an idea. It was one of many things to ponder. 

##
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RILEY AIMED HIMSELF into the kitchen and found a bottle of tequila and downed two quick shots, breathing out the burn. He stepped out onto the balcony and sucked down another swallow. He lifted his gaze and peered overhead at the hazy moonlight. He let out a shudder, not because it was cold. It was downright hot, sticky, and humid in Sorcier. It was the thing riding the shudder. This wave of change. Like when you wake up to an early morning chill in late summer and can feel autumn trying to win. The edge of a new season vying for control. 

Was it his gift? His feeling, telling him he needed to go somewhere? That there was something he needed to fix? 

There was no sense of extreme urgency though. Not the usual, go here and go now. 

Perhaps it was just exhaustion playing tricks on his mind. 

Perhaps the ache in his chest was him accepting the truth.

In a different reality, he and Melinda would be perfect together. But in this one, there was always going to be this thing—William—between them. And Riley could not live, or love like that. Not being a runner up, because he refused to spend his life always questioning. Always knowing she loved William more, or in a way she'd never love him. 

The reality of it hurt. 

But living a lie, or a half-truth, would hurt much, much more. 

There could never be a him and Melinda, because there would always, in some way or another, be a William and Melinda. If William was still alive, Riley didn't have a chance. 

But this thing riding his nerves, aching in his chest... yes, part of it was the reality and the hurt. But there was something else riding along too. His feeling had never worked like this before. Then again, he'd never known how to heal someone from a bullet wound either. And yet, he'd saved that young woman who'd been shot while vacationing in the Quarter. His gift had somehow shown him how to save her. 

Magical gifts changed. 

And his was sending him a clear warning. A clear picture. 

No matter how hard it might be, he needed to go home. 

He needed to return to The Demon Isle. 
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CHAPTER 5
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MELINDA SLID BACK INTO bed after downing a glass of icy water from waking up overheated. She'd kicked off the sheets in the heat of the night and they'd fallen onto Finn. He'd snorted and shook them off, and they were in a pile on the floor now. 

Finn, as usual now, took up the nightly charge as her personal guard Gargoyle, snuggling up on the floor beside her bed. She'd even gone out and purchased the largest oversized dog bed she could find, and though he barely fit onto it, he'd adopted it as his own in minutes. 

He whined and flashed her his giant pit-bull sized grin and she lifted herself and pet his head before getting herself comfy in bed again. Only, now that she'd been up, her brain had awakened and refused to go back into sleep mode. 

Finn whined again when she huffed and shifted, unable to get comfortable. 

Darn summer nights. Wouldn't be so bad if the humidity would settle down. 

Her mind wandered to the upcoming mock battle that was in the works. Lizzy and Mathew Bishop—Guardian, and old friend of Lizzy's—had turned the backyard of the Howard Mansion into a mock battle ground. In which they could run drills and learn new skills and have mock battles against each other. And one day soon, they were planning an all-out, two-sided mock battle to test their skills and work on new moves. 

Because, unfortunately, war would return to The Demon Isle and none of them wanted to be unprepared for that eventuality. 

It was a strange thing though, because in the days of, well, months ago, before this summer, Melinda would never have dreamed of participating in such a thing. But after the events of the previous months, and wanting her revenge on the Feyk, mainly Sir Tinkham Sickereaux, she was eager to learn everything she could and become the best witch she could. Especially since the Feyk were not giving up their strike for the Power Source. 

But it wasn't just the mock battle weighing on her mind. 

She was worried about her brother Charlie, and him not losing his last marble as the first full moon approached—Lizzy Deane's first full moon, which meant her transition as a werewolf would be complete. The woman was having a blast trying out her new abilities, which of course, had Charlie on complete edge. They thought he'd been a worrier before! Now that he'd taken a mate, he was reaching never before seen levels of freaking out. He needed a serious vacation—erm—worryectomy. Stat! 

Although, the two of them working together was like magic that made itself. They were a great team, when Charlie managed to control his angst at all the things he had no control over. 

Michael participated, albeit in a more and more withdrawn fashion. Not hearing from Emily was ripping him apart. She'd only contacted him the one time, to let him know she was okay. And that was all. He was starting to join the Charlie ranks in the keeping himself busy department. He and Lucas had also been building the new kitchen in the basement and it was done enough to use. It suited their potion making and storage needs far better than keeping it in the kitchen in the main house. On Lucas' part, Melinda was keenly aware he was also keeping himself busy, and if at all possible, away from practicing magic, and away from Mathew.

Which had failed tonight as they'd both taken a shift to guard White Pines and the Power Source. Lucas had been willing, but was still so unsure about his magical abilities he hadn't dared do it alone, and since Mathew didn't require sleep... well, Melinda imagined their watch was going just swimmingly. She let out a low, sarcastic chuckle. 

Whatever had happened between those men, it was not something easily repaired. Still, it was impossible to miss the longing stares, the regretful weak smiles, the tension... but Melinda was doing her best to stay out of it. However, if they didn't at least talk something out soon, she was going to lock them in a room and make them do it so they could at least be friends, and not tiptoe around each other every minute of the day or night. 

Especially since it seemed Mathew would be sticking around for a time. 

There had been no additional contact from Riley. No messages that he was coming back to the Isle. And no one had a clue where William was, other than they did now know it was Jack Howard, their own father, who asked him to leave. And upsetting as the whole experience had been, Melinda was starting to understand why he'd requested such a thing. 

These last few weeks with William away had been eye-opening. And had them working together in a way they'd never done before. But it didn't mean they were whole, or healed, or moving on even. They were doing their best to get through each day, but so much of their lives still felt unfinished and incomplete, and always a step behind trying to catch up. 

Well, Charlie was moving forward, albeit stubbornly. But as soon as Lizzy was fully transitioned, Melinda would bet babies would be coming along sooner than later. That would really change things up around here. 

Melinda's own unsettledness over her man problems had been pushed aside by her focus on the Feyk, and the Power Source, and the inevitable future battle to come. But her man troubles never stayed buried for long and she wished more than anything to just hear William's voice. To hear him tell her that he was okay. And maybe, hopefully, sooner than later, have him come home. 

And as much as she thought about Riley, and was ready to face him, and had completely forgiven him, and knew that Lucas and Lizzy were quietly worrying about him too, he wasn't the last thought in her mind before she went to sleep, or the first thought when she awakened. It was always William. 

Did that mean she loved him more than Riley? 

Or differently so? 

Or? Or what? 

She was exhausted, having this same conversation with herself. And had concluded that the best thing right now was to focus on the day to day and not worry about the future too much. At least the man troubles part. It had become abundantly clear that what she needed was to learn to stand on her own two feet before she'd have anything of true value to offer anyone else. 

It sucked when old clichés were proven true. But she really did need to learn to love herself before she could share that love with anyone else. She'd spent years depending on others to take care of her problems, rather than face them herself. That had to end. 

So, in the end, perhaps it was a good thing that the two objects of her affections were off the Isle. It would give her the chance to gain more confidence in herself. 

It was as these thoughts meandered around her mind, and as she listened to the soft, fluttering snore of Finn down on his bed, that her mind rested and fell into sleep again. And that's when it happened... when she slid into a vision. 

At least, so she thought. And dang it! Didn't she just have normal old visions of people dying anymore? Every time now it was like some new mystery. Some new way of seeing things. This was not the typical, watch like an observer from afar, type dream vision. And regrettably, whenever her dream visions veered off the normal course, it always ended badly. 

She had an ominous feeling about this one... 

Or maybe it was the dodgy looking street she found herself on. She spun around soaking in the location—was it The Demon Isle? It was similar, but not quite right. There were cobblestone streets and firelit lanterns throwing orange glows all around her. But something about it wasn't right for the Isle. 

She walked a bit and let out a shiver and realized she was in her bedclothes. A tank top and shorts, but by the grace of whatever force was in charge of this, she had on slippers. 

She stopped, listening. Was that a river?

She crossed the street and sure enough, this town was on the banks of a river. She made her way closer, but her balance staggered when she lifted her gaze to see—a castle. A freakin' castle sitting high up on a hill off in the distance. 

She spun around breathlessly. Where the heck was she? 

Clip clop. Clip clop. Clip Clop.

She darted back to the edge of a building and watched as a carriage drove by. Not the recently restored, antique types like were used on the Isle. This driver was dressed in clothes straight out of an ancient history book. 

Why did she get the distinct impression that whatever this was, it was the distant past, and not the future? Which made no sense as she only saw the future and how people died so she could save them. Was her gift changing? 

She stepped back onto the sidewalk looking around for anything that might tell her why she was here. Other than the carriage driver she hadn't seen anyone else. But the carriage was already rolling out of view. 

"Hello." A young voice called out from behind her. 

She spun around to see a young boy around nine or ten, in warm pajamas and a robe.

"Hello there," she replied with a fleeting smile. 

"I saw you from my bedroom window. Are you lost? You look lost."

She chuckled. "I guess I am. Don't suppose you can tell me where I am?" Although, by the boy's accent, he was probably German. And was he the reason she was here? 

"This is Trier, Germany."

"Oh. Okay." She was definitely out of her league here. Why the heck was she in Germany, clearly in the past? 

She saw visions of people about to die... 

These people, this little boy, had been dead a long, long time. 

There was nothing to change here. No one to save. 

"Who are you?" he asked her.  

She smiled sweetly at the boy. "I'm Melinda. And who are you?" 

"You're really pretty," he told her, but didn't answer her question. Instead, he gawked at her like she was some sort of angel. Of course, for these times, she was rather scantily clad. Ugh. What if others could see her and not just this boy? She needed to get off the street. 

The boy held out his hand. 

"We should get inside. It's not safe to be out here at night. At least, that's what my momma says." 

"Why isn't it safe?"

"The moon's almost over the tops of the buildings. We have to get inside before that happens."

"Why?" she asked again. 

"So the monsters don't get us."

"Monsters?"

He nodded, getting wide-eyed and fearful. 

"The demons will come for you if you're not indoors before the moon tips over the edge of the rooftops. That's what my momma says. It's what all the mommas say. Although, I think they are lying. I think it's just because she hates it when I sneak out at night."

"Troublemaker, are you?"

He laughed delightfully. "That's something my momma says too. Come." He stretched out his hand for her to take it. 

She grabbed his hand and he led her across the street to a charming house. However, they did not go through the front door, but rather tiptoed down a small pathway to the side of the house and an open window. He had a box underneath the sill to climb in with. 

"You really do sneak out a lot, don’t you?"

"I like to lie on the ground and look up at the stars. She only really gets mad if I fall asleep and forget to climb back into bed. She says I daydream too much."

"I think all parents say that at some point."

They climbed inside. 

There was a toasty fire going and Melinda hopped over to warm herself. She looked about, this way and that. It was the room of a child, no doubt. Orderly and cleaned up, but also cozy and welcoming. And even though his mother gave him a hard time about daydreaming, it was filled with whimsical toys and playthings. Plus a painted fantasy scape mural on his wall. 

"You never told me your name," she said to the boy. His stare deepened, only now in the lamplight of his bedroom did she notice the green specks in his eyes. 

"Vilhelm. Vilhelm Wakefield."

She made a garbled attempt at a reply and forgot to blink and breathe. 

This was impossible. 

A crazy dream and nothing more. 

Her subconscious mind had probably been stuck on the William subject before falling asleep, and therefore, she was now dreaming of him. But as a young boy? That threw her for another loop.

Was she really staring down at William? Her William, as a young boy. Still innocent, and still human. 

But how? Because he'd died a long, long time ago. He'd been turned at age thirty-one. And he was speaking with a German accent. How odd, because it was barely an inflection in real life. He must have lost it over the years. 

Why would she be seeing this? She couldn't change the past. She couldn't undo what was done. She had no way to stop his death. 

And my God, though! He was crazy adorable as a boy. The same spark had never left his eyes. And the same dimples adorned his cheeks. The same shape of his smile. It was so apparent now that she was really looking. 

The bedroom door opened and soft light poured in. Melinda froze, assuming she'd be found out. But the woman who entered acted like she wasn't even there. Apparently, only William could see her, or talk to her. 

"Why aren't you in bed, Vilhelm? Quick now. Be a good lad." She padded over and closed the window he'd left open. 

"Yes, Momma."

She went about tucking in her son and kissed his head. 

William's mother. His actual mother. Wow. Wow. Wow. 

Melinda didn't know why but her eyes got a little watery. 

How surreal. How difficult it must be for William, today, to have lived so long and have only a memory of this so distant, it must seem almost foreign at this point. But a treasure, Melinda thought. To witness such a precious thing from his past. Something she'd guess no one else in recent history had ever done. And that was assuming this was a real memory of the past. 

Things got weird again though.

Melinda watched a ghost-like shape push its way upward, out of young William from on his bed. It rose and formed into that of a man—William as Melinda recognized him. A grown man. Peering longingly down at himself in the bed, and his mother doting on him. 

Melinda got the distinct impression in that moment, that whatever the hell this was, she was seeing real history. And this was William as a boy. And this was his real mother tucking him in and humming a song to lull him to sleep. 

"Life was so innocent then," William sighed from beside her. Melinda didn't know what to say. It was quite the thing just to see him after all his time away, never mind whatever they were witnessing together in this dream. 

"Your mother is beautiful." Was all she came up with. "You're pretty adorable yourself."

He twisted to see her, a question quirking his gaze. 

"Are you real? I can't tell."

She nodded. Heck—something super bizarre was going on if William wasn't even sure she was real. 

He let a breath sink out of him. "I didn't want this."

She wasn't sure what he meant, but nothing changed and his gaze returned to his mother. 

"I can't remember the last time I saw her face. I'd forgotten what she looked like." 

"That must be hard, not to remember."

"Yes. But it’s a curse of this life. One of many. To live so many lifetimes, it's impossible to keep in current memory all those things you do not wish to forget." 

It was hard to fathom living so long you'd forget what your own mother looked like. Then again, in today's age, they had photos and videos to help when things got fuzzy. 

Melinda sucked in and turned to William. "Is this a dream? Are we dream sharing? I thought you were too far away?"

"For me to easily enter your mind, yes. I'm afraid I have accidentally dragged you into something far darker than a shared dream." Which was saying something seeing how dark her dreams often were. 

She furrowed her brow. "It's sad, yes. Nostalgic even. But it's just you as a little boy. A rather adorable boy. And your mother."

"If I was in my right mind I'd send you away. But as it is, I am not. And I have lost all control, which is why you ended up here with me."

"Why would you send me away?" she couldn't help but feel a bit hurt by his dismissal of her presence. 

"My demons are coming for me." His eyes closed as if he was begging some secret power to end this before it started. 

"William?" she called out in question. 

His gaze fixed on hers and the room started to spin, the floor disappearing under their feet. 

The innocent young boy and his mother vanished into the blackness. 

Melinda caught her breath and gasped when a golden glow opened up over their heads, lighting up the darkness to an eerie yellow. 

"What is all of this, William? Where are we?"

"In the depths of my mind. Memories I haven't been able to reach in many years. Fears that I buried in the darkest of recesses. My deepest regrets. And my most wanted desires. My transgressions..." His eyes took on a wild warning. It wasn't so dissimilar to when she'd told him to run, when he'd first found her tied to a stake in White Pines. But then he'd not left her, gotten caught, and tortured. And just like him, she was compelled to do the same thing: stay and face the nightmare. 

"Please don't try to make me leave. Please let me do this with you." 

She had no clue what was happening, or why William was going through this, but he needed her. He must have because his subconscious mind had dragged her into this. And she'd never turn her back on the vampire she loved. 
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CHAPTER 6
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TURNS OUT, THE MIDDLE of the night in White Pines was rather dark and creepy. Even with the nearly full moon lifting high overhead—its silvery shadows just added to the creep factor. And while Lucas was grateful for the company, he wished of all people it wasn't Mathew Bishop. However, he was the only other person free tonight to take watch at the Power Source and Lucas was not confident enough in his own abilities to manage it on his own. 

Courtney had offered, but half-heartedly. They were worried about her, but she claimed she was just a bit worn from the transition and dealing with some lingering human stuff. Still, it was a bad idea for a moody vampire to be out and about, especially a new one still trying to keep the blood cravings at bay. So, they'd suggested she take it easy instead. 

She'd agreed. But remained restless. Only she wasn't sharing why. 

Lucas also had the worry of when his new gift might kick in. He had no way to tell when a glimpse of the past might suck him out of the current moment, and he didn't need another Lizzy disaster again. 

Mathew had driven them here—another problem. Lucas still didn't dare drive yet. He wondered if he'd ever be able to again. It made getting around much harder, especially since he couldn't just ask Riley to drive him. 

Mathew had seemed insistent that as Lucas accepted his gift, and had more experience with it, he'd start to see the signs of it happening. Lucas sure hoped the Guardian was right, but he was having a difficult time taking anything Mathew said, seriously. But that was just Lucas being stubborn and he knew it, but still... it wasn't easy to believe a guy who'd lied to him about who he was, and broken his heart—way harder to get past. 

Michael, Melinda, Charlie, and Lizzy had been sharing and taking turns on watch, and during the daylight hours had just one of them keeping a lookout. When after a couple days they were already feeling stretched thin, they'd begun to debate whether it was really needed. But after Courtney's run-in with the Feyk the night Charlotte Howard almost returned from the grave, they hadn't wanted to take any chances. 

So far, tonight was quiet—except for the night animals making their eerie noises and the shadows casting under the moonlight. 

Lucas accepted a cup of coffee from a thermos Lizzy had handed Mathew earlier that evening, and nodded in clipped thanks. Even in this humid night air a hot cup of coffee was soothing to the nerves. 

They'd made their rounds a few times, checking the alarm system and the perimeter, and as another night of watch was half-way spent, they were indeed wondering if there was any point to the vigil. The biggest hurdle was that even if the alarm Michael set up, went off, it would take them a good thirty
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