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      Rhys Carter snapped out of his deep, dreamless sleep when the kitchen door banged open but relaxed in the next second as he recognized his brother, Owen, grumbling to himself downstairs. The scent of oranges surrounded him, and a smile formed on his lips. For once in his life, he was content. While the sex had been amazing, he was actually looking forward to waking up next to someone he gave a damn about.

      Annie, the incredible Gifted witch who had invaded his life two months ago, had somehow managed to get under his skin. What had started out as mere attraction grew to respect as she pulled his ass out of the fire more than once. Her dedication to her mission and her courage only added to her allure, and when he finally discovered that her feelings mirrored his own, Rhys counted himself one lucky son of a bitch. But now she was going to leave him for a chance to complete her mission: destroying the demon who had killed her mother and her husband. She’d been up front about it before their encounter, her tenacity making any other choice impossible. He wished it wasn’t so.

      The clock on his nightstand read noon. Rhys turned over to caress Annie’s soft skin and bury his face in her red-gold hair, ready to tease her about being discovered. His hand met cool sheets instead. Frantic, he rose from the bed and pulled on his worn-out jeans. He barreled down the stairs, hoping he could still catch her before she left. He wanted, needed, one last goodbye.

      “Did you see Annie?” he nearly shouted at his brother.

      “No, and her truck’s gone,” Owen replied. “Why? What’s happened?”

      Annie had left while he slept. All Rhys wanted was to rewind the clock, just a little bit, so he could ask her to stay. Before the betrayal could sink in, Rhys ran back up the stairs. He grabbed the first shirt he could find, pulling the ratty t-shirt over his head. It clung to his muscular chest like a second skin, the only reason he kept the damn thing. His boots were next, standard Doc Martens, good for ass-kicking, monster-hunting, and motorcycle-riding. He threw his wallet into his small go-bag, a backpack containing a change of underwear, socks, and a toothbrush. After thundering down the stairs, he snatched his motorcycle jacket from the coat rack by the front door before racing out of the kitchen door, straight for the garage. He sent Annie a text.

      “Where r u?”

      Owen followed him. “Wait, what’s happened, man? Where’s Annie?”

      “She’s gone, Owen,” Rhys answered over his shoulder. “She got a call, and she had to go. Some witchy thing.”

      “Shit, Rhys, I’m sorry. She thought this would take at least a few days.”

      “You knew?” He stopped in the middle of opening the door to the garage and looked up at his brother. Rhys was tall, just over six feet, but Owen had a few inches on him. He clenched his empty hand at his side. “You knew, and you didn’t tell me?”

      Owen paled. “She wanted to tell you herself,” he said, quietly. “Dude, it was less than a day!”

      The hurt in Owen’s amber-flecked brown eyes quelled his anger. It wasn’t his brother’s fault. She’d said things had happened fast, but it didn’t matter. What did matter was catching up to her and telling her to stay. In a place in his mind he would never admit to, he had thought that maybe, just maybe, what they’d shared would change her mind. Stubborn witch! He was left with tracking her down and telling her how he actually felt. Which meant he had no more than two hours to figure that shit out.

      “Doesn’t matter. I gotta find her,” he said.

      “Did she say where she was going?” Owen asked.

      “Near Dallas.”

      “How long has she been gone?”

      “I dunno, maybe an hour.”

      A tiny spark of hope burned in the deep recesses of his mind. Tyler was a two-hour drive from Dallas, but on his motorcycle, he could cut off at least twenty minutes. He might be able to catch her.

      But she left you. The cold, rational part of his mind, the part that always needed to be in control, tried to douse the spark with bitter reality. And what, you’re going to drive around Dallas looking for one truck?

      “Are you really going to drive around Dallas looking for her, Rhys?” His brother echoed his own thoughts.

      “Yeah, I am. You gonna try to stop me?”

      “No, man. But you gotta know it’s nearly impossible, right? There’s over six million people in the Dallas area.”

      “Never tell me the odds,” Rhys said with a smile as he donned his helmet over his dark-brown, unruly hair and started up the Kawasaki he’d bought two years ago as a treat for his birthday. “She left a note for you in her room.”

      He steered around the more robust Harley that belonged to Owen and opened the throttle down the driveway. Rhys looked back once at the turn in the drive that would put the house out of sight. Owen stood next to the garage, his hand raised in farewell.

      As he sped toward Dallas, Rhys maneuvered on auto-pilot. He lost himself in his thoughts of Annie. Annie running through the woods, looking like a victim on their first meeting. Now that he knew her, victim would be the last word he would use to describe her. Strong, funny, and sexy suited her much better. He would miss the feel of her on the sparring mat. Or watching her sneak up on his brother during their training and laughing when she pelted him with a barrage of paint balls. And he would miss the quiet moments. The intense set of her face as she made her way through a book on magic, how peaceful she looked when she fell asleep on the couch, the animation in her face and sparkle in her gray eyes when she talked with her family. Despite himself, his thoughts drifted to Annie in the last minutes they had spent together. She was glorious naked, better than his imagination, calling his name and moaning in pleasure. He forced his attention back to the road.

      He still couldn’t find the words for how he felt about her. If he found her—when he found her—he was going to tell her what, exactly? Don’t go. I really liked fucking you? What could he say that would change her mind? And if he said it, did he mean it?

      Just over an hour later, and no closer to an answer, he drove through downtown Dallas. He pulled off the interstate and cruised the main streets, stopping occasionally to text her. After an hour of this, he pulled over for gas and to rethink his situation. He had known this would be difficult but had given in to the hope of a miracle. While fueling up, he reviewed their last real conversation. What exactly had Annie said? The other side of Dallas.

      Fuck. He needed to be looking in Fort Worth.

      Rhys got back on his motorcycle and rocketed the thirty-plus miles between the two cities. Looking for her truck in the glut of trucks in a large Texas city really was looking for a needle in a needle stack. Nevertheless, he continued to patrol up and down the streets of Fort Worth.
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      Annika Turner drove her truck around the block again, glancing at the antiques store that she was circling like a restless shark. The sun was bright in the mid-afternoon sky, and a wet haze rose from the Texas soil. Her route took her past the Fort Worth Stockyards, and her trusty GPS kept declaring that she had reached her destination. She knew more than that damned app. This was the beginning of her journey, not the end. All she had to do was park her truck and walk into that store. She’d been trying to persuade herself to do just that for the last half-hour.

      Annie knew there were days that changed your life in ways you could never predict. The day she’d introduced her stepmom to her dad was one. The day she’d married Finn Price was another. So was the day he’d died protecting her from the demon she now hunted. The thought still struck sharp grief through her heart. The day she stopped Rhys Carter from shooting his brother had changed her life in ways she was just now figuring out.

      And this one.

      This day would change her life. She felt it in her bones and knew it in her heart. But she wasn’t quite ready.

      Three hours ago, she had walked out on a warm bed and a sleeping, sexy man, whose green eyes seared her soul. She’d spent the drive assuring herself that this was her only good move. She had a shitload of bad options to choose from, and she chose the one with the most risk and the most reward. She hoped, prayed, that it was the right one.

      At long last, Annie forced herself to park her truck. As she exited and locked the vehicle, she absently looked at her phone to check her text messages one last time but turned it off instead before she could read any of them. It didn’t matter.

      She dragged herself to the shop and, taking a deep breath, reached for the door handle only to hesitate at the last second. Doorways signaled event boundaries, causing people to forget why they went into a different room. If she went through this door, she’d leave behind any hope of a normal life. She would be committing to this path.

      Annie looked over her shoulder. It took a minute for her to realize what she was looking for—who she was looking for. Some part of her hoped Rhys would turn the corner, asking her not to go. She had to do this. To keep him safe, to keep everyone safe, she had to go through this doorway. With a shake of her head to dispel her thoughts, she pushed open the door.

      An electronic bell chimed deep in the deserted store. Annie headed toward the sales counter at the back. Being so close to the Stockyards, cowboy and western memorabilia featured prominently, but there were touches of typical antiques store finds. In one corner was a lovely secretary desk, and in another, a well-worn, Mexican style dining table and chairs. Dust motes in the air caught the afternoon sun, lending an air of mystery to the entire store. The wall behind the cash register was lined with cubbies containing labeled apothecary jars that gleamed. They were full of various herbs that Annie knew well. She was definitely in the right place.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming,” called a gruff male voice from the back.

      “I’m patient,” Annie responded, wanting to put off this meeting as long as possible.

      “Well, I’m not,” said the voice as its owner turned the corner. Tall and rangy, he was at least sixty years old. His hair was white, his skin brown, and glasses were perched neatly on his nose. “You’re lucky, miss. I was just about to close up. What can I do for you?”

      “I’m, uh, supposed to wait for someone here?” She’d only received the address on her phone, not the name of the store, nor how she was supposed to get to the Homestead.

      “Ah, you must be Annika Bauer,” the man said with a knowing wink. “Let me lock the door, and we’ll get you where you need to be.”

      “It’s Turner,” Annie corrected him automatically.

      “What is?” the man replied as he turned off the neon “Open” sign and threw the bolt in the door.

      “My last name. It’s Turner.”

      “Good luck with that, young lady. The Assembly is slow to change and loves its traditions. Calling a daughter of a Founding Family anything other than her mama’s name isn’t gonna happen. Oh, where are my manners? I’m Sam Gordon, your transit specialist.”

      He stuck out his hand and Annie took it, giving it a firm shake.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Gordon. Are we waiting for anyone else?”

      “Call me Sam. Only the Assembly is formal enough for titles. The rest of the Community is more relaxed. That your truck parked out front?” At her nod, he held out his hand. “I’ll take the keys and your cell phone. Is the registration in the glove box?”

      “Yes, sir,” Annie replied, reluctantly handing over her keys and her lifeline to the common world.

      Sam seemed to sense her hesitation as he tucked her possessions away.

      “Annika, I’ll take good care of your truck. I’ve got a place just outside of town, and it’ll live in the garage. I’ll take it out once a week and make sure everything runs. If anything breaks, I’ll contact you at the Homestead, and we’ll figure it out. Your phone isn’t gonna work there, anyway. Witchy technology jamming. I’ll keep it in my safe here at the store.”

      Annie sighed in resignation but nodded anyway. “Thank you, Sam.”

      “You ready, missy?” he asked, gesturing with his arms to the back of the store.

      “No, but I don’t really have a choice, do I?” she said as she stepped that way.

      “There are always choices, Annika. I don’t know your entire story, but everyone is talking about the lost child of the Bauer Family who didn’t even know she was a witch.”

      “The Oblivious Witch,” Annie muttered, but Sam heard her.

      “I like that,” Sam chuckled. “Not many get to nickname themselves, Annika, but if you’re not careful, that just might stick. No one will stop you from leaving right now. I’m guessin’, though, that you’re here for a reason. I think the Homestead can help you with whatever that reason is. Give it a chance and you may end up with choices you like better.”

      Annie considered his words for a minute and nodded, recognizing the wisdom in them. They reached an open door, leading into a messy office. The only surface that wasn’t covered with books, knick-knacks, and other assorted relics was the floor. That was consumed by a painted white circle about four feet across, quartered by straight white lines in the middle that jutted outside of the circle’s perimeter. Arches inside the circle joined the points where the lines crossed, forming a diamond-like shape in the middle. Indigo candles were placed at the four points, still unlit. Annie had never seen anything like it. Her confusion must have shown in her face.

      “I’m a Carrier,” Sam said. At her blank look he continued. “I create Gateways, holes in space and time that join two places, temporarily. There are several of us in the US and many more throughout the world. We help witches get from point A to point B a bit quicker and without all the immigration fuss that the Commoners have to put up with.”

      “Yeah, now I remember. I’ve been so focused on my own Gift, I’ve forgotten most of what Dora told me,” Annie said. “Now I’m afraid my brain won’t be able to keep up.”

      “You’ll be just fine. Are you ready yet, Annika Bauer?”

      “Yes, Sam, I believe I am,” she responded.

      “Good. I knew your mama, once upon a time. She was a few classes behind me, but Ruth Bauer was pretty, kind, and powerful. I’m glad she had some happiness in her life. Good luck to you.”

      Sam indicated that Annie should step inside the circle. Once she did, he approached her with a small crock of ointment. He applied a dab on her forehead and each hand before he moved to a position at the north cardinal point of the circle.

      “It’s a mixture of devil’s claw root and juniper berries,” he explained while lighting the candle at his feet. He proceeded to light the others, going clockwise around the circle.

      Those were both plants used in protection charms. Annie thought it ironic that a plant named after the devil would actually offer protection. The scent of cut cucumber filled the air, fresh and clean, and Annie took deep breaths of the relaxing scent of comfrey, for safe travels. Sam returned to the north point of the circle, faced her, and held up his hands, palms pointed at Annie.

      “Apertio,” he chanted.

      A blue mist began rising from the candles and swirled gently around her ankles. Pressure built inside her head, then vanished an instant later. She looked up to ask Sam what had happened, but he wasn’t there.

      Instead of a messy office, Annie now stood in a small, stark room. The walls were white, the floor pine. The same circle was painted on the ground, the same candles lit, the same fragrance in the air. Where Sam had stood was another man. He was shorter than Sam, his longish hair white, with a close-cropped white beard and a lined face. If she had to describe him to someone else, she’d go with “athletic Santa Claus”. She moved to leave the circle.

      “Wait,” the man ordered brusquely, holding up his hand. “I’ve got her, Sam.”

      The mist vanished, and the candles extinguished themselves.

      “Annika Bauer, welcome to the Homestead,” he pronounced and gestured for her to leave the circle.

      Annie tried to take a step, but dizziness overwhelmed her, and she fell to her knees.

      “Oh, for crap’s sake,” he bellowed. “Robin, get in here.”

      The door opened, and a middle-aged woman with gray-streaked auburn hair stepped into the room. She took one look at Annie and rushed to her.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “I’m dizzy,” Annie explained, not allowing the Santa look-alike to answer for her.

      “Dad, you know that usually happens the first time,” Robin scolded. “Deep breaths. In through the nose, out through the mouth.”

      “I know,” Annie snapped. She continued to breathe until the dizziness lessened. Rising, she stepped out of the circle and into her new life.
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      Robin and the old man led Annie from the small room onto the equally small porch of a one-room cabin. In front of her she saw an array of cabins, most were larger than the one she had just exited, but they still looked like a tiny house village. They were arranged in a horseshoe around a large field, dirt paths cut through where generations had walked between points. Behind the small cabins stretched a forest, its shadowy depths inviting in the sweltering late-August heat.

      About two dozen children and teenagers were heading toward what Annie would call a lodge, which faced them at the opening of the horseshoe. The stone foundation of the large building was capped by wooden shingles, the porch supported by large, rough-hewn pine logs. To one side of the lodge was a large, fenced-in garden. To the other side were farm fields, acres of them. Her two guides led her directly to the lodge. It was larger than it had appeared from the cabins, and they had to walk about a quarter mile to reach it.

      Robin held a door open, and Annie followed the Santa-clone into an open library, with floor-to-ceiling windows and walls lined with books. There were two large tables, one at each end of the library, with four chairs encircling them. In between were several reading areas—two or three soft chairs arranged facing each other, with side tables next to them. Although most of the light in the room streamed in through the windows, lamps were scattered throughout the space, next to chairs and tables.

      Annie continued to follow the man’s lead, walking through the library and down a hall to the right. He turned into the first open door on the left. It was a cramped office, a small desk beneath the window, a cabinet on one wall, and a bookcase stuffed with books. The low cabinet held more books on top, and the glass doors showed off various bottles of liquor and containers of herbs. The focal point was a large window above the desk which offered an amazing view of a curving driveway that led away into more fields. There were vines and sunflowers nearer the lodge and acres of corn fields further down the drive.

      “Sit, please, Ms. Bauer,” Santa instructed in a gruff manner, gesturing to a pair of simple mission-style chairs near the desk.

      Annie sat in the chair on the right, trying to relax into the hard, wooden seat. The woman called Robin joined her while Santa spun the padded desk chair around and plopped himself into it. He regarded her intensely for a moment.

      “I don’t like surprises,” he said, “so you can imagine my shock when your aunt contacted me and informed me of your existence.”

      “Sorry…Sir,” Annie said, barely keeping herself from calling him Santa, “but I cannot be held responsible for the decisions made when I was a child. As far as the last two years, well, can you imagine my shock when I suddenly had magical powers? I needed time to come to terms with my losses and my gains.”

      Santa harrumphed. If Annie hadn’t been so nervous, she would have found it endearing. But this man focused his deep blue eyes on hers, driving most other thoughts out of her mind. She could only hope he found whatever he was looking for quickly. He broke his gaze away after a few moments.

      “We can’t change the past, only make better choices going forward. I am glad your aunt reached out to me, and that you took us up on our offer. I’m Joe Girard, Director of the Homestead.” Joe pronounced his last name with a French accent. “This is my daughter, Robin Hanlee, our Chief Healer.”

      “Oh, thank God,” Annie replied, relieved to have proper introductions. “I thought I was gonna have to call you ‘Santa’.”

      Robin tried to hide her chuckle behind her hand, but her twinkling eyes, twins to her father’s, gave her away. Joe glowered at both of them.

      “You’re gonna have to do better than that, Mr. Girard. I stared down a demon in a vampire body a few days ago. A glare from a man who looks like Santa isn’t that scary anymore,” Annie said with more bravado than she felt.

      Robin managed to get her laughter under control while Joe continued to glare. “I like her,” she declared.

      Joe broke his glare and gave a small smile. Annie allowed herself to relax and return the smile.

      “He’s really more like Santa than he lets on,” Robin told her in an audible aside.

      Joe sighed, resigned to the gentle teasing. “If you two are finished…” When neither spoke for a moment, he continued, “There are some formalities we have to get through before we can assign you a cabin and start your lessons. First, here you will follow our traditions and use your mother’s last name—Bauer.”

      Annie opened her mouth to protest, but he cut her off with a gesture of his hand. “Yes, I know what’s on your birth certificate. But it’s important to us. If you want to be part of the Community, you will follow our tradition in this. Second, although your aunt has declared you a Healer, you need formal testing. We will get to that momentarily. Once we have pronounced your Gift, you will be required to take the Oaths in front of all witches present at the Homestead. You will be free to eat and sleep after.”

      “Sounds reasonable to me,” Annie said.

      “Doesn’t matter if it’s reasonable, girl,” Joe snapped. “It’s what’s happening. It’s the proper procedure.”

      “I thought you said he was like Santa,” Annie stage whispered to Robin.

      “Just let him get through these formalities. They always make him cranky,” Robin replied.

      “I am not—You know, never mind. You stay here. I need to finish preparations. I’ll send Etta for you when we’re ready.” He grumbled to himself as he rose and left the room.

      “Do you have any questions yet, Annika?” Robin asked.

      “Only about a billion,” she replied with a wry grin.

      “I think I have time to answer one.”

      Annie thought for a moment, trying to decide what question was most pressing. “Is my aunt in trouble?”

      Robin peered at her, curiosity written across her face, but a small smile formed on her lips at Annie’s question. “No. Your mother insisted Dora take an Oath that she would only tell us of your existence when you were ready. She couldn’t break it if she’d wanted to. Joe yelled for a bit, and she got stern looks from the rest of the Assembly, but in the end, they can’t fault her for it. Your mother is long gone, and you had no idea who you really were until two years ago.”

      “Why are you smiling?” Annie asked, as Robin’s grin had grown during her explanation.

      “That’s two questions,” she said, but her tone and twinkling eyes gave away the joke.

      Annie returned the smile and relaxed some more. She liked Robin.

      “Your first question often gives away more than you think. Plopped down in an unknown situation with strangers, at your first opportunity you ask after your aunt. Healers are often called to put others ahead of themselves. A small choice like this tells me a lot about you,” Robin explained.

      “Well, now I’m glad I didn’t ask for the bathroom,” Annie said.

      Robin let out a bark of surprised laughter.

      “I really do like you, Annika,” she said with a wink.

      A woman appeared in the doorway, a younger version of Robin, petite with few curves. Her auburn hair was cut into a cute bob, framing her lovely, pixie-ish face. She had Joe’s eyes, too, a clear, deep blue.

      “Everything’s ready, Mother,” the young woman said. “They’re just waiting for you.”

      “Thank you, Etta. Bring Annika down when Joe sends for you.” Robin rose.

      “Mo-ther…”

      “This is official business, Rosette. Let’s get through the next hour without breaking protocol, if you please.”

      “Fine,” she said as she crossed her arms and leaned against the wall.

      Her mother shook her head as she left.

      Annie waited in awkward silence. Although this woman looked just like her mother, she did not seem as friendly. She stared out the window, her face drawn into a pout. Resentment rolled off her in cool waves. After a moment, Annie decided to bridge the dead air between them.

      “I’m Annie,” she said.

      “I know who you are, Annika Bauer,” the other woman snapped. “Everyone knows who you are. I’ve been running around the last two days helping to get everything ready while we waited for you to show up.”

      “You know, this hasn’t been easy for me, either,” Annie replied, her tone matching Etta’s. “I had to step away from my life with only a few hours’ notice.”

      “Boo-fucking-hoo.”

      Annie sighed in exasperation. Besides upsetting the normal routine around here, she didn’t know why this woman would resent her right off the bat. Movement outside the window caught her eye. A bright, blue ball of light floated just outside.

      “Okay, gruenschnabel, we’re up. Don’t say anything unless someone asks you a question. Try to be formal or you’ll get nasty looks from the older Chiefs. Let’s get this over with.” She opened the window, and the ball of light entered.

      “Annika Bauer,” Joe’s voice resonated from the orb in a formal cadence. “You are called for testing. Tempest Rosette Hanlee will be your guide. Present yourself to the Council of Chiefs.”

      Etta silently led the way down the hall and out the front door of the lodge to a large circle paved with flagstone. It was located in the field just on the other side of the driveway. She escorted Annie to the edge of the circle and stopped. Ten people surrounded the circle, their toes just touching the flagstones. Most of them had gray or graying hair, but two of the men were younger, one who looked younger than Annie herself.

      “Go to the middle of the circle,” Etta ordered her, her teeth clenched.

      Annie proceeded. Joe stood opposite her.

      “Annika Bauer, by what right do you claim testing?” he asked in a ringing voice.

      She thought for a moment. It seemed as though there were ritual responses, but she didn’t know them. She would have to wing it.

      “My mother, Ruth T—Bauer—was a witch, descended from a Founding Family. She Bound my Gift as an infant, and it was only recently freed. I claim the testing that should have been done when I was a child,” she said, thinking things through, picking her words with care, and only almost calling her mother by the wrong name.

      A murmur went through the circle, except for Robin. She gave Annie a nod of encouragement. A couple of faces held frowns, clearly not expecting these exact words.

      “Do you claim any Gift?” Joe asked.

      “Yes, I claim the Gift of Healing.”

      “Does anyone here object to the testing for the Bauer…child?” An odd look passed over Joe’s face as his voice pitched slightly higher on the last word. She could tell that he knew it wasn’t quite right but hadn’t thought to change it before now. Annie grinned at him, and his mouth twitched up at the corners in response.

      One of the men, the one maybe ten years Annie’s senior, tall and thin with a pinched face, stepped forward.

      “Director, she is not part of the Community,” this man said, ice in his voice and in his stare. “She was not raised a witch and has no right to our teachings.”

      “Will someone speak in her defense?” Joe asked.

      This time, Robin stepped forward. “Not only does she have the right by birth, Chief Tempest Koslov, but our accepted practice is to test anyone who asks.”

      Koslov’s face soured even further, something Annie wouldn’t have guessed was possible. She had a feeling that the weather witch would have thrown a lightning bolt at her if he could. The small crowd tittered nervously. She was in the middle of some power play that she didn’t understand. Great, just great.

      “Thank you, Chief Healer Hanlee,” Joe said. “Chief Koslov, your objection has been noted, but Chief Hanlee is correct. We test anyone who asks. Can anyone else present any valid reason to end the ceremony?”

      After a moment it became apparent no one else would speak up. Relief fluttered across Joe’s face. Annie was the only one close enough to notice.

      “Then we accept Annika Bauer for testing.”

      He turned toward her and held out his hands.

      “Annika Bauer,” he said loud enough for all around the circle to hear. “Give me your hands so I may sense your magic.”

      Annie complied, placing her hands into Joe’s warm and leathery ones. He tightened his fingers around her hands and closed his eyes. She felt a cool tickle begin in her fingers and travel through her body, exiting her toes. When she loosened her grip, thinking he was done, Joe shook his head at her and mumbled, “Not yet.”

      Waves of the cool current pulsed through her body. She lost count after the fourth one and allowed her attention to wander. A small crowd had formed during the testing ceremony. Wide-eyed children, skeptical teens, and a handful of adults encircled the Chiefs, a murmur rippling through the crowd as they watched and evaluated the proceedings. They were all strangers, and she wished someone she knew, someone she trusted, were here to witness this important step in her life.

      “Last one,” Joe whispered, bringing Annie’s attention back to the ceremony at hand.

      As his magic touched her this time, she felt warmth, like the warm rays of the sun in spring, or slowly slipping into a warm bath, fingers first. She smelled the spring, too, the air suddenly heavy with the fragrance of blossoms and moist earth. A broad grin formed on Joe’s face.

      “Annika Bauer is a Healer.” Joe released her hands and took one step back. “You have been tested and found to have the Gift of Healing. Do you accept entrance into the Community?”

      “Yes,” Annie said, accepting her birthright with a certainty that surprised her.

      “Tempest Rosette Hanlee, please bring forth the Oath Token.”

      In an instant, Annie sensed a presence at her side. She looked to her right and saw Etta standing there, holding out her hand with a small gold coin on her palm. It had a mark like a sideways hour glass on it. Annie recognized it as a promise coin.

      “Who wishes to take the Oaths?” Joe said. His voice rang out, hushing the crowd.

      “I do,” Annie said, simply. She picked up the coin from her guide’s hand.

      “Repeat: I will not use magic to kill any person,” Joe instructed.

      As Annie repeated the phrase, the magic curled over her, settling into her bones.

      “I will not use magic to alter anyone’s mind without permission,” Joe continued. “I will not betray the location of the Homestead to anyone outside the Community by word or deed.”

      She felt the magic take hold after each Oath. She felt heavier, the weight of the Oaths new. Joe held out his hand for the coin, and Annie let it drop into his waiting palm.

      “Welcome, Annika Bauer. May your Gift enrich the Community and bring you satisfaction.”
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      Joe kissed Annie on each cheek. Etta approached, glaring at her. She looked over Annie’s shoulder, and the glare disappeared, replaced by a bland smile. The young woman followed Joe’s example, but her sudden change in demeanor sent a chill up Annie’s spine. Applause broke out as the Chiefs approached, the younger children clapping wildly, each trying to make more noise than the one next to them. The teenagers slouched, seeming as though they wanted nothing to do with the proceedings, but a few watched carefully out of the corners of their eyes.

      Robin, as her Chief, was first in the line of Chiefs. A broad smile warmed her face as she said, “Welcome to your Gift, child.”

      One by one, each Chief greeted her and kissed her cheeks. Most were kind, but she got bad vibes from Koslov and an older woman with steel-gray hair. Koslov approached with a scowl on his face, and he looked like someone had asked him to kiss a toad as he leaned in. His lips only kissed air, much to Annie’s relief. In a moment, he turned on his heels and strode off, never saying a word.

      The last Chief approached. Although he wore the cord of the Commander of the Guardians, he certainly appeared younger than her. He was a couple of inches taller than Annika’s five-foot-seven and had a swimmer’s physique, thin with strong shoulders and legs.

      “Welcome to the Community, Annika Bauer,” he said after kissing her cheeks, a welcoming smile on his face.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Am I the last?” he whispered, leaning in.

      “I think so,” she responded in kind.

      “Good, that means the ceremony is officially over, and we can stop being so damn pretentious,” he blurted out, maybe slightly louder than he intended. Many of the older Chiefs shot him disapproving glares, but he ignored them, a wide smile on his friendly face.

      “I’m Jack Hanlee.”

      He stuck out his hand, and she took it. Annie glanced over his shoulder at Robin and Etta, who were headed their way. To her surprise and delight, her Aunt Dora followed in their wake, a broad grin on her friendly and familiar face.

      “Annie!” Her aunt greeted her with enthusiasm. “I never thought I’d see the day…” She trailed off, tears in her eyes as she pulled Annie in for a hug.

      “I’m glad you’re here, Dora.” She, too, had tears in her eyes, touched that her aunt had made the journey. She’d had that person in the crowd after all.

      “I wouldn’t miss it! Your mother would be… Hell, I don’t know, but as long as it’s your choice, she’d be happy for you.”

      “Dora! It’s good to see you,” Jack said as her aunt let her go. Dora gave him a warm hug, too.

      Annie returned her attention back to the Hanlees. Yeah, she saw the resemblance now. Jack’s shaggy auburn hair was the exact same shade, his features a masculine version of theirs. Instead of their deep blue, his eyes were the color of faded brown leather, warm and inviting. He sported a close-trimmed beard, not unlike his grandfather’s, but all auburn.

      Dora was now hugging Robin and Etta. Jack sidled closer.

      “Robin’s my aunt, and Etta is my cousin,” Jack said.

      Annie nodded, smiling. “I could tell you were family.”

      “Jack! How come you were standing in for the Commander?” Etta, released from Dora’s hug, walked the few steps away and greeted her cousin. She ignored Annie.

      Jack placed his arm around her shoulders. “She had to take the last group of teens out to the range before they head home. I was the most senior Guardian at the Homestead.”

      “Okay, kids, fun’s over. Dinner’s in thirty minutes,” Joe’s voice rang out.

      Annie was surprised to note that the sun was setting. It hung just above the horizon, its long, golden rays illuminating the gathering. With Joe’s announcement, the children and teens raced away, their voices raised now that the official ceremony was over, followed by the remaining adults. The Chiefs headed back toward the lodge. Joe approached the three younger witches. Robin and Dora joined him.

      “Thank God that’s done,” Joe said gruffly. “I hate all the pomp and circumstance.”

      “Dad, you know that with or without the ceremony, we still have to test potential students, and adult witches need to take the Oaths as soon as possible,” Robin reminded her father.

      “Yes, Robin, I know. But I don’t have to like it,” he said. He turned to Annie. “Well, Healer Bauer, what are we to do with you? We haven’t had a novice witch above the age of eighteen in half a century.”

      “Call me Annie, or Annika if you have to,” she said, tired of the formality. “I came here for help, Joe. If you don’t know what to do with me, what makes you think I can come up with a plan?”

      Joe chuckled at that. “You haven’t given us much time to prepare, young lady.”

      “She only called me yesterday morning, Joe,” Dora said.

      “You’re the ones who insisted I get my ass here by sunset,” Annie added.

      “True, true. I guess I was so excited to get my hands on the lost Bauer witch, I forgot to think what I’d do with her when she got here.”

      Robin, Jack, and Dora laughed. Etta’s face soured.

      “And we didn’t know if you’d actually show up,” Robin said. “Let’s assign you a bunk and get you some dinner. We’ll come up with a plan for you tomorrow, when everyone is rested and less…”

      “Grumpy,” Dora said.

      “Well, yes,” Robin said, and the two women laughed, old friends sharing an old joke. “I think this discussion will be more productive tomorrow. Etta, you’re the only single woman with no roommate. We’re going to have Annie bunk with you.”

      Etta’s face clearly said she didn’t want the newbie to bunk with her. Annie was disappointed, though not surprised. Etta hadn’t been giving off the warm fuzzies.

      Jack must have seen his cousin’s face. “I could move in with Etta, and Annie could have my cabin.”

      Etta peered at Jack, then at Annie.

      “It’s only for a few days,” Joe said.

      “But I just got it back to myself,” she complained.

      “Etta,” her mother protested.

      Dora pulled Annie away while the other four huddled around each other to discuss her fate.

      “Thanks for coming, Dora,” she said.

      “Anytime, little mouse. I need to get back to the farm. One of Lexa’s boys is sick, and the other is driving her crazy. Need anything before I go?”

      Annie moved closer to her aunt and lowered her voice. “Can you let my dad know I’m safe? He’ll worry, otherwise.”

      Dora nodded, glancing around, but Joe and the Hanlees were engrossed in their discussion. “Anyone else you’d like me to get a message to?”

      Annie felt the heat rising in her face as she nodded. “Rhys Carter,” she whispered.

      Dora peered at her a moment, trying to ferret out the reason for her request. Several emotions crossed her aunt’s face, from curiosity to concern.

      “Hunters are not widely trusted in the Community, Annie. Be careful who you reveal that information to,” she warned as Etta’s voice rose above the rest of her family.

      “Fine, Mom! Fine. Jack, it’s okay. Annika can bunk with me. It’s only for a few days, right?” She didn’t sound like it was okay.

      “Thank you, Etta,” Robin said. She turned to Annie, explaining. “This is the last week for summer camp. The kids will be leaving soon. Other adults will begin arriving next week, but we should have enough for any adults staying over the rest of the school year to have their own cabins. Dora, are you leaving us already?”

      “Sorry, Robin. Things are going to hell in a hand basket at the farm right now. I’ll come back soon, and we can catch up.” The two women hugged, and Dora turned to leave.

      “Jack, go with her and grab Annie’s bags. Just a duffle and a medical bag?” At Annie’s nod, Jack and Dora left for the transit point.

      “Annie, we’ll touch base with you in the morning,” Joe said. “I think the Keeper and I will be up late trying to figure everything out. Etta, show Annie the way.”

      Without a word, Etta started walking toward the cabins, her hands shoved in her pockets and her shoulders slumped.

      “There’s a lot of kids here,” Annie remarked, trying to make conversation as they walked through the grounds.

      “Yep,” Etta responded.

      Another minute ticked by with no further response.

      “Dora told me that
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