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			CHAPTER 1

			The gnarled oak greeted Joan like an old friend. Half a mile from the Calvert town limits, its lowest thickest limb marked the curve in the road just as she remembered, but she ignored the sign to slow down. 

			If she did, the three men blocking her side of the two-lane road would probably try to stab her tires.

			One was armed with only a menacing look, but the others held a crowbar and a knife, respectively. One was Black like Joan but with short, thick matted natural hair, and shorter than her near six feet in height. Crowbar guy had a few inches on her. All three of them were too grimy and underfed to gauge their ages any better than between twenty-five and forty.

			They stood in direct sunlight, so they weren’t vampires. Even cocky new vampires who thought nothing could touch them avoided the sun. Ultraviolet rays made dead flesh decompose faster. These men were most likely vampire thralls, human minions under vampire control.

			“Well, Luther,” Joan said, her SUV ever the patient listener. “It’s always somethin’, right?”

			Joan revved the biodiesel engine in warning, but they didn’t budge. This wasn’t the first time she regretted making the trip. Coming back to Calvert had never been part of her plan but circumstances had changed. Now a two-hour drive inland from the Oregon coast had somehow ballooned to five, and she wanted to be done already.

			Maybe these losers would move, and she wouldn’t have to clean anything from Luther’s grille today. A behemoth of a Range Rover customized to travel through dangerous lands, Luther wouldn’t stop a vampire horde, but it would protect her against one or two attackers—or all of these guys, who didn’t look like much of a threat. Filthy clothes hung loose on their malnourished limbs, another sign of their dwindling humanity. Vampires never seemed to feed their humans well. The irony might have been funny under different circumstances.

			Crowbar tried to knock out a headlight, but the cages on the grille prevented that sort of thing. The one with the knife fell over in an attempt to stab a tire, then rolled clear when she sped up.

			Joan glanced in the rearview mirror. The short, unarmed guy helped his fallen comrade to his feet. Would they give up and leave, or lie in wait for the next traveler? This close to the county line marking the outskirts of her hometown, they were bound to run into the town watch. 

			She chalked the whole event down to a wide, boring miss. Today was a bad day for a fight anyway. Who knew what was waiting for her in Calvert after all this time? 

			Joan pressed on the gas pedal.

			Then the dog showed up.

			Even for a Siberian husky he was large, with black, gray, and white fur warring for dominance over his coat. He should have been lumbering down the highway, as big as he was, but all that muscle raced in spectacular symmetry. 

			The dog passed Joan as he ran in the opposite direction, bearing down on the enemy behind her.

			In the rearview, he leapt for the neck of the human thrall with the knife and took the man down in one clean pounce. Crowbar raised his weapon with obvious intent.

			Joan hit the brakes so hard, the tires screeched in protest. She shifted into reverse.

			A honk of the horn distracted them from the dog. She jacked the wheel to one side before parking Luther at an angle in the lane, then opened the door and leapt to the road without her gun. A ranged battle was always better, one where the enemy never got the chance to touch her, but if she shot her semiautomatic pistol into this mess, she might hit the dog. 

			Instead, she drew a six-inch black powder-coated Bowie from the worn leather sheath at her thigh. 

			Knife Guy lay on the ground wrestling with the dog, thankfully forgetful that he held a weapon. The amount of blood leaking from his neck suggested he was losing. Crowbar came at Joan, but she blocked his overhead swing with one arm. She swept her other elbow at his jaw. He grunted in pain and fell back but didn’t drop the crowbar.

			Shorty moved in, his fists raised like a boxer’s, but without gloves one solid punch would break his hand. Joan tried not to roll her eyes in the middle of a fight.

			She tapped her tongue twice against the roof of her mouth and puffed a burst of air in his direction. A small cloud of mist appeared in front of his face, and he pulled back in surprise. She almost felt bad for him. The chances these guys had ever faced a war witch were slim, and even basic battle maneuver spells—ones that didn’t require incantations—would give her an advantage.

			“It’s okay if you want to forsake your masters,” she said. “I swear I won’t tell.” Maybe she could end this without killing any of them. Human thralls deserved pity—no matter how they’d ended up in vampire clutches.

			None of them had her level of training, but it was still three against one. Against two, if she counted the dog, who had scrambled away from the guy on the ground when he grabbed at an ear hard enough to make the dog yowl. 

			Crowbar had long greasy hair and a thick, filthy beard. Thanks to her elbow hit, one of his lips was split and bleeding. He adjusted his grip and came at her again. Knife Guy moved more slowly, looking grislier by the second as the blood flowed down his front. Shorty lurched into any gap where he’d fit, even if he didn’t seem to know what he was doing.

			It was madness in close quarters as she hit them more than they managed to hit her. Despite the number of her hard-enough-to-debilitate blows, though, they kept coming back for more. 

			The dog joined the fight, but that only made things more complicated.

			Especially when Joan tripped over him and landed flat on her back.

			Her head slammed against the asphalt seconds before Crowbar threw himself over her. He tried to pin her to the ground with his hips. She bucked him half off her, enough to get a knee between his legs, but he landed a solid hit, his weight behind it, to her midsection. 

			She didn’t yell or puke and counted herself lucky he’d missed her ribs. Joan shook her head to clear it.

			“Aere vacuum,” she said, the words conjuring an air-based spell of her own design. It sucked the air from his lungs, and while he sputtered to catch his breath, she broke free.

			Joan blocked the hits from the other two as she rolled away. They hadn’t tried to kick her, which would have incapacitated her, and instead tried to punch at her as she moved.

			They weren’t going to stop, and if she didn’t end this, she’d tire and they’d gain an advantage. Sparing them was taking too much time. No way was she dying on a shit-country road in backwater nowhere at the hands of bloodsucker gophers.

			The next time Shorty came at her, she slid her knife between his ribs right into his heart. He was dead before she pulled the knife free.

			She was too busy staving off the other two to watch him fall. Knife Guy came at her, his neck a macabre sheet of blood, but she kicked him hard enough in the stomach to shift him back. It gave her enough room to deal with Crowbar. 

			The dog had his teeth sunk into this guy’s ankle and gave him a solid pull, but the man persisted. When he was close enough, Joan palmed his nose into his brain. His head snapped back and he collapsed.

			The bloody one came at her again. She whispered an incantation to trip him, and by the time he’d recovered enough to charge at her again, she’d switched the grip on her knife.

			“Last chance to change your mind.” She eyed his clumsy approach and tasted her victory. He wasn’t talking, which was weird. Human males in a fight? They always had something to say. 

			The arc of the autumn sunlight shifted and threw the road into shadow. The dog snarled at an empty patch of dirt across the road. A shiver of warning slid across the back of Joan’s neck.

			A fourth man leapt from a nearby tree to the ground.

			He didn’t look a day over twenty. Shirtless despite the chill, his skin gleamed a warm bronze. He wore his long black hair tied back in a ponytail, and completed the look with black utilitarian pants and hiking boots. 

			An unnatural golden light glinted in his honey-brown eyes, and sclera that should have been white gleamed yellow. When his malicious grin promised pain at best and violation at worst, Joan tasted nothing but danger.

			The bloodling strolled towards her as if he had all the time in the world.

			While vampires were consistently fast and strong, bloodlings were beyond human but not yet undead which made them more unpredictable. Some were stronger than humans. Some were damned near as indestructible as vampires but with half the sense of self-preservation since they still enjoyed some measure of human recovery and recuperation.

			She had no way to tell what abilities this bloodling possessed. Some gained preternatural healing abilities, which meant they could take a ridiculous amount of damage without falling. She’d seen one absorb half a dozen bullets without stopping and only a point-blank shot to the frontal lobe had finally ended him. 

			Since when did her backwoods hometown merit this kind of attention?

			This was a new game. Leaving the gun behind had been stupid. This fucking place messed up her judgment. Now, the only things standing between the monster and her own annihilation were six inches of carbonized steel and spellcraft. 

			Time to make them count. First, get the human out of the way to deal with the greater threat.

			Joan licked the fingertips of her empty hand and muttered an incantation when she pressed her fingers against the skin of the bleeding man’s arm.

			“Aere voltage.” Another war witch spell of her own making. This time, a shocking pulse passed from her to her opponent. He shook with its power, and fell to the ground twitching.

			Maybe he’d die, maybe he wouldn’t, but she didn’t have time to watch.

			The dog moved with Joan as she backed up but snapped and growled at the newcomer. Joan didn’t blame him. Most bloodlings were humans who’d chosen to become vampires, though the “how” was still a contested theory. Her fear warred with her hatred of the despicable creature, one who had chosen a way of life that would ultimately have him feed on humans for as long as his flesh held together.

			Her head pounded from the hit on the ground, and she hadn’t been completely unaffected by the hits from the thralls. She’d never best this new threat hand-to-hand, even with her knife.

			Joan had only one long shot in her arsenal, but she needed earth energy to do it.

			She backed off the asphalt toward the forest scrub and dropped to a crouch in the damp dirt. When her fingers touched the ground, she pushed back her fatigue by summoning energy from the earth itself.

			“Aere rampart.” 

			For as long as she could stream breath from her lungs, the wind wall spell would manifest hurricane force winds in one direction. She blew the wall at the bloodling, grateful the dog was closer to her than to him. 

			The dog howled at the noise but didn’t move toward their opponent. After all this bullshit, she’d hate to lose her ally.

			The bloodling pushed against the gale force wind, his eyes intent on her. If he resisted much longer, she’d run out of air. 

			The flow of her power draw from the earth waned and the need for more air would soon force her to release the spell. He’d only need a second to overpower her.

			The bloodling frowned and backed off. He sniffed at two of the men without bending over, prodding them with a boot, then lifted the blood-drenched one over one shoulder. 

			Guess that one had survived after all.

			With unsurprising agility, the bloodling disappeared into the woods faster than deadweight might normally allow.

			Joan sagged, relieved, and drew a long overdue deep breath.

			She couldn’t stay here.

			She wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her wrist, swiped her filthy blade across a nearby swatch of moss, and pushed herself to her feet.

			Two men lay dead, and the dog sat in the dirt and panted, but the sudden lack of action didn’t make Joan feel any safer. She’d alert the watch when she got into town, because no way in hell was she putting their stinking corpses in Luther. The last time she’d treated her ride like a meat wagon, the stench had lingered for weeks.

			The fight was over and the sun would go down soon. That bloodling might return with friends. Time to call it a day.

			The toughest part of the journey still remained. 

			“I suppose you want a ride into town.” Joan opened Luther’s passenger side door and waved the dog inside. 

			He climbed into the seat like he’d been there many times, and sneezed. The blood on his muzzle dripped onto the floor mat. This was why Luther had an all-black interior.

			 Once she took her seat, she shifted into gear and guided her ride into the lane. “Just don’t tell anyone I fell on my ass.”

			Mentioning how bad the dog smelled seemed rude.

			A half a mile later, the road rose and fell before something once again obstructed her path. This time only one man blocked the highway. She might have passed him but stacked storage containers walled off the rest of the road. Joan couldn’t ram her way through them or the trees. 

			Besides, judging by her passenger’s whining and tail-twitching, she had to give the man back his dog.

			Joan powered down the passenger side window as she came to a stop. The dog took full advantage of the invitation and leapt through the opening. She winced as his claws scratched the door. Bodywork was tedious and expensive. 

			The dog howled in greeting as he sauntered up to the man. The man was built like a bank vault door and had to be almost seven feet tall. He wore the regional uniform of heavy-duty canvas pants, a fleece-lined jacket over flannels, and well-worn work boots. Long dark brown hair with sun-bleached ends framed broad shoulders and a surprisingly peaceful, thickly bearded face with ruddy sepia skin. 

			He held an axe in one gloved hand, handled like a familiar afterthought while he petted the dog’s ruff with his other hand. His manner suggested he wouldn’t start a ruckus. Everything else said he’d damned sure end one.

			Behind him, an orange and white barricade the length of her SUV stood between the storage containers. An old camp chair, a shotgun propped at the ready and a worn-out cooler completed the picture of a lone guard on duty.

			He seemed in no hurry to initiate communication, but he wasn’t moving either. His eyes lingered on Luther’s mounted lights and armored grille. Maybe he thought he could take her vehicle single-handed.

			Then again, maybe he could.

			She leaned her head out of the car, wincing at the pull on her aching muscles. “This a toll road now?”

			“Not exactly.” He finished petting the dog and propped the axe against one shoulder. “Willy’s not known for hitchhiking.”

			“Willy decided he could take out three thralls and a bloodling on his own. I saved his ass, but then he returned the favor. Least I could do was give him a ride.”

			The man looked back the way she’d come. “This road’s a little small for that kind of attention. They follow you here?”

			She bristled, but it was a fair question. Any newcomers were suspect, even if he didn’t know Joan wasn’t new to the area. “Blocking the road when I got here.”

			He glanced at her again, his question unspoken.

			“One wounded,” she said. “Two dead on the road about a half mile back. The bloodling disappeared with the still-breathing one, but it might come back.”

			He grunted and reached into his pocket. “You solo?”

			Maybe the axe was a distraction, and he was reaching for a gun. “Who’s asking?” She slid her hand from the gear shift to the pistol jacked into the center console. 

			He pulled out what looked like a small, thin flashlight. “This is the southern checkpoint into Calvert. I’m just making sure the only folks coming through are human.” He didn’t seem to think she’d refuse.

			He was right. She relaxed. “Fair enough.”

			He raised the flashlight and angled it sideways at her eyes. A click, and purple light flared in her peripheral vision. She winced, even though she’d known what was about to happen. On rare occasions, freshly turned vampires sometimes looked human, but their eyes always gleamed in UV light. 

			Another click and the light was gone. The afterimages stained her vision for a few seconds.

			He tucked the flashlight back into a pocket. “You’ll need to check in at the fire station once you hit town.”

			Check-ins meant the watch was keeping track of who was coming and going. Probably a necessary precaution, but it was sad to think of what might have happened to cause such security measures. And if it had anything to do with the reason she was here.

			“Will do,” Joan said.

			The man whistled, and the dog moved to the side of the road, tail wagging now that the alert had been called off. The man nudged the cooler to one side with his boot after moving the gun, the axe, and the chair. He lifted the barricade with a sustained grunt, shifted it to one side of the road, and set it down to wave her through.

			Those things weren’t light. For as calm and matter-of-fact as this guy was acting, he was no one to be underestimated.

			Joan drove Luther forward but stopped halfway through the checkpoint.

			“Hope you’re calling in some help.” He’d need it if that bloodling reappeared. 

			“Believe me, I will.” His expression turned uncertain and grave. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about your loss. Trevon was a good man.”

			So. He knew who she was. The urge to turn around and drive back the way she’d come was so strong, she almost gave in.

			“I appreciate that.” What else could be said? She hadn’t spoken to her father since she’d left.

			She stuck her hand out the window, ignoring the chill. “Joan.”

			He tugged off a glove and his grip was cool and dry.  “Dayton.”

			“First name or last?”

			“Just Dayton.” He smiled, and his whole demeanor changed from stoic brick wall to lumberjack teddy bear. “Welcome home.”

			She nodded as she drove past but didn’t correct him. Calvert wasn’t home anymore.

			• • •

			The sign marking the town’s limits wasn’t the only way Calvert greeted witches. 

			A tingling warmth passed through Joan’s body as she crossed the border’s plane, so different from other places she’d been with a similar boundary. The metaphysical ward was common, often found surrounding an area protected by a binding witch or a coven magically bound to its land. 

			The boundaries were designed to sicken vampires with a debilitating nausea making it easier to overpower them. In Joan’s experience elsewhere, the wards were icy cold.

			She hadn’t felt the warmth of Calvert’s boundary in eight years.

			Nervousness roiled her insides, but Joan wasn’t the same kid who’d left her binder witch roots behind to become a war witch instead. What did she have to be nervous about? The only person who could truly judge her wouldn’t be waiting.

			She blinked away tears. For so long, her father had been a constant, though they hadn’t spoken in years. How many times had she argued in her own mind with her father as a foil?

			The thick woods on both sides of the highway were soon broken by a few small homesteads. These houses used to look more inviting but now they were boarded up, their fences fortified against invasion. The kind of homey touches that had given Calvert its personality—flower-lined driveways and front lawn vegetable gardens—were all gone.

			Most of the businesses in town had locked down for the night though the sun hadn’t yet set. A few more doors closed as Joan drove the streets in silence. She noted how many storefronts had shut down for good in her absence, the buildings now covered in graffiti. A wide banner above the door to the bakery proclaimed regular hours, but plywood blocked the windows. The florist had been closed a long while if the burnt-out entryway was any indication. 

			On one side of the town square, the fire station sat next to the small sheriff’s office. The rest of the square was framed by City Hall, the library with an adjoining coffeeshop, and the largest church in Calvert with a plot of land taking up an entire block.

			Joan parked in front of the station, killed the engine and opened the door. A spike of pain through her head made her gasp as she stood. The hit on the asphalt had been a hard one, but hopefully not bad enough to cause a concussion. 

			She had only taken a few steps towards the station’s office door when it opened in front of her.

			“You are a sight, Joan Matthews.” Gretchen Wilson, her voice warm in welcome, was a little heavier than the blade-slender form Joan remembered, and her straight chin-length hair was more white than gray, but she was otherwise unmistakable. 

			The Wilsons had lived across the road from the Matthews family for decades. Gretchen, head of the Calvert coven, had taught her almost as much about witchcraft as Joan’s father had.

			Freckles stood out against her suntanned skin, and her blue eyes were as piercing as ever. “Could hear you a block away in that thing.”

			Joan felt like a teenager again, coming in late for dinner. Gretchen was only as tall as Joan’s shoulder, and Joan had to bend a bit to hug her properly. It was awkward but not unwelcome.

			“I didn’t think you’d come,” Gretchen said. 

			Joan bit her lip and swallowed down the sobs wanting to break free when Gretchen embraced her. These arms had held Joan when her mother died, when her father had closed himself off, heartbroken at his own loss and forgetful of Joan’s.

			Those times were past, and the man who’d committed those sins, gone.

			Gretchen clung to Joan’s shoulders with surprising strength as she pulled away. “Look at you. Still so beautiful. Probably out there breaking hearts.”

			Since a broken heart had driven Joan from Calvert, she hadn’t been inclined to do the same to anyone else.

			Joan cleared her throat. No need to mention that. “I’d better get inside.” 

			“I’ve already checked you in here. How about a ride to the house in this monstrosity of yours?”

			Joan nodded in agreement, then caught herself. Following Gretchen’s directions without question might have been her habit when she was younger, but she wasn’t a damned kid anymore. Hadn’t experience taught her to think for herself?

			Gretchen secured her seatbelt as Joan guided Luther onto Main Street. The clash of familiar memory and unfamiliar present quieted Joan. The woman beside her had shaped her training for years, but they hadn’t spoken since Joan had left Calvert behind. 

			Then again, she wasn’t here to talk about the past. The plan was to find out what had happened to her father, attend his pyre, and get out of a town that held nothing for her anymore.

			At one of the few stoplights, Joan turned toward Gretchen and asked the only question that mattered, though she feared the answer. “What happened to him?” 

			If it had been a vampire, she’d hunt the culprit down, stake him to the ground in broad daylight and kill him slowly.

			Gretchen’s widening eyes made Joan realize she’d lowered her voice and leaned forward, a tactic she’d used many times to intimidate someone into revealing their secrets. Guilt drove Joan to ease back in her seat.

			Gretchen folded her hands in her lap as if she hadn’t noticed. 

			“It really was a heart attack. The doctor found no hint of spellcraft or poison. Trevon’s heart just gave out.” Gretchen sighed. “He’d been working too hard these last few months. The outer farms were attacked, and when he couldn’t convince those folks to move into town, he insisted on helping them vitalize their land.”

			Gretchen pushed a few tendrils of gray hair behind one ear. “Why anyone would want to take their chances out there vulnerable to the monsters is beyond me.”

			In Joan’s experience, the open roads were safer than most places as long as you got to safety before the sun went down, but Gretchen wouldn’t believe her.

			Silence fell between them.

			As she drove, every familiar landmark sparked memories of her life here. The person most prominent in those memories wasn’t her father. She shoved away those thoughts and focused on the landscape. 

			Joan had forgotten how it felt to be in a place as big as Calvert, though it was still a small town by most standards. When she’d left, the population had been in the thousands. She hadn’t traveled anywhere with a population larger than a few hundred people in months, and had spent all that time defending those tiny places from vampires eager to establish new territory. 

			Less than a mile from the town square, evenly spaced town streets gave way to country lanes, and the sidewalks ceded territory to large front lawns. The houses sat farther back from the road. 

			Her heart raced as the old neighborhoods closed in around her. The thumping in her chest echoed in her ears and pulsed in her aching head. 

			“I suppose you’ll contest the house ownership clause,” Gretchen said.

			Joan had left her father’s house behind long ago, and in spite of the many memories it held, ownership of the family plot sounded like responsibility—one she’d avoid like any other. War witches didn’t stay in one place for long.

			“I’m just here for the pyre, then I’ll get back on the road. Besides, I’d imagine Pierce has been living there for a while.” Joan hadn’t spoken Pierce’s name since she’d left and it was still bitter on her tongue. “I’m not kicking him out.” 

			As her father’s apprentice, Pierce would have taken up residence with Trevon while training under him. She had no love for the binder witch who had occupied the position Trevon wanted her to fill, but she wouldn’t oust a man from his home, even if he wasn’t family. 

			Even if he’d been the cause of so much of her pain.

			Gretchen stared out the window, her jaw set and her lips pursed. “Pierce was . . . taken.” 

			A local euphemism for a grisly death. A kinder way of saying someone had been snatched by vampires and drained of blood. No human deserved that. Not even the man who’d replaced her in more ways than one.

			Joan braked at a four-way stop. A crow landed on the front grille, squawking and flapping its wings before it settled down, turning its beak toward the windshield. If Joan didn’t know any better, she’d swear it looked right at her through the tinted glass before flying away.

			With Pierce dead, who would take her father’s place?

			“How long ago?” she asked.

			“About two years,” Gretchen said, and Joan swallowed her shock. “Trevon didn’t take on another apprentice.” She didn’t sound like she approved, but Joan cared more about other details. Ones she couldn’t bring herself to ask about. 

			Joan’s heart rate surged when the house came into view. Home—or what used to be. She still dreamt about it far more than she liked.

			On this block, with four houses on one side of the street and three on the other, the Matthews house was the oldest. The spacious two-story Craftsman farmhouse had a wrap-around porch and a carved oak front door. A few fall blossoms remained in the low hedges surrounding the porch, and the slanted sunlight showed where the white paint had chipped away. 

			Much of its splendor and magic—both real and imagined—had faded over time. 

			Joan pulled into the long gravel driveway where a handful of people waited to greet them. To see them lying in wait only reinforced her plan to leave as soon as possible.

			“So, who owns the house? You?” Joan asked. Maybe the coven had plans for it. 

			Gretchen climbed from the front seat as she spoke. “Trevon updated his will two weeks ago. He left the house to Leigh Phan.”

			Joan jerked back at the mention of the one person she had been trying not to think about—the woman who had turned her back on Joan and chosen Pierce instead.
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			CHAPTER 2

			On her knees in the Matthews backyard, Leigh Phan wished she could disappear into the dirt as easily as her fingers did. Hiding herself was second nature now, even in a place as beautiful and safe as it was here.

			Row after row of everything a binding witch like Trevon might have needed—sage, lavender, mint and rosemary—filled an extensive garden long enough for two full tennis courts to fit inside its edges. He’d tended them every afternoon, a solitary, meditative ritual of pulling weeds and removing bugs, trimming stray branches that tried to encroach on another plant’s territory—especially the mint. 

			Leigh wasn’t a farmer, but everyone in Calvert knew something about the land. Now that Trevon was dead, she did the tending. For the third time today, she swallowed her panic at his absence.

			She forced herself to calm. Each breath was rich with the scent of the herbs, cleansing and settling at once. The sun through the trees shouldn’t have been warm enough to cut the late October cold, but she closed her eyes for a moment and let it seep into her skin along with the new and surprising warmth from the earth itself. For the moment, she was safe and whole.

			Since her arrival three weeks ago, she’d worked beside Trevon, and it had soothed her. Seeing someone as powerful as Trevon doing something so mundane had been a welcome change. In her experience, the powerful ones ordered others to do the dirty work.

			Leigh shook her head to dislodge bad memories. Enough. Focus on the task at hand. She pulled her fingers from the dirt and brushed her hands together. 

			With delicate care, she trimmed a young branch of jasmine from its base, shaping its form as she passed, then did the same with the passionflowers planted at the end of each row. When the tending was finished, she collected several herbs as Trevon had taught her. He had emphasized the importance of each and its quantity. The price of a mistake was too high to contemplate. 

			Leigh pushed that thought from her mind. One day—one moment—at a time. She couldn’t imagine a future now that Trevon was gone, and wasn’t sure how much longer she could continue on her own.

			Suddenly in shade, Leigh looked to the sky—pale yellow earlier but pink and gold now, refracted light on the sparse high clouds. Less than an hour until dusk. As if summoned by the change in light, the low roar of an engine grew louder, peaked at the front of the house and then cut off. 

			She froze in fear as surprise spiked through her. Someone was here. This late in the day meant trouble. The urge to run almost drove her to escape, but that wasn’t what Trevon would have wanted.

			The sound of doors opening and closing drew Leigh to the garden’s side path. She walked on the grass instead of the noisy gravel lining the path to the garden gate. Her fear shifted to something unrecognizable when a long-unheard, yet familiar voice mingled with several others.

			Joan.

			Leigh didn’t know if she should run away or rush closer. The need to avoid attention battled with the need to see for herself what had happened to Joan. Had Joan ever thought about her during the long years since they’d last seen one another? Had she forgiven Leigh?

			“She just got back into town herself not too long ago,” Mrs. Wilson was saying. 

			Evidently, Leigh was already the subject of conversation, but that wasn’t what made her stomach flip. Mrs. Wilson led the town coven and Leigh had avoided them since her arrival.

			“What? Where’s she been?” Joan didn’t even bother to lower her voice. Did she know Leigh was listening?

			“You’ll have to ask her,” Mrs. Wilson said, “but first let me introduce you to the Calvert coven.”

			The fear in Leigh’s stomach now froze her whole body. The coven was in the front yard, and with Joan here now, there’d be no escaping them. When had they arrived? Had she been so oblivious in her melancholy that she’d missed it?

			“We wanted to welcome you home,” a man said.

			Home. It wouldn’t mean the same thing to Joan that it did to these other people. They wouldn’t understand that. Trevon certainly hadn’t, but Leigh had known Joan better than anyone.

			Leigh peeked around the corner of the house, the gap in the cedar-plank gate wide enough to reveal a section of driveway. She gasped, one hand against her chest, over her racing heart.

			Joan was dressed for war—all black and foreboding—with a knife in her boot, another strapped to her thigh, and a sword’s hilt poking past her jacket at her waist. Her long hair was neatly braided in wide, thick rows, and Leigh was stricken by the visceral memory of twisting those braids between her fingers. 

			Lean and hard, Joan had been tempered by the outside world into someone stronger and more formidable over the last eight years.

			Leigh wanted to rush forward and throw herself into Joan’s arms, but that beautiful frown on Joan’s face was not welcoming.

			“We’re so sorry about Trevon, Joan,” one woman said. In her mid-forties, her mahogany brown, almost-familiar face was drawn from stress or fatigue. Maybe the librarian at the high school?  The woman pulled her cardigan tight across her chest and crossed her arms. Her over-bright smile looked forced. “He was such a wonderful man. So thoughtful and generous. Once, he offered to cast a protection spell for my daughter when she decided to join one of the hunting parties.”

			Reed Hill, another person Leigh had always managed to avoid, stepped forward. A tall, thin man with a shockingly thick head of hair and a robust beard, he seemed more deferential than the man in Leigh’s memories. “Trevon was kind that way. He helped me keep the general store stocked after we lost the supply lines from the city.”

			One by one, each of the group told a story of how Trevon had helped their farms to prosper, or their businesses to stay open, or saved their loved ones. 

			The old discomfort played on Joan’s face as these people kept talking about things that clearly bothered her; she shifted her weight more than once. This was one of the reasons Joan had always said she wanted to escape—the constant press of duty and obligation on her family. 

			“We’re so glad you’re here, dear.” Mrs. Wilson had a way of drawing the force of everyone present to her leadership. The others quieted when she leaned forward, her hands clasped before her. “It will be good for the town to see you here when we reconsecrate the ground.”

			Every full moon, a powerful binding spell was cast to keep the boundary strong and protect the town. Trevon had performed the rite for decades, but now the duty would fall to someone else, or the boundary would fade and leave Calvert vulnerable.

			Another woman leapt at the chance to speak. A generation younger than Mrs. Wilson, she seemed eager to add something to the conversation. “But now that you’re here, you could do it.”

			Joan blinked with a start, though Leigh noticed Mrs. Wilson’s quickly hidden frown.

			“I’m sure a full coven can handle Calvert just fine,” Joan said.

			Leigh shivered at the thought of being anywhere near so many witches.

			A wan man, dressed like he’d come in from the fields, cleared his throat. “Trevon was the most powerful of us, to be sure, but the six of us are more than enough to strengthen the boundary.” He spoke with a Spanish accent.

			“Six.” Joan looked at each of them in turn. “That can’t be—I mean, how—what happened to the rest?”

			The silence said a lot, but eventually, Mrs. Wilson filled the void. 

			“Calvert isn’t quite the same as when you left.”

			“Trevon always said you were so strong.” The librarian smiled again, but there was a wildness to her eyes. 

			Joan shifted a hand to the hilt at her waist, a sign she was unnerved. Leigh remembered what Joan was like when she felt attacked.

			“Maybe even stronger than he was,” Reed Hill said.

			“Reed.” Mrs. Wilson’s harsh interruption silenced him, and she turned to Joan in apology. “We all know how skilled your father was, and I’m sure you’ve inherited some of his prowess. Though of course, I do remember the first time you called the directions.” 

			Mrs. Wilson sounded proud. It seemed hollow to Leigh, but Joan had always been treated like a prize pupil.

			“Trevon told me that story.” This time it was a man’s dry baritone, someone outside Leigh’s field of view. He sounded full of awe even though she couldn’t see his face. “He said the winds sent a token from all four points.”

			“I heard an eagle flew over the ceremony that day,” the man with the accent said.

			Other voices joined in, showering Joan with accolades, but Joan didn’t acknowledge them. They all seemed to care more about what Joan might do for them, completely oblivious to Joan’s lack of response.

			To see Joan uncomfortable twisted something in Leigh’s chest, no matter how much stood between them, or how much Leigh feared the coven’s attention.

			A creak in the gate turned their eyes toward her. Shocked, Leigh realized she’d opened the gate without thought, and it was too late to hide from their scrutiny. 

			Everyone looked at her in surprise, except for Joan. All the breath in Leigh’s body escaped at Joan’s first glance. Eyes dark as a moonless night made Leigh want to freeze in place, but she walked toward the group—toward Joan. 

			Joan’s clothes were disheveled and her knees muddy. Was that blood on her cheek? A tightness around her eyes made her look tired. Had she traveled far? And what did it mean that she’d avoided Calvert and her father for years, but returned when he died?

			“Good evening,” Leigh said, grateful her voice didn’t shake. She summoned her courage and caught Mrs. Wilson’s eyes. “It’s getting close to sunset. Perhaps all this should wait until after the pyre.” 

			The meaning was clear. Joan had come to town for her father’s funeral, and they were talking coven business as if Trevon’s death meant nothing. 

			To Leigh’s surprise, Mrs. Wilson blushed. 

			“Of course.” Mrs. Wilson collected herself and in an obvious attempt—to Leigh at least—to control the conversation again, she drew everyone in with her gaze. “The town hall is set for the pyre tomorrow, and most everyone will be there to honor Trevon.” 

			She stretched a hand out to touch Joan’s arm. Joan flinched, but Mrs. Wilson pretended not to notice.

			“We’ve already prepared him for the pyre, unless there’s something you’d like to do privately, dear.”

			Alarmed, Joan glanced at Leigh, who recognized the look for what it was—a grounding moment with the least threatening person in an otherwise hostile space.

			“No.” Joan spoke, her voice faint. She cleared her throat and spoke again as she looked back at Mrs. Wilson. “I’ll pay my respects at the pyre.”

			“Wonderful.” Mrs. Wilson stepped back. “There’ll be plenty of time for us to talk about the rest afterwards.” She gathered the rest of the townspeople with her as she walked down the path. At one point, she looked back over her shoulder with an assessing glance at Leigh and Joan before she crossed the street to her own house. 

			Leigh wished she’d avoided the attention, but it was
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