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			To the misunderstood misfits,

			To the sensitive dreamers,

			To the introverted book dragons and 

			To those who still believe in magick,

			I wrote this book

			for You

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER ONE

			Lizzie spotted the familiar Range Rover in her driveway before she noticed the two strangers on her front porch. The SUV was the make and color the Order consistently used. But why had members of the Order arrived at her doorstep unannounced? That wasn’t how they usually operated.

			Cathy. Had they found her at last? Was she okay? Was she alive? Her hand flew to her throat, her heart slamming against her ribcage.

			The sound of knocking reverberated in the stillness of the surrounding forest. A man and woman stood on her porch, their backs towards her, shadowed by the steep overhang of the porch roof. The woman raised her hand to knock again, the sleeve of her oversized grey cardigan sliding down to reveal a thin, bony wrist. Lizzie’s dog, Bear, darted from her side, the slight hitch in his gait the only remnant of his injury, although it didn’t slow his steady progress towards the strangers. 

			Wren, who had gone with her on a hike in the forest, joined her at the edge of the clearing. Her dog greeted the newcomers with a loud woof, his great plume of a tail waving a happy hello. The couple turned towards the sound of the exuberant welcome, stepping to the edge of the porch where Lizzie could finally get a good look at them.

			She inhaled sharply. From a distance, the young man looked much the same as he had the last time she had seen him. His chestnut hair was a bit longer than the crew cut he had sported back then, and he still wore his favorite navy wool coat over a well-worn pair of jeans. The woman’s bright red hair was all the detail Lizzie needed to identify her.

			As Bear nudged his nose against Madison’s leg, she bent down to scratch behind his floppy ears. Gideon backed down the steps to get out of the path of Bear’s swinging tail.

			“Friends of yours?” Wren asked.

			“In a manner of speaking.” Lizzie took a deep breath to calm her nerves. “More like ghosts from my past.” Squaring her shoulders, she started forwards to find out what had prompted Gideon and Madison to finally contact her after five months of silence.

			She’d only taken a few steps before Wren grabbed her wrist and pulled her back into the shadows of the trees.

			“What are you doing?” she asked, stumbling as he spun her around. “If you are worried about me, don’t. I can handle—” She was about to go on, but something about the look on his face stopped her. When his arms encircled her waist and pulled her closer, she had to arch her neck to look up at him. When their eyes locked, her magick rose, dancing across her skin. Suddenly, she ached for him, needed him, wanted him.

			He leaned into her, his mouth brushing hers, tenderly at first, then hungrily, seeking. His heart thundered against her palms as she trailed them up his chest, encircling his neck. Passion sparked then flamed as she angled her head to deepen the kiss when he suddenly pulled back.

			“I’m so sorry, Elizabeth,” he said breathlessly.

			“For what?” She thought she saw something flash across his eyes; regret, longing?

			“I thought we’d have more time.”

			Lizzie’s eyebrows furrowed, and she shivered, suddenly feeling exposed. “What are you talking about?”

			Instead of answering, Wren placed his index finger gently on her forehead. “I love you,” he whispered before Lizzie’s world went black.

			Lizzie whirled around at the sound of her dog barking. She could have sworn he’d been right by her side. She blinked furiously, the too-bright sunlight dazzling her eyes, and that’s when she noticed the white SUV in her driveway. Bear was on the front porch getting his ears scratched by Madison as she cooed in a sing-song voice. And she wasn’t alone. Gideon was there, standing on her porch steps. Lizzie stumbled forward and must have made a sound because Gideon turned, and their eyes locked.

			She faltered as their eyes met, her hand automatically searching for the stone cross she’d worn since she was a little girl. Her fingers searched in vain. It had been lost in the forest the night she fled for her life. The night her handyman had been shot trying to save her. Without the necklace and the charm placed on it, Lizzie’s power surged through her body as a tumult of emotions washed over her. The magick crackled along her skin, sending a faint scent of ozone into the air around her. She pushed down her power and, with it, all the feelings she’d thought she’d dealt with since they’d banished her from the only family she’d ever known.

			Gideon stepped off the porch, his hand raised in greeting, his long strides quickly eating up the ground between them. Her mind had her turning around and running back into the safety of the forest, but her feet stayed firmly rooted to the earth.

			“Thank the Goddess, you’re home.” He smiled broadly.

			Lizzie felt the corners of her mouth turn upwards, mirroring his expression, but as he continued to speak, the smile died on her lips.

			“I didn’t think you’d ever show up. We’ve been waiting for hours. Where have you been?”

			Where had she been? She shifted her weight, and the backs of her heels stung as they rubbed against the stiff leather of her hiking boots. Had she been heading out for a hike or returning from one? Everything seemed too bright, and she was getting a headache.

			Thunder rumbled in the distance.

			“Why are you here?” She hugged herself tightly, taking a step back.

			“Because Madison needed to see you. I was already heading to Vancouver, so I had the plane diverted to Revelstoke and picked up one of our vehicles from there to drive her out to…” he glanced around, “the middle of nowhere, apparently.”

			“Why now? It’s been months since I’ve heard from either of you.” This time, she couldn’t keep the hurt from her voice even while the thought of being needed tugged at her heart.

			Gideon looked over his shoulder to where Madison was now crouched down in front of Bear before stepping closer to Lizzie. He spoke quietly, “Her dad died last week, and she’s not coping well. She got it into her head that she needed to see you, and nothing I could say would change her mind. She’s been obsessing about it.”

			“Oh.” Lizzie looked over Gideon’s shoulder towards her cottage. Even from a distance, Madison looked done in by her loss, her shoulders rounded, her body curved in on itself. She knew how close Madison had been to her father. She also knew firsthand what losing someone you cared about felt like. She straightened her shoulders, ignoring the ache she felt in her chest.

			“I wasn’t expecting visitors. And I have things to do.”

			“Just go over and talk to her, please. That’s all I’m asking.” Gideon ran his fingers through his hair, a familiar gesture he did when he was nervous, one she used to find endearing.

			“Fine. Madison can say what she came to say, and then you both can leave.” Lizzie didn’t wait for Gideon’s reply as she marched around him and headed for the cottage.

			Her steps slowed as she mounted the porch. Bear had his meaty forehead pressed against Madison’s. Lizzie watched as Madison’s whole body relaxed, her shoulders dropped, and her breathing slowed down as the two sat for several minutes forehead to forehead in some kind of silent communion. Madison pulled away first, letting out a deep sigh as she sat back and gently stroked Bear’s large ruff.

			“You are a beautiful boy, aren’t you?” Madison murmured.

			“His name is Bear,” Lizzie said.

			“I can see why.” Madison smiled, looking up at Lizzie. Gone was the vibrant young woman who worked and laughed alongside Lizzie at the flower shop, and in her place was a hollow-eyed creature with sharp cheekbones, the too-large cardigan swallowing up her thin frame.

			Madison started to rise from her kneeling position, but she snagged her foot on the oversized cardigan and struggled to get up. Without thinking, Lizzie reached out her hand to help her. The moment their hands touched, Madison’s grief moved up Lizzie’s arm and straight into her chest like a bolt of lightning, opening up a deep well of sadness, overwhelming her with the intensity of emotions. Lizzie was still reeling from the unexpected deluge of sadness when Madison let go, severing their link.

			Lizzie blinked furiously, trying to regain her equilibrium. “I’m sorry for your loss,” she blurted out, the words sounding meaningless and almost callous to her own ears. Madison nodded her head, tears welling up. Her face crumpled, and much to Lizzie’s alarm, Madison flung herself at Lizzie, wrapping her arms around her neck and trapping her in the embrace. Lizzie stiffened, her arms held out at her sides. The smell of Madison’s unwashed hair mingled with the distinctly masculine scent of wool, stale pipe smoke, and engine grease that lingered in the scratchy fabric of the sweater she wore.

			Lizzie felt Bear’s weight against her leg as he leaned into both women. Only then did Lizzie wrap her arms lightly around Madison’s trembling back. Her grief was silent, and Lizzie wouldn’t have known she was crying if not for the quaking of her shoulders and the damp patch that was beginning to form on the back of Lizzie’s collar. The weight of Madison’s grief pressing against Lizzie made it hard for her to breathe.

			Thunder rolled in the distance, and Madison flinched, tightening her grip around Lizzie’s neck. She let go of Madison and, firmly but gently, grasped Madison’s hands from around her neck and stepped back from the embrace.

			“Come inside. You can freshen up. I’ll put the kettle on,” she said, releasing Madison’s wrists. She turned away, digging in her pocket for the front door key and trying not to notice how Gideon had stepped in, his arm snaking around Madison’s waist to support her.

			“Thank you, I’d really like that,” Madison said, swiping tears away with the sleeve of her sweater as she leaned into Gideon’s side.

			Lizzie fumbled the key in the lock as Bear stepped between her and the door, then promptly disappeared into thin air.

			“Bear, why can’t you be like other dogs and wait until I open the door?” Lizzie called out through the closed door as she twisted the key. Her hand trembled slightly as she turned the handle and stepped inside, inviting inside the two people who had hurt her the most. She thought she sensed a shift in the atmosphere of her cottage as she reluctantly invited her past into her sanctuary.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER TWO

			Lizzie headed straight for the fridge, where Bear was already waiting. She was grateful that the cottage was dark and a bit chilly because it hid the nervous heat blooming on her cheeks and the dampness prickling the back of her neck. “The bathroom is just down the hall, first door on the right,” she called out over her shoulder as she slid the cookie jar from the top of the fridge. Popping off the lid, she plucked out a cookie and handed it to her dog. “You only get the one. You don’t want to spoil your dinner,” she said, booping him affectionately on the nose.

			Grabbing the kettle, she began to fill it at the sink as Bear sat by the fridge, a hopeful look in his eye, having devoured the cookie in one greedy gulp.

			“Your dog…he just, he just walked through a closed door.” Gideon’s voice rose. “That’s incredible.”

			Turning off the faucet, she turned around. Her visitors stood just inside the door, Madison’s eyes wide with wonder, Gideon’s arm outstretched, pointing at Bear.

			Lizzie looked from Madison to Gideon, confused by their reaction. “I can understand why Madison is surprised, but Gideon, surely this can’t be the first magickal animal you’ve encountered, considering you were raised in an organization whose sole purpose is to train and protect people with powers?”

			“People. Not animals.” Gideon stepped further into the room, a feverish gleam in his eye. “The last magickal creature in captivity died in 1782. Has the Order been informed of his existence? Lizzie, do you have any idea what you have here?”

			Her grip tightened on the kettle’s handle, her knuckles turning white. “I have a loyal friend and companion.” Slamming the kettle down on the stove, she flicked the knob and then spun around to face Gideon. “Someone who has been there for me, who risked his life to protect me. So yes, I know exactly what I have. And it’s none of the Order’s business to know about him.” She wheeled around, her movements harsh, as she pulled down mugs and teabags from the cupboard.

			“But the Order absolutely needs to know about this dog,” he insisted. “You have in your possession a canine with magickal powers. And not just any magickal powers, but the rarest kind. Our scholars believed that phase shifting only manifested in three types of creatures and never in something as commonplace as a dog. This could change everything we thought we thought we knew.”

			His words stabbed fear into her heart. She blew out a breath and attempted to keep her voice steady. “He wasn’t born with powers, so he is of no use to the Order. I gave them to him by accident. I found him on the side of the road where he’d been run over and left for dead.”

			“No,” exclaimed Madison. At the sound of her voice, Bear trotted over to her side. Fresh tears slid down her cheeks as she ran her hands over the dog’s head. “Who would do something like that to an innocent creature?” She whispered, swiping at her eyes with the sleeve of her cardigan.

			“When I came across him lying in the ditch, I didn’t know what to do, but I knew he needed help. When I used my powers, according to Vivienne, I must have gone too deep and ended up transferring some of my magick to him.”

			“Well, she’s wrong. I can cite the texts housed in the archives that would tell you unequivocally that a human being cannot transfer magickal abilities to other people, much less an animal. It’s not possible,” Gideon said, his hands on his hips.

			“Just because Lizzie and Vivienne believe something different from you doesn’t make them wrong,” Madison quipped, then sniffed loudly. “And just because there is no record of people transferring their powers to others in your archives doesn’t mean it can’t happen. It just means it hasn’t been observed and recorded,” she said, ignoring Gideon’s exasperating sigh and looking over at Lizzie. “Has he demonstrated any other magical abilities?

			Lizzie felt the sharp edges of her anger towards Madison soften. “He can turn on the faucet when he wants me to refill his water bowl. And although I haven’t caught him in the act yet,” she said with affection in her voice. “I suspect he can get his treat jar down from the top of the fridge and sneak cookies when I’m not looking.”

			At the word cookie, Bear cocked his head.

			“If you believe you transferred your magick to Bear, then that would mean you also have the power to phase shift through solid objects. So, do you?” Gideon demanded.

			“If you mean can I dematerialize and materialize, the answer is no, but—” 

			“There you go.” Gideon interrupted, “You’ve just proven my point.”

			“Do you mean Bear is a kind of shifter?” Madison interjected as she dug through her satchel. Pulling out a notepad and pen, she looked up at Gideon expectantly.

			“Yes, the dog is not just a shifter, but the rarest kind. Most people have heard about shapeshifters, werewolves, vampires, mermaids, selkies, and wyverns. Fantasy novels are full of them. Shapeshifters reconfigure their physical matter to change their appearance. Phase shifters are different. They can shift their physical matter back and forth between states, from solid, liquid, gas, and some speculate, even aether. Up until now, scholars believed the only animals capable of phase shifting are unicorns, Bigfoot, and phoenixes.”

			Madison stopped scribbling in her notebook to tap the pen against her chin. “So, if there are only three types of animals that can phase shift, could Bear be doing something different, but on the surface, look similar? As in, could he be creating a portal to walk through a closed door?”

			Gideon rolled his eyes. The gesture irritated Lizzie, the storm inside her building again. “No, they’re completely different things. Portals are geological manifestations that have nothing to do with living beings.”

			Madison sniffed loudly as she wrote in her notebook, then tucked it under her arm so she could rummage through the pockets of her cardigan, coming up empty-handed. Grabbing her satchel from where it hung by her hip, she began rooting around in it before giving up with a frustrated sigh.

			Lizzie seized the opportunity to put some space between herself and Gideon before she grabbed him by the collar and threw him out of her cottage. “Let me get you some tissues.”

			Madison sniffed again, looking up from her notes. “Thank you, I must have used all the ones I had with me.”

			Lizzie nodded and headed for the bathroom. Snagging the box from the top of the toilet tank, she stood for a moment with her eyes closed, forcing her breathing to slow down. She would go back out and calmly tell them she changed her mind, and they would have to leave. This was her home, and she had every right to decide who could be in her space. Opening her eyes, she turned around to find Gideon standing in the doorway, blocking her path. His eyes burned with a strange light.

			“Lizzie, there’s something you need to know,” he whispered fiercely. “I shouldn’t be telling you this because it’s classified information, but if it helps you understand why Bear needs to come with me, I’m willing to break the rules. There’s been an unexplained surge in dark energy and demonic activity over the last few months, not just here in Canada but globally. The heads of all the Mother Houses, including Vivienne, have set up task forces to figure out what’s going on and how to stop it. And that’s why I am heading to Vancouver. Madison thinks I’m going to an Archivists’ convention, but I’m actually part of a think tank comprised of the top scholars whose expertise is studying the darkness.”

			Lizzie clutched the tissue box to her chest, the back of her neck prickling. “I still don’t see what this has to do with Bear.”

			“Everything. He represents a huge breakthrough in our understanding of how phase shifting actually works. If we can study him, run tests, and isolate where his power lays, whether it is chemical or genetic, we could—hypothetically—replicate it in a lab and use it on ourselves or even on a pack of trained service dogs. Any weapon we can add to our arsenal that the dark side doesn’t have means we have the upper hand. I have to take him to the Order today.”

			

			“Absolutely not,” she said, crushing the tissue box in her hands, her anger blooming hot and fierce. “Bear will have nothing to do with you or the Order. And Vivienne agrees with me. She’s known what he can do for several weeks now, and she’s never asked me to bring Bear in to be studied. And I’ll be telling her to order you to stop pestering me.” Lizzie raised her chin, glaring at Gideon. “And let me make this perfectly clear: Bear. Is. Not. A. Weapon. He is part of my family. His home is here with me and Quinn. Now, I’m going back out there to hear what Madison came to tell me, and then the two of you are leaving.” When Gideon didn’t move, she pushed past him, shouldering him into the doorframe. “Get out of my way,” she snarled, marching down the hallway and back into the kitchen, Gideon following close on her heels.

			“Whose Quinn?”

			“He’s Quinn,” she said, pointing the tissue box towards the back of the couch where Quinn perched. Madison sat on the couch next to the raven, gently running a finger down his breast. The bird was chortling deep in his throat, his tail feathers waggling with pleasure.

			“He just flew in the window and made himself at home,” Madison said in awe.

			“I leave it open so he can come and go as he pleases. He befriended me when I first arrived at Halcyon and followed me here.”

			“Quinn’s a crow?”

			“Raven.” Madison and Lizzie corrected him in unison.

			“Hello, the house.” Came a familiar voice from outside just as the kettle began to whistle shrilly, setting off Quinn, who flapped his wings in irritation, cawing madly.

			Lizzie raised her voice over the din. “Gideon, make yourself useful and take the kettle off the stove,” she ordered as she made for the open front door.

			Relief washed over her as she scrambled out to the porch, greeting her friend just as the old woman was climbing the steps. Grandma Faye carried a large wicker basket. The aroma of warm baked goods scented the morning air.

			“Good Morning.” Grandma Faye leaned in and kissed Lizzie on the cheek. “I had an abundance of early summer strawberries and rhubarb that needed harvesting, so I baked several pies, and I thought you might like one.”

			“I’d never say no to your baking,” Lizzie smiled.

			“Is Vivienne here?” She asked, waving her hand towards the SUV parked in the driveway.

			“No, former acquaintances I met during my brief stay with the Order. But they were just leaving.”

			“Oh?” Grandma Faye raised her eyebrows. “Well, if they plan on catching the ferry, they should hurry. If those clouds are any indication, the storm’s going to be a big one, and ones that size usually delay the ferries.”

			Lizzie looked up, surprised to see how dark the sky surrounding the property had turned in the brief time she’d been inside.

			“I’ll just drop this off so you can say your goodbyes then,” Grandma Faye said, handing the basket over.

			“No, please stay. I’ve just put a kettle on. Once they leave, you and I can have a nice visit, and I can tell you about my visitors because I can tell by the look on your face you are dying to know more,” Lizzie sighed, suddenly feeling weary, “And I would really like a friendly ear right now.”

			The old woman placed a gentle hand on her arm. “Are you feeling okay?

			“I’m fine. It’s just a headache; it’ll pass. Let’s go in.” As she stepped inside, Lizzie said with forced pleasantness, “I’d like you to meet—”

			“Gideon York, as I live and breathe,” Grandma Faye exclaimed. With a swirl of her voluminous skirts and the tinkling of bells she wore on her ankles, she swooped over to Gideon, wrapping her arms around him. Surprised, Lizzie watched as Gideon’s face registered confusion, then panic as the old woman held tight to him. When she finally released him, he started to step backwards, but Grandma Faye snatched up his hands, holding his arms out from his sides. “Let me take a good look at you. My, you have grown into such a handsome young man!”

			

			“Sorry,” he said, shaking his head, “have we met?”

			“Yes, we have, although you probably don’t remember. You were only two when you came to live with me.”

			He stared blankly at her. “I don’t remember. Are you sure you have the right person?”

			Grandma Faye let go of his hands, and her expression softened. “Yes, I’m sure. Your parents brought you to me for safekeeping before they headed out on a mission.”

			He furrowed his eyebrows. “My father’s last mission. He was killed during it, and I was about two when he died. And Vivienne was with him? She never talks about it, or him for that matter.” He looked at Grandma Faye properly for the first time. “You knew my father.”

			She nodded. “Your father was a dear friend. I knew him long before he joined the Order.”

			“You knew my father.” He repeated, his voice faltering.

			Smiling gently, she said, “He was an exceptional man, and I miss him every day. The world became a darker place when we lost his light.” She reached out her hand, and Gideon gripped it tightly.

			An unfamiliar pang hit Lizzie’s chest, and she tightened her grip on the basket she still held, the wicker handle creaking loudly. She’d just assumed Grandma Faye and Vivienne had first met during the aftermath of the attempt on her life.

			From the couch, Madison sniffed loudly. Gideon looked over at her, blinking as if he’d just woken from a dream. He dropped Grandma Faye’s hand and stepped back as the old woman turned to face Madison. 

			“Sorry,” she said, blowing her nose, then tucking the used tissue in her pocket.

			“And who do we have here?” Grandma Faye made her way over to the couch, her hand outstretched.

			“Madison Albright,” she replied, trying to extricate herself from under Bear’s bulk.

			“Stay where you are. We don’t stand on ceremony out here in the sticks,” she said, shaking Madison’s hand. “I’m Fayence Greene, but everyone calls me Grandma Faye.”

			“Gammee Fee,” Gideon exclaimed, sitting down hard on a kitchen chair. “I remember you now.”

			“Lizzie,” Grandma Faye said, looking over at Gideon, “perhaps now would be a good time for that tea you mentioned.”

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER THREE

			It was an awkward gathering assembled in Lizzie’s living room. After pouring tea for everyone, Grandma Faye took her own cup and saucer and sat in the rocking chair by the fire Lizzie had lit moments earlier to take down the chill in the room. Gideon and Madison sat on either end of the sofa, with Gideon seated on the end closest to the front door. Lizzie took the remaining armchair while Bear curled up in front of the hearth and Quinn perched on the back of the sofa behind Madison’s shoulder.

			Madison stuffed forkfuls of pie into her mouth like her life depended on it, staring intently down at her plate. Gideon, on the other hand, left his pie untouched as he stared unseeing into the fire, his teacup clutched to his chest with both hands. Every once in a while, he would sneak a glance at Grandma Faye, his eyes searching her face, and then he would return to staring at the flames. All the while, Grandma Faye partook of her pie and tea, seemingly oblivious to the uncomfortable silence pressing down in the room.

			Lizzie toyed with her pie, moving it around her plate while calculating how best to hurry along this unwanted tea party so Gideon and Madison could be on their way and out of her life when Gideon abruptly turned from staring at the fire to look at Grandma Faye. “What was he like?”

			Grandma Faye’s eyes softened. “Your father was brave and strong, but most of all, he was kind. I remember his laughter and the way he had of making anyone in his presence feel they were the most important person in his world.”

			Gideon lapsed into silence, his eyes shining. Lizzie held her breath, and Madison had her teacup to her lips but didn’t take a sip. Grandma Faye tilted her head to the side, and with the same gentle tone, she said, “Never doubt that your father loved you, and if he were here today, he would tell you how proud he was of you and the young man you’ve grown up to be.”

			Gideon’s eyes narrowed and abruptly turned to look at the fire again. “No, he wouldn’t. I’m no longer a Guardian. I quit to join the Archivists.”

			And he used me to make the switch. Lizzie felt sick and embarrassed at the memory of their time together.

			“Yes, I know. Vivienne told me about your entrance into the Archivists. That’s why I know your father would be proud of you. He never wanted you to follow his career path. He hoped for you a life that felt right for you. He was an exceptional Guardian, but that’s not where his heart lied.”

			Gideon’s head snapped up, staring at Grandma Faye. “But he was a legend in the Guardians. I know because everyone in the Order keeps telling me.”

			“He was dedicated to his vows and obligations as a Guardian, but for as long as I knew him, his real joy and passion had always been books. That is until he met Vivienne, and then you were born. He had amassed quite a collection of antiquarian books on magick. He used to read to you, do you remember?”

			“No, I don’t.” Gideon sounded crestfallen. “I don’t know anything about him. No matter how many times I would ask Vivienne, she would never talk about him or what he was like, and then I just stopped asking.”

			“His death was extremely hard on her, and the only way she knew how to keep going was to avoid talking about him and cutting ties with people who knew and cared about him. Including me—until recently. And I think it wasn’t just the grief of losing him. It’s the guilt she carries about his death. You see, she blames herself for what happened, for not being able to save him.” She leaned forward in the rocking chair. “It must have been very hard on you, growing up without a father and a mother who wouldn’t speak of his memory, but I think you may find she’s ready to take down those walls she built around herself—just give her a little more time.”

			

			Gideon’s throat worked up and down as he returned to staring off into the fire.

			Before the awkward silence in the cottage could grow any more uncomfortable, Grandma Faye leaned forward, her eyes sparkling in Madison’s direction. “So,” Grandma Faye said cheerfully, “Lizzie mentioned the three of you met at the Order.” She placed her teacup gently in its saucer next to her now empty plate.

			Madison answered, looking down at her almost empty plate. “Yes and no. I used to work for Lizzie at her flower shop before it burned down. But I do belong to the Order now. And Gideon was Lizzie’s guardian.”

			Lizzie stared at Madison over her teacup, willing her to look up, but she remained staring at her plate.

			“Yes, I noticed your tattoo.” Grandma Faye motioned to Madison’s wrist, where the tattoo of two crescent moons with a full moon in the center was outlined in indigo. “And if I am not mistaken, because it is not a solid design, that means you are a novice?”

			“Yes.” Madison poked at her pie with her fork, then stuffed the last piece in her mouth.

			“Are you just down for the day?”

			Suddenly, Gideon came to life again, “No, Madison wants to stay with Lizzie for a while. I’m just dropping her off before I head to Vancouver for a conference.” Then he glanced back at the fire.

			Lizzie’s hand jerked, spilling hot tea down the front of her shirt. Madison inhaled sharply, then started choking on her mouthful of food. Shooting up from her chair, the cup and saucer in Lizzie’s hand rattled as she hastily put them down on the side table while Madison continued to splutter and cough.

			Grandma Faye calmly lifted her hand in Madison’s direction, and with a quick flick of her wrist, Madison inhaled deeply. “That’s better, but you might want to take a sip of tea, dear,” she said to Madison, then turning to Lizzie, she continued, “How wonderful you have your first houseguest.”

			“I have to go change,” Lizzie blurted out, then ran from the room.

			***

			Lizzie quickly exchanged her soiled shirt for a roomy sweatshirt, but she remained in her bedroom. Gideon had lied. Madison didn’t just want to talk to her. She wanted to stay with her. She sat down on the edge of the bed, willing the familiar ache in her chest to go away. If Madison explained why she’d turned her back on Lizzie and had refused to see her, if she said she was sorry for the months of silence, maybe Lizzie would want her to stay. Then maybe they could be friends again. Or was it simply too late?

			She blew out an exasperated breath and bent over, quickly unlacing her hiking boots. It troubled her that she couldn’t remember going out into the woods. The blisters on her heels stung as she toed off her boots, a clear sign she had definitely been for a long walk, but when she tried to recall the details, all it did was make her head ache. Her socks were stuck to her heels, and when she gingerly peeled them off, she reopened her blisters, and they started to ooze again. Sliding her feet into open-backed slippers, she reluctantly headed back to her visitors.

			“Well, that’s settled then,” Grandma Faye said, standing up and shaking out her skirt. Gathering up the soiled dishes, she then stacked them in the sink.

			“What’s settled?” Lizzie asked, stepping into the kitchen.

			“Gideon is going to pop over to my place. I have a book of his father’s I’d like to give him, and he’s volunteered to help me trim Mimi’s hooves.” She bustled around the kitchen, putting the leftover pie in the fridge and gathering up her basket. Gideon stood looking unsure at Grandma Faye. Lizzie twisted the bottom of her sweatshirt between her fingers. Panic bloomed as she realized what Grandma Faye was saying. She was going with Gideon in tow, leaving her alone with Madison.

			“Are you sure that’s such a great idea? Didn’t you say the storm was coming and that if they wanted to catch the ferry, they should probably leave right away?”

			Grandma Faye opened the door and peered out. “The storm seems to be holding off for now, and Mimi’s the last of the goats to be trimmed. She’s always been a challenge to do alone, and with Gideon’s help, it can be done in a matter of minutes. We’ll be back in plenty of time. Come along, Gideon, time’s a wasting.” She grabbed Gideon’s sleeve and led him out the door. He gave one slightly frightened look over his shoulder before closing the door behind them. 

			Lizzie stood dumbfounded, staring at the closed door, the sound of Grandma Faye’s truck fading in the distance, leaving only the sound of the fire crackling in its place.

			The lid of the teapot rattled, and Lizzie watched as Madison fiddled with the lid, having discovered the pot empty.

			“I’ll make more.”

			As Lizzie reached for the pot, Madison quickly pulled her hands back, resting them in her lap. Lizzie scooped up the pot, rinsed it out at the sink then return the kettle to the stove. She kept her back to Madison as she pulled out a tin of chamomile tea and filled a tea ball with the dried leaves. Lizzie could feel the growing silence like an uninvited guest taking up all the space and air in her tiny cottage. Her shoulders tightened as she gripped the edge of the sink, waiting for the water to boil. She heard the rustle of fabric as Madison shifted on the couch.

			Outside the kitchen window, the trees began to sway and dance to the strong wind that had kicked up. The afternoon light had taken on a strange, menacing glow, matching Lizzie’s growing irritation. As soon as the water began to boil, Lizzie snatched it off the stove and filled the teapot. The silence grew. Clattering the lid roughly on the teapot, she stared out the window at the storm, her magick sparking down her arms.

			“Why did you refuse to see me or take my calls?” 

			A log shifted in the hearth as the wind snaked in through the open living room window, brushing the back of Lizzie’s neck. She stared out the window, tears burning her eyes and blurring her vision. She spun around. “Well?” she spat out.

			Madison was slumped over the armrest of the couch, her head cradled in her arm, fast asleep. Lizzie blew out a sigh as she padded across the room. Gently lifting Madison’s legs, she swung them onto the couch, then covered her with the quilt she kept folded over the back of the couch. She took a needlepoint cushion from the rocking chair and tucked it under Madison’s head. Returning to the kitchen, she filled a heavy stoneware mug full of tea, grabbed a cookie for Bear and a handful of raisins for Quinn, and went outside to watch the storm. Bear followed her out the door as Quinn hopped out the window to join them.

			She took a seat at the small table where she could safely watch the distant lightning and wait for Gideon and Grandma Faye to return. Quinn perched himself on the back of the empty chair across from her while Bear laid down by her feet as soon as he demolished his cookie. By the time she’d finished her tea, there was still no sign of the old woman’s truck, and it had begun to rain in earnest.

			As she tracked the storm, she noticed something odd. Above her, the cloud cover was a light grey, but circling around her property, dark purple clouds roiled and churned in a counterclockwise spiral, seeming to move closer, then spiraling outward again. Lighting flashed, illuminating the bruised clouds, momentarily changing their color to lavender, the thunder a deep rumble echoing off the mountainsides.

			She’d never seen a storm behave in such a way, and she wasn’t sure if it had something to do with the way air currents moved through the mountains or if the proximity to the lake affected its path, but something felt off to her. The storm was spiraling in again. Lizzie pondered whether to call Grandma Faye to see if they were going to be much longer when a lightning strike zig zagged down through the sky, hitting just beyond the front gate. The crack of thunder seconds behind the flash reverberated in her chest.

			The skies opened up, rain pelting the ground just as Madison started screaming. Before Lizzie could even stand up, Bear blinked out of sight, and Wren flew through the open window. Fast behind them, she flung open the door, scrambling over the threshold and into a nightmare.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER FOUR

			Lizzie flattened herself against the wall as a book whizzed through the air, narrowly missing her head. A blizzard of loose pages and paperbacks from the bookshelves filled the air. The coffee table rocked back and forth, thumping the floor with angry knocks as cupboard doors in the kitchen rattled in their frames. Quinn clung to the edge of the mantle, flapping his wings as Bear stood his ground in the center of the paper storm, slowly inching towards Madison while dodging the flying books. Madison’s eyes were wide and unseeing, her voice high with terror. “Please don’t, Richard. Don’t hurt me. Please. Please.” She was pushed up against the corner of the sofa, her legs pulled up against her chest, her arms over her head.

			Lizzie quickly drew up her magick and cut a swath through the airborne books and pages. She ran to Madison’s side, shouting over the chaos. “Madison, it’s just a storm. You’re safe. No one is going to hurt you.” She placed a gentle hand on Madison’s shoulder.

			“No,” Madison screamed, “Don’t hurt me.” Pale yellow sparks of magick exploded around her as Madison’s arms flailed out, hitting Lizzie square in the face. Lizzie ducked, avoiding a second blow, her cheek blooming with pain. There was the screech of wood on wood, and then something clattered to the ground. She managed to grab Madison’s wrists before she got hit again, feeling the sting of Madison’s magick on her palms.

			“Madison, listen to me. You need to get your magick under control! You are in my cottage, and you’re safe. It’s just a thunderstorm.” 

			Wind barreled through the open window, whipping Lizzie’s hair into her eyes. A paperback and several loose pages landed in the fireplace, where they caught fire. The burning flash danced elongated shadows around the room. Lizzie flinched as the thunder following the next flash of lightning shook the house, but she managed to keep her hold of Madison’s wrists. 

			Pushing down her own rising panic, she drew her magick around Madison, trying her best to infuse a feeling of calm. But it wasn’t working. Madison kicked out with her feet as she tried to push Lizzie away. Bear approached the sofa and placed his muzzle next to Madison’s ear, and let out three loud barks. Madison jerked away from the sound, her head snapping back, her magick winking out. The books instantly drop to the floor, the loose pages fluttering in lazy arcs to settle silently with the paperback. The coffee table remained with all four feet on the floor, and the cupboards ceased banging. Lizzie released Madison’s wrists.

			“Bear?” Madison blinked, looking from the dog to Lizzie as if waking from a dream. In answer, Bear started vigorously licking her face. Madison let out a startled laugh and turned her head, but he kept at it until she gently pushed his face away.

			Lizzie sat back on her heels, watching and waiting. Madison’s breathing had slowed, but her arms trembled as she reached out to pet Bear. The next roll of thunder came from behind the house as the storm circled around in its strange spiral. Madison tightened her hold on Bear’s fur, but she remained calm.

			Getting slowly to her feet, Lizzie plucked the quilt off the floor where Madison had kicked it in her panic. She gave it a quick shake, creating a gentle eddy of loose pages skittering across the floor. She draped it around Madison’s quaking shoulders, then reached over and closed the window, muffling the sound of the storm. Stepping over the debris scattered across the floor, Lizzie grabbed a mug from the kitchen cupboard and filled it with the chamomile tea, adding a generous dollop of honey.

			By the time she picked her way back across the room, Madison was sitting upright, her feet on the floor with Bear lying next to her, his head in her lap.

			“Drink this. It’s still warm but not hot.”

			

			Madison took the mug and nodded. It shook in her hand. She sipped tentatively as she looked around the room while Lizzie gathered handfuls of pages and fed them into the fire. “L-l-lizzie, your books. What have I d-d-done to your precious books?” Madison said through chattering teeth. She cradled the mug against her chest with one hand while the other continued to absently stroke the top of Bear’s head. Quinn flew down from the mantle and settled in his preferred spot on the back of the couch.

			“They were just second-hand paperbacks, no great loss, and easily replaced.” Lizzie tossed another handful of pages into the fire. Not like her first edition Jane Austen’s she’d lost in the fire that destroyed her flower shop.

			“D-d-did I do that-t-t?” Madison asked, pointing to Lizzie’s cheek.

			“I’m fine,” she said, lightly touching the side of her face. It was tender, but Lizzie’s unique ability to heal quickly meant she knew by tomorrow there would be no bruise or pain to mark where she’d been hit. “Nothing’s broken.” 

			The kitchen window lit up with the next lightning strike, followed immediately by an ear-shattering boom. Both Lizzie and Madison yelped in alarm as the sound wave shook the house. Then the lights went out.

			“Does this happen often?” Madison said, snuggling closer to Bear.

			“The storm or the power going out?”

			“Both?”

			“There have been a few spring storms since I moved in, but none as violent as this one.” Lizzie carefully picked her way over to the mantle and lit several candles she had placed there when she’d decorated her cottage. “Oh wait, that’s not true.” She crossed over to the kitchen to retrieve the box of emergency candles she kept in one of the drawers. “There was that one storm where lightning actually hit the driveway.” She kept talking, hoping to distract Madison from what was happening outside. “It created a piece of lightning glass. It’s that lumpy bit of glass on the mantle.” Lizzie lit a candle, dripped wax onto several saucers, and began affixing candles to the hot wax. “But that wasn’t a natural storm but a demon storm sent by Jon. It could’ve been worse, but Emma protected the cottage from any damage.” Once Lizzie tested the candles were solidly stuck in each saucer, she lit each one, placing several on the kitchen table.

			“Demon storm? And who are Jon and Emma?”

			Lizzie carried two candles over to the coffee table, then perched on the edge of the sofa. “Jon was my contractor who installed my new kitchen. He tried to scare me off and sent a demon to visit. Turns out Jon wasn’t just a contractor but a warlock and the head of a drug cartel who was running a secret pot farm and drug running operation out of my barn.” Lizzie tracked the storm as she told her tale, noticing it was circling around to the front of the property again. She also noticed Madison barely reacted to the flashes of light and rumbling thunder.

			She hadn’t intended on going into the details of what had happened, but as she talked, she felt something lighten inside her as if a heavy weight had been lifted off her whole being. She and Grandma Faye hadn’t spoken of any of it since that night, and sharing what had happened to someone who wasn’t there seemed to make it all real. She could see it outside herself more clearly now. 

			“But he died when Grandma Faye called in the Order when I got shot, and my handyman was murdered. The Order tracked him down, and there was a car chase, and he ran off the road and down the mountainside.”

			The whites of Madison’s eyes glowed eerily in the candlelight. “You were shot?”

			“Yes.”

			“I had no idea. Gideon mentioned that the Order had been called out here, something about another demon being detected, but nothing about you being hurt or a murder or drug runners.”

			Lizzie shrugged. “He probably didn’t know the details. Like he didn’t know about Bear’s powers. For whatever reason, Vivienne didn’t tell him.”

			“Was it Jon who shot you?”

			

			“No, one of his henchmen, a corrupt cop, as it turns out.”

			And Emma?” she asked a little breathlessly. She’d stopped petting Bear and was leaning forward.

			“She was the spirit of the witch who first lived here. Her name was Emma Hawksworth. This is her cottage. The villagers locked her in the cellar and starved her to death. They also put an enchantment in the cellar to trap her down there, but Grandma Faye and I managed to release her into the light. We located her remains, and we exhumed them. We buried her out in the yard. The apple sapling marks her grave.” Lizzie turned to look out the window at the young tree bending in the fierce wind, hoping it would weather the storm. “That reminds me, it was Gideon who located the spell to reverse the binding, and I haven’t thanked him yet.” As if speaking his name had conjured his presence, Lizzie noticed headlights arcing through the front gate.

			“Finally, they’re back,” she said, leaning over Bear’s bulk to get a closer look at Grandma Faye’s truck as it struggled up the drive. As it approached the cottage, the truck fishtailed, spraying an arc of sand high in the air. Two separate bursts of magick followed, engulfing the vehicle, straightening out its path, and pushing it up the mess of sand and rain, the truck coming to rest next to Gideon’s SUV.

			“Stay here,” Lizzie ordered, and quickly exchanged her slippers for rubber boots. Swinging her slicker over her shoulders, she grabbed an umbrella and stepped out into the storm. And quickly wished she hadn’t. With each step, her raw blisters rubbed painfully in her boots, the rain coming down in sheets being driven at an angle so that the porch offered no protection at all. She struggled to open the umbrella, only to have the wind grab it and turn it inside out before she even got off the porch. Tossing aside the now useless umbrella, she managed only a few sliding steps across the driveway when Grandma Faye jumped out of the truck. 

			She didn’t have an umbrella, and instead, the old woman quickly raised her arms and brought them down in an arc over her head. Lizzie watched the magick flare briefly as the spell took hold. Grandma Faye reached inside the cab of the truck, retrieving a lantern and the basket she’d brought with her earlier that day.

			“Stay where you are, Lizzie,” the old woman shouted over the storm. As she dashed for the cottage, the passenger door swung open, and Gideon sprinted for the back of his SUV. As he disappeared behind his vehicle, Lizzie caught a glimpse of what he was wearing; something pink and short. And did it have ruffles?

			Lizzie backtracked up the porch and held the door open as Grandma Faye hastened inside. She held onto the door, peering out into the storm. “Did I just see Gideon wearing a housecoat?”

			Grandma Faye handed Lizzie the wicker basket and flashlight before removing the rain-repelling spell. She was just hanging up her dry raincoat when Gideon appeared in the doorway dragging two suitcases behind him. He was soaking wet, and Lizzie hadn’t been seeing things. He was definitely not wearing the clothes he’d left in. He wore only a housecoat in an extravagant pink cabbage rose print and large ruffles at the hem and sleeves. On Grandma Faye, it would have come to her ankles, but on Gideon’s tall frame, it barely
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