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        To the seekers, the defiant ones, the ones who know they are special and rock out to their own beat.

        We knew the second we saw you; you were unique, and we love you for it…

        xoxo, C.D. Gorri
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      She’s on a mission to prove magic exists. He has to change her mind.

      

      What happens when a Witch falls for a feisty normal bent on outing the single most vital secret in the known universe?

      

      Egros must convince Elena’s mate’s sister to stop her investigation into the supernatural world. The cunning female is too smart to bespell. He’ll just have to try the old fashioned way.

      

      Margo Wells has done the unthinkable. The human woman has tracked her brother all the way to the Guardians of Chaos’ Keep, and she’s not leaving without proof magic exists. All her life, Margo was different. With this revelation, she’s finally found vindication.

      

      Will Egros put a stop to the infuriatingly beautiful woman’s investigation, or will he lose his heart instead?
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        I am the watcher in the storm.

        I am the sword who strikes true.

        I am the iron shield.

        I protect against those who seek to control the wild nature of magic.

        I am the guardian of chaos.

        To thrive, we must be free.

        From chaos comes creation.
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      Many years ago…

      Egros closed his eyes, not even bothering to block the blows from the other children in the yard. He hadn’t done anything to deserve it, but he took it all the same.

      This wasn’t the regular school recess bullying that he’d seen on after school specials when his father was not home to scold him for watching normal television. Witches weren’t normals, even if they could pass more easily in society than other supes. Some even went to regular schools and universities.

      But not Egros. The Pyke Coven heir did not attend any ordinary school, and the boys who were alternately kicking and punching him while calling him all manner of crude names were not ordinary children.

      Oh, they hated him the same way normals hated their peers. With complete and absolute prejudice, and with no one particular reason. He felt their scorn rain down on him with every blow and curse word.

      Maybe it was simple jealousy. Maybe they felt threatened by his family name. Or perhaps, it was just sheer stupidity. He contemplated all possibilities while doing his best to protect his nose and teeth from sustaining permanent injury.

      The boys ranged in age from Egros’ own thirteen years to sixteen and maybe older. Perhaps they could have been friends in some other reality. But not in this. Not where Egros Pyke was smarter, richer, and more powerful than any one of them.

      Quiet and studious, he did not ready to anger the way the other boys did. His magic was too great for him to give in to typical hormone induced aggression. Egros knew better. Had been taught better by his now gone mother.

      No, he could not lash out, even if he wanted to. Egros Pyke had to maintain control above all else. Even revenge.

      The truth was, if you combined the students currently stomping on him, Egros would still outdo them all when it came to money, through no fault of his, brains, which his extensive reading could take credit for, and power, some of which he was born with, the rest he’d inherited, as all Witches do.

      All Witches were taught the basics when they were very young. The first lesson number learned was that magic was finite.

      There was a limited supply of magic in this plane of reality. It could be reused, recycled, and willed to another. A practice that Witches in particular knew how to do. Passing one’s own store of magic to another not of their line was rare, but possible.

      The most common way for a Witch to gain his or her magic was to inherit magical stores from an ancestor, usually a parent. Then he or she would continue the tradition of passing it on from one generation to the next.

      Magic could theoretically be bartered, sold, or given away to another. But those cases were extremely rare. Some Witches were greedy and grasping, just like normals. They wanted more magic than their lot and sought ways to procure it.

      The best way to ensure more power was to marry into a Witch family renowned for their strength. Just like his father had done when he’d married Egros’ mother.

      An opportunistic Witch, Bartholomew Pyke had taken lead of their Coven from his father before him, but leaders needed power. The Pyke family had nearly depleted their own magical stores years ago.

      Bartholomew was not satisfied with what he had, and so, he’d found a young, trusting Witch to be his bride. Egros’ mother had been in the area visiting family. Young, naïve, and trusting, she’d been seduced by Bartholomew into a loveless marriage that had been the death of her. Literally.

      Igraine Renaldo had been barely twenty, sweet and pliable. She’d used her incredible magic primarily to grow things. Plants, trees, and flowers native to the New Jersey forests were her specialty. Herbs however, were her favorite.

      She’d taught Egros the importance of balance when he was barely old enough to walk in the back of their always cold house. No matter how high she’d set the thermostat, Egros always found it bitterly cold inside the Pyke house. Her herb garden was the only place he’d ever felt warm.

      Bartholomew Pyke was not known for warmth or feelings of any kind. Especially not towards his awkward son. After his mother’s death, things had only gotten worse.

      He supposed he should thank his dear old dad for the way he could take the beating he was currently receiving without a single flinch. His present abusers were only kids, after all. Just like Egros, but not. Of course, everyone had their differences.

      Most Witches dressed like normals in jeans and t-shirts touting their favorite teams or bands, but not Egros. His dress was too somber, too plain to fit in.

      He wore all black from head to toe. Had done so ever since his mother had died. It was his own rebellion against his father. The only way to get back at Bartholomew Pyke through his own constant mourning for the mother who’d loved him. She’d been the only parent who had ever shown him any affection at all.

      Also, unlike his peers, Egros did not flout rules. He had nothing to prove by going against authority figures with gags and pranks. His own rebellious plans were too serious, too important for such triviality.

      “Why won’t you cry?” One of his assailants shouted, kicking him harder.

      But Egros was beyond pain at the moment. He’d managed to close off that part of his brain, losing himself in thought. He could blast them all with a single twitch of his finger, but he wouldn’t. Magic was not allowed to be performed outside of class until a Witch had reached the legal age of sixteen years as set forth by the Council of Covens.

      No. Underage magic was simply not allowed. There was a simple reason, and that was young Witches were not able to control their spells. Magic was notoriously untrustworthy in someone with no strength to confine it.

      So no, Egros did not use magic to stop their kicks and punches, though he could have.

      Easily.

      The boys didn’t see his restraint. Did not understand that he was protecting them by not lashing out. They wouldn’t thank him for it either. In fact, he was pretty sure his silence made them hit harder.

      Rolling onto his stomach to protect his face, he closed his eyes and waited for the kicks and stomps to end. Egros could take a beating. Had done so for years at the hands of his father.

      Imagine what they would say if they knew the head Witch of the Coven Pyke regularly beat his only son and heir. Thoughts of his father filled his head as Tom Riley spit on his back while pummeling his stomach with the hard rubber toe of his sneaker clad foot.

      “You gonna just take it, runt?”

      “Mommy can’t help you, can she? I heard she was a drunk who went and fell out of a window, is that right?”

      “Nah, I heard she killed herself because she was ashamed of having this emo fuck for a son!”

      “Oooh! Yes! I think he is gonna cry!”

      They were wrong, though. Egros never cried. Not even at his mother’s funeral. Bartholomew Pyke would not tolerate a son who wept. There was not much the old man did abide. His son, least of all.

      The bell rang, signaling the end of the school day, and Egros exhaled. He knew the boys would finally stop tormenting him now that they were free to leave school. One last mouthful of phlegm hit him in the back of the head before they snickered and walked away.

      He barely even cared. This petty torment was so much better than what waited for him back home. Egros lay there a moment, reaching out with his preternatural senses to connect with the trees and plants surrounding the courtyard. He always felt better when he connected with nature.

      It was soothing somehow, communing with the trees the way his mother showed him when he was very young. Trees were so often overlooked in today’s world. But they were the watchers outliving most people, standing strong and true. Trees were the first record keepers. Sentinels, all of them, standing guard, protecting those under their purview.

      Egros often talked to the trees. It was how he knew where to walk, when to stop, when to hide under their shade when his father was rampaging back home. Trees had an excellent system of communication. They could pass knowledge from one to the other through their roots. A little known fact even among the supernatural.

      “Egros?” Mr. Bellamy, their teacher, found him curled in a ball on the ground.

      Egros sat up slowly, wincing at the pain in his ribs. He looked at the older Witch and waited for the inevitable questions that he knew would come.

      “Happened again, didn’t it? Why don’t you fight back?”

      “Nothing happened, sir. May I go to the restroom,” he winced as he stood up.

      “The bell rang. School’s over. Go home Mr. Pyke.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      The bruises would hurt worse tomorrow. He knew this from experience, and yet that was the least of his worries. Egros swatted at the dirt the boys’ shoes had left all over him. He hated having dirt on him.

      School was over for the day. He walked home through the secret path in the woods only he seemed to know about. Unsurprising, since the other students who attended the private school open only to magical folk, mainly Witches from his Coven, tended to steer clear of the Pyke family heir.

      To normals, it was a private school for troubled children with a fiercely steep tuition. That alone kept most people from applying, though there were one or two every now and then. Witches were taught to control their magic at St. Barnabas’ School.

      But Egros already knew all about control. He had to. Both his parents’ lineages were long and powerful. The Pyke Witches had squandered their magic, while the Renaldo family had only grown theirs.

      Rumors spread through the coven like wildfire after the unlikely match had been made between his mother, who had been twenty years his father's junior. Though her death, years earlier, had been ruled accidental, Egros always suspected that was not the case.

      She had been a victim of his father as well, and shame filled him at his own weakness and inability to protect her. Igraine Renaldo had tried to protect her child, but she’d been no match for Bartholomew Pyke.

      His coldness would have been enough to kill her soul, but it was his rage after she’d refused his demands to hand over her magic that had killed her.

      After that, Bartholomew had been on the hunt to locate the Renaldo family magic. But Igraine had hidden it well. It was the one secret she’d made Egros keep, and he would until his dying day.

      “What is mine is yours, my son. Our secret, okay? He must never have it, promise me?”

      “I promise Mother.”

      “When the time comes, you will know how to unleash your power. Just believe in yourself, my precious boy.”

      It was the last time he’d spoken to her before going on an overnight retreat with his class. The next day, he’d returned to find her dead and his father angrily demanding him to hand over anything his wife had given to her only child.

      “Mom is gone? She’s dead?” Egros asked, tears pouring from his eyes. Fear and disbelief had made him ask questions he knew his father would hate him for.

      “Stop sniveling, boy,” his father had sneered, and struck him across the face.

      “Now, tell me where she hid her magic.”

      “I don’t know, sir.”

      “Useless brat. Just like her. Get out of my sight!”

      He’d raged for hours until neighbors came to take Egros for the night so Bartholomew could mourn privately.

      Mourn. Yeah, right.

      Egros knew then what no one else would admit. The head Witch of the Coven Pyke had killed his wife, and no one was going to do a thing about it. Egros was alone. One day, he would pay the man back for what he’d done. He was going to leave the Coven, and when Egros was strong enough, he would return to make his father face justice for his crimes.

      It had become Egros’ sole motivation for being the best Witch he could be. Over the years, his father had grown more displeased with his son. Even worse, the old man grew enraged and bitter as he remained unable to locate his wife’s powers.

      So yeah, Egros took his beatings. Suffered them in silence, just biding his time. He knew where his mother’s magic was all along. Even now, his fingers brushed against the uncut amethyst pendant that he always wore around his neck.

      The stone was suspended by magic inside a round silver circle and hung from a strand of leather made from dragon skin hundreds of years ago. Not the Shifter kind, but the wild ones who used to roam the earth before knights and crusaders wiped them out.

      The pendant was an old family relic on his mother’s side. It was also the key to unlocking the Renaldo magic, his rightful inheritance by birth and his mother’s wishes. All he had to do was whisper the words his mother had told him over and over again since he’d been a baby.

      But Egros knew better than to try that now. If his father knew he held the key to Igraine Renaldo’s magic, he would force the boy to hand it over. And that was something Egros would never do. Not willingly.

      “Not ever,” he whispered fiercely.

      Egros’ eyes narrowed as he came into the small dried up patch of land behind his father’s house. It was his mother’s old garden, planted when Egros was just a baby. It was dead now. Just like her.

      “Where is it, eh? Useless boy thinks he can hide it from me. It’s mine!”

      Egros heard his father’s mad mutterings from outside the open window. The old man was in his room again, tossing his belongings around. Always searching for the thing that would never be his.

      Egros turned around and walked back into the woods. He would sit and wait till his father’s madness passed, or exhaustion took him into one of his deep slumbers. Either one would be preferable to what would happen should he enter the house just then.

      He sat against the gnarled bark of a beech tree and waited, eyes closed, until the still of the night cloaked him in its protective covering. Some magic was just natural, and the woods had always welcomed the Pyke boy.

      When he opened his eyes, sensing his father’s quiet, Egros saw a black Wolf lying beside him. A Shifter, not a wild beast. One he knew well.

      He smiled at Storm and patted his head. Egros was all alone in the world except for this Wolf Shifter. He’d befriended him one day in these same woods not too long ago. Storm had been injured and Egros had healed him.

      Now and then he showed up, just to check in. He always seemed to know when Egros had had a bad day. Like today. The Wolf’s name was Hudson Stormwolfe. He was a friend and sort of a protector too, waiting to intervene should his own father prove too rough.

      “I’m fine. It was school bullies, nothing else,” he told the Wolf.

      The beast whined, and Egros looked down and grinned. A brown paper bag was by his leg. Inside, he found a sandwich, apple, and carton of iced tea.

      “Thank you, Storm.”

      Then he ate. Together they stayed in the woods, boy and Wolf, until the sun broke through the trees. Something told Egros not to go home that night.

      Good thing too. The next day, he’d returned home to discover his father gone. The Enforcers, that was what they called their own magical police force, were already there. They investigated, questioned Egros, but he remained silent.

      A few hours later, Kingston Baldric, leader of Storm’s group of Guardians, had come to fetch him. Egros had not said a word while the adults negotiated custody of him. He was still an underaged Witch.

      “He has no family, no friends, and no one else who wants him,” the Dragon Shifter stated without inflection.

      “Fine. But he has a future here,” one of the Coven elders said.

      “He will decide his future. Until then, he will stay with us where he will be protected.”

      That was how Egros Pyke wound up in the Keep of the Guardians of Chaos. The building was old and large, full of hidden power and secrets. Egros could sense magic and mystery.

      Power had a unique smell. It gave him a tingling feeling he couldn’t quite explain. But he knew he was safe there, and with that revelation, the boy finally exhaled.

      “Welcome Egros,” Kingston Baldric, Alpha Dragon Shifter, and leader of that group of the Guardians of Chaos said in a kind and even voice.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “You understand what we do here?’

      “Yes.”

      “And you wish to join us?”

      “I do.”

      “Might I ask why?”

      “Because magic needs me. And I will protect it, with my life if necessary.”

      “Alright,” Kingston said, nodding at him. “First, you will train. Then, when you are a man, and if you still want to, you may make your vow
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