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      Kaeli Shaw tasted salt and copper before she even realized the spell had gone awry.

      The salt circle was still humming, the tiny grains glowing like twinkle lights.  A dull red haze shimmered like a heat wave on asphalt for a brief moment, and just beyond it, a vase lay shattered against the far wall, the flowers singed, curtains smoldering.

      Her chest hurt, like something had tried to claw out of her heart.

      Four witches stared at her across the polished wood floor of the North Corner’s home, their faces void of emotion.

      They weren’t shocked that the spell had gone haywire.  They didn’t even seem disappointed.

      They just looked exhausted, so very over Kaeli and her brand of non-magic that never did what it was supposed to.  She was a north power, and that meant the element of earth.  But not even a tiny earthquake shudder had happened when she’d cast the spell.  Instead, she’d set a flaming vase of flowers careening into the far wall and cracked the old stained-glass windows.

      “Utterly, utterly unstable,” Elle, the West Corner, said with a dismissive sigh as she rubbed her temples like Kaeli was a stubborn headache.

      Next to her, Gretchen, the South Corner, waved her hand, and the smoldering curtain stopped smoking.  “We’ve tried everything.”

      Kaeli swallowed hard, her mind spinning.  “My north magic shouldn’t flame out like that. I don’t know what happened.”

      North Corner Lydia, the most powerful witch in their coven, cut Kaeli off coldly.  “It shouldn’t, but here we are.”

      Kaeli’s pulse stuttered.  Lydia was the head of the coven for a reason.  She drew power around herself like a cloak, and she never had spells go bad.  She was the kind of witch that Kaeli had once dreamed of becoming.

      Her gray eyes pinned Kaeli in place.  “You know what this means.”

      She knew.  Deep in her bones, she knew this call to cast a spell for the Corners had been a test, and she’d failed.  Spectacularly.

      “You’re sending me away.”

      The words carried a finality of sorts, like the nails in a coffin lid.

      Lydia didn’t bat an eye.  “We can’t risk the coven’s safety any longer.  You were warned to get your magic under control.  Several times.  We’ve been more than generous, but someone we care about will get hurt because you can’t control the magic you were born with.”

      She wanted to fight for herself, but the words stung deep.  The Corners were worried someone they cared about would get hurt, and that didn’t include Kaeli.  “I didn’t do it on purpose.”

      “Irrelevant,” Carmen, the East Corner, said.  “You could kill someone.”

      “What am I supposed to do?” Kaeli asked as she slowly rose to her feet and scrubbed the toe of her shoe through the salt circle to open it.

      “Maybe the coven in Northern Ohio will take you.  They take anyone,” Gretchen said.

      Kaeli knew just how far they were suggesting she go.  From Illinois—the only home she’d ever known—to Northern Ohio, a place that witches whispered about with pity or disgust.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she realized that Elle had her phone in her hand.  The screen on Kaeli’s phone showed a bus ticket to Cleveland.  One way.

      One of the other witches in the coven walked in, pulling a rolling suitcase behind her, and Kaeli realized it was the suitcase from her bedroom closet.

      “You set me up,” she said, staring at Lydia.  “It was a test, and I failed, but you already had my bag packed and a freaking bus ticket ready to go.  Why test me at all?  Why not just exile me?”

      Lydia gave her a cold look that would have made Jack Frost shiver.  “I don’t owe you an explanation; however, I will say that we gave you one last chance to prove you could master your magic.  You are no North power wielder, you are the burden of the coven, a disgrace just like your mother.”

      Now that hurt like a son of a bitch.

      Lifting her chin slightly and tightening her emotions so she didn’t cry in front of them, she grabbed her suitcase and walked out of the room.  When she was outside in the crisp September air, she used her phone to order a car and walked toward the outskirts of town to wait for it.

      Alone.

      As she waited for the car to pick her up to take her to the bus station, a memory surfaced: of another bag packed and another goodbye she didn’t choose.

      Her mom, with smeared lipstick and laughing breathlessly, shoved clothes into a suitcase while the man, married to the West Corner, whispered in her ear with a lecherous gaze.  Kaeli was sixteen.  She hadn’t even had her first kiss yet.  But she’d instinctively known what was going on between them.

      “You’ll understand one day,” her mom had whispered with wild, selfish eyes.

      But Kaeli had never understood her mom walking away from her before she was an adult and tearing apart the very fabric of her life.  She’d sworn that day that she’d never walk away from people who needed her and loved her, but the problem was that all these years later, she’d never found those people.

      Someone had taken her in until she was old enough to live on her own.

      But she’d never had love again.  Family.  Loyalty.

      She’d been a dog begging for scraps, and happy with crumbs.

      The car arrived, and she checked the app details against the car and the driver.  Then she set her bag on the seat next to her as she settled in the plush seat and shut the door.

      “Bus station?” the woman asked as she pulled away from the curb.

      “Yeah.”

      “Where are you headed, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Cleveland.”

      “Oh?  The Rock and Roll Hall of Fame is there, well worth the time.  How long will you be gone?”

      Kaeli’s magic hummed restlessly under her skin as the car passed the town limits, the bus station a bright red dot on the GPS screen, blinking like a warning light.  “For good.”

      “Ah, well.  Ohio is pretty great.  Mind if I put on some music?”

      “Go ahead.”

      As music filled the car, Kaeli looked out the window and watched the scenery blur by.  She was half on the edge of a mental breakdown, half ready to storm back into the Corner’s home and show her a thing or two about taking care of people.

      But she didn’t cry or ask the driver to turn around.

      Instead, she opened her phone and looked up the Cleveland coven.

      She knew she didn’t have to go there; she could go anywhere she wanted.

      Something spoke to her, though, in a quiet, reverent voice that Cleveland was the right choice for her.

      As she stared down at her hands that had not too long ago attempted to wield magic and had failed, she wondered if there was any place for her anywhere.

      Maybe she was destined to roam, a witch who couldn’t cast the simplest of spells, a woman without a place to call home.

      Rubbing at the ache in her chest, she realized the ache had been there since she was abandoned at sixteen and had only scarred over and never truly healed.

      She was so used to being discarded that she hadn’t even seen the call to the Corner’s house as anything sinister.  But they’d planned it all along.  She wasn’t welcome there any longer, and whatever lay ahead…she just hoped that fate would be kind to her.

      As she thought about fate and how shitty the hands that were dealt could be, something sparked, glowing and soft, inside her, and she closed her eyes and held onto it.

      Hope.
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      Solan Keane liked mornings in Thorn Hollow.  Mostly because they were quiet.  Although the nights on patrol with the security team were quiet as well, there was something reverent about the quietness of the morning as the sun rose and began the day.  He’d always been a morning person, not a night owl.

      He walked the treeline behind a row of houses in the pack’s territory, watching for anything out of the ordinary.  Their pack had come under attack recently by an anti-shifter group called Humans Against Shifters.  H.A.S. was run by a shifter-hating zealot named Brent Foley, who’d attacked the tiger shifters in Northern Ohio a few months earlier before turning his attention to the people who lived in Thorn Hollow.

      Solan had been part of the security team for years.  He’d literally grown up being trained as a pack protector by the former alpha, Lit, who’d stepped down to address family issues and handed the reins over to Adam.

      While he didn’t run the security team normally, he was in charge while his friend Brick was on a short honeymoon with his mate Jade, an albino wolf.  Solan took the duty seriously.

      He passed his friend Leo’s house.  He’d found his mate recently in a gryphon shifter named Mira.  Her family had joined the pack as allies, moving into empty homes in Thorn Hollow, working at the pack-owned car dealership, and supporting the pack in other ways.  He liked the gryphons and the other members of Mira’s family’s clan, and he considered anyone who wanted to help keep the pack safe to be good people.

      Picking up the pace, he resumed his trek around the neighborhoods that dotted Thorn Hollow, finding nothing amiss and no one who didn’t belong.

      When he passed by Brick and Jade’s empty house, his stomach twisted a little at the thought of his friends all mated and him still alone.

      Not all wolves waited for their truemate, but Solan was going to, just like Adam and Brick and Leo had.  Eventually, Solan trusted that fate would smile on him and he’d meet his forever girl.  He just hoped it happened sooner rather than later.

      He was damn lonely, and the ache had seemed more prominent lately.

      Maybe because of Leo and Mira finding each other.

      The last of his unmated friends was now wrapped up in love and happily ever after.

      As he made his way through the woods to the other neighborhood, he saw the security building behind Adam and Cinder’s home and the pack’s hunting territory surrounding it.  They held full moon gatherings in the woods, in a cleared space with a fire pit that seemed like the flames could touch the stars if they tried hard enough.

      The back door of the alphas’ house opened as he neared the security building, and Adam stepped out and waved him over.

      “Morning,” Solan said, climbing the steps of the back porch.

      “Morning.  Anything going on?”

      “Nah.  All quiet, just the way we like it.”

      “Abso-freaking-lutely.”  Adam took a drink of coffee and cleared his throat.  “Brick just checked in.  Wanted me to remind you not to burn down the woods while you’re in charge.”

      Solan chuckled.  “I’ll do my best.”

      “I’ve got a favor.”

      Solan straightened.  “Name it.”

      “Would you mind going to the bluffs tomorrow night for the witches’ equinox celebration?  Cinder wants to go, and I’ll obviously be there to escort her, but I’d like to have you along as well.”

      “Yeah, of course.”  The witch coven in Cleveland was allied with every shifter group in Northern Ohio—tiger, wolf, bear, dragon, falcon, and white lion—plus the vampires downtown.  During the solstice and equinox celebrations, the coven asked for several from each group to join them as guards, as they’d be vulnerable in their circle when they were distracted and casting spells.

      When he was younger, Solan had volunteered for the task.  Partly because, as a young male, he’d liked that the witches only wore cloaks and nothing else, and he’d been a typical horny male.  But the witches had stopped the naked-cloak stuff a few years ago after deciding it wasn’t truly necessary.  They now wore clothes that were magically blessed.

      “I hadn’t picked anyone to come with us, so take whoever you want.”

      He thought over the schedule for the next few days.  “I’ll see if Linus wants to go.”

      Adam nodded.

      The breeze blew, rustling the trees and grass, and bringing a strange whisper of energy along with it.  Solan’s wolf rose inside him, alert and listening.

      “You feel that?” Solan asked.  “Something’s coming.”

      Adam nodded.  “Tomorrow is the equinox.  Cinder says the veil between worlds thins during the major calendar events.  Boundaries flex and give way sometimes.  It could be that.  Or maybe…”

      When he didn’t finish his sentence, Solan prompted, “Maybe what?”

      “Maybe it’s a change that’s coming.”  Adam looked at him pointedly.

      “You mean I might be meeting my mate soon?  How on earth would the breeze make that a reality?”

      Adam chuckled.  “Listen, I don’t fully get how finding mates works out, but I know it does.  When I saw Cinder in the club that first night?  I realized everything in my life had been leading up to it.  And then I met her, and it was like tumblers in a lock and everything aligned.  If something is coming, we shouldn’t just think about the worst-case scenario; we should also think about what the best-case might be.  And the best-case scenario is that you’re going to meet your truemate sooner rather than later.”

      “From your lips to fate’s ears,” Solan murmured, looking out into the trees but not really seeing anything but the morning light playing shadows on the ground.

      Cinder called Adam’s name from inside the house.

      “On my way, baby,” he said.  He dumped out the rest of his coffee.  “Keep your wits about you, but don’t shut out the possibilities.  The equinox is about new beginnings, right?  Embrace it.”

      “Sure.”

      Solan stepped off the porch and walked toward the security building to check in with Linus and let him know he’d be heading to the bluffs Friday night.

      He wasn’t thinking about finding his truemate or the weird nip in the air that felt electric and not at all related to the weather.  He had security to think about, sensors and cameras to check, and schedules to create.  Today, like tomorrow, would be another day on duty.  And yet—he could feel some sort of promise in his bones, a whisper of good things to come.
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      By dinnertime, he’d checked in with Linus, made one last trek around the town, and ensured the next shift headed out on time.  He’d seen nothing at all on his shift.  No suspicious persons.  No sign of H.A.S.  No reason for his wolf to keep poking at him from the inside all day, ever since he’d met with Adam that morning.

      His friend’s talk about finding his truemate had awakened thoughts he’d kept quiet for a long time.

      He headed home when the sun dipped low, the porch creaking as he walked up to the front door of his modest two-bedroom ranch.  Most of the time, he didn’t mind coming home to an empty house, but for whatever reason, it bothered him tonight.

      After heating up a meal that one of the she-wolf caretakers in the pack had left for him in the fridge, he sat at the counter and ate while he scrolled social media and pondered the night ahead.  He could grab some single males and head to Lykos, the shifter-friendly bar, for a few drinks and find a willing female to snuggle up to.  But something about that scenario didn’t appeal to him, so he didn’t reach out to anyone.

      After dinner, he changed into sweatpants and dropped onto the couch, exhausted to the core from being on his feet all day.  He closed his eyes for a moment with a yawn, and then he was out like a light, his past rising up like a dream.

      He always thought of his parents on the night that the attack happened.  The way the moonlight made everything glow, and the way the desert air always smelled like heat, even when it had cooled down.  He was young, just a kid, the son of alphas, part of a small, mostly family pack.

      He didn’t have many memories of them because they’d been killed by usurpers when he was four.  Mostly, he had feelings.  Warmth.  Security.  Love.

      It had all been taken from him in a heartbeat, and he’d never even gotten a chance to say goodbye.

      Solan gasped awake and found himself still on the couch.  His living room came into focus as the moonlight streamed in through the open windows, painting everything with pale light.  His chest was pounding, and his wolf was humming under his skin.

      He hadn’t dreamed about his parents in ages, and those times he never woke up feeling happy.  He always seemed to focus on the loss and the terror of the nights that had followed their deaths.

      He’d come to Ohio from the southwest, orphaned and scared.  A she-wolf named Nila had taken him in.  She eventually mated with Lit, the alpha, and they treated him like family, training him to protect the pack.

      Maybe the equinox was going to bring something new into his life, and maybe that new thing would be his mate.  Perhaps the loneliest nights he’d had were in the past now, and he could finally move forward with his life instead of spinning his proverbial wheels.

      Was something awakening in the world or just in him?

      Was tomorrow the start of something or just otherworldly shenanigans that had nothing to do with him?

      Whatever the case, he’d be ready.

      Hopefully.
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      Kaeli’s mind had been aching in a dull sort of way during the last hour of the trip as the bus pulled into the station in downtown Cleveland.  The brakes squealed loudly as it shuddered to a stop, as if it were protesting the fact that it had to be there.

      She stood and shouldered her purse, checking to make sure she’d left nothing behind in the seat, and then followed the few passengers out.

      The sun was going down, and coolness swept through the lot.  She tucked her hands inside her hoodie sleeves and waited for the driver to pull the bags from the cargo hold.  When she saw her dark pink suitcase, she grabbed it by the handle and pulled it behind her as she made her way into the station to use the bathroom.

      On the GPS app on her phone, she saw that the Cleveland Mother Earth Store was a mere fifteen minutes away by car.  It was the coven’s supply shop and headquarters, and where the Corners were most likely to be the day before the Equinox.

      Since it wasn’t that far away, she walked out of the station and waved at a taxi instead of calling a rideshare vehicle, and told the man behind the wheel where she was going.

      “Don’t hex me,” he said with a bold laugh as he pulled from the curb.

      “I promise I won’t,” she said.

      Exhaustion pulled on every facet of her
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