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WANTED: One Lunar Witch, preferably naïve.

Being born a witch has always been just a detail from my past, you know, like summer camp, or the time Timmy ate a bug, but now, thanks to one very pushy Immortal, a handful of mutant shifters, a psycho named Chaos and a nice guy (I think) named Emmet, my magic’s become a real pain in my ass.

San Diego was a totally chill choice for college, until this whole moon-cycle madness was thrown in my lap (more like shoved in my face) and now I’m bumbling with basic spells, crash studying to go from zero to fierce in a matter of days.

Only problem with this test is that it’s graded pass/fail where failure is death.

I wouldn’t wish magic on anyone. It attracts all the wrong entities, the kind you can’t run from, the kind who always find you, the kind who know your dark secrets even before you do. 

One thing’s for sure... there’s magic in the moonlight.

This collection includes the first three books in the Urban Fantasy series MIST RIDERS.
​​
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​CHAPTER 1
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YOU DON’T GIVE UP ON dreams as much as dreams give up on you.

Grandma’s predilection for riddles shone through every time she shared her meticulous bits of advice. I had heard that phrase more than once. It was her not-so-subtle way of advising me to be careful what I wished for—an uncertain dream is a dream that can never come into being.

“Dreams are a kind of magic,” she said. “And magic is certain.”

Outside the coffee shop window, the soft colors of sunset had begun to gather on the horizon. At just before seven on a Friday evening, the coffee shop was oddly empty. True, we were at the far end of the campus and it was Labor Day weekend, meaning most students had more interesting plans than coffee and a bagel, but still... The last customer had departed with an espresso macchiato five minutes ago.

Maura and I sat behind the counter, messing with our phones.

“We might as well clean up,” Maura said as she stood.

I nodded but stayed put. I closed my eyes to calm my nerves. The prospect of a brand-new life overwhelmed me at times. I never let myself believe it was in the cards, but here I was, stressing over my future.

A sudden gust of wind swung the door open, hurling a flurry of yellow and brown leaves inside the shop. The leaves swirled and danced, becoming translucent under the fluorescent lights before landing on the floor.

“What the hell was that?” Maura said, rushing to close the door. “Huh,” she said as she turned to me. “It’s dead calm outside. No wind. Strange.”

There’s always a wind. Not one moment, not one heartbeat passes where I don’t hear the sound.

I usually did a better job at keeping the wind harnessed, but the fact my life was about to take a new turn had thrown me off my game. The lapses were becoming more frequent.

It didn’t take much effort to keep the elements at bay—to me such a task was a primal instinct, like breathing or blinking, but a shock to the system can even make us forget to breathe or blink for a hot second, can’t it?

Maura waved a hand in front of my face. “So, will you go?” she said. “They have all those tall, blonde women there. A fiery little green-eyed brunette like you would be très exotique in Sweden.”

Wow, stereotype, much?

“I’d be going to Stockholm to study, not work in a brothel, Maura.”

“That’s no fun,” she said, her eyes locked on mine. “What’s the verdict, Miss Collinsworth?”

I looked down at the letter as I took it out of my pocket. I had already memorized its contents as if it were a school project.


Dear Ms. Collinsworth,

We are pleased to inform you that your scholarship application to study toward the Master in Ethnology has been accepted. You are eligible for a scholarship amount of $12,000 for one full year. 

Please confirm receipt of this letter either through mail or email and inform us whether you intend to claim this scholarship by October 8. If we do not receive response by October 8, the scholarship will be offered to the next deserving student.

Congratulations and we look forward to welcoming you to the University of Stockholm.



“Well?” Maura insisted.

“I wish I knew,” I said with a sigh.

“You should obviously go, Sophie,” Maura concluded with a matter-of-fact tone. “Regrets and all that jazz,” she added for good measure.

Yeah, what is life but an endless engine of regret? Wearing harem pants in tenth grade, breaking up with Tobin right before our high school graduation ceremony and, most of all, leaving Grandma behind in Astoria, the small Oregon town on the Columbia River where I grew up, to study social anthropology in San Diego.

Even though she expressed only encouragement, I could always sense a sincere concern in my Gram’s benevolent eyes every time I visited. Her fears felt palpable although I’d managed to stay far away from trouble.

I could only imagine the dread in her eyes when I told her I was considering going to Europe to complete my master’s degree and begin research for my PhD on Medieval Mingling of Myth, Magic and Witchcraft.

If I ever had a dream, this would be it—to follow my curiosities down a path that would make me a functioning member of society, hiding out in the joyous anonymity of a small-town college professor position.

“Maybe you’re right, Maura,” I said the moment Rob walked in to work the evening shift. “Big Rob’s here, my cue to leave.”

“That’s right,” Maura said with a sigh. “Lucky girl. I’m here till ten.”

“The lucky girl’s the one who gets to ride with me,” Rob said with a wink as he passed by on the way to the timeclock.

“A Rob shift is always fun,” I said, tucking my letter into my back pocket.

“It’s still Friday night though,” Maura said, wiping down the counter.

Rob handed me my purse and denim jacket. “I punched you out, homie. Go forth and get your youth on.”

“Oh, I turned my youth off years ago,” I said as I headed for the door.

The sky had turned the darkest blue. A pale moon had started to emerge, half-hidden behind a dark cloud. The breeze tickled my sandaled feet as I walked onto the sidewalk. I curled down my toes and huffed.

“Don’t F with me,” I scolded the taunting breeze as I hurried down Caesar Drive to catch the bus.

Streetlights came on one after the other as I moved past them. They hung brightly above flower beds and trees like hovering fireflies.

I watched in astonishment as the bus drove off. Just my luck. Of all days, today was the day that the perpetually late bus ran on time.

That left me with two choices, and both pissed me off: wait for the next bus for thirty minutes or walk home, which would probably save me a minute or two.

Or I could go for option three and cut through Mission Park. That would save me more like ten minutes, but it would also mean I’d be walking through a very active collection of flora at dusk.

This would not concern a normal girl, but I was anything but normal. As a rule, I didn’t cross big parks after sunset as there were always too many elements to appease at once. I was definitely in no mood for multitasking.

In the end, impatience won out. Not to mention that if I ever wanted to live like a normal person, I would have to start acting like one.

I peeked up at the darkening sky. The nearly full moon was partially obscured by hastening clouds. Chances were that the lunar energy field wouldn’t be overwhelming.

“Just relax,” I told the grass as I stepped onto the path into the park. “I have this under control.”

The vegetation all around began to hum. It was a subtle, benign murmur but, at the same time, impossible to ignore. With a sigh, I stepped onto the grass, letting it brush softly against my toes through the sandals.

A pulsing sensation ran up my leg as I stepped on a dry, yellow leaf.

I hastened my gait, leaping from leaf to crunchy leaf, timing my breaths with every crackle and snap of my landing feet.

There was not a moment to blink. With every footfall, my powers swelled and broke like an ebbing wave. It was like surfing a frantic tide, rising and falling in tandem with the moon’s whims.

The vibrations underneath my feet surged unexpectedly. I quickly veered back onto the gravel path, so as not to wake what would best be kept in peaceful slumber.

I pricked up my ears when a low, guttural sound cut through the dark, its source way too close for comfort.

Was I too late? Had some unsavory beast banished from the Deep Down sensed my maturing command of Earth elements and decided to come out to play?

It was not something I cared to find out. I accelerated into a trot when a tall figure across the park caught my eye. His dark overcoat and long-tailed hood stopped me cold.

The man lingered as well. The hood hung low, concealing his eyes in shadows. All the same, I could feel the menace of his gaze fixed on me.

Any deliberation as to how to proceed ceased when I sensed the shallow breathing of a second hooded man behind me.

“What the hell is going on?” I whispered as I spotted a third man standing under a tree to my right.

A triangle. Nice touch. No shape in nature is stronger. Each of the four elements is represented by the symbol of the triangle.

I closed my eyes for a brief second, trying to stimulate the protective shield hidden under my fingernails even though using it was forbidden in the basic world. I didn’t feel an etheric field. That meant these men, whatever they wanted from me, were mere humans—basic, as my kind called them.

In perfect synchronization, they closed in on me, barely leaving an arm’s length of free space around me. I swallowed to steady my frenzied nerves.

“Yeah,” I said, “so what do you want?” A thousand possible unwelcome responses flooded my head.

The tall one smiled, revealing a set of crooked teeth. “What we want, my pretty little thing, you have aplenty,” he said, reaching out to wrap his fingers around my throat. “Plenty for all of us.” 
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THE MAGIC RACED TO my fingertips, gliding through my etheric field to heat up my palms. I struggled to control the current’s raw power. Magic was as hard to resist as any instinct—all efforts to suppress it gnawed at my human core.

Struggling to inhale, my nostrils filled with the man’s foul breath as his fingers tightened around my throat.

My hands flew up and jolted his hands with enough magic to loosen his deadly grip. My gut twisted after that burst of forbidden witchcraft.

The thug shook off my zap. Locking his sinister eyes on mine, he slipped a hand underneath my shirt. My lungs stopped working when the second goon slathered his hands all over me from behind, feeling up my thighs and hips.

Disgusted, I pushed back against him but found it impossible to budge his massive body even a bit. I was trapped between two vicious goons, feeling their intrusion at the center of my being, crushing me, annihilating my spirit in more ways than one.

My mind melted into a state of incoherent thought. Anger sparked.

“That’s the spirit, lass, I can feel you warming up,” one of them hissed.

His casual tone made me shiver. My vision blurred as blood pounded inside my skull. Another thug closed in, shoving his partner aside to get his hands on my chest. His hood fell back, exposing his cruel face.

I got a quick glimpse of the hard lines across his forehead and his dark, heavy eyebrows. There was something wrong with the way his eyes glimmered in the dark—yellow, stark, inhuman.

“You dimwit,” the man behind me snarled as his accomplice quickly put the hood back on his head.

I knew it was my chance and took it, delivering a quick knee to his groin.

The man moaned and cursed. I whirled my body, lashing out on instinct, and managed to pull myself free from the unholy trio of miscreants.

I sprinted away only to trip and fall, rolling onto the soft grass.

Again, the tall men closed in on me. “Mess with us, little slut, and you’ll pay the price,” one of them said. “You’ve no idea who you’re dealing with.”

My eyes rose to the sky. The clouds had drifted north, unveiling the Moon in its full, luminous silence. Still on the ground, I scurried backwards on my hands and butt.

The moon beams finally remembered me, surging into my pores, filling me with their silver energy.

A single spinning leaf hovered next to me, offering up its elemental core, as I slammed both palms on the grass, stifling my senses. The roar of the grass split my eardrums in half.

My assailants moved toward me, hearing nothing.

I raised my eyes to them as fury overtook my features. “No, it’s you who have no idea who you’re dealing with,” I muttered, rising to my feet.

Six hands reached for me. I stomped my right foot on the ground, unleashing my energy field from its tethers.

“Run!” I yelled as the energy swelled into a purple fireball.

“Girl, what you...” was all I heard before the unbridled force shuddered along my spine and tendons and detonated.

The energy blasted out of me, colliding with the ground, sparking and howling as it began to envelop the thugs on all sides and above their heads.

The hapless men ducked down and ran off, disturbed to their cores, exactly as I had willed it to be.

That felt good, even glorious, to use the full force of my magic again, something I had only done before in controlled environments underground. The Lunar Order wanted to keep all the training sealed up in the dim chambers and ancient catacombs of the Deep Down.

For the first time, I had engaged my true nature in the basic world. My brain felt finely tuned and my skin glistened with health. To bring out my magic under the full moonshine, to use it in a fight and to win—God, that was something new, a sensation like no other.

Then the gravity of what I had really done hit me like a ton of bricks. I had been forced to use magic in the up above, or what the basics knew as the real world. I didn’t even know how many rules I had broken at once, or the punishment I would suffer if my actions became known to the Lunar Order.

There were few extrasensory orbs left in the hidden lands of the Deep Down and even fewer in the up above, but those that remained could record disturbances of equilibrium in the elements from great distances. Nothing came free. Every use of energy we initiated had to be drawn from somewhere in nature.

That which is expended cannot be replaced.

Even so, I had used a minimal amount of magic. With a little luck, my energy strike would slip by unnoticed.

I ran. Leaving the scene of the unfortunate events seemed prudent. The witches of the Lunar Order were spread thin across the globe. Maybe my little blip would dissipate before ever registering with any of them.

I’d call Grandma to ask her to glance into her orb when I got home. She would surely discover any disturbances in the elemental power fields. I’d rather have a gentle Grandma scolding me than a couple of random magistrates of magic showing up at my door. 

My lungs filled with air for the first time when I neared the side street that would take me out of the park and toward home. A few more quick steps and the Mission Park incident would be a memory.

The passage to freedom was interrupted by a tall, powerful figure that materialized in my path as if from thin air.

A chill cut through me.

Why can’t I catch a break tonight?

This man was different. I knew it the second I laid eyes on him. I could feel his power, palpable and potent, pulsing with menace.

He was also the most impressive-looking man I had ever seen. His eyes were dark yet somehow blue like the ocean deep. He had broad shoulders and a sparkling about him like a shimmering aura. Leather jacket, boots, lips that seemed freshly minted, almost feminine.

Was it my own magic that had summoned him? If so, how could he get here so fast? There was no way this dude lived in my neighborhood.

The aura shone brighter as he neared. I backed up but then hesitated in order to better study his face. He was more than handsome, he was hypnotic.

I debated whether this spell was cast by potent magic or superb genetics. Either way, his essence was irresistible, a beacon to every woman or man entering his orbit, be it witch, sorcerer, mage, shapeshifter, faery, healer, slayer or basic human. They would all drop their defenses and follow this unparalleled man through eternity. 

Dammit, Sophie, you need to snap out of it. Your defenses are weakening.

My fear that someone in the Lunar Order would sense my unauthorized behavior blinded me to the real threat, the possibility that my magic would be felt by a powerful hostile.

His magnificence did not fool me for long. In my gut, I knew that this being’s aesthetic attributes were pure danger.

From my very limited options I chose once again to run. The man would not dare follow me out into the streets among the basics. At least, I hoped he wouldn’t. Certain things were forbidden to all of us.

I found an angle and bolted for the road. With the slightest twitch, he knocked me clean off my feet with a powerful undercurrent. His energy struck my calves, flipping me a few feet above ground. I landed with a twisting thud that shot pain through every joint in my body.

The green world stopped rustling, its sudden stillness whooshing through my ears as I fought to maintain mental clarity. I planted both palms on the grass underneath me as the man advanced toward me with long strides.

Elemental power coursed through my veins, strong and willing. I felt it swell and sizzle on my palms. The energy ball I hurled at my opponent was made of pure force, capable of knocking out a pack of elephants. He deflected it easily, like it was nothing much, poof, a thin veil of mist that fell to the ground.

He circled me, urgent and unfeeling. “You’re good at party tricks,” he said. His deep voice echoed in my head. “Now let’s see if there is anything substantial inside you.”

I summoned a new wave of power. He crushed my magic before it left my hand. Searing pain ripped through my ribcage and twisted my heart.

I screamed.

With a snap of his wrist, a levitation force lifted me, ever so slowly, and left me suspended twenty feet above the ground.

My whole body hurt as if I was clenched inside a giant hand.

All my bravado from vanquishing the three hooded men had vanished. The man in front of me was beyond my powers. It would be pointless to continue the fight. I had already attempted what Gram would have advised, to back down and run, but failed at that as well.

The grass anticipated my fall, expanding and softening to cushion my plunge as the man released his hold. Considering that he had bonded the trees to his magic, keeping the leaves still, so I was unable to absorb their energy, it was a wonder he hadn’t controlled the grass. He could have turned it hard like cement if he had so desired.

So, his cruelty isn’t absolute. Nor does he want me dead.

Not yet anyway.

My adrenaline surged the second the ground began to shake under me. Springing to my feet, I ran as fast as I could, ignoring the excruciating agony that burned through my body.

An invisible whip lassoed around my left ankle, yanking me off my feet.

I expended an incredible amount of my magic to latch onto the earth, as his greater force dragged me to him, breaking my fingernails. In my heart I knew my resistance was futile, but I would at least stall for time.

As bad as the encounter had gone so far, I was in no hurry to find out what happened when he got his hands on me.

“Did you really think you could hide from me?” he said as my body rolled onto his boots.

With a wave of his hand, he propped me up on my feet, then knocked me back down with a blow of air that felt like an iron fist. My mind spun. What was this creature? The depth of his power was unfathomable—and I had seen some absurdly powerful witches at work.

“Who in the fucking world do you think you are, measly witch?” he went on, locking in his glare.

The words oozed from his lips like poison. What beef did he imagine existed between us? Would it matter if I told him I had no clue what in the hell he was talking about?

As drained as I was, I managed to force a thin layer of protection around me that could maybe buffer whatever was coming next. It was a big maybe, the biggest maybe of my life.

“Did you send those creeps?” I managed to say. “How did you cloak their energy fields? They felt human.”

“You might as well be human, as weak as you are.”

His aura turned dark purple as his eyes hardened. Instead of an answer to my question, he summoned a tangle of energy fields which shattered my shield and cut through me like a hot bullet. I was on fire, my insides burning, lungs gasping for air. I coughed up bile and blood.

I wanted to ask for help, but no one would hear. The park was empty this whole time. It made sense now. My magic hadn’t summoned him. He was already on my trail and had controlled everything that had happened since I stepped onto the park path. His magic had sealed the scene from the outside world.

Screw this guy. I decided to lift my head while I was on all fours. I stared at that smug bastard, defiantly. I could barely breathe, but I persisted. He rewarded me with one more blow of energy that struck between my eyes.

I felt my front teeth cracking. Blood flowed from my ears and nose.

With trembling hands, I reached out to search my forehead for blood.

A word formed inside my head, a fiery, unwelcome word I had been taught to fear since childhood: Immortal.

And then all went black.
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I BLINKED TO MAKE SURE I wasn’t dreaming. I was lying on a four-poster bed, under a burgundy canopy, in an unfamiliar room. The walls were covered by dark wood panels dotted with round paintings of seascapes. Heavy drapes hid the only window in the room. A single lamp leaked a dim, sickly orange light. 

My shirt and jeans were still on me—dream or no dream, that was good. I craned my neck to search for my jacket and shoes. They were gone. Memories flooded my fuzzy head. I missed the bus, walked through the park and was beat down by some psycho dude’s powerful magic. Yet, I felt no pain, no fatigue at all.

If it wasn’t a dream, maybe I had been fixed up by a skilled mage healer. Grandma thought their kind still existed, though no one had seen one in the basic world in centuries.

I didn’t care to find out, to be honest. All I wanted was to run but quickly discovered my hands were tightly bound to my sides. I felt the restraints, but I could not perceive anything visible restricting my wrists.

Panic surged in my chest. Whoever managed to make this spell invisible to a lunar witch was packing some serious sorcery. Like all witches of the Lunar Order, I had been trained since birth to divine spells. No standard enchantment could hide from us no matter how elaborate or rare. We spotted magic designs and could extract incantations and verses from the air more expertly than most other factions of magical beings.

And, as any witchling could tell you, a spell must be seen to be broken.

The door swung open, and my heart leapt. If the blue-eyed villain had looked formidable under the moonlight, right here, in this strange room of dim, orange light, everything about him had become astoundingly majestic.

He was tall and powerfully cut. Black dress shirt and black jeans. His sharp features were perfectly symmetric beneath his short, dirty blond hair.

He made no effort to hide his etheric field. His aura oozed out of his hypnotic blue eyes. He obviously couldn’t care less if I read his energy capacity, which I easily did. My captor was definitely not a mage healer.

So, the guy had an accomplice or two, maybe a whole evil crew.

He studied me from head to toe. “You’re awake? Finally,” he said as he shut the door behind him.

This guy. I was not a fan. What was he exactly? His aura helped me determine what he wasn’t but revealed nothing about what he was. Did he really beat me down with magic and then have me healed, or did he have suggestive powers? Was it all a dream planted in my head? And why did I feel certain it was morning?

He snapped his fingers, releasing the binding spell around my wrists.

I stared at him with defiance as I rose to my elbows. When I tried to move my legs, I noticed my left ankle was chained to the bedpost.

What sick game is he playing?

The bastard sighed as he started to pace. Back-and-forth he went, shaking his head. He came to a stop in front of a dresser.

Where did that dresser come from? It wasn’t there a moment ago.

When he turned to face me, his magic flared about him, betraying more of his etheric essence. I shivered.

I was just a college girl from Oregon. This was way outside my safe space.

The forbidden word came to me again. Somehow, I knew my initial impression of him was correct. I imagined the legendary tattoos on his muscled body. I was certain they would be there: the bronze star at the base of his neck, the flame serpents on his forearms, the double-headed eagle across his chest.

I could smell it on him now. My bloodline’s old enemy.

Be thankful if you never have to meet one.

He saw the confusion on my face now. I knew Immortals possessed inhuman strength and speed and were lethal with an enchanted sword. I knew they could block most magic effortlessly and as efficiently as they blocked technology, but they could not wield elemental magic unless they were gods. And gods were rare. They did not walk among mortals.

Gods were elevated Immortals, the legend went, divine beings as old as time, living in the mystical eternal halls. They had witnessed more, experienced more and learned every single trick. They were able to generate magic from within their undying cells. They were here when basics slept in caves. Survival of the fittest applied not just to humans, but to Immortals as well.

The Eternals as they called themselves wouldn’t make plants grow or rivers flow like the most skilled among witches. They would not enhance or nurture life—they had long since left such trivial matters behind. In troubled times, they used magic to control masses, to wage war and to annihilate. They were the most feared souls among the magic kind.

Was this Immortal standing at the feet of the bed an Eternal god? That was an idea as preposterous as me having to fight him.

“I’m not a god,” the Immortal said, the whole time rubbing a small blue bottle he took out of a pocket, warming it between his hands before uncorking it.

No, for real... he could read my mind now? If that was true, I was straight out dead. It meant he already knew I was a lunar witch. To Immortals we were the worst of the witches. Our power came from the Moon and the elements and we channeled starlight to manipulate gravitational forces. When our numbers were at their peak, we were strong enough to challenge the Eternals themselves.

Immortals had hunted my kind through the ages.

“Are you hearing all this?” I said, licking my dry lips.

He raised his brow. “How do you mean?”

“Nothing. Where am I?” I asked, not expecting an answer. “Is this like where you take your victims? You know, your panic room?”

My questions bored him. He approached, yanked my head back by the hair till my neck bent so much I thought it’d break. With the other hand, he forced my mouth open and looked inside.

My heart stopped as my jaw began to ache.

With one hand still gripping my hair, he lifted the blue bottle to my lips. I screamed and tried to twist away, but all that did was hurt my neck more. The hot liquid poured down my throat.

“This will buy us some time,” he said as I coughed, spitting up blue drops of the nasty stuff.

“Time for what?” I said, gagging. I could not feel my magic. It was as if this room was restricting access to elemental energy.

“I’m a senior Magistrate for the Seventh Council of Eternal Beings,” he said, his deep voice resonating as if from an echo chamber. “I expect forthright answers.”

A dark shadow entered my heart. The Seventh Council initiated the 1765 plague on lunar witches in Ireland that left hundreds crippled, maimed or catatonic. The Seventh Council was behind the 1828 famine in the rainforests of Sierra Leone that wiped out an entire generation of forest mages. The Seventh Council triggered the white-magic rebellions of 1937 that claimed the life of my great aunt Adela in Hungary where she was in hiding, according to Gram.

If the Seventh Council had found me and knew what I was, then I was taking my final breaths. There was nothing I could do. I was damn sure not going to answer any questions from this aesthetically perfect asshat. I would rather sign my own death warrant.

“To what Order division do you belong?” he said, his gaze penetrating deep inside my skull.

“Order? What’s that? I’m a graduate of San Diego State University.”

Defying him was a death wish, but my hatred trumped my fear. A grin lingered on his lips. That was new. Was it wrong that I found his smile mesmerizing?

“Fifth division Lunar,” he said. “If memory serves, the almighty Fourth were annihilated in the glory days of the Great War.”

My hands burned with the desire to slap him. What I wouldn’t give to be in the woods, under a clear night sky, with the Moon full, so I could gather a rippling wave of lunar force that would burn the smug features off his face.

“And your mother... when was the last time you saw her?”

“Excuse me?”

“I spoke clearly.”

Every bad word I knew flooded my brain. Oh, the choices.

Instead, a compulsion to answer began to well in my stomach and rose into my throat. He was doing this, this spell. No, it was that potion he forced me to swallow. Bastard.

“You know where she is,” I said in a low voice, buying myself some time. “I bet you are responsible for it, and this is part of some sick game.”

His face turned ice cold. “I can assure you, I don’t play games and I had nothing to do with whatever happened to your mother.”

“Maybe not directly, but...” Sweat fell from my forehead and my throat felt like sandpaper. I struggled to enunciate. “You wield dark magic. You’re an obvious assassin.”

“That is the one thing I am not. I am Chief Magistrate. I take my duties seriously and I speak only of serious and necessary matters.”

My head pounded as I struggled against his potion. “I couldn’t give a fuck. And you sound like an evil Lorax.”

An invisible hand struck my left cheek. I felt heat spreading across the skin as capillaries burst. 

The Immortal moved to the side of the bed. “What’s your ritual name?”

“Screw you,” I said. “Do you need me to spell it?”

“You have a mouth on you, I’ll give you that. A vulgar side effect, no doubt, of mingling with basics.”

He lifted his hand, merely slapped the air, and yet I felt the sting. He did it once more, but harder. That next blow loosened a tooth and left me breathless from pulsating pain. I could taste blood in my mouth.

He bent down. His face was next to mine, our lips just inches apart. “What is your ritual name in the Lunar Order?” His gaze was stone cold, telling me in no uncertain terms that he could unleash much greater violence.

I was nothing if not stubborn. I spit blood to the side and summoned the last vestiges of my defiance. “Sophie,” I said. “Sophie Collinsworth.”

His eyes brimmed with anger and maybe a tinge of perverse satisfaction at all the sadistic displays he could no doubt show me.

He straightened his body to stand at his full height, at least six foot two. “I’m feeling generous tonight, so I will give you another chance. Your bones are delicate. I suggest you answer. What’s your ritual name?” His voice came out flat, almost resigned. He did not expect me to relent.

I surveyed his face. Time crawled as I calculated my chances. “And what would change? You’ll kill me or turn me into a vegetable, like they did to my mother.”

The blow he delivered hit me everywhere at once. His magic mercilessly tortured me, pressing and pushing against vital organs.

My voice spat my name out weakly, “Luna.”

The invading force vanished from my bloodstream.

I gasped. My ears rang. I had been defeated.

A lunar witch’s name is only known within the Order. A lunar witch’s name must never be known outside the Deep Down. A lunar witch’s name is a dangerous thing in the wrong hands.

I learned this as soon as I could speak.

“There. That wasn’t so hard.”

Was he mocking me? I no longer found his smile one bit appealing.

Hours ago, my only concern was studying abroad in Europe, a pleasant, contained human concern. Now everything had gone to shit. Even if he spared my life, I’d always be broken and defeated. I would always be marked.

“Get your rest,” the Immortal advised. “The rest we’ll discuss later.”

My eyes felt suddenly heavy. One more blink and I was gone.
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THE DISTRESSING IMAGE of a red, hot needle piercing my eardrum formed behind my closed eyelids as the buzzing grew louder. Right now, it didn’t make much sense that I had chosen a bumblebee ringtone, but then again, not a lot was making sense in my life.

My eyes shot up to my SpongeBob wall clock. Half past eleven. A pounding headache ripped through my skull. I held my eyes closed, hoping for relief that did not come.

Tobin made that misshapen clock for me back in eleventh grade when we started dating. I wasn’t sure why I still had it on my wall. It was ugly, but it connected me back home. 

The ringtone mercifully stopped, but the pressure behind my temples continued to intensify. I clenched my fists. Blood and elemental energy surged to my fingertips, causing tingling sensations, as if my hands had fallen asleep.

I crept to the bathroom, an uncanny feeling of déjà vu rising inside my chest. An unrest nagged at my very core, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

The mirror reflected my truth. I saw the image of a girl who had survived a harrowing ordeal and had barely slept: hair so tangled and frizzy a brush would have trouble sliding through it, dark circles under eyes so puffy and big they looked like quarters, lips cracked like dried figs.

A flashing light zipped across the sheen of the glass surface of the mirror, followed by a blurry image emerging from its silver depths—the handsome, hypnotic face of a powerful Immortal glaring right at me.

I gasped and backed away, leaving the bathroom, icy terror crawling along my spine and the back of my head.

What in the seven hells was that?

I racked my brain for a plausible explanation. Had an apparition followed me back from my dreams in the land of Morpheus?

I tiptoed back to the bathroom to inspect the mirror. I sighed when I saw only me there staring back. I ran my hands over my face, searching for bruises and lacerations. There were none. I opened my mouth wide and stuck my fingers inside to count my teeth one by one. Such a relief to find all thirty-one expected teeth. The only absentee was a wisdom tooth that had not yet come in and likely never would.

My ears swooshed with the sudden hum of a thousand flower beds and bushes blooming all at once.

Was it true then?

I let the water run, filling the sink to the brim. I grabbed the razor from the medicine cabinet and shuddered. I was doing the last thing I should be doing, using more magic—especially magic I didn’t completely understand—but I wasn’t ready to ask for Grandma’s help.

My trembling right hand struggled to grip the razor firmly, but I managed to prick my left index finger with the corner of the blade, letting a few droplets of blood fall in the water.

Wrapping my wounded finger in a blue washcloth, I watched my blood disperse into fading ribbons of pink, sinking to the bottom of the sink.

I clenched my teeth as a sequence of memories flooded the water in fast-forward mode, so vivid I felt the burn and sting of the Immortal’s energy blasts all over again.

He was real. The icy feeling in my gut could not be the product of a dream or even a nightmare. Only memory can cause such physiological anguish.

My breath caught in my throat as I reached into the sink to pull the plug, watching the pink ribbons spiral into the drain. By now, there was a good chance this blood magic would have sent a reverberation beyond the walls of my second-floor studio apartment.

Sooner or later, I would have to answer to the Order about this. I would have to confess that I had revealed my name to an Immortal, and who knew what else. My memories lacking clarity would not save me.

There weren’t many of us left in the basic world, but others in the Lunar Order should be told that Immortals were out hunting again.

The story of our rivalry went back to the 14th century, the time of the Great War among magic factions that lasted thirty years. The Fourth Lunar Division led the witch resistance. In the end, they were defeated. The surviving witches of the Fourth and the mages and wizards who assisted them were herded into buried prisons before being executed one-by-one by Immortal Magistrates.

To come upon one of those bastards seven centuries later was rotten luck, but to encounter an Immortal Magistrate whose power felt old enough to have been around since before the Great War, well, that was truly cursed.

This guy might have been judge and executioner of my ancestors. And now it could be my head that he removed with an ax and my headless body that he tossed into a blue bonfire.

I didn’t know what to believe. I didn’t know what had happened exactly or, worse, what was yet to happen. I couldn’t even be sure what day it was.

A crippling doubt overtook my scattered thoughts. Was the fractured memory of this brutal magical attack an actual event, or had the Immortal overtaken my head to make me believe it happened?

His great power could be the power of suggestion. That would be better, that would be the best-case scenario. Because if his dark magic had truly reached that height of mastery, if he could control elemental energy and had healing powers, just how dangerous could he be? And maybe he wasn’t the only one, maybe all Immortals had leveled up.

I leaned back against the wall, trying to pull myself together. Since birth, I had been instructed to stay clear of supernatural factions that didn’t answer to the Deep Down, never use substantial amounts of magic in the basic world and avoid drawing attention to myself. The slightest slip and I could be inviting someone truly powerful to come for me.

Well, now someone more powerful than I had ever imagined had come for me and I compounded that a hundredfold by betraying my true name to him. In betraying my Order, I had compromised the safety of my grandma and of everyone else who knew me.

A text arrived at the exact moment someone knocked on my door.


If U R not here in the next 20, U R fired. Can’t miss 2 shifts in a row, certainly not on a MONDAY MORNING, without so much as a call. Ugh.



Two shifts? So today was Monday. That was three days I couldn’t account for. The thought creeped me out even more.

What did he do to me?

The knocking on the door became louder, persistent, intruding. Fear knotted my stomach.

Surely, he wouldn’t knock, Sophie. A beast like that would blow through the door and claw at your throat before you could even blink.

I opened the door a crack, clinging to my sanity. A guy in his late teens stood there with a broad smile on his lips, a basic algebra textbook in hand, and a backpack strap around his shoulder. He was high-school thin and of medium height. He wore his hair in a cool, tight fade and there was a barely-there silver stud on his left ear. His face betrayed intelligence but lacked in confidence and, most importantly, seriousness.

“Yes, can I help you?” I said as he seemed in no hurry to speak. 

“I don’t know,” he said with a nervous laugh. “I just had to find you.”

“What? I don’t see a package.”

“Yeah. I don’t have one. It’s that... I had a dream... several dreams, actually... about you.”

Oh boy. Exactly what I needed. A freshman working up the nerve to knock on my door. More proof I no longer belonged on campus with the undergrads.

“Dude, not cool. Never knock on this door again,” I said, rolling my eyes, before shutting the door in his face.

“Hey, it’s not that,” I heard his protest through the door. “We have people in common.”

“I’m busy,” I yelled. “Go away! Shoo!”

I waited. I could feel him there, on the other side of the door.

“I had to come here. You missed the last two shifts at the coffee shop.” 

Stalker, much? Sheesh.

Against every instinct in my body, I opened the door a crack.

“You’re crossing every line,” I said, unsure of anything at this point.

“What? You never crossed lines before?” He wiped his mouth and made no attempt to push in the door. “I mean, being in this world, isn’t that already crossing a line?”

Our eyes locked. I decided to trust him. I grabbed his shirt and pulled him into my studio apartment, kicking the door shut.

“Spit it out. What’s this about?” I said, my face inches away from his. From his stunned expression, I knew I must have seemed crazy.

He straightened his shirt and took a step back. “I don’t know exactly. All I know is this is where I need to be at,” he said. “It’s never clear. My life is one big blur. Answers are scarce. I just go and now I’m here, you dig?”

“No, I don’t dig. You’re acting like a stalker.”

“What? No. This ain’t that. You not my type. No offense.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “Really? So, what’s your deal then?”

“I mean you fine and all, but I’m not about girls, you dig?” he said as he started to move around to check out my apartment. “I’m Faion. That’s my name, Faion Trice. I don’t know you, but I know of you... well, our grandmothers, they know each other.”

“Ah! Grandma? Of course. Mystery solved,” I exclaimed, throwing my hands in the air.

“Huh? What mystery?” he said. “Your gran didn’t send me.”

“Then who?”

“My gran... wait, are you being tricky right now?”

“You’d know it if I was being tricky,” I told him, then walked to the door, never letting him out of my sight. “If you don’t have answers, I don’t have time.”

“Wait, okay? Damn, you ill-tempered. I’m a diviner.”

“A diviner?” I felt like I was losing my mind all over again. “You?”

“Yeah,” Faion said, put off. “What am I supposed to look like?”

“No... I mean, yeah, a diviner, sure. What’s that to me?”

“I’m just messing. Everybody reacts that way. I’m supposed to look mystic, all wisdom and no humor, someone old and crusty. Am I right? Or maybe I should look freaky like Will Smith in that Aladdin movie.”

What the hell was he on about? “Is all this ever coming to a point?”

“The point is I saw something in a dream that...” He paused, regarding me with sad eyes. “Something that... I shouldn’t tell you.”

“Oh my god, dude, for real?”

There was something like horror on his face. Horror and guilt.

“Did someone send you?” I said. “Because I’m not buying this. You can’t be a diviner. I don’t sense a magical aura and I’m pretty good at that stuff and you’re pretty bad at whatever this is supposed to be.”

“You wouldn’t sense an aura, not in here. I’m protected.” He reached inside his shirt to retrieve a triangle amulet hanging from a silver chain.

“Life and light,” I said, recognizing the ancient divining symbols.

“Yeah. My gran don’t play. She has my shit covered. It works best in small spaces,” he said.

“710 square feet,” I said. “It’s not the Taj Mahal.”

He relaxed which made me laugh. I could be scary to young men.

“Okay, suppose I believe you, Faion. Suppose I don’t start slapping you around all the way to Sunday. What was this dream of yours about?”

“Yeah, okay,” he said, taking a deep breath. “You’re in trouble, Luna. And it’s about to get much worse.”

And just like that, while everything seemed to be slowing down all around me, Faion the diviner slipped past and darted out my door.
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LUNAR SHADOWS CAUSED by dark side rotation dictate dominance levels in battle. What did that mean? It was obvious I was on the wrong path. I had discovered a tattered copy of The Book of Night Rituals at my local library. The book was full of answers, sure, if you knew what questions to ask, but I had no idea.

According to various Order documents, hidden clues on how to scan for material waves—in other words, how to determine what’s real and what’s not—were scattered throughout the book. So far, I’d discovered exactly none.

I never excelled at decoding magical text. There was a good chance I’d mess up the interpretation even if I did find the clues, but someone without a clue needs to find one and, at that point, I was willing to try anything.

“Why are we meeting at the library?” Lily said.

I slammed the leather-bound book shut, turned and fell into her arms, hugging her so tight she had to fight herself out of my grip. Finally, something was real in my world again. Lily was real. Her soft skin was warm like hot chocolate with marshmallows, her hair was awash with the scent of green apple and aloe shampoo—everything about Lily was sunny and reassuring.

“Wow, Sophie, I get it that I’m irresistible, but that’s embarrassing,” she said, amused yet cautious.

“It’s been a tough few days,” I said with a sigh.

“Apparently.” She glanced at the book in my hands.

Instinctively, I covered the title with my left palm, worried it could give away my secrets. “Life happens. I’m over it.”

“Because you’re a total badass,” she said. “But if there is anything you need to tell your best friend, must we do it in a library? My entire motivation for graduation was to never study again. You know this.”

I did know that, because it was like her catch phrase the past two months. And, of course, there was tons I wanted to unload on Lily, but I couldn’t for obvious reasons.

“I have news,” I said, returning the book to a random shelf.

“Pues, dime, chica.”

“My Spanish is rusty.”

“So is mine, but I have that Nicaraguan blood so don’t tell Lucia. I’m literally getting worse every year.”

Lily always called her mom Lucia for whatever reason. Lucia was a brilliant, petite lady from Nicaragua and a professor of languages. Besides English, she spoke Spanish, Portuguese, French and Guarani fluently. Lily had always felt pressure to learn multiple languages, but it was never her thing.

“Do you want to hear my news?” I said, shaking my head.

“Of course. No, wait, holy shit. You got accepted?”

“Sí.”

“Sophie? Oh my god. That’s insane!” She wrapped me in her arms and a sudden burst of emotion choked me up. I couldn’t remember the last time a hug had felt so good.

“Well, it’s not insane. I worked my ass off.”

“You say it like it’s a good thing. You’re Yin and I’m Yang.” She released me from her arms. “Stockholm, right? Wow. That’s the one in Sweden?”

She always made me laugh. “Yes, Lily. Sweden.”

“And I thought the East Coast was too far. You’ll be like a billion miles away and surrounded by tall, blond guys. No variety.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m sure all hair colors will be represented.”

“Are you sure about this? It’s a big choice.”

“As sure as I’ll ever be,” I said, and for a moment, I believed it. I believed I could just walk away from my mess, get on a plane, fly straight to Sweden and never look back. “It’ll only be for a year, maybe two.”

“Yeah, unless you mate with a huge, Viking beefcake and bear him seven sturdy sons named Sven.”

“I’m pretty sure that won’t happen, and Sven is a Norwegian name.”

“Right, as if you’d turn down Chris Hemsworth.”

“That’s an Australian guy, and already married.”

“You’re a total dork, you know what I’m saying.”

“Yeah,” I said with a sigh. “You’re going to miss me.”

“Of course, but you’ll miss me more,” she said.

She was right. While Lily would still have everyone, I’d have no one and that’s when I needed her most.

Lily turned her back and covered her face. “No fucking way.”

“What?”

“It’s Rocco. That’s what,” Lily muttered through her fingers.

“Who? Where?”

“At the computer in the corner. Don’t look.”

I looked. Rocco Barnes sat browsing the library database which was odd. He had graduated two years ago when Lily and I were juniors, and had left town shortly afterwards, but his legacy persisted on campus.

Rocco had been a college football star for the Aztecs and a hot, wild, legendary personality on campus. With my own eyes, I had seen drunk girls throw bras at him when he showed up at private parties. Personally, I thought he was too much—too loud, too smug and too masculine.

“You’re still crushing on him?” I whispered, knowing the answer. “Well, there you go, fate has intervened.” 

“Screw fate, he’d laugh in my face.”

Lily Herrero was a classic beauty with full lips, big brown eyes and more curves than any statue of Venus.

“Is this where I have to tell one of the most beautiful women in San Diego that she is, in fact, beautiful?”

“Best friend vision is like Mom vision,” she said. “Biased A.F.”

We’d been friends since my first days in San Diego, nearly four years ago, and became best friends within weeks of meeting. Her outgoing nature was a perfect antipode to my reclusive nature. She made me feel normal.

She deserved better than Rocco and she deserved better than a friend like me who kept so much of my life hidden from her.

Lily hurried toward the exit, almost knocking over a chair. I followed.

“He’s just a washed-up ex athlete, Lil,” I said. “Don’t run into a wall.”

Lily came to a halt outside the library. Gray clouds gathered overhead. It was the warmest part of the day and humid.

“Where were you this weekend?” Lily said, suddenly serious.

“Why, did you try to call?”

She stared at me perplexed. “Did I try to call? Who asks that? I left you two messages.”

Oh. “I lost my charger. My phone was dead.” Yet another lie.

“I called you Friday night,” she said, studying my face as if a new idea had just occurred to her. “Then I left a text message Sunday morning.”

Friday night. I was either unconscious or getting my ass kicked by an Immortal who dragged my identity out of me. “I was feeling beat up and slept most of the time.”

“You bitch,” Lily said. “Did you hook up this weekend?”

I did not expect that. “You’re an idiot.”

“You did, didn’t you?” Lily continued. “Who is this mystery man?”

“You’re right,” I said, playing along. “I was busy making the sex.”

She giggled as she took out her car keys. “If only that were true.”

“If only,” I said.

“Weren’t you supposed to be working today?”

“I called in sick.”

“Wait, you lied?” she said in awe. “Is that even a possibility? Can princess Sophie actually lie?”

“Yes, you’d be surprised,” I confessed.

Usually, it amused me that people thought I could not tell a lie. Not today.

“I have to run,” Lily said. “Lucia needs help executing her latest garden reimagining. Such bother. Lattes tomorrow?”

My bones ached and hummed at the thought of a beautiful garden in bloom. The sheer amount of fresh, pampered elemental energy always stirred my life force. “For sure,” I said, “hit me up.”

As soon as Lily was out of sight, I ran back inside the library to grab The Book of Night Rituals. I tucked the tome inside my hoodie best as I could and walked through the security sensors like a boss. I did not believe that a magic book that didn’t officially exist would trigger the alarm.

Faion’s visit was still on my mind. I shouldn’t have let him walk out of the apartment like that. I had to find him and make him tell me more. I needed to know all that he knew.

I heard voices behind me and hastened my gait, pulling the book out from under my hoodie. My fingers trembled with nerves and sweat. The book slipped through them, tumbling onto the pavement with a thud.

That thing was heavy enough that it would certainly be damaged if it were a normal book. It wasn’t.

A stranger stepped past me and plucked up the book in one scoop.

“Hey!” I said, startled.

He gave the book the once over, arching an eyebrow. “You’re into magic?”

I froze. Why would he ask that? “I’m into all things medieval,” I said, then snatched the book from his hands.

He was a few years older than me, fit, and had a fresh, sporty scent. My eyes landed on his now empty hands. He had big palms and long, lovely fingers that ended with evenly clipped nails.

I raised my eyes to his and saw a sliver of gold inside warm hazel irises, his thick brown hair brushed back casually. He emanated strength and self-assurance. His pecs were visible underneath his tight sweatshirt, and a few sweat beads glistened on his forehead. I noticed the running shoes on his feet.

Oh god. I had forgotten to say a word. I was just looking, drooling really, over a tall, square-jawed stranger while my future and the future of my kind lingered in great peril.

“Well, thanks for the help,” I said and turned to go in full blush.

“Hold on a second,” the man said. A pleasant grin threatened to fully form on his sensual lips. “If you go, I might never see you again.”

“Yeah. Is that a problem?”

He stepped toward me. “A big problem.”

“How so?” Those words escaped my lips in a whisper.

“I want to learn about magic,” he said.

My heart surged in my chest. What was happening? I knew it wasn’t magic, but I was completely under his spell.

“You think you’re charming?” I finally said, as if he wasn’t.

He opened his hands, feigning helplessness.

“It’s a small world,” I said. “Maybe we’ll meet again.”

My feet couldn’t carry me away fast enough.

As soon as I turned the corner, I took my phone out to collect myself. It was past time to call Grandma. If I was right and the Immortal had sealed the scene at the park, the orb would be clear, which meant I would be in the clear with the Order for now. That would give me needed time to figure out what the hell I was facing.

“Sweetheart, I’ve been waiting for your call.”

“You have?” I said, cautiously.

“Of course, I’m making waffles, you always call when I’m making waffles.” Grandma’s melodic voice warmed my insides instantly.

“With cinnamon sugar and spring yellow butter?”

“You bet.”

“Maybe I can be on the next flight.”

“Wouldn’t that be wonderful? Is everything okay, Sophie?”

“Gram, please, don’t use your spider sense.”

“Dear, I have no bond with spiders.”

“I know, Gram, never mind. Just tell me if the orb is clear today.”

There was a long pause, too long, or maybe my anxious energy was stretching time in my mind.

“Give me a moment.”

I heard something new in Gram’s voice that didn’t feel right. An urgency or a resignation—or maybe an urgent resignation, a pallor of doom or futility. My paranoia peaked as I waited for her return. I felt irrationally sure that the end of the world was nigh and there was nothing to be done.

I picked at my teeth with my fingernails.

“Sophie?”

“Yes.”

“It’s clear. The waves are undisturbed. Zero reverberations.”

I exhaled, quietly. “Good to know,” I said. “I love you, Gram.”

“Oh, sweet girl, I love you, too.”

“Well, I love you and I love you AND I love you.”

This always pleased her to hear. I could feel her grin through the phone.

“You would tell me if something was wrong, wouldn’t you?”

“Yes, Gram. Don’t worry. I will see you soon.”

The second I hung up, I regretted not asking Grandma about Faion and his grandmother. Maybe it was for the best. That would have been one oddity too many for a single call. Everything was happening too fast. I needed more information and I needed to collect it carefully.

The Book of Night Rituals might guide me towards that path. I’d read every word in it as many times as it took to unravel the hidden clues.

As I reached my building, magic rippled through me, warning me of an irregularity in the etheric charge around my home.

A light drizzle began to fall, tickling my face. I stood still, wondering whether to stay and fight or take off as fast as I could.

I glanced up. The door to my apartment opened.

“Welcome home,” the Immortal said, his massive presence filling up the door frame. His hair shimmered gold in the waning sunlight. A twitch above his left eyebrow made his gaze even more intense than usual.

The Hemsworths had nothing on this guy.

My heart slowed. The sweat forming on my hands, mixed with the humidity, made my palms suddenly clammy. The tip-tap of the fast-descending raindrops resounded off the spine of The Book of Night Rituals.

I realized I was not surprised to find him there. Without resistance, I climbed up the stairs and followed the Immortal inside.
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THE IMMORTAL PACED about the cramped spaces of my apartment. His disdain was as clear as his intense gaze. Maybe it was the shabby, mismatched furniture that offended him or maybe the general lack of tidiness—shirts folded on tables, books splayed out on every surface—or maybe it was the tight confines: a single room that served as kitchen, bedroom and living room—it was the world after the walls had closed in. 

I slipped out of my wet hoodie and plopped down on the loveseat. It was the first time I saw his features fully lit. I cleared my throat and tried to calm my breathing.

Everything about him suggested power. His balanced stance was poised and ready. His hulking chest strained the fabric of his linen button-up shirt. His arms and legs were striped with strong, lean muscles.

His exquisite bone structure was flawless except for a few fine wrinkles across the forehead and at the corners of his eyes. His unblemished skin would have made you think he was in his early thirties. I knew better.

I had no doubt he was fully aware I was taking in his every detail, but he could not care less. A man like that had been savored every day of his life.

He spoke first. “You shouldn’t be surprised to see me. I think I made it clear we’d be continuing our conversation.”

“I’m not surprised,” I said.

“At least you didn’t run back to
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