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      Having lived in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Georgia for the first five years, I carry many memories as a young child of wildcats crying in the night as they come out of the mountains to look for food, i.e., grazing cattle. Black bears, large poisonous snakes. Gardens which must be tended. The pond at the mysterious Copper Minds has no bottom depth, and stories of catfish as large as a man. Long after we moved to the city, we visited back yearly, and it was so exciting to go back to that way of life for a while. These memories swim around as I follow my book characters on a new journey into the Carolina Appalachian Mountains.
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      Nestled deep within the Blue Ridge and Appalachian Mountains, along the Carolinas, Georgia, and Kentucky, are many small towns and communities of people who have lived and survived for many years. They are proud, independent, and don’t want or need outside help, except, of course, for the tourists who deter off the main interstates or highways, who come through to spend their money for sightseeing, have a cold beer, do some picture taking, buying goods from the local souvenir shops for homemade honey or hats and shirts, photos taken in front of a beautiful waterfall. A small diner serves breakfast and lunch. The local bar and grill serve a tasty burger and a cold beer. Some come for the excitement of going into caves to explore. Others, however, are drawn out of curiosity or necessity to find two sisters named Edwina and Violet Arcana, rumored to be among not only the oldest family of living witches in the area but also the most powerful. Their actual age is still a mystery. They both look very young to be running a business, taking care of the hundred acres of land they own, and keeping a relationship with the town Sheriff and the store owners. Some have rumored they must be mere teens, while others insist they are ageless and not to be questioned. As you approach the town, first, you will see a sign, Welcome to Secret Hollow, which brings you into a small tourist town. You should not be alarmed if a mysterious fog surrounds you as you reach your destination. You have entered a magical, perhaps mysterious, or frightening place. You follow the sign further into the thick forest, looking for Sisters of Conjure Cove, where a couple of seers, healers, Wiccans, or witches are rumored, depending on how you feel and what you choose to believe at that time. Among many things, they are the best tattoo artists for miles around. They will also read your palms, tell your fortune, and sell you herbs and spices. They can perform many services, of course, for a price. As we all know, truly little is free in this world. Just do not disrespect their ways or traditions under any condition or circumstance. Thus comes the legend of the Sisters of Conjure Cove.
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      The tinkling of laughter flowed from deep within the forest as midnight approached. Violet ran as fast as she could, the colossal wolfhound on her heels. To an unknown observer, they would be horrified and find it hard to understand what this beautiful young lady found so amusing about such a big, hound-like beast howling as it chased her, following so close it could reach out and grab her if it chose to. Violet laughed aloud, her beautiful, long, black hair flying out behind her, the dark blue lowlights glinting when the moon creaked between the thick tree branches. The wolfhound was upon her as they reached a small clearing where a waterfall fell into a small pond. Several flowering trees bloomed, giving off a rich scent of jasmine and lavender. She heard the words in her head as the wolfhound manifested his thoughts. "You will never escape me. I will have you for my dinner and dessert, and then I will invade your bed and leave crumbs in it from my bone." They collided together, laughing as Violet stopped suddenly at the water's edge, turning and greeting the wolfhound who transformed into a young man before her eyes as it struck the hour of midnight.
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        * * *

      

      “Happy Spring Equinox, my handsome Orin. I have missed you even though it has been but a few hours. It always feels as if it is forever. Our time alone like this has always been so precious to me. It is the time of the blood red moon, also referred to as the flower moon, or warm moon, a time to let go and heal. I swear we will find a cure to this curse, and whoever placed it on you will pay; I promise you this."

      Violet was a tiny lady; she reached up to hang from Orin's strong shoulders as he wrapped his arms tightly around her, holding her close to him for several minutes as they stood together at the water's edge, enjoying each other's company. He was very tall, his long, dark, golden blond hair contrasting her long, dark, raven black hair.

      After a few minutes, Violet needed no words as she untied the shoulder straps, letting her loose dress fall silently to the ground. She cried, “Race you to the waterfall!”

      "Come here to me, you," Orin laughed as he ran into the cool water behind her. "I follow you, look at you all day, amazed at your beauty, your inner strength. To all who see us, I am just your faithful wolfhound, following you, watching your every move. It hurts me at times not to be able to stand up as a man, waiting until midnight when we will have some five hours together. We have such a short time together."

      The weather was perfect for mid-April; in the chill of the night, their body heat warmed them. It was after three am when they headed back to the cabin. Violet would have stayed out until daylight, but Orin knew she needed sleep. The curse on him seemed very personal as it left him in mortal form only from midnight to about five a.m. as the sun prepared to take over the night moon. Violet had appointments to keep, a business to run, a garden, and many other things to do. He marveled many times when, in fact, Violet found any time to rest as she claimed she did throughout the day. He knew she wanted to spend their precious hours together while he was in mortal form.

      "Is your sister back yet, or do we still have the place to ourselves?" he asked as they approached the back door to the cabin, which Violet had shared with her older sister Edwina for as long as she could remember. Their mother, father, and grandparents had built the cabin long before they came into the world. They built onto it over the years, adding a front parlor room where they conducted business for the tourists without allowing anyone into their living area. It was a large room that covered the front of the cabin. Windows across the front allowed views outside and fresh air in the warm months. They had placed several small tables with lanterns for ambient lighting, but had overhead lighting, which was necessary for doing tattoos. Colored beads covered much of the walls, with dream catchers hanging from the ceiling. Shelves holding herbs and spices and several small plants growing covered both ends of the porch. Edwina and Violet kept various supplies underneath for preparing and bagging for customers, depending on their requests or ailments. The rest of the garden was toward the back of the yard, where dappling sun rays allowed perfect lighting for their garden to grow. The central part of the house was a large kitchen with a massive fireplace that took up one wall. There was a large wooden table with chairs and three other plush, comfortable chairs. Violet did not mind that the chairs were old and recovered. It was the comfort she wanted that was important. Upon rising, her bedroom was on the east side, where the sun greeted her through a large window. It consisted mainly of a large featherbed in the center of the room. Plants and flowers grew from pots placed under and hanging around the window. There was one large chair in the far corner. Her closet was not overloaded with clothes. Violet had no time for wasteful, expensive outfits she would never wear. However, she was particular about her black lace-up boots and long black coat. She wanted loose-fitting dresses or black jeans and simple shirts. Her older sister Edwina had the bedroom on the west side, which greeted the setting sun. Her room was usually locked when she was not home, as if she did not trust even her younger sister to stay out of there. When she was home, Violet had gotten a glimpse once, and it looked like a mess. All shared a singular bathroom. Violet and Orin had taken to the habit of entering through the back door as she smiled. "She will not return for a few more days, so we have it all ourselves. I ended my appointments early tonight to have as much time as possible with you. Are you hungry? I have made homemade chicken noodle soup. I know you love it with large chunks of chicken breast. I also have some homemade bread and your favorite apple pie. Sit down. I always look forward to this meal. Things do not go this smoothly when Edwina is around, although I do not know her problem lately. It may be that she does not have a man calling on her. She can be so hateful and seems to irritate easily anymore. That is not like her. Are those Wicca Covens she has been attending for her benefit, or merely placing negative thoughts into her head?

      “I have no desire to attend any of them, and I have told her this." Orin kept his thoughts to himself as he ate quickly. He was very hungry. It was not fun having to eat as a dog for most of his day for over a year because of a curse placed upon him. He was a wizard, after all, and it bothered him that someone had managed to do this to him. They had to be immensely powerful. That fact worried him more than he cared to admit to Violet.

      "I hope my being here is not her problem. I was not here for a few months when I woke up as a wolfhound one morning. I understand it has been only the two of you growing up. You are right; she needs to meet a nice man, although, with all her power, I am not sure how that will work as she has a much different temperament than you. She can be very bossy, can't she? I do my best to stay out of her way. As she has said, she does not like dogs. Well, I am not a dog. We all know that. I am Orin Bloodforge, Master Wizard, Magician, and Conjurer, except for my entrapment. I would be embarrassed, except this is scary, as it should not have happened as it did. I have had no run-ins with any other wizard, and no challenges have been placed upon me. My father, brother, and cousin all swear they know nothing. Yet someone with power has done this to me. To us, it feels personal, and I worry for your safety, even though I know you are all-powerful and what you are capable of if pushed too far. Violet, you, and I have the same mindset, so we bonded easily and quickly. I am aware I am still young. We both want to live in peace, to be left alone. However, we both know we will destroy anyone who comes between us or tries to hurt you. I am very aware of both you and Edwina's powers. I have reached out to a couple of fellow wizards I know and trust, and maybe they have some ideas for releasing this curse. Perhaps I am too close to it to see a cure. Twice now, I was mistaken for a wolf and almost shot while out running. By trespassers who should not have been on your land to begin with. Everyone in town knows and has known for years that your family owns over a hundred acres of land surrounding this cabin. Anyway, my beautiful lady, I do not mean to spend my last few minutes in human form ranting about my mysterious curse, but it is affecting you as well, I fear."

      They stood with their arms wrapped tightly around each other at the back door, waiting for the sun to rise over the distant treetops. Violet remained quiet while listening to Orin express his concerns and displeasure.

      She remembered several months ago when they both awoke early one morning to a large bloodhound in her bed. She at once knew it was Orin as she read his mind, his thoughts upon waking at daylight. She understood his panic, his concern. She was a powerful witch in a long family tradition of witches, and he was a well-respected Wizard among his friends and family. Yet, neither of them had been able in the past year to figure out how to break this curse, who handled it, and why. She questioned her sister, who, although she thought it funny at first, had laughed, thinking it was some harmless joke; Edwina swore she wouldn't do that to her baby sister or a respected wizard even though she had not liked it when her sister told her of this handsome man she'd met while in town one day. They had both known within seconds what each of them was to the other. Edwina had resented that she had brought a man into their home without first discussing it with her, as Violet had put it, as if she needed her older sister's permission to fall in love and move her bonded mate in. Edwina spent much of her time going to Witches' Coven or wherever she traveled when she left the cabin. She never offered to share much of what she was doing. Violet had taken care of all their business, managing the garden for veggies, herbs, and spices they needed for poultices and spell bags.

      Violet had made the place her home, the only place she had ever known that would be her home until she left this world. They also knew no human could have placed a curse such as had been done to Orin. Only a paranormal being or another witch or wizard could have put such a curse. They had spoken of this every day since that fateful morning.

      "I know, my love; I can only assume someone wants us apart for greedy reasons. I hope it is no one you or I have come to love or trust, as, at this moment, someone needs to pay for what they have done to you." Violet exclaimed as Orin transformed into a beautiful golden-brown wolfhound, standing almost to her shoulders. He stayed there, his body flanked gently against her as she ran her hands along his back, caressing his neck. Violet continued after a moment. “I worry about you, too, but I know you get bored living here daily. Why don't you have your run? If I must go to town, I will leave the bedroom window open so you can get in. We will have to look at your family again, I fear. Do you have any idea who knows us well or has something against us, wishing to torture us? We are overlooking something. What is their reasoning for doing this to us? If someone tries to break us up, they would be foolish to continue. I am forgetting my normal good nature. Go, run, Orin. I wish I were not busy today, but I would love to run with you. Maybe I can later in the day."
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      Orin glanced up into her face for several seconds before letting out a long, mournful howl and taking off through the backyard, vanishing into the dense forest beyond. Violet opened the window partially in the bedroom so he could come in that way. She worried some hunter would get the stupid notion of thinking he could hunt on her land without permission. She remembered that day Orin had come in after she heard several gunshots that sounded several miles away out on the eastern side of her property. No one asked her permission to hunt that day, or Orin would not have been out there running. She stood out back, calling Orin for several minutes, deciding which direction to look in first, before deciding to get her crystal ball out. Violet had just waved her hand over it as a visual of Orin came to. He was running as fast as he could toward the back door. She grabbed her old shotgun and walked out back to greet him. The two hunters chasing what they thought was a wild wolf drew up short and fast. Luckily, whoever had shot at Orin was a horrible shot.

      The men stood there, unsure how to handle the situation, greeted with a gun pointing toward them and a large wolfhound growling, standing next to Violet. She quickly made it clear they were on private property and had to have seen the many signs posted throughout her one hundred acres. The wolfhound was her dog and would attack on command if she needed him to. Most people around town knew she and her sister were Witches and did not test their patience by running around on private property trying to shoot innocent dogs. The two men had never returned, as far as she knew. She put on a coffee pot and then sat in her favorite chair. She had two hours until her nine a.m. tattoo appointment and would grab a much-needed nap. Her last thoughts before sleep overtook her were of who would want to hurt her sweet Orin or herself, for that matter, as she gave in to some much-needed sleep.

      “Please, sister, do not let it be you. I will not choose. Do not divide us with betrayal. Let me be happy and have my bonded love. I will not give him up.”
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      Violet awoke abruptly from her nap. She sensed their approach when Orin entered the bedroom window to join her in the front room.

      "Two young men approach. Are they your tattoo appointment?" He walked to the front door and stood there, watching.

      "Yes, I saw them," she said as she hustled. Violet missed little that went on in Secret Hollow. She sometimes wished she could turn her insight off occasionally. Unfortunately, it did not work out that way.

      "They woke me out of a deep, peaceful sleep. But still, I will take their money. Let me splash some cold water on my face, and I must have coffee. I am so sorry, I must drink it before you; that bothers me so much."

      She bent down, giving Orin a big hug while kissing him on his forehead. "Here, I'll place a basket of goodies in the bedroom so you can eat privately."

      The basket held several boiled eggs, which Orin loved in human or dog form. There were carrots and apples, which Violet had peeled and cut into smaller sections before sleeping. She had also wrapped a large piece of pound cake in a napkin. A large bowl held fresh water. "And yes, of course," she whispered as the men approached closer. "You shall join me out here when you are ready. I always want you by my side." She laughed as he cocked his head sideways before asking. "How do you do it? You always know my thoughts, even
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