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      Rowan needed to run lean and unfettered now.

      They’d fought a bit about the original artwork and the dog. For the dog’s sake, it was best she’d lost that battle. He was too old to be constantly on the move in the way she intended for the foreseeable future. It was surprising, when it came right down to it, how simple it was to dismantle the trappings of a relationship, to divest oneself of its many pieces and parts for the reward of exhaling and walking away.

      Her name was not on the lease. Her mail was delivered to a post office box. It had been a good place to settle for a while—until it wasn’t. Great sex, not much substance in Rowan’s opinion, but wasn’t that what she always went for to protect herself? Loving her required tolerating both the constant threat from her stalker and an inherited magic she had a less than competent understanding of—and pointed lack of control. The latter of which she usually worked hard to hide. What Rowan longed for and what she believed attainable regarding her love life had been on a collision course for a long time. What man would agree to live this way? None was the answer Rowan supplied without ever asking her partner of the moment. If she were honest, she probably chose men she was incapable of falling in love with.

      Unfortunately for Peter, he was one of those men. Their relationship had revolved around passionate weekends before she flew out for a photo assignment until the pandemic illuminated the fact that they could not survive the daily togetherness of quarantine.

      Rowan took one last look at the slim remains that constituted what she considered worthwhile belongings, packed in a pathetically small number of boxes, before rolling down the door to the rented storage compartment and locking it. This wasn’t the first time she’d been on the move, traveling light, but it was the first time she’d decided running away wasn’t her best or only choice. She headed north until she reached the London Underground, where she slid into a mix of students and professionally dressed office workers in the queue to scan their phones, Oyster cards or tickets for a ride on the District Line. Her thick, straight, dark brown hair was in a ponytail, her backpack in place, her hand tight on the handle of a small suitcase, mask covering her mouth and nose.

      As a nearly six feet tall former supermodel, hiding was difficult. She wouldn’t miss the pandemic, but covering her face in public—oppressive and exhausting for millions—had been a temporary gateway to the freedom of anonymity she desperately needed. The COVID-19 pandemic had made hiding in plain sight easy. Now, with the end of 2022 a few short months away, nearly everyone in the U.K. was vaccinated. Rowan could still mask up, but she wouldn’t blend in easily anymore.

      She’d chosen to layer dark colored clothing today, wearing a long-sleeve shirt, covered by a hoodie, and finally a puffy, down-filled winter jacket. It offered warmth and a little bulk to give her a slightly different shape that she hoped, coupled with the mask, would provide a bit of disguise. She planned to head home to the United States while she could still manage a small level of incognito. But there was one important stop before she left the U.K.

      Rowan exited at Holborn, taking the mile-long escalator ever upward from the bowels of the London transportation system until she surfaced and headed toward Covent Garden. The air was brisk and cool but comfortable for early November. Much milder than it would be in the U.S. at this time of year. Minutes later, she tucked herself into the back left corner of a small Greek restaurant and unzipped the coat and hoodie but kept the mask in place and hood up. Her chair angled away from the window without losing sight of the street beyond. She’d scanned the sidewalk on her way, eyes seeking anyone looking faintly suspicious—a lurker, a too casually positioned watcher, someone who reappeared along her path as she moved forward. Occasionally, though less often, she was recognized from a magazine cover. Many prominent fashion publications had once displayed Rowan’s image and now stood as reminders that her past life negated the hope she could easily go unnoticed.

      Her stomach responded to the heavenly aroma coming from the kitchen, rumbling its noisy need. In the years spent entirely in front of a camera, she’d had to forego baklava and keep the portion sizes of moussaka and spanakopita relatively small. Lightheaded with hunger today, Rowan ordered dolmades, baked feta cheese, and hot tea, watching the passersby and the antics of a fat chef in the sandwich shop across the way as she waited for her food to arrive. By the time the bite-sized, stuffed vine leaves full of rice, herbs, and ground meat, followed by cheese and tea, were placed in front of her, she was ravenous. There would be no wine today. Rowan needed to keep her wits about her. She removed the mask to eat. With the exception of a few young teens hunched over laptops, oblivious to a world outside social media, the restaurant was empty. Although it was a relief that no one watched her a bit too closely, she was sure Jarrod was aware she was in London. Rowan had spent the last three years running from Jarrod Marrone, the powerful CEO of Marrone Industries.

      Rowan had discarded a highly lucrative career due to his obsession with her. She’d embraced freelance photography in its place, taking an assortment of assignments under the pseudonym “Nora Edwards” that kept her on shifting ground and hidden from the public eye. Since moving to the other side of the camera, she’d made a point of dressing down to display a bland, quietly unassuming look. Photography, and living light out of a suitcase, paid the bills and allowed her to keep her savings intact. The earnings from her runway days were collecting interest in a Swiss bank account, barely touched.

      Rowan loved being a photographer. Her life focused on capturing the perfect shot. Only she was aware that each photo might have fallen flat, emerging dull and uninspired, if her natural ability to capture the best shot weren’t powered by a special level of intuition. A good eye plus a bit of family magic, she often said to herself when others complimented her work. She might be woefully undertrained in the extent of her magical abilities, but she could channel her gift to see what others could not. It was one of the few things her mother, Elin, taught Rowan before her untimely death when Rowan was barely thirteen.

      Despite using a pseudonym, the recognition her photos engendered created danger. Working locally during the pandemic took her outside her trusted circle of nomadic photojournalists. Somehow, Jarrod had connected her with the London newspaper publishing her work. When he offered to run a wide range of expensive advertisements in exchange for an in-person meeting with her, she’d resigned. She’d loved those human-interest assignments, loved learning every inch of the city as she photographed it.

      “Don’t resign, Rowan. I can make sure someone is with you when you meet with him.” Her editor obviously didn’t buy her assertion that Jarrod was a stalker, a dangerous man.

      “You put him in front of me and I’m going to, at a minimum, punch his lights out. Pretty sure that’s not what you want.” Rowan watched the editor’s eyebrows raise with surprise. She’d always been low-key, quiet, very private.

      An explosion of rage had filled her as she walked out of the newsroom. Yet another job she loved over, gone. Her anger was focused as much on herself as on Jarrod. Rowan’s frustration that her fear of one man combined with ignorance about how to use her magic to stop him grew. She was tired of running like a frightened rabbit. No one was going to hand her the power to create change; she must stand up and take it. If she wanted a career she loved, a man she could put down roots with, and a life lived in the open, she had to stop Jarrod’s madness. To do this, Rowan needed to confront herself first. Pull up her big girl pants, as she should have done long ago, and like an electric car, plug herself into a power station for a super charge of her magic.

      Amusing, since my power station is a couple thousand years old. Rowan chuckled. Her magic would have to be firing at one hundred percent and warp speed to rid her life of him.

      After that, she would head to the one place where the training she’d alternately wanted and avoided waited for her. Maya, her mother’s sister, had often nudged Rowan to come to her for magic training, but she’d declined, claiming she wasn’t ready. No more fleeing, folding to fear. She needed Maya’s training. Her strategic plan coupled with her brother’s expertise would get her to Maya safely.

      “Replacing fear with knowledge is empowering, Rowan.” She could hear Maya’s often spoken refrain in her head.

      The phone in her pocket played a quiet jazz tune. Rowan checked the screen and smiled, tapping the green button to answer.

      “Hey, little brother.” She kept her voice low.

      “Hey there, big sis.” Griffith Campbell had the deep register and tonal quality of a sportscaster, but he was a software geek, a cybersecurity expert.

      “Ready for me to head back to the U.S.?”

      “Ro, are you sure you want to take the risk?”

      She imagined Griff, running his hands through close-cropped dark brown curls, hopping back and forth in a habitual dance that indicated he was nervous and wired for action.

      “It’s not safe for me anywhere, Griff,” Rowan said. “A couple of thugs tried to corner me on the Tube platform two days ago. I was able to slip into a train car before the doors closed, and they lost me.”

      “Are you sure Jarrod sent them?” Griff asked.

      She shivered, thinking about the man who’d grabbed her arm on the train platform. She rubbed the bruise on her right arm that remained from the grip of his meaty fingers.

      “The big one said, ‘Mr. Marrone would like to see you.’” Rowan heard the annoyance in her voice even as her stomach churned at the memory. “Thank God for that self-defense course I took, and the people on the platform who called for help or tried to intercede.”

      “Did you kick them in the nuts, Ro?”

      She couldn’t tell if Griff was amused and not taking her seriously or if he asked out of honest concern.

      “As a matter of fact, I screamed and bit one of them,” Rowan answered with a small white lie. “That got the attention of others waiting for the train. A woman hit one of the thugs with an umbrella, and a guy with a security guard jacket grabbed the other one by the arm. It was enough for me to slide through the open train doors and keep them from following me. It was frightening, Griff!”

      Rowan refrained from telling him that as she screamed, arousing attention from others on the platform, she’d used her magic to slam the two men in the solar plexus with an invisible force that knocked the wind out of them, giving one a knee between the legs. Biting had not been necessary. She’d watched from the train as it pulled away and more people on the platform got involved. Griff was skeptical of magic in general and hers specifically.

      “Okay, okay, I get it. Jarrod is one sick bastard. What I don’t get is why you won’t let me talk to him.” Griff said, his voice tight and exasperated. They’d had this argument before.

      “Because I can handle this myself, Griff. He wants my . . . my inherited abilities.” Rowan sighed, frustrated. “I don’t need a protector. I need to stand up to him . . . stop him.”

      “If you truly had ‘inherited abilities’ or magic or whatever you’re calling it these days, you would have kicked the shit out of him already instead of roaming the world, hiding,” Griff said. “You said you injured him pretty badly in Paris.”

      Of all the people in this world, it was Griff who loved her best and who carried the same silent pain at the loss of their mother. In many things, they understood one another completely, but not on this subject. How could she explain to her brother what she struggled to explain to herself? Yes, she’d inherited magic from their mother. When she was in imminent danger, she reacted without thinking and her magic simply happened. She was at a loss as to how to manage her powers and unsure of the extent to which she could call on magic to protect herself. She needed Griff’s technology skills to implement her plan.

      “What happened in Paris was a clear indication that I can’t control this gift. It probably scared me more than it scared Jarrod,” Rowan said. “Maybe I should have gone to Aunt Maya then, but I convinced myself that he would give up over time. You know all this.”

      “I know that he hasn’t given up. I know I don’t believe our family is filled with magical women,” Griff said. “What I think is you should stay put and I should have a word with him, maybe kick his ass a little bit.”

      Rowan sighed. “You’re not going to get arrested for assault and lose your job over a battle that is mine to fight. When I get home, I’m going to see Aunt Maya and learn what I should have agreed to allow her to teach me long ago.”

      Rowan waited out the normal silence. Their mother had said Griff was named for generations of Welsh princes and kings who, Rowan assumed, consulted with druids and had faith in mystical powers. Her Griffith lived in denial. She didn’t want her brother interacting with her stalker. Just as Griff wanted to protect her, Rowan believed she needed to keep her brother safe from Jarrod. She sensed this in much the same way she intuited the best photos to take or predicted imminent danger to herself. Griff labeled her an overly protective older sister. He’d respected her wishes thus far, mostly because she’d convinced him any action on his part would increase, not decrease, the problem she faced. The task before her required an untested—and rarely unearthed—inherited magic she had an uneasy acceptance of but terrified her. For Griff, anything not grounded in his own reality existed only in his sister's imagination.

      “Let’s not argue. But I can’t deny what’s obvious. I can hurt someone when I’m angry by touching them, I can sometimes move inanimate objects, and a special intuition tells me the best photo shot. I need to hone this magic before I confront Jarrod,” Rowan said.

      She avoided discussion about the blue quartz necklace their mother left to her. Griff would completely shut down if she told him she occasionally used the stone to contact her mother’s ghost and, at times, to confirm her own intuition about people, impending danger, and more. Unlike Griff, Rowan still viewed ghosts, magic, or anything she couldn’t see, touch, and find in the real world as undeniable, even in the face of her own abilities. At age thirty-two, Rowan’s acceptance of the passing of years since her mother’s death hadn’t lessened the longing or weight of that loss. Elin Edwards Campbell’s violent ending refused to sit quietly in a dark corner of her mind. It sprang up unprompted, wrapping her in a dark veil of dread as a warning that if she couldn’t learn to control her powers she, too, could lose her life.

      Rowan touched the stone hanging from a silver chain around her neck. Mined in Wales, handed down through the generations, it was her only channel to Elin. She used it sparingly, but it comforted her. By her calculations, she was the tenth generation in her family to carry a genetically bestowed gift. Unfortunately, hers came from a mother who hadn’t lived long enough to embed in her a deeper understanding of the source of this power and, more importantly, how to manage it.

      Griff visited Maya fairly regularly, whereas Rowan’s appearances had been rare, especially after Jarrod began stalking her. She told herself keeping a distance from family protected them. But, in truth, Maya looked so much like Elin it hurt. And then there was the issue of the spiritualist community in Western New York state where her aunt lived, surrounded by spirits, whispering voices that apparently only Rowan could hear. She shivered thinking about it. Yet when she spoke to Maya, an intuition—a feeling of undeniable union—rolled up in her like a soft wave coming in with the tide, wrapping gently around her body, calling her to come home.

      “Ro, I’ve seen that jerk’s sick obsession with you, and I think I’m a better safeguard than a bunch of family voodoo.” The stubborn tone in Griff’s voice indicated she’d better veer the conversation in another direction.

      “I won’t tell Aunt Maya you said that,” Rowan answered with a laugh, lightening the mood. “Every step you’ve taken to set up my trip home the way I requested is shielding me from danger, Griff. Are you worried a part of my plan will fail?”

      “No, it’s a good plan,” Griff said, his tone softening. “Nearly everything’s taken care of on my end. I’m still working on your actual ticket home.”

      “Great! No one is better than you at manipulating technology.” Rowan chuckled.

      “Text me when you’re through security and again when you leave the airport.” He was all efficiency and business, the frustration gone from his voice as quickly as it had flared.

      Rowan smiled. They were very different from one another. She held anger at a low simmer for a long time, while Griff blew like a volcano and then moved on. “I will, I promise.”

      “Tell me again where you’re going first? I worry when I don’t know where you are.”

      “Swansea.” She waited, knowing what he was thinking before he spoke.

      “Wales.” The resignation in his tone rendered his opinion.

      “I need to sit with the standing stones, Griff, no matter . . .”

      “Don’t tell me about some ancient druid ruins you think are a witchy hot spot. I’m going to tell myself you’re visiting Mom’s family or touring old castles. Please be careful!”

      “I’m avoiding family. It’s an obvious place to look for me. If I tour an old castle, I’ll tell you all about it when I’m back in the U.S. I can’t wait to see you again!”

      “Ditto that, sis.”

      Rowan ended the call and set the phone down, prepared to drink her tea and wait. One hour, and she’d head from Paddington Station to Heathrow on the express train, but not to board the seven-hour flight back to the United States. Not yet. That was the plan—her plan. Griff initially objected, insisting she come home immediately. After going through security with her U.S. passport, she’d change her clothes, put on a wig, then pass through security cameras as a different person when she left the airport without boarding the plane. They’d page her name and, eventually, someone would realize she wasn’t on the flight. Hopefully, the idiots working for Jarrod either weren’t savvy enough to figure it out or wouldn’t want to admit to their boss they’d lost her again. Her goal was to return to Paddington Station and board a train to Wales while Jarrod was busy tracking her supposed flight to Chicago. Griff booked her on the flight she’d chosen, but was now working on her actual flight home, reserved under another name, that departed in a week. It was an added benefit that her brother was a white hat hacker for a major airline. He promised to try to check her off as seated on the Chicago flight after takeoff, providing he could work through internal controls without suspicion, but he couldn’t commit to it.

      No matter what Griff thought, an internal pull to visit the ancient standing stones whispered to her at night with an intensity she couldn’t ignore. It was a place Elin had visited each time they came to Wales, quietly rooted to a spot under its capstone while Rowan played nearby. Afterward, Rowan often sensed a change in her mother. Thinking of Elin triggered a reminder to check in with Maya.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rowan: Will be in Wales tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      

      Rowan waited to see three ellipses dancing on the screen. Maya was in her late fifties, with a disinterest in modern technology that left her slower when using it than others her age. Her resistance, coupled with Rowan’s constant traveling for work, lowered the amount of communication between them, but Maya was always there, waiting.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maya: Gather strength, re-arm yourself and your magic, then come to me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rowan: [image: thumbs up, light skin tone]

      

      

      

      

      

      Maya had been adamant in her insistence that Rowan could not face Jarrod until she first visited the ancient stones. Hopefully, the detour before returning to the U.S. would prepare her to train with Maya. Rowan touched the stone around her neck and wished fervently that it had the power to eliminate her hesitancy around her ability to summon and control her own magic.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maya: Be careful. Stay safe.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rowan: [image: red heart]

      

      

      

      

      

      She smiled. It would be good to see her aunt and join forces. Long ago, her mother tried to explain to Rowan that her magic was a gift—tried to guide her—but she’d been resistant.

      “I don’t want to be different. I want to fit in, to be like my friends,” Rowan had said.

      “You don’t have a choice, Rowan. Your powers are a gift. They are your destiny.” Her mother’s assertion that she was unique in this way had never meshed with reality to Rowan’s teenage self.

      “I don’t believe you. That’s my choice.” Rowan had turned away, the sound of her mother’s sigh echoing in her ears as she left the room.

      Over the years, incidents occurred when she did things—or her body did things—that were inadvertent, unexplainable, and usually outside her control. The day Elin died, she’d magically guarded Griff from a strange man at their door. Her abilities had stunned the police officers who delivered her mother’s blue quartz necklace.

      “Be careful,” one police officer said, pointing to his hand which was wrapped in a bandage. “No one at the station could safely touch that thing.”

      “I’d bury it and forget about it, if I were you,” the other officer said, crossing himself. “Strange—maybe evil—describes that stone.”

      They waited, curious, watching as Rowan opened the box, removed the necklace, placed it around her neck, and closed the clasp. She’d rarely been without it since.

      “The stone is your conduit to speak to your mother,” Maya told her, weeks later. “Only you can safely wear it.”

      As a young girl, Rowan convinced herself that, without the stone, she was an average person, powerless and vulnerable in the face of danger. It helped her to maintain a thin veneer of denial about the deeper power she carried that needed no stone to unleash. Anxiety that she would never be the warrior her mother had been held a grip on her, at times bordering on a panic attack. Yet, avoidance and denial were no longer choices. Jarrod was obsessed and relentless. She accepted she might have to fight as her mother had done.

      Rowan touched the blue quartz lying between her breasts. November meant it would be dark by late afternoon, making it easier for her to move unseen in the clothing she’d chosen. The gray London sky was melding into pre-evening dusk. Rowan left a tip on the table. She double-checked the small, belted pouch around her waist before zipping up her coat. Her alternate U.K. passport was there. She’d lifted it from her great-aunt Alice’s well-worn Bible while attending a family wake in the Welsh village of Nevern following the elderly woman’s death. Alice had been fastidious about keeping her passport current, perhaps waiting patiently, prepared for that holy call to find a grail, a mission, a destination that never alighted on her pious soul or her simple, lonely life. When the stone thrummed lightly against her chest the minute she touched the passport’s outer cover with its royal seal, Rowan had stolen it without thinking twice.

      Amongst her many connections in the world of photography were a few shady characters who altered passports. One, a friend she trusted to ask no questions, made the fix for her. Alice’s passport now held a photo of Rowan with a blond bob, green contacts covering her blue eyes. The expensive wig and new birthdate on the finished product looked realistic. She’d paid a little extra for an accompanying birth certificate, and for a separate driver’s license and credit card issued to Bryn Davies, which she planned to use for a short time. The credit card was dangerous, but she couldn’t rent a car without it. She hoped to pay the final bill in cash when she dropped off the car. She’d save Alice Edwards for her flight home. Until then, she needed to practice mimicking the beautiful, lilting accent of her mother’s people.

      Mask up and hood forward to hide her face, Rowan slid open the front of her backpack and transferred her U.S. passport to her coat pocket before slinging its straps onto her shoulders. A slight drizzle had begun, accompanied by a damp breeze. She shivered as much from the shifting weather as from apprehension. A lot depended on Griff successfully booking Alice Edwards on a flight home, then safely picking her up at the Pittsburgh airport.

      It was three blocks to the Tube, and then the Heathrow Express train at Paddington. She’d purchase a paper ticket with cash instead of using a phone or credit card. A ride share would require use of her credit card. A cab or train allowed her to use cash, but a train allowed her to blend in with the crowds. Once she left Heathrow, headed back to Paddington, then on to Wales, she’d make the transition to Bryn Davies. As Bryn Davies, she had a smartphone with convenient apps connected to easy pre-payment options, backup burner phones, SIM cards, cash, Visa gift cards, and one credit card for singular use only.

      The hood and mask hid her face but stymied her peripheral vision. She glanced side to side, rain mingling with tiny beads of sweat collecting on her forehead, and then moved quickly. The sooner she could meld into a large crowd, the better. Rowan was a block from the subway entrance when she ducked into the doorway leading to a small coffee shop. Two big, muscular men in tracksuits and running shoes, puffy down ski vests their only concession to the weather, were scanning the crowds heading into the Tube.

      “Shit,” Rowan mumbled. She could see a black cab moving slowly nearby. She’d have to take a cab to Paddington or maybe all the way to the airport. The two men were now moving inward, out of the rain, to watch from behind the subway doors. Rowan glanced at the cab again. It had no registration tag in the window. The windshield wipers were thumping as the driver talked to someone on the phone.

      “You’re not a London cabbie, asshole,” she muttered, stepping into the coffee shop and heading for the bathroom.

      “Ma’am? Tha'’s faw customers only,” the barista said, leaning forward, a lock of purple hair falling over a pierced eyebrow, the Cockney accent defining his East End roots.

      “A tall Americano with room,” Rowan answered, slapping a ten-pound note on the counter. “I’ll be out to get it in a few minutes.”

      It was a single restroom, one toilet and one sink. She locked the door. How had they found her? She searched her backpack slowly for any type of tracking device. Nothing. She’d packed it herself. It had to be her phone. In her hurry to leave the apartment, followed by her focus on loading and then locking the storage unit, had she shut down GPS and any apps she didn’t absolutely need to avoid enabling someone to track her via phone? Rowan opened her settings and cursed. The GPS was on. She shut it off, then ran a check of her listed apps, closing or deleting anything she didn’t need. A strange app called “Find My Kids” appeared in the list with no icon on her phone screen. What was that doing there? Having no memory of downloading it, she deleted the app, re-checked twice to ensure it was completely removed, and powered the phone down. Hopefully that would throw them into the dark long enough for her to adjust her plans.

      “Is there a hotel nearby?” Rowan asked the barista, picking up her coffee from the counter. She settled herself at a corner table away from, but with a view through, the window. The coffee shop was empty. She was the only customer.

      “Sure, abou’ a block wes’ ov ’ere,” he answered, focused on cleaning the espresso machine, barely looking at her.

      “Can I use the back door? You know, the rain and all, maybe the alleyway is quicker?”

      “Yeah, i'’s a bad rain ou’ ’here” He was looking at her now, assessing, considering.

      Rowan sipped her coffee to partially cover her face, concentrating on the barista. In an effort to engage her interest, Maya once told her that her powers included mental telepathy. She’d tried it and found her aunt was correct, but it left her with a splitting headache. Desperation convinced her to endure a bit of head pain now. Her plan would collapse if she didn’t get to the airport quietly, unnoticed. Rowan pushed hard from within her mind to the barista, sending what she hoped were powerful thoughts that would shift him to the ally she needed in this danger-fraught moment.

      “Okay. You takes the back door an’ then knocks on the door across the alley. My friend works in the shoeshop an’ she’ll let ya  through to the hotel. Best of British,” the barista said, rubbing his left temple as if his head hurt.

      That was quick. She rubbed the mild tension in her own temples. Years of walking the London streets photographing the homeless and destitute had familiarized her with the city's many dialects.

      “Perfect. Thank you.” Rowan watched the barista text someone, presumably the friend next door.

      “All good. Le'’s go,” he said, his smile showing crooked teeth.

      A warm kinship with him washed over her. He was very young. She’d love to photograph him, but there was no time for that now. Rowan stepped through the back door where she found herself under an overhang in an empty alleyway. The barista pointed to a plain beige metal door directly across and slightly left from where they stood. Before she could move, the door opened and an attractive woman who appeared to be around Rowan’s age leaned out, waving to them. Rowan bolted forward, heart pounding, scooting quickly past the woman and into the shop.

      “Welcome, glad to help you escape from the rain,” the woman said. Her glasses gave her a quiet bookish appeal, and the soft mellow tones of her voice with its familiar lyricism and elongated vowels were a welcome sound to Rowan’s ears.

      “I think he likes you,” Rowan answered, flicking her thumb in the direction of the alley with a smile and a wink. A soft warmth emanated from the quartz lying against her breastbone.

      “Ahh, yes, I’m the focus of his obsession for now. A teenage crush.” She laughed, giving Rowan an eye roll.

      The word “obsession” created a small sense of nausea. “Be careful. I have someone obsessed with me, and it’s frightening.”

      “He wants to date you and can’t hear ‘no,’ is it?” She was now walking Rowan through shelves lined with shoes, the smell of polish and leather mingling with the slight mildew-laden odor of the old building.

      “Perhaps at one time,” said Rowan. “Now his solitary goal is to possess me. To own me and my . . .”

      “You and your magic?” the woman answered knowingly, eyeing Rowan with concern.

      “Why would you say that?” The reference to magic startled her.

      “Have you told the police?” the woman asked, avoiding the question.

      “Yes, once . . .” Rowan shook her head at the memory. “He’s powerful and it was useless.”

      “Would you take my mobile number in case you need me?” They’d reached the front door of the shop. Rowan scanned the sidewalk outside. The hotel was directly across the road, a line of black cabs parked against the curb, waiting for customers. The woman turned toward Rowan and her blouse shifted open, revealing a blue quartz necklace, smaller but similar to Rowan’s.

      “You assumed magic earlier. Is it because we have this in common?” Rowan smiled, pointing to the woman’s necklace. Her own much bigger stone, easily seen after she unzipped the top of her coat, must have prompted the question.

      “I was a small child when I saw that,” the woman said, pointing toward Rowan’s chest. “Not long before my mother brought me to London to live, after Dad died. She was saying good-bye to her friend, Elin, who was visiting from the U.S.”

      “My mother.” Rowan’s simple response must have resonated with the woman who stopped, eyebrows raised.

      “Are we of the same clan of women?” Rowan asked. “You said they were friends, and yet my stone is reacting to you much like it does with my Aunt Maya.”

      “We are part of a line of magical women,” she answered. “My mother always told me Elin was a direct descendent of the source of our magic, while the women in my family are several levels removed. My magic is helpful, but not as powerful as yours must be if you are Elin’s daughter. Yes, we’re part of the same clan—distant cousins in a way.”

      “If our mothers were friends, we can’t be strangers. I’m Rowan . . . Rowan Campbell.”

      “Ahh . . . Rowan Campbell from the covers of Vogue and Sports Illustrated? I thought you looked familiar. My younger brother was devastated when you disappeared,” she said with a laugh. “I’m Catrin. But everyone calls me Cat.” Cat pulled out her phone. “I’ll order you a cab, on my credit card. That should leave no trace of your travels.”

      “Cat . . . thank you,” Rowan fished two twenty-pound notes from her backpack and handed them to Cat. When their fingers connected, energy moved through her arm to Cat. Cat’s softer, milder energy ran up her arm in return.

      “Is it to the old druid stones our mothers favored then . . . where you’re headed?” Cat asked.

      “Yes. How did you know? Have you been there yourself?”

      Cat nodded affirmatively, her phone to her ear as she ordered a taxi. “He’ll come round in about fifteen minutes.”

      “Any advice?” Rowan asked, knowing Cat understood she meant Pentre Ifan, the standing stones Rowan planned to visit. Cat was silent for a few seconds.

      “Get a car or taxi and go off the A487 to a lay-by on the west side of the road where you can park. Follow the signpost to the footpath leading to the site.” Cat eyed her casually before adding, “If you don’t want to be seen, there’s a longer hike through farmland. But honestly, I wouldn’t go that way this time of year. You could get lost in those woods while hiking back to your car.”

      “Will I be safe there?” Rowan asked.

      “Yes, anything you need to fear comes from humans, not from the standing stones,” Cat said with a smile. “Your necklace and the goddess will be with you.”

      “The goddess?” Rowan shivered. This day was getting stranger by the minute. Maya had never mentioned a goddess, but then Rowen’s resistance to participate in magic training kept the door to many discussions firmly shut.

      “My mother referred to that spot as ‘Croth Ceridwen.’” Cat smiled, her eyes somewhere far away, lost in a memory.

      “Forgive my limited understanding of Welsh, but what does that mean?” Rowan asked.

      “The womb of Ceridwen, our most famous goddess from which, I believe, you are directly descended and I’m connected distantly. I doubt you’ll see anything ghostly,” Cat said, patting Rowan’s shoulder reassuringly. “I feel warm and safe when I’m there. My mother always said it’s the goddess. Take my Welsh mysticism as a comfort.”

      The kind words filled her and, as she reached out to touch Cat’s hand, she smiled despite tears filling her eyes. “I believe we are destined to be friends, Cat.”

      Minutes later, slouched down in the back seat of the taxi, Rowan smiled, surprised that she’d instinctively tossed her usual cautionary ways aside with Cat. She savored the momentary lift from habitual loneliness that came with a new friend. Cat’s magic was softer, gentler than Rowan’s. It created a sense of balance between them that Rowan liked. If she was able to return to Wales after confronting Jarrod, she’d have a friend who both shared and understood her mystical heritage.
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      The phone call came in while Jarrod Marrone lay naked in the dark early morning hours upon his black, seven-thousand-dollar Bernhardt bed on the third floor of his suburban Pittsburgh mansion.

      “Get out!” he said to the Rowan Campbell look-alike astride his torso.

      “Gladly,” she responded, pulling on her clothes and leaving at a near run.

      These paid escorts were never satisfying, and the last few times, he’d gotten too rough in his frustration. The girls were beginning to refuse assignments to him.

      “Speak!” he told the caller.

      “We almost had her.” The male voice on the other end sounded nervous, his normally deep voice rising a notch or two.

      “What do you mean ‘almost,’” Jarrod snapped.

      “What can I say, boss? She gave us the slip.” Jarrod could hear Derrick, his head of security shuffling, coughing slightly.

      “And you couldn’t find her again? We’re tracking her phone.” Jarrod’s people had convinced Rowan’s drunk and angry ex-boyfriend to drop a tracking device on her phone for a one-time generous payment. When they approached him again, he was sober and refused to provide more assistance, despite a second, substantial cash offer. Another man she’d permitted inside her body, inside her mind. Another man he automatically hated.

      “She shuts it off when she’s not using it,” Derrick replied. “And we suspect she found and removed the tracking app. She stayed in her apartment for a week until she finally went on the move today. She must have been packing, because she left with boxes in a taxi, then shut off her phone. We don’t know where she dropped the boxes.” He paused. “And . . . I suspect she has a burner phone.”

      Jarrod was tempted to fire the man and his whole crew, but they weren’t the first to fail. Rowan had an innate sense for impending danger.

      “No hesitation or second guessing my instructions that might have caused this?” Jarrod’s former head of security had quit after stating he wasn’t in the business of kidnapping. Not the word Jarrod would have chosen. He merely wanted her in the same room with him, to talk to her, show her he had feelings for her and win her over. But she wouldn’t come of her own volition despite his efforts, and he wasn’t willing to give up. There was more at stake here than his desire for her.

      “We got her flight information. The ex got a bit chatty in a pub after a couple beers,” Derrick said, skirting Jarrod’s question. “We planned to intercept her before she got to the airport but, like I said, she gave us the slip. She should be arriving at O’Hare later today.”

      “I want to know her plans. Is the ex-boyfriend good for more information?” Jarrod envisioned Chicago’s big, busy O’Hare airport as a place where it was easy to lose a tail. He wanted information on where she was headed after she landed.

      “His last words to us were ‘Fuck you, asshole.’ He’s evidently sorry he helped us. Not that I think she shared any plans with him or that he’ll ever hear from her again. He’s worthless.”

      “You think she’s using a burner phone?”

      “I’m sure of it. She still uses her phone at times, but the ex-boyfriend said she may have multiple burners. Some that she buys, others that her brother provides.”

      “Ahh . . . Griffith. I should have known.” Jarrod closed his eyes, clenching and unclenching his fist in frustration. “Call me from O’Hare. Keep me updated.”

      He hung up the phone and lay there remembering how tracking her in the past had been more difficult in some countries than in others. Initially, she primarily photographed models from her old work community who were fiercely protective of her. Over the last two years, she’d shifted to freelance assignments in war-torn countries where he couldn’t even find an internet signal, let alone an investigator willing to follow her.

      Jarrod had tried, once, to introduce himself to Rowan, showing up at a Paris runway show where she was one of the supermodel stars. The pictures he’d seen didn’t do her justice. Beyond her physical beauty, there was something intangible he couldn’t define. He became obsessed with her.

      He’d approached her at the Paris after show party. She’d worn a flowing, off the shoulder black Armani gown with simple jewelry that showed off a stunning blue quartz necklace. He learned from one of the models that Rowan only removed it for runway shows and modeling shoots where she wore whatever jewelry was assigned to her, locking the blue quartz away in a safe. Later, he became convinced it was a talisman of some sort, perhaps even the source of her magic. He desire to possess that stone was equal to his desire to possess her.

      Short, with slightly thinning light brown hair and plain features, he was under no illusions that he was physically attractive to women. It was his wealth and lifestyle that resulted in mild, albeit often short-term, success with the female species. He’d been sure, with the type of monied circles she was part of, he could impress her, easily seduce her with the lure of power and money as he’d done with other women. Yet, Rowan coldly ignored him. Jarrod winced at the memory of the moment he’d boldly reached out to touch her hand and experienced a burning sensation. His scream still echoed in his head. Her physical response to him, visceral and abrupt, should have left him hating her. Instead, the immediate look of shock on her face told him the subliminal force she emitted to push him away was superhuman. It was his first inkling that Rowan had magical powers. Whatever she’d attacked him with, it had frightened her. She ran from the room, leaving him writhing on the floor, his hand a bloody mess. When he left the Paris emergency room, bandaged, medication alleviating the pain, he contemplated the benefits of having that magic under his control. His initial lust moved to an overwhelming drive to own what she’d wielded against him. As partners, they could be a power couple beyond all power couples who had come before them.

      “Ahh, Rowan. You marked me for life. I’m yours and, one day, you’ll be mine.” Jarrod rubbed the scar on the back of his hand, a habit enacted often throughout the day.

      He was the adopted son of the late Paul Marrone. Adopting him was his mother’s idea, not Paul’s—a fact that instilled a deep level of insecurity in Jarrod. His parents’ loveless, miserable marriage. His mother’s shrill accusations followed by that slam of the front door as his father left their home, left Jarrod with a paranoia that his singular hold on Marrone Industries could be challenged by a biological child one day. He’d navigated between their icy silences and avoidance of one another until his mother died of cancer, and a year later he left for college, rarely returning home. Shock but little else filled him when Paul died in a fiery car crash with Rowan’s mother, Elin.

      It wasn’t until later, as an adult, he’d come across information that turned his early paranoia into a deeper concern that his father had sired a child. He had no interest or intention of sharing his inheritance with anyone else. Jarrod spent long hours obsessing over the accident, concluding—without a shred of proof—that Rowan was the love child of Paul and Elin. Once he’d seen her photos, his concern moved to lust and onward to a diabolical plan to solidify his ownership of Marrone Industries and have Rowan too. They weren’t blood relatives, he reasoned. She was fair game.

      “We’ll be a powerful alliance, Rowan—you, me, and your magic,” Jarrod mused to himself. “Too bad you won’t come to me willingly. That’s unfortunate. But gradually, you’ll see the wisdom in an alliance. I think you could love me too, but if not, you’ll love what the power of our partnership brings.”

      Jarrod closed his eyes, shaking off the image of he and Rowan together and crashing back to the present. “Goddamn Griffith.”

      The fact that Rowan’s instincts kicked in whenever he hunted her, as if she could smell him, sense him, and manage to avoid him, made finding her hard enough. But obviously, she’d told her brother and they were working together to thwart his efforts.

      “I wonder why she’s coming back to the U.S.” Jarrod reached for the small remote control on his nightstand. He pressed a button, and the splashy but dark-toned contemporary painting on the wall, facing the bottom of his bed, moved to the left revealing a blown-up photo of Rowan on the runway, in a bikini.

      “You and me, Rowan. We can own the world.” He’d take her now, like he would anything else he wanted in life. A gilded cage waited for Rowan Campbell.

      Never taking his eyes off the photo, he imagined himself owning her, possessing her, the heat from her that had blistered the skin on his hand shifting to the heat of being one with her.
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      “What’s new, Henry? How’s the job?” Griff paused. He didn’t want his voicemail to set off any alarms. “Give me a call if you want to grab a beer and catch up.”

      When Henry Hudson sent his life and career spiraling downward, his friends scattering like frightened mice to avoid the taint of his fate, Griff stood by his mentor. He made the trek to the state prison to visit him. He spoke for him at his parole hearing. He tapped his contacts in cybersecurity to get Henry part-time work after his release, and even put down the deposit plus several months’ rent on an apartment in an older neighborhood to give him a place to live. Griff owed a lot to the middle-aged man whose information security class had sparked a life-changing passion for cybersecurity inside him.

      Griff was aware he was considered an up-and-coming rock star in cybersecurity, while his peers viewed Henry as washed up, career ruined. In Griff’s opinion, the man made a mistake and paid dearly for it. No part of Henry’s fall from grace had changed his skills, yet without immediate family to take him in, back child support payments hanging over his head, and a criminal record, he was adrift when released. Griff empathized. A motherless child at an early age, he’d floated from one major to another in college while his father focused on his second marriage. He heard from, but rarely found himself in the same city or country with, the sister he adored who traveled the world.

      Today he was glad he’d kept quiet when, nine months earlier, Henry’s joyous text to Griff about the new full-time job he’d been offered, complete with benefits and good pay, rocked him to the core. It had taken immense self-control not to beg Henry to decline. Now Henry was right where Griff needed him to be, working for Jarrod Marrone. Griff respected his sister’s right to call the shots since she would face Jarrod, but his opinion about her claims of magical powers hadn’t changed. She’d created a fantasy in her mind that kept her feeling eternally connected to their mother. Griff was going to infiltrate Marrone Industries quietly, in case things didn’t go according to Rowan’s plan. Hopefully, she’d appreciate his actions later.

      His phone pinged, signaling an incoming text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Henry: Dive Bar at 6:00 tonight?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Griff:	  [image: thumbs up, light skin tone]

      

      

      

      

      

      Griff smiled. Dive Bar & Grille on the edge of Pittsburgh’s Regent Square neighborhood was good. Not his usual hang out, but better than places Henry had chosen in the past. He’d put his foot down and made a safe neighborhood and clean interior a requirement.

      
        
          
            
              
        Henry: Meet u at the bar.

      

      

      

      

      

      Griff would need to tread lightly to reassure Henry that the request he planned to make wouldn’t endanger his friend's job.

      “Griff?” Gemma’s light, childlike voice floated across the room. He shut the laptop to darken the monitors sitting on either side and turned his chair toward his office door.

      “Hey, gorgeous! You leaving now?” Griff stood and walked toward her, wrapping her in a hug.

      “Taxi will be here any minute.” She smiled and gave him a soft, sexy kiss. Like Rowan, she nearly looked him in the eye. A sensuous floral aroma surrounded her.

      “I’ll walk you out. Call me when you get there.” Griff took the handle of her suitcase and followed her into the hallway of his condo.

      “When I get back . . . let’s talk about moving in together.” Gemma was looking at him with enormous brown eyes that usually melted his natural reserve.

      Griff shrugged, noncommittal, as he transferred the suitcase handle to her. “We’ll talk when you get back. Have a safe trip.”

      Gemma pressed the elevator button. “Maybe I’ll see Rowan there? She’s still in London, right?”

      “I’m not sure since she and Peter split up. She might be traveling.” Griff avoided direct eye contact, looking up at the numbers over the elevator as it climbed to the tenth floor. His lie wouldn’t go unnoticed. He always knew exactly where Rowan was.

      Seconds before the elevator doors closed, he caught Gemma’s look. He expected the usual sad, frustrated downturn of her mouth. What flashed across her face was new—anger.

      Gemma Gallucci was a fairly successful fashion model, not at the level Rowan had reached but earning a decent living. Griff had been amused when she’d approached him at a party a year earlier and, instead of flirting with him, introduced herself as a “huge fan” of his sister, asking if she could meet the once popular ex-model, Rowan Campbell. Griff told her she could if she agreed to go on a date with him. Despite his normal commitment-phobic ways, he’d found himself caring deeply for Gemma. He admired how hard she worked, giving a big percentage of her pay to her struggling extended family in Albuquerque. He loved that she had a wide variety of interests—books, museums, jazz and classical music—and little to no interest in how beautiful she was or whether she always left the house fashion-ready. She was all but living with him, by his standards. She kept clothing here, stayed with him most of the time when she wasn’t off on an assignment, and vacationed with him.

      “I like her!” Rowan had said when he’d finally introduced the two in London.

      He wasn’t sure if it was Gemma’s family baggage—her parents’ bankruptcy and money needs, her siblings with their addiction issues and legal troubles—or Rowan’s decision to confront Jarrod with Griff’s help and force an end to the stalking that fueled his reluctance to move to a permanent living situation.

      Griff returned to his home office and sat quietly for a few minutes. The room was his sanctuary: walls painted a soft slate blue, gray
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