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      “Hey, look at this,” Karen’s voice carried above the noise of the crowd.

      Turning, Sarah caught sight of her friend and worked her way through the mob to the small cart. Glancing over the wooden box on wheels, she grimaced at her best friend. “Oh, geez. You always have such dark taste.”

      “Of course.” The other girl giggled. “But you like my black streak.” Holding out the thick cord, a silver medallion hung at the bottom. Glinting in the sunlight that filtered through the turning leaves above them, the girls studied the swirl. “Looks like your birthmark, don’t you think?”

      Ignoring the comment, Sarah shook her honey-brown waves, again taking in the assortment of jewelry and oddities that overflowed from the portable booth.

      “That is a very powerful amulet,” a deep male voice pierced her thoughts.

      Flicking her gaze up, she met the stare of the curator, who studied her intently with crystal-blue orbs beneath his coal-black hair.

      “I don’t believe in magic, so spare me the sales pitch,” she informed him crisply. Her hand shot up to grab the item from her friend, as she wanted nothing more than to return it to him and walk away. The moment her flesh made contact, a bolt of electricity shot through her, and she drew the digits away.

      Watching the small group of rings turn slowly at the end of their band, her eyes grew wide. “It does look a bit…doesn’t it.” Her voice sounded distant as she compared the trinket to her hidden anomaly.

      Seeing her stunned state, the man pushed, forcing his rugged features into a grin. “I could let you have it for a very low price.” He grasped the taller girl’s hand to move the jewelry closer to his target. “Very low, indeed.”

      “Yes,” Sarah breathed, transfixed by the shimmer hanging only inches from her nose. “Indeed,” she repeated absently.

      Opening a small felt pouch, he captured the dangling treasure inside with a scooping movement. “That’ll be twenty dollars, please.”

      “Wow, that is cheap!” Karen agreed, opening her purse to close the deal before her comrade could change her mind.

      Taking the folded bill, he handed the purchase to Sarah, nodding at her when their fingers briefly collided. Accepting the soft container, she could feel the weight of the ornament inside and massaged it lightly. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it.” His grin morphed into a sneer.

      A cold chill ran through the girl, and she turned her back on the stranger, rebuking Karen as they moved. “I swear, I don’t understand what draws you to these things.”

      “Come on, Sarah. You’ve known me your whole life,” her ebony-stained lips smacked.

      “Yes, and like I said, I don’t get why you’re still caught up in that whole…goth thing. Yeah, it was cool when we were thirteen, but it’s time to be grown up. Time to be part of the real world.”

      “Maybe.” Her friend chuckled at her. “After we finish college, I’ll consider it. For now, I like who I am.” Karen stopped at another booth to examine a selection of candles.

      Allowing her friend to shop, Sarah cast a wary glance over her shoulder. Even through the dense throng, she felt as if the vendor watched her. Man, that guy was creepy. Her hand slid into her pocket, and she rubbed the silver medallion through its material covering, and for an instant, she saw him through a break in the sea of bodies.

      His blue eyes met hers, and her breath caught in her throat before the gap closed. Holy shit! Gasping in deep pants, she clutched Karen’s arm. “Can we please get the hell out of here?”

      Taking her time, the other girl worked her way along the booths of the bazaar. “You know they only hold this once a month,” she persisted. “Relax and enjoy the day.”

      Fidgeting beside her best friend, Sarah continued to steal glances behind them but no longer saw anything out of the ordinary. The fall air heavy around her, she noted the bright orange and brown leaves that littered the edges of the concrete path. Reaching the end of the walk, the pair climbed the stairs and headed for the bus that would take them back to the house they shared with a few other students.

      Arriving at the huge structure, she clomped up the stairs, calling to the girl below, “I’m going to finish that paper for psychology. I’ll be down for dinner later, and maybe we can go out afterwards.”

      Her brown eyes watching Sarah’s rounded form as she moved, Karen felt an odd ache in the pit of her gut. The pair had been best friends since grade school, but the last few years, they had drifted apart, today the perfect example of how large the rift between them had become.

      Heaving a deep sigh, she made her way to the kitchen, hoping a hot cup of tea would calm her nerves. Damn, how did I let them talk me into this? But she knew how, almost as soon as the thought had formed, and all she wanted was her friend back—the way things had been when they were young.

      Filling the kettle and placing it on the stove, she recalled the meeting with the group, when their plans had been placed into motion. She had mentioned Sarah’s birthmark to Ninia before, pointing out how it looked so much like a swirling spirituality symbol. However, it wasn’t until Genevieve had gotten wind of the oddity that any real interest had stirred within the crowd, and they had asked her to bring Sarah in to meet them.

      “You aren’t going to hurt her, are you?” Karen had asked hesitantly.

      “Of course not!” Genevieve had soothed. “We want to set her free!” The young woman’s lips had parted into a small grin as she spoke, exposing her straight white teeth.

      Karen stared at her pan with large brown orbs, her mind trapped in that moment. “It won’t be easy,” she had replied. “She hasn’t believed in any of this stuff in years.” She shuddered and adjusted the fire before her.

      “That’s ok,” Morcant had cut in, stepping up to her and allowing his fingers to trace her jaw. “We’ll convince her. No need to worry about that.” Leaning closer, his mouth had covered hers in a soft kiss.

      Drawn to the older man, Karen had felt as if his spirit mingled with hers. Deepening the kiss, she had moaned and pressed her body against him for a long moment before he pulled away.

      “See?” His nose nuzzled her cheek. “This is a warm and safe place.” He had paused, extracting himself from her grasp. “Bring your friend. Allow her to experience the feel of the coven and to be wrapped in its power.”

      The sound of the boiling water drew her back to the present, and Karen cut off the flame. She poured the hot liquid into her waiting cup, adding a few cubes of sugar before she took a seat at the kitchen table and stared out the tiny window that overlooked a small grassy patch behind the house. You shouldn’t let him do that to you.

      Several times over the last year, she had been in such a situation with the group—a point where she felt trepidation and fear at what lay before her. Each time, it had been Morcant who had spurred her onward. His touch is intoxicating, she admitted quietly to herself. His fingers caress with the feel of magic, and the kiss had put her over the edge.

      Of course it’s magic. Her mood shifted to angry. They’re witches, after all! But this had gotten out of hand. At some point, it had become too real, and she no longer wanted to be a part of it. However, she could not escape. It felt as if Morcant had her in his grasp, under some dark spell, and she would do his bidding.

      Taking another tentative sip, she cut her eyes up at the ceiling above her, as if she could see her friend in her tiny room on the third floor. I wonder what they really want with her. She hadn’t dared to ask and had done her best to convince Sarah to attend a meeting with her of her own free will. In the end, the girl had refused and put them on their current path. They’re going to have her, willing or not.

      It had taken all Karen’s strength to complete her task today and remember not to touch the shiny medallion that Morcant had presented to her. He had cursed it somehow, and she had noticed that he took great care when he placed it in the bag for Sarah. A powerful amulet, he said. Dragging her gaze back to the glass and the sunshine beyond, she tried not to think about what would happen next.
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      Sarah entered her room and closed the door behind her, dropping her jacket on the back of her chair. Man, winter comes so early here. She and Karen had moved to Boston to attend college two years prior, and getting used to the weather had been the toughest part.

      They had grown up in Atlanta, so they were accustomed to the big city, the people, and all of those things. However, the temperatures were already reaching what would be the coldest point back home, and this was only the beginning. Curling her fingers a few times, she exhaled loudly before pulling out her book and switching on her computer.

      Stretching while the machine booted, she glanced at the small round window that hung above her ornate brass headboard and frowned at the hexagon shape. It had been the one thing she didn’t like about her tiny quarters; being the single bedroom on the third floor, she had taken the room for its privacy.

      The only thing worse than the lack of a view is having to go to the second floor to pee, she lamented. Of course, all in all, she loved the simplicity, with a small closet and dresser on the far wall, her bed in the middle under the window, and her desk right next to the door. I wouldn’t trade it even if I could.

      Flopping down onto her seat, she opened the text and began flipping the pages anxiously, until she located the right section and began to read. Adjusting the keyboard, her fingers flew, clicking away at the assignment. An hour later, she had completed the task and leaned back to read over her work.

      Allowing her arms to hang, she fidgeted with the bulge in her coat pocket before sliding her hand in and removing the bag. Toying with the necklace through the pouch, she thought about the dark-haired man who had sold it to her, shivering as if she could still feel his gaze upon her.

      Deciding her work was good enough, she saved her paper to a flash drive to print at the library. Dropping her gift on the desk, she picked up her outer layer and headed down the stairs, ready to while away the evening in the company of the young woman she still considered her best friend.

      Several hours later, the pair stumbled up the steps to the front porch, shushing each other and laughing loudly. They had ended up at a frat party, and although neither girl was yet twenty-one, they had managed to draw a small crowd of male companions who had plied them with alcohol.

      “How do you do it?” Sarah demanded when they reached Karen’s door on the second floor. “You go out and get schnockered every fucking weekend, an’ I’m gonna be sick as a dog tomorrow.”

      “You need to live a little.” The taller girl snorted. “You’re way too uptight.”

      “Bullshit,” Sarah slurred, leaning against the wall and fighting to make it to the next flight of stairs. Entering her room, she slammed the wooden covering more loudly than need be and giggled at the distress the show would undoubtedly cause their roommates, if they had made it home yet, at least.

      “Oh, well.” She sighed aloud, leaning against her desk and snatching the soft bundle to open it. Fighting with the string, she managed to pry it enough to slide a finger inside, and a shiver of excitement ran through her as she caressed the smooth surface of the pendant.

      Wriggling the digit wildly, she got the bag open and emptied the contents onto an extended palm. Staring at it for a long moment, she pondered the symbol—spirituality. She and Karen had once shared a love of mystical elements, ages ago, before Sarah had begun to mature into a more traditional view of the world. My symbol, she recalled, as it matched her birthmark that lay in the fold of her right thigh, where her leg met her torso.

      Dropping her hand to the location, she worked the spot through her denims; she couldn’t see it, but she knew it was there. Massaging the silver with her other hand, she considered the girl who had purchased it for her, and a sadness settled over her. How long has it been since we were really close?

      Laying the necklace on the flat surface before her, she grasped the front of her jeans and fought her way out of them. Sarah had put on a few pounds since she had moved away from home and hated the thought of having to buy larger clothes to fit her expanding figure. Looks like I may have to break down and go up a few sizes.

      Removing her shirt and flinging her bra into her laundry pile with a drunken giggle, she managed to work an oversized tee over her head. Yanking on a pair of flannel pajama bottoms to cover her thick thighs, she gripped the chair repeatedly to regain her balance during the process.

      Dressed for bed, she picked up the string to the gift and tested the knot by tugging on both sides firmly. Finding it to be sound, she lifted the cord over her head and pulled her long brown locks out of the loop, allowing the shiny metal to fall into place.

      Sarah stared down at the amulet nestled between the mounds of her breasts, it moving up and down as she panted from her struggle to change. Her finger trembled slightly as she traced the edge tentatively. She’s still the best friend I ever had. Allowing the idea to fade with an exaggerated yawn, she hit the switch on the wall next to the door to douse the light and wormed her way beneath the sheets.

      Some time later, Sarah awoke from a sound sleep; her drunken mind swirled, and for a moment, she thought she might vomit. Her hand resting on her chest, she could feel the amulet. She traced the outline of it gently as she stared at the light on the ceiling above her. The eerie glow filtered in from somewhere outside, creating deep shadows in her small space. Not really sure if she were awake, she held her breath and listened to her pulse pounding noisily in her ears.

      Her gaze darting around at the darkness of the room, she searched the shadows surrounding her. Licking her lips, her mouth felt dry, but she knew the kitchen would be a long trip down and back if she wanted a drink; she had forgotten her water bottle in her stupor. She drew a slow deep breath. Just go back to sleep. Her lids slowly closing, she had drifted into a light slumber, when a hand clamped across her face and a man flung his leg across to straddle her.

      “Shh,” he hissed, leaning over her so that she could feel his words against her cheek. “Lay still, Sarah.”

      Horrified, she began to struggle, trying to push him off of her. Catching her arm, he quickly bound it to the metal frame above her head with what looked to be the belt to her bathrobe. Catching her other fist as she punched at him, he looped it in with the first, and within a few seconds she was completely at his mercy.

      Squealing loudly, she cried out as if someone on the floor below could hear her, and what she guessed to be a sock was shoved in her open mouth. Using the other half of the pair, he tied her around the head, effectively gagging her. Realizing she had been silenced, she lay still, her heart racing.

      Oh my God, he used my name! The idea that her assailant could be someone she knew tore at her gut. Or is it someone from the party? Her mind leapt to the evening the girls had spent surrounded by a throng of males they had left behind. What if one followed us?

      “I won’t hurt you, Sarah. I promise.” He nuzzled her, his lips tracing the line over her jaw, then licking her while his hands sifted through her hair to reach her scalp. Sprawling across her, the full weight of him bore down upon her as he stroked her.

      Still panting, she thought about the other girls in the house, considering if anyone might have heard or if they would attempt to help her if they did. No longer sloppy drunk, she had some use of her faculties and wished he had not bound her, as she would have little chance of fighting him off with only her legs free, even if she could get the blankets off of her to use them.

      Grinning, his teeth flashed in the dim light, and he pushed himself up to a sitting position once again. Leaning over, he kept her immobilized with his bulk, while retrieving a knapsack from the floor next to her bed.

      Squinting at him through the darkness, Sarah struggled to make out any features she would be able to use to describe him later. He promised not to hurt me. She assumed that meant he would leave her alive when he had finished with her.

      A moment later, he had located a mask—one of the velvet kind that couples use to add spice to their bedrooms. Sliding it into place over her eyes, he blinded her, and she thrashed about again for a few seconds, before accepting that the motion only made her head pound and did nothing to dislodge the covering.

      Exhaling loudly, she admitted silent defeat. He’s going to get what he wants, and there’s nothing I can do to stop him. Whimpering, she broke into tears, sobbing loudly. Pulling against her bonds, she could feel the fabric cutting into her flesh, and she emitted a low squeal. The bindings secure, she could not free herself, and pulling against them had exhausted her.

      “Better go along.” He placed his lips against her cheekbone and tasted her salty sorrow. His hand found its way up her body and squeezed her rolls of flesh firmly through the blanket.

      Sarah blinked back her drops of terror, her lashes brushing against their satin cover. Oh my God. Someone please have heard this guy, or seen him, or something! For the moment, her thoughts fell into confusion, having no desire to feed his obvious enjoyment at her suffering and yet longing to do something that would cause him to be discovered.

      Drawing a deep breath, she bit down on her silencer, wishing she had called for help before it had been put into place. Unable to see, she focused on gathering what information she could with her other senses. After what seemed an eternity, she became aware of his labored breathing.

      The man had climbed off of her, and she could detect a soft glow around the edges of her mask. Watching the light, she had a strange feeling that it did not come from a lamp, and a moment later, she realized she could smell fire. What the fuck? Did he light a candle? She thrashed momentarily at the realization that the flickering light came from both sides of the room before she calmed herself once more.

      Feeling her blankets slowly slide off of her body, she shivered violently and worked her tongue against the sock between her teeth. Chewing at it nervously, she briefly considered if it had at least been clean before he shoved it into place.

      Aware of the strange hands sliding across her flannel pajamas and tee, she closed her eyes and focused on her breathing. Above all else, she wanted to remain calm. I could probably kick the shit out of him, but what good would that do? Sober enough to know pissing him off was a bad idea, she did her best to at least appear submissive.

      A hand lifted her shirt, exposing her belly. Sliding the cloth up, he paused momentarily before running his palms over her bare breasts. Pushing them up and around, then dropping the material back over them, he left only about half her torso bare.

      Tugging at the elastic on her bottoms, he fought to work them down. “You’ve put on a few pounds,” he mocked her, and her lip trembled at the insult.

      Her warm layers removed and her legs bare, she felt cold and utterly alone. Aware of his fingers as they slid beneath the edge of her panties, she whined more loudly when they were also removed, and a hand slid up her thigh. Reaching the bend where her leg met her stomach, he pushed the fold of flesh out of the way, and a low rumble of laughter filled the cramped space.

      Unable to speak, Sarah mentally raged. What the fuck’s so funny, you sick son of a bitch? His hands removed, she could hear him speaking, mumbling to himself as he moved about her room. Unable to see anything but his shadow, she fought the fear that threatened to push her over the edge.

      Listening more closely, she realized his words weren’t actually English, or at least not all of them were. What the hell is he doing? For a moment, fear gripped her that he intended to mutilate her body, with the way he seemed to be inspecting her and paying special attention to her female parts.

      Hearing the package open, she knew he was preparing himself to make his way inside her, and another tear slipped out to run into her hair. Sorry bastard. She realized he had planned far enough ahead to bring condoms, perhaps to make it harder to identify him after the fact.

      It doesn’t matter. They will still find you! she promised him as he lay over her, and she shuddered at the feel of him pushing his way into her. I swear on my life you will not get away with this!

      Sarah awoke alone the following morning, wrapped in her blankets and fully dressed in her night clothing. Her mind coming to with a jolt, she sat straight up in her bed and looked around at the bright sun-lit room. Oh thank God I’m alive!

      Running her fingers through her hair, she tentatively climbed from beneath the blankets, her gut protesting with a loud rumble. Grabbing her trash can, she reached her face only an instant before she spewed. Son of a bitch! Sinking down onto her chair, she vomited for several minutes, then began to spit out the leftovers.

      Holding her hair out of the way, she sobbed at the rancid mess, placing the bin on the floor and wrapping herself in her arms for a moment. Recalling her late-night visitor, she stared down at the bright pink stripes, which covered her legs. What did he do, redress me when he was finished? She couldn’t remember and decided she must have passed out while he was still on top of her.

      Knowing she couldn’t have a shower and shouldn’t even stop to use the toilet, she considered her course of action. I should go to the hospital. That way, they can examine me and get the most evidence that they can. Pushing her hand across her chest, she paused, staring at her arm in disbelief. Where are the marks?

      She had fought against her bindings for what seemed like hours. You should be able to tell that I was tied up. Standing, she spun around to pull her bathrobe off the hook behind the door, noting immediately that the belt hung precisely where it should have. Oh, no!

      Dropping the heavy article, she seized the blankets on the bed, peeling them back and looking for the spot where her rear end would have been. Not able to locate it, she flung herself across the mattress, sniffing the sheet like mad and searching for the smell of sex that the trickle of juices would have left behind. Again, coming up at a loss, she sat up slowly and stared down at her legs.

      She couldn’t see her female folds without a mirror, but she knew they were there. She had never been raped, but she assumed that certain parts of her body would have reacted either way, especially with her inebriated state. Pushing her hand past the elastic, she located the edge of her panties and slid a trembling finger inside. Oh my God. Was it a dream? Hell no, it was a fucking nightmare!

      Pulling her hand out, she began to laugh. Holy shit! She could not believe how real the experience had felt. And yet all the evidence says…it didn’t happen. Weak with relief, she gathered her clothing and headed for the shower, silently swearing off alcohol on her way down the stairs.
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      “You need some help?” a male voice asked from behind her.

      Slamming the paper drawer shut, “No, I got it,” Sarah spat. Clicking the mouse a few times, she sent the pages to the device for the third time. When it failed to respond, she grabbed her hair on both sides of her head and pulled while growling, “Ffuuck!”

      “Hey, relax,” he persisted, laying his hand on her back as she bent over the desk in the computer lab. Giving her a push towards the seat, he suggested, “Let me take over.”

      Sinking down onto the chair, a tear spilled onto her cheek, which she quickly swiped away. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it.” He tended to the task. A moment later, he presented her with a thin stack of documents. “There you go.”

      “Thank you.” She gave him a tiny grin, tossing her honey locks behind her. “What do I owe you?”

      His soft blue eyes squinted as he laughed. “Well, I’d try for dinner, but I fear that would be a bit much.” He ran fingers through his coal-black hair, taking in her rounded form.

      Seeing him inspect her, Sarah instantly felt on edge. Men don’t seem as interested in me as they used to be. “What, you don’t date fat girls?”

      Blake’s mouth fell open, and he stared at her in disbelief. “Uh, no. I never said that.” He took a step back and adjusted his stance. “Would you like to go to dinner with me?” he tried to recover.

      Wrinkling her nose, she could feel an angry flush coloring her cheeks. He’s patronizing you. “No,” she clipped, “but thanks for the help.” Shoving her pages into her notebook, she hugged the binder to her chest. Stammering at the awkward moment she seemed to be making worse, she turned on her heel to leave and called, “See you around,” over her shoulder, while hoping she wouldn’t.

      Skipping down the steps of the library and media center, she hurried across the campus and into the science building. Flopping into her seat, she did her best to ignore the frown her professor gave her at her late arrival. Only half listening to the lecture, her mind turned her brief encounter with the dark-hair gentleman she had insulted and then run from.

      You’re real sweet, Sarah. No wonder the boys are no longer interested in you. She sighed to herself. Unless Karen’s around, she tacked on for good measure. Her mind briefly returned to their latest outing and the party the previous weekend, and her unhappy state emanated from her slouched form. Shaking her head to clear it, she tried to focus on the lesson, and at the end of class, she placed the pages into the tray along with everyone else before filing out of the room.

      Arriving home, she found Karen perched on the couch in the back half of the giant living area, where the couches and chairs formed a
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