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Your home was a place of fantasy and magic. Around every corner there was something new to entangle me and pull me deeper into a place full of mystical, beautiful wonders. Thank you for being a light in my life.


Rest in peace.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Coven Chronicles series by

[image: ]


Nia Rose & Octavia J. Riley

SPELLBOUND & HELLHOUNDS

SECRETS OF THE SANCTUARY

SPIRITS OF THE BLACK FOREST

SAND DUNES & BLOOD MOONS

SMOKE, LIES, AND GRIMOIRES

––––––––
[image: ]


Stand Alone Novels by

Nia Rose

SONS OF STARS

KING OF CROWS

[image: image]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

[image: image]Chapter 1:


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


“I’m who?” Vanessa questioned, feeling both lost and confused.

“I feel as though we are missing a rather big something,” Bobo added. 
“I don’t think I am capable of handling any extra surprises,” Lyx admitted in exasperation.
“Okay. There are so many questions that I have right now,” Leon added.

“Wait!” Ell cried out. Her hands flew up and were held out as if to ward off the barrage of questions that were to soon follow. As if controlled by unknown sorcery, there was silence from the group surrounding her. 

Ell scanned over all the party members as they blinked curiously at her and Raven. Instantly, her gaze darted to the flustered and lively Coven lobby. Without wasting another moment, she scrambled over to her desk and tapped on the counter. “Pristine. Pristine! You lazy feline. Come manage the desk while I handle something.” 

From under the desk, the exotic white cat leaped up to the top of the counter and yawned while stretching. Her paws kneaded the counter as her claws scraped over it lightly. Pristine’s tail floated languidly behind her as she slowly licked the hair of her paw flat. “I’m here, I’m here. No need to shout. You’re welcome for me taking on this burden for you. Now, be on your way then, human,” Pristine purred proudly. 

Turning back to the group, Ell tried to appear more commanding and less rattled, but the panic swimming in her blue eyes gave away every emotion she was trying to hide. “You,” she stated with a pointed look to Raven, and then she spun in a circle. Her frantic orbs landed on all the beings in the party. Every single body they landed on seemed to make the poor receptionist’s eyes bulge out a bit more.

“One, two, three, four, five. Oh ... oh, goddess, help me.” She fumbled over what to say and sighed loudly. Motioning for them to follow, she said, “All of you follow me.” Quickly, she headed for the closest library door and headed down while the others followed. 

“I do say. This is all rather unexpected. Is everything all right, my dear?” Bobo questioned in a concerned manner. 

Shaking her head, Ell shook up a vial and it started to glow, illuminating the darkened halls of the endless rows of books, scrolls, and shelving. “I’ll explain when we get somewhere more private,” she whispered loud enough for the ogre to hear. 

“What? What did she say?” Leon asked.

“Still waiting to know who I am ...” Vanessa griped with a heated glare over her shoulder at Raven. 

“She said she’ll explain when we are more secluded,” Bobo informed. 

Collectively, they all nodded. 

Except Raven. 

Since Ell’s strange outburst, she had remained lost in thought and avoided making eye contact while she nibbled on her lips nervously. The worry was scrolled all over the Dark Elf’s face. Vanessa didn’t know what to think or feel when she looked at the woman. If asked a few moments earlier, she would have told that being that she trusted Raven with her life. Because she had been put into situations with the elf where her life was on the line and she had protected it. But now ... now the Spellweaver was wondering what secrets were being kept from her, and how on Raen Ell was tied into the whole mess. 

A gentle brush of fingers on the back of her hand made Vanessa jump. Quickly, she noted the wizard who was lacing his fingers with her own. “You’ll get your answers, Vanessa,” he said softly. 

Would she?

That was why she was upset, wasn’t it? Because she was worried that answers would, somehow, elude her once more in her life. She was upset over the fact that there had been secrets kept from her. It was hard not to admit that there was a sting of pain over the fact that Ell held a portion of her life, a life she knew nothing of, and had made the choice to keep it from her. That is what was both frustrating and painful. How could Ell do that? Why would Ell do that? The more that she probed the methods and motives, the more that she realized the answer to the mounting questions could very well scare her more than anything she had ever witnessed. 

Leon’s hand squeezed hers, and Vanessa jolted from the unexpected action. Her wide eyes snapped to him as she broke out of her daze. “There is a good reason. I’m sure of it. I’m here with you. Bobo is here with you. We all are. You’re not alone in this,” he assured. And, as silly as the simple words were, they brought comfort to her. 

She smiled and nodded. Squeezing his hand in return, she took a deep breath and tried to exhale all the negative thoughts that were taking root in her mind. She honestly wanted to hear everyone out, and she wouldn’t give them a fair chance if she went in angry, guarded, and so fixed on her own emotions that she would shut out whatever they had to say. This was a chance to learn something about herself. She wasn’t going to let pride or emotions get in the way of that. 

[image: image]
They made their way through the library following Ell as she scurried through the massive shelving lining the corridor. They stopped momentarily in front of an old door—half-hidden with boxes of scrolls and boards and a thick layer of smut that turned the once-brown of the wood into a gray that matched the stone walls it was nestled into. The frazzled blonde started to remove a few of the boxes from in front of the door while Bobo and Raven went to aid with moving the heavier items out of the way. 

Turning to face Vanessa, Ell wrung her fingers as she fidgeted relentlessly. “I always knew that there would come a day that you would find out about all this. I think I got more attached to you as I watched you grow up.” She drew her lips into her mouth and nodded a lot as her eyes traced the bookshelves hugging their sides. “I suppose I thought I had a few more years before I’d need to tell you. I-I ...” She sighed and pushed a stray strand of hair behind her ear. It didn’t stay in place, but the receptionist carried on as if it hadn’t defied her. “I thought I had more time to prepare everything ...” Her eyes misted, and she shook her head. If the young lady was going to say anything more, she chose not to. Reaching into her pocket, Ell pulled out an iron key and fitted it into the lock behind her. 

A turn of a key had never sounded more daunting than that key in that lock in that moment. The world seemed to stop for a fraction of a second as Ell pushed on the door, and it creaked open wide. Without a word, the receptionist walked into the darkened room. 

The space was small and packed to the brim with boxes, items, and spare shelving. A metal bucket rested on the far side of the wall with a mop plunged inside, lost and forgotten. Resting on the rim of it were the handles to a few brooms, all of them sporting more cobwebs than they had probably ever swept up in their lifetime. There were a few pieces of furniture covered in white sheets, and the eerie, red moonlight spilling in from the small window high up gave enough light to show that there wasn’t much to the room except for a monumental amount of clutter and enough filth to indicate years of neglect. Bobo removed his handkerchief and held it up to his nose as they all walked into the small storage area. 

“Is Ell working part-time as the janitor, too? I know the girl works a lot, but this is a bit much,” Lyx whispered to the party. 

Bobo gave a quick upturn of his lips before clearing his throat and leaning toward the succubus, saying, “I don’t think this is about her occupation, my dear.” 

“Oooh,” the she-demon whispered with a slow nod. 

The small blonde fussed with a few sheets as she grabbed something beneath them. Lifting them off their perch caused a flow of debris to circle her. Dust bathed the stale air and forced the poor woman to cough and sneeze relentlessly. Naturally, Bobo was there to save the day, offering his handkerchief to Ell. 

“The air is rather dreadful in here, my dear. Might I inquire as to what has inspired you to bring us here?” the ogre asked. His concern for her was as great as his desire to leave the run-down, abandoned janitor room. 

Ell sniffled after blowing her nose and smiled up at the gentleman-beast. “Thank you,” she stated quietly. A heavy sigh escaped her as she gathered the courage to look Vanessa in the eyes. “I—I’ve held onto it for several years now. All the while, I tried to practice ways to tell you. The goddess seems to be forcing your fate today, and I can no longer keep it from you ...” The receptionist stepped forward, clutching her fists close to her chest. Her mouth held hints of a warm smile. “You were so little when you first came here,” she started with a far off look in her eyes. “Couldn’t hold you enough, and you were such a good baby. So quiet. So happy.” The more she spoke, the more nervous she seemed. 

The young woman wrung her hand that protectively held onto ... something. Ell’s eyes peered down and nodded to herself before closing the distance between her and Vanessa. Her hand slowly opened to reveal the contents therein. It was a locket. A silver ball with two wings pressed down on the sides like clamps, and it shimmered in the dim light as the young woman’s hands opened. 

“It was your mother’s,” Raven said, her voice sounding distant and full of pain at the same time.

Vanessa spun to look the elvin woman over and then scrunched her brow in deep thought. Slowly, she faced Ell and asked. “You-You both knew my mother?” It took everything in her to not process every shred of emotion that begged to take her over in that moment. Happiness, sadness, excitement, curiosity, and ... betrayal. Raven had no idea who Vanessa was when they met, but Ell? Ell had been her friend for years and her guide when she first arrived at the Coven. How could she keep such an important secret from her for all these years? The questions that she wanted to ask were all shadowed by that one, important detail. 

Both of the women shared a look and then sympathetically looked to the young witch before nodding simultaneously. A lump grew in Vanessa’s throat, and she was sure she would choke on it before she would be able to get a full breath of air in her lungs that didn’t feel like it was a bucket of salty tears. Her chest burned as she willed herself not to breakdown right there. 

“What was she—” Vanessa started to ask. 

“Strong,” Raven said, cutting the Spellweaver short. “She was a strong woman. And an even stronger Dark Elf.” 

Vanessa whirled around so fast her tangled hair whipped her in the face. “A-A-A Dark Elf? But I don’t—” 

Again, Raven cut her short by pointing to her ebony locks. “You’re hair.” 

“My ears, though,” she stated, touching each one on the side of her head as if they might have sprouted pointy tips in the last few minutes. 

“Your father was human,” Ell informed softly and then held out the locket she cupped in her hands. Her eyes held so many emotions that Vanessa felt like she was drowning in the receptionist’s gaze. “He was fair, just, and kind,” she listed as she reached out with one hand and gently grabbed the young witch’s appendage. Turning it, Ell dropped the ball locket into the Spellweaver’s palm. “They were a match that could rival the armies of Heaven and Hell, but, sadly, they could not withstand the hate of the wolves.”

The words sank deep into Vanessa like one of the giant beasts had come to haunt her and sunk its taunting teeth into her skin. The wolves had killed her parents. She stumbled back and landed rump first on a rickety box. She felt dizzy, and her mouth felt dry. 

“Vanessa, my dear, are you all right? You look a bit pale.” Bobo’s concerned voice surrounded her like a warm, familiar blanket. She nodded, but the action did nothing for her and the thoughts spinning in her mind. 

Was she all right? 

Raven’s black, starlit eyes were in her view, and she followed the woman like she was mesmerized. The Dark Elf crouched down in front of the witch. “They were very dear to me. And very close. I took care of you often for them, and we would venture out into the woods together to gather flowers and herbs. You loved our long walks together even though you were just a babe back then. But when everyone was being targeted by the wolves, our people became scared ...” She trailed off, not sure how to continue. 

Ell added, “My family has long since been the head of a secret society.” She paused to let everyone soak in what she was saying. 

Well, that was a surprise. If it hadn’t been for the fact that they had been through so much in the past few days, they might have sputtered and gasped. However, they had been through a lot. It still didn’t take away from the fact that not only had Ell been hiding things about Vanessa’s past from her, but also the fact that the receptionist was part of a secret society. Oh, wait ... Ell’s family was the head of it too?

Their heads spun, but they all remained quiet for a long moment. For one, they wanted to let Vanessa speak first. Ell held the keys to information about her family, and no one was going to take that away from her. 

“Y—” What she was attempting to say fell from her being. A hand held her clammy forehead, and she felt lightheaded for a moment. This was too much, and her nerves were singing a chaotic melody as she attempted to take it all in. She almost looked annoyed about the information. 

One more secret.

One more thing kept from you. 

Vanessa shook off the feeling that was settling in her chest and drew in a deep breath to calm herself. What was she going to ask? Where did she start? As interesting as a secret society was, the fact that she could know more about her past seemed a smidgen more important to her presently. But where did she start when she felt like she was navigating a sea of lies and deceit. 

Bobo spoke up first. “But why tell us this? Forgive me for saying this, but isn’t the whole point of a ...” he searched around the room and then dropped his voice a bit as he continued in a whisper, “... secret society is that it remains a secret?”

The ogre had long ago had his suspicions that not all was as it seemed. There was always something amiss during a mission or information that had conveniently been tucked away, forgotten, or lost. It happened too often to be filed incorrectly. His less-than-amused features spoke in volumes of how he silently portrayed the whole ordeal.

“You were going to need to know about it before we head out,” Ell began.

Lyx’s face contorted with concern. Her bright, golden hues were fixed on the young witch that was still steadily trying to absorb everything she had been told. It was clear that she wanted nothing more than to scoop the Spellweaver up in a tight embrace. The succubus tried to step closer to comfort Vanessa, but paused when her inhuman ears heard something the rest hadn’t. Looking torn for a moment, the demoness rushed over to the entrance.

The sound of the door shutting caused everyone to jump. Lyx cringed and forced a smile. “Sorry. Thought it would be best to shut and spell it with a privacy spell.” She eyed over the room. “This is ... something I’m assuming needs to stay a secret.” 

Leon nodded, mumbling, “I think I’ve reached my quota for surprising bits of information for the year.” He walked over to the door to spell it while Ell returned her attention to Vanessa. 

“There had been burn notes sent between the hidden elves that had made a small village within the Black Forest and the secret society. They were requesting aid after the yearly blizzard. I had been frequenting with my parents to drop off provisions for those that had chosen to settle outside of the elven city. That year’s snowstorm had frozen much of their stock, and, because of the newly melting snow, they had lost a lot of their grains and stored up items. It didn’t help that they also lacked essential supplies like medicines and clothing along with the food shortage. I had met your parents that day, Larissanna and Charles, and I had seen you for the first time. A few short months passed with long visits and joyful meetings between us all. Until the reaping.” She looked away and frowned hard. 

The room was silent. Painfully silent. Vanessa clutched the necklace in her hand and gathered the courage to ask, “What was the reaping?” 

Raven cast her eyes to the floor and whispered like every word she spoke was haunting her. “It was the night that the wolves attacked the town. The place where we had all settled and called home had been safe for years. As long as we did not stray too far into the woods, and as long as we stayed clear of the warded city, the wolves left us be. We were such a small and peaceful village. We weren’t a threat to anyone.” She shook her head. “They didn’t think so. They took so many ... There was ... there was so much blood.” She swallowed hard, squeezed her eyes shut, and clenched her hands into fists. “I had been out gathering what little food I could find with a scavenging party. We arrived not long after the wolves had attacked.” She paused and slowly licked her lips. A shaky breath was drawn, and she released it with a slight shiver. “As the massacre took place, I ran to your parent’s home, and they rushed out to meet me. Throwing a cloth bag over my shoulder and thrusting you into my arms, they spun me around and yelled at me to run.” She hung her head low. “I took one look at your face as you cried and did as they told. I didn’t even turn back to say goodbye. My heart had never felt as heavy as it did that day.” 

Laying a hand on Raven’s shoulder, Ell continued while the Dark Elf collected herself. “I was in my last year at the academy. The night that Raven stumbled into town was a night I have never been able to forget. I had just gotten out of my night classes. Magic casting had always been a dream of mine, but I lacked the natural ability to do more than a crystal ball call. I thought extra studying would awaken some long-lost powers in me.” She quietly laughed at herself before she continued. “I bumped into Raven holding you in the center of the bridge near the Adalith district. She—She looked so frantic. After explaining everything to me, I decided that I would take you to the safest place that I knew.” 

“The orphanage,” Leon whispered. 

Ell and Raven both nodded, but it was done too slowly and lacked both of the women’s usual luster. 

“Agatha was more than happy to take you in, but she knew that we had to keep what you were a secret. We didn’t know how far the wolves were willing to go to kill off the Dark Elves,” Ell admitted. 

Vanessa looked confused and then snapped her gaze to Raven. “But you didn’t stay.” As she spoke, the Spellweaver realized why. “You went back to check on my parents and ...” She covered her mouth. 

The shame in Raven’s eyes couldn’t be masked by their endless inkwell depths or glittering star shine. “I was too late,” she breathed the reply. “To keep you safe, and all of those that I could save within the forest, I stayed behind and went underground, vowing that I would protect any that I could from the jaws of those fiends.” 

Climbing down from her seat and inching toward Raven, Vanessa gradually came to kneel in front of the woman before wrapping her arms around her neck in a tight hug. “I’m so sorry,” she said softly. 

The sadness ebbed from Raven’s eyes, and a warm smile glided over the Dark Elf’s mouth. She wrapped the Spellweaver in a lovingly embrace. “I saved you. For that, I am thankful.” 

“Thank you,” Vanessa whispered. 

Patting her back, Raven nuzzled into the young witch’s hair and said, “I’d do it all over again if I could. I’d always pick to save you. Always.” 

There were trailing voices of two Coven members entering the library that brought them all to a dead silence. They went still, like the privacy spell had never been cast. Hearing the members seemed to jog Vanessa’s memory. She turned on her knees, stood, and gasped at Leon. “The tablet!” 

“Oh, imp poo,” Lyx hissed. 

Leon waved the thought away. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll take Lyx and handle all the Coven based stuff. You take care of what you need to. Head home, crystal ball message me that you got there, and I’ll see you in the morning after we all get some much needed rest.” 

“Thank the goddess,” Lyx purred. After being up for days on end, the thought of a warm, cozy bed was all the demoness needed to spur her and Leon out the door. “Be safe, darling!” she chirped, hugging the young witch before heading for the exit. Suddenly, the succubus stopped, turned, and gave a bright smile to the ogre. “You be safe too, Booboo,” she said with a wink. Before anyone could reply, the two were out the door and heading to turn in the tablet.

Ell cleared her throat. “There is one more thing,” the young lady said. 

Blinking, Vanessa—not thinking that there could be anything crazier than finding out that you’re half-elf—asked, “What would that be?” 

Raven pulled the young witch to her feet while grinning proudly. “Your grimoire.” 
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“I have a grimoire?” Vanessa screeched. She didn’t know if she was happy or baffled, but it was safe to say it was probably a healthy dose of the two. 

Nodding with a giggle, Ell chortled as she replied, “Yes. You do, but we need to hurry and head out so you can get it.”

“I-I mean. Okay, yeah! Let’s go!” Vanessa’s enthusiasm over getting her very own grimoire silenced many of her questions and negative thoughts. Already, she had quelled her doubts over why Ell had kept the secret from her. She wasn’t happy about it, but she could understand why it would have been hard to explain her origins. She was silently thankful that the receptionist had waited until they had emerged from the Black Forest. Until after she’d experienced all of the secrets that the dreaded place offered. 

“Oh, by the goddess, not that place again,” Raven whispered. 

“It isn’t that bad,” Ell corrected with a pointed look to the Dark Elf. 

Pausing with her hand on the knob, Vanessa turned from the door and asked, “Is there something I should be worried about?”

“No,” Ell replied quickly. 

“Yes,” Raven grumbled. 

Both of the women shared a look. But the narrowed gaze of Ell burrowed deep into Raven, and the elf turned away. Waving her hand like she was shoeing away a fly, the elvin woman stated in a flat tone, “Nun, nun.” 

“I am merely guessing that she is saying no and I, myself, doubt the honesty of her words,” Bobo muttered. 

With a hard slap to the elf’s shoulder, Ell raced over excitedly to Vanessa’s side at the door while Raven groaned in pain and massaged the spot that had been hit. “Come on,” Ell chirped. “Let’s go get this witch her grimoire!” 
[image: image]

The four of them made their way back up to the main floor as they followed behind the receptionist. Hailing a pixie at the front entrance, Ell quickly asked them to collect any forms turned in with Pristine and file them away while she was gone. The request was happily obliged, and they all headed out. 

As they headed for Star Child Orphanage, Vanessa ignored the wave of memories she was sure to be drowning under within the next several minutes by inspecting the jewelry that Ell had given her back in the Coven library. The soft, orange light from the lamps lining the streets glinted over the slick, chrome orb that hung from its silver chain. From the top of the metal orb, two curved, wing-shaped clasps hugged the locket together, keeping it from spilling open. Vanessa turned it in her hands as she inspected the seam, curious of what might lay inside. But ... also afraid. 

For so long, she had her past shrouded in mystery and only vague answers to her pressing questions. Now that she was receiving them, she didn’t know what to think. In her earlier years, there had been a comfort in her lack of knowledge. Now, she was caught between the desire to know the answers to questions that had kept her up at night and the fear of what those answers could bring to her. For she knew all too well that not all answers brought peace of mind. Sometimes, answers caused just as much damage as the silence. She had managed to find solace in being alone for so long that she felt conflicted with all the information that was being handed to her. 

And then there was the locket. That locket in the hands of someone like Vanessa was like a ticker spell. Any minute it would explode, and the damage could be catastrophic or so precise that there was no hope for her heart’s salvation. Did she dare to open it? 

Her fingers fumbled with the intricately designed clasps that seemed to be stuck fast. Ell’s soft voice caused the young witch to jolt from the unexpected sound. 

“There it is,” the receptionist whispered. 

And there it was ...

In all of its shabby glory, Star Child Orphanage stood proudly near the streets that overlooked the Silver Thread River. The structure was a mesh of brick and wood that was sun-washed and weather-worn. The steps leading to the front doors were lopsided, and the bell tower that was bathed in black soot on one side (from the chimney stacks nestled next to it) was crooked. The shingles on the rooftop were patchy, and the smooth, wooden sign with the faded name of the building creaked slightly from side to side as the spring breeze played over it. It was just as she remembered. If not a bit better off than she last saw. The Coven had given a nice sum of money to help with the cost of repairs for the building as well as food and clothing for the children that resided therein. 

The frown on her face was as deep as her sorrow for the state of the building’s appearance. She needed to donate to them this month. Help them more. After all, they had raised her. As her eyes traced the orphanage, she could feel every memory when she lived there. Every experience that she had in or on that property threatened to come out of the building and override every single one of her senses. She took in a breath, and it sounded like she was on the verge of tears. A large, warm hand tenderly rested on Vanessa’s shoulder. Slowly, she faced the gentleman-beast at her side. She and the ogre shared a silent moment as they stared at each other and then looked to the building before them. 

Patting his hand, the young witch expressed, “I’m all right,” in a soft, reassuring manner. 

Whether he believed her or not, the gentleman-beast said nothing, but he did nod in reply as he gestured for her to walk up to the large, rickety home. It was hard not to take notice of the fact that Raven, Ell, and Bobo were all watching her with a mix of emotions scrolled all over their faces. The Spellweaver turned her attention back to the orphanage and took in another breath, held it in place, and marched for the front steps. Desperately, she attempted to get the drumming of her heart to match the slow, rhythmic beat of her footwork. 

It wasn’t working. Not unless she wanted to run.

As she scaled the steps, she tried to swallow, but it felt like her throat was tightening. Could they come back another day? The grimoire would be there tomorrow, right? She looked over her shoulder and forced a wry smile before facing forward and grimacing with a deep groan. 

Bobo knocked on the door and, with puffed cheeks and blazing red coloring her features, she glowered at the ogre. Her disgruntled, twisted visage bothered the demon not. He simply tugged at the worn lapels of his jacket, straightening out the tattered garment, and then fussed with his dulled-with-dirt cufflinks. After clearing his throat, he mumbled, “We were going to be here all night, and I would rather get on with the show, make it home to a warm bath, have a good cup of soothing tea, and lay down in the comforts of my own bed before I wind up seeing the sunrise.” 

The witch rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t going to procrastinate,” she lied. “I was about to knock.” 

“Mhmm,” the ogre hummed, unbelieving.

On the other side of the barrier, there was the click of high-heeled boots over the worn, wooden floors as they neared the entrance. A few seconds later, the locks could be heard shifting about before the knob turned, and the door eerily cracked open. 

Agatha Regina Martell, or Miss Tell—to most—was a woman of short stature that exuded nothing but patience. She had tight, natural, spiral-curled hair that was a rich, burnt-apricot color, and it tickled the tops of her shoulders as she peered out through the sliver of an opening. She wore a forest-green dress with creamy, lace trim, and a bright-white apron was tied around her waist. A small spell pouch was knotted to a thin, black belt that also bore a large, iron keyring decorated with several old keys. Although her age was teetering in the midsection of her sixties, her hazel hues had yet to lose their luster, her skin was still soft and supple, and the aged lines made her seem more refined rather than “old.” The apples of her cheeks became more predominant as the smile claimed her thinly drawn mouth. “Bless the stars, it’s you!” She reached out and took hold of Vanessa’s hands and gripped them tightly. However, it was the locket brushing over the woman's palm that stole the caretaker’s vision from Vanessa’s. 

Looking down, blinking, Agatha noted the object and flicked her gaze back up to the young witch. “Oh. Oh! I-I see,” she fumbled faintly. “I thought we had more time,” she whispered and started to withdraw her hands.

“Me too,” Ell admitted while Raven nodded in agreement at her side. 

Vanessa squeezed the tips of Miss Tell’s fingers before they slipped completely from her grip. Their eyes collided, and Vanessa curled her lips into the saddest and most genuine smile that she could offer at that moment. Agatha smiled back and lightly petted the Spellweaver’s hand. “Come in. No use in talking about things of this length and ...” Her eyes swept the quiet streets. “Well, it’s best to come in either way. Our district was never the best for evening chattering,” she stated and stepped back inside, widening the gap of the door so that the others could enter. “I just started the kettle for tea,” she announced with a grin. 

“A woman of grace and beauty after my own heart,” Bobo said with a wink. 

The woman pressed a hand to the side of her face and chortled. “Don’t tease me, young man. I’m single and old and don’t care for the games. I’ll have you take a knee if you wink at me like that again,” she warned as she closed the door behind them. 

The ogre chuckled. “My dear, I think you and I will get along swimmingly.” 

“Of course, we will. A fine specimen such as yourself and a gifted crone like me? My, my, the world is not prepared for a pair like us.” 

“I couldn’t agree more, my dear,” Bobo stated while offering the crook of his arm to the caretaker. 

Agatha gave a faint smile as she hooked her arm around the demon’s and gathered her skirt with her free hand. “To the kitchen, my good sir. Down the hall just past the drawing room and to the left. If you get lost, just follow the whistle of the kettle.” 

Leading the way, the gentleman-beast replied with, “As you wish.” 

The five of them headed for the kitchen and, just as they passed the drawing room, the whistle of the kettle started to build further within the large home. Vanessa, knowing the layout and that the children were all in bed already, sped ahead to remove the pot from the flames and poured the hot water into the teapot waiting on the small table fixed in the center of the room. It was more of a small seating area and extra food prepping space rather than a table to eat at. The actual dining table was in the main dining hall outside the kitchen. Vanessa stared at it in the joining room as Miss Tell picked a nice blend of tea from the slanted cabinets. Once upon a time, that table had seemed as large as a runeball field to the young witch. Now, it resembled a joy she forgot that this place had provided her with. It had been a home filled with laughter. She remembered passing food down the long stretch of the table while everyone took turns talking about their day and shouted out their dreams to anyone that was listening. It was things she now lacked. There was a time in her life—not so long ago—that she thought leaving this place would be equal to gaining a home and finding her place in this world. But the truth was she was constantly reminded of everything she didn’t have. She was always pestered with the reality of all that she had lost during the long and quiet nights that followed her joining the Coven. 

“Vanessa, my dear, are you all right?” It was the second time that Bobo had asked her that, and, this time, Ell was curiously waiting next to him for her reply.

“Hmm?” She played it off like she hadn’t lost herself for a moment. “Oh, I’m fine,” she said with a wave of her hand. 

Agatha clasped her hands together and held them against her aproned waist. “Vanessa, child, could I ask if you’ve opened your locket yet?” 

Looking down at her hand as she opened it and looked at the item in question over, she shook her head and answered with, “No. I think it’s been closed for too long. I can’t seem to get the clasps to lift.” 

The older woman nodded, understanding. “Oh, it will open.” She enthusiastically motioned for the Spellweaver to come closer. “Come. I’ll show you.” 

A bit hesitant at first, Vanessa inched closer and dropped the locket in Agatha’s waiting hand. The caretaker inspected the silver orb with soft features, almost like she was remembering something as she held the piece of jewelry within her grasp. Her thumb thoughtfully rolled over the small, smooth surface of the orb, and Miss Tell sighed. “I remember that you had this clutched in your tiny fist when you came here,” she remarked with a faraway look in her eyes. “I didn’t want to take it away from you.” As she spoke, her eyes misted. With a quick sniff and a light clearing of her throat, Agatha shook off whatever sadness was trying to claim her. “Well, this isn’t a day about me, is it?” she stated with a short laugh. “Come, come. Let me put it on you.” 

Ebony locks were lifted and pulled to the side to enable the caretaker the ability to put the necklace on the young witch. Gingerly, the older woman turned Vanessa around to face her. There was a strange presence of pride in her dewy gaze as she smiled warmly at the girl in front of her. “It’s bound with a spell that your parents placed on it. You’ll need to say the words in Elvish.” 

With that, Agatha nodded toward Raven who came closer and said, “Deghlu les fum. Reveal to me.” 

Vanessa nodded as she tried to mentally recite the words the Dark Elf had just effortlessly spouted. “Degh-lu les ... foam?” 

“Nun. Goddess, help you. Deghlu les fum. Fum,” Raven repeated, annoyed with the Spellweaver’s inability to learn a second language at the drop of a pointed hat. 

As Raven gradually shook her head from side to side, Vanessa lifted the orbed locket and held it in her fingers. She spoke in a low tone, almost like she was treating the silver ball like it was a being she was trying to coax out from a hiding place. “Deghlu les fum.” 

There was a faint pop as the seam of the locket opened, and the wings on either side rose. Slowly, the opening widened, and faint music started to play. The tune was like a forgotten music box left playing, the melody distant in sound and soft in nature as it encased Vanessa. Milky mist sparkled like pixie dust as it poured out like water and pooled in midair. The cloud grew around her, surrounding her like a blanket on a harsh winter’s night. It was a barrier of memories to fight off the bitterness of the cold and lonely heart. Encompassed in the magic of the necklace, Vanessa saw shadows play across the glittering smoke. 

“Charles. Charles,” a feminine voice called happily before a short giggle erupted from the shadowy, female form. “Hurry. The spell is rolling!” she called with hints of laughter lacing her words. 

Gradually, the picture became something more. 

“Frol tue, Larissanna! I’m coming,” a man replied excitedly. 

The images swirled, and the darkness started to take on a more defined shape. A tall, mahogany-skinned, elvin woman with long, flowing, black hair and eyes that looked like the night sky of Heaven had been spun within her sockets waved someone closer. Vanessa bit the side of her cheeks as she noted the baby bundled in a soft, peach blanket within the woman’s arms. “Quickly, she’s getting fussy,” she urged with a smile and cooed at the infant in her embrace. “Shhh ... Shhh, Vanessa. Just wait a moment longer,” Larissanna whispered to the baby. Vanessa’s throat tightened, and she bit down on her cheeks harder as she watched. 

A slightly shorter male jogged over and stood next to his wife. His bright, hazel eyes shined as he looked down at his daughter with pride. “Give her here, div zalan. She might just want some time with daddy,” Charles stated with a tender smile and picked up the child. Instantly, giggles poured out from the baby girl. “That’s right. Daddy’s got you.” The child’s arms reached out and tried to grab at her father’s chestnut curls.

Vanessa’s eyes burned from the welling tears blurring her vision. She wiped them away and tried to blink past them as she watched the bittersweet moment unfold before her. 

Larissa motioned to the orb recording the memory with her chin. “Look at the crystal ball, little one,” Larissanna ordered sweetly. Charles lifted the baby to an angle where her face could be seen. The couple pressed in close and nuzzled into either cheek of the infant Vanessa. The child erupted in laughter, attacking the Spellweaver’s heart in a way she didn’t know it could be. Happiness and sadness soaked her being and dragged her down. 

“That’s daddy’s girl,” Charles chuckled. 

Covering her mouth, the young witch felt the first, uncontrollable wail claw up her throat. Tears were spilling down her cheeks violently as she sniffled. “Mom ...” she tried to speak, but the word came out choppy like it was being torn out from her throat. “... Dad,” she breathed out because her voice couldn’t rise beyond that of a faint whisper. The lump she had tried to swallow past broke into a thousand shards and cut up her body from the inside out as she watched the infant hand of her younger self latch onto each parent and tug at them. The hand around her mouth slid down and clutched at the cloth around her chest. Her grasp tried to loosen the clothing around the area like the garments were too tight and making it harder to breathe. She hiccupped and sobbed as the memory played on. 

“Raven!” Larissanna coaxed someone beyond the orb. Vanessa’s mother lifted a hand and waved the other being over. “Come, come! You get in here too.” 

Vanessa watched as a younger version of Raven raced over and picked up the child in Charles’ grasp. “Vertia is here, little shadow. Vertia is here.” 

Charles chuckled and patted the top of Raven’s head. “You’re going to have to take care of your aunt here. She gets into a lot of trouble.” 

“You’re no better,” Larissanna stated with a deadpan expression toward her husband. 

Nervously, Charles gave a throaty laugh and diverted everyone’s attention. “Look at the crystal ball, Vanessa. Mommy wants a happy memory!” 

As Raven started to laugh out loud, Larissanna tugged on a lock of Charles’s hair. Her father yelped with wide eyes. The infant chipperly cooed. The memory slowed and went still. The stilled image was a mix of emotions captured in time. 

As the fog dissipated, Vanessa could see Raven turning her head. A streak of black trailed down her deeply tanned cheek. “They loved you like family,” the witch managed to say, threads of sorrow still woven into her voice. 

The Dark Elf nodded. “They did,” she stated softly, a hand brushing away the tear. 

Without warning, Vanessa dove across the distance separating them and crashed into Raven. Her arms wrapped around the stunned woman as she squeezed the elf tightly. “We are family!” Vanessa bellowed, and her voice cracked like an old tree in a powerful storm. “We’re family,” she whispered, and new tears spilled out. 

Tearing out of the girl’s embrace, Raven grabbed the sides of the witch’s face and searched her eyes. Softly, she said, “You were never alone. You always had a family. You always will. You have so much love surrounding you, little shadow.” She quickly drew her in and hugged the Spellweaver like she was going to fly away. 

All around her Vanessa could feel it, the people that had always been there, and the newly acquired friends that had entered her life. All the love and sense of family she had pined over and felt that she had somehow lacked. She could feel it all around her. And it was painfully beautiful. 
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Stepping out of the washroom, Vanessa took a deep breath and felt like herself again. Just a different version. It was like she had shattered her taped up heart and remade it. There was still pain aching within her chest, but there was understanding and beauty and closure that came with what that locket had gifted her. 
Everyone was still in the kitchen. Bobo was washing the tea set while Agatha wiped down the table. When the young witch reentered the room, Miss Tell’s content face went a touch somber. “Feeling better?” the old caretaker inquired. 
Nodding, Vanessa replied softly, “Yeah. I’m fine.” 

Turning off the water, Bobo dried his hands on a dishrag that Ell handed to him. “Glad to hear it, my dear.” 

Sighing, Miss Tell brushed the wrinkles from her apron and fussed with threading stray strands of hair behind her ears. “Well, I know that I’d love to sit here and talk to you all night, but there is one more pressing issue we must tend to.” 

“What’s that?” Vanessa asked, feeling lost. 

“Your grimoire,” Ell reminded as she closed the silverware drawer. 

Recollection cleared the bent brow and confused features from Vanessa’s face. “Oh, yeah.” She looked around the kitchen. “Where is it?” 

Raven mumbled something, but Miss Tell’s voice was louder and drowned out whatever the elf was grumbling about. “It’s not here. It was put into safekeeping. I suggest we go ahead and get a move on before it gets too much later.” Putting away the sugar and cream, she continued, “Let me just get nurse Glenda to watch over the kids while I’m occupied.” 

“How is she doing?” Vanessa asked excitedly. 

“You know that ol’ dog. She keeps the house free of evil beings, spirits, and thieves, and she’s as spry as ever,” Miss Tell said with a smile. 

“Who?” Ell asked. 

Agatha winked at the young blonde. “Oh, you’ll see.” 

The caretaker dipped a hand into a small pouch next to the iron keyring dangling at her hip. The gold dust therein was mixed with lavender, and Agatha pinched a small portion between her fingers before withdrawing them from the pouch. When the woman held the dust in front of her face, she spoke in a soothing voice as she recited, “Ring like the bell of a prayer house.” As soon as she finished the spell, the caretaker snapped her fingers. But instead of the usual sound of a crisp snap breaking through the still air, it was the sound of a large bell ringing. 

Dong. 

Dong.

Dong. 

Its deep song resonated through the candlelit room. The deep melody ebbed before quiet descended in the kitchen. Bobo opened his mouth to speak, but, instead of his question, there was a howl. The gentleman-beast instantly shut his mouth and looked about the space. “I’m not the only one that heard that, right?” he whispered. 

Ell shook her head, Raven mirrored the receptionist, but when they all looked to Vanessa, she knelt down and whistled with a faint smile claiming her lips. “Glenda, girl.” She clicked her tongue over her teeth a few times and then there was a louder and much closer howl followed by the ticking claws scratching over the orphanage’s floors. 

Bounding out of mist and shadows, a giant dog with black, shaggy fur leaped through a swirling dimension that manifested out of thin air. The animal crashed into Vanessa who promptly landed on her back with a thunderous thwack! Laughter immediately erupted from the young witch instead of a painful cry or a string of choice words.

“Shh, you two,” Agatha warned.

“I missed you too, girl,” Vanessa giggled as she tried, and failed, to dodge the massive, lapping tongue that assaulted her with loving kisses. An excited yip escaped the dog, and it wagged its tail while towering over the Spellweaver. 

Ell whispered, “Big puppy,” with wide eyes and hands that itched to pet the animal all over.

“Have some sense, you foolish beast,” Agatha ordered the dog. 

Raven’s mouth unhinged. “Is that a—” 

Bobo finished for the flabbergasted female with an answer. “It’s a ... Church Grim.”

Pulling on the pup’s ruby-red collar, Agatha strained as she tried to pry the animal off of Vanessa. Breathlessly, she answered the awestruck group. “Yes. When the prayer house next door had been knocked down to make room for more local businesses, they built a new prayer house in the Adalith district, but it was too far for Glenda to protect. Because we were so close to her grave, we claimed the graveyard area, and Glenda became our watchdog.” 

The canine whined and turned, and Agatha almost fell over when the beast was no longer fighting against her tugs. The shaggy dog nudged into the caretaker and lapped its tongue over Miss Tell’s hand before rising on its hind legs and trying to lick at her face. 

“Oh, you.” Agatha tried to sound angry, but tiny peals of laughter crept out of her mouth. She gave up the unhappy ruse halfway in and petted the dog ferociously. “I just can’t stay mad at you,” she admitted in a high-pitched voice. 

Bobo gave Miss Tell a look as he cleared his throat and then looked to Vanessa who didn’t seem to mind the extra wait. 

After a short session of baby-talk and lovingly petting Glenda, Agatha straightened up and sniffed as she brushed off the front of her dress. “Right. Back to business.” She propped her hands upon her hips and stared the Church Grim down with a serious look scrolled over her face. “Sit,” she commanded. The shaggy beast plopped its rump down on the kitchen floor without hesitation. “I need you to watch the little ones while I’m out,” she informed. “No funny business, and no visitors. You know the drill.”  

The dog barked once and nodded its head diligently. Miss Tell scratched the happy hound behind her ear. “I’ll be back soon, Glenda. Mind the house and see that the little ones are well protected.” With a fading howl, the spirit animal complied and vanished from sight. 

“My word. I must say, that was my first time seeing a Church Grim. She is a splendid specimen,” Bobo said. 

Agatha smiled proudly. “And she calls this place home and will guard it as such.” Motioning for the rest to follow, everyone fell in line. Raven took up the rear as she chewed on the edge of her pointer finger. Vanessa wanted to ask what had the elf so worked up, but Bobo had come to her side and started up a quiet conversation. 

“So, this is where you grew up?” he remarked awkwardly. 

Nodding, the young witch replied, “Yeah. A lot of good memories came from this place.” Her eyes trailed the hall covered in the same old wallpaper. It was a dingy, pale yellow stamped with a tight design of deeply shaded, mahogany manticores.

He bobbed his head while his eyes walked through the narrow corridor. “We could all see the locket memory,” he stated, finally. 

She almost locked up in place but managed to keep her feet moving, following Miss Tell and Ell down into the basement. As she watched the receptionist aid her old caretaker down the stairs, she drew in a slow breath and released it even slower. “It was nice,” she said finally. 

He exhaled loudly. “Yes. I could tell that it meant a lot for you to witness such a moment.” There was a short pause before he added, “You know you look like her, your mother, Larissanna ...? She was quite beautiful.” 

That was not what she expected him to say. There was no controlling the smile that was claiming her lips. “You think so?” 

He chuckled a bit. “Yes, my dear. I really do.” 

“Thanks,” she whispered and reached for his hand as they walked and gave his gargantuan paw a light squeeze.

“Mind your head and careful of the cobwebs. I’ve not tended to this space in a number of years,” Miss Tell warned the group. 

Raven started to grumble in the back. “I’d rather deal with the spiders than what we’re about—”

Loudly, Agatha made a high-pitched sound and exclaimed, “Ooh. There it is!” 

Vanessa didn’t know if she should ask what Raven was talking about or not. But even if she wanted to, Miss Tell had called to the young witch. “Child, come here. I’ll need you to assist me. My magic isn’t what it used to be, and I’m a bit tired from my long and arduous day. Keeping those children in line is like herding wild griffons.” 

“Coming,” Vanessa announced and quickly went to the caretaker’s side. “What do you need of me?” 

Ell was quick to fill the Spellweaver in. “She’s going to do a revealing spell, but there will be remnants of a veil. She needs someone to help her conjure the double spell.” 

“Double spell?” Vanessa asked, confusion scrolled all over her face. “Why are we using such complicated magic, Miss Tell?” 

The older woman fussed with lighting a smudge stick. Making sure there were no impurities or magic with ill intent or even cloaked beings close by, Agatha made sure to sweep the room thoroughly with the cleansing smoke as she spoke to everyone. “A long time ago, before you were born, the Celestial came to me and asked me to guard something for her. She had asked me to guard an entrance that none could know about. A few years later, Raven and Ell came to my door holding you. It was late at night then, too.” She smiled as she recalled the memory. “You were such a tiny thing.” Agatha sniffled and was promptly presented with a clean handkerchief from Bobo. “Thank you, dearie.” 

“My pleasure,” the gentleman-beast replied. 

After dabbing at her eyes, she continued. “There were two items with them,” she stated while looking at both Ell and Raven before locking her gaze with Vanessa. “Aside from you in their possession, they had a locket and a grimoire.” She took in a long, thoughtful breath and released it slowly. “I knew why I had been safeguarding the entrance. That night was the first night that I had ever cast the revealing spell and stepped through the opening,” she admitted. 

Vanessa scrunched her brow while thinking. “So, my grimoire is on the other side of this spell?” 

“Along with so much more,” Ell whispered. “But we must hurry. The spell to open it is not easy to cast, and we need to ensure that no one outside of us knows of this place.” Her face went cold, and her eyes lost their shine. “Upon pain of death, none can know what is beneath this orphanage.” The blonde’s voice had become something that Vanessa and the others could only refer to as scary. They all nodded, and Ell turned her attention to Raven. “Guard the basement door.” 

The look of pure, elated relief washed over the Dark Elf’s features. “With pleasure. Rather be stuck with cobwebs, sleeping babes, and skittering spiders than a labyrinth full of giant—”  

“Have some respect!” Agatha shot out at Raven who instantly shut her mouth and twitched her lips off to the side. 

Ell nodded in agreement with the caretaker. “Should be careful of what you compare beings to. You of all beings should understand the pain that comes with close-minded judgments.” 

With a sigh, Raven lifted her hands and motioned for everyone to calm down. “All right. You win. I get it. But I’d rather stay here and watch the basement door just the same. You all run off before it gets too late.” 

“Right. I agree with the young lady. If time is of the essence, I suggest that we get this spell over with and venture therein to gather Vanessa’s grimoire and return home. We still have quite the detailed report to make back at the Coven in the morning,” Bobo added. 

Agatha looked flustered for a moment. “My dear. Goodness me, I don’t want to take any more of your time. You need your rest.” Turning, the caretaker snuffed out the smudge stick and spoke hurriedly to Vanessa. “I want you to feed your magic to the spell to sustain the unveiling. While you do that, I will use an incantation to open the portal. Once both spells are successfully cast, you will have one hour to retrieve your grimoire and return here.” 

“There are other ways in and out of the heart of ... this place we are about to travel to, but they are more difficult to open. Only the outskirts of this area have easier access points,” Ell added. 

Bobo turned to the young blonde. “Why not use one of those then?” 

“Her book is held in a very specific place. All of the grimoires in their possession are,” the receptionist informed while Miss Tell lit candles on a small, oak table. 

“‘Their?’” Vanessa chimed in with a questioning tone. 

Raven sighed. “She’ll explain on the other side. Get on with the spell already!” 

“Such a fussy elf,” Bobo grumbled in a hardly audible tone.

Agatha reached for the young witch’s hand and squeezed it lightly. “You’ve waited so long for answers, and you’re finally getting them. But there is a world within the world that you live in, Vanessa. Take it in a little bit at a time. You cannot reveal a whole world in a single moment. Don’t rush for the knowledge. Whether it is a fight or seeking an answer, be patient, my dear child. Be patient.” 

With that, the caretaker guided the Spellweaver over to a small altar near the wall. At first glance, it looked like a normal wall, but as Agatha began to recite the incantation, white chalk lines appeared over the concrete surface. The design mirrored the runes back at Coven headquarters above the underground library. These, however, seemed like they were akin to them but more ancient and drawn in a language that Vanessa was not familiar with. 

Whispers filled the basement. Not the sort that was incredibly noticeable, but the kind that could be confused with the wind playing over the windowpane or the water rushing through the pipes weaving and looping overhead. Everyone could feel an energy play over their skin. 

“Now, Vanessa. Hurry,” Agatha reminded Vanessa of her task. 

The witch instantly reached out and grabbed the caretaker’s awaiting hands. Vanessa pulled at her inner being and called forth the flow of magic from within. She called to it, asking it to ride the spiritual current and collect within the other practitioner. She could feel it, that door that had lost its chains and bindings and could now be coaxed open at will. She could still hear the voice of the qilin speaking to her, mentioning the gift that it had left her with. She reached for the door and pulled it open, unafraid of the power lying on the other side and no longer hindered by her insecurities. A rush of golden light enveloped the two as the power rushed out and doused them both. 

Agatha opened her eyes with a gasp and stared at Vanessa in wonder before a warm smile curled her lips. A mighty laugh left the older woman, and she nodded approvingly. Silently, she showed the girl she had helped to raise that she was proud of her. Continuing on, Miss Tell started the second half of the spell. 

“On this moonlit night, within pallid light, let the shadow veil rise from ethereal lies.” As Agatha spoke the last word of the incantation, the chalk lines on the wall rippled like the cement had turned into a pond, and they had thrown a pebble into the placid waters. 

The faintest current of air could be felt grazing over them all, carrying with it the thick scent of old, damp air and sewage water. Instinctively, Vanessa crinkled her nose and jerked back from the smell as it assaulted her nostrils. Cupping a hand over her nose and mouth, she asked, “What is that smell?” 

“The least of your worries, I assure you,” Raven announced from the safety of the steps. 

“There isn’t much time. Hurry. Go,” Agatha urged as Ell pushed the young witch from behind. 

“But—” Vanessa tried to speak, but she was shooed once more by the caretaker. 
“Hurry!” Agatha commanded in a hoarse tone. 
Reluctantly, she walked through the spelled wall. Bobo quickly slipped through the portal after the young witch. Once on the other side, the image of Raven, Agatha, and the basement faded from view, and all they saw was the brick walls of the underground sewers ripple chaotically as they walked away. 
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Dim lighting caressed the rough walls of the wide tunnel. The soft trickles of churning water could be heard rolling its way through the channel that ran through the middle of the sewers. It was actually a delightful sound, and it was followed by the rhythmic clicks from the soles of their boots as they traversed deeper into the passageway. The smell, however, had burned Vanessa’s nose hairs clean off. She was sure of it. Bobo was at no risk as his trusty handkerchief was stuck to his face like it was an added feature. Gathering up the edge of her cloak, Vanessa covered her mouth and nose and felt some of the tension in her body ease up now that she could breathe a bit more freely.

“Why is my grimoire in the sewer?” She didn’t mean to sound like she was complaining, but none in the party could fault the witch for it. 

“I must admit, my dear, that this seems like an awfully horrible place to hide a book of this caliber.” His eyes trailed the dark, damp walls and slick-with-slime stones lining their path. “Or any book, for that matter,” he mumbled.

Ell didn’t answer them right away. Her eyes were darting all about as if searching for something that was hidden within bricks themselves. “Your grimoire isn’t hidden in the sewers. It’s hidden in a place that is hidden in the sewers,” the blonde corrected. 

Vanessa blinked and then looked
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