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  For anyone who feels a little out of place no matter where they are, even if they can’t exactly pinpoint why.









  
  Balance in all things, particularly in witchcraft, is to be maintained as mandated by the laws of nature and the edicts of the Moranaa Dessis. Any feat attempted without reciprocity risks the destruction of all.
-Article II of The Arcane Codex, 1346, by author unknown








  
  Prologue

1998
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“Knife, candle, herbs, matches. Am I missing anything?” Adeline Coburn muttered to herself as she glanced at the items spread out on the floor of her bedroom. She cross-checked the spell and accounted for all of the listed ingredients. 
Turning back to her mirror, she finished pulling her dark brown hair into a ponytail and smoothed out a wrinkle in her work uniform. She hated the blue gingham dress and white apron that made her look like a waitress from the 1950s, but Lou, owner of Lou’s Diner, preferred a classic look. The first time her twin, Elijah, saw her wear it, he said she reminded him of a shorter, meaner Judy Garland. She punched him in the shoulder in response.
Adeline hadn’t wanted to become a waitress any more than Elijah wanted to become a miner, but the diner and the coal mine were the only places near Evarts hiring when the twins graduated eight months ago. Harlan County, Kentucky didn’t have many jobs for two eighteen-year-olds with high school diplomas.
The sounds of her brother getting ready for work drifted down the hall and reminded her that she was running out of time to cast the protection spell before he left the house. She couldn’t risk that it wouldn’t take.
She took a seat on the floor and placed the candle directly in front of her, and surrounded it with yarrow and black walnut ash. She lit the candle and pricked her finger with the ritual knife beside her. She let a few drops of blood fall onto the flame before closing her eyes.
“I call upon the strength of my ancestors and hope they hear my plea.” The room around her became a few degrees warmer and the smell of wet grass filled her nose. “Keep Elijah safe down in the mine. He doesn’t have my Gift, but he is a son of the hills. Do not allow—”
“What the hell are you doing?” Elijah asked from the doorway.
The feeling of comfort evaporated, replaced with goosebumps on her skin. She opened her eyes and turned towards the door as he walked into the room. She shoved down her panic at the interruption as she met his hazel eyes. “What does it look like I’m doing? The same thing I’ve done every day since you started working at the mine. The same thing Mama’d be doing if she were here: using my Gift to try and protect you.”
“If John walked in and saw you—”
By some miracle, the twins had managed to keep Adeline’s Gift a secret from their father for their lives. Adeline didn’t care now. Practicing witchcraft openly was a risk, but one she’d happily take. Any peril was worth keeping Elijah alive.
“He’s passed out on the couch after he stumbled in at two this morning,” Adeline said with an eyeroll. “I doubt a tornado siren could wake him. Regardless, with the way this house creaks, and how heavy his gait is, I’d hear him coming.”
“Still, I don’t need you trying to protect me. My job’s not danger—”
“Mining might be safer than it was a generation ago,” she raised an eyebrow and pursed her lips, “but that don’t make it a safe job. I’ll take the risk of getting caught if it keeps you safe.” She surveyed the spell components surrounding her. The candle was lit, so the spell had started, but how far into its recitation had she gotten? “Damn! You made me lose track of where I was.” She turned to her brother. “What was I saying when you cut in?”
“I only caught a few words, but it sounded like you were almost done.”
It wouldn’t hurt to repeat the ending of the spell again, in case she missed something. She closed her eyes once more. “Please grant me this boon and protect Elijah from the dangers of the mine.” She blew out the candle and stood up.
Elijah seemed to be at a loss for words as he turned and walked out of the room. Adeline put her spell supplies away and headed downstairs a few minutes later.
She stopped in the doorway of the kitchen as the prone form on the sitting room sofa let out a loud snore. She froze, as did Elijah, until they were certain their father wasn’t waking up. She sent a glare towards the sitting room before walking into the kitchen.
“Remind me why we don’t just kick Johnny out?” Adeline asked. “Or why you won’t let me turn him into a newt?”
“Because you don’t know that spell, and his check keeps the lights on. It’s about all he’s good for.” Elijah grabbed his belongings. “We’ve almost got enough money to get out of here. Don’t lose sight of that.” He looked around as he patted his pockets. “Do you need me to drop you off at the diner? It might be too warm to walk.”
“No, Dinah’s gonna give me a ride.” The other waitress lived down the road and often gave Adeline a lift to work, since she had to pass the Coburn house to get to the diner anyway.
Her brother snagged his lunch pail as he walked towards the door, and a pit opened in Adeline’s stomach. Goosebumps formed on her skin and her hands grew clammy. Without intending to, she shot out her hand and grabbed Elijah by the wrist as he walked past her.
“Addy—”
“Don’t go. Please.” She cleared her throat. “Don’t go into that mine. Not today. Call in sick. Tell them there’s a family emergency. Make something up. It doesn’t matter what lie you tell, but don’t go there.”
“Miners don’t get sick days.” He released his arm from her grip. “It’ll be fine.”
“No, it won’t. You don’t – I’m telling you, don’t go down into that mine. I’ve had this feeling all morning that … She’s had enough.”
“Who?”
“The mountain. She’s tired of being torn apart.”
People spoke about Evarts—the mountains, valleys, and woods that made up the holler they called home—as if it were a stagnant thing, but Adeline and others with her Gift understood it was a living, breathing entity with a soul and a mind of its own. If the dread she felt was any indication, the mountain was done being ripped apart by coal mining.
Elijah stared at her for a moment, as if he wanted her to say more, before shaking his head and walking out of the house.
Adeline stood at the kitchen window and hoped her protection spell would be enough, that the ancestors would answer her plea. She’d lost her mother; she refused to lose her brother. She didn’t care what it might cost her down the line to protect him today.
She remained there, watching the horizon, until Dinah arrived to pick her up for her shift at the diner.

      ***Between serving customers and her cleaning tasks, Adeline’s day was so hectic that she barely had time to worry about Elijah until she had clocked out. The unsettling sensation she’d had all morning subsided a little before noon, and she’d barely even noticed due to the diner being unexpectedly busy. She hadn’t forgotten the feeling, though, and its equally mysterious resolution nagged at her until she’d finished her work.
When she arrived back home, she saw Elijah’s pick-up truck in the driveway and noticed John’s was gone. She let out a sigh of relief; her brother was safe, and she wouldn’t have to deal with her father.
“Elijah,” she called as she stepped inside, but received no response.
Bluegrass music voice twanged from a radio somewhere in the house. She began to search the ground floor and found him at the kitchen table, staring at the wall. Three empty beer cans lay on their sides next to his lunchbox. “I hope this isn’t the start of a new habit. Don’t turn into our daddy.”
“It’s just to take the edge off.” He opened another beer and took a swig. “You were right.”
“Right about what?” She sat down at the table and pulled her hair out of its disheveled ponytail.
“I guess news must not have spread yet. Something happened at the mine today. I shouldn’t have been down there.” He met her gaze as he cleared his throat. His eyes were unfocused, like he wasn’t seeing her. “The mountain nearly came down right on top of me. The whole shaft caved in as Wyatt Dunn and I stepped out into the daylight.”
Adeline opened and closed her mouth a few times, struggling to find something to say. “I’m glad you made it out.”
“Not everyone did. At least, it sounded like some of the men might’ve gotten trapped.”
“How many?” She leaned forward.
“Don’t know. All the boss said was that a few haven’t been accounted for. I can’t remember who was next to me when I was down in the hole and the shaking started, whether I ran past someone on the way out …” He took another swig and his gaze settled onto the table in front of him. “The rock around me started shuddering, everyone was shouting, and the next thing I knew it’s like the holler itself started talking, telling me to run.”
“You heard something deep down in the mine speak to you?”
“Nothing was calling out to me from the dark; it was all in my head.” He tapped a finger against his forehead. “It sounded like Mama, and that’s the only reason why I listened to it.” He pushed his metal lunch pail towards his sister. “Here.”
She raised an eyebrow and tentatively reached for the container. “Why are—”
“Open it.”
She unhooked the latch and lifted the top to find a bunch of wadded-up bills held together in stacks with rubber bands. “I don’t understand. What is this?”
“Those are my wages for the past few months. It’s enough money to get you out of here. It was the only place I knew John wouldn’t look, since he’s allergic to honest work.”
“I still don’t—”
“Word of the collapse is gonna spread, and folks are gonna want someone to blame. I don’t want that someone to be you.”
“Why would anyone blame me?”
“Wyatt Dunn asked me if the rumors about Mama’s family were true and if you’ve been practicing witchcraft. He didn’t outright say you caused the cave-in, but he sure as shit implied you’re a witch.” That kind of speculation was a dangerous thing around Evarts, especially after any kind of tragedy or unexpected death. People thought of so-called granny witches, women passing down home remedies and herbal cures from their mothers, as harmless. True witches, the ones with a real Gift, were another matter. Superstitions and old wives’ tales made folks see them as evil and twisted monsters to be feared and eradicated, and not simply ordinary people with a rare talent. 
“And you denied it, right?”
“Of course I did. Told him he didn’t know what he was talking about. So, he brought up the rumors about Aunt Eve and what happened to her after word got around that Gavin Slater’s death might not have been natural. Wyatt’s threat was clear, and when people start looking for someone to blame, you’d be an easy target. If word starts to spread about you possibly being a witch or consorting with dark forces, or however it might get twisted, they’ll come after you. It’s better if you’re not here, should they come looking.”
“What about you?” she whispered. “We had a plan; we’re both supposed to get out of here. I can’t just take your money and run off.”
“That’s exactly what you’re gonna do. You need this chance to leave more than I do. No one’s gonna try to start shit with me, but you’re a different story.” He took another drink. “I’ll be fine. Take the money, start somewhere new, and don’t come back.” 
“I’m not leaving you here, stuck in this house with John.” She clenched her jaw. “Running away isn’t the answer.”
“Eve thought the same thing after Gavin died, and they killed her for it. I buried Mama. I helped bury Eve. Don’t ask me to bury you too.” His voice became thick, and he blinked a few times to keep the tears from escaping his watery eyes. “Addy, the only reason I was gonna leave was that Mama would’ve wanted me to keep an eye on you, but you don’t need me. You never did. It’s not like I’m giving up a lot of opportunities by staying here, either.” He cleared his throat. “I know you got into UK and turned it down because of me.”
“Eli …” She let out a sigh.
“You should’ve left as soon as you graduated. I know Mama always said you had to stay, but I think even she’d want you to go if she were here, after everything that’s happened.”
“Are you sure about this?” she asked, her voice thick with emotion.
“Yes. You should’ve left a long time ago.”

      ***A week later, Adeline was settling into her apartment in Tennessee. She used her landlady’s phone to call Elijah that night.
“How’s it been up there?” Adeline asked as soon as he picked up the phone.
“I want to hear about what you’ve been up to first,” he said. “Where are you calling from?”
“I’m down in Tennessee. I found a cheap apartment and a community college where I can take some classes. My landlady’s letting me use her phone. Your turn.”
“Well, our dear old daddy didn’t realize you’d left until three days after you were gone. And I went up and told Mama’s family about you leaving, like you asked me to. Some of them weren’t happy about it.”
“That’s not what I meant and you know it. You insisted I leave because you didn’t think I was safe. What’s been happening? Is everything okay? Are you safe?”
“I was never in danger,” he sighed. “But no one’s shown up with torches or pitchforks. Rock Ridge released the names of the three miners who didn’t survive the cave-in: Fred Blevins, Jeremiah Lee, and Peter Blackburn.”
“That’s a shame.” Evarts was a small town, so all three names were familiar. While Adeline didn’t know Jeremiah personally, she knew some of his relatives. She’d babysat Fred’s son on occasion and knew Peter from school. 
“Yeah, it’s sad. Peter was getting ready to propose to his girlfriend and everything.” Elijah said. “But the rumors have started, so you shouldn’t come back for at least a few years. Just to be safe.” 






  
  Chapter 1

2014
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“I heard witches from your part of the world perform human sacrifices on the equinox,” Lena Payne said, looking at Adeline with interest and a bit of malice in her green eyes. “Is that true?” 
Adeline nearly spat out the lemonade she was drinking as she glanced around and saw that Lena wasn’t the only witch waiting for an answer. “Her part of the world,” as if Appalachia was some foreign locale. The invitation to the Seattle coven’s autumnal equinox party had been unexpected, and she hadn’t accepted the invitation as eagerly as they probably anticipated. In the sixteen years since leaving Evarts, she hadn’t celebrated a single solstice or equinox, and her life wasn’t any worse for it.
Lena tapped a manicured finger against her glass as she waited for an answer. Her eyes scanned Adeline from head to toe, taking in her affordable yet formal navy top and black jeans, which stood out compared to the colorful and pricey dresses most of the guests wore. The invitation hadn’t stated a dress code, yet Adeline had still violated it.
“No, Lena. We don’t do human sacrifices,” she said, biting back her vitriol. “Someone would start to notice eventually.”
Adeline hadn’t paid much attention to the broader supernatural world when she was growing up, but she knew better now. If witches out in Harlan County had sacrificed people regularly, others would have noticed and involved the local Guardians at the very least. The idea was laughable. Adeline had to use nearly every drop of her self-control not to snap and tell Lena and the whole coven how stupid the question was.
“Well, how do you celebrate the occasion, then? What passes for a good equinox party out in … a more rural area? You’ve seen our celebration.” She gestured to the mid-century modern kitchen around them with its cool grey tones and lack of clutter. It, along with the rest of Lena’s spacious house, resembled something straight out of a magazine.
“We don’t.” Adeline’s mother had always noted the day and once or twice had made a different dessert, but that was the extent of the observance.
“What? You don’t celebrate the equinox? What about the solstices?” another witch asked. Adeline thought the woman’s name was Emily, but she couldn’t remember for sure.
She saw that every other woman in the room was waiting for her answer, even those who’d ignored Lena’s rude question. “No, we don’t observe those either.”
Adeline didn’t view herself as especially interesting, yet her comment caused the other witches to study her like something they had never seen before. If it hadn’t felt so demeaning, she might have laughed at their expressions.
“How can you not celebrate them? They’re the most important days of the year for our magic—”
“For your magic, yes. But not mine.” One of the few things she missed about Kentucky was being surrounded by true magical peers. None of the witches she’d met since leaving home understood much about her Gift or how it differed from their own. “I don’t draw my power from the stars. The movements of the sun, the moon, and the earth don’t influence my abilities.”
“Doesn’t every witch draw from the cosmos?” Lena asked with a smirk. She seemed desperate to embarrass Adeline or catch her lying. “I mean, every witch I’ve ever met does.”
“Most witches do, but not all,” Molly Adams said from the doorway.
Adeline felt a rush of relief as the blonde witch, and the only coven member she considered a real friend, walked into the room. “Adeline’s magic works differently from ours, as I told everyone when I invited her.”
“I thought you just meant she used different spells, or that her rituals were some variation of ours.” Lena turned back to Adeline. “Are you sure you’re a real witch?”
“I couldn’t deny it if I wanted to.”
“Prove it.”
“Fine, but this will be my only demonstration. I’m not some kind of show-off.” Adeline twisted a ring on her right ring finger, one she’d inherited from her mother, back and forth a few times. She wiggled her fingers and the glass in Lena’s hand shattered. For a moment, she thought she smelled the apple crisp her mother made every fall. Several witches startled at the noise. Lena’s jaw dropped, as did a few others. “I guess I’m a real witch. Sorry about the glass.”
Adeline swayed, but caught herself by leaning against a counter before she fell over. Spots appeared along the edge of her vision. The spell, minor as it was, had taken more energy out of her than she’d expected.
“How did you do that? You didn’t say a spell or anything.”
“Witchcraft. Like Molly said, mine doesn’t work like yours.” Adeline watched the assembled witches. Some seemed intrigued by what she’d done, while others seemed wary. “Thanks for the invite, but I’m going to head home now. Good luck with your ritual this evening.”
She exited the house and was unlocking her car when she heard someone call her name. Looking up, she saw Molly walking over.
“Hey, I’m sorry about Lena. She’s always been a bitch, but I didn’t expect her to do something like that. The others aren’t that bad. Come back inside and stay a bit longer. No one else is going to try and start anything.”
“Because they’re too scared to. I broke that glass without a word, half of them thought I used to sacrifice people, not to mention—”
“Wait, back up. They think you sacrificed people? Why would they think that?”
“I don’t know.” Adeline resisted the urge to cross her arms in frustration. “Because they hear a twang in my voice and decide I’m an ignorant, uncivilized hillbilly with backward ways. Because my witchcraft comes from my blood, not the stars. I don’t care what they think or why they think it, but I’m not going to stand around and be insulted.” Molly didn’t reply, and Adeline barreled on. “Why did you invite me to this party anyway?”
Her friend shifted back and forth on the balls of her feet. “I know you don’t have a coven out here and thought you might miss it. Miss having a community.”
“Seattle’s supernatural community’s not exactly small.”
“But this is the only coven in Seattle.” Molly pointed behind her at the house. “I know it’s different magic, yours and ours, but I invited you because I thought having a coven to connect with might make you feel less alone.”
“Who said I felt alone? Because I don’t, and you don’t need to worry about me.” Adeline had made her choices. They may not have been the best, or left her in a great position in the world, but she had chosen this path and accepted the consequences.
“You’re far from home, surrounded by people you say don’t understand you. I still don’t fully understand how your magic works, and you’ve tried explaining it to me like five times. You have friends, sure, and colleagues from working at the Alliance, but no real community. Not like I do, or the vampires, or any other faction.”
“Oh, I have one. My community’s waiting for me back in Kentucky, if I’m ever desperate enough to go back there.”
“You said you moved here for work.” Molly frowned. “What do you mean ‘desperate enough to go back’? It’s your home.”
“It is. I love it—the hills, the woods, the colorful sunsets deep in the mountains that don’t seem quite real.” The vast and clear night sky, with too many stars to count. The smell of bourbon and earth that clung to everything. The dilapidated houses with peeling paint and rusted-out cars by the side of the road. The way everything in sight looked old and worn out. Faded billboards promising salvation and radio preachers ranting about damnation. The whispers and judgmental looks that followed her and her mother.
Adeline shook herself and focused her attention on her friend. “I moved away for a reason. I appreciate your intention, but let’s face it. I don’t belong with those women in there. Or in a place like this.” She gestured to the affluent neighborhood around them. “I don’t think I’ve ever stuck out as much as I do around your coven.”
“We’re still friends, right?”
“Of course! Lena’s a nightmare, but you didn’t do anything wrong.” She paused and forced herself to relax a little bit. “Just … I don’t think you should invite me to any more of your coven events.”
“Lena’s going to demand I never invite you again, so that’s a moot point.”
“And I’m very torn up about that.” Adeline rolled her eyes.
“I’d come with you if not for the ritual. I know you don’t celebrate it, but happy equinox,” Molly said before heading back into the party.
Adeline picked a maple leaf off the bottom of her shoe as she slid into her car. Spinning it by the stem, she studied it briefly and considered what had happened inside when she broke Lena’s glass. Her power had been diminishing over the years, but she’d never felt drained like that. Why had one spell tired her out?
She pushed some of her Gift into the leaf, hoping to change it from its current reddish hue to a bright green. It was an arduous process, but slowly she restored it to its summer vibrancy. She let out a relieved sigh; her post-spell exhaustion appeared to be a one-off incident.
Once she was finished, she spun her mother’s ring around her finger a few times as she considered what she’d do if the experience repeated itself. Over two thousand miles away from home, the ring was one of the few things she possessed connecting her to the hills and hollers where generations of her family were laid to rest.

      ***Adeline arrived back at her apartment a little before the sun had fully set, and the fading light of the day painted the sky over the Puget Sound a kaleidoscope of colors. An alarm she’d set for herself that morning went off, so she started her computer in order to tune into the livestream that would be starting any minute. The fall equinox meant the Chancellor of the Pacific region would be giving an address. She had learned over the years that it was smart to watch it, even if very little of what he said was of interest to her.
After a few minutes of watching the countdown on the screen slowly tick down to zero, James Horton, the Chancellor, appeared on screen sitting on a plush tan couch with a handful of people milling around behind him. He was a white man in his early sixties, and the little hair he had left was completely white. His mood seemed jovial as he spoke to someone off-screen, inaudible with his microphone muted.
After a few moments, the movements in the background came to an end. His microphone came on, his smile turned forced, and some of the light in his eyes went away. He cleared his throat.
“I want to wish a good evening and a blessed autumnal equinox to everyone, on behalf of myself and my family. It’s my hope that each and every person watching had the opportunity to celebrate the day with their community and their families. This is an important time for many of you, and the coming months will mark a variety of holidays and celebrations in both ordinary human society and within our world. I know I speak for myself, as well as the Stewards of Alaska, California, Hawaii, Oregon, and Washington, when I say the summer of 2014 was a productive one. I also want to apologize to those watching from Hawaii for having to watching this address while they eat dinner. I’m sure they’d rather be tuned into something more entertaining.”
The men and women behind him laughed politely.
“I’d like to take a moment to highlight some of the things this region has accomplished in recent months. In Alaska, we saw the reconciliation of two werewolf packs who had been at odds for three generations.” Polite claps sounded from off-screen. “California and Hawaii both saw increases in community engagement.” More polite claps. “Last, but certainly not least, Washington and Oregon had the largest growth in population in recent years.”
Adeline smiled in spite of herself. Some of the people she worked with wouldn’t be happy that a population bump was the only thing the Chancellor mentioned about Washington. She could practically hear some of them ranting about it.
“As summer comes to a close, we must continue looking to the future, as always. It’s my goal to create a more cohesive and robust method of communication between states so information can be quickly and more easily disseminated. This is the first step to having a network between regions, which is something the Chancellors, the state Stewards, and a number of Guardians have been working on for years. This network would allow for more communication and collaboration across the country.”
Adeline continued to watch but tuned out most of what Horton was saying. Hearing about the communication infrastructure and his other proposals didn’t interest her. The livestream ended after an hour. Not two minutes after it ended, her phone rang.
“Hello?”
“How pissed are your bosses going to be over what Horton said about Washington?” Molly asked her. “Haven’t they been making the drop in supernatural-involved crime a big deal?”
“Some of them have, and I’d wager they’re livid right now.” The only reason the Alliance existed in the first place was because supernatural activity in Seattle had nearly exposed the hidden world to humans a few decades earlier. “I don’t know why they expected a pat on the back for it. Or for the Alliance to get a special mention.”
“A reduction in crime is a good thing.”
“I don’t disagree. But he’s not going to mention it because a drop in crime means it’s been a problem in the past. The Chancellor’s a politician, as is the Steward. They care about crime when it benefits them, and mentioning it now doesn’t do them any good. I bet you fifty bucks Seattle’s lower crime rate doesn’t come up until one of them runs for reelection.”
“You’re the most cynical person I’ve ever met. Have I mentioned how much that worries me?”
“I come by it honestly.” When Adeline was young, politicians came to eastern Kentucky every four years, hoping to pander to the folks living there. They made all kinds of promises to grow the economy, to create better and safer jobs. Little ever came of it, and she’d learned early not to put stock in a politician’s words. Actions were the only thing that mattered. “If you think I’m bad, it’s a good thing you’ve never met any of my relatives.”
“Not for lack of trying,” Molly reminded her. “Why didn’t you introduce me to them the last time they came for a visit?”
“The timing didn’t line up.” For Adeline to introduce her family to Molly, her family would need to come visit. Elijah was too busy, her parents were dead, and her more distant relations likely had no interest in travelling so far to see her. “I have to go. The next few days are probably going to be rough.”
“I wish you luck.”
Adeline could’ve gone to sleep. She should’ve gone to bed early and tried to get as much rest as she could. Instead, she grabbed a bottle of bourbon and poured herself a glass. She wasn’t scheduled to work in the morning, so there was no harm in staying up a little later than normal.
“Happy equinox to me and my coven of one,” she said to the empty room. “Many happy returns or whatever the toast is.” She drank half of the glass in one swallow.






  
  Chapter 2
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Adeline jolted awake to the sound of someone pounding on her door. Her alarm clock showed it was a little after nine in the morning. She’d fallen into bed around one, expecting no commitments today. Yet, to someone, it seemed she was running late. Thankfully, she woke up hangover-free. 
“Just a second.”
She jumped out of bed and started running a brush through her hair as she walked over to her closet. The only reason someone would come by unannounced was for something work-related. After staring at her clothes for a few minutes, she grabbed the black dress pants she’d worn the day before last off of the floor and tugged them on. She pulled a plain blue blouse over her head and smoothed out the wrinkles.
Another knock rang out as she crossed the apartment to answer the door. “What?”
“Guess you didn’t see my message. I got a call from Bill,” Dominic Scarlis said, leaning his five-foot, eleven-inch frame against the doorjamb of her apartment. Both his blond hair and blue suit were pristine. Her partner of nearly two years had an annoyed expression in his brown eyes and let out a huff when she gave him a blank look. “I sent you a text. We got word of some kind of siren-creature operating by the waterfront. Since people like you are immune to them, we’re the lucky Guardians dealing with it.”
She didn’t take the bait he’d thrown out about people like her. Maybe he meant witches, maybe he meant women. Neither would’ve surprised her.
“A siren, in Seattle.” Something about his wording seemed cliche. “A rusalka, then.” She unplugged her phone from where it was charging by the door. She had a text from Dominic, saying he was on his way, along with two missed calls from Elijah, as well as a voicemail.
“Aren’t they the same thing? What does it matter what I call them?”
“It matters because rusalki actually exist. Sirens don’t.”
“I don’t care what they call themselves.” He rolled his eyes. “There aren’t any in Mississippi, so you probably think they’re exotic or special, but no one else cares.”
Adeline let her comment that she was from Kentucky, not Mississippi, die on her tongue. In Dominic’s eyes, the distinction didn’t matter since she was from “the South,” and he assumed everyone living there was backward anyway. Yet, anytime someone assumed he was from Washington, and not Colorado, he saw it as a personal insult. She briefly wondered if Mississippi had rusalki since it was along the Gulf Coast; it wouldn’t be uncharacteristic for the water spirits to settle there.
A meow from her couch brought Adeline back to reality. “I’ll feed my cat, and we can go.” Her grey tabby cat, Whiskey, moved from her sleeping spot on the couch and stretched. The animal spotted Dominic and bolted to the bedroom to hide. “If I can get her to come out.”
“You’ve got five minutes.” He grabbed the doorknob. “Why’s your familiar still scared of me?” He closed the door without waiting for her response.
“She’s just a cat, but she can tell you’re awful,” she told the closed door. She wished she had a familiar, but they had been made up by non-witches centuries ago, and the stereotype stuck. “Oh, come here, sweetie. The scary dog man is gone now.”
Luring Whiskey out from under the bed took a few minutes. Dominic seemed to be in a rush, but she didn’t feel the need to hurry. She wasn’t at his beck and call. He’d wait for her or deal with the rusalka on his own. Either option was fine with her.

      ***“Did you see the Chancellor’s speech last night?” Dominic asked Adeline as soon as she closed the door of his sedan.
“Yeah, I did.”
“Can you believe that shit? All the work the Alliance has done over the last few months, and he can’t spare ten seconds to acknowledge it. What does he bring up? Population growth. I knew Horton wasn’t going to thank me personally—others would’ve gotten upset if he had—but mentioning the Alliance, at least, wouldn’t have been hard.”
Adeline peered out the window so he wouldn’t see her trying to control her laughter. He thought he deserved to be thanked? For what, doing his job? They hadn’t saved anyone’s life or averted some major catastrophe. All they’d done was cover up supernatural activity so humans didn’t notice any odd occurrences. She wondered what planet Dominic was living on where he thought he deserved praise.
“Everyone in the office is pissed about it, including the management. Especially the senior management.”
The car fell silent when she didn’t react in shock after hearing the conceited leaders of the Alliance were angry that their egos hadn’t been validated.
“So, this rusalka. What do we know?” she asked as he took a turn and they drove through downtown Seattle. “How’d she wind up on our radar?”
“About two o’clock this morning, Seattle PD got called to break up a bar fight at a club by the waterfront. A couple of guys were beating the shit out of each other. When the cops finally got them down to the station, both men said the fight was over this girl they’d just met. Each man said there was—”
“Something about her that they couldn’t describe, but they were instantly drawn to. She was too beautiful to put into words, or impossibly interesting.” Every account of the rusalki she’d read cited an irresistible allure that drew victims in and lowered their guard.
“Maybe not in so many words, but that was the general idea. Bill sent me a recording from one of the interviews, and the victim sounded pathetic. I’m sure the other guy’s in the same state. Falling over himself over some woman like she’s that special. I bet she’s not even really that hot.” He rolled his eyes. “The Alliance doesn’t want a repeat of last night. Gabriel’s concern is that the longer the woman stays at large, the more likely humans are to notice something strange happening. We have to find her before this turns into a bigger issue and winds up on someone more powerful’s radar.”
“All this worry over one bar fight.”
“She used her powers on humans in public, and there might be footage of it. That’s two of the Alliance’s rules broken, minimum. That one bar fight could lead to the exposure of the rusalki’s existence.”
“And if they get found out, then humans are going to start to wonder what other myths are true. They’ll start looking for proof of other supernatural creatures, putting every supernatural being in the city at risk.” Adeline nodded knowingly. “But that’s a pretty big ‘what if’ scenario.”
“Not big enough. She could get all of us killed.”
Adeline thought Dominic was blowing things out of proportion, given how quick he was to assume the worst-case scenario would happen. Before she could ask why he seemed so unsettled, he stopped outside a small shop. The worn-out sign offered fortunes and palm-reading. She frowned at the familiar storefront. “Why are we here?”
“The rusalka escaped during the excitement last night. One victim couldn’t describe her at all, and the other claimed she was brunette and the most gorgeous girl he’d ever seen, which is beyond useless. I don’t have a way to track her down.” He waved towards the building. “We need Tatiana’s help, unless you’ve got a better idea.”
“I don’t.” Leaving the rusalka alone to see if what happened was a fluke wasn’t currently an option.
He walked into the shop, and Adeline followed. The scent of sage and other herbs permeated the air inside the building. She had no idea how Dominic’s heightened senses could stand such strong smells. She found it difficult to breathe or even think amid so many powerful scents until her nose adjusted.
“I have been expecting you,” Tatiana Petrova called. She stood behind the counter with a dark red shawl wrapped around her frame and her eyes fixed on the door. Her greying brown hair was pulled into a bun, and she wore a long, flowy skirt and loose-fitting blouse, both light blue.
“That’s hilarious.” Adeline crossed her arms.
Tatiana narrowed her eyes, causing her crow’s feet to become more pronounced, and for a moment, she looked as old as she claimed to be.
“What’s next? Do you see a tall, dark stranger in my future?” she continued with a raised eyebrow.
“No, but I’m happy to discuss what I have seen,” Tatiana leaned forward. “Would you like me to give you a reading?”
“Why? So you can tell me—”
“Ladies, you’re both pretty and we’re not here to gossip,” Dominic said with an eyeroll. “Tatiana, we need your help with—”
“You want me to help you find the rusalka you’re looking for. The girl responsible for the brawl last night,” Tatiana cut him off. “As I said, I was expecting you.” She motioned to the chairs sitting at the round table where she did her readings and began to walk towards them. “Sit, both of you.”
Once the two were seated, she lifted a small cinched bag from the table. The contents of the pouch clinked against one another as she dropped it in front of Dominic. “Pour these out onto the table.”
“Can’t Adeline—?”
“All witches impact my abilities to some extent. Adeline, for reasons that wouldn’t interest you, throws off my reading quite substantially.”
Adeline huffed. “Not this again.”
Tatiana ignored her. “I’ve never had an issue with reading done on werewolves. Toss the stones onto the table.” She leaned back and watched as he lifted the bag, opened it, and unceremoniously dumped the contents onto the table. “Let me see what I can divine.”
Adeline had no idea what Tatiana could possibly glean from the way a dozen or so small stones scattered across the table, but the clairvoyant was engrossed in them so she must be seeing something. If Tatiana was a fraud the truth would have come out already, and Adeline and Dominic wouldn’t have come.
After a few moments of Tatiana studying the stones, Dominic studying Tatiana’s reactions, and Adeline studying the wallpaper, hoping time would move faster, Tatiana cleared her throat.
“The woman you’re looking for can be found at Battery Street and Third Avenue currently. Though I cannot say how long she will be there.” She raised her head. “I need to speak with Adeline alone.”
Dominic opened his mouth to argue.
“The reason why is none of your concern, nor would it be of interest to you. The sooner you leave, the sooner I can finish telling her what I need to, and thus the sooner you can be on your way.”
Dominic stood and left the shop, slamming the door behind him. Once he was gone, Adeline and Tatiana fell into a staring contest until Adeline spoke. “What? I don’t have all day.” She crossed her arms over her chest.
“Dominic is incredibly dismissive towards you.” She smiled conspiratorially. “He will regret that in time. I hope I get to witness it.”
“Is that what you wanted to tell me? That he’ll get what’s coming to him, so I shouldn’t hex him or anything?” she scoffed. “He isn’t worth my time, so I wasn’t planning to. If that’s all, I’m going to leave before you start with your normal BS.”
“Is your disdain for clairvoyants in general, or am I the exception? It’s been years. You know by now that I cannot control what I divine.”
“You can’t help what you see. However, you don’t have to share what you see with people. I never asked you to read me. I never wanted you to. I didn’t need to hear some cryptic crap about how I don’t belong here two seconds after meeting you.“ During their first meeting, Adeline had felt isolated enough in Seattle, twenty-five hundred miles away from everyone she knew, including witches who understood her unique type of witchcraft. Hearing that she shouldn’t be there from someone as respected in Seattle as Tatiana was had been painful.
“I never said you didn’t belong. I said your destiny lies to the east and you were avoiding it. It does, and you are. In the interim years, nothing of what I said has changed.”
“I’ve been a little busy, if you haven’t noticed.”
“Your work as a Guardian can be done by another. Your destiny is yours alone. You cannot outrun it any more than the rusalka you seek can escape her fate.”
Adeline stood up. “Well, destiny will have to wait.” Homesickness hadn’t driven her east in the sixteen years since she left Kentucky; destiny wouldn’t either. “I’ve got a rusalka to question.” She walked to the door. “This was fun. Let’s do it again in about fifty years.”
“Destiny won’t have to wait for long.” As the door was closing, Tatiana seized the last word. “You will thank me for this once you understand why it has to be this way.”

      ***Dominic and Adeline drove in silence from Tatiana’s shop to the location she had given them. Adeline tried her best not to think about the cryptic things the older woman had said. She didn’t know, and wasn’t interested in trying to guess, what Dominic was thinking. She wasn’t in the mood to hear him bitch about wanting a different partner. He told anyone who would listen that she was holding him back from his true potential. When she’d pressed him on it, the one time that comment became too much for her to let slide, he couldn’t tell her where he expected to be by now or how she was holding him back from supposed greatness.
One apartment building stood at Battery Street and Third Avenue. The search shouldn’t be hard or take too long. It was an older building, and the neighborhood was fairly quiet, so there was little concern about a random bystander seeing something they shouldn’t.
“So, what’s the plan?” Adeline asked as they exited the car.
“What do you mean ‘what’s the plan?’ We do our jobs. The Alliance wants the rusalka brought in before she attacks anyone else and gets someone killed, so we bring her in. Be ready to cast a spell or whatever it is you do.” He walked into the building without looking back.
“Yeah, fat chance of that.” With so many miles between Adeline and the resting place of her ancestors, her strength wasn’t what it had once been. The exhaustion after her demonstration to Lena yesterday betrayed how depleted her magic had become. No one in Seattle knew of her waning power thanks to luck, a few tricks, and plenty of lying by omission. She could recoup her power by going back to Kentucky, but it would be far too easy to stay among the comforting hollers and familiar accents if she returned. “I hope she’s not even home.”
She and Dominic alternated as they knocked on different doors, trying to find the rusalka as they made their way through the building. Most tenants weren’t home, and the few who were expressed annoyance at their day being interrupted. Adeline went to knock on the door of Apartment 704 when Dominic held a hand up.
“Don’t.” He signaled to the door. “It’s her.”
“How do you know?” she whispered back.
“Because unlike you, I actually know what I’m doing. I can hear her in there. She’s talking to someone about what happened last night.” He nudged her out of the way so he was standing directly in front of the door.
“Okay. Knock on the door then.”
“Or, we skip the pleasantries.” A beat passed and then another. “She’s being reckless. She’s a threat to all of us. She may as well be confessing to the police.”
He knocked the door off its hinges and stormed into the apartment. Adeline stayed in the doorway, stunned by his actions. Two people jumped up from the couch. One was a brunette woman around twenty wearing athletic gear. The other was a muscular man with dirty blond hair who looked a few years older than the woman. He wore a suit with his jacket thrown over a chair. The pair had similar features: blue eyes and sharp cheekbones. Adeline guessed they were siblings.
“What the hell did you just do to my door?” the woman yelled. “Who are you?”
“My name’s Dominic Scarlis. I work for the Alliance. They’d like a word.”
“The Alliance of what? What’s going on?”
“Don’t pretend like you don’t know. You’re not fooling anyone. I’m here about what you did to those two men last night at the bar. And in front of humans, no less.”
“Dominic, what the hell?” Adeline yelled. They hadn’t confirmed the woman was a rusalka yet, nor had she tried to attack. Why was he being so aggressive?
He faced her. “Stay out of my way if you don’t plan to be useful, Adeline.”
“Lucy, run,” the blond man murmured before launching himself at Dominic.
Dominic was ready for his attack. Using his enhanced strength, he quickly maneuvered the man into a sleeper hold and knocked him out. “This isn’t your fight. You should’ve stayed out of it.”
“Oliver,” Lucy cried, before glaring at the man in front of her. “What did you do to my brother?”
“Your brother tried to get in my way. Like I said, the Alliance wants a word.” He dropped Oliver onto the couch and started to stalk towards her. “You need to come with us.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She backed away from him. Her eyes caught Adeline’s as she looked around frantically. “Last night, I-I didn’t mean to do that. I didn’t know I could do that. I—”
“That’s awfully convenient,” Dominic said.
“Please, you have to believe me. I didn’t want to hurt anyone. I—”
“Even if you’re not lying, which I doubt, it’s too late.” He started to close in on the girl.
“Wait,” Adeline called out, stepping into the apartment. “Maybe we should hear her out before we do anything.”
“Of course you want to listen to her,” he sneered. “You always want to handle problems by talking.”
“Look at her. She’s not some crazed killer or meticulous schemer. She’s scared.” She saw Lucy start to back further away from them, out onto her balcony. “She said she didn’t know—”
“It doesn’t matter! There’s nothing to hear out. There are rules and she broke them. My orders are to bring her in. Otherwise—”
“She doesn’t deserve to die over a mistake.” The Alliance monitored all supernatural activity in the city, but they didn’t have unlimited power. They weren’t the final authority. Their rules weren’t the Arcane Codex, despite how often the organization acted as if they were.  The girl in front of her seemed confused and scared, not dangerous or conniving. If she had malicious intent, she would’ve used her abilities by now. She hadn’t done anything to warrant an aggressive approach, yet Dominic had become confrontational before he even entered the apartment.
“And, if she comes quietly, she won’t have to. Assuming last night’s events were a mistake, which I find unlikely.” He turned his attention back to the rusalka. “What’s it going to be?”
“Get out! Both of you,” Lucy took her phone from her pocket with trembling fingers. “Or I’ll call the police.”
Adeline tried to think of a spell, any spell, to utilize to defuse the situation or prevent Dominic from making it worse. She came up empty. Her only idea was to set him on fire, and that wasn’t the best plan. She was more than two thousand miles from her ancestors; her magic was so drained that she couldn’t cast any powerful spell even if she thought of one.
“Wrong answer.”
He rushed at Lucy. She moved backwards, not taking her eyes off him. When her hips hit the railing of the balcony, her momentum caused her to fall backwards over the edge. She let out a surprised scream. Dominic tried to grab her arm, but missed as she fell.
Adeline rushed over to join him on the balcony, but Lucy had already hit the ground. She lay face down in the pool of blood forming beneath her, limbs spread out. The street felt miles below them, yet the crimson blood was vibrant enough to see from the seventh floor. Adeline couldn’t look away from the sight. Her brain was still trying to process what happened when she realized Dominic was shouting at her from only a few inches away.
“Why the fuck didn’t you do anything to stop her from falling?”
“What?” She tore her eyes away from the pavement below.
“All you had to do was cast a spell, keep her from moving, and we could’ve brought her in. But you didn’t. You stood there and did nothing. No. Less than nothing, since you wanted to let her off and kept saying we had to talk to her,” he scoffed. “Just my luck that I got stuck with a useless witch.”
She wished she’d set him on fire a minute ago. “I’m not the reason she fell! She was trying to get away from you!”
“Don’t blame me for your weakness.” He stalked out of the apartment.
Oliver started to stir from his spot on the couch. He sat up and glanced around. “What happened? Where’s Lucy?”
“It’s—I’m sorry.” Adeline rushed off before he could respond. She didn’t think she could handle breaking the news of his sister’s death to him.
By the time she made it outside the building, the police had arrived. Some neighbors and a few passersby were murmuring about what happened. Dominic and, more importantly, his car were nowhere to be seen.
“Dick.”

      ***Adeline moved on autopilot for the next few hours. She barely recalled getting back to her apartment or changing into sweatpants and an old t-shirt as her mind kept playing and replaying the interaction with Lucy. Deaths were fairly rare in her work, though this wasn’t the first one she’d witnessed. When she came out of her fog, she was seated on her couch, petting Whiskey. With her cat curled up beside her, she decided to listen to the voicemail her brother left her that morning. It couldn’t make her day worse.
Elijah had called her a few weeks ago and said he needed to tell her something. When she’d returned his call, he had seemed distracted, but didn’t mention anything important or tell her why he’d asked her to call. In the past week, though, he’d called multiple times and left messages. The number of calls was odd, and the tone of his messages was starting to concern her.
“Addy, there’s something … You need to come back home,” Elijah said before letting out a sigh. “Something here’s not right. I can’t explain it, but – If you won’t come back, at least call me. We need to talk.”
A pit opened in her stomach, but a knock at the door interrupted her as she was about to dial Elijah’s number. She opened it to find Bill Wong, her boss.
“Do you have a moment to talk?”
She stepped to the side and held an arm out, inviting him in. His greying hair and wrinkles made him look grandfatherly, but his shrewd expression and the fact he was dressed in a black suit, like he’d come from the office, told her that this wasn’t a social call. “Do you want a cup of coffee or something?”
“No, thank you.” He took a seat on her couch while she poured herself some coffee. “Dominic told me what happened with that rusalka.”
“I’m sure he did.” She placed her coffee pot down a little too forcefully before turning to face him. “Let me guess, he blamed everything on me.”
“Perhaps not everything. But he said you wanted to hear the girl out and wouldn’t use your magic to prevent her from escaping. So, he had to intervene, which led to the rusalka falling to her death. That makes today’s events mostly your fault.”
“Of course that’s what he said. Otherwise, he’d have to take some of the blame for what happened,” she said through clenched teeth. “You know, there’s a reason he doesn’t have a pack. I don’t blame the other wolves for rejecting him. He’s just out for himself.” She took a sip of her coffee. “Yes, I wanted to hear what the girl had to say. Because she was scared and two strangers, including an unreasonably pissed-off werewolf, had just stormed into her home and attacked her brother before demanding she come with them. She didn’t seem to know what the Alliance was or what she’d done. She – Forget it.”
“No, finish what you were saying.” Bill leaned forward. “She what?”
“She didn’t even seem to know she was a rusalka. And now, she’s dead.” She paused. “If Dominic had stopped for a second, if we’d talked to her, maybe she—”
“Wouldn’t have done it again? That’s wishful thinking. She was a rusalka. What happened in that bar was what’s in her nature. She wouldn’t have stopped. No one can outrun what they are. Even if she could, you know the rules. She should’ve gotten in touch with the Alliance last night and not tried to run.”
“She’d have to know the Alliance existed in the first place, which she didn’t seem to. And the Alliance’s rules aren’t the Arcane Codex.” The rules the Alliance was so adamant about everyone following had gotten someone killed, someone who didn’t need to die. The Arcane Codex, the centuries-old supreme laws of the supernatural world, was intended for the opposite outcome. “I’m thirty-four and I’m older than most of the rules you’re talking about. They can easily be changed if the Alliance wants to amend them.”
“They could, but we both know that won’t happen over this incident.”
The apartment fell silent. Lucy could’ve been innocent. If her death wouldn’t change the rules, what would?
“I know that’s not all you came to tell me. Otherwise, you could’ve told me tomorrow at the office.”
“No, you’re right. It’s not.” He gazed out of her window. “Dominic went over my head. He talked to Gabriel before he talked to me about what happened.”
Adeline gripped her mug tighter, her fingers turning white. “Let me guess. He convinced Gabriel that he needs a different partner. One who’s not as ‘useless’ as I am.” She took a sip of her coffee to calm herself slightly. “At least, I think that’s the word he used. It might not have been ‘useless’. It might’ve been ‘weak.’”
He cleared his throat, but still didn’t meet her gaze.
She leaned forward in her chair, eyeing him. When he finally looked into her eyes, there was a tiny bit of fear in his.
She continued speaking. “He thinks I’m holding him back, but he’s forgetting that I have more knowledge and experience than him.” She relaxed into her seat. “Anyway, he wants a different partner and he’s convinced Gabriel, so you’re splitting us up.” As a Senior Guardian, Bill couldn’t circumvent Gabriel, the Head Guardian. “Who’s my new partner going to be?”
“No one. We’d like you to resign,” he said in an even tone. “The Seattle Alliance needs Guardians with more conviction than you. People who won’t let emotions get in the way and risk our world being exposed. Those are Gabriel’s words, not mine.”
Dominic was duplicitous and self-serving, but he wasn’t stupid. Gabriel had never been fond of Adeline. The day she’d met him, he had made his distrust of her known, and his opinion hadn’t changed in the subsequent years. He’d finally found an excuse to get rid of her, even if his reasons were flimsy.
“I want to listen to what one scared girl has to say, and I’m putting our entire world at risk? If that’s all it takes for the Alliance to dump me, fine.”
“It’s not just about what happened today. There’s also what went down back in March when you killed that vampire.”
“He was feeding on a fourteen-year-old girl,” she bit out. “I don’t regret it. My actions were justified, and I’d do it again.”
“Well, the rest of his vampire enclave, including his sire, have spent months insisting it wasn’t your place to do that. His sire claims it was her infraction to punish, and you overstepped your authority
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