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      The door to my Healing Herbs and Tea Shop blew open and a strawberry-blonde yeti stumbled in. She pushed the door closed with a growl.

      “I hate Maine in winter!” She shook the snow from her navy coat and smoothed back her windblown hair, revealing my best friend and best employee, Pepper. Technically, she was my only employee if you didn’t count my cat, Aggie.

      “What if we move the shop to Florida?” Pepper suggested.

      “You’ve asked that every day for the last three weeks. The answer is still no.”

      “I’ll wear you down eventually.”

      She didn’t realize I was worn down already. Hedgeworth, Maine, had always been my hometown. My safe place. But in the last couple of months, it had turned into a nightmare.

      It began when I found out I was a witch. Age thirty-four is a little late to discover being a witch. But here I was, a witch whose powers were wonky. With those powers came a host of responsibilities. My gift as a healer drove all manner of injured and sick people to my door. Did I mention my powers were wonky?

      While I managed to heal a few people, the woman who came in with an ulcer and left with green-smoky burps said she was going to sue me.

      Wonky magic aside, nightmares plagued me after seeing my estranged father kill my mother. I was plagued with guilt that I couldn’t save her. I was also plagued by a best friend and cat who thought their mission in life was to find my one true love.

      Using my magic against me, they created a love beacon. What they didn’t know was that it not only called my soulmate, but his escaped convict twin as well.

      Pepper and Aggie had been on thin ice ever since.

      Hanging up her coat in the back office and then tying an apron around her slim waist, Pepper followed me to the register.

      “I’ll put the money in,” she said. “And I’ll dust the shelves today, too. I doubt we’ll get customers with this storm. Oh, and I placed that order you wanted yesterday. Should be here today.”

      “Thank you.”

      Aggie stretched on her cat bed that was placed prominently in the bay window. Normally the spot was sunny, and she would bask in it. Today, she insisted on bringing blankets from home.

      When Pepper headed to the supply closet, Aggie said, “She still feels bad, you know.” The tubby white cat rolled over into a cute pose that I knew had nothing to do with comfort and everything to do with ulterior motives as she flashed her green eyes at me. “Who would have thought Riven Blackwood has a twin?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I said. “We destroyed the love beacon. It’s done.”

      She looked at me and then turned away.

      “Aggie, we destroyed it, right?”

      When it came to magic, she knew more about it than I did.

      “Of course we did,” she said hesitantly.

      “Then why do I get the feeling there is something you aren’t telling me?”

      Before she could answer, the door blew open for the second time that morning. Permilia Fairweather blustered in. Her oversized handbag and closed umbrella clattered on the door as she turned to close it.

      “We will speak about this later,” I warned Aggie as I hurried to help Permilia.

      “I didn’t think you would brave the storm, Mrs. Fairweather,” I said, catching two candles when she backed into a shelf.

      Permilia meant well and was a daily paying customer, but she also wreaked havoc if not followed.

      “I see you’re carrying your umbrella again,” I said as she turned and wiped out a display of crystals with the umbrella tip.

      “Oh, blast!” she said as crystals scattered on the floor. “I’ll pick them up.”

      I hurried to intervene. Her help always came with more damage.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “It will be good practice for me to use magic to pick them up.”

      “That’s a brilliant idea. How are you coming along with lessons?”

      “Slowly.”

      She nodded. “I remember when I learned. I tried to pick up laundry off the floor and ended up with a pile of unraveled clothing. My mother made me fix it by myself. I had to go to school with socks as sleeves and skirts made from my underwear.”

      An image popped into my head, and I had to suppress a grin. Aggie chortled.

      “So, what brings you in today?” I asked.

      “I ran out of wolf’s bane.”

      I eyed her, wondering how much poisonous wolf’s bane she was using. An order had come in only a few days ago that should have lasted her a year.

      “I can order it for you,” I said. “Should be here by tomorrow.”

      “Oh.” Her rounded face drew into a pinch. “I guess that will have to do. While I’m at it, add a few more things to my order.”

      I picked up a notepad from the counter. “What would you like?”

      “Sage, mullein, juniper, frankincense, mandrake, and ash leaves.”

      Since Permilia loved making potions, it was customary for her to request certain items. But since I started learning about the properties of some ingredients, it made me wonder what she was making. And what was she doing with the potions?

      “Are you making a protection potion?” I guessed.

      While I normally didn’t pry into my customer’s purchases, Permilia and I were in the same coven, and I felt I could prod a little more.

      “It’s a protection potion of sorts,” she said.

      “Any particular reason?”

      “There’s always a reason,” she said. “You said you’ll have these by tomorrow?”

      I nodded. “I’ll place the order right now.”

      “Thank you.” With a wave of her hand that flung her umbrella back and forth like a pendulum, she departed.

      Pepper returned to the counter and eyed the crystals on the floor. “I take it Mrs. Fairweather made an appearance.”

      “You would guess right. Do you want to place her order or pick up the crystals?”

      “I’ll get the crystals,” she said with a sigh.

      “I told you she feels bad,” Aggie said. “Pepper hates cleaning up after Permilia.”

      Pepper glanced over at Aggie. “Did Aggie say something?”

      “She’s hungry,” I kind of lied. Aggie was always hungry, so she was bound to whine about it sooner or later.

      Aggie glared at me. “You know I can communicate with Pepper using the tablet.”

      A fact that annoyed me, since that was how they plotted against me.

      Thankfully, we were interrupted by the arrival of a six-inch man wearing a bowler hat. He apparated onto the counter and uncurled a scroll.

      “Good day to you, Miss Ryland. Chesterfield Hobble, at your service. I have your order if you’ll sign here.”

      A sparkly gold pen appeared. Taking it, I signed the bottom of the scroll and placed it on the counter.

      “Very good,” he said. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

      I held up Permilia’s list. “I was going to place an order for tomorrow’s delivery.”

      “I’d be happy to place it for you.” He held out his tiny hand.

      I was afraid one paper cut could sever a limb. But once the list was near him, he grasped onto it and the paper shrunk to his size. “Consider these items ordered. I will see you tomorrow.” With a tip of his hat, he popped out of view and a paper bag appeared where he had stood.

      “Oh. He forgot his pen,” I said.

      “He’ll be back tomorrow,” Pepper said. “That guy still freaks me out.”

      “He’s not that small in real life,” I said.

      “I know. Still a little creepy. What if guys shrunk down to that size and hid in small places? You’d never see them. It would be a whole new way to spy on women.”

      “She’s right,” Aggie said. “I’ve heard of male witches doing that before.”

      “What did she say?” Pepper asked.

      “She agreed with you.” Since I didn’t want to play translator with the two, as they most likely were going to dive into the seedy world of peeping toms, I took the pen and bag and brought them to the office.

      Placing the pen in the container on the desk so I’d remember where it was, I then opened the bag.

      The order mostly comprised of containers and packages to wrap healing salves and remedies. I found everything accounted for except the glass ball I needed for an anxiety remedy. Instead, only a black velvet pouch about the size of my hand remained.

      I picked it up, wondering if my order got switched with someone else’s. Since I didn’t know what the black pouch contained, I hesitated to open it. The one thing I learned about magic was that it was unpredictable.

      Bringing it to the counter, I asked, “Did anyone order this?”

      “What is it?” Pepper asked.

      “I don’t know. I’m afraid to open it.”

      “What does it feel like?” Aggie asked.

      I felt the contents through the bag. “Small, flat. There are quite a few of them. Hard.”

      “I bet those are runes,” Aggie said. “Those are safe.”

      Pepper abandoned the crystals. “I’ve never seen runes. What do they look like?”

      Since I had only seen them in my antiquated lesson book, I shook them into my hand. The energy that flowed from them tingled my palm. There were about two dozen of them, and they were made of wood. Each one had a symbol branded onto it.

      “Told you,” Aggie said.

      “What do you do with them?” Pepper asked.

      Aggie scratched her ear. “Some try to see the future, some try to find a solution to a question or problem, and there are some who use them for summoning.”

      I let Pepper know what Aggie had said and then asked, “What would people need to summon?”

      “Many things,” Aggie said. “Maybe you have a dead relative and you need to know where they hid their money. You’d summon them. And there’s a whole guild dedicated to the art of summoning demons, but you’d need more than runes for that to happen. You would need to be born with the gift for summoning.”

      For once, I was thankful I was born with the gift to heal. I knew for sure I would never use the gift of summoning. No demon or dead relative would be knocking on my door.

      My thoughts detoured to my mom. Maybe I’d summon her back. There were so many things I’d like to tell her. So many questions I wanted to ask.

      I returned the runes to the pouch. “I’ll let Chesterfield know we got these by accident.”

      “Wait,” Aggie said. “There’s no harm in reading your runes.”

      “I wouldn’t know how.”

      “I do.”

      “You know how to read runes?” I asked.

      “I’m smart as well as pretty. Come on. At least cast them for me. I want to know if a handsome tomcat is on his way.”

      “If you want to read them, go ahead. But leave my fate out of it. I don’t want to know.”

      “Not even about a certain Blackwood?” Aggie asked.

      “No. I think you two scared off Riven with that love beacon nonsense.”

      “A beacon wouldn’t scare that virile man away.”

      “Then how come I haven’t seen him since then?”

      “He’s busy chasing his delectable twin brother,” Aggie said. “I never imagined that much scrumptiousness came in a second helping.”

      Tall and muscular, with shoulder-length blond hair and dark blue eyes, both Riven and Caspian were identically handsome. The only reason I knew Caspian wasn’t Riven when he arrived at my store was because his energy wasn’t the same as Riven’s. While both had an abundance, Riven’s energy crackled while Caspian’s simmered.

      As soon as Riven had seen Caspian in my store, they both tore off. And then I destroyed the love beacon.

      I hadn’t heard from either of them since.

      Not wanting to think about it, I headed to the office to leave a message for Chesterfield about the runes. I was about to press send when Pepper called, “Witch alert!”

      I groaned, knowing Luciana Blackwood was about to step into my store. There was not enough time to shutter the windows and lock the door.

      She blew into the store like an ice queen. Scanning my shabby chic decor, she wore her signature haughty expression. Tossing her glossy black hair over her fur coat, she announced, “As the newly elected town square president, I must inform you that your window display is lacking.”

      “Hey!” Aggie said. “I’m the window display. And I draw tons of eyes.”

      Luciana glanced at Aggie. “Whatever she said, I don’t care. Having your cat in the window while she cleans her privates is not appropriate.”

      “It was only the one time,” Aggie argued. “Tell her to mind her own business.”

      “If you do not have an approved display up in twenty-four hours, I will file a formal complaint.”

      She turned to leave but paused, eyeing the velvet bag on the counter. “Careful,” she warned with a smirk. “In the wrong hands, those can be devastating.”

      With that warning, she left.

      Aggie hopped off her bed and waddled to the door.

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      “To do something inappropriate to one of her high-priced handbags.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Not this time. She was right. I do need to work on my window. And since the weather is keeping customers away, I think we should focus on that today.”

      “Fine,” Aggie pouted. “But if she comes in here to complain again, I’m going to use those runes to return her to the underworld where she belongs.”

      “At least it would be warm there,” Pepper said. “If I didn’t hate her, I’d go with her to thaw.”

      Shaking my head at the two of them, I took the runes and put them in a safe place until Chesterfield returned.
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      When my order didn’t arrive the next day, nor did I get a reply from Chesterfield, I called the online store only to find he hadn’t returned to work. My order had never been placed.

      Since I’d never had a service problem with Chesterfield, I chalked it up to him getting a stomach bug or other ailment. Most likely, I would hear from him the following day.

      I had been about to call Permilia to let her know they delayed her order when the bell jingled, announcing a customer.

      “The weather is better today,” Permilia said cheerfully. “I only had to put on one pair of long johns.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Pepper said as she clutched her coffee mug. “I put on two pairs and I’m still cold. Now my pants are too tight.”

      “It’ll be spring again soon enough, dear. I love what you did to the window. The hanging dried lavender is pretty. Makes me think of summer.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “I had enough on hand to make lavender bundles along with the sage. But I have some bad news, Mrs. Fairweather. The order will be late.”

      Her sunny expression turned drizzly. “Oh, dear. That’s not good. Perhaps I’ll contact Mr. Hobble directly. I don’t want to cut you out, but I’m desperate for those items.”

      “I tried reaching him. He’s not at work today.”

      “That’s not like him,” Permilia said. “I’ve known him for over a decade, and he’s never missed a day of work.”

      I shrugged. “I guess he’s human, after all. Maybe Aunt Winola has some of what you need at her store. She gave me most of her dry goods, but she might have a few things in her backroom.”

      “I better head over there.”

      “Before you go. Do you know of any witches in the area who might purchase runes?”

      “There is one person I know. Why? Do you need a reading?”

      “No. Chesterfield dropped off runes by mistake. Since I can’t reach him, I was hoping to find the person who ordered it so we can swap. I believe they might have my glass ball that never came.”

      “Well, her name is Lamia Woodbridge. She has that little place next to the liquor store.”

      Pepper gasped. “Madam Roselle?”

      I stared at Pepper.

      “What? I may have gone to see her once or twice. She’s fabulous. I never knew she was a witch.”

      “She’s not a witch,” Permilia said. “She’s a seer. One of the best. We’re lucky to have her in our little neck of the woods.”

      “Oh, then she wouldn’t have ordered from Chesterfield,” I said.

      “She has connections,” Permilia said. “You’d be surprised how many non-witches order from Chesterfield. If you see her, give her my regards. Her vision about my dandicrudes really helped. Well, I’m off to Winola’s.”

      Permilia hurried through the door and followed the shoveled path to the other side of the town square where Aunt Winola’s Sage Moon Candle and Oddities store was located.

      Ever since I took over the herbs and candles, Aunt Winola leaned heavily on the oddities, filling her store with bizarre items from around the world. In fact, she might have ordered the runes.

      “Can we go to Madam Roselle’s place after we close?” Pepper asked.

      “If I can’t get in touch with Chesterfield, we can go over,” I said. “But I don’t want her seeing into my future.”

      “It’s fun.”

      “It’s only fun if it’s good news. In the meantime, I’ll ask Aunt Winola if she bought the runes.”

      We were interrupted when a woman with a scarf covering her head walked in. “I’m looking for the healer,” she said.

      Pepper pointed at me. “That’s Ayla. She’s the healer.”

      It felt unnatural to think of myself as a healer when I still couldn’t properly use magic, but I was of the mindset to fake it until I make it. Plus, I had read about healing energy and how to harvest and release it. So, I smiled at the woman and asked what she needed. That’s when she took off her scarf, and I knew there was no faking it this time. Daisies sprouted from her ears.
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      I glanced dubiously at Madam Roselle’s Psychic Boutique. Located next to the liquor store and decorated with flashing neon signs, the squat converted home had scam artist written all over it.

      If Permilia hadn’t suggested Lamia Woodbridge aka Madam Roselle, I wouldn’t have stepped foot past the beaded threshold and into the 1960s love den of hell.

      I coughed at the pungent incense that burned in the small foyer. Judging from the many charred sticks left in the bowl, Madam Roselle needed an intervention.

      Since I wasn’t here for my tea leaves to be read or my future to be picked apart, I ignored my need to escape and waited with Pepper.

      “She might be with a client,” Pepper whispered. “She’ll come out, eventually. Should we sit?”

      The choices of seating were an egg-shaped bean bag or tasseled pillows on the shag-carpeted floor.

      “I’ll stand.”

      She shrugged and perched on the egg as it slowly flattened to the floor.

      “Pepper, how come you never mentioned Madam Roselle?”

      “You would tell me I’m wasting my money.”

      True.

      “And sometimes I don’t really need the advice of friends or family. Sometimes I just need a direction to follow.”

      “She gives you a direction?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Does she look into a crystal ball or are there cards and tea leaves involved? Exorcism?”

      Pepper tsked. “This is why I didn’t tell you.”

      “Sorry. I’m curious. It’s not like I can say psychics aren’t real. I didn’t even know magic was real prior to a few months ago. It’s just . . .” I gestured to the over-the-top cliché decorations. “It just seems like a scam.”

      “The decorations are for those who expect me to play the part of a gypsy,” a woman said.

      I glance back to find a woman in a flowing, paisley-patterned dress with tiny jingling bells on the fringes at the sleeves and hem. At least a dozen rings adorned her fingers, and she wore enough lipstick to paint my living room.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to disrespect your business.”

      She waved off my apology. “You are right. I play a part. One that amuses me. Hello, Pepper. Have you come to see me?”

      “Not for a reading,” Pepper said. “We wondered if you bought runes from Chesterfield Hobble. We got the wrong order and can’t get in touch with him to correct it.”

      “I haven’t purchased runes recently,” she said. “But I would love to see them. I have quite a collection.”

      I handed her the velvet pouch. She took it and peeked inside. “Interesting. Come in back. I’d like to have a closer look.”

      “Not to read, though. Right?” I asked.

      She studied me for a moment. “You are afraid of the future.”

      “No. I just don’t want to know it.”

      She grinned, revealing a silver tooth. “The future is never written in stone, my dear. But it would be helpful for when I do predictions. Futures can be wily things.”

      We followed her to the inner room, which was everything I imagined a psychic room would be. Heavy drapes, dimmed lighting, and a round table stationed in the middle of the room, covered with a cloth that charted astrological signs. The only thing missing was the crystal ball.

      She gestured to the chairs.

      When we sat, she opened the pouch and poured the runes onto the table. The energy tumbled with them as they came to a rest. Some of the wooden runes flipped with the symbol facing up and some were faced down.

      “Interesting,” she said as she peered closer. I noticed she did not touch them as she inspected them.

      “What is interesting?” Pepper asked.

      “I’ve seen many runes in my day. Some made from stone, glass, and bone. Many are made from wood like these are. But these were not mass produced from a manufacturer overseas.”

      Pepper leaned forward. “Handcrafted, then?”

      She nodded. “By a master.”

      “How can you tell?” I asked.

      “I am a seer,” she said simply. “I see things as they are. And these were made for a singular purpose.”

      “What?”

      “Summoning.”

      My insides withered at the answer.

      She glanced between Pepper and me. “Did either of you touch these?”

      “Would that be an issue?” I asked.

      She bit her bottom lip. “Yes, it could be. Did you touch them?”

      I nodded. “I wanted to see what they were. I only had them in my hand for a few seconds.”

      “Time does not matter. Not for these runes. They have imprinted on you.”

      “But I can return them to Chesterfield, and they’ll imprint on someone else, right?”

      She shook her head, her gold hoop earrings swaying with the motion. “They are now yours. And I must caution you, whoever commissioned these will be looking for them.”

      Pepper’s eyes rounded. “We can buy them new runes.”

      She shook her head again. “This is from the wood of a Vocare tree. Only one exists. It is fiercely protected because of its sacred energy. To get another cutting off the tree would be near impossible.”

      “What should I do?” I asked.

      She looked thoughtfully. “I can read the runes and seek answers for you.”

      “What’s the next option?” I asked.

      “Pray that the person who commissioned this doesn’t find you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Call him,” Aggie said as I paced my living room. “Blackwood will know what to do, and then he can protect you with all those rippling muscles.”

      I paused long enough to level her with a stern gaze. “I haven’t heard from him after the love beacon. He probably thinks I made the love beacon to trap him or something. I’m not calling him.”

      “Then I will.”

      “Aggie, let’s figure out a solution together.”

      “The coven meeting is tomorrow. We can hide out at Winola’s until the meeting and then get the girls involved. They’ve been dreary after your mom passing. This will perk them back up.”

      “No. It is bad enough that my mom died. I don’t want anyone else to die because of me.”

      “Your mom didn’t die because of you. She died protecting the world from Greylocke and Sterling.”

      I was thankful Greylocke would harm no one again. The Bureau of Magic and their archaic judgement system took care of him forever. But my father, Sterling Wraith, was still out there. His mission was to bring the world back to the age of the witches by killing those who had genetically lost their magical DNA. Murdering billions of regular people was not only insane and horrifying, but it would plunge the world into the dark ages.

      “Do you think my dad would have anything to do with the runes? He seems like the kind who would summon demons to kill off billions of people.”

      “Isn’t his gift cursing? If he wanted to summon, he would need to team up with a summoner to do that.”

      “You said there’s a summoners’ guild. Do they have a website?”

      She nodded. “Look up The Guild of Summoners. You’ll have to get on the MagiWeb to find it.”

      Sitting cross-legged on the couch, I pulled my laptop over and headed to the MagiWeb. My fingers tingled on the keyboard as the MagiWeb verified I was a witch before granting access.

      I typed in The Guild of Summoners and hit enter. Several listings came up, but there was only one official site. The others were clubs dabbling in the study of it or used for role playing.

      Clicking on the official link, a logo popped up. The silver flame flickered and then morphed into the guild’s title.

      I clicked on the information section. Established in 1471, the guild celebrates witches’ summoning gifts. Only those who can prove their gifts may join.

      “Aggie, if witches need to prove they summon demons to join the guild, does that mean there are demons running amok?”

      “You know I can’t think on an empty stomach.” Aggie rolled on the couch and sighed. “Isn’t it time for dinner? We put in a long day at work. The lady with the daisies coming out of her ears was a handful.”

      “It didn’t help that the daisies kept multiplying.”

      “That was a good hex someone placed on her.” Aggie smirked. “So, about dinner. Are we thinking salmon or shrimp?”

      “How about a BLT?”

      She groaned. “I’ll take double B.”

      I went to the kitchen, knowing Aggie would be no help until I fed her. “While I’m cooking the bacon, fill me in on demons.”

      As I dug out the pan, she said, “Most summoners will send the demons back. But there are a few who collect them.”

      “Collect them? Like a zoo for demons?”

      “Kind of,” she said. “The demons are branded and become slaves to the summoner.”

      I placed the bacon in the pan and turned on the burner. As I brought out the sandwich ingredients, I asked, “What happens to the branded demons?”

      “Most of the time, the demons are for show. But they can be used for stealing, brute force, and even to kill.”

      I supposed a person wouldn’t house a demon for domestic purposes, but it would have been a better answer than killing. And now I had runes that someone wanted for summoning. It made me want to destroy them, but that would make matters worse.

      The only good thing was that no one knew I had the runes. Well, other than Pepper and Aggie. They wouldn’t tell anyone. Oh, and Madam Roselle. And Chesterfield Hobble. A wave of uncertainty caught me.

      I took my phone from my pocket only to put it back. I would not bother Riven. If Riven wanted to talk to me, he
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