

    
            Chapter One 





			Oriana

			Rain drizzled beneath a cloudy March sky, the perfect weather for witchcraft. I grabbed a candle and a lighter from the mantel and headed toward my laundry room, which doubled as a mudroom. After zipping my coat up, I stuffed the glass-encased candle into one pocket and slipped the lighter into the other. For my last order of business, I pulled on my paw print rain boots, a necessity for country-living in Washington State.

			The rain boots, not the paw prints. Though the design made them my favorite boots.

			I had gifted myself the boots when I first bought this property, before the months of building permits and the well and sewage installation began. Next, I wanted to get a dog to slosh in the puddles and tromp through the woods with me.

			One goal at a time. That’s how I got through the shocking realization that my whole marriage had been a sham.

			One goal at a time is the only way I survived my hellish divorce. It’s also how I promised myself I would stay single, by focusing on my list of personal goals.

			Cold, moist air swished across my face as I stepped from my back porch onto soggy grass. Every evening I made this trek out my back door and into the relatively unknown. Every evening I explored a different portion of my land. I had walked my whole property before I bought the place, but not in this way, not in a slow search for my tree—the being I’d build an altar around, where I’d meditate and seek centuries of wisdom from a rooted friend.

			With my new life came new decisions, and without my own seat at nature’s table of guidance, I didn’t feel equipped to move forward. Yes, I had bought a house and moved without a wise tree to guide me, but I had other means of counsel: the coven sister, Serene, who I had lived with while waiting for my house to be constructed…my psychic, therapist coven sister.

			It was time to lean on my own understanding of the unseen, my specific modality when working with energy.

			Less than a year ago, on my thirtieth birthday, I ripped myself from the life I had always known to start a new one.

			I also found my first gray hairs, but we don’t need to talk about that.

			It hadn’t been easy by any stretch of the word, but living freely gave me life. I was in a home I had picked, the finishing touches all chosen by me, right down to the earth-toned rock-tile housing today’s fire for me to warm up to once I finished my tromp through the woods.

			I smiled inwardly at my recent accomplishments. So far I felt at home in my new mountain town of Cedarsprings. The people were friendly, and my coven sisters were closer than family. Now I just needed to find the tree on my property who would give me guidance.

			I headed northeast, through the clearing around my home, and into thick woods. Maybe today would be my day. Mist dampened my skin, and I smiled at the scent. Crisp. Clean. I had already tried twice before to introduce myself to who I thought would be my guiding tree. Both times, I hadn’t even finished my meditation before the tree let me know we weren’t a good match.

			Nothing like being rejected by a tree.

			Not that the feeling of rejection hadn’t become its own fuzzy blanket of familiarity these days.

			My first job interview in Cedarsprings was tomorrow morning, and receiving a grounding treatment from a tree bright and early in the morning would bring my interview game to a whole other level of charming professionalism. My coven sisters had offered to employ me part-time to do secretarial and energy healing work for their businesses, but I gratefully turned them down. I wanted to do my own thing. I had lived too many years under the watchful gaze of someone I had a personal relationship with, and I didn’t intend to keep that trend going. So, during the months I had lived with my coven sister and waited for my mobile to be pieced together, I completed a yoga training course.

			That was my grand plan to stay independent. I would get a part-time job in town for insurance and a steady paycheck, while building my very own yoga healing practice.

			Of course, I hit a snag after I’d gotten settled into my mobile and realized that, as a Washingtonian, practicing yoga outside in the fall, winter, and spring was probably the most foolish idea I had followed through with since getting married. One rainy class of no-shows nixed that whole idea. And it would be a year or more before I could afford to hire a construction crew to build an all-season yoga studio so I could offer indoor classes. My savings had suffered a quick death when I bought this land and home of mine.

			Thus, my morning interview with the local school district to fill a paraprofessional job posting at Cedarsprings Elementary School.

			I slowed my pace as I neared a grouping of trees. It appeared as though each trunk chose to grow in just the right spot to create a nearly perfect circle of evergreen friends. I stood in the center and spun on my heel, taking in each and every plant being around me. My heart swelled with appreciation for everything. All of it.

			Yes, pain and uncertainty and the aftereffects of abuse still hung heavy across my shoulders and forced tears from my eyes at random moments, but what lived around me, what stood before me, were my dreams made reality. And no amount of circumstantial pain could erase that.

			My focus narrowed in on a midsized evergreen. I silently walked to the base of its trunk, where I knelt until my knees pressed into the soft, damp, pine needle–covered soil. I pulled the candle and lighter from my jacket pockets and lit the flame to set it between the trunk and me. Closing my eyes, I slowed my mind and absorbed the sounds and shifts in the breeze around me. I exhaled and sank deeper into a state of relaxation.

			My brow loosened. My jaw slackened. My breaths grew deeper, longer. I imagined roots growing from beneath me, into the soil. My legs tingled with relaxation and connection to otherworldly things, unseen energies coexisting in the forest.

			“This is not your tree,” a woman said not so softly from behind me.

			My eyes sprang open. In my attempt to jump up and face the intruder, I nearly toppled headfirst into the tree. My candle fell over, snuffing out the flame and spilling drops of melted wax onto wet pine needles.

			I spun to face a woman taller than me with a lean build, high cheekbones, and long red hair cascading down her shoulders. I didn’t need to slow my mind and focus my energy to feel the power almost vibrating off her. What kind of being was she?

			“This tree,” the woman said, motioning to the tree I’d gifted with spilled wax, “is young and sickly. She’s not your tree.”

			“I don’t mind its age,” I argued.

			It occurred to me I was disagreeing with a stranger about a tree. Human or not, she was still a stranger on my private property. “And who are you?” I asked, a more important piece of information to gather.

			“Whether or not you mind, this tree is in no shape to access wisdom from the roots of the older ones, enough to guide you,” the woman answered. “She’s busy just trying to get enough nutrients from them to survive. It’s been a harsh winter for her.” The woman looked past me. Her eyes softened as she regarded the tree, as though she was laying eyes upon a rosy-cheeked child in bed with a cold.

			“Who are you?” I repeated, fascinated by how this woman’s energy cascaded across her body in much the same way as a deeply rooted tree’s. I saw her energy as though it was a tangible thing. This woman had swirling energetic branches growing from her shoulders, and roots from her ankles and feet, in a way that seemed to pulse with a symbiotic connection to the nearby plant life.

			I placed my hands on my hips and stepped aside enough for her to get a full view of the evergreen I’d just hoped to connect with. “And how do you know so much about the trees here?” I added, which was code for Why are there energetic branches growing from you?

			Her attention snapped from the tree and landed on me. “I’m huldra,” she answered. What looked like tree bark rose from her pores and crawled up her skin, from her wrist to her elbow, as though she was proving her point. As though she was physically confirming my third eye’s sight of her treelike energy.

			I appreciated the confirmation. Huldra are one of many sects of folkloric women who were created by their Goddess, to have her abilities, many years ago. The huldra were created by Freyja, the succubi by Lilith, the xana by Danu, and the list goes on. All these sects together are called Wild Women.

			“I’ve heard of you,” I answered. I didn’t add how I’d heard of her kind. They’d basically started an uprising of Wild Women, beings witches had believed didn’t exist on this continent. They knew there were groups of Wild Women scattered throughout the world, but they were like the other secret sects of folkloric folks—free and incredibly private.

			According to my coven, when the Wild Women in this country began their uprising, my covenmates had felt a stir of energies coming from western Washington, then the whole state, and then the country. A sudden feeling of anxiety, of the unknown thing approaching their reality. Of course, my coven didn’t realize there were literal groups of women so oppressed. They were oblivious to the Wild Women’s existence in the state until the women burned the whole Hunter establishment to the ground.

			If my coven had known, they would have helped.

			It was before my time in Cedarsprings, but according to my coven sisters and the coven ghosts, the day the Wild Women burned it all down was one hell of a revealing day.

			It was then that my coven learned Hunters, our archenemies, had been operating under their proverbial noses. That the Hunters had traded one mode of oppression—religion—for another more modern way to control Wild Women, through the government. Though their ideals hadn’t changed. They still saw themselves as chosen by God to eradicate evil from the world. And what did they deem evil? Any being who opposed their perception of what their God wanted, especially powerful female beings who refused to hand over their unique abilities and livelihoods to be controlled in the name of a male God.

			“Huldra,” I finally stated when it all started clicking. “Aren’t you the women who guard the trees? Listen to them?”

			“My name is Faline,” she answered. “Faline Frey. And yes, we are guardians of the forests, descendants of the tree women, created by the Goddess Freyja. Our foremothers live in the trunks of the oldest and wisest trees in the world.”

			Half responses spun in my mind. I muttered an incoherent question that even I didn’t fully understand.

			The name Faline sparked a memory, but not a very strong one. I had heard the uprising began with a Washington huldra, one who’d been stolen from her clan, and another, her sister, who’d led the fight to get her back. Was Faline one of these two huldra?

			“I’ve come to see the new witch of the Obsidian Falls coven, as per my ancestor’s direction,” Faline said.

			“That would be me, Oriana,” I answered. “But what can a witch do to help a huldra? Witches use our connection to nature to shift energies enough to make things happen…or not happen. But you’re already strongly connected to nature.”

			Faline shot a gaze to a leafless blackberry bramble tightly woven around and between two trees and gave a quick, short nod.

			A toddler with dark auburn hair and round brown eyes ran to Faline and clutched at the huldra’s jeans-covered calves. She reached down to pick up the little one and rest her on her right hip. “This is my daughter, Friday,” Faline explained. “I was told you need to meet her.”

			“Told?” I asked, unable to hide my smile from the girl, despite my irritation at her mother feeling it appropriate to enter my land without my permission. Not to mention, I had a tree guide to locate before my interview tomorrow.

			“She is the first of her kind,” Faline said, stroking her daughter’s chubby cheek with nothing less than awe of the pure little being. “There have been Hunter and Wild Woman hybrid children before, although they were created and trained for war…” She looked off into the woods for a moment before settling her gaze back upon her child. “Most were killed, and those who weren’t still suffer intense trauma.” She sighed and kissed her daughter’s head. “Friday’s father is a Hunter and Wild Woman hybrid—one of the few who survived. With me being huldra, she is the only Hunter-huldra-xana in existence. I work with plants, but she is potentially able to work with water, sound, and much more than beings with roots. She needs someone able to work with multiple elements and energies at once.”

			I studied the child closer, the glint of knowing in such a young one’s eyes. The green energy of a fully balanced heart chakra emanating from her whole being pulsed with each heartbeat.

			She lived love.

			Never had I encountered someone who embodied love. And I used to work with children on a daily basis—children are the closest beings we have to those who embody love.

			“Xana are connected to pure bodies of water, right?” I asked, making a mental note that I needed to brush up on my Wild Women facts. I knew Danu created them, so I decided I should start by learning more about the Celtic Goddess of nature and wisdom, the mother of the Tuatha Dé Danann people.

			Ages ago, the Wild Women and the witches worked together. The Wild Women were a huge umbrella group made up of smaller all-women, folkloric sects who connected physically and energetically to nature. Witches were also a huge group made up of smaller all-women covens who could bend the energy of nature. In fact, when we witches were being called out and burned at the stake by the same people who’d been secretly coming to us for herbal tinctures and blessings, the Wild Women stood at our defense.

			They bravely fought by our side, even during many of the Inquisitions.

			But when the power-hungry switched tactics and used propaganda to incite fear of witches in the minds of the human masses, there was not a lot left to do but hide. That was back during the last round of Inquisitions. When humans were used as weapons against us, there was nothing we could do but scatter for survival.

			From what I had heard, the Wild Women and the witches hadn’t communed since.

			“Yes,” Faline answered, “the xana are connected to pure water and pure love. Their songs can cause the listener’s heart to bubble over with either the listener’s own good intentions or bad. Bad intentions can kill the person housing them.”

			Faline gingerly touched her daughter’s lips and gave a smile. The huldra’s tough exterior cracked open each time she set eyes on her child. “But you haven’t found your voice yet, have you?” she said through a smile to her little girl. “And it’s a good thing too. Sometimes Mama’s intentions aren’t so pure.”

			The little one nervously nuzzled into her mother’s chest, uncomfortable with being the center of attention.

			So I took the attention and placed it on me.

			“How can I help?” I asked.

			“You have a unique set of skills,” Faline said. “After my ancestor told me to find you, I did a little research.”

			“I went to school to be a paraeducator,” I answered without thinking. “And I’m also a certified yoga instructor. Oh,” I added, “and a witch, through both practice and genetics.” Because there was a difference.

			“You’re not just any paraeducator,” she said.

			I cocked my head in question.

			“You work with special-needs children, with a preference for those with behavioral difficulties.”

			“Yes,” I answered, “but I highly doubt a xana would have a tendency toward disrupting class and hurting their peers.”

			“A huldra and a Hunter would,” Faline said with a smirk.

			And suddenly it occurred to me, in the way that an aha moment smacks you upside the head and temporarily removes all social politeness from your mind.

			“Your ancestors didn’t send her to me because she’s huldra and Hunter,” I said, spilling words from my mouth the moment they came to mind. “They sent her because she’ll soon fight a raging battle within her—a battle of light and dark, of good and evil. Much the same way a human child manifests behavioral problems when they struggle to reconcile their light with the horrific darkness they’ve seen of adults. They must exist in a constant state of conflicting realities. Acting out is how they release the tensions that build up inside on a continual basis.”

			I thought for a moment as the pieces of my mental puzzle fit into place. “I’ve seen human children who act out when these types of difficulties swirl inside, and it’s not pretty. I can’t imagine the destruction a powerful child like Friday could do.”

			Faline’s forehead furrowed as she drew her lips into her mouth.

			I had offended her.

			But I had also spoken the truth.

			So we stood there in the forest, not talking, while she swallowed down her pride and I waited to allow the truth of my words to sink in. I didn’t mean them in a negative way, only in an honest way. How she took my truth would determine whether I could work with her in any context.

			I gave her a moment.

			When her shoulders slackened, I continued.

			“Parents tend to think that discussing their child’s struggles is picking on their child. And with the wrong person, it can be. But not with me, not with someone who only wants to help children lessen those struggles. But to lessen them, we need to teach them how to cope, and to know how to cope, how to overcome, we need to unearth all the potential pitfalls and the causes for those pitfalls. We need to know what they are overcoming to know how to do it.”

			I put my hand in front of me, palm up, and raised a ball of pink light into existence. The energy of healing love hovered above my palm, its varying shades of pink weaving into itself, ever moving. The light, which grew to about the size of an orange, illuminated the darkness around my wrists and forearms with a light pink hue.

			Friday turned from her mother’s chest to take in the sight, as though she could not only see it, but she could sense it as well. Her huldra mother didn’t seem to notice I held anything, but the xana surely did. My chest filled with a new warmth. I couldn’t wait to work with this special little girl.

			“So then you’ll work with her?” Faline asked, her tone serious.

			“I will,” I said. “It would be my honor.”

			“And what would you require for payment?” Faline asked. She clearly wasn’t sure if she liked me or not, and I really didn’t care.

			I concentrated on the ball of love energy and thought of different shapes to shift the pink energy’s form. A heart, then a pyramid, then an evergreen. Friday smiled.

			“No payment necessary,” I responded, then thought better of giving my services away for free. I had a huldra asking what she could do for me. “Tell me which tree on my land is my teacher.”

			“No,” she stated, as though I was asking too much. “Your request is for them to answer, not me. It wouldn’t be right to speak for them in that way.”

			“Okay,” I said, thinking about the connection between balance and consent, embarrassed I’d suggested such disrespect to my teacher tree. It needed to accept me on its own, in a way I understood. The connection needed to be personal. “I can’t think of anything I need…other than a yoga studio. But that’s way too much.” I refused to take advantage of a woman in need.

			“Done,” Faline said, turning on her bare heel and heading away from me. Friday rested her cheek on her mother’s shoulder and reached for my pink heart-shaped ball of light as she was carried away.

			“I’ll be in touch,” the huldra said as she made her way deeper into the woods, her back to me, before disappearing into the woods, into the night.

			





    
            Chapter Ten 





			Sarah

			Once, when I was little, I woke from the most serene dream. It had taken place in the woods, which wasn’t a huge deal seeing as we Hunters’ daughters were familiar with nature in the way someone highly allergic to flowers is aware of the flora in their area.

			Basically, we weren’t taken to the woods to hunt animals and play war games like the boys I’d grown up with, but we were given limited access to the sinister secrets of nature, how many unique and terrifying ways a helpless little girl can die by the hand of Mother Nature.

			As a girl, that alone, the deadliness of nature, is what drew me to it. What had been meant to deter me only spurred a secret obsession. Each time I stepped into the woods—which was less often once I’d reached a marriageable age—a sense of aliveness filled me. They weren’t just trees I gazed up at in awe. They were beings capable of the worst torture, able to be manipulated by huldra. Whenever an eagle flew overhead or a hawk, I didn’t only see a great bird. I saw the cousins to the Harpies who could swoop down without notice and slice me open with one talon.

			The woods belonged to the Wild Women—hell, nature was the Wild Woman’s playground and sanctuary and home. She was nature and nature was her. One could not exist without the other.

			So when the sensation of what I can only explain as the cleanest, warmest, most comforting water seeped into my being without a drop of liquid…I melted. It was as though an ache I’d held buried inside made itself known, and a soothing liquid-free water acted as balm to reach in and pull out my desire to know more, to explore this thing called nature. Had this been what Oriana meant when she’d asked if she could pull energy through me?

			Had I just experienced her witch energy?

			I lay on the couch in Oriana’s dark living room. Her forced-air heat clicked on and off, announcing its stop and start with bangs and clangs behind the wall nearest my head. That wasn’t what was keeping me up, though, while the rest of the house slept. A more worrying question scratched at the edges of my thoughts, and I pushed it back. I much preferred reliving the way Oriana touched me with those magical hands, the way she seemed to see into me, accepted me.

			But if she saw into me, then did she see my Hunter? Growing up, it was always the boys who were talked to about their inner Hunter as a separate and equal part of who they were. Girls were never included in this, but tonight I felt my Hunter deep within, opening her sleepy eyes.

			Had the witch meant to bring this monster out? Had nature intended to do it? Was that the cost of connecting with nature, to be splayed open and have light shined into the darkest and most hidden sides of yourself? I pondered the thought a while, only breaking long enough to be jarred by the heater turning on and off.

			I should have felt fear or at least tension. My body knew that was supposed to happen, my mind continually reminded me of it. But Oriana’s energy still flowed through me.

			I sat up on the couch. Clock hands ticked in the darkness. That was what woke up my Hunter, wasn’t it?

			My heart sped, but not toward any impulse or worry. It sped with knowing. And was that excitement? I smiled to myself. The presence of Wild Women had never physically affected me.

			Well, I mean, I was attracted to women, so clearly there was a reaction around Wild Women, but never from my inner Hunter. Now, a light thrum of electricity vibrated from inside, almost a stretching and flexing. My Hunter. She felt Wild Women in the house.

			I knew Faline and Shawna posed absolutely no threat, but my Hunter seemed to wonder about them from a place of foggy confusion. This should have scared me, the disorientation and sudden desire to question my friends who slept down the hall from me, but it didn’t.

			Something I hadn’t realized was missing finally returned. A part of me I never felt belonged suddenly clicked into place and made me feel whole for the first time in my life.

			Talk about an aha moment.

			Shame trickled through me, following close behind my excitement and nearly catching up to engulf whatever positive emotions blossomed within. The more I concentrated on my Hunter, the more I felt her—the way she paced inside, clearly trapped in a home with Wild Women and unsure how to proceed.

			I found my gaze focusing on the hallway. Wild Women slept behind one of those doors. Dangerous Wild Women.

			I silently slapped my hand over my mouth and shook my head. No, I couldn’t think that way about my family, about the women who had supported me and given me their shoulders to cry on. But my Hunter had no ears for that sort of love and loyalty.

			I peered at the darkened screen on my cell phone and thought to shoot Marcus a text, something along the lines of Oh crap, help. I reached for the device and pulled back suddenly, as though an unseen force smacked my hand away.

			What could Marcus say to help? What could he do, not being allowed on witch property?

			Nothing. He could do nothing.

			Panic set in.

			What if Oriana hadn’t been able to tell I was a Hunter because my Hunter had stayed hidden, even from me? And now she wasn’t hidden. Now she stretched and yawned and wiped the sleep from her eyes. What would she see when she fully awakened? What would she insist upon? What would she do?

			“Sarah,” a voice whispered, as quiet and powerful as the wind.

			I stood at the ready to defend myself. But I said nothing. Confusion and fear and anger taunted me from the edges of my mind, none showing themselves enough for me to bat them away with some logical explanation.

			“Sarah,” the voice said again, this time at the end of the hallway leading to Faline’s room, where she slept with Shawna and Friday.

			I rushed to the Wild Women’s door to press my ear to the faux wood.

			Nothing.

			“Sarah,” the voice repeated, as though the mouth speaking my name did so from an inch in front of my face. Fear played with my senses and rattled in my legs, demanding I run. This time, though, I didn’t react. I listened.

			Definitely female.

			And definitely taunting me. But why?

			I waited for her to call my name again, sing it in a teasing game of catch me if you can. I filed through my memories of different types of Wild Women and which were able to throw their voices or play games with the mind and ears. A list came to mind, but the only Wild Women I knew of that were capable were friends of mine or friends of Faline’s. They wouldn’t taunt me, or lurk around this temporary territory of Faline’s without a courteous heads-up.

			“I asked you to stop.” The words were not mine. They came from a witch on the other side of the house, Oriana.

			Before I realized or even thought to move, I stood outside her door, listening for signs of a struggle, or basically any reason to burst through her bedroom door. Silence.

			And then, sobbing.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven 





			Sarah

			My hands clenched as I stood outside Oriana’s bedroom door, as I shifted my weight from one foot to the other and back. I didn’t know what to do. Go in and announce that I’d heard her crying…and then what?

			No. I shoved my hands in my pajama pant pockets and paced a three-step line, back and forth, back and forth, in front of her door, which faced the dining area and kitchen. Her bedroom wall separated her from the couch I had been sleeping on. I could just go back and rest and listen for her on my side of the wall.

			Except nothing in me allowed me to leave this spot. I had to stand outside her door like a guard. The more I got to know Oriana, the more I wanted to make sure she was happy, she was safe, she was comfortable.

			I had felt something similar for my found family, my Wild Women friends, but not to this extent.

			I sensed no other physical being in the home, and yet everything in me knew Oriana was in real danger and needed me now. No. No. She was alone, in her room, maybe voice texting or something. Yeah. That was it.

			Except as much as my mind insisted on logic and reality, my heart and everything else in me refused to get on board. Oriana was upset, and I could feel it in my bones. She didn’t deserve this. She deserved happiness and joy and kisses and hugs…and me.

			No. What?

			My thoughts tripped over themselves for a quick second before Oriana’s quiet sobs brought my focus back where it belonged. To the woman behind the door.

			But where had this sense of protection come from? It doubled by the minute now, and yet I hadn’t known her more than a day or two.

			At least I had enough sanity left to make a mental note to text Marcus in the morning—being a female Hunter had very quickly become more than I knew how to handle. Especially since getting off the ironically named vitamins.

			“You promised, though, Steven. You promised.” Oriana’s defeated voice shook me.

			I couldn’t stop myself. And frankly, I didn’t want to. Didn’t she deserve someone to give a crap? Didn’t she deserve me to give a crap? Didn’t she deserve me?

			In one silent jerk, I whipped open the door, imagining I would find some masked man in Oriana’s bedroom, pushing himself on her. Instead, I found her propped in the center of her bed, in the dark, hunched over a cell phone, its light illuminating her face, a sheen of tears covering her cheeks. She barely looked up, as though she only had enough energy to move her neck slightly. Her blank yet pain-stricken eyes found mine and pleaded silently for respite.

			I glared at the phone. In the place of the name of whoever she spoke with on-screen, I read Do Not Answer.

			Not a good sign. More like a sign that read Danger, problems ahead.

			A problem I intended to fix.

			I leaned toward her slowly, and as my hand neared her phone, she only watched. We both knew my next move was for the better.

			In one quick easy tap, I did what it appeared she couldn’t. I hung up on whichever bastard thought they could talk to Oriana like that. She still held the phone tightly when I slipped my hand over hers and waited for her to loosen her grip, for her to let it fall into my palm. If he called again, I didn’t want her having to know. I wanted to save her the stress. If she let me.

			Keeping my fingers in place under hers, and trying not to get caught up in the way hers felt so natural over mine, the way her skin belonged next to mine, I lowered my body to the bed and sat in front of her. The two of us faced one another on her white comforter, staring into eyes and hands clasped, and hovered around a phone. She only stared and I only waited.

			Until a thought occurred to me. “Are you deciding whether or not to let me?” It was as though I could feel her desire to allow me to help her, but also her fear, her hesitance.

			Knowing—or was it the shock of being seen?—flashed in her eyes, and she released the phone into my hand. In an instant I tucked it behind me and slid it into the back pocket of my flannel pajama pants. I considered getting this asshat’s phone number from her phone and possibly seeing why he thought it was okay to make someone like Oriana, someone caring and selfless and so beautiful, cry. Only a monster would think that’s all right. And didn’t Hunters handle monsters?

			But I needed to keep focus on Oriana. The bastard didn’t deserve preferential treatment. She did.

			“Will you tell me what happened?” I asked as gently as I could, the tenderness forced to squeeze out and around the angry Hunter inside set on tracking down Oriana’s monster.

			I waited through the quiet moments in the dark room. For the first time, I looked around. Even if I had the abilities of a Hunter male, I wouldn’t be able to see in the dark. But my eyes had adjusted enough for me to make out a painting of the moon phases above her bedroom window, and a Pride flag draped along her wall like a tapestry.

			Finally, she spoke in a hushed tone as though we’d be heard. I had no doubt if a Wild Woman was up, we were being heard. Oriana may have known that too, but something about her tone spoke more of fear than privacy.

			“I know what he’s doing,” she whispered. “My brain knows.” She shook her head. “My fucking heart, though. Fuck my heart.” That last part had an edge to it I didn’t much care for—dark and hurting and tougher than she looked comfortable being.

			“He’s not worth ignoring your heart for,” I found myself saying.

			“He’s not worth following my heart, either,” she muttered sarcastically.

			I thought back to those times all I wanted was for someone to crack open my heart and peek inside, see the pain and offer to hold it for me, offer to help carry the load and sort through the crap pile of emotions and confusion alongside me. I considered my years of longing for a trust so secure, a love so genuine, that they would know when to draw near, when to hold my aching heart and give me a respite.

			I couldn’t be sure where all my considering left me, but I did know one thing in that moment: Oriana’s heart was a frontier, vast and deep, that beckoned my exploration.

			“What does your head know about him? About all of this?” I asked.

			She gave a nod and took a cleansing breath. Clearly it was easier for her to talk about what she knew than what she felt. “Steven has NPD.”

			I used her pause to ask, “What’s that stand for?” Mental health wasn’t exactly a priority in the Hunter community. Feelings lied and therapists were quacks, said the men with raging control issues and the women with Stockholm syndrome. That one I did know. The huldra had mentioned it a time or two to describe the dynamic between my mother and father.

			She didn’t look away from the comforter. “It stands for narcissistic personality disorder.”

			“So he’s incredibly self-centered?” I asked. “That would make sense for the middle of the night phone call.”

			She smirked, but not for any kind of delight. “I wish.” She shook her head. “Actually, I don’t wish because then I’d probably still be with him, and I never want that again.”

			God, I wanted to ask her what that meant, wanted to know more about what she looks for in a mate, but that was my own selfishness wondering. I stuffed those questions down and kept the topic on her, helping her unpack twisted feelings and thoughts.

			“If he was just selfish, he’d just be a narcissist or have narcissistic tendencies,” she continued. “But no, he fits the requirements for an NPD diagnosis. He literally can’t self-actualize. Others may assume he can with what he says and because it’s normal human behavior to be able to, to some degree. But he doesn’t even comprehend what it truly is. Anything he says with depth or empathy is only regurgitated sayings he’s heard from others. He figures it’s what people want to hear.”

			She quieted again, as though she was retreating into her thoughts, so I pulled her out to continue with one word. “Okay?”

			She exhaled. “He has delusions of grandeur, which is another big indicator. In his head, he deserves the best of the best, and not because he’s earned it in any way, just because he’s him.”

			“Did he consider you the best of the best?” I asked, curious.

			Tears streamed down her face at my question.

			Regret washed over me. I shouldn’t have asked that. “I’m sorry,” I said.

			She placed a hand on my knee and held it there while still peering at the ground. “No, it’s okay. He did consider me worthy at first. It’s what they do. It’s called love-bombing. The best way I’ve heard people with NPD explained is that to them, the world is a play they wrote with characters they cast. If they find a person they believe can fit the part, they’re excited to basically find another piece of their puzzle, what’ll make them happy, someone who fits into their narration.”

			She pulled her hand back, and her voice changed only slightly, but enough for my Hunter to pick up on. “But none of their characters are people to them, so when they start to see you won’t fit perfectly into their story, they begin to devalue you and end up discarding you. For some it’s a year-after-year cycle of love-bombing, devaluing, and discarding.”

			“Was it like that for you?” I asked, my
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