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Chapter One
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I chose to write my final senior paper on witches because I'd always wanted to be one. Oh, not the black-pointy-hat-with-a-broomstick kind, but a girl who knew spells that could make people happy. I'd undoubtedly be surrounded by classmates clamoring for help with lousy grades, bothersome siblings, or stubborn parents, not to mention their love lives. Popular sounded good at the moment, even if it resulted from notoriety. At least I wouldn't be sitting alone in the snow the Friday before Christmas break, eating PBJ on stale bread.

Five months. That's all I had left in the hell hole otherwise known as high school. Then I'd break free from everything and head for Louisiana State University, thanks to the free tuition perk offered to their professors. Not that I couldn't have earned a scholarship. I totally could. I had brains—so many that I had no social life. Who could love the girl whose test scores set the grading curve? 

Today I shivered under a maple tree in the school yard with fifteen minutes left before fourth period. Snowflakes drifted in the breeze, but the crisp air felt so wonderful I didn't want to head indoors yet. I decided I'd walk to the college library and do a little research on my way home that afternoon, even though my paper didn't have to be turned in until April. As a student already admitted for the upcoming fall, I could check out books whenever I wanted. I could also guy gaze a little. My tastes these days ran to mature college males too smart to judge females based on their willingness to put out. 

I wound up getting to the college library around four because I stopped at my favorite bookstore on the way in search of used volumes on witches. Since the Honda place had my car for repairs and Dad taught a southern history night class on Fridays, I planned on riding home with him after it ended at eight. That left hours for me to look over the books I'd found and get started making notes.

I'd been sitting at Dad's desk with my stack of materials about thirty minutes when I heard someone start singing in the next office. I recognized the lyrics. So Abner Carmichael, the world history teacher, liked One Republic. Who knew? I peeked through the connecting door to say "Hi" and tease him about it, but I didn't find him in the office. Instead, I saw a guy on a ladder, painting a high corner of the east wall—undoubtedly one of the students who worked on campus for tuition. I saw he had in ear buds, which meant an iPod and explained the music choice.

I watched him for a few seconds, appreciating his perfect size. Large, well-proportioned males always caught my eye. When this one turned in my direction, I jumped out of sight and returned to my books even though I really, really wanted to see if his front side looked as good as the back of him.

With fifty percent of my concentration still on the painter, I sat down and picked up a slim volume I'd found in a box full of old books at the bookstore. It looked ancient and well read. The hand-printed title, A Book of Spells, had caught my eye. And though it really wouldn't offer me anything I could use in my paper, I felt drawn to it.

I found a name written inside with what looked like a quill pen: Brigit O'Keefe. I found recipes for potions and charms, all meticulously written out by hand with lots of curlicues. I also found a list of magic phrases that looked like they might be in German. 

Feeling very Hermione Granger, I picked up a letter opener and waved it, badly mangling, I'm sure, the first words I saw. "Muskeln frieren."

Thud!

Before the floor stopped shaking, I stood in Abner's office looking for the source of that awful crash. I saw the student painter lying flat on his back on the floor.

"Oh my God! Did you fall off the ladder?"

He just lay there, looking up at me with blank brown eyes.

I dropped right to my knees and felt for a wrist pulse. Strong and steady. Noting he still gripped the paint roller, which dripped beige enamel on the carpet, I tried to pull it out of his hand. It wouldn't budge.

"Hey. Are you okay?" I shook him, only then noticing his rigid body.

Could this be a seizure?

Jumping to my feet, I dashed to Dad's telephone to dial 9-1-1. Just as I pushed the first number, my gaze landed on the spell book. With a gasp, I snatched it up. 

Muskeln frieren - a spell to bind the body.

I gasped. No stinkin' way! 

Abandoning the phone, I frantically flipped pages filled with faded, spidery writing. I skimmed each for words to undo the damage I might've just done, the whole time in denial.

In my panic, I found nothing.

"What do I do? What do I do?"

With my fingers pressed to my temples as if that might help me focus, I began pacing the floor. I had to help that poor guy—an innocent bystander to my maybe magic. In the middle of a turn, certainty hit me so hard that I collapsed into Dad's chair. My pulse pounded in my ears.

I, Rylee Collins, just cast a spell. 

Cast. A. Spell. 

Me.

But not on purpose, which made it an epic spell fail.

Worse, I didn't have a clue how to end it.

Near tears, I charged into Abner's office to look down at my victim.

"I am so, so sorry," I told him. "I swear I'll fix you...just as soon as I figure out how."

I thought of the pagan shop next to the bookstore. Though Ville Laveau was a small town, we had a very nice one. But then, what respectable town named after a witch wouldn't? Hoping I'd find it open with its creepy owner still inside, I decided to go there. But first I had to hide this dude in the closet. I couldn't let anyone find him.

Unfortunately, he weighed a ton, a downside to being so tall and nicely proportioned. It didn't help that he couldn't bend at the waist, elbows or knees. That left only one option: hiding him behind Abner's enormous antique desk.

My heart really hammered by the time I pushed the executive chair aside and dragged him back there. I turned off the light as I ran out the door, hoping that would discourage his supervisor or anyone else from looking in.

After snatching my dad's keys from his desk and my jacket and hobo bag from the coat rack, I drove to Katazina's Kauldron, a first for me. I'd really had no need of a pagan shop before tonight. The icy drive scared so badly that I could barely breathe by the time I burst into the shop. Or did I owe that to my predicament? Katazina took one look at me, came out from behind the counter, and flipped over the Open sign on the door. 

"Have you hurt anyone?"

"No, he's still—" I screeched to a halt. "How'd you know?"

"I can tell a fledgling witch when I see one, and magic always leaves traces. You're glowing."

Say what? I whirled around, looking for a mirror, and spotted my reflection in the front window. One peek told me she hadn't lied. My skin looked radiant, my blue eyes gleamed. As for my hair—my mousy, dirty-blond hair—azure streaks now highlighted the tendrils curling wildly around my face and neck.

Uh-oh.

My dad wouldn't like this one bit. As if that mattered now. 

"Can you please, please help me?"

"First I have to know what you did."

"Nothing...at least on purpose. I read some words I found in a book of spells."

"Say them to me."

I did.

Her eyes narrowed. "What did this volume look like?"

"Small." I formed the size with my hand. "Leather bound. Handwritten. Really old."

Now her eyes widened. She licked her black-tinted lips and gave me a strained smile. "Where is it now?"

"In my dad's office."

"I need you to go and get it for me." 

"You can't help me without it? I left that poor guy leaking paint on the carpet."

"I need the book first."

Though she still smiled, her emerald eyes sent a shiver down my spine. As for her demeanor, well, I immediately began backing towards the entrance. 

"On second thought, never mind." I yanked open the door and shot out of it to dart into a nearby alley, where I desperately tried to blend into the shadows. In seconds, Katazina appeared on the sidewalk at the entrance of it. In her white peasant blouse, long leather skirt and matching weskit, she looked really witchy. Her stiletto boots just added to the image. 

"I know you're hiding here. I see your trail. Come out at once."

I'd left a trail? Oh God. I could see it, too, now that I knew there was one. I frantically waved the air with my hand, trying to erase the cobalt smoke trail that twisted, turned, and led right to me.

With a heavy sigh, she pointed at nothing in particular. "Luce." 

Her finger lit up like a flashlight. I cowered deeper in the shadows and dirty snow piles, certain she'd see me behind the dumpster. 

At that moment, a calico cat jumped from the fire escape above me and landed lightly on its feet. Katazina clearly caught the movement from the corner of her eye. She whirled and redirected her beam. I heard her jubilant laugh.

"Well, well, well. What have we here?' She strolled toward the cat, which arched its back and hissed. Her soft, "Ferma," instantly silenced it. "Silly witch. Did you really think I wouldn't know you?"

My jaw dropped. She thought I'd turned into a cat?

How lucky could I get?

After scooping up that poor feline, she disappeared around the corner. I waited a couple of seconds before I came out of hiding and eased my way to the entrance of the ally. I peeked around the building just in time to see her vanish into her shop. Then I ran like hell for Dad's car. 

Forget her.

I'd gotten myself into this mess. 

I
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