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  Chapter One

Mandi


Deep, slow breaths. 
Visualize. Keep thoughts positive. 
The coven was meeting tonight in the astral realm, and Mandi was determined to make it. No one would have to take notes for her. She’d figure out how to separate her spirit from its mortal cage and fly through time and space to the purple tree with a starlit canopy and blue algae growing on its trunk. A place where the witches could discuss their private coven matters with confidence that no one, and no thing, would be listening in. The others talked about astral projection like others talked about breathing or walking. If that was the case, Mandi was the infant who hadn’t figured it out yet. A late bloomer, as Violet would say.
Blobs of color floated in Mandi’s vision, and she couldn’t help but feel resignation instead of excitement. That was how it started. Her usual sea of darkness, lit by strange, wavering clouds of color. Sometimes she saw faces, a random blip of an image, but she’d been blind too long for her subconscious to keep populating her dreams.
The colors faded. That was how it always ended. She’d enter a deeper sleep state, now. Her mind grew heavy and sleep crawled in, despite her fighting it. No astral projection. No flying over cities, no creating new worlds, no meeting spirit guides or coven sisters. No Sight. No one was sure why, but as a blind witch, Mandi seemed barred from the limbo realm. Why should one need working eyes to See the different planes?
The unmistakable sound of glass breaking shattered the nothingness. Shouting echoed as if from the inside of a tunnel, and a werewolf howled. Not Zeke. 
Footsteps. They came fast, the thudding, rustling, muted steps of several people running over grass. Panting.
“...Merry meet and Merry part and Merry meet again. You may all step forward and say a few words, as moved upon. I only ask that you respect the dead and each other in the utmost.” Violet’s voice drifted through the air. The words she would speak at a funeral. Fletcher’s funeral? Someone coughed.
Feet pounded and a sound like wings unfurling caught the air. 
Gasps and cries. A bellow came from the direction of the woods. Fire crackled nearby, but instead of heat it let off a strange, whispering energy.
Violet. What had happened to Violet? Were her other friends there?
“They’re dead!” a voice cried. It sounded like Honey. Honey was there. Mandi tried to speak, but her voice didn’t work. She reached out to touch someone, anyone, but despite the nearby voices her fingers grasped nothing. It was like she was there, but a ghost, only to observe with her limited senses.
It sounded like an action film, the battle scene, a cacophony of sound with no way to ground herself in what was happening. 
A dragon’s bellow split the sky. Mandi crouched, terror pounding in her heart.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hot air puffed into Mandi’s face. She woke, gasping and gagging, Zeke’s wolfish face right up against her own. Ugh. Werewolf breath. A heavy, comforting weight pressed into her side, and she reached her hands out, meeting thick fur. Her body relaxed as the dream bled away. She shoved Zeke’s head away, redirecting his dog breath.
“Just a dream,” she muttered. The terror took a long time to leave her heart. She must have been thinking of the funeral for Fletcher happening later that day. She still felt tired, indicating she hadn’t had enough sleep for it to be morning. She lay in bed, agitated that it was still early enough she couldn’t wake anyone up.
Unless...Violet could still be working. She had insisted on finishing her retrograde spells and excused herself from the astral meeting, though Mandi suspected her desire to be alone had to do with Fletcher’s suicide.
Mandi ignored the prodding sadness in her chest and flipped the covers off, wriggling away from Zeke’s sleeping form to avoid waking him. 
It was chilly in the room away from Zeke’s warmth. Mandi reached for her shawl on the hook by the door and wrapped it around her shoulders. The click of the doorknob turning caused the wolf to stir. The blankets rustled, and he jumped off the bed with a thud.
Mandi sighed. “Go back to bed. I’m just going to see Violet.”
He didn’t say anything. He couldn’t speak in his wolf form. Instead, he leaned firmly into Mandi’s side with a quiet chuff, insisting he come along. She wrapped her fingers into his fur; his back was up to her waist. His presence helped her steel her nerves. I’m telling her about a dream, is all. A dream where the funeral was interrupted by an attack and Violet had died. Mandi dug her fingers deeper into Zeke’s fur, adjusting her grip with sweaty fingers, and padded down the hall.
An indiscernible murmur came from the common room. Some of the residents were early risers or night owls. What time was it? Mandi listened, but it didn’t sound as if they spoke of anything important, and Violet wasn’t with them.
Zeke stopped. Mandi had forgotten to count steps, and they stood outside Violet’s door. She knocked softly, then pushed it open.
“Oh. Hello, Mandi.” Still awake, or had Violet gotten up early to finish her spells? Her voice sounded strained. Perhaps just tired.
“How are the spells coming?” Mandi kept her tone hopeful and curious, trying to lighten the mood before she started talking about death and dreams. Zeke panted, and she heard him lay down on the floor nearby.
“Something is blocking me. I feel opposing efforts trying to prevent me from forming these protective spells correctly. There’s a snag somewhere if I could just find it…” Violet rustled through papers, and jars clinked as she moved things around. The air smelled strongly of the sage she’d been burning to clear the energies of the room.
“Have you tried recharging your ingredients?” Mandi walked forward, stopping when her hand brushed the worktable. Her fingers roamed over the gathered stones, lightly touching each one. The other residents wondered how she did any “witch work,” being blind. It was hard to explain, but each stone’s energy resonated in Mandi with a different tone. Like a tuning fork. She could sense some of the more powerful symbols used in spells, as well. Herbs she’d learned by smell and touch, mainly, but they, too, had a subtle language she could sometimes hear or a signature to feel. For everything else, there was puff paint.
Mandi’s mouth stretched into a smile as she felt the raised marks on the page next to the spell casting. It was Violet’s idea. The witch’s version of braille. Mandi didn’t like braille; it had never caught on for her. But meaning flowed from the smooth surface of the puff paint, taking on the unique curves and lines of the symbols essential for spell casting, and Mandi understood each one.
Luckily, spellwork cast with puff paint worked as well as ink. Her coven made their own, and each batch was blessed and put into special plastic, pen-like tubes. The paint had to flow in a steady, unbroken stream. If the paint didn’t connect in any spot, the symbol was broken and wouldn’t do its job. In Violet’s miniature pentagram drawn on the spellboard, there was one line that faltered under Mandi’s fingertip.
Mandi found a puff-paint pen on the counter and gave it a squeeze to let out any air. A steady squirt bridged the troubled spot and a deep sense of rightness settled in Mandi’s gut.
“What did you do?” Violet demanded. Mandi assumed she would have been watching, but she must have been occupied somewhere else.
“Just straightened the paint. It feels better now.” Mandi rubbed her fingers along the length of the pen.
“It does, but it didn’t fix everything. Whatever I’m sensing…it’s like an attack, Mandi,” Violet said.
Mandi breathed in sharply. It was too close to her dream. “Wouldn’t your wards prevent an attack?”
“If it were coming from outside, yes.” Violet’s tone was hard-edged, her anger grating on Mandi’s ears.
The pen dropped from Mandi’s hand and rolled across the table. “It’s coming from inside? Who would do that?” Surely not any of her coven sisters. But a rogue…that was a possibility. She swallowed. “You need more help. We need more help. Another more advanced witch would…”
“We’re at the maximum number of witches allowed in a camp already. You know that.” The sharp edge of Violet’s voice cut into Mandi.
Mandi curled her fingers in on themselves. “I only meant…” She trailed off. She knew the rules. They weren’t allowed to even come close to the forbidden number thirteen. Thirteen witches could form a full coven, with exponentially greater powers. “I could help.”
“You? You’re barely a witch.” The sharp rethort came like a slap. Zeke growled from his corner, his claws scratching on the floor as he stood. He wouldn’t hold for any insults brought against Mandi.
Mandi’s lip quivered, and her hands formed tighter fists, arms quaking, but she didn’t unleash the hurt and anger on Violet. Violet was exhausted and stressed. She didn’t know what she was saying. Mandi held her hand up toward Zeke. He quieted, but didn’t lay down again.
Violet sighed, and her clothes rustled. Her hand cupped Mandi’s cheek. “I didn’t mean for it to come out like that. Forgive my harsh words. I’ve been meaning to talk with you about this for a while now. I always hoped you grow into your abilities and take over after me. We’ve all been expecting it. Only, you haven’t done that. You’re a strong woman with a brilliant mind for witchcraft, but I’m afraid your powers may be inaccessible after all. To lead a Naturalization camp, you must prove you can handle even the strongest witch that may come through here.”
“Are you saying…that I can’t do it?” Mandi’s heart plummeted. She’d studied and trained her whole life to be the kind of witch that could take over after Violet retired. At least at the camp Mandi would continue to do magic. What little magic she could. Mandi bit her lip.
“What I mean is, you’ll need help. Magical help. A werewolf is strong, but there are protections strength can’t provide. It’s too big a job for one witch. Even I have James.” Violet sighed. “This really isn’t the time for this conversation. I only wanted you to know so you didn’t feel so much pressure to take part in the coven meetings. I’m sure the council will consider a dual-witch partnership. Perhaps one of your coven sisters? Think on it.”
“I’ve had a vision,” Mandi blurted. “Like a prophecy, or something.”
The base of a jar slapped the wooden table, as if set down with a little too much force. “You don’t have to prove anything to me. And this spell has to be finished before Mars rises.”
“You’re always telling us to pay attention to our dreams.”
“Yes, as a way to practice for astral travel. We all have dreams. Hundreds in a night sometimes. They usually mean little.”
Desperation climbed inside of Mandi. Her throat choked up. She had to tell someone. “This one was scarier. More real than I’ve ever dreamt. You were in it.”
Violet sighed again, a bone-weary sound that made Mandi’s heart fall. “I don’t have time for nightmares. I’m living one. I have to meet with Fletcher’s parents in a few hours. Right now, the only thing I care about is finding the words to tell them their son is dead.” Her searing words made Mandi’s chest constrict. “Go back to bed, Mandi.” 
Panic rose in Mandi’s throat, and tears came hot to the corners of her eyes. “You died, Violet. You and James. And Drake, and there was fighting…” She trailed off. She did sound like a frightened little girl woken up from a nightmare. Maybe that was all it had been. Her fingers trembled as they twisted together in front of her.
Violet’s skirts rustled, and her herbal scent swirled in Mandi’s senses. Violet sighed again, and a heavy hand settled on Mandi’s shoulder. She rubbed her thumb in soothing circles, though it didn’t erase the fear from the dream.
“We cannot let our lives be ruled by the whims of an unknown future, or even particularly vivid dreams.” She went silent, and her hand fell away. “I have done much I regret in my time here. It will catch up to me eventually. It’s already begun, with IPC after me, looking for any reason to take me down and ruin this camp. With Fletcher.” A small sob broke from her, and Mandi’s own lungs squeezed tightly, pushing air out in a rush and struggling to draw again. Grief tightened its hold. Mandi’s head floated. She needed to sit down, or she might pass out.
Zeke nudged his cold, wet nose into her hand, grounding her. The urge to swoon stopped, and air expanded her lungs. Her heart still throbbed, but she remained upright.
Violet sniffed. “Get some more sleep. All will be well.” Her skirts moved again, and Mandi sensed the distance between them growing. Mandi wondered if she should press harder with the urgency she felt, but as she was about to speak again, Zeke’s nose pushed into her hand insistently.
“I know, I know.” Mandi ran her hand across his head until it rested in the usual place between his shoulders. They left the apothecary together and made their way through the quiet cabin halls.
Back in her room, Mandi flopped onto the bed, curling up and using her shawl like a blanket. A rather ineffective one. Zeke’s head brushed the back of her calves as he gripped the real blankets in his teeth and yanked them over her. Mandi smiled as he settled against her back. As long as he was in her room, Zeke remained in wolf form. Nothing stopped the gossip chain, but the others had only their imaginations to supply any lies being passed around.
She dug her fingertips into Zeke’s fur and sighed. She’d gotten used to the coarse feel and the steady way his sides expanded against her when he breathed. Mandi’s body felt tired, but her mind churned with worry. She wouldn’t fall asleep that way. She sat up, scooting out of the bed. Zeke chuffed quietly, questioning.
“Don’t worry. I’m staying in my room.” Mandi felt her way to the shelves holding various spell components. Simple things. Most everything was in the shared apothecary where Violet worked, and the younger witches weren’t allowed to keep the more potent items in their possession. Mandi had her crystals, which were barely considered magic by government standards. After all, they only saw pretty rocks. Mandi knew different.
She ran her fingers along the shelf, the different vibrations and tones from the rocks singing out to her, as individual as human voices. Labradorite, quartz, lapis, opal…Crystals decorated every surface in her room, and a giant amethyst stood sentinel in one corner. Its presence promoted positive emotion and guarded against negative influences, a birthday present from Violet and James. Mandi touched the tip of it and moved on to her dresser, where an ever-evolving collection of stones made up interconnected patterns.
Regardless of whether Violet took her seriously, or even considered her proper witch material, Mandi was going to be prepared. Crystals could guard, make one almost invisible to enemies. They could induce courage or cunning, inspire and protect. Mandi shuffled the stones on the wooden dresser, erasing the patterns she’d previously created. She picked them up one at a time and placed or discarded them, keeping her dream and Violet at the forefront of her mind, building a spell with her stones.
Spell-casting with crystals was not a taught form of magic. Other spells utilized the properties of crystals to enhance and support the magic, but few people knew that a spell could be cast entirely of stone. Mandi knew. She’d gotten to know the stones, and she knew at a touch when she’d chosen the right or wrong crystal for a purpose.
Violet needed mental support in the face of the attacks she felt from an unknown source. 
Mandi frowned, fingers passing over stones until she reached hematite. It buzzed beneath her fingers, not angry, but fierce. Mandi rolled it over in her hand, considering.
What had Violet meant about the things she’d done catching up with her? A lot of paranormals disagreed with Naturalization, and by all appearances, as a camp moderator, Violet was a supporter. She might have enemies among the rebellious factions out there. And Violet’s original coven had been destroyed, some members killed, others gone missing. Everyone had lost people during the first years after the Reveal. Was Violet still on some headhunter’s list from long ago?
Mandi could only speculate. Violet shielded her from the harsh realities of the past, and James didn’t talk about everything in his class; just enough to scare the residents into behaving and working towards Naturalization. For witches, that meant receiving a government assignment. You used your powers and knowledge to benefit their agenda, and you got to live in society. If you refused, the fate was prison or worse. Most witches signed on as parole officers that monitored other Naturalized paranormals. Some witches like Violet managed the camps. There was a camp in about half of the states, and more popped up every year.
She placed the Hematite in the center of a growing circle of stones. A pulsing warmth drew her to a small Dragon’s Eye. Described to her as a dark rock with hypnotizing bands of shifting red, it was a good choice against psychic attacks. Combined with obsidian…Mandi put both rocks in her palm and a reaction like a spark igniting filled her chest. She breathed a spell over the two rocks, strengthening the fire they created, and set them at the center of her circle. She focused on the love and care she had for Violet and imagined it winding through the stones, circling them, giving power to the spell. She sat back, sensing the motions of the energy as the stones spoke and interacted with each other.
Mandi was tired, but not ready for sleep. Her brain wouldn’t turn off. The old question of why she stayed at Camp Silver Lake despite having numerous opportunities to leave and find a steady job elsewhere, rattled in her mind. 
She told people she was after Violet’s job. Until tonight, she had meant it. But if Violet didn't think Mandi had it in her…Mandi gripped the edge of the dresser. Her heart constricted, and she swallowed the sensation, straightening up with a resolve to go to bed.
One of the troubles with being blind was that she had no visual cue to fall asleep. She had interrupted her sleep cycle to talk to Violet, and now her body rebelled, thinking it was morning. Mandi crawled under the blankets, shoving Zeke over, and buried her face in her pillow. It sent warm, stagnant air back into her face, and the sound of her breathing grew louder.
A nudge on her shoulder from Zeke woke her sometime later. Mandi rolled over, rubbing at her face, waiting for the heaviness of sleep to lift from her mind and limbs. She kept her face pointed to the ceiling, seeing nothing, as usual.
“Morning, Zeke,” she said after a final yawn. The energetic hum in the room was louder than usual, and it took her a moment to remember her work of the previous night. The crystal spell did its work from her desk, sending off waves of psychic armor for Violet’s protection. The amethyst in the corner had activated as well, and Mandi frowned until she realized it was working on her. A stuck sensation lingered in her chest after the conversation with Violet about Mandi’s future at the camp, though it seemed to be loosening with the work of the amethyst. Mandi thanked the stone in her mind and pulled the bedcovers off.
Zeke yipped his good morning, sounding muffled. Something dropped into Mandi’s lap, a ribbed material. She recognized the feel of one of her shirts. He nosed a soft skirt into her hands as well.
“You’re color blind. I don’t know that I trust your choices.” The long-standing joke never lost amusement for her.
The tell-tale click of the door and Zeke’s immediate bark from outside the door let her know that he’d given her the essential privacy. She got dressed and made her bed by feel, then combed through her kinky curls with her fingers. Today she wrangled them into a poof on top of her head and grabbed a grey woven headband from the dresser. There was a little bead woven into it, the shape telling her which color it was. Her coven sister Honey had made them for her. Earrings go next, a conservative dangling pair. She avoided the bright feathery ones she preferred, knowing she was dressing for a funeral.
Finally, she ran her hands along the desk surface until she found her wooden box. Opening the lid, her special collection of rare and powerful crystals and gems sang at her. More like a vibration beneath her fingertips, like a stringed instrument being played. These were the stones she’d taken greatest care to collect, unblemished and pure.
Her hand hovered over one, drawn by the sense of order that clicked in her mind. Labradorite helped soothe irrational fears. Were her fears irrational, though? Or would the funeral be impacted by some form of chaos as predicted in her dream? Even if it wasn’t as desperate as her dream indicated, it could be nice to have a stone that leveled her thinking. She rolled it in her hand, feeling it out, and her knuckles brushed another stone in the box. The second stone hummed, and the labradorite grew cold in her hand. She released it, seeking the humming stone. When she found it, the crackling of fire came to mind. Not the draining, energy-fire from her dream, but the comfortable sort she liked to curl up in front of with a blanket and a mug of hot tea. Fire agate.
That one inspired action, and the clarity of direction to do what needed to be done. It could repel energetic attacks as well. None of the stones would give her super strength or be much help in a fight. They were small tools but used well they could turn the tide of a conversation or situation, she knew that by experience. Perhaps her preparation would be enough that Violet and the others could see that she was capable of protecting herself, and that some day she could protect the entire camp. 
Mandi slipped the fire agate into her pocket. The next four stones came in quick succession, each one building on the last. Jet stone, for healing grief. Celestite, a soothing stone with a gentle vibration. Smoky quartz to hide her from those with ill intentions. And clear quartz, which would act as an amplifier for the other stones.
The crystals rattled together in her pocket, all five of them placed on her right side. She didn’t feel like separating them would be wise.
Hushed voices whispered outside her door. Mandi picked up the word “funeral.” She pulled on her socks and boots. Last but not least, she reached for the cane leaning against the wall beneath her lightswitch. She ran her hands along its length until she reached the subtle button switch and the seam partway down the handle. In a moment’s notice, she could extend the cane into a staff for physical protection. She had trained with it to have something besides her magic for self-defense. She felt better with its heavy weight in her hand and hopeful that she wouldn’t have cause to use it.
The conversation stopped when she opened the door. She stepped out into thick, tense air.
“Hey, Mandi!” Beckett said. Mandi smiled at the cheer in his voice, but her hand gripped the top of her cane extra hard at its falseness. She cocked her head, smile widening into more of a grimace.
Zeke cleared his throat, and the beads in his dreads clicked together. “Beckett was updating me on the funeral arrangements. I mean, it’s more of a memorial service, since there’s not...there’s no…”
No body. Mandi’s throat constricted with sadness, and she coughed to clear it before speaking again. “I’m sad to hear that, but not surprised. Everything else all right?” Mandi asked, holding her head cocked, giving the men a chance to come clean about whatever they’d been whispering. There wasn’t anything secret they couldn’t tell her—they were choosing not to tell her for reasons of their own.
The silence killed her. She knew looks and body language she couldn’t interpret were being exchanged. She reached into her left pocket to grip the Celestite for comfort. It was working, but barely. Mandi let her curiosity take over, suppressing the last of the slight irritation still trickling through her mind.
“Hey guys, don’t leave me hanging.” She kept her tone light.
“Sorry, Mandi.” Guilt laced Beckett’s tone. He was pretty good about not leaving her out of things, maybe because he knew what it felt like. Not many three-legged werewolves in the world.
Beckett cleared his throat and continued, “We’re trying to keep this on the down-low, but my patrol from last night showed increased rogue activity.”
The fire agate in her pocket pulsed like a shock against her leg. Mandi covered her pocket with her hand, feeling the low thrum of the activated crystal. She got the sense the crystal warned her of something coming. Mandi licked her lips. In conjunction with her dream, it did not bode well.
“We think they might try something during the service,” Zeke added.
“Zeke, that’s what I heard last night in my dream. I know Violet didn’t think much of it, but…it was like a prophecy.” An auditory prophecy. She’d never heard of such a thing, but why not? A shudder passed through her.
“I’ll talk to James. He can set up some extra warding where we’re having the service. Be ready to step in, he might ask the rest of the coven for help if Violet is still out of it,” Zeke said.
Mandi froze. “What’s wrong with Violet?”
“Violet had a breakdown this morning after Fletcher’s parents left. She received a phone call from a contact in D.C. and went off her rocker. James had to sedate her. Mildly. More like, put her to sleep because she never went to bed last night, and she was exhausted.” Zeke’s rambling made Mandi think there was more than he was saying. Why not tell her? She was one of Violet’s coven sisters.
Mandi spun away from Zeke and headed down the hall at a reckless pace, cane tapping staccato before her. No matter what Violet thought of Mandi’s abilities as a witch, Mandi was still her coven sister. She had to help.
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  Chapter Two

Mandi


“Mandi, stop! She’s not seeing anyone.” Zeke yelled. He jogged after her, catching up after a few strides. He put his hand on her elbow from behind. 
Mandi jerked her arm away. “I need to see her. I need to make sure she’s all right.”
“She’s sleeping,” Zeke repeated. “James will be furious if you disturb her. He didn’t put her under very deep, just enough for her natural sleep cycle to take over. She’ll be awake for the service in an hour. We’ll get you some breakfast, and I’m sure she’ll be down by then.”
“She needs me, Zeke.” Mandi slowed her stride, halting in the hallway. She felt someone brush past on her other side, a whiff of sea air wafting into her nostrils. Ian, possibly. The siren always smelled like the ocean.
“And you need your strength for today.” The tone of his voice was firm and unbending. Mandi didn’t like it, but she would concede for now. In her mind, she was determined to check on Violet as soon as she finished breakfast. She wove her arm through Zeke’s again. The smells and sounds of breakfast greeted her, growing as they entered the hall.
“Zeke!” Luis, a packmate, called out. Mandi smiled at the familiar hubbub in the kitchen.
Zeke’s voice rumbled in Mandi’s ear. “I’m going to get his report. I’ll bring you something, okay?” 
“Zeke, Mandi!” Honey’s gentle voice floated through the air. “Don’t worry, I’ve got her. You do what you have to do.” A cool hand cupped the top of Mandi’s and seemed to reach into her soul. She smiled. Her dearest coven sister had the power of empathy and the ability to pierce any clouded feelings and bring comfort or clarity.
“I’ll see you later, Mandi,” Zeke said. Mandi waved, trying to look in his direction and give him a reassuring smile. He was doing so well at appearing strong for everyone else, but she sensed that he held back the real flood of feelings.
“He’s a dreamboat, Mandi. The way he looks at you…Snatch him up before I do,” Honey said, leading Mandi to an empty seat. “How are you feeling?”
“Tired already.” Mandi set her cane beside her, leaning it against the table.
“I’ve drawn up some shielding for myself. You ought to do the same. It’s going to be a trying day for us all. Wait here, I’ll get us some bowls.” Honey’s warmth disappeared, and Mandi put her chin in her hand, leaning into the table and closing her eyes for a moment. She enjoyed the relaxation of letting her muscles go. 
After a moment, she sensed others sliding into the empty spaces across from her and breathed in the familiar scents of herbs and ink. The rest of her sisters had arrived. Dana, Meg, and Anita, the other witches of the coven besides Lilith, who was certainly filling in for Violet where needed.
Honey returned, greeting everyone. Dishes clinked in the air behind Mandi, and Honey guided her hand to the spoon. Mandi dug into the oatmeal. She focused on the hint of cinnamon in her food while listening to the chatter of her sisters.
“I hope you slept well, Mandi. It was a mess this morning,” Anita said. “Curses everywhere. We’ve been cleansing the front hall for most of the morning.”
“You could have woken me. I would have helped,” Mandi said. Did they all think her incompetent? She put her spoon down.  “What happened, exactly?”
“She went on a rampage. I saw the end of it,” Dana said. “I don’t think she got much sleep last night.”
“She said she felt like she was under attack when I saw her,” Mandi stirred her oatmeal. It was already getting cold.
“You talked to her last night?” Honey asked. She sounded crestfallen. “Then the spell to open your Sight didn’t work?”
Mandi shook her head sadly. “I drank the tea exactly ten minutes before bed, I double checked the stone circle we made. It was the same as always. Kicked out before I even got in. Thanks for trying. You have the best ideas, Honey.” Her friends had tried dozens of spells and varying totems, blessed and spelled and prepared with auspicious timing in conjunction with planetary movements, but none of them had helped Mandi project.
Honey sighed. “Couldn’t you sleep?”
Mandi described her encounter with Violet, and her sisters listened intently. “I can’t shake the feeling the dream was a prophecy, that it really might happen,” Mandi finished.
“How is your relationship with Violet lately?” Anita asked around a mouthful of breakfast. She paused and spoke again, her words more distinct. “I mean, dreams are more about the person dreaming than anything real.”
“I think what Anita is trying to say,” Dana said, “Is that it could be prophetic. But more symbolic. Or it could be an expression of your own inner turmoil.”
“She brushed it off. Like I was a child having a nightmare.” Mandi swallowed. Tears pricked her eyes when she thought about what Violet had said. Barely a witch. Perhaps it was more about her relationship with Violet than she thought. She took a deep breath. “She’s been busy with the retrograde protection spells and doesn’t want my help. Why did she insist on doing it alone?”
“She is under a lot of pressure. Maybe Dana’s right. You’re feeling distant from her, even angry. The dragon and all the fighting could represent your growing anger and resentment. You’re afraid your relationship with Violet is coming to an end. I mean, it makes sense. She’s like a mother to you.” Honey threaded her arm through Mandi’s, and Mandi grabbed her cane before standing. What she said made a lot of sense. Mandi should have grabbed the labradorite to calm her unreasonable fears after all.
“I guess I hoped by now she might see me as more of an equal, and less like a student,” Mandi said at last as they moved together towards the door. Everyone muttered a quiet agreement.
The back door to the cabin opened. Airborne water prickled on Mandi’s skin. The mist chilled her, and she wished she’d brought her shawl. Shoes rustled through the grass. Another stone activated in Mandi’s pocket—no, two of them. Jet and smoky quartz. Her neck tingled, and her ears strained for any sound of running feet, of panting, of a dragon’s roar…She shook her head and released the impression of her dream, focusing instead on the low murmur of voices drifting across the field.
The respectful whispering didn’t reveal who was present. Tone was difficult to discern from a whisper.
“Is Violet here?” Mandi asked in a hushed voice.
“No,” Dana and Honey answered together. A thick lump formed in Mandi’s throat. Should they go look for her? Did she need help dressing? James was probably already with her. Mandi opened her mouth to suggest they go make sure, when a collective sigh rippled through the group, the tension breaking. Footsteps drew up to Mandi’s left, slow and even.
“There she is,” Honey said.
“She looks terrible,” Anita whispered. Several people hushed her.
“Sisters, thank you for being here.” Violet touched Mandi’s arm in passing. Had Violet finished the protective wards in time? Mandi tried to feel for them, but the tumultuous grief energy bouncing across the gathered circle of mourners scrambled her senses.
Without any preamble, Violet chanted the death rites. James’ baritone voice joined with hers, rising and falling in the muted air.
“By the Air that is Her Breath
By the Fire of Her bright Spirit
By the Waters of Her Womb
By the Earth that is Her Body
May the circle be open, but unbroken
May the peace of the Goddess be ever in your heart
Merry meet and Merry part and Merry meet again.”
Mandi’s heart pounded. The words from her dream. But she didn’t hear any panting or running. She rubbed her sweaty palms on her skirt, brushing against the stones in her pockets.
“You may all step forward and say a few words, as moved upon. I ask that you respect the dead and each other in the utmost.” Violet went silent. No one spoke. Someone coughed. Mandi fidgeted with the stones in her pockets, rolling them around and around, her agitation growing.
A roaring sound split the circle, like a helicopter or an airplane passing too close overhead. But Violet’s wards were too good for that, so it couldn’t be…
Several screams split the air, and a whoosh of air struck Mandi’s face. Fire crackled, the air zinging with an electric-like energy. Screams erupted. Two hands pulled back on Mandi’s arms.
“Something’s happening, Mandi. We need to leave, now.” Honey, voice strained and quivering, tugged on Mandi’s arms again.
“What’s happening? What is it?” Her voice sounded panicked and foreign to her ears. Her dream. It was real. And if it was real, then the fire crackling in front of her with no heat meant…
She sensed the presence of another person stepping in front of them.
“Violet and James are dead. Get inside, now.” Zeke, voice gruff. There was brokenness there, too. “You have her, Honey?”
“I do. Come on, Mandi.”
Violet and James are dead. Mandi staggered, using her cane to support herself. Fire agate throbbed in her pocket. The sounds of fighting carried across the field. Violet and James prostrate on the ground, burning in a fire without heat. Whoever killed them could be back there on the field. Why was she running away?
Mandi pulled out of Honey’s arms. Despair and anger surged in her, the Fire Agate igniting a strong desire for action, for retribution. She turned away from the cabin and faced the field. From the sound of things, a full battle had broken out.
Honey tried to drag her back. “No! Mandi, you can’t. It’s too much. There are rogue wolves and vampires, and Drake is somewhere out there Mandi, I can feel him.” She broke off, a sob in her voice.
Mandi pressed a button on her cane, holding it out before her as the end shot out, turning the cane into a staff. She spun it in her hand. She couldn’t do much with the crystals in her pockets except draw strength from them. Residents weren’t allowed to enact spells they could fight with, but at least Mandi wasn’t entirely helpless with the staff in her hands.
A roar reverberated, and the ground shook with the stride of a large animal. The roar from her dream. Bear-shifter? Mandi gripped her staff and crouched to center her weight.
A massive paw smashed into her chest, and she flew backward, losing her cane and crashing hard into the ground. The chaos of battle around her amplified, then quieted, as if someone fiddled with some universal volume dial. Her head rang, and her ribs throbbed with each breath.
No. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. Mandi propped herself on her elbows, head swimming, trying to get a read on where the bear would charge next. The thudding on the ground warned her, and she screamed, bracing for impact, helpless without her cane.
“Zeke!” His name flung from her lips without thought. The bear-shifter rolled her with ease, her body flipping over rocks and grass, burning her skin as she skidded to a stop feet away. She was a pile of useless bones and sinew. It wouldn’t take much to break her apart.
And then Zeke was there standing over her, the warmth from his furred body and the strength of his rage surrounding her as he snarled at her opponent. Zeke. Her fingers brushed the fur on his side, pressing in to feel his muscles quivering, preparing for the attack. His back legs kicked at her, scratching her, but the meaning was clear enough: run.
Mandi couldn’t run, but she could crawl. She scooted out from beneath him and army crawled, limbs and ribs screaming at the effort.
A bellow rent the sky, rattling the ground with its ferocity—the rogue dragon-shifter, the one she had seen in her vision. Mandi tucked her head under her arms, measly protection against the flame-breath she was certain would come any moment.
“Powers that be, listen to me. Cease at once.” A clear voice rang out from somewhere in the back, louder than humanly possible. Mandi recognized the voice of Lilith. All sound and vibration stopped. Her own limbs were immobilized, frozen in the desperate throes of escape. Lilith’s command quivered in Mandi’s veins, a power she couldn’t counteract. Footsteps drew nearer to where Mandi laid prostrate on the ground in a mid-army crawl position.
“This is no way to treat your brothers and sisters.” Her voice slid over Mandi like water, cooling the heat of her panic, and the adrenaline racing through her limbs subsided. She was suddenly tired. Part of her brain said she should still be afraid, she still needed to run, but it was growing quieter and quieter. “We should work together in this time of distress. I will release you, and you will separate into your own groups without lifting another violent hand towards one another while I meet with the pack leaders. You may send one individual in for medical supplies.”
Her voice turned away from Mandi, opening in a chant. “Powers that be, listen to me. Release at once.” A whoosh of air, accompanied with a loud swishing sound, passed through the field. Thuds echoed around her as those caught in mid-leap fell to the grass. Such simple words, but Mandi knew it was more than just saying them that caused the power to activate. She rolled over, wincing as her wounds screamed, and when no impending attack from the bear shifter ended her, she allowed air to fill her lungs and release, breathing through the pain. Someone bumped against Mandi’s side, and she flinched.
“It’s me,” Zeke spoke hoarsely. He’d shifted into human form. She sensed that he sat up, leaning over her. His hand braced her head, stroking over her hair.
It felt nice. His warmth, his touch, his…What was she thinking? She was delusional. She gripped his arm, halting the path of his hand and clinging to him. A whimper. Had that come from her?
“I’m sorry, Mandi.” His voice cracked. “You look...does it hurt?”
Mandi’s resolve not to cry crumbled. How bad did she look? “Yes,” she managed to say. She sniffed, and his scent filled her nostrils, a mix of sweat and almonds layered beneath the dominant dog-like smell.
“Lay still. I’ll go in and get supplies.” He stood. Mandi wanted him to come back, to stay with her.
Lilith’s voice broke over the field again. “Zeke and Drake, come with me to the cabin. All others tend to the wounded and have patience. I hope we can come to an arrangement that will please everyone.”
Mandi squeezed her eyes shut. This couldn’t be happening. Rogues had attacked the camp. They must have killed Violet and James. How could Lilith sound so calm?
Zeke’s hand pushed down on her shoulder. “I will be back.” Then he was gone.
Mandi clung to Zeke’s promise as her body shivered uncontrollably. Her breathing increased, coming in rapid gasps. Surely someone would notice her. Surely she wouldn’t be left alone to die.
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  Chapter Three

Mandi


Honey sucked air through her teeth and the crystals clacked in her palm. 
Mandi laughed. “Lighten up, Honey. It’s not surgery.”
“You should be having surgery. Be glad you can’t see this. Shouldn’t we be adding spells to this? I thought crystals were just for amplification,” Honey said. The cool surface of a jasper stone whispered over the skin on Mandi’s knee. Heat instantly blossomed there, increasing circulation to the wound.
Mandi sighed, relishing the warmth and relaxation that flowed through her.
Honey laughed. “I’ll gladly rub rocks all over your body if it will get you well,” she teased.
Mandi laughed, then winced and put an arm to her ribs. “Ah, that hurts.” She sucked air in through her teeth. “Crystals do so much more than support spells. They can be the spells.”
The crystals clinked again. Mandi closed her eyelids. She could sense the stones in Honey’s hand. Mandi had picked them out. Three stones left. Only one was needed to finish the healing cycle that Mandi orchestrated through Honey. She hurt too much to place the crystals herself, so Honey had offered.
One of the stones flared, and Mandi flinched. “Not that one.”
“I barely touched the rose quartz. It’s a healing stone, isn’t it?”
“All of the crystals in your hand are. That’s why we chose them. But we need the master healer to tie this all together. Clear quartz,” Mandi insisted.
“They’re both quartz,” Honey muttered, but she was good natured and picked up the clear quartz. It thrummed, and Mandi’s pulse quickened.
“Can you feel that?” she asked. “The rightness of it?”
“It seems a little warmer?” Honey’s voice lilted up at the end, like a question. She put the stone on Mandi’s chest. Click. Mandi’s body responded immediately, vibrating with a forceful energy that meant that they’d done it right. The right stones, in the right order, their magic flowing through her body and speeding up the healing of the wounds inflicted by the bear shifter some days ago.
Mandi shoved those thoughts away hard. It still hurt. It would hurt for a long while. She knew from experience that grief never fully went away, it just dulled a bit and became bearable. A memory of pain, rather than the fresh emotional wound she faced now.
Violet and James were dead, as her dream had predicted. If she’d been a stronger witch, maybe Violet would have heeded the prophetic nature of her dream and been prepared to face whoever had taken her life.
If Mandi had been a stronger witch, she wouldn’t be laying wounded in this bed, and the rogues wouldn’t be making themselves at home upstairs, welcomed back as residents as if nothing had ever happened to make them leave. They were dissenters, disrespectful of authority, and looking to turn every little thing into a fight, but Lilith seemed to have them in hand. For now. What did the future of the camp look like filled with 
A rap came at the door, and Honey answered it.
“Honey!” Lilith’s clear, cheerful voice carried into the room. “How is she?”
“More alert than last time you visited,” Honey replied.
Mandi didn’t remember the last time Lilith visited. The witch probably wanted to talk to Mandi about the camp, which meant talking about James and Violet. Emotions roiled beneath the surface. Violet was supposed to retire, leaving Mandi in charge of the camp with Zeke. But she hadn’t retired. She’d been killed. And Mandi had never gotten a chance to prove that Violet was wrong; that she could, in fact, manage the camp despite her limited abilities.
Honey’s soft hand touched Mandi’s where it rested on the bed. “Do you feel up to talking, Mandi? Lilith needs to discuss something important with you.”
“I’m tired,” Mandi replied. She didn’t have to pretend to look exhausted. Anyone who saw her still gasped at the appearance of her bandaged leg and ribs, except Honey and Zeke, who took turns at her side and were used to it by now.
“It’s rather important, or I wouldn’t have disturbed your healing,” Lilith insisted.
Mandi shifted her shoulders, relaxing the tension building there, and focused on the thrumming of the crystals where they rested on her body, noting the signature of each. They would all need to be charged after this.
“Are you hungry? I could get you something to eat,” Honey said. “I’m sure you’re sick of me by now. Talking to Lilith will be a nice respite.”
“I’d never tire of you, Honey,” Mandi said with a smile. “I guess some food would be good.”
Mandi heard the door close. Lilith’s presence lingered, a sort of vibration that Mandi would recognize even if Lilith’s perfume weren’t so distinctive.
“That’s quite the arrangement you have there. It’s creating quite a powerful energy.” Lilith’s weight bounced the bed as she sat down. Mandi hardly felt it with the stones working their power.
“Crystals are as powerful as anything if you know how to use them.”
“You have a gift.” Silence passed between them. Lilith cleared her throat. “That is, in fact, what I came to speak with you about.”
“My crystals?” Mandi asked.
“Not exactly,” Lilith paused, as if considering her choice of words. “What did Violet tell you was the reason you cannot travel in the astral realm? The reason your spells often need shoring up, despite years of study and a precision of execution the rest of us envy?”
Mandi waved at the words, wishing the motion would take away the pain they brought with them. She swallowed the block of hurt that rose in her throat. “She, uh, always said it was the fever. The one that took my vision. She said it crippled my abilities somehow, that I might never…that I should be grateful because it made me less of a threat to those who wanted to harm me.”
Lilith tsked. “I suspected as much. People say the most ridiculous things when they’re envious.”
Mandi’s brow furrowed. “Envious? Violet didn’t envy me.”
“Listen.” Lilith moved up on the bed and took Mandi’s hand in her own cool, soft ones. “I know this is difficult to hear so close to the tragedy. But our coven needs a leader, and I think it ought to be you.”
Mandi gasped. Her hand pulled away from Lilith’s grasp. “How could you think such a thing at a time like this? Violet was murdered less than a week ago. We still haven’t found the culprit. And I’m the last person who should be leading the coven. I can’t even walk!”
“My dear, that’s hardly the measure of a witch or warlock’s ability to lead a coven. You have unimaginable power, untapped, hiding in the depths of your soul. Violet was frightened, understandably. Too frightened to help you release it. Oh, of course she pretended. She tried things to placate you, gave you books, allowed your friends to help you. But she led you on a wild goose chase, knowing full well what was needed to give you access to the astral realm and your abilities.”
Mandi tried to let the idea sink in, but the words wouldn’t penetrate her pounding heart, the heart that had learned from and adored her mentor. Could Violet have withheld her knowledge all these years? Tears pricked the corner’s of Mandi’s eyes and she used her thumb to rub them away.
The vibration of the stones laid across her body diminished. Their charge had nearly run out, their healing power spent. The pain lay in wait, a low throbbing that should remain bearable for a few hours.
“I believe,” Lilith began, her floral scent wafting over Mandi as she leaned in. “That you could be among the most powerful of witches, if given the right opportunities.”
“Why not one of my sisters? They are stronger. More able. Why me?” Mandi gestured with frustration. The whiplash of negative energy sucked the stones dry, and they stopped thrumming. Mandi dropped her hand down on the blankets and turned her head toward the wall.
“Because you, my dear, understand what it is to struggle. What do your friends know of that? They have it easy in comparison. They are kind girls, but they pity you. Coddle you. Keep things from you. Have you noticed?”
She had noticed. Especially lately. Even before the battle at Fletcher’s funeral. They claimed they could handle it, that they didn’t want to bother her, but could it be something else? Could they actually believe that she would weigh them down? That she held them back? That they needed to treat her like a child?
She turned her face back to Lilith.
“I can see what they have closed their eyes to. You have untapped potential that will someday rival us all.”
Mandi’s breath caught in her throat. “You think so?”
“I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t mean it.” Lilith’s tone held a sincerity that Mandi couldn’t deny. “The way I see it, you just need a nudge…but it will take more power than we currently have. I’ve sent for some help. A few friends who owe me favors. They will get here before the next full moon.”
Mandi squeezed her eyelids shut, trying to visualize it, to imagine a world where she had the power to do anything, where the others looked to her for guidance, rather than looking to see how they could best keep her safe.
Mandi nodded once, firmly. “I’ll do it. I’ll lead the coven.”
She could hear Lilith’s smile. “Wonderful news. I’ll continue as liaison between the various camp factions. I think that would be best, especially while you regain your strength. Don’t you think that would be best?”
Mandi hesitated. “Lilith? I’m not entirely sure how to lead a coven. I’ve never done this before.”
“You’re a natural leader, Mandi. But if you have any questions, I’d be glad to give what guidance I can.”
“Why aren’t you going to lead the coven? You’ll still be part of it, won’t you?”
“Of course I will. I’m not going anywhere. But running the camp and leading a coven are more than one person can handle. You saw how Violet got in the days preceding the…incident at Fletcher’s funeral. She ran herself ragged. She was in no fit state to protect herself, or anyone else for that matter. I’m not going to make the same mistake. No, I don’t desire to be the most recognized witch in the room. I’m happy to pass some of that off to you.” Lilith patted Mandi’s shoulder and chuckled. Then her tone changed.
“If I’m to be fully honest, I’m also concerned for our future. Tom reported the recent deaths to the International Paranormal Council and requested back up in the form of a Supernatural Task Force Squad. He disappeared immediately after, obviously knowing that his actions would have repercussions for the camp as a whole and not wanting to be held responsible for any more deaths.”
“Deaths?” Mandi gasped. “Would it really come to that?”
Lilith’s tone lowered. “I’m afraid so. The response from the government was clear. They will use any force necessary to subdue and capture the residents here for relocation. We cannot allow this to happen. We must be willing to act first, even if those actions seem extreme or strange. Will you help me to convince them and be a voice of reason in these trying times?”
“Of course,” Mandi said. “And your friends, when they come, will they help me expand my abilities?”
“They will indeed. And who knows? You may eventually receive your heart’s desire. A full coven can do many incredible things together. The lame may walk. The blind may see.”
Mandi’s hands drifted to touch her eyelids. A smile worked its way onto her face.
“I’m so glad we made time for this chat. I see us doing great and powerful things together, Mandi. History-making things. Now, I have to go attend to my duties. Would you like to tell your friends about your new role, or should I?”
“I’ll tell them,” Mandi said in a daze.
Lilith patted her shoulder one last time, then left the room.
Mandi collected the stones Honey had placed on her in a pile on the bed as she processed what had just happened.
She’d been made the leader of the coven. Without fanfare, without ceremony. Was there usually a ceremony? Violet hadn’t been one for throwing parties or participating in silly rituals. She held a brief initiation for each witch that came to Camp Silver Lake, so they felt welcomed and a part of something even if it wasn’t a proper coven, and even though they would be expected to serve the government the rest of their lives.
A knock interrupted Mandi’s thoughts, and by the heavy way the hand fell on the door, she knew it was Zeke.
“Come in,” she said, surprise
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