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      Alex discovers she is heir to a goddess’s creation ... and the goddess needs her help to save it.

      

      When a Crossroads Keeper dies, Alex inherits a legacy in a supernatural world she never knew existed. A surprise fireside chat with the goddess Hecate awakens Alex’s magic and binds her to a Crossroads as its Keeper.

      The wily goddess paints a rosy picture of Alex’s new life, explaining that her oath-bound Keeper duties are merely those of a supernatural traffic cop. She’s in charge of overseeing the comings and goings of the gods, supernaturals, and even ghosts who use her Crossroads to travel the ley lines.

      While the work sounds pretty tame, Alex quickly discovers that being a Crossroads Keeper is actually more of a learn fast or die kind of job.

      When nightmares powerful enough to kill plague her dreams and undead creatures from the Underworld use the Crossroads to bring chaos to her community, Alex realizes she must put her new Keeper powers to the test … or die trying.

      Aided by her magical Familiar, a feisty poodle with good looks and a bad attitude, and Conor, a too-sexy Hellhound Barghest shifter, plus a posse full of quirky supernaturals, Alex takes the fight to the Underworld, where she and her team must defeat a dark goddess and end her plans for world chaos.

      Mythical Greek gods, quirky supernatural creatures, a newbie Crossroads Keeper, and a sassy, snarky ... and magical pink-eared poodle battle the forces of chaos in this urban fantasy series filled with adventure, humor, a smidge of romance, and newfound family ties.

      

      Join my VIP Reader’s Club newsletter for the latest information on upcoming releases, bonus content, discounts, and more.

      For more information about my books, along with purchase links, please visit my website at: www.samanthablackwoodnovelist.com
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      MAIN

      

      Alex Blackwood - San Antonio Crossroads Keeper and main character. She’s new to the supernatural world and more powerful than anyone knows.

      

      Conor - Hellhound Barghest shifter and Guardian of the San Antonio Crossroads. Friends with Maia and Vinnie and wannabe boyfriend to Alex.

      

      Demeter - Greek goddess and one of the Crossroads creator triune. Also Persephone’s mother and Hecate’s best friend.

      

      Hecate - Greek goddess and founding member of the divine triune that created the Crossroads several millennia ago.

      

      Larry the Kibble Guy - Magical Familiar and Alex’s partner. He looks like nothing but a small white poodle with fluffy pink ears, but don’t let that fool you. He’s got a very smart mouth and a metric crap-ton of magical power.

      

      Maia Blackwood - Alex’s aunt and the former Crossroads Keeper, until her untimely death. She may be just a ghost, but she has Alex’s back.

      

      Nyx - Mega-powerful Greek goddess of Chaos. Mother to the Fates and grandmother of the Oneiroi. Has an evil plan or three.

      

      Persephone - Greek goddess and one of the Crossroads creator triune. Demeter’s daughter and Hades’s wife. She hides a sharp mind behind her pretty face.

      

      Vincent Ianotti - AKA Vinnie the Vampire. Former New York mob boss. He turned his life around when he was involuntarily turned. Maia and Conor’s friend and Alex’s honorary uncle.

      

      MINOR

      

      Abel Housemann - Vinnie’s right-hand man and leader of his blood harem. Looks like an angel–but most definitely isn’t one.

      

      Alan Allman - Half Fae, but you wouldn’t know it. Maia’s lovelorn love interest, as well as her attorney.

      

      Billy the Squid - Ginormous supernatural squid who lives in Sylvan City’s massive lake ... when he’s not tentacling around town in his favorite cowboy hat. Member of the supernatural posse.

      

      Charon - Ferryman of the Underworld’s River Styx. Has his eye on a certain Greek goddess.

      

      Crazy Sam - Cowboy ghost from the Wild West. And yes, he’s pretty darn crazy, but a good ghost, at heart.

      

      Chris Fernwood - Earthbound Fae. Widower. Conor’s best friend ... until he isn’t.

      

      Grenoble - A goblin with a sad past. Followed Maia home from a French Crossroads. Larry’s best friend and partner in crime.

      

      River Trolls - Greta O’Connor: Runs her family’s funeral home. Grumpy, grouchy, but braver than most. Gina O’Connor: Greta’s sister.

      

      Hades - Greek god. Persephone’s husband. A bit of a goober.

      

      Helen Grimby - Wannabe Crossroads Keeper. Alex’s mother and Maia’s older sister. A nasty piece of work.

      

      Henri - San Antonio Crossroad estate’s marvelous French cook.

      

      H.H. Holmes - Revenant. A really, really bad dude.

      

      Leonard Allard - Revenant. Was a French police officer in the 1800s. Executed for a murder he didn’t commit. He’s back on Earth in a resurrected body and determined to do good.

      

      Morpheus - Greek god. One of the Oneiroi, a triune of gods with power over the unconscious. God of nightmares. Up to trouble.

      

      Queen Elizabeth I - Ancient Tudor ghost. Friends with Maia. Leader of the Crossroads ghosts. More than a bit of a royal snob.

      

      Rafe - Hellhound shifter and Conor’s cousin. He’s a big help in the Underworld.

      

      Talon Grimby - Necromancer mage and Alex’s father. Dead, but definitely still up to something … and it’s not good.

      

      Tyre - Indigo Fae warrior. Protector of Crossroads and Keepers.

      

      Sundry other bit players.
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      Conor lay on the Crossroads courtyard in front of the small Greek-style temple, covered in sweat and groaning softly. His body writhed in a tangled mass of limbs, his skin bare and human in some spots and covered with thick fur, black as midnight, in others. While his throat was now human enough to groan instead of whine, his snout was still present, razor-sharp teeth very much in evidence.

      My, what big teeth you have, mused Vinnie as he bore witness to his friend’s suffering. Hesitantly, he touched the soft fur on Conor’s back haunch, wrinkling his nose at the overwhelming smell of dog, human sweat, and the magic of the shift. “You alright, buddy?” He murmured.

      Lifelong habit made Vinnie hide his concern, so his question came out sounding like an accusation. Of what he didn’t know. It was the second time that day that Conor had shifted involuntarily into his wolf-like canine form. Each time, the transition back to his human form had been longer, messier, and more painful. Used to be, his friend could shift in seconds.

      They needed to find the new Crossroads Keeper soon. Without a Keeper to stabilize the Crossroads’ powerful ley line magic, the Guardian—his best friend, Conor—would shift and go rogue.

      The Crossroads needed to be fully staffed like … yesterday. Otherwise, Vinnie had a few weeks, or even less, before he would have to end his friend’s life. It would be a mercy, really.

      Once Conor’s vocal cords were human enough for speech, he growled. “You’re not getting your fangs in my veins anytime soon, you bloodsucker.” When the transition back to his human form finished, Conor rolled to his side, wincing as he shook off the effects of his involuntary shift. He knew very well that Barghest shifter Guardians like him needed a Keeper partner or the Crossroads magic would overwhelm their shifter natures. And their sanity. His Hellhound shifter ancestry helped, but it obviously wasn’t enough. With a pained breath and several muttered imprecations, he climbed slowly to his feet.

      Vinnie unobtrusively helped his friend up and held on until he had regained his balance. He stayed silent and kept his face turned away so Conor didn’t feel obligated to acknowledge his help. The dapper vampire let go as soon as he could and took a step back, before casually pulling an expensive French cigarette from his suit jacket pocket, then absently rolling it between his fingers. Since being turned, he could no longer smoke, but holding a cigarette was a habit he’d never broken.

      His voice laced with concern he couldn’t hide this time, Vinnie murmured, “Does Maia have any idea where we can find the new Keeper? Or is her niece’s location still protected by that damned dark magic the girl’s mother is using to hide her? We really need to find her.”

      “You think I don’t know we need to find her?” Conor growled. He sank onto the temple steps and ran a hand through his messy hair. “Maia says she still can’t get a fix on Alex’s location, but the magic keeping her hidden is weakening by the day. Hopefully, we’ll find her in time…” He sighed wearily and dressed in the clothes he’d shed several hours earlier, upon realizing another involuntary shift was happening.

      Vinnie gave his friend the illusion of privacy, staring intently at the cigarette he rolled between his fingers while his friend dressed. Once Conor was mostly decent, the vampire pursed his lips and watched the Barghest shifter brush loose fur off his jeans, then finger-comb his shoulder-length, midnight-black hair, before tying it into a loose ponytail. “You know, if you cut your hair short, it would save you a buncha’ time in your personal hygiene routine.”

      Conor grinned toothily at his friend and replied. “Oh, suck it, vampire breath.”

      “Technically, that would be blood-breath, you asshole,” Vinnie retorted with a matching grin. Then his nose quivered and he sniffed the night air. “Speaking of blood…”

      “Yeah, I can smell it, too. And it smells burnt. Like over-cooked meat.”

      Both men followed the metallic ash scent to its source, which was less than ten yards from the temple steps.

      “Well, would you look at that?” Vinnie muttered as he gazed down at the bloody mess of random body parts at their feet. Human body parts.

      “That’s fucking disgusting.” He wrinkled his nose. The smell of the congealing blood staining the courtyard did nothing for him. He liked his blood fresh and straight from the source, thank you very much. Sipping a warmed serving from a crystal whiskey glass would also do, in a pinch.

      Conor crouched down and scanned the body parts, carefully avoiding the crimson puddles surrounding them. “One leg, one arm, and a head this time. Plus a couple dozen fingers and toes.”

      “What do you mean ‘this time,’ fur-face?” Vinnie gave Conor a narrow-eyed glare. “Have you found miscellaneous body parts lying around the Crossroads courtyard before now? And if so, why didn’t you tell me?”

      The vampire stuffed the now tattered cigarette into his trouser pocket, then squatted next to his friend and studied the body parts intently. The ends looked sliced cleanly through. “This was done with a scalpel or something similar,” he murmured. Thankfully, not with Barghest teeth, he admitted to himself with relief. The best friend at his side hadn’t gone rogue. Yet.

      Conor slid his gaze to Vinnie and gave him a grim smile. “You don’t have to say it, knucklehead. I can tell what you’re thinking—that I’m losing control of my shifts—and maybe my appetite. Unlike my Hellhound ancestors, however, I can control my Barghest form’s craving for fresh meat.” His lips quivered in disgust. “Besides, humans taste like shit. All those zippers and buttons and things can get stuck between your teeth.”

      Vinnie smoothed back his thick, black, and heavily pomaded hair. “I don’t even want to know how you can discuss the flavor and culinary difficulty of eating humans like you’ve had … uh, experience with it. However, since we’ve now established that you didn’t leave your leftovers here, where the fucking hell did these body parts come from?”

      The vampire gave his shifter friend an annoyed frown. “And how come I’m just now finding out that this isn’t the first time we’ve had an unexpected delivery like this?”

      Seeking the source of the burnt smell clogging the back of his throat, Vinnie stood and cast his gaze over the surrounding area. He realized that where the body parts and blood ended, a fine, gray ash extended several yards in all directions. “Ugh, this place reeks of smoke and there’s ash everywhere.” Flicking a curious glance at his friend, he asked, “Have you taken up smoking again, you son-of-a-Hellhound?”

      “I’ve never smoked, and you know that. I’m not stupid enough to smoke, considering how ill doing so can make those with magic.” Conor snickered and added, “unlike a certain vampire I know.”

      “Fuck you.” Vinnie fingered the abused cigarette in his pocket. The never-lit cigarette. He’d been a chain smoker in life. After all, what self-respecting New York mob boss back in the 1980s didn’t smoke like a chimney? Upon regaining his senses after being turned, he had tried to resume his old smoking habit. The results had been spectacularly unpleasant. The stocky vampire shrugged philosophically. Blood filled those cravings now. You lose some, you win some.

      The two men stood in tense silence and studied the scattered body parts. The lone head amongst the carnage drew their attention. Conor poked the head with his foot, causing it to tumble unevenly across the courtyard’s smooth flagstones, picking up a coating of gray ash as it rolled until it stopped, face-up.

      “I’ll tell you the truth. I found a few pieces of someone two nights ago after a shift,” Conor said. He shrugged. “It was just an arm and a foot, and I didn’t want anyone jumping to the same conclusion you just did, so I buried them.”

      Vinnie nodded his understanding. Then he glanced at the now face-up head and froze, his keen eyes focused on the face. It was a very familiar one. He bent over, nostrils flaring, and sniffed at the blood on the head.

      Rearing back with a grimace, the vampire shook his head and swore profusely. “Fuck. Fucking fuck. Fuckity fuck.” He turned an intense gaze on his friend. “We’ve got a big problem here.”

      Conor quirked an eyebrow in admiration. “Well, that was an eloquent swear session, even for you, for whom ‘fuck’ serves as a major prop to support your severe lack of adequate language skills.”

      “Fuck you very much,” Vinnie growled. “Did you miss the part about having a big problem?”

      Conor shrugged and toed the remains again. A severed hand flopped out from under a leg. “So, what’s this big problem we have—besides the obvious? And don’t think I’m gonna clean this mess up by myself, bud. I did my part by cleaning up last time.”

      Vinnie snorted and rolled his eyes. “It’s who at least some of these body parts belong to. That’s the freakin’ problem.” He jerked his chin at the head. “That’s Big Paulie.”

      Conor’s questioning gaze swung between the severed head and the vampire. “Who? You know this guy?”

      “I knew him,” Vinnie muttered, frowning in confusion. “Big Paulie here was the head of the New York City branch of the Carbone crime family back in the day. The problem is, the head of the Giotti crime family had Big Paulie whacked back in the 80s.” The vampire sniffed disdainfully. “I never did like that Giotti fool—especially after he used one of my family’s restaurants to carry out the hit. After that, I told my kitchen staff to be sure to spit in his food whenever he came in for a meal.”

      Conor snickered and shook his head in disbelief. “You sure you didn’t drink some spiked blood tonight, Vinnie? If this Big Paulie guy died almost forty years ago—and several thousand miles from here—then how come his freshly dead head, and likely various other parts of him, are littering our Crossroads courtyard here in San Antonio tonight?”

      Vinnie absently rolled a fresh cigarette between his be-ringed fingers. The smooth feel of the paper and potent aroma of tobacco were soothing counterpoints to his growing unease. He didn’t remember taking the fresh cigarette out, and he almost put it between his lips, then remembered. Bad idea.

      He had tried to smoke a cigarette after his turning and had been violently ill for days. For an entire month afterwards, he couldn’t even smell or taste blood without getting nauseous. A vampire who couldn’t taste and appreciate the complexity and nuances of the blood they drank, especially when it was the only thing their undead tastebuds wanted, was a very unhappy camper. He had lost many things when he lost his humanity, but he missed cigarettes the most. And a nice, greasy New York pizza slice. Fuck.

      “Oh, it’s him. That’s Big Paulie,” Vinnie assured Conor grimly. “I once punished Paulie for whacking one of my guys by taking the fool on a little blood vacation.” The vampire snickered. “His blood, my vacation … get it? Anyways, I never forget a blood donor. Besides, Paulie’s blood was quite memorable. You could literally taste the evil in it.” Nostrils quivering, he leaned over the head and scented the air, then nodded firmly. “This is definitely Paulie. I can smell it. I don’t know how it’s him or what he’s doing here looking like he hasn’t aged a damn day with his head rolling around on our Crossroads courtyard.

      Vinnie sighed. “Listen, I got a couple of theories, but you won’t like ‘em. And no, I’m not fucking telling you my ideas. Yet.”
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      The friends bickered as they set about cleaning up the bloody mess. It didn’t take long before the flagstones gleamed in the moonlight, nothing left of their earlier grisly burden. Both men agreed to keep their findings to themselves. For now. After all, who could they tell? Maia, the former Keeper, had been dead for several months, although her spirit still haunted the Crossroads. The stubborn ghost refused to leave without fulfilling her promise to Hecate: to find the next Keeper and train her—before it was too late.

      Conor rolled his shoulders and rubbed his back, grimacing as his joints cracked. These involuntary shifts were hell on his human form. Of course, he mused grimly, there was the distinct possibility he wouldn’t have to worry about a human body for much longer. If he went rogue, he’d be stuck in his Barghest body for good—or at least until Vinnie put him out of his misery. With effort, he put his grim thoughts aside. He wasn’t the only one in mortal danger if Maia couldn’t locate the new Crossroads Keeper soon.

      Maia’s niece, Alex, was the next Keeper—even if she didn’t know it yet. Her life force was inextricably bound to the Crossroads, just as his was. If Maia found her niece and Hecate oath-bound her as Crossroads Keeper in time, it would save both their lives. Alex would inherit a goddess’s ancient creation … and it would be his job to protect her.

      Conor stared bleakly at the spot where the body parts had been, his nostrils quivering at the lingering drifts of smoke and ash in the air. “I may not like your ideas, Vinnie, but I need to hear them. We need to get this mess sorted out. We’ve got enough to worry about with trying to manage this Crossroads without a Keeper in place.”

      Vinnie sighed and nodded. “Hopefully, the poor girl doesn’t run the other way after being reintroduced to the supernatural world and discovering her expected role in it.”

      Both friends knew Alex had been just a child when her mother stole her from her aunt’s legal custody. Who knew what the poor girl’s scheming mother had told her after spiriting her away from the Crossroads and the only home she had ever known?

      Over the years, Maia had searched fruitlessly for her kidnapped niece, but Maia’s sister, Helen, had hidden her daughter well. Everyone agreed there had to be some powerful magic at work to hide a Crossroads heiress from those who loved and needed her the most. And from her patron goddess, Hecate.

      Clearing his suddenly tight throat, Vinnie murmured, “That girl has no idea of how truly needed—and loved—she is.”

      Conor nodded mutely. What more was there to say, really? If they didn’t find Alex soon, the ley lines would separate and their Crossroads would fail.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Maia sighed in exasperation. Since she had no breath with which to feel it, the sigh didn’t help her feel any better. If she still had living fingers, she could better manipulate the Tarot cards spread across the table. As it was, her translucent fingers could only move a few cards at a time. Shuffling the damn things was out of the question.

      Not for the first time, grief and frustration at her recent death filled her not-quite-there heart. Try as she might, the only thing Maia recalled from that fateful night was a moment of terror when someone grabbed her from behind. Falling. Pain. Then nothing. Nothing for a long while.

      When she regained consciousness, she found herself without a physical body. Thankfully, she still had all her mental faculties. After a violent death, many ghosts went mad and turned into mindless ghouls, endlessly replaying the moment of their death. She knew she was lucky to have her sanity; she could fulfill her promise to the goddess she had served her whole life. If only she could find her missing niece.

      Using her psychic energy, Maia turned over another card. She absolutely must overcome her sister’s dark magic and discover Alex’s location. If she failed to find her so the goddess could bind her, the Crossroads would fail, and Conor would go rogue. If not bonded with the Crossroads soon, the poor girl would wither and die, and she would never know why. Maia couldn’t have that on her conscience, at least not any more than the whole mess already was. She grimaced as the old thought pattern repeated in her head. How could she not have realized her scheming sister, Helen, would resort to kidnapping Alex to prevent her from inheriting the Keeper heritage that she felt should rightfully be hers?

      She flinched when the next card she turned over revealed the Angel of Judgement. She should have tried harder to find Alex immediately after Helen kidnapped her. While Helen was Alex’s biological mother, Maia had gained custody when Alex was just a toddler. After Helen had tried to kill her daughter—the first time.

      Maia wiped non-existent tears from her translucent face. Alex had been her responsibility, and she had failed her—both then and now. She had failed the Crossroads, Conor, and the Supernatural Council by dying before she found Alex and trained her for her destined role as Crossroads Keeper.

      No point in crying over spilled milk, Maia mused. Too much depended on her breaking through the dark magic spell hiding Alex and her mother. A faint thread of soul connection had always assured her that Alex was still alive, but it was growing weaker by the day.

      She turned over another card and Death revealed his skeleton grin. “Well, fuck,” she muttered.
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      “Vinnie’s foul language habit is wearing off on you,” Conor said as he entered the room.

      Maia wheeled around, a translucent hand to her chest. “Don’t creep up on me like that, Conor! You about scared me to death!”

      Conor grinned at her and Maia rolled her eyes as she realized the unintended humor in her last sentence.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you, Keeper. My apologies.” Conor bowed his head respectfully.

      “My Keeper role ended with my death, as you well know,” Maia replied blandly. She peered closely at Conor’s face. “What’s up? You look like you’ve seen a ghost … oh shit, I did it again. Of course, you’ve seen a ghost. Me.”

      She rolled her eyes and tried again. “I mean, you look upset, my dear. Has something happened at the Crossroads?”

      “Oh yeah. Something’s happened alright,” Conor replied. “Ever heard of a man named Big Paulie Carbone?” He raised his brows inquiringly.

      “No. Should I have?”

      “Probably not, but I thought I’d run the name by you anyway.” Conor approached the table, sighing when he realized the tarot cards told a tale of trouble. Again.

      “Paulie was a gangster in New York back in Vinnie’s time,” he explained. “Vinnie tells me that Paulie was head of the Gambino crime family—until he turned informant for the FBI.” Conor studied the Death card on the table thoughtfully. “We’ve just found him, or rather parts of him, scattered across the Crossroads courtyard. Vinnie knows—knew Paulie from his former life in New York, when he headed his own, ah, Family.”

      Maia attempted to take a deep breath to clear her mind, then remembered she could no longer do that. This whole ghost thing really was the ultimate bummer. Fuckity fuck.

      Okay, maybe Vinnie’s predilection for profanity was rubbing off on her just a little, she admitted to herself. Out loud, she asked, “How did the man die? And what do you mean, ‘parts of him?’”

      “We found his head, plus a leg, as well as an arm and a hand, plus a few other bits and pieces. Looks like someone cut them off with an extremely sharp implement. Based on the large amount of blood present, we think the attack happened at the Crossroads. Recently.”

      Feeling herself go white … well, whiter, Maia asked, “So, someone cut the poor guy up and left him at our Crossroads? Why?” She touched the Death card and frowned thoughtfully. “Don’t the New York crime families like to keep things ‘in house,’ so-to-speak? Why would they kill him here in San Antonio? I was at the Crossroads this afternoon and didn’t see anything. He must have been killed after that.”

      Conor tapped tense fingers on the table. “Well, that’s the thing. Vinnie insists Big Paulie died over forty years ago, back in the 1980s, when a rival crime family whacked him for becoming an informant for the FBI. His body was buried in a cemetery in New York City. At least, it was…”

      Maia’s stomach sank. Well, not really, since she no longer had one, but it sure felt like that. “Are you sure it’s him? What if Paulie didn’t die back then? Maybe the Feds faked his death and he’s been in the Witness Protection Program all this time. They could have moved him to San Antonio at some point. Maybe the bad guys he testified against finally located him and took him out.”

      She realized she was grasping at straws and probably sounded like a character on one of those crime shows she still liked to watch when someone took pity on her and turned on the TV in the lounge. That damned little ‘On’ button on the remote control still resisted all her ghostly efforts.

      Conor sank into a chair at the table and toyed with the Tarot cards, shuffling and reshuffling them. “Nope. Vinnie said Big Paulie’s face hasn’t aged a day since the last time he saw him—alive—over forty years ago. He also told me that, as head of a crime family himself back then, he was informed of the details of the hit and allowed to view the body. He says the Families typically do that to erase any doubt about the need for a successor to be appointed.”

      Maia eyed Conor and sat, hovering her translucent form over a chair opposite and envying his ability to so easily shuffle the cards. “How can Vinnie be sure it’s Big Paulie? It could be someone who just resembles him. A son or other relative, maybe.”

      Conor shook his head regretfully and put the cards back on the table with a snap. “Not possible. Vinnie says that he and Paulie had a ‘minor disagreement’ back in the day, just after he—Vinnie, that is—was turned. Paulie disrespected Vinnie’s Family over something or other, so Vinnie ‘punished’ him by turning the poor guy into a vampire’s pincushion. Vinnie says he never forgets the taste or smell of a blood donor. It’s definitely Big Paulie we found.”

      With a supreme effort, Maia slid the top Tarot card off the newly shuffled deck and turned it over. The Tower appeared, crouching ominously on a hill with bolts of lightning spearing the battlements. Chaos was coming. Well, fuck.
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      Alex maneuvered her car into the small parking lot behind the restaurant and counted herself lucky to snag the last parking space. She turned off the car and rested her head on the steering wheel, blowing out a stressed breath.

      Why did her co-workers feel the need to throw a going-away party for her? And why, oh why, had she agreed to attend? She’d only worked at the museum for six months and always kept a personal and social distance from those she worked with.

      She did her job and did it well. She helped where needed and stayed out of office politics. If only it had been as easy to stay away from her department head, who had a very ‘hand’s on’ approach when it came to his female staff members.

      When Alex had hesitantly mentioned it to an attractive young co-worker, she had shrugged and said, “That’s the price you pay for working with one of the most brilliant minds in Medieval European History. Most of us stay just long enough to burnish our resumes, then leave for another museum or a university job.”

      Sexual harassment at work—or anywhere else—should darn well not still be an issue in the twenty-first century, Alex brooded. Then again, museum work culture seemed to advance as slowly as the shift from Medieval Times to the Enlightenment.

      Never being one to think before speaking, Alex had made sure her strong objections to Dr. Hanson’s ‘hands-on’ approach with his female staff were well known. The last straw for her was waking from a fainting spell to find his hands on her chest, ‘checking for a heartbeat.’ On her boobs. Both of them. For once, she hadn’t regretted her tendency to talk first and ask questions later.

      The museum’s female staff had all clapped when she walked out … after telling Dr. Hanson exactly where he could put his hands next and advising him it wouldn’t be much of a stretch since his head already occupied the same space.
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      She checked her makeup in the rear-view mirror and sighed. Large, deep green eyes stared back at her, dark circles staining the light olive skin underneath. She brushed some blush on her high cheekbones, applied lipstick to her full lips, then pulled her long black hair into a messy knot and fastened it with a jeweled clip.

      That would have to do, she brooded, before grabbing her purse climbing out of the car. She headed toward the restaurant, wobbly on unfamiliar high, spiky heels that gave her extra height she didn’t need. She mentally girded herself for a girl’s night out, which was so not her thing. However, her former co-workers had insisted on throwing her a going-away party, and she hadn’t felt able to politely refuse.

      Alex didn’t do close relationships. She had experienced too much loss to feel comfortable opening her heart to anyone else. She had loved the aunt who raised her with her whole heart. When Maia had died just before Alex hit her teenage years, she grieved deeply. Just thinking of the loving, confident, wise woman who had raised her made both her head and her heart hurt.

      Upon her aunt’s death, Alex’s typically absent mother had taken her from the sprawling estate in sunny, warm San Antonio, where she had spent a happy childhood with her aunt, and moved them both into an upscale condo in Connecticut.

      Her mother had stayed just long enough to install a nanny and a housekeeper before re-embarking on her international travels, sourcing antiques for her high-end antique store in Westport.

      When her mostly absent mother remarried several years later, light had come back into Alex’s life in the form of a warm and caring stepfather, who had treated her as his own daughter from the very beginning. Then her stepfather passed away during her college years, breaking her heart yet again. After that, Alex had hung a ‘closed for repairs’ sign on her heart and kept her distance from people. She was happiest when alone. Or at least that’s what she told herself.
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      As the restaurant door closed behind her, she gave her name to the hostess, a tall, elegant woman in a black sheath dress that looked like it had cost more than Alex’s entire wardrobe.

      “Follow me,” said the hostess with a practiced smile, somehow looking both snotty and welcoming at the same time. She led Alex toward a large booth in the back of the bar area.

      Boy, tonight is sure going to be a lot of fun … not, Alex brooded as she trailed after the hostess. Her ears rang from the pounding music produced by a pretty decent live band, which mixed with the buzz of dozens of overloud conversations. She wrinkled her nose at the overpowering smell of fruity drinks and fried bar food wafting from the tables they passed. The booth filled with her former coworkers loomed up ahead; she took a deep breath, pasted on a smile, and approached the already laughing group.

      After finishing her second extremely expensive and sweetly tasty cocktail, Alex admitted to herself that her farewell party wasn’t horrible. The women in the booth surrounding her had really let their hair down, including her in their group gossip and dishing dirt on Handsy Hanson, the nickname they had cheekily assigned to her former boss. Her co-workers had even given her a farewell gift that was both embarrassing and potentially useful. The small canister of pepper spray, enclosed in a bright pink rubberized holder, now resided in her purse. She would probably scrape off the sticker that said, ‘For Hands-on Emergencies’ later.

      As she tipsily bid an almost fond farewell to her former colleagues, Alex realized she was in no shape to drive, so she called a ride-share service, hoping she remembered the location of her car when she woke up in the morning.

      Maybe the alcohol would keep the nightmares at bay tonight, and she’d actually get a good night’s sleep. Yeah, right.
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      Alex reached out and hit the alarm button again with the same result. None. The strident noise disturbing her sleep continued blaring. Head pounding with a vicious headache, she fought her way out of the familiar nightmare that haunted her dreams most nights. She peeled open one eye and peered towards her nightstand, where her phone bounced along the surface as it continued to ring and buzz. Oops, not the alarm clock then, but the phone. Sigh.

      To stop the sound piercing her aching head, she accepted the call and croaked a tired greeting. “Hello?”

      A tinny voice with a deep Southern drawl asked, “Oh, did I wake you, Miss Blackwood? My deepest apologies. I figured you’re on Connecticut time, so it’s an hour later there.”

      Alex put a hand to her aching head and snapped at the caller. “It’s seven thirty in the morning here, so this better be good. If you’re a freaking telemarketer, I’m gonna curse you and all your male progeny to eternal itchy balls.”

      “Oh! Ma’am, I’m so very sorry to get you up with the roosters!”

      Alex heard an audible swallow at the other end of the line. Probably thinking about those itchy balls, she mused. If only she had the power to carry through on her threat.

      She yawned and stretched, her limbs aching with a fatigue that no amount of sleep cured. “I’m awake now, and I’m assuming you have a legitimate reason for calling?”

      Peering at the clock on her nightstand, she confirmed it was indeed the ungodly hour of seven thirty. In the morning. Considering she had crawled tipsily into bed long after midnight and had quickly found herself trapped in a familiar nightmare, she was feeling sleep-deprived, hung over, and more than a little cranky. She might just curse the caller and his progeny to itchy balls, whether or not he was a telemarketer.

      “Well?” She prodded the caller. “What is it you want?”

      After a brief hesitation, the caller got to the point. “My name is Alan Allman, ma’am. I’m your aunt’s attorney, and the executor of her will.” Regret and sadness filled his next words. “I’m afraid that I’m the bearer of sad news. Your Aunt Maia passed away recently. You have my deepest condolences, Miss Blackwood.”

      Raw pain deepened the attorney’s pleasant voice. “I am … I was a long-time friend of your aunt’s. You may not know this. In fact, I’m fairly sure you don’t, but she loved you very much and missed you greatly after you … uh, left. You are her sole heir.”

      Alex pulled the phone away from her ear and peered at it in pained confusion. She took a deep, shaky breath and put the phone back to her ear. “But … I was told my aunt died fifteen years ago. You’re telling me she’s been alive all this time?”

      A sharp pang of grief tore at her. Her childhood, spent at her aunt’s verdant estate in San Antonio, had been idyllic. Memories of the books they had read together, tea parties by the koi pond, kind words, comfort cooking, and hearty hugs swept through her.

      She braced herself for the familiar pain of the migraine that typically pounded memories of her childhood into the recesses of her mind. However, this time, the pain didn’t come, leaving her to savor the pleasant memories instead of feeling the need to bury them to avoid another blinding headache.
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      The rising sun shafted rosy beams through the window blinds. She closed her eyes against the brightness and tried to gather her scattered thoughts. “Um, so, what really happened back then? My mother told me⁠—”

      The attorney cleared his throat. “I’m so sorry, my dear. I can confirm that your aunt has been alive and well until recently. I’m so sorry Helen—your mother—told you your aunt had died when she took you away from your aunt. The truth is that Maia had custody of you, so your mother had no right…”

      A heart-felt sigh traveled down the phone line. “Helen made a very unfortunate decision back then. Your aunt loves … loved you so much and she never stopped looking for you. She kept a home waiting for you here, where you were … are wanted and needed.”

      He hesitated and murmured so softly that Alex almost missed it. “More than you can possibly imagine.”

      “Hold on a minute,” she snapped. “I need to think.” She put the phone down and padded into the bathroom, where she splashed her face with water in an attempt to wash away the shock of the attorney’s words. The cold water just made her face wet and dampened her nightgown. Sigh.

      She returned to the bedroom, where the phone stared at her accusingly from the bed. Hanging up was an option, but that wouldn’t make the revelations of the last few minutes go away, so she reluctantly picked up the phone.

      “Hello again, Mr. Allman. Sorry about the delay.”

      “Oh, no worries, my dear! And please call me Alan. I’m so very sorry to be the bearer of this news⁠—”

      “Yup. I get it—uh, Alan. Moving on. I always knew my aunt had custody of me. I was told that it was because my mother traveled so much for work. You’re telling me that my mother lied? My aunt didn’t die and my mother … actually stole me from her?” Alex winced, realizing her words may have sounded too harsh.

      She had felt so lonely after her mother took her away from her childhood home. The recurring nightmares she had suffered ever since featured loss and abandonment. Go figure.

      A deep well of anger rose at the lies her mother had told over the years—and the drastic impact they had had on her life.

      After drawing in a deep, cleansing breath, she slowly let it out and tried to think through a piercing sense of loss. Grief at her aunt’s death was as fresh as it had been fifteen years ago when her mother had shattered her world.

      “Your aunt is dead.” Her mother’s voice had been flat and matter-of-fact. No emotion—just the facts. “I guess you’ll have to come live with me in Connecticut. I’ll be hiring a live-in sitter, so you’ll have company when I’m away.”
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      But her aunt had died back then. Her entire world shattered and reformed, the pieces not fitting together as before.

      “So, I’m my aunt’s heir? And you’re telling me she just died recently. Are you sure? Of course, you’re sure,” she murmured.

      “Yes, I’m afraid so,” came the solemn reply. “Miss Blackwood, there are a few things we need to discuss⁠—”

      She gasped as realization hit her. “I suppose I need to plan her funeral? Can I do everything from here, or do I need to come to San Antonio? What am I saying? Of course, I need to travel there, at least for the funeral, I suppose.”

      I’m hungover and in shock, Alex mused wryly as the attorney made affirmative noises. And, damn it, she really freaking needed to have a serious talk with her lying mother.

      Alex knew she had a fiery temper at the best of times; it was something she certainly hadn’t inherited from her emotionless mother. She wondered idly from which family member she had inherited her quick temper. And exactly how many other family members had her devious mother kept from her.

      She threw herself back on the bed, startling her dog awake. Larry yawned and stretched, then his fluffy pink ears perked as he realized trouble was brewing.

      “What do I need to do next, uh, Alan?” The attorney had asked her to call him by his first name, so she would try.

      He launched into further apologies, but Alex cut him off. “Just tell me what I need to do,” she ground out.

      Alan sighed deeply, and Alex could feel the man’s grief. The attorney must really have had a soft spot for her aunt.

      “I understand your anger at discovering the truth this way,” Alan assured her, “and I don’t blame you for being upset.”

      There was a tense pause, during which Alex heard papers shuffling at the other end of the line. “Your aunt left very specific instructions about her funeral. Perhaps it would be best for us to meet in person before you make the funeral arrangements. Then there’s the reading of the will, which absolutely requires your presence. I know this is likely an inconvenience, Miss Blackwood, but the sooner you can travel to San Antonio, the better.”

      “Can you please … just give me a minute?” Alex pleaded. “I really need a minute.”

      The anxiety in Alan’s voice had set tiny alarm bells ringing in her mind. It sounded very much as if the attorney not only expected her to travel to San Antonio immediately, but needed her to do so. Strange. Good thing she had just quit her job.

      She smiled slightly as the memory of telling her boss exactly where he could stick it after his handsy ‘accidental’ boob touch flitted through her mind. She had put up with the man’s abhorrent behavior longer than she should have because she had really needed the job. After quitting as manager of her mother’s antique shop several months earlier, she still hadn’t found her niche, despite having dual master’s degrees in Medieval European Studies and Business Management.

      Alex hadn’t told her mother about her latest job loss yet. She really didn’t want to listen to Helen ask snidely if she was ready to come back to work at her ‘real job’ yet.

      I’ll eat Larry’s dog food before I go back to work at her fancy-ass antique shop, she vowed fiercely.
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      Overwhelmed by the attorney’s torrent of information and the raw grief it had exposed, Alex’s vision narrowed, and her dull headache pounded into migraine territory. She’d always been in reasonably good health. Lately, however, tiredness and fatigue, along with frequent, incapacitating migraines, plagued her days—and her nights.

      Larry nuzzled his head under her hand, offering comfort and a loyal, if rather small and furry, shoulder to lean on. She absently stroked his soft, curly fur.

      Her dog’s deep baritone voice in Alex’s mind. “I’m up for a plane ride, but don’t you dare put that ridiculous rhinestone collar you bought for me on me for the trip, or I’ll poop in your shoes. Again.”

      A smile curved her lips at Larry’s gruff demand.

      Time to return to reality. “As luck would have it, Alan, I’m between jobs at the moment, so I can fly down within the next few days, if that works?”

      “Oh, that would be wonderful,” he replied, relief clear in his pleasant voice. “I can arrange your flight and cover the cost from your late aunt’s funds. It’s no trouble! You can, of course, stay in your old room at the estate while you are in town.”

      Again with the enthusiasm, Alex mused warily. However, never one to look a gift horse in the mouth, especially considering her current bank balance couldn’t feed said horse more than a single bag of carrots, she replied in the affirmative. “Sounds great! Thank you, Alan. Just send me the flight details, and I’ll be there.”

      After she hung up, she mulled over the shocking conversation. Why had her mother lied? That was her last conscious thought before she fell into a well of darkness.
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      Alex woke to her rescue dog, Larry, aka Larry the Kibble Guy, hater of fancy rhinestone collars, enthusiastically licking her face. She scrunched up her lips so he couldn’t put the ‘French’ in French poodle by licking inside her mouth. Yuck! The little stinker did it on purpose. He’d actually told her so the first time he did it, immediately after she adopted him from the animal shelter where she volunteered. Yep. The sassy little guy had literally told her so … in words delivered straight to her mind.

      The first time her dog had spoken to her, Alex thought she might be going crazy. Dogs simply could not talk … mind-to-mind or otherwise. As she had settled the little poodle into her car for the ride home, while trying to avoid his wet kisses, she had heard a strangely deep male voice in her head. “I’m a freaking French poodle now, so I figured French kisses are the way to go? No?”

      “Did you just … talk to me—in my mind?” She had whispered disbelievingly, while the ball of fluff she’d just adopted smirked up at her from the passenger seat.

      “Who the heck did you think I was talking to, numb-nuts?” Larry had replied. Out freaking loud. “Unless you’re used to hearing odd voices in your mind, that is.” The obnoxious canine had studied her intently, tilting his head in mock confusion. “You’re not crazy, are you?”

      The conversation had gone downhill from there, as many had since, after that first shocking one. Smiling fondly at the memory, she stroked Larry’s pink ears. “Hey, boy, I know you said you would be up for a plane ride. Here’s the deal. I’ll bring you with me, and I promise not to put on your rhinestone collar, as long as you agree to no French kisses. Oh, and no pooping in my shoes. Again.”

      His paws crossed daintily on the bedspread, Larry considered the offer. “You gotta put a time limit on the ‘no French kissing’ requirement and the ‘no pooping in your shoes’ one, too. I never make open-ended commitments. Let’s say, no Frenchies or shoe poos for one month. How’s that sound?”

      She laughed out loud. “Okay, no French kissing or shoe-pooping for one month, in exchange for me not making you wear the rhinestone collar on our trip. But I honestly don’t see what’s wrong with it. At least it’s blue.” She snickered. “Velvet.”

      Larry curled his lip, revealing his sparkling white canine teeth. “You freaking know I’m really a massive Rottie-Pitt mix inside—where it really counts.” He rolled his chocolate-brown eyes. “It’s bad enough that someone permanently dyed my damn poodle ears and tail pink. I keep telling you … on the inside I’m rough and tough, a real junk-yard dog, and not a prissy poodle, but do you listen?! NO!” He huffed, “I might as well be talking to the wall.”

      Jumping nimbly off the bed, Larry trotted into the hallway with his long nose in the air. “If you don’t feed me breakfast soon, I’m gonna starve literally to death.”

      Alex watched her dog prance out of the room with amusement. “I know you’re a huge dog at heart, bud,” she called after him. “Gimme a sec and I’ll be down to feed you a junkyard-dog-sized portion of kibble.”

      She knew Larry’s snarky comments had been meant to distract her from her anger at her mother’s duplicity and fresh grief over her aunt’s not-so-long-ago passing.

      Resolutely, she turned her thoughts to preparing for her trip.

      Uh oh, she had forgotten to mention to her aunt’s attorney that she’d be bringing her small dog. She’d keep the talking dog part to herself, hoping like heck it wouldn’t be an issue.
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      After feeding Larry breakfast and getting dressed, Alex took some painkillers for her headache and huffed her way out to her assigned parking space, fully prepared to take on her lying mother. No car. Shit.

      Wincing, she remembered leaving her car at the restaurant the previous evening after drinking way too much and having more fun than she expected with a group of coworkers she had gotten to know better in one night than in the past six months.

      She called an Uber and waited. So much for stalking straight over to her mother’s house to demand answers, she brooded. She needed to pick up her abandoned car before she could get her huff on again.
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      Several hours later, Alex parked her car in front of her mother’s Westport condo. The day was ice-bright, but a raw wind buffeted her small Honda. She shivered. It had been more than six months since she saw her mother face-to-face. Not since she had caught her mother in a passionate lip-lock with Alex’s now very much jerk of a ex-fiancé.

      Her hands tightened on the padded steering wheel.

      The fury she had felt upon catching her mother kissing the man who had proposed to her only the week before was the strongest emotion Alex had felt concerning her mother in a long time. Perhaps ever.

      She snorted and shook her head. Well, at least until today. Discovering that her mother had stolen her as a child from her loving aunt, told her that said aunt had died, and then taken her away from the only real home she’d ever known … that topped the fiancé kissing thing by a thousand miles, at least.

      Dark shadows swirled at the edge of her vision, and she gasped when a shard of agony pierced her mind. Her thoughts shied away, not ready for the pain that memories of her time in San Antonio brought with them.

      Her mother’s distant personality, combined with her long absences, had caused Alex several lonely years. Even as a child, she had known that her preference for being alone was a safety mechanism based on her fear of loss. On the plus side, it had made her fiercely independent. On the minus side, it had made it hard for her to open herself up to close relationships.

      Memories of her stepfather surfaced, and she smiled sadly in remembrance. Her mother had surprised the hell out of everyone by marrying several years after Alex came to live with her.

      She had never understood why her loving, lively stepfather had married her cold-hearted mother. Of course, Helen had slipped on a mask of pleasantness around her new husband. But Alex had always known that’s all it was—a mask.

      Her stepfather had treated Alex as his own daughter right from the start. Whenever Helen left on a trip, he’d smile at Alex and say, “Now we can have some fun, kid.” And they always did.

      Tears slipped unheeded down Alex’s face as she sat in the chilly car with her cold memories. Just after she had graduated college, her stepfather’s cancer had robbed him of his health. Her love for the man who had helped heal her heart had forced her to move back home, where she acted as his primary caregiver until he passed away less than a year later.

      She held close her stepfather’s last words. “Sweetie, remember that family isn’t about blood, it’s about heart. And my heart has always belonged to you. You’re the daughter of my heart. My heart-family.”

      Alex had moved out of her mother’s house the day after her stepfather’s funeral. The same day the moving vans her mother arranged had arrived to take everything that had belonged to her stepfather away to the charity shop.

      She had truly hated her mother that day. Not for the first time—or the last. She had vowed then never to open her heart to anyone again. The pain of each loss was just too great. Her aunt. Her stepfather. Her only heart-family. Both left her way too soon.

      Wiping her eyes, she stuffed down emotions and locked them away. Showing your feelings always did more harm than good when dealing with her mother, as the stone-cold bitch had none that Alex had ever seen.

      The wind’s chill fingers reached for her when she climbed out of the car. She wrapped her coat more tightly around herself, then stalked up the flagstone path to her mother’s front door.
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      Alex pounded on the glossy, deep burgundy door, ignoring the highly polished brass knocker in the shape of a cat. There was no answer—just like the half-dozen times she had tried to reach her mother by phone that morning. She had left increasingly agitated messages, with no response. After picking up her car, she had driven straight to her mother’s luxury waterfront condo. She pounded on the door again. No answer.

      Perhaps her mother was around back. She trudged down the narrow path, then poked her head around the side of the building. Icy wind off the river scoured her face. Her mother’s yacht was moored at the dock, tightly covered in its blue cold-weather shroud.

      She peered in the garage window, spotting her mother’s sleek Jaguar nestled inside.

      Determined not to retreat without some answers, she rapped on the front door again. Still no answer. But her mother was home; she was sure of it.

      She was simply ignoring Alex.

      What. The. Fuck.

      “I know you’re in there, Mom! Why did you lie to me about Aunt Maia? We need to talk! Now!” She slapped the front door hard, making her hand sting. Still no response.

      After one final rap on the door, Alex stalked down the steps. She glared at the condo and saw a shifting shadow behind the lace curtains in a top-floor window. She felt her mother’s cold eyes watching her leave and shivered—and not from the frigid breeze.

      She wanted answers about what had actually happened fifteen years ago, when her mother had lied, her aunt had supposedly died, and her nightmares and headaches had started.

      One way or another, she’d get her answers. If she had to travel all the way to San Antonio to get them, then so be it.
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      Her calculating ice-blue eyes narrowed in thought, Helen watched her daughter stalk away. She stroked Choy’s soft fur, and the lithe Siamese cat purred and stretched under her hand.

      She realized the lies she had told Alex about her sister Maia’s death all those years ago had finally been exposed. Now that her daughter was aware of those lies, the daft girl wouldn’t stop until she discovered the truth about what happened back then.

      Helen had felt it when her sister had died—for real, this time—just as anyone from a Keeper family line would. As any twin would. She had known then that change was on its way.

      A strangled breath escaped her when a shaft of jealous agony pierced her soul. She had lived with this sharp pain ever since the morning of her twelfth birthday, when Hecate had chosen her twin sister, Maia, as the next Crossroads Keeper instead of her.

      Helen had been so sure Hecate would choose her, and her mother had encouraged her in this belief. “Darling Helen, it’ll be you,” her Keeper mother had assured her, while gently stroking her long, blonde hair just before the Choosing. “The goddess always chooses the oldest daughter. Always.”

      Hesia had flicked a disparaging look at her youngest daughter, then turned her approving gaze back to her favorite child. “You have the strength of character a Keeper needs, Helen. Your sister takes after her father. She’s weak.”

      When the goddess had turned to her sister, Maia, with a gentle smile, Helen’s life plans had been destroyed. The rest of her childhood had gone by in a jealous blur. She had tried more than once to end her sister, being careful to make sure it would look like an accident. After all, accidents happened, right? But that damn Hellhound Barghest, Conor, had thwarted her actions every time. As Guardian of the Crossroads, Conor had done his duty, keeping the goddess-chosen Keeper heir safe—especially from a twin sister consumed with deadly jealousy.
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      On an unseasonably cool and overcast morning in August, just after her eighteenth birthday, Helen had left the Crossroads estate to attend an Ivy League university half-way across the country. At first, she had been determined to put her jealous longing for the Crossroads Keeper role her sister had stolen from her behind her. Several years later, while enrolled in her master’s program, she met her first husband, recognizing him as a powerful magical force the day they met.

      Helen smiled in reminiscence. Talon had been a powerful mage, as well as tall, dark, and extremely handsome. He was a popular professor, and she had been his graduate student. Knowing Talon had both the ambition and the magical power she needed to help her oust her sister and take the Crossroads for herself, Helen had made sure he fell for her. They married less than a year later.

      She brooded on that long-ago failure. Talon’s rare necromantic power hadn’t been enough to conquer the Crossroads. It hadn’t been enough to make her Keeper. Her luckless husband had died trying. But their child, Alex, would surely have inherited both his magical power and hers.

      Choy let out a yowl as Helen’s hands clenched in his thick fur.

      After her husband’s death in the fierce battle to take the Crossroads, the Supernatural Council had turned on his ambitious wife. They had accused her of instigating the attack so she could steal the role of Keeper from her sister. Helen had denied it, of course, but they hadn’t believed her. The Council had had no actual proof, though. She had made damn sure of that.

      With a bitter smile, she recalled her sentencing appearance before the Supernatural Council. The words of the Council Elder who had pronounced her judgement echoed in her mind.

      “Defendant Helen Grimby, while we have no proof of your direct involvement in the terrible attack against the San Antonio Crossroads, that does not absolve you of what we are sure is your part in it. Your Keeper ambitions have been obvious since you were a child. However, it was not to be. Hecate and the Crossroads made their choice, and it wasn’t you. It will never be you. Do you understand?”

      Helen had reluctantly discarded her denials. “I understand. May I go now?”

      “I haven’t finished, defendant,” the Elder had chided her. “Our laws differ from human ones. We do not need to prove you guilty ‘beyond a reasonable doubt’ to mete out punishment. That said, the Council rules you guilty by association, if not in fact.” The Elder picked up her gavel and banged it down. “Helen Grimby, you are hereby convicted of attacking this Crossroads and attempting to overthrow its rightful Keeper.”

      Helen had gasped in outrage. “You can’t⁠—”

      The Elder had raised her brows, her gaze cold as she studied Helen. “Oh yes, we can, young lady. And we will.” Taking up the parchment in front of her, she read out Helen’s punishment.

      “You are hereby ordered to relinquish full physical custody of your daughter, Alexandria, to your sister, Maia, from this day henceforth. You will be allowed one supervised visit per month. You will immediately remove yourself from this Crossroads and remain at least a thousand miles away from it at all times.”

      The Elder’s gaze turned to Alex, who was curled up in her aunt’s arms and sucking her thumb. “The only exception to your banishment is one monthly supervised visit with your daughter, Alex, which must be arranged in advance and will require written permission from your daughter’s guardian prior to each visit. Lastly, you shall not be allowed to travel the ley lines at this, or indeed any, Crossroads for the rest of your natural life.”

      After signing the Council’s judgement, the Elder gave the document to Helen and coldly directed her to sign it. “Does the defendant understand and agree to these terms?”

      Realizing she had no choice but to accept her punishment, Helen nodded mutely. Besides, she had reflected with an inward smirk, the Council’s ruling would save her from years of childcare. She would ‘reach out’ to her daughter once the girl was older.

      Once the trial was over, Helen had happily left her daughter over with a tearful Maia and walked out without a backward glance at the screaming toddler. Or her heartbroken sister.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Helen had sworn then that she would get another chance to achieve her destiny—even if she had to destroy her daughter to do it. When the time was right.

      A decade later, her next attempt at the Keeper’s role had also failed. If her plan had worked, the goddess Hecate would have accepted her adolescent daughter as a blood sacrifice and appointed Helen as the Crossroads Keeper heir. Unfortunately, her plan had gone disastrously wrong.

      Contrary to all Helen’s arcane research on blood offerings to the gods, Hecate did not accept human sacrifices. In fact, the goddess got more than a little pissed at those who thought to offer them to her. When Hecate summarily rejected her offer of a blood sacrifice, Helen had been incredibly lucky to escape with her life … and with a still-very-much-alive adolescent Alex.

      Upon her return to Connecticut with a grieving Alex in tow, she had done what she could to cover her tracks. She planned to keep her child close, biding her time until her daughter’s magic emerged, which should have happened in her late teens. When Alex grew into adulthood with no sign of magical ability, Helen had been bitterly disappointed.

      At first, she had thought her daughter might just be a late magical bloomer. However, as the years passed with no sign of her daughter’s magic awakening, Helen had slowly lost hope. The burning need to take her rightful place as Crossroads Keeper had dimmed, the embers banked—but not extinguished. Never that.

      Choy yowled when Helen’s hands clenched tightly in his thick fur.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Helen’s velvet slippers shushed across the thick carpet as she paced in front of the bed. Choy watched her warily, his diamond-blue eyes narrowed to slits.

      She touched the pendant around her neck and sighed heavily. The memory magic and protection wards she had purchased at such great cost had hidden them both well for over a decade. But no longer, it seemed.

      After Maia’s death several months earlier, the pendant’s magic had begun to weaken. The talisman had been created using dark magic … and a small amount of her Keeper sister’s blood. While Maia had lived, her powerful blood had created a magical barricade against all seekers. It had also obscured Alex’s memories of the happy childhood she had spent with her aunt at the San Antonio Crossroads as heir apparent to a goddess’s creation.

      A cruel parody of a smile stretched
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