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      This book is a collection of fantasy and paranormal short stories written by author Megan Linski. These stories tell tales of witches, dragons, princesses, angels, wolf shifters and more.

      Some stories feature sweet romance, while others are more passionate in nature. These stories are exclusive to this collection and cannot be found anywhere else.

      For more information on Megan and her novels, you can find her at www.meganlinski.com.
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            Chapter One

          

          BRIAR

        

      

    

    
      The scream of a dying girl was the singular sound that changed my life forever.

      Nothing tragic or dynamic happens to our kind without us being utterly unprepared for it first. It always comes careening out of nowhere, knocking us off our feet and leaving us to wonder why and how we hadn’t seen it coming in the first place. Truth be told, I should’ve foreseen something as dreadful as this. Mother told me never to go into the Eldermere Woods alone, and I should’ve listened to her. That day I was simply out for a walk, to clear my nerves.

      It would become a day that would haunt my waking hours and most terrible nightmares for weeks to come.

      The brush crackled underneath my leather boots as I walked the thin dirt path, the emerald branches of pine trees brushing across my silk black dress. Diamond-shaped leaves skimmed my pale skin, tangling themselves in ebony hair. It was wet, fresh from the torrent of mountain rain that just passed through the area not an hour before.

      Thunderstorms have always calmed me, given me a sense of peace and comfort. I enjoy the gray clouds, the darkness that settles over the world, the thin, cold wisps of wind that kiss across my cheeks as a lover would. My kind is enchanted by nature, and I am no exception to its charms. However, the news that I was given by Mother earlier in the day had frightened me, so I hurried out into the comfort of the fairy-tale woodland, trying to keep myself from crumbling to bits.

      I hovered my hand along the reeds that grew along the path, tingled with rainwater, before I heard a bird give an ugly caw above me. I looked up. A black crow, hideous as an old crone, was huddled in the trees, nestled against the side of a large trunk.

      Crows are symbolic for my people. They arrive to offer their guidance… or a warning.

      “What is it?” I asked the crow. “What do you see?”

      The crow ruffled its wings and gave another caw. Then it took off, fluttering down the path before being swallowed entirely by darkness. I picked up my skirts and jogged after it, curious. Crows don’t appear to witches for no reason. Where was it taking me?

      Then it happened. The scream. It was female, bloodcurdling and loud, the sound of a nail being drawn across metal. I turned in place, but the crow was gone. Unsure of where to go, I lifted my hand and quickly cast an illumination spell. The small golden light hovered in my palm before drifting in front of me, leading the way.

      The woman screamed again. I quickened my pace, my boots clomping along the ground— thump thump thump— with a sense of urgency I hadn’t possessed before. Although my fear grew the closer I got to the scream, I forced myself to be brave. I wanted to help whomever was in trouble. My magic was strong. Maybe I could stop whatever was happening. My breath quickened, chest aching with the effort of gasping for breath as I tore faster and faster through the trees, the little light I’d made providing me with just enough sight so I could put one foot in front of the other. A branch caught my cheek and cut it, but I didn’t feel the pain as the girl screamed once again, the voice changing as she begged for her life.

      The noise stopped, cut short with a gasp. I skidded to a stop and my light went out, casting me into shadow. My whole body was shaking. I longed to hear another scream, but the voice had died completely.

      Hands quivering, I parted the brush in front of me. What I saw should’ve made me break down in tears, faint, or something equally dramatic. As it was at the time, all I could do was stare.

      Edrina Jane was lying dead in the brush. Her pretty little red mouth was wide open, eyes glassily gazing out into the branches of the oak trees above. Her limbs were spread in all directions, pale blonde hair fanned upon the grass.

      Three stab wounds, one in her heart, abdomen, and side, seethed blood onto her lace dress. The wounds were a result of an iron stake delivered three times with a heavy blow. Upon her forehead, a knife had carved the letter W.

      The mark of a witch hunter upon his victim.

      I hovered my hands over her body, unable to touch her without losing control of my magic. It glowed a bright purple, and with my suspicions confirmed, I lowered my hands. Though she was definitely gone, her body was still warm and fresh, as if blood had been pumping through her veins only moments before.

      I wasn’t alone out here. Edrina Jane’s murderer was still nearby. By the looks of things, I was their next victim.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          BRIAR

        

      

    

    
      I had to move. Immediately. I felt awful for abandoning Edrina’s body in the brush, but at the current moment, there was nothing I could do. It would take time to bring back the body, and if I carried her, magically or otherwise, it would leave me defenseless against whoever was searching for me. Regretfully, I left Edrina’s body and took the dirt path behind, taking a shortcut through the foliage back to town.

      As I walked through the forest, my mind churned with the mystery of Edrina’s murder. Edrina had been slightly younger than I, and certainly wasn’t as powerful. Her magic hadn’t surpassed the basic level of breweries and charms. She was what my mother would call a dabbler of the mystical arts, her talents only useful for love potions and health tonics.

      If she had been killed, someone like me would not be shown mercy.

      The village was still a long walk off. With each step I grew more nervous. Mother had told me the witch hunters were looking for us. Why hadn’t I listened?

      Goosebumps rose   along   my   arms.   Someone   was nearby. My magic could feel it. They weren’t more than ten paces away. I rose my hand, forming a jagged, white blade that hovered above my palm. I tiptoed through the forest, my steps quiet, until my feet betrayed me and a thin branch snapped underfoot.

      Two arms wrapped around my waist, pulling me backward. I screamed, whirling around and plunging the blade forward, hoping I hit my target.

      “Briar! What are you doing, it’s me!”

      The blade stopped inches before the nose of a handsome young man with tawny hair and darkened skin. It dissolved instantly, crumbling into dust that fell upon the man’s shoes. The man was still holding me tightly in his arms, though his face was astonished.

      “Thomas!” I breathed a sigh of relief. “Why’d you sneak up on me like that?”

      He pulled me tighter against him, pressing his hips against mine, so close that I could hear the pounding of his heartbeat. “I wanted to scare you.”

      He laughed. “I thought it’d be cute to see you jump.”

      “Yes, and have me go leaping into your arms as well,” I muttered. “Thomas, we have to get back to town. There’s been a⁠—”

      Thomas kissed me. His lips, warm and sweet against mine, moved with a passion that was deliberate and slow.

      Normally, such a gesture would’ve melted my insides and caused my legs to crumple underneath my skirts. But terror kept those thoughts at bay as I wrenched myself away from the kiss, pulling myself out of his arms and shoving him, hard. “Thomas! This is no time for romance!”

      “Why not?” He frowned, hurt. “I thought you liked being kissed.”

      “I do! But Edrina Jane’s been murdered!”

      “What?” A hint of fire sparked in his eyes. “How? Where?”

      “A witch hunter got her. I found her back there,” I said, pointing. “We have to go to town and get help. The killer’s still out here.”

      Thomas’ lips curled into a snarl. From his stomach came a low, reptilian growl. “I should change now,” he said.

      “No! You’re too big. You’ll knock down half the trees and reveal our location.”

      “I can protect you better as a dragon.”

      “You can protect me fine in your human form as well, and you know very well that I can defend myself,” I said, conjuring the white dagger again. “Let’s go. We need to keep moving.”

      Thomas walked particularly close to me, his gaze darting from left to right as we ventured through the woods. There was a rustle of leaves nearby and Thomas rounded on the sound, ready to attack. It was only a small raccoon, darting away from our footsteps. Only when he saw the tiny creature did he relax.

      “Thomas, stay calm. We have to be careful,” I insisted.

      Dragon shifters were notoriously hot-tempered. I should’ve waited until we arrived back at town to deliver the news.

      “I’d hunt him down myself, if you weren’t here.” A small tendril of smoke filtered out of his nostrils as he said this. Even at nineteen, Thomas was a behemoth of a man, with large, bulking muscles and square shoulders. I’d pity the human stupid enough to anger the dragon beside me.

      “I know you would,” I said cautiously. “But
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