
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
Witch Out of Time
by Robbie Cox

First Edition
Copyright @ 2023 by Robbie Cox

All rights reserved
www.feelgoodreads.com

Cover art & graphics by Beautiful Mess Graphics
Editing by CTS Editing & Weis Editing/Proofreading Services
Formatting by CJC Formatting


This book is a work of fiction. All names, characters, locations, and incidents are strictly products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only and may not be reproduced in any form, except in assisting in a review. This book may not be resold. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

For up-to-date news on Robbie’s latest releases, book signing events in your area, and giveaways, follow Robbie’s newsletter - CLICK HERE!








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Thirty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Thrity-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        What's Next?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgments
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Need More?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Robbie Cox
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Writing as Morgan Quinn
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Writing as R.C. Wynne
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Be a Superfan!
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Merchandise Store
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Dedication


To Bill & Glenda Tankersley, amazing people I wish were still with us.








  
  Chapter One
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Jasmine Burkehart watched as her best friend plopped down on the bed, falling backward, arms outstretched at her sides. “Come on, Jazzy. Stop being a spoiled sport. You need to get out of this house, and I need a wingman. Er, woman, that is.” She gave a weak shrug. “Sorry.” She pressed her lips together and shrugged. Of course, her remorse over her choice of words didn’t last long. “Besides, you’ll have fun. Guarantee it. The place hops on Tuesday nights. It’s like a smörgåsbord of hot, college-aged men.” 
Jasmine rolled her eyes. Ericka Fletcher had been boy crazy since fifth grade, and puberty only made it worse. “I’m not being a spoiled sport, thank you very much.” She pointed at the stack of papers on her desk. “I have homework to do. If I screw this up, I’m going to have to repeat this class. Again. Three times is more than enough for any class. The Lehmans have been more than patient with me. I can’t keep letting them down.” She couldn’t keep the desperation out of her voice. “Part of the deal of my staying here past my fostering was that I make it through college. They’re breaking rules simply allowing me to stay with them. I can’t mess this up.” She blew out a breath as she turned her attention back to her schoolwork. “You’re just going to have to go by yourself.”
“You want me to go wingless?” Ericka whined, the sound grating on Jasmine’s nerves, even though she should have been used to it by now. It was always Ericka’s last resort when she didn’t get her way. “But I need my wings to fly. Besides, I don’t want to go by myself. I want to go with you. Please!” She dragged out the end of that last word for about thirty seconds before she glanced over at Jasmine to see if it worked. “You’ll love this place. I promise.”
Jasmine sighed as she fell back in her chair and stared over at her friend. “Ericka, I really…”
“Please! I need to get out and do something. I’m so bored. We need to get out and do something. I’ll even buy the first round.”
Jasmine cocked a brow at her friend, a look of disbelief pinching her face. “We’re not old enough to buy alcohol, doofus. Besides, you’re volunteering to actually pay for drinks? You must be bored. What gives? The truth.”
“I’m not really sure, to be honest,” Ericka said, shrugging. “I just feel the need to get out of the house. My parents have been nagging me about what I want to do with my future. I’m nineteen years old, for crying out loud. What nineteen-year-old knows what they want to do with the rest of their life? Why do I even need to decide now? I have at least another ten years before that’s necessary.” 
“Ten years?” Jasmine chuckled as she shook her head. “Maybe that’s it. They’re afraid of you living with them forever.” Jasmine had to force the smirk from twisting her lips. “They’re probably hoping you’ll move out and take care of yourself eventually.”
Ericka rolled her eyes. “Some friend you are.” Then she sighed, her shoulders slumping as she dropped her hands into her lap. “I just need to get out and enjoy life for a while before they force me into a future I don’t even want. And as far as buying drinks, I know a bouncer at The Foolish Traveler. I can get us in, no worries. And it’s ladies’ night, so the men usually buy all the drinks, anyway.”
“Why am I not surprised you had a connection?” Jasmine shook her head.
“Because you know me so well.” Ericka giggled as she rocked on the bed. “So, you’ll come? It’ll be fun. Promise. Besides, it’s only Tuesday. That assignment isn’t due until Friday, and you know it. You’ve got plenty of time. I’ll even help.”
Jasmine bit back on a groan. Now that was a scary thought. Ericka never did her own homework, and barely passed her classes as it was.
Ericka would keep pestering her until she gave in, and Jasmine knew it, ensuring she got nothing done with her schoolwork. It would be easier simply to go along with her friend and finish her humanities’ assignment when she got back home. Truly, she knew she only needed to stay out until Ericka landed some sucker for the evening, and then she would be free to leave. “Fine. Let’s go. You won’t leave me alone until I agree, anyway, and we both know it.”
Ericka clapped her hands together as she shot from the bed. “Perfect! See? I told you you knew me so well. Let’s go.”
Jasmine laughed as she shook her head and plopped back in her desk chair. “Slow down. I’m sure there will be plenty of men still waiting to meet the girl of their dreams for the night when we get there.”
“Exactly. The leftovers.” Ericka shot Jasmine a disgusted look. “We don’t want the ladies’ night dregs. We want the prime specimens.” She waggled her eyebrows. “And you don’t get those by arriving late.”
Jasmine rolled her eyes. “I’m not looking to pick up anyone, so get that out of your head.”
“Who said anything about you? I’m talking about me.” Her salacious grin grew.
Jasmine scoffed. “Fine. Give me a few minutes to change clothes, and then we’ll head out of here.”
“That’s what I wanted to hear.” Ericka rubbed her palms together as she headed for the door. “I’ll wait for you in the living room.”
Jasmine watched as her friend slipped from her room, a bounce in her step because she got her way in the end. Typical Ericka.
Dropping the pen on top of her textbook, Jasmine sighed and pushed herself away from the desk, surrendering to the night ahead. She could already hear the lecture from her foster father about allowing Ericka to be a distraction. He had never thought highly of Ericka, even in middle school, believing she was too boy crazy for his tastes with no ambition or focus in life. He wasn’t exactly wrong. However, Ericka was one of the few people who befriended her when she moved to Savannah and wound up in the system. Luckily, the Lehmans never gave up on her, even with five other kids in the house. She was also one of the few that hadn’t rotated out when so many others were. Of course, that also meant she never got adopted, and the older she became, the more obvious it was that she never would be.
She quickly slid into a pair of jeans and a loose top, ran a brush through her dark hair, and snatched her purse off her bed, leaving her bedroom and studies behind. The sooner she got Ericka hooked up with some shallow guy her friend would forget by morning, the sooner she could get back home and hit the books.
“What the hell? Did you take a shower or something? You took forever in there.”
Jasmine rolled her eyes as she headed for the door. “Untwist your panties and let’s go.”
Twenty minutes later saw them walking out of the parking garage near City Market, but when Jasmine turned toward the bar, Ericka headed in the opposite direction.
“Where are you going?” She felt her brows pinch together as she did a quick skip to catch up to her friend. “The bar’s this way.”
“I know, but I want to see something over here first.” Ericka didn’t even slow down as she crossed through Ellis Square and then down West Congress Street, heading toward Johnson Square. She appeared like someone on a mission, and that was never a good look on Ericka Fletcher.
“What in the world is over here? Ericka, if this is some foolhardy plan of yours, I’m going to be pissed off. I gave up working on my essay for this.”
“Relax.” Ericka cocked her head, studying the small storefronts they passed. “There’s something here I have to check out. We’re almost there.”
“What’s here? What are you talking about?”
Ericka laughed, shrugging her shoulders. “I don’t know, to be honest. I just know there is.”
“That makes no sense; you know that, right?”
“I know. But I can’t explain it. I just know I need to go this way. It’s like how I knew I needed to get out of the house tonight.”
Jasmine rolled her eyes, something she seemed to do a lot around her friend. Leave it to Ericka to pull some weird bullshit, dragging her out of the house for some nonsense. She should have known it was a trick. “I swear I’m going to kill you one of these days.”
Ericka spun in a circle, smirking at Jasmine before facing forward once more. “You keep saying that, but I’m still not dead, so…” She hopped in the air and clapped her hands. “Here we are. I knew it!”
Jasmine turned to look at a glass door covered with what appeared to be decades of grime. “Knew what? What is this place?” And then she looked at the two businesses on either side of the door. “Wait a minute. When did this door get here? I don’t remember seeing it before.”
Ericka spun, her eyes wide with excitement. “I know. Isn’t it great? It just appeared.”
“Um, doors don’t just appear.”
“This one did.” Ericka turned back around and reached for the door handle. “Come on. Let’s see what’s inside.”
“I’m sure it’s locked.”
But it wasn’t, and she watched as her friend simply opened the door and stepped inside.
“Ericka!” she hissed. “What are you doing? You can’t go in there!”
Ericka opened the door once more, this time leaning out to grin at her friend. “You should see this place. It’s like no one’s touched it in decades.” She snapped a quick jerk of her head, indicating the inside. “Come on. There’s no one here.”
The door closed again, and Jasmine clenched her eyes shut, growling. They were going to get arrested for breaking and entering. She knew it.
Opening her eyes once more, she chanced a glance in both directions, making sure no one saw them. Then, with a deep breath, she jerked the glass door open and stepped inside. The Lehmans are going to kill me.
It almost felt as if something tingled over her skin as she stepped across the ancient threshold, the door slowly closing behind her. She stood still, taking a deep breath as she ran her gaze over the interior of the place. Stale air slammed her in the face, causing her to scrunch her nose just before a coughing fit racked her, bringing tears to her eyes. Reaching into her back pocket, she pulled out her phone to use as a light.
Ericka had been right. The place looked as if no one had stepped foot inside in over a hundred years. Dust covered everything, and cobwebs hung from the corners, covering lamps and books, tables and candles. It was obviously a store of some kind, but what exactly, she didn’t know. 
Dried herbs filled small containers on shelves and in glass cabinets. There were vials of oils and thick leather-bound books filled with someone’s handwriting. She picked up a few items, some of them crumbling at her touch after not being disturbed for what looked like years. As she walked around the place, she kicked up the dust on the floor, sending her into even more coughing fits as she tried to cover her mouth. It did no good, and her eyes watered even more.
“How did you know this place was here?” Jasmine stared at the grungy front door, still not believing she had never noticed it before. How Ericka even got them inside was beyond Jasmine, but there they were, inside the musty old business, debris from a different era scattered across the floor, covered in dust undisturbed by humans for decades. “And why are we even here?”
“I already told you. I don’t know. I just had this… feeling… that something was here. And look! I was right. Besides, aren’t you curious? No one has ever purchased or rented this place. There has to be a reason.” Ericka tiptoed through the grime coating the floor, a rat scurrying under an ancient newspaper as it avoided the approach of human life.
“Yeah. It’s rundown and creepy.” Jasmine stared with disgust at her surroundings. “I’m telling you, this place wasn’t here yesterday. Stores simply don’t just appear. Something weird is going on here.”
Ericka ignored her as she disappeared through a doorway, the wooden door dangling on its side, the hinges rusted through. 
Jasmine couldn’t believe she allowed her friend to talk her into this adventure. Everything appeared as if whoever owned it just walked out one day and never looked back. And how had no one ever seen the place and renovated it? Nestled between two popular businesses near City Market, someone would have made good use of it by now. Yet, it had remained dormant for however many years, unnoticed and, apparently, unclaimed. Who even owned it? 
“Hey, look here,” Ericka called out from the back room.
When Jasmine entered, she almost wanted to run. She turned to her friend just as Ericka moved some faded newspapers from a wooden table in the middle of the room. “This looks like an altar, don’t you think?”
Jasmine didn’t think. She knew. She had read enough books to tell her what she looked at, and even if she hadn’t, the fact that the table sat on top of a pentagram etched into the floor was a dead giveaway. “You shouldn’t…” But it was too late. Ericka opened the book and browsed the ancient pages. 
Jasmine breathed out a sigh and walked over to join her friend, doing her best not to touch anything. She wasn’t sure why she even bothered to stop Ericka from doing what she knew the other girl would do anyway. It usually left Jasmine getting a lecture from her foster father when Ericka led her down some bumpy road.
Jasmine couldn’t take her eyes off the altar as she reached Ericka’s side. Four candles stood at each corner of the altar and just above the book, a small mortar bowl rested with a small leather pouch inside. There was also some sort of dagger in front of the book. Before she could stop herself, Jasmine pulled the pouch out and dumped its contents into her hand. Too lost in some thick book, Ericka paid little attention to what Jasmine did, which was good because Jasmine fixated on a necklace with an amethyst pendant in a copper setting resembling a tree of life. She couldn’t explain it, but the necklace seemed to draw her to it, and without realizing what she was doing, she clasped the chain around her neck. Glancing down, she couldn’t take her eyes off the amethyst, the way it gleamed even when there was no light shining on it.
“It’s a magic book,” Ericka said off to the side with an excited whisper, slowly flipping the brittle pages. “I don’t mean magic as in pulling a rabbit out of a hat, either. I mean, this is a book of spells that someone wrote into it.” 
Jasmine glanced over at her friend, whose eyes were wide as she read over the lines of words neither of them could make out. “What language is that?” Yet, as she looked closer at the book, she noticed it didn’t look as worn with age as the rest of the books in the front section of the store. There were no signs of decay or mold. As far as she could tell, it was almost in pristine condition.
Ericka shook her head. “I don’t know, but this is so cool.” She practically squealed as she clutched the book to her chest. “I’m keeping it. Who knows what we’ll be able to do with this?”
Jasmine wasn’t so sure that was a good idea, as a ripple of nervousness made her pause. “How did you say you knew about this place?”
Ericka couldn’t take her eyes off the book in her hands. “That’s just it. I didn’t know about it. I just felt like I needed to come this way. Then there this place was. Curiosity made me open the door, because, hey, this place simply appeared. I mean, the front door wasn’t even locked. How bizarre is that? This place has to be centuries old. Probably from when this building was first built.” She bounced her eyebrows as she stared over at Jasmine. The book still clutched tightly to her chest. “I can’t wait to see what I can figure out with this.”
“Um, isn’t that stealing?”
“From who? No one has been in this place for decades. Just look at the dust that’s coating everything. Who’s going to miss it? Besides, whoever owned it is probably long dead by now.”
Ericka had a point. Someone had abandoned the place, or so it seemed. Surely, if someone was alive to claim this stuff, they would have done something with it long before now. How wrong would it be to take something small?
Finally, Jasmine shrugged. “Fine. Then I’m keeping this necklace.”
Ericka beamed as if she’d won some grand prize. “Great! C’mon. I want to study this book.”
Jasmine laughed as they headed for the entrance. “You can’t even read what it says. How do you expect to cast a spell with it?”
They stepped out into the cool March air. “Who knows? I found the store, right? Perhaps I can magically read this book.” She hugged the thick tome to her chest, her excitement palpable. “All I know is I’m going to try.”
Jasmine reached up, placing her fingers over the amethyst, still wondering how her friend knew about the place. A ripple ran down her spine, almost like a forewarning of sorts, but Jasmine shrugged it off as she dropped her arm to her side. “Does this mean drinks are out?”






  
  Chapter Two
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Jasmine arrived home almost as fast as she left, and just as frustrated. As she locked her car, she shoved her hands into her pockets and stomped her way to the door, lost in thoughts of how annoying her friend was. A rustle off to the side caught her attention, and she stopped, jerking her gaze to a small magnolia tree in the front yard. Narrowing her eyes, she stared up at a large owl staring right at her, its eyes blinking every few seconds. She studied it for a moment, and then it pushed off and flew away. 
She followed it with her gaze as long as she could, but eventually, the night swallowed it up, leaving her with a little calmness just from that brief encounter. With a smile, she turned back toward the front porch and headed inside.
“You’re back earlier than I expected.” Her foster father sat in his recliner, the newspaper open in front of him as he turned and glanced over at her as she closed the front door. He had his legs crossed at his ankles, still wearing his dress socks. While he had slipped into a pullover shirt after work, he still wore his dress slacks, which he would trade for pajama pants in about another hour. The one thing she loved about Bill Lehman was that he was a man of habits, because it was those habits that gave her a sense of comfort when she first arrived at their home. They also gave her a sense of security. If ever he broke one of his routines, she knew something was wrong.
Jasmine sighed as she entered the room, slipping her keys back into her purse. “Ericka is the most random girl I know.” As soon as they found the ancient book, Ericka lost all interest in The Foolish Tavern, drinks, single men—or married for that matter—or anything else that didn’t have to do with that spell book. It was like the woman became obsessed by the thing she just found, and she had no clue how to even use it. All she wanted to do was get back to her car and head home so she could examine the book, and all Jasmine wanted to do was kill her friend. After Ericka begged her to go out, whining until Jasmine threw off her studies, suddenly her friend simply wanted to go back home. It was annoying as hell. But then again, that was Ericka Fletcher.
Her foster father, a term she stopped using a couple of years ago, referring to him merely as her father, arched his brows as he returned his attention to his newspaper, a smirk twisting his lips, a cup of coffee on the table beside him. “Well, I hate to say it, but that sounds like typical Ericka.” He flipped the top of his newspaper down as he stared at her over the rim of his glasses. “Let me guess, she found a guy that quick?”
Jasmine scoffed, shaking her head. “Now that would be typical Ericka. No. This time, it was some ancient book she found.”
Her father scoffed. “She reads? Oh, wait. Don’t tell me; it had a lot of pictures, right?”
Jasmine giggled as she walked over and kissed the bald spot on the top of his head. “All it had was a bunch of words in some language I know she doesn’t know. I have no idea why she even wanted the thing, but she seemed completely obsessed.”
He chuckled as he flipped his newspaper up again. “Does anyone ever know why Ericka ever does anything?”
“True story.” She kissed the top of his head once more before heading for the stairs. At the bottom, she stopped and glanced around, looking for her foster mother, Glenda. “Mom still out?”
Her father nodded. “You know how she gets when she’s at that book club of hers. They’re probably on their third bottle of wine.”
Jasmine laughed as she nodded her head. “Another true story.”
He glanced over at her, and then she saw him narrow his eyes as he stared at her. “I don’t remember seeing that necklace before.”
Panic froze her for a quick second as she reached up and gripped the amethyst. “Ericka found it with the book and gave it to me.” She shrugged, hoping her voice didn’t quake as much as it sounded to her. “She said it made up for ditching me tonight.”
He chuckled as he turned back to his paper. “So, she does know how to be nice when she wants to be. Noted.” He glanced back over at her, giving her a quick wink before turning back to his paper.
Jasmine blew out a slow breath of relief that he hadn’t asked more questions about it as she dropped her arm back to her side. “Well, I’m going to finish my homework now that something else has Ericka occupied and then call it a night.”
“Sounds good. Have a good night, pumpkin. Love you.”
“Love you, too.”
She bounded up the stairs, hearing her foster brothers and sisters goofing off in their rooms, laughing and having fun because they had a family who encouraged that. The Lehmans took in four others, two boys and two girls. At fifteen, Megan Hayes was the closest to her in age and the only other teenager. Danielle Robinson was nine, Corey Taylor eight, and Sean Chambers was the youngest at five years old. Each one came to live with the Lehmans at various times, possessing their own tragic tale. Megan was the roughest, causing the most chaos in the household, but the Lehmans had more patience than anyone else Jasmine ever saw, and over the past couple of months, Megan had eased into a more subdued, less troublesome manner. Little Sean just wanted to be loved, not understanding why his mother had to go away. Of course, how do you explain to a little kid that Mommy sold her body for drugs and did it once too many times, almost costing the woman her life?
Corey and Danielle just went through the motions, doing their schoolwork, trying hard not to draw attention to themselves, even pitching in around the house when needed. Jasmine had been there the longest, having lived with the Lehmans for five years, as the foster kids who were there when she first arrived rotated out and the ones who lived there now arrived. She came to them when she was fourteen, and had done her best to help the other children acclimate to their new home. There were fights, of course. New people meant new rules and new boundaries, and everyone had to test those boundaries, but eventually, everyone calmed down and the house fell into a normal rhythm. Thanks to the patience of Bill and Glenda Lehman.
Jasmine walked into her room, tossing her purse on the bed as she blew out her frustration in a long breath. The last hour and a half had been a complete waste of time. She could have finished her homework by now and enjoyed a quiet evening with her family, but oh no, Ericka had to be typical Ericka.
She moved over to her desk and dropped into her chair, moving the pen she dropped earlier off her humanities textbook. However, instead of staring at the naked statue of David, her mind drifted back to her night and the ancient storefront they discovered. How had Ericka even found the place when no one else ever had? It made no sense.
She reached behind her and unclasped the necklace, draping the white-gold chain over her fingers once she took it off so the pendant could dangle freely. The amethyst set in the middle of copper wiring shaped like the tree of life, cradled where all three lines came together. She rubbed the dust off the metal and then glided her finger over the jewel, noticing how the light sparkled off the amethyst. She could understand why Ericka felt drawn to that store, because she felt drawn to the necklace as soon as she saw it. It wasn’t something she could explain, and she knew she had no business taking it. It wasn’t hers, after all. But once she saw it, she simply had to have it.
Before she could think better of it, she slipped it back around her neck, feeling the pendant warm against her skin this time. It shocked her, actually. She expected it to be cold when it touched her, especially since someone had locked it away in that abandoned building for so long, never seeing the warmth of day or being handled by warm hands. However, it held a slight warmth to it that didn’t seem quite natural.
She rubbed her fingers over it, admiring the feel of the design, as well as the shape of the stone. It was gorgeous, and she couldn’t believe someone had simply left it sitting there all this time. However long that was. She didn’t even know when the last time was that someone had stepped foot inside that store. The only thing she knew was that the items inside the place seemed over a century old, at least.
She rubbed the pendant once more, mesmerized by the feel. It almost seemed like the stone glowed, but she assumed it was simply the overhead light reflecting off it. She then turned back to her homework, allowing it to fall against her skin and putting it out of her mind for the time being. She needed to focus on her homework. Besides, she highly doubted someone would come looking for it. Whoever owned it had to be long gone from this world, and obviously, their descendants had no interest in whatever was inside the place. And dead people did not come looking for their jewelry.

      [image: image-placeholder]Amber Bastian stood outside Faerie Dust and stared down River Street. Even for a Tuesday night, the place seemed alive with tourists and locals alike. Cars strolled down the brick road, their music blaring as the drivers tried to look as cool as they could for any lady who might look their way. Most of the women simply rolled their eyes as they continued on their way, too smart to give in to superficial posturing. Of course, that never stopped the men from trying. 
“Surprised you’re still here.”
She turned at the scratchy voice, spotting Whistler sitting in the shadows, elbows on his knees as he whittled, creating a large owl out of the slender white wood in his hand. “I’m debating on calling it a night, actually.” At his booted feet were shavings from the wood he carved, his weathered hands working steadily on his latest project. “How many of your creations haven’t you sold today?” It was their joke. He didn’t have a license or a permit to sell things on River Street, so he merely sat in different places, whittling his animals or boats or whatever struck his fancy at the moment, dropping them into a grungy white five-gallon bucket when he finished. People who showed an interest in them could offer to pay for one, but he would tell them they weren’t really for sale, but if he found a ten-spot in the bucket at the end of the day, it would be a pleasant surprise. 
He grinned up at her from under the battered wide-brimmed fedora he wore over his dark hair, as he reached up and strummed his lengthy fingers through his salt and pepper beard that grew to the middle of his chest, hiding his slender neck. “Well, let’s just say I’ll be eating steak tonight, instead of one of Taylor’s hot dogs.” He straightened, stretching his slender six-foot frame, and she knew he had remained hunched over for the past hour, lost in his art. He wore the same faded overalls she saw him in almost daily, the legs covered in wood shavings. Only the color of the flannel shirt he wore changed, letting her know he at least changed clothes. “I might even get a glass of whiskey to wash it down and a stogie to finish the night.”
Amber giggled as she slid her arms across her chest. “Now, that sounds like fun. You getting the steak here on the River?”
He grinned at her, cocking his head to the side slightly. “Now, that wouldn’t be another ploy to guess where I live, would it?”
She shrugged. “Not at all. Just me being nosy. I haven’t eaten yet myself, so I was looking for suggestions.”
He nodded, leaning forward again and continuing his whittling. “Well, I’ll probably put the old feed bag on down at Harry’s Pub. He puts on a decent spread, and he pours a heavy glass.”
She nodded. “I just might pop in and join you if I decide to close up.”
He grinned up at her, a sparkle of mischief lit up his dark eyes. “So, I’ll be dining alone, eh?”
She gave a shake of her head. “You will with that attitude.”
Whistler’s grin grew as he pursed his lips and blew a perky tune, returning his attention to his creation.
She laughed as she went back inside her store, ready to give it another hour before she closed up shop and called it a day. Or night, she supposed, since it was after nine. She blew out a breath as she closed the door behind her, the sound of wind chimes floating through the place. As she made her way to the back of the store, she straightened T-shirts hanging from circular racks, tidied the CD display, and sorted crystals back into their proper bins. She had to love people who couldn’t simply put something back exactly where they found it.  
After grabbing a packet of the natural teas she created, she passed through the bead curtain that separated the main part of the store from the back room and her teakettle. However, she didn’t get two steps into the back room before a wave of darkness washed over her, causing her to stumble. She reached out, snatching at a nearby shelf before she crumbled to her knees and took several deep breaths, clenching her eyes tight. Something snatched her breath from her lungs, causing panic to ripple through her. Pain lanced her mind as she struggled to block the attack.
Only it wasn’t an attack. At least not against her. Not that she could tell, anyway. It reeked of something ancient and felt like a burning fury. The pain wasn’t hers, so much as it belonged to the darkness.
She shoved her boundaries back up, calling on her power as she forced herself to stand upright once more. Gripping the shelf with white knuckles, she sucked in a deep breath and forced the darkness away from her. The pain eased as the rage she felt dissipated, sliding off her and…
She retched, gripping at her stomach as she doubled over, fighting not to throw up all over her floor. Dizziness threatened to bring her back to her knees, but it wasn’t because of whatever just happened. It was because of the suddenness of it leaving her, the rush of its fury dropping the bottom out of her emotions.
She took a slow, deep breath, and her entire being relaxed, the nausea fading away. 
Her brows furrowed as she glanced around the back of her store. Nothing seemed out of place. There were no residual feelings of what just flooded through her. So, what was it? What just hit her?
She took another slow breath before moving to the front of the store, flipping the OPEN sign to CLOSED, and locking the door. The tea would have to wait. She needed to track that darkness if she could. 
Once she slipped through the beaded curtain again, she cleared off a small card table and set tall, white candles at each of the corners. With a burst of power from her fingertip, she set each one aflame, and then gathered everything else she needed: her athame, a bowl of water, and some crumbled rosemary. After taking a deep breath, she sprinkled the rosemary into the water and laid the athame across the bowl. She stood straighter, stretching her arms out to her sides, palms up, and began to chant, calling for answers as she tried to trace the darkness that swept through her store.
Flashes of River Street filled her mind, whisking out of Faerie Dust and heading up the ancient brick stairs to East Bay Street. She followed whatever it was through Johnson Square to West Congress Street and through a grimy glass door. 
And then it stopped.
Amber ceased her chanting and opened her eyes, doing her best to picture the door she saw in her mind, but she didn’t recognize it. From the way dirt caked the glass, it appeared as if the store had been vacant for quite a while. She needed to see what was inside the place, but with what she just felt hit her a few moments ago, there was no way she intended to do it in the darkness of night. No. That exploration would wait until morning because, in the darkness’s fury, she also felt the thirst for revenge.
And death.






  
  Chapter Three

[image: image-placeholder]

Jasmine hated mornings. She would much rather sleep until almost lunch and then start her day, and she would have done exactly that if it hadn’t been for her morning classes. She should have taken that into consideration before signing up for this semester. However, she needed Professor Jenkins’ ethics class, and he only offered it at nine in the freaking a.m. 
With a groan, she shoved the covers off and swung her legs over the side of the bed. Might as well get the day started before she had to explain skipping class.
She blew out a breath as she shoved herself off her bed and headed for the bathroom. The amethyst bounced against her skin as she moved, the unusual warmth still noticeable, and warmer, which surprised her. As she walked, she reached up and gripped it, rubbing her thumb over the stone. Images of last night flashed through her mind as she stumbled through the hallway, still not sure what all happened or how Ericka even found the place. None of it made sense, and her friend refused to give her an answer, merely acting as if she had stumbled upon it one day. However, Jasmine knew she had walked in front of that store for years and never noticed it before. Storefronts just didn’t appear like that. 
Seconds before she could slip into the bathroom, Corey rushed around her, shoving her to the side as he entered the room and slammed the door in her face. 
She hit the wall hard, almost stumbling to her backside before she regained her balance. “What the hell, Corey! I was going in there.”
The eight-year-old screamed, “I gotta go!”
“Get out of there, you little thief, before I break the door down and yank you out of there.”
Laughter sounded from down the hall, making her turn as her father stepped out of his bedroom, straightening his tie. “When you gotta go, you gotta go.”
“How does he know I don’t have to go?” She growled as she hit the door one more time.
He laughed as he patted her on the back as he passed her. “Well, I’m on my way to work, and your mother has taken your sister to school. I’m sure you can use our bathroom before she gets back.”
“But all my stuff’s in this one.” She turned and fell back against the wall, blowing out a breath of defeat. This was the downside to a big family.
“Have a great day.” He lifted his arm, waving at her as he walked away. “Watch your brothers until your mother gets home.”
She hit the door again. ”You may only have one son left when she returns.”
“Love you, pumpkin.” His laughter faded as he made his way through the house to the garage.
Jasmine sighed as she thumped her head on the wall, wishing she could throttle the little shit that beat her into the bathroom. She blew out a breath as she reached up, gripping the jewel once more, the touch calming her slightly. Of course, if she hadn’t been focused on it in the first place and how she got it, she would have made it into the freaking bathroom first. This jewel was already causing her grief for stealing it.
The bathroom door opened slowly, but she didn’t turn to look at it.
Corey came bouncing out, turning and heading back to the room he shared with Sean. “Thanks, Jas.”
She growled as she pushed herself off the wall, fighting the urge to thump him in the head as he passed her. Turning, she slid into the bathroom before Sean could race down the hall and push her out of the way. She quickly closed the door, taking a deep breath now that she was safely tucked away and could get ready for her classes.
She stood in front of the mirror, rubbing the amethyst with her thumb once more as she stared at it. After class, she would take it back and return it from where she got it. Hopefully, the bad luck would go with it.
As she dropped her arm and reached for her toothbrush, she wondered how Ericka did with the book of magic spells they found. Hopefully, she wasn’t having the same bad luck.
She snatched up the toothpaste and tried to put the whole thing out of her mind for the time being. It didn’t work, though.
As she stood in front of the mirror, she reached up and clasped the necklace one more time, rubbing it with her thumb again as she brushed her teeth. As much as she wanted to put the whole thing out of her mind, she couldn’t stop thinking about it. She stared at the jewel, wondering how the storefront went unnoticed for however long it had. She chuckled as she imagined the store owners on either side of the now revealed section of their building. They had to be in shock that they weren’t neighbors anymore. Her gaze remained riveted on the jewel as she rubbed it. How did they not know there was space missing between the two businesses? And who owned it now? None of this seemed even possible in today’s day and age. That an entire section of a building would simply reappear? How was that not all over the news right now?
She finished brushing her teeth, but just as she was about to rinse the toothbrush, the jewel flared against her chest. Pain scorched her as the toothbrush toppled from her hand to bounce in the sink. She clutched the necklace tighter, unable to let it go, as light exploded from between her fingers to bounce off the mirror and walls, blinding her. A scream ripped from her as she fell upon the counter, barely catching herself before she crumbled to the floor. Hunched over, she forced her fingers to release the stone, her hand feeling like it was on fire.
Once she dropped the amethyst, she clenched her eyes shut against the pain until it subsided. Her breathing came in ragged gasps as she clutched the counter, squeezing it until the pain of the corner dug into her palms. When the agony subsided, she opened her eyes, stretching them until she could see clearly again as she slowed her breathing to get it back under control. Once she could stand straighter, she rinsed her mouth out, trying to figure out what just happened to her. The pain came out of nowhere. Excruciating pain. Almost stealing her breath away from her and dropping her to her knees. She was too young for something like a heart attack or a stroke or some other fatal medical thing she couldn’t even pronounce.
So, what happened?
“Where am I? Oh, dear. Oh, dear. How did I get here?”
Jasmine swung around, falling back on the counter at the sound of the voice, a yelp bursting out of her.
“Who are you? And what are you doing with that necklace?”
She stared at a man, probably in his late-fifties, with a circlet of gray hair around an otherwise balding head. He wore brown wool pants with frayed hems and a pair of dark black boots. He also wore a plain white button-down shirt, which looked like it had a jagged slit just below his ribs.
And she could see through him.

      [image: image-placeholder]Amber stood on the sidewalk, staring at the grimy glass door. There was no business logo. No name to let people know what they could expect inside. Nothing. Just dirt. And from what she could tell, there were ages of it caked onto the door. She knew this store wasn’t here yesterday. Or, rather, it wasn’t visible yesterday. So, who had hid it all these years? 
Glancing both ways down the sidewalk to make sure no one watched her, she stepped up to the doorknob and gave it a turn, just in case. Unlocked. “Interesting.” She pulled the door open and stepped inside. The stale odor of air locked away for at least a century, if not longer, smacked her in the face, but she forced her way inside, closing the door behind her. A cursory glance around the place told her exactly what type of shop this had been when it was open. Or at least what it pretended to be. She highly doubted the public of that time period knew the truth.
Containers perched on the back wall, labeled with the names of various herbs or spices, some in wooden boxes, others in glass containers. There were candles, pestles and mortars, and even jewelry scattered around on different shelves or counters. The furniture, sparse that it was, had crumbled in a few places, broken chairs, a round table broken down the middle, its contents scattered on the floor under it. She guessed people knew it as a simple herbal and spice shop, but she recognized the names of those herbs, knew what their magical purpose was. No. This shop belonged to a witch. But who? And when?
Glancing around again, she noticed a dilapidated door leading to a back room. Probably just a place to store supplies. Even so, she wanted to check it out.
She stepped around the broken furniture, covering her mouth to protect herself from the dust she kicked up as she walked. The dust alone told her that someone had abandoned the place and sealed it away from the world for well over a hundred years, if not two hundred. However, the confusing part was the fresh footprints that seemed to have disturbed the ancient dirt. The door to the back was open, hanging on its hinges, and when she passed through it, she could feel the residual magic of a spell. It was faint, but it was there. This room had less furniture, mostly shelves along the walls. But in the middle of the room, Amber recognized what could only be an altar sitting in the middle of a pentagram someone had carved into the floor. She cocked a brow as she crossed the room for a closer look. Half-burned candles rested on each corner, with a mortar in the middle with dark stains inside from what she took as dried blood. There were other instruments of magic on the altar. An athame with ruins along the handle. Silver bowls, which she assumed held water or herbs at one time. There was even a spool of copper wire near the back edge of the table. What she didn’t see, however, was the grimoire a witch used to keep her spells or diary of her practice of magic. There was a blank spot on the altar, though, with no dust. 
Amber ran a hand over the top of her head. Someone had entered the store and took the book, but who? And how did they know it was even here when the rest of the world never knew this place existed?
She dropped her arm to her side as she turned and headed back to the front of the store, careful not to touch anything on her way out. Whoever had opened that door released whatever had hit her last night in her store. Of that, she had no doubt. The darkness came from within this shop. The question now was, where did it go? And what did it want? 
All right, two questions. But after what she felt last night, she needed the answer to both. Of course, that led to the question she needed to start with. Who owned this shop in the past and sealed it away? She would either need to hit the library or the historic society for that answer.
As soon as she was out of the shop, she turned toward Ellis Square, thinking a quick breakfast would help her think clearer. She hit Banard Street, heading for Telfair Square and House of Joe’s. When she arrived, she was early enough that the morning crowd hadn’t swarmed the place. Stepping up to the counter, she ordered her Jamaican roast with two sugars and a cheese Danish, and then stepped to the side to wait, ruminating over how something so tangible could stay hidden for so long. She also wondered if the breaking of the spell set about anything else that could bring danger to her city. She highly doubted whatever she felt last night was the end. It was only the beginning, she was sure, but the beginning of what?
The clerk behind the counter handed her the coffee and Danish, and Amber headed outside to sit at one of the metal tables. A slight chill filled the March air, which she would enjoy while she could. The summer heat was barely bearable, and she did not look forward to its arrival.
She set her coffee and pastry in front of her as she glanced around at the nearby shops. She wondered how many of them held a secret between them? A store, forgotten by time, hidden from the world that passed by its sealed door day after day?
“Did you feel it, too?”
Amber had just been lifting her cup to her lips when Zora Lamb sat down in the chair opposite her, sliding her colorful skirt to the side, revealing her pale leg far more than Amber was comfortable with. “You felt something, I take it?” She held up her hand, stopping the fiery redhead from saying what she feared the woman would say next. “And if this is about some built college-aged guy coming into your divining shop and you giving him more than a reading, then I really don’t want to hear about it.” She finished lifting her cup to her lips and took a sip of her coffee.
The redhead rolled her eyes as she waved off Amber’s statement in a flare of fabric that Amber thought was supposed to be sleeves. “While it was the best future I could have foreseen for him, no, that isn’t what I’m talking about. I’m talking about the Darkness that washed over our city last night. Did you feel it?”
Amber narrowed her eyes at the other woman as she cocked her head to the side slightly. “I did. It almost brought me to my knees before I could put up my defenses.”
Zora nodded once as she leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “Same. It seemed to be searching for something, but I couldn’t tell what. Could you?”
Amber shook her head, surprised that she hadn’t picked up on that aspect of the Darkness last night. “What do you think it was searching for?”
“My guess would be a host.”
Amber simply stared at her as the words sunk into her brain. As much as she hated to admit
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