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   In a small Texas town a desire for love becomes a curse that unleashes a deadly plague.
 
    
 
   Ruth Warner is estranged from her family. She loves them, but her magic makes her an outsider in Bideer, Texas. Ruth has built a new life in New York as a healer at the Collegium. 
 
   Sometimes, though, you have to go home.
 
   After the local coroner reports a suspicious death, the Collegium’s Chief Healer orders Ruth to Bideer. There’s a new cult in town, a lonely hearts club, and it’s playing reckless games with a death curse.
 
   But Ruth isn’t going home alone.
 
   Danger is in Shawn Jackson’s blood. He is a Collegium guardian, a mage trained to fight evil. He’s also a man accustomed to keeping secrets. He’s a hollerider, a huntsman; one of those who birthed the legend of the Wild Hunt. When he unleashes his magic, terror rides with him.
 
   He’s also Ruth’s back-up.
 
   As evil stalks an innocent town, the dedicated healer and battle-hardened marine must trust their own hurting hearts to prevent a devastating plague. 
 
    
 
   Warning: “Plague Cult” includes a haunted house, an unconventional ghost, and a home renovation romance.
 
    
 
   If you love your paranormal romance fast-paced, intense and chilling, “Plague Cult” is irresistible. 
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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   “It’s time you went home.”
 
   Five simple words from her boss, and Ruth Warner’s stomach tied itself in knots. As a healer, she knew stomachs couldn’t literally strangle themselves, but hers didn’t seem to have gotten the memo.
 
   Home.
 
   William Mimea, head of the Healers’ Department at the Collegium, left her to catch her breath and turned to the third occupant of his office. “Ruth comes from a small town in the Texas Hill Country. Bideer.”
 
   “Population one thousand and twenty three,” Ruth said automatically. “In 1953.” It was an old town joke. The rusting sign on its outskirts hadn’t been updated in decades.
 
   “I like small towns.” Shawn Jackson’s southern drawl wasn’t quite Texan. “I grew up in one in Tennessee. Still got family there.”
 
   “That was taken into consideration,” William said.
 
   A fractional lift to Shawn’s left eyebrow indicated interest.
 
   And I’m watching him too closely if I’m reading his tells. Ruth glanced away. Close observation was trained into healers. It wasn’t just poker players and con artists who watched for the tiny, unconscious giveaways in people’s reactions and behaviors. Healers took them into consideration when diagnosing a patient. Often people didn’t mean to lie, they honestly believed what they said, but their body language shouted a deeper truth. That deeper truth was the one you had to trust.
 
   It shouldn’t have been hard to look away from Shawn. William’s office held enough distractions. The large room resembled an old-fashioned apothecary’s shop. Square drawers, long drawers, shelves and locked cupboards lined the walls. Books were everywhere, and propped among them were odds and ends, each with meaning to William.
 
   Ruth frowned at a plastic skull, painted in swirling iridescent colors. William always had multiple reasons for everything he did. If he was ordering her home, the unspoken part of the order was “physician, heal thyself”.
 
   I can’t! Guilt wasn’t so easily shed.
 
   The plastic skull grinned at her. William had explained its gaudy presence in his office to her once, its message for him and for all the healers who entered the room: death is part of life and has to be accepted. A healer fought, and then, a healer had to let go. They were not God. William had made that point to her a few times.
 
   Her hands curled into fists. She pushed down her guilt to focus on what she could do something about. “Why do I need to go home? And what is so serious that I need a guardian, Shawn, with me?”
 
   William lined up his pencil to be perfectly parallel with the edge of his desk. The desk held only his computer, an open notebook (its page blank) and the pencil. William was just as pared down. His dark skin stretched over high cheekbones, showing the hollows beneath, and his head was shaved bald. “Austin medical examiner  Dr. Brittany Li possesses very little magic, but enough to recognize a curse victim when he lands on the morgue table in front of her. She reported his presence to the Collegium.”
 
   “Did she toss salt over her left shoulder three times?”
 
   Ruth blinked. It was an unexpected question from a Collegium guardian, a mage trained in combat and educated in scientific magic.
 
   Shawn stretched out his long legs, crossing them at the ankles, his large boots scuffed at the heels. “My mamaw is a granny witch. So’s my sister. You don’t want bad luck chasing you. Salt works, in a pinch.” The skin at the corners of his eyes crinkled at the sly pun as he looked sideways at Ruth. Evidently, he was taking her measure as much as she was assessing him. Each was curious about their temporary partner.
 
   Ruth took a steadying breath, staring down at her hands. The freckles on the back of her right hand formed a constellation, the Southern Cross; hope in strange lands. 
 
   If only she were going somewhere strange. Instead, she was going home. 
 
   She loved Bideer and the people in it, but when she went home, Shawn would learn how she’d failed them. Failed Mason. She couldn’t fail them again—and a curse could be the worst kind of disaster. It all depended. Sometimes a curse did no more than add a wart to someone’s skin. Other times…
 
   “Dr. Li took the appropriate measures to stop the man’s corpse from exhaling the curse,” William said.
 
   Oh no. Dread clutched at Ruth.
 
   “Exhaling it?” Shawn sat straight, intent. “Now, that I hadn’t heard of. A corpse can spread a curse?”
 
   William looked at Ruth in a silent command to take over explanations. He’d undoubtedly use the opportunity to double-check her knowledge.
 
   “It’s rare,” she began.
 
   Shawn turned in his chair to face her. He was a big guy. Over six feet with wide shoulders and the lean, muscular build of a fighter-in-training, which in a sense, he was. As a Collegium guardian he was trained and experienced in combating magical evils that threatened mundanes and magic users alike.
 
   Most of the population of Bideer were mundanes. Her and her powerful magic had been an exception. Her dad’s family, the Warners, had a trickle of magic, enough to sow seeds at the right time or magic a cake into rising. They had the small magics of home and country. But her magic was a torrent, and it was a healer’s tide.
 
   Fortunately, her grandfather had known just enough of the hidden world of magic to introduce Ruth to the Collegium on her sixteenth birthday. It had helped to know she wasn’t alone, and once she’d finished high school, she moved to New York, into Collegium housing and studied hard. She attended mundane college and trained as a paramedic, while simultaneously undertaking healing arts at the Collegium. She’d been a practicing healer for five years.
 
   Her specialty was to act as a first responder. She’d never encountered a plague, but she knew the theory. The dramatic history of plagues made them unforgettable. 
 
   “Mostly curses die with the person cursed,” she said. “It is exceedingly rare for a corpse to exhale its curse, but when they do, that’s when a plague starts.”
 
   “As in the Black Death?” Shawn queried.
 
   She nodded. “Bubonic plague is the obvious one. The daughter of a ruler of one of the small kingdoms Genghis Khan conquered is said to have cursed herself. As she died, pestilence released from her body and infected the invaders of her father’s court. They then carried the plague along the Silk Roads from China, across the Middle East, and into Europe.”
 
   “But there’s a bacterium that causes the plague. It’s endemic in prairie dogs.”
 
   “Yersinia pestis. Yes. However, the bacteria came from the curse.”
 
   Shawn studied her, then William. “So the Spanish flu after the First World War?”
 
   “Most definitely a curse, and not from Spain. France, we think.” Ruth tapped her fingers against her thigh. She hadn’t expected to be called into William’s office or assigned a mission, today, so she wore casual clothes. Yoga pants and a tunic were comfortable, but they weren’t professional. She tugged at the tunic, pulling it to cover more of her thighs. “There are other rare examples. Syphilis came from Mexico, from the curse of an Aztec priest. However, mostly curses don’t spawn plagues. It takes a certain sort of intense hatred.” 
 
   “Vengeance,” William said, and the word had the impact of a church bell tolling. 
 
   Ruth forgot her unprofessional attire. “Not in Bideer. It’s not possible. They’re good people, and besides, no one there has that kind of magic.”
 
   “Maybe not. Probably not,” William said. “Not among the townspeople. However, Dr. Li mentions that a cult has started up on the edge of town.”
 
   “A cult?” Ruth struggled with the notion. “In Bideer?”
 
   “Dr. Li’s from Austin. She didn’t want to stir things up by visiting and asking questions. Bideer’s sheriff mentioned in passing that the victim had been asking after a new club in town, one the sheriff isn’t entirely comfortable with. Apparently, he didn’t use the word cult, but Dr. Li has her suspicions.” William’s memory was prodigious. He didn’t have to consult any notes. “It calls itself the Moonlit Hearts Club and promises to heal lonely hearts.”
 
   “Exploit them, more like,” Shawn muttered.
 
   A hint of agreement in William’s expression suggested sympathy with Shawn’s attitude. Everyone was wary of potential cults. Too often, even when a group began with the best of intentions, disturbed individuals took advantage of the set-up for their own purposes. Sometimes it was simple greed, but other times it was too indulge a masochistic personality. “The victim was sent on to Dr. Li for examination since his heart ruptured. It filled with blood, broke and flooded his chest as he died.”
 
   Shawn grimaced.
 
   “Any other symptoms,” Ruth asked.
 
   “I’ll email you the report.” William closed the blank-paged notebook. “The curse is probably a false alarm, but the combination of a possible cult at a nexus site is unsettling in itself.”
 
   “The nexus is only a small one,” she objected. “Most people don’t even notice the power boost of the converging ley lines.” 
 
   “For some people, any increase in power is worth pursuing.” Shawn raked a hand through his dark brown hair and shook his shoulders. “Ugh. I hate cults.”
 
   “But the fact that you can mask your magic makes you ideally suited to a discreet investigation,” William said.
 
   A slight grin curved Shawn’s mouth, denting a hint of dimple in one lean cheek. “I’m not complaining. I’ll be damn glad to get out in the field again.”
 
   Ruth re-assessed the easy strength she’d sensed in him. “You were hurt?” She had to control the urge to scan his aura, looking for the shadow of old injuries.
 
   “Ruth’s been working in Australia the last two months,” William said, apparently feeling she’d missed something obvious.
 
   Shawn simply answered her question. “I wasn’t hurt. I was one of three guardians assigned to act as bodyguard and personal assistant to President Bennett before he discovered his new form of magic.”
 
   “Ah.” Despite her dread at returning home to Bideer and the wisp of possibility that a plague could await her, she had to smile. “Were you an efficient secretary?” Her mind boggled at the idea. Shawn seemed very much an outdoors, open-spaces, action man. Trapping him behind a desk to juggle schedules and sort out office politics and paperwork seemed a recipe for frustration.
 
   “Cute,” he said. “And no, I wasn’t a hit as a secretary. Lewis couldn’t wait to get rid of us.”
 
   William cleared his throat. 
 
   Shawn grinned. “The feeling was mutual. Now, Lewis has a secretary who can silence a room full of pushy mages with the lift of an eyebrow.”
 
   “Who?” Ruth was intrigued. She’d missed all the recent dramatic upheavals at the Collegium by virtue of her mission in Australia studying the transmission of the Hendra Virus in tropical Queensland. Fruit bats weren’t the only animals that spread the virus, and she’d been investigating the role of bunyips with the help of an Australian cryptozoologist. The passage of disease transmission across species, and from magical to mundane, was a special interest of hers.
 
   “Gina, Lewis’s girlfriend, suggested her cousin Lance. He used to manage one of her family’s hotels, of the Sidhe Hotel chain, but was looking for a challenge. He only has the most minor of house witch magics, but his grasp of personal dynamics and Collegium politics is scary.”
 
   “You like him,” Ruth said.
 
   “By taking the job, Lance let Chad, Haskell and I off the hook. I owe him.”
 
   “Indeed. And now you are free to accompany Ruth to Bideer.” William brought them back to the issue at hand: going home. “Ruth, in your file, you mention you’ve bought a house on the outskirts of town.”
 
   She widened her eyes at him. “Rose House? We can’t stay there. It’s a fixer upper. I shouldn’t have even bought it.” It had been a mistake. She didn’t belong in Bideer. However, she’d scrupulously updated her Collegium file with her new purchase. She’d also told her brothers: Mitch in the army, and Kane at college. She hadn’t told them it was a secret, so they might have told her parents. If they had, her parents hadn’t phoned to bemoan her actions, although everyone knew it was better if she stayed away.
 
   I guess I won’t be doing that. Anticipation and dread danced butterflies in her stomach. She’d be going home.
 
   “Shawn will be your ex-marine friend taking on renovation of the house in exchange for free board and lodging,” William said
 
   “Solid,” Shawn approved the cover story.
 
   Ruth tried to shake herself up, to focus. “Have you ever been in the marines?”
 
   “Spent a year embedded.” Sudden shadows darkened his hazel eyes. “The Collegium occasionally introduces us into a military unit.” By “us” he evidently meant his fellow guardians. “Sometimes it’s the only way to confront a threat in an unstable region. Military goes everywhere, but some things mundanes shouldn’t face alone.” So he’d faced the magical danger for them, and it had left spiritual scars.
 
   She had to rein in her empathetic healer’s instincts. Their mission wasn’t about healing whatever had happened to Shawn overseas—although, William could be sneaky enough to make an apparent mission about preventing a plague curse serve double duty to heal a guardian as well as a healer. After all, she suspected he was using this chance to set her up to heal the long term psychic scars she carried. If she was braver, and if Shawn wasn’t present and listening, she’d tell William that he was hoping for the impossible.
 
   Going home wouldn’t absolve her of the past.
 
   She focused on practicalities. “What about renovations? Can you maintain the cover story?”
 
   Shawn grinned at her. “My dad and sister are electricians. Dad makes extra money on the side renovating houses. Mom hates moving all the time, but it’s his hobby. I’ve helped him plenty.”
 
   Ruth surrendered to the inevitable. “William, I should have known you’d have it all mapped out.”
 
   “Yes, you should. I don’t send my people on missions they’re not suited to.” The stern look in his eyes meant he wouldn’t let her wriggle out of this even if her conscience would have let her try. Plagues were rare, but they could happen, and the presence of a cult at a nexus site did increase the infinitesimal odds. She’d be going home to make sure Bideer was safe.
 
   “When do we leave?” she asked.
 
   “Tonight.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   Shawn was interested in Ruth’s reaction to going home. If someone had told him there was even the sniff of a chance of a plague starting in his mamaw’s small town, he’d have a hundred questions. On the other hand, Ruth was a healer. She probably knew the answers to those questions. She was definitely a self-contained woman, so if she worried, she’d hide it.
 
   Although she hadn’t been able to hide her resistance to going home. Her body had stiffened with it.
 
   “Good luck.” William’s words were a dismissal.
 
   Shawn stood and waited for Ruth to precede him from the room.
 
   The top of her head only came to his shoulder. She was a small, slim woman. The loose top she wore covered her to mid-thigh, hiding her figure, but she moved gracefully and swiftly. Her shoulder-length hair was tied back in a ponytail. He wouldn’t mind seeing it loose. It had the fine red-gold color usually seen in children and outgrown by adulthood. A Celtic woman, the naming suited her. A woman of ancient magics. A healer.
 
   “Do you have time for a coffee?” he asked.
 
   She glanced at his face, then swiftly at her watch. “Twenty minutes to eleven. Yes. We could talk on the plane, but—”
 
   “Portal,” he interrupted. 
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “I’d bet that the mission briefings being sent to us include travel via portal. San Antonio would be the closest portal to Bideer. I expect they’ll have a vehicle, maybe two, waiting for us and all the details of our cover stories. If it’s plague, I doubt we’ll waste time on air travel.” 
 
   “Possibly plague,” she corrected. “And the chance is infinitesimally low.” She sighed. “But you’re undoubtedly right. We’ll travel by portal.”
 
   He slanted a look at her as they descended the stairs. “Are you one of the ones who gets portal sick?”
 
   “Yes.” It was a hissed, resentful acknowledgement.
 
   “Okay, then.” They walked out into the foyer of Collegium headquarters. They could have grabbed a coffee on the guardians’ floor or the healers’, but he liked to get a feel for the vibe of headquarters, and the best place to do that was in the foyer. The scattered tables and lounges encouraged people to chat. Mundanes who only knew the Collegium in its purported role as an international think tank, were also present, but a simple privacy spell would keep their conversation just between Ruth and him. “How do you like your coffee?”
 
   She glanced up at him. Her face was an oval-shape, redeemed from bland prettiness by the intelligence in her green eyes and the determined set to her mouth. That tight mouth relaxed. “Plain, no milk or sugar. Thanks. I’ll snag a table.”
 
   Good luck with that. He’d already noted the absence of free tables, but there was a two-person sofa to the side, half-hidden by a potted tree fern. If Ruth moved fast, she could secure it. 
 
   He left her to it and queued for coffee, serving himself from the elaborate machine. He concentrated harder on the task than he had to, but it made a good excuse to avoid eye contact. He wasn’t comfortable with his higher profile in the Collegium, with the number of people murmuring good morning, nodding acknowledgement, knowing him. A few weeks as personal assistant and bodyguard to the president, and he no longer flew under the radar. He hated it.
 
   It would be good to get out and return to fieldwork.
 
   He burnt his tongue on the first sip of coffee. It was hot and strong, espresso with that smooth bitterness; worth burning his tongue for.
 
   “Thanks.” Ruth accepted a mug from him. She sat under the curving fronds of the tree fern, very straight-backed.
 
   He sat beside her, not bothering to keep his thigh from brushing hers on the small sofa. It was a small test. 
 
   One she passed as she made no attempt to pull back. She gave off a distant air, a woman very conscious of her personal space, but if he was meant to play the role of her friend, then in small things, she had to show her trust of him. If she pulled away from him, no one would believe them friends.
 
   He rearranged his long legs so they didn’t trip up anyone walking past, and in doing so, removed himself from her personal space. If he needed to know that she could play the role of friend, she, in turn, needed to know that he’d respect her personal space, and her. For the length of the mission, they’d be a team.
 
   “May I?” He enclosed them in a small privacy bubble. People would see them, but what they said to each other would be an indistinguishable murmur and lip-reading would be similarly blurred.
 
   “It’s best to take precautions,” she agreed. “Plague is rare, but the word is enough to set off a panic. That or its modern version: pandemic.”
 
   “How likely is it that we’ll face the beginnings of a plague? I’ve never been asked to accompany a healer on this type of mission before.”
 
   “Curses with the potential to morph into plagues are rare. Even rarer is to find a curse with the capability and access to the power boost necessary to make that jump.”
 
   “You don’t seem worried?” It was less an observation of her serene demeanor than an attempt to elicit a response from her.
 
   Judging by the faint narrowing of her eyes as she looked at him, she recognized his question for what it was—a criticism—and she answered his real question. “A plague is highly unlikely. I love my family.” A clear statement, but her voice was constrained and she no longer held his gaze. Instead, she stared into her mug. “If I thought there was a real threat, I’d move my family out of the area. They’d resist. I’d insist.” She swallowed some coffee. “But it would be rare to experience more than one outbreak of plague in our lifetimes, and we already have Ebola.”
 
   “And that came from?”
 
   “Violence and war. Terrible suffering that twisted into a survivors’ group’s terrible vengeance.”
 
   They were silent. The privacy bubble didn’t impede them seeing or hearing others’ discussions. The busy foyer hummed with conversation. People in expensive suits gestured emphatically, outlining their arguments. Collegium guardians, like himself, moved more discreetly, preferring not to draw attention.
 
   “When we reach Bideer, there’ll be three things to look for,” Ruth said.
 
   He drained his mug and set it aside.
 
   She tapped her thumb. “One, we need to assess the Moonlit Hearts Club members and other people in town to judge if any have the power to jolt a curse from a single victim to plague status. That requires magic of guardian level ability.”
 
   “Or yours?” he challenged.
 
   She nodded. “Fractionally less for a healer, since plague falls within our abilities. To heal and to harm, two sides of the same coin.”
 
   “Okay. Significant magic. I can search for likely people.”
 
   “Second.” She tapped her index finger. “Is there a sense of malaise? Unhealthiness.”
 
   “Evil,” he said bluntly.
 
   “Yes. We need to find out if there are other victims.”
 
   Nice thought. Hopefully not, but it was possible.
 
   “Third,” she continued. “I need a copy of the curse. What words shaped it, and what else forms it? Physical props, the people involved, any ritual.”
 
   “That might be harder.” He frowned, semi-consciously noticing the table of businessmen across from him who shifted uncomfortably, murmured and left. If they could be intimidated by one man’s frown…
 
   “Or it might be simple,” Ruth said. “Some people don’t mean their curse to do as much harm as it does. The person who cursed the man Dr. Li saw might be horrified at what a moment’s ill-wishing caused. They might be willing to share the details of the curse.”
 
   “Hmm.” Or could be convinced to do so. “And if the curse crosses over into being a plague, or has the potential to do so?”
 
   “If it’s only potentially a plague, I can reverse it.”
 
   He kept his face expressionless at her confidence. The Chief Healer, William Mimea, had chosen Ruth for this mission. He’d have done so for better reasons than her owning a house and family in Bideer. She had to be a powerful healer.
 
   “The protocol for neutralizing a curse is simple enough.” She smiled slightly, and her beauty was a punch to his gut. “If a bit more complex than a pinch of salt.”
 
   He grinned, putting aside for the moment the possible complication of his being attracted to her. “Fair enough. I’ll leave the curse to you, as long as you’ll ask for help if you need it.”
 
   “Definitely.” She twisted the mug between her fingers; slender fingers with blunt, well-kept nails. “And if a plague does emerge, we contact William and he sends in a strike team of healers, having consulted with the forecasters and alchemists, here. Our role will be to keep the town safe until back-up arrives.”
 
   Shawn took her empty mug from her and put it beside his on the table abandoned by the businessmen. Then he sat back down. “What else do I need to know?”
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   Ruth sighed. The guardian was smart and controlled, which were great traits in a mission partner, until you wanted to avoid an issue. She knew he’d detected her reluctance to return to Bideer, and now he wanted an explanation of it.
 
   “My family and I aren’t on the best terms.” She kept her response minimal. Strictly a needs-to-know basis. “My brothers and I are fine, but they’re not in town. Mitch is in the army, Kane at college. Coming home means facing a bit of talk. Nothing that will jeopardize our mission. You should ignore anything you hear about me.”
 
   He looked thoughtful. His amazing hazel eyes seemed to darken from an alert yellowy-green to a shadowed khaki shade. “Will it cause trouble that I’ll be staying alone in the house with you? Single girl, single guy?”
 
   “Oh? Oh no.” She almost laughed. “No. They won’t believe you’re involved with me.”
 
   He didn’t relax and share her humor. If anything, his face set stern, almost as if he hid the hurt of an insult. “Why not?”
 
   “No reflection on you.” Without thinking, she put a reassuring hand on his knee. “My family sees me as a repressed—well, for lack of a less old-fashioned word—spinster.”
 
   “Are you?” 
 
   He didn’t move, but she was suddenly aware of the skin, muscle and bone under her hand. The intense masculine power so near her. “No.” She had to clear her throat. “I’m not repressed.”
 
   “Just haven’t found the right guy?” And suddenly he was the laid-back, teasing guy who’d presented himself in William’s office.
 
   His change, and the swiftness of it—his ability to mask his power—was something to consider, later. For now, Ruth embraced the reduced tension. “Yeah. So far, all the frogs I’ve kissed have been toads.”
 
   He laughed, stood and stretched; muscled, gorgeous and ignoring the attention he attracted. A tall drink of water, they’d call him in Texas. “All right. I’ll read the briefing, get a few of my things together, and meet you here at four o’clock.”
 
   She nodded at what had been less question than command. A mission couldn’t have two leaders, and she didn’t see Shawn Jackson following anyone. He seemed a man inclined to take his own path. “Four o’clock in the foyer.”
 
   He sketched a casual salute and loped away.
 
   She stayed seated beneath the potted tree fern and watched him, and the way others turned to watch his departure. Evidently, she’d been away from the Collegium too long. Shawn Jackson had some sort of standing, and she didn’t know what it was.
 
   Time to find out.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Ruth’s New York apartment was a single room miracle of minimalism. She leased it from the Collegium at a subsidized rental, and had chosen to do so unfurnished. Into the empty space she’d brought a barstool on which to work and eat at the kitchen counter, a futon, a television to hang on the wall, an armchair, some kitchenware, her clothes and personal belongings and…that was it. The apartment was a place to sleep and to leave behind.
 
   Before graduating college, she’d lived in a group apartment with other Collegium trainees, not all healers. One had been, but the other two had been a musicologist and an alchemist. Graduation had meant they’d scattered. She was the only one who’d stayed based in New York. 
 
   She’d chosen to live alone just to avoid the dramas. With room-mates sometimes you lucked out, and other times you came home late and exhausted to a sink full of dirty dishes. 
 
   Practice makes perfect, and as a first responder she was used to being called out at short notice on emergency missions. It didn’t take her long to pack a bag for going home to Bideer, even if this time she included more casual clothes than usual. She would be working, but the people around her couldn’t know it. Jeans, t-shirts, sweaters, hiking boots. She stuffed in underwear and zipped the bag shut.
 
   She wore that type of clothing, now: old jeans, worn white at the seams and knees; a long-sleeved henley in a faded rose; and a smoke-gray fleece jacket she could zip up against the cold of a fall afternoon in New York. Her sneakers were just as practical, but prettier, colored cream and rose. She looped her hair into a loose knot, slung her bag over her shoulder and walked out.
 
   Earlier in the afternoon, she’d gotten the gossip on Shawn. 
 
   “He is swee-eet,” Nesta had fanned herself. Obviously, she didn’t think Shawn saccharine, but rather, hot.
 
   “He seems efficient, or William wouldn’t have agreed to his assignment to the mission.” Ruth had bitten into her toasted sourdough turkey sandwich.
 
   Nesta kicked her under the table. “Girl, I know you have working eyes. Tell me that man ain’t fine?”
 
   “All right. He’s sexy.” Ruth’s concession had been accompanied by a flash of memory at just how fine Shawn looked. 
 
   “Smart, too.” Nesta relented in her teasing. “Three of the guardians protected the president till he got his magical mojo back. Of them all, Shawn was the most efficient. Everyone knew it. They started timing their visits. They could sneak things past Haskell and Chad—get in to see President Bennett—but not with Shawn. So they avoided him. And the president mightn’t give much away, but you could tell he did the opposite. Of the three guardians assigned to him, I reckon Shawn became the closest to being the president’s friend.”
 
   “Lewis Bennett doesn’t collect friends,” Ruth said thoughtfully. The Collegium’s new president had previously been commander of the guardians, so she knew his reputation. He was a man who stood alone.
 
   “Exactly.” Nesta nodded vigorously while she finished her mouthful of quinoa and red bean salad. “Shawn even has Bennett’s respect and—people figure—some influence with him.”
 
   “What about Shawn’s magic?”
 
   Nesta had shrugged. “Guardian standard, I guess. General magic, trained for combat.”
 
   Walking back towards the Collegium, likely to be early to meet Shawn, Ruth contemplated that meagre haul of information. She already knew something more about Shawn than Nesta’s plugged-into-the-gossip-vine interest. William had said Shawn could mask his magic. Which raised an interesting question: just how much power did Shawn hide?
 
   At any rate, he was a fairly shrewd people-reader himself. He was waiting for Ruth at the bottom of the front steps to Collegium headquarters. “I thought you’d be early.” He had a battered pack at his feet and he’d also changed clothes. Gone was the quietly expensive Collegium guardians’ de facto uniform of quality hiking gear, and in its place, he wore a storm-blue sweater over jeans. But the boots remained the same, comfortably worn in.
 
   As she got close, he lifted her bag off her shoulder.
 
   She grabbed for it. “I can carry it.”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Is this you getting in character?”
 
   He shrugged his pack over his left shoulder, then shifted her bag to that hand, too, leaving his right hand free. “It’s in character. It’s also me. Do you want anything in headquarters?”
 
   The Collegium building loomed behind him, glass and steel, modern and unremarkable. Only if Ruth slipped into mage sight would she see the shimmer of magic that warded it. “I’m good.”
 
   “Then, let’s go.”
 
   Her mission briefing had included the unwanted confirmation that they’d be travelling by portal. Uncomfortable with the fact that she wasn’t carrying her own bag, Ruth shoved her hands into the pockets of her fleece jacket. The portal was a few blocks away. 
 
   Porters owned their portals, controlled them utterly, and since portals seemed always to be located just below ground, the porters tended to own the building above their portals. In New York, that meant the porter, Paul O’Halloran, owned the short-stay apartment building above his portal. Look-away spells and other magic prevented mundanes from noticing the busy pedestrian traffic in and out of his building.
 
   Ruth and Shawn entered by the front door. Shawn put his head in the front room. “Paul, you there?”
 
   The porter wasn’t. Hopefully, he was already downstairs in the basement, by the portal.
 
   At least Ruth had been spared having to enter Paul’s front room. He’d converted the parlor into a man den, complete with a huge television, a stained recliner and a bar fridge for his beer. Dirty plates and empty beer cans littered the floor.
 
   She followed Shawn down the concrete steps to the basement. 
 
   Paul was there, sitting in a recliner even rattier than the one upstairs. A radio blared a horse race. “There you are.” Paul didn’t bother turning the radio down as he hauled himself out of the chair. He was a guy about forty, seriously overweight and it was affecting his breathing. His voice had a slight wheeze. “If it isn’t my favorite healer.”
 
   “Hi, Paul,” Ruth said reluctantly.
 
   Paul was sleazy, but not dangerously so. Porters had independent status with the Collegium, but the organization wouldn’t have tolerated an abusive one. Paul knew it, too. He kept his nuisance status dialed to the have-to-tolerate-him level. 
 
   “We’re travelling to San Antonio,” Shawn said.
 
   “So I’ve been told.” Paul brandished his phone. He shouted into the portal. “You there, Sue?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’ve got the two Collegium mages. Sending them through.” He smirked at Ruth and held out his hand.
 
   Hiding her cringe, Ruth accepted it.
 
   His palm was damp.
 
   Travel through the in-between was a dizzying, disorienting experience that was shortened to a few seconds if porters handed a person from porter to porter. Bracing herself for the chaos of the in-between, and holding onto Paul’s hand, Ruth stepped into the shimmering metallic-gray portal in the center of the basement’s cement floor.
 
   The crazy, weightless, spinning reality of the in-between claimed her. Nausea churned her stomach. She shut her eyes.
 
   A cool hand replaced Paul’s clasp and hauled Ruth out. 
 
   “Portal sick?” The San Antonio porter studied Ruth’s pale face, her own face a healthy tanned color with a humorous if sympathetic expression. 
 
   “I just need to get my breath back.” Ruth shuffled backwards on the old, brick-paved floor, making room for Shawn to step out of the portal.
 
   He entered the Texas cellar as casually as a man walking into his own kitchen. “Thanks, Sue.”
 
   The middle-aged porter smiled at him. “You’d better take your friend upstairs and into the fresh air. She doesn’t look so well.”
 
   Shawn gave Ruth an assessing look. A smile tugged at his mouth. “No, she sure doesn’t.”
 
   Ruth couldn’t summon the energy to glare at him. Instead, she put a hand on her stomach and sent a pulse of magic to calm it.
 
   “Keys.” Sue threw a set to Shawn. “One of the mages in town left a truck for you.”
 
   “Thanks.” He caught the keys, pocketed them, and gripped Ruth’s elbow. “Let’s get you upstairs. The wind of the open road will help.”
 
   “Huh.” Ruth let him haul her up the neat wooden staircase and into a sunny sitting room. They kept on going across the clean tiled floor with its scattering of Navajo rugs and out to a tidy suburban backyard warm with afternoon sunshine. Ruth tipped her face to the sun and inhaled deeply. She smelled lavender and rosemary, and heard the buzz of bees.
 
   “Better?”
 
   “Yes. Thank you.”
 
   He released her elbow, giving her shoulder a quick squeeze before heading for the side gate. “I reckon that’s our truck.”
 
   She was a fraction slower to move. His sympathy for her portal sickness had been edged with humor, but still real, and it had been a long time since anyone had cared for her. After all, she was the healer. She looked after others. Climbing the stairs just now, she’d leaned on his strength—and that was dangerous.
 
   Shawn was a guardian. Like a healer, he had his own protective instincts.
 
   She had to beware of them. She rubbed her shoulder which tingled where his hand had squeezed briefly. A lonely person had to be careful of mistaking kindness for something more, especially when the kindness came in a sexy package. On the other hand, on this mission, she had a partner, and partners worked together. Her confused resonse to him was something to think about.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   The drive to Bideer was mostly silent. Shawn didn’t know why Ruth was silent. Maybe it was habitual? She was reserved. He glanced sideways and saw her serene profile. 
 
   A healer’s composure was a daunting thing. He’d seen them hold onto that professional, detached demeanor through hellish attacks and their aftermath, moving among survivors, healing, comforting and reassuring their patients. They hid their own feelings.
 
   Shawn frowned. It wasn’t as if he wore his own heart on his sleeve, but Ruth’s distance bothered him. With her…his instincts told him that no matter how she might be trained to behave in a crisis, in ordinary life she ought to be more involved. Volatile. Heck, it was a cliché, but the woman had red hair. She ought to be louder.
 
   Ruth sighed faintly, turning her head to look at something he’d just sped past.
 
   He glanced in the rear view mirror. They’d crossed a bridge, but it wasn’t as if the bridge looked like much. What had caught her attention? “We’re nearly at Bideer,” he broke the silence.
 
   “Just crossed the Bideer River,” she answered. “It winds away down, but we’ll catch up with it in a few miles. Or we would if we drove through town. I thought…” Her voice faded, then strengthened. “The house needs to be opened up and aired. If we do that, first, then we can go back into town and buy some food, cleaning supplies and anything else we need. And tell people we’re here. We can eat an early dinner at my family’s diner.”
 
   He was curious to learn her family ran a diner, but time would show him that. “Sounds like a plan. You’ll have to give me directions to your house.”
 
   “About a mile, then take the road to the right. River Road.”
 
   “I assume it leads to Bideer River?”
 
   “Yes. The river forms the southern boundary of my land.”
 
   “How much land do you have?” He indicated for the turn off.
 
   “A bit over thirty acres.”
 
   He whistled. “Space to breathe.”
 
   She smiled. “I like it.”
 
   The leaves of the trees that lined the country road were changing color. They lacked the dramatic fall colors of the north east, but the softer golden tones had their own charm, especially back-dropped by the uncompromising green of pine trees. 
 
   “Do people hunt around here?” he asked.
 
   “Not on my land. I’ve had it sign-posted. But Daddy does. He’s a farmer and the deer bother him. I don’t like the sound of guns.” Bad memories haunted her voice before she banished them. “We’re nearly at the house.” She leaned forward, and he slowed down. “The driveway is just past those oaks.”
 
   He saw an old mailbox, leaning drunkenly, nearly rusted out, and turned in past the oaks. And there he stopped, the truck’s motor idling. “That is not what I expected.”
 
   The trees had hidden the house from their approach, but now he saw it set well back from the road and enclosed by a fence even more decrepit than the mailbox. But none of that mattered. The house triumphed over the dilapidation and neglect that surrounded it.
 
   “Rose House,” Ruth said softly. “It’s Queen Anne style.”
 
   He’d noticed. The turret to one side and the ornamentation stuck all over, like frosting on a wedding cake, kind of proclaimed the house’s style.
 
   “It needs repainting,” she said.
 
   “Big job.”
 
   She laughed. “I’m not suggesting you make that your cover story.”
 
   He liked her laughter. Slowly, he let the truck roll forward. “How’s the roof?”
 
   “Good. I had it repaired in a couple of places, but the roofer was surprised how solid it was. The house was built in 1894. The windows are good and none of the wood has rotted.”
 
   He parked the truck on the gravel driveway by the porch steps. Weeds poked through the gravel. They were brown after a long summer and going to seed. With the truck engine off, the peace of the place enveloped them. He rested his arms on the steering wheel. “It’s a big house.”
 
   “Five bedrooms,” Ruth said crisply. Her voice held a hint of defensiveness, of someone responding to an old criticism. “I’m not planning to run a bed and breakfast, either. I just liked the house. I saw it for sale online…” She shrugged as she reached for the door handle. “I bought it on impulse. As a kid, the story was that it was haunted.” She jumped down from the truck.
 
   Shawn got out, too. “Is it haunted?” He stretched the muscles of his shoulders and back.
 
   “I don’t believe in ghosts.”
 
   That brought his attention back from the house to Ruth.
 
   “When we die, we die,” she said bluntly, and reached into the back of the truck to lift out her bag.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   Ruth fought her usual fight with Rose House. Whenever she visited the place, she felt an overwhelming sense of welcome, and the lure of that scared her. She didn’t want to admit that she’d fallen in love with a house, or admit to the even less comfortable knowledge that no other place in the world felt like home as Bideer did. The people—her family—mightn’t make her welcome, but she belonged.
 
   “I like it,” Shawn said, staring at the house. 
 
   “It’s a ridiculous house,” she said.
 
   “It has charm.”
 
   She looked at the quirky, steep roofline, the turret to her right, the front steps to the deep porch, the stained glass inset to the door. “Yes.” She dug her keys out of her pocket and started up the steps.
 
   Shawn grabbed his pack out of the truck and followed her. “It’s on River Road, but I haven’t seen the river.”
 
   “Bideer River snakes around. You can see it from the back and side of the house.” The front door lock opened smoothly. She turned the handle and gave the door a solid push. It opened to release a gust of stale air. She frowned. “Sorry about the dust.”
 
   “Doesn’t bother me. I don’t have allergies,” he answered absently, crowding in behind her. He was obviously curious to see inside.
 
   The hall had a faded grandeur with a black and white tiled floor, wood paneling halfway up the walls, and the space dominated by the staircase.
 
   Shawn touched the newel post approvingly. “Nice work.”
 
   “It needs polishing. With curtains and blinds drawn, you can’t see how worn everything is.” She walked into the front parlor, following her usual routine to open the house. 
 
   “It’s furnished?” 
 
   “Partly. The last owners never lived here. They inherited it from a distant uncle. The family was from back East. The house sat empty as long as I can remember. When I bought Rose House, they’d left the heavier furniture.”
 
   “Their loss,” he said as she drew back the curtains and the late afternoon light showed the old-fashioned, sturdy armchairs, loveseat, cabinets and bookcases. “Here, let me.” The second window had stuck. He thumped it with the heel of his hand, then slid it open. “You do the curtains and blinds. I’ll open the windows.”
 
   They worked their way around the ground floor.
 
   “Everything’s in pretty good shape,” he said as they climbed the stairs. The roses in the stained glass window on the landing glowed with vibrant pinks and reds.
 
   “The kitchen needs renovating.”
 
   “You mean you don’t like its 1950s look?”
 
   “It’s horrible,” she said flatly. “And the bathrooms got the same hideous cheap makeover about the same time. They’re functional, but when I get the money together, they’re top of my list for renovating.” They reached the top of the stairs. “My room’s the one on the left.”
 
   “With the turret.”
 
   She felt herself blush faintly. “Yes. The other front room has a bed.” She led the way to it. “So you’re probably best in here, unless you want to buy an air mattress in town?”
 
   “This looks fine.” 
 
   “The mattress is new.” She stripped the faded but clean cover off the bed. “And it won’t take a minute to make up the bed. Fortunately, a house witch friend visited and bespelled the linen cupboard, so I know the sheets and pillows will be fresh.” She bundled up the cover.
 
   Shawn gently tugged it from her and set it aside on the window seat. “I can make up the bed if you show me where the linen cupboard is.”
 
   “Right. Okay.” It wasn’t like he was a real guest. They were a team on a mission. A point his next words underlined.
 
   “And we’ll have to think what renovation project you want me to undertake. When I start something, I like to finish it, so if there’s something that would take about a week?”
 
   “How would you feel about demolishing the kitchen?”
 
   He grinned. “You really hate those blue cupboards, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes.” She smiled back at him, unable to resist the dimple denting his cheek. “I really do.”
 
   “All right. I’ll rip out the cupboards and the lino floor. If they glued it down, that might take all week.”
 
   “They glued it. I checked.”
 
   He shrugged. “I’ll figure something out.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   An hour later, they were on their way into town. Ruth had grabbed a broom and swept out her room, and had Shawn take the broom off her when she tried to sweep out his. Engrained habits of hospitality were hard to break. Both their beds were made up, the linen smelling of lavender and sunshine, and Shawn had turned on the electricity and water, and checked that both worked. 
 
   He hadn’t asked if it was okay to leave the house’s windows open. He was a mage. He would have sensed the strong wards she’d paid an Austin-based mage to install. Those wards kept out thieves and vandals. Not that the house had been vandalized in the couple of decades it stood empty. Perhaps it was its location just outside town that kept it safe?
 
   They drove in past the elementary school and the auction house with its massive warehouse. 
 
   “You can park here,” she pointed to the large lot set behind the stores and businesses that fronted Main Street.
 
   “Your family’s diner?” Shawn followed her directions, but his attention was for the restaurant on the corner. 
 
   Ruth looked at the familiar sign, Bideer Diner with two deer framing the name. “Yes.” Once, she’d loved coming to the diner that her mom ran with her sister-in-law, Ruth’s Aunt Peggy. But at fourteen, everything had changed. Ruth hadn’t waitressed there during high school as she’d intended. Instead, she’d earned extra money tutoring. Going to the diner had become an ordeal.
 
   The thud of the truck’s door sounded loud as she closed it behind her.
 
   Shawn walked around the back of the truck and joined her. Without looking any different, he’d subtly changed how he presented himself. His shoulders held a new rigidity. He walked warily, alert to sudden noises and movements, to any changes in the environment. 
 
   He behaved like a man just back from a tour of duty, and ready to be attacked.
 
   Ruth centered herself. They were on a mission now. Shawn lived his cover story. Everyone would believe he was a combat-weary ex-marine. Now, it was up to her to put her game face on. No matter her personal feelings, the diner was the center of the town’s gossip network, so it was where they needed to be.
 
   Suck it up, Ruthie. It’s time to meet the family.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   The diner had changed. Gone were the pastels and pale plastic chairs and tables, and in their place was a rustic, timbered look. But what hadn’t changed were the locals sitting around chatting and eating. A couple of families with toddlers were sitting down to an early dinner. Ruth recognized the parents as people she’d gone to school with, and gave a little wave. 
 
   They called back greetings, and Ruth’s aunt looked up sharply.
 
   “Ruth.” Peggy didn’t sound welcoming. If anything, her voice held a note of warning, and the older woman glanced worriedly to a table in the corner. 
 
   The table was empty, but Ruth could guess who usually occupied it. Who always did.
 
   “Evening, Aunt Peggy. Is Mom around?”
 
   “Helen,” Peggy shouted through the kitchen hatch. She and Ruth had given up years ago pretending any sort of affection.
 
   “Ruth!” Her mom hurried out, wiping her hands on a floral apron. “Honey, you never said you were visiting. I’d have made up your room.”
 
   They hugged, just a little awkward. 
 
   “I’m staying at Rose House,” Ruth said, and hesitated, wondering if she needed to explain, to confess that she owned it.
 
   “That dump.” Peggy snorted.
 
   But neither woman showed any surprise. It seemed Ruth’s brothers had passed on the news that she’d bought the town’s haunted house.
 
   That didn’t mean Peggy could insult her home. Ruth stiffened and pulled back from her mom’s hug.
 
   Her mom, Helen, frowned at Peggy, and the frown lingered as she turned back to Ruth. “You know we keep your room for you at the farm.”
 
   “I know, Mom. But…” Ruth was suddenly grateful that Shawn was there, even if it was because of the infinitesimal risk of a plague. His presence was an excuse to avoid the minefield that was interacting with her family. “I’m just popping in for a couple of days to get a friend settled. Mom, this is Shawn, Shawn Jackson. He’s going to be renovating Rose House for me. He’s an ex-marine.” And that strangled Peggy’s second snort. The people of Bideer respected those who served. “Shawn, this is my mom, Helen Warner.”
 
   “Mrs. Warner.” Shawn nodded respectfully and shook hands, ignoring her mom’s flustered attempts to wipe her floured hands again on her apron.
 
   “I’ve been making biscuits,” she said. “It’s good to meet you, Shawn.”
 
   Silence descended. 
 
   “We need to buy a few things for the house, some groceries,” Ruth said. “Then we’ll come back, have an early dinner. It’s been a long day.”
 
   Helen rubbed her hands together in a nervous gesture. “I’ll be busy, honey. We won’t have a chance to chat. If you come over to the farm, tomorrow, for lunch…” Her voice faded, her attention going to the door.
 
   Ruth didn’t need to turn around to know who’d entered. “Lunch at the farm sounds good. We can catch up, then.” She ignored the soft sound of rubber on the diner’s hardwood floors, the hushed whisper of movement. Determinedly, she kept her voice even. “Tonight, we’ll just eat and run. I want Shawn to try your brisket.”
 
   “Is that what I can smell? Smells good.” Shawn couldn’t know why the atmosphere was suddenly electric with tension, but he backed her up. 
 
   “People drive for miles for it. That and the blueberry caramel pie.” Ruth turned slowly. “Isn’t that right, Mason?”
 
   Her cousin looked up at her, the usual hate and spite in his eyes. Green eyes, like hers. “If you say so, Ruthie.”
 
   She smiled tightly at him. “Perfect weather for Mom’s comfort food.” She knew better than to ask Mason how he was or to present any sort of target for his attack. Especially this visit, when she and Shawn would have to spend time in the diner. 
 
   Mason had claimed the diner as his space. Ruth existed on the outskirts of the family. He rolled his wheelchair forward, and she, perforce, stepped out of the way.
 
   Shawn didn’t. “Shawn Jackson.” He held out his hand to Mason. “I’ll be renovating Ruth’s house for her.”
 
   “Is that what they call it these days?”
 
   “Mason,” his mom hissed. Even for Aunt Peggy, that was going too far. And Mason had pitched his voice so that other diners could hear.
 
   Shawn withdrew his hand. He didn’t keep his voice down either. It remained level, but it had force. “If you’re implying Ruth and I are lovers, you’re wrong. I’m a former marine. I need a quiet place to stay and some hard work to occupy me while I sort out my head. Ruth understands.”
 
   It was Mason who looked away from that staring contest. And the fair skin that Ruth shared, that gave away every emotion, flushed red.
 
   “If it’s hard work you’re after, Rose House will supply it. I don’t know why Ruth bought such a large house, and one no one’s lived in for years. She didn’t consult us.” Helen nervously filled the silence. “There’ll be cobwebs everywhere. And worse. What state are the drains in? I could come over and help clean things up.”
 
   “Mom.”
 
   Helen gripped her hands together. “How long are you staying, Ruth?”
 
   It depended on what they found out about the Moonlit Hearts Club and whether it was responsible for the curse that had killed a man. It depended on how strong that curse was; what powered it. If the club wasn’t responsible, then Ruth didn’t know who among the mundane townsfolk could have acquired enough power to create a fatal curse. She hated to think one of her neighbors was capable of it. “A week. Maybe two. I have some leave accumulated.”
 
   “From your important job, saving lives around the world?” Mason maneuvered his electric wheelchair past them, heading for his table in the far corner.
 
   “Yes.” Ruth watched the back of his head, the red hair cut short and already balding. She refused to engage in an argument. “I’ve been in Australia. Mom, there’s no need to worry about the house. It’s not that dirty.”
 
   “And I’m not scared of cobwebs,” Shawn intervened. “But a few cleaning supplies might be a good idea. Breaking up the kitchen will create some dirt.”
 
   “Renovating a kitchen is a big job.” Helen was dubious. Her gaze went up and down Shawn. 
 
   “Better than living with the kitchen I have now,” Ruth said briskly. She put a hand on Shawn’s arm, urging him to move out. “We should get those cleaning supplies and some food. Milk, bread, apples.”
 
   Shawn looked thoughtfully to where Mason had swiveled his wheelchair to face back towards them, and not so incidentally, to command a view of the entire dining space. For an instant Shawn’s muscles bunched under Ruth’s hand. Then he relaxed, putting a hand lightly to her waist and ushering her out of the diner in front of him.
 
   Ruth had to hold her breath to stop it rushing out in relief. With Shawn behind her, it felt as if he blocked Mason’s angry vibes. For the first time in a long time, she felt safe in the diner. The fine tension that usually threaded along her spine unwound. It wouldn’t be easy to return for dinner knowing Mason waited for them, but it would be easier than it had been when she’d previously returned to town alone.
 
   The diner’s door closed behind them. It was motion-sensor triggered, something installed years ago so that Mason could enter and leave unaided. 
 
   “We should be able to get everything in the supermarket.” Ruth didn’t have to point out the supermarket’s location. It was across the road, opposite the diner on Main Street. “The hardware store is back down the highway, but we—or you—can go there, tomorrow, for any other supplies.” They crossed the road. “The men will probably talk to you more if I’m not around.” And they needed to learn about the latest happenings in Bideer; about the Moonlit Hearts Club mostly, but also if any other strange events had occurred.
 
   “They probably will.” Shawn accepted the misogynistic tendencies of his sex.
 
   Ruth waited for him to question the tensions in the diner among her family, but perhaps he figured that the small supermarket wasn’t the place.
 
   At the entrance, he asked, “Cart or basket?” 
 
   She hesitated. If she bought too much food, they wouldn’t have a reason to eat at the diner through the next few days, and the diner would plug them into the local gossip. On the other hand, cleaning supplies were bulky. “Cart.”
 
   Shawn pushed it. 
 
   Ruth picked up apples and bananas, consulted him and added pears. It was strange to share the everyday task of shopping with him. They got an instant coffee and tea bags, skipped sugar since neither took it, and added cookies and snack foods. People greeted her, and she introduced Shawn to a couple of them who lingered, obviously curious as to his presence beside her.
 
   She didn’t waste time, though. This was intelligence gathering portion of their mission. This evening was about establishing their place in town. Tomorrow, word would have gone out. She belonged, and Shawn would be accepted as a man readjusting to civilian life. Then they could start guiding the conversation to the Moonlit Hearts Club and any odd happenings around town.
 
   Shawn insisted on carrying their shopping back across the road to the diner, but let her carry a lighter bag of cleaning rags and paper towels. She shook her head at him, and he grinned. “You can get the door.”
 
   “It’s an automatic opener—”
 
   His grin widened. He knew that.
 
   Reluctantly, she smiled back at him. Her smile faded as they walked into the diner and Peggy looked up sharply.
 
   “You can put your shopping out back,” Peggy said.
 
   Ruth nodded. They walked into the kitchen and to the left, where a storage room would let them stow things out of the way. The dinner crowd was picking up, so they said hi to Kevin, who was helping Ruth’s mom, and retreated back to claim a table. Ruth picked one midway along the room, near the window, but in the other waitress’s zone, not Peggy’s, and far enough away that Mason couldn’t talk to them.
 
   He was eating a burger in the corner. Another guy had joined him at the table, a friend from his high school years. Both looked at Ruth, who stared back.
 
   Shawn pulled out a chair for her.
 
   She blinked at him, then sat.
 
   He seated himself opposite. Like the combat mage he was, and the marine he’d been, his back was to the wall and his view of the door was unobstructed. “Brisket, you said?” He didn’t bother opening the menu.
 
   The waitress, a woman Ruth didn’t know, took their order briskly. She was about thirty, a blonde with brown roots showing through about two inches. It looked as if she was trying to grow out a bad bleach job. “Erica,” her name tag read.
 
   The brisket was every bit as good as Ruth remembered. 
 
   Shawn gave a happy moan after the first bite. “How big’s your dad?”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “Big guy? Tough?”
 
   She looked at him doubtfully. “About average size. Hard-working. Why?”
 
   “I’m wondering if I can steal your mom from him. Man, she can cook.”
 
   Erica, refilling their water glasses, giggled.
 
   Shawn paused in shoveling in the food. “Unless you’ve been holding out on me, Ruth. Can you cook like this, too?”
 
   Ridiculously, a blush rose in her face. She wasn’t accustomed to teasing that was a lot like flirting. She had to clear her throat to answer. “I can cook.”
 
   Laughter danced in his hazel eyes. “Maybe I’ll put off demolishing the kitchen at Rose House till you’ve cooked me a meal.”
 
   She fought down her blush. “You’ll have more chance of getting that meal in a new kitchen. The existing one is hideous.”
 
   “Motivation for the job. You’ll be surprised how fast I can work.”
 
   They discussed the kitchen while finishing the meal, including blueberry caramel pie for Shawn and apple pie for her, but not lingering over their coffee. It was innocuous conversation, suited to all the people eavesdropping, not least Peggy who lingered nearby. Then they split the bill, both leaving a generous tip.
 
   Collecting their shopping from the storage room, Shawn was equally generous with his praise of Helen’s cooking; generous enough that he won a second slice of pie packed to go.
 
   Ruth shook her head, half laughing, as they walked back to the truck. “No one told me you were a silver-tongued devil.”
 
   “Honest praise, every bit of it.” He opened the passenger door for her, then stowed the groceries on the back seat.
 
   The truck was massive, a true Texas statement of machismo. The Collegium mage who’d chosen it for them, for this mission, had been smart. A couple of years wear on it made it unremarkable. Driving it, Shawn blended in with the good ole boys. And Ruth felt comfortable riding beside him. If she hadn’t been born with a healer’s magic, this would likely have been her life: she’d have lived in town or near it, married a hard-working man who owned a truck like this, and they’d have had kids, or been planning to.
 
   She turned her face to the side window and watched the familiar landscape slide past.
 
   The night was dark and the breeze cool as they left the lights of town behind them. Clouds hid the moon, turning glimpses of the river into a dark ribbon. Rose House was equally dark since Ruth hadn’t thought to leave a light on. 
 
   Shawn drove around to the back and parked the truck beneath an almond tree by the porch. He also shed the casual persona he wore for the world. “Did you sense anything in town? Any evil? Anything different?”
 
   “No. Maybe. Not evil.” She wasn’t certain. Her own feelings might have colored her perception. She’d felt unsettled.
 
   Tomorrow would be better, she promised herself. Tomorrow she wouldn’t be distracted by family, but would concentrate on the mission.
 
   She got out of the truck and rubbed at her arms as he reached back for the shopping bags. “Loneliness,” she said. “I felt it like the echo of a howl. If I’d been concentrating, maybe I could have tracked it.”
 
   “What do you mean by loneliness?” 
 
   They climbed the back steps. Turning to look at him, she saw the dark river beyond. “It’s something healers can sense, a sickness of the soul. Loneliness isn’t the same as being alone. It’s not even the same as a passing sense of loneliness. That sounds idiotic.” She unlocked the back door and held it open for him to enter carrying the shopping. “I mean, loneliness where a person feels their soul is locked in solitary confinement. It’s a wound of the spirit.”
 
   “And you felt that in town?” He put the shopping bags on the kitchen table. 
 
   Its sturdy pine construction made it one of the few things she wanted to keep in the outdated room. “Wisps of it. I couldn’t work out who it came from. It was present in the diner and supermarket, and a hint of it was fading on the street.”
 
   “Hmm.” He stood to one side as she put things away.
 
   “I guess I should have expected it if the Moonlit Hearts Club is a collection of lonely hearts. People with lonely aching hearts…they’re vulnerable.” She ducked her head, concentrating on putting the food in the fridge that was humming and already felt cool. Everything else went into the large pantry that held some cleaning gear like mops and buckets, brooms and such like from earlier visits to the house. 
 
   Shawn waited till she was back in the kitchen, its overhead light starkly revealing the worn out cupboards, sink and ancient cooktop, as well as his serious expression. “I don’t want to ask, Ruth, but I think you’d better tell me what the situation is with your family.” 
 
   She folded an empty shopping bag scrupulously, only to put it aside on the table and watch it unfold itself. The plastic rustled. “Not here.” She cast an unhappy look around the dismal kitchen. “Would you mind walking down to the river?” Outside, and not having to look at him, her confession would be easier. She wouldn’t have to see his reaction to the story of her failure.
 
   “Suits me. I’d like to stretch my legs.”
 
   She winced. It was just a saying, but it reminded her of all Mason had lost.
 
   The path down to the river was a faint trail through the overgrown garden. Roses that had survived decades of neglect stretched out brambly arms in the darkness. Along the back fence, fruit trees twisted in fantastic shapes, their gnarled old branches silvered with lichen in daylight, but now seeming black. The back gate had been propped open years ago, and honeysuckle grew through it, anchoring it in place. The sweet scent of the last of summer floated on the air as they passed. The land sloped gently down to the river bank, rough and uneven underfoot.
 
   A person in a wheelchair could never take this path. 
 
   “You met Mason at the diner.” Ruth plucked a dried seed head from the tall grass and shredded it, plucked another. “He’s my cousin, Aunt Peggy’s son. His father died when Mason was six. I don’t remember Uncle Louis. He was my dad’s brother. Mom and Aunt Peggy opened the diner about then. Mom took some breaks. My two brothers are younger than me. But the diner and Mason are Aunt Peggy’s whole life.”
 
   Shawn abandoned the faint trace of the path and simply walked beside her, ducking under an occasional pine branch. 
 
   Ruth watched the country and her footing rather than look at him. “Mason is three years older than me. When he was seventeen he was driving Aunt Peggy’s car and crashed. It was a strange night. A haunted night. We’d had Halloween a couple of weeks before and my friend’s dad, a farmer like my dad, had set up a hay bale maze in one of his fields. Then he’d gotten distracted and the maze was still there. We think Mason decided to drive out to it.” She paused. “He’d been drinking. Mom left a bottle of whisky in the diner. She intended to soak dried fruit overnight to make Christmas cakes, but then, she forgot to buy currants. She decided to wait till the next day, when the supermarket opened, and soak all the fruit at once. Mason saw her put the bottle on a shelf.”
 
   “He stole it,” Shawn guessed, and put his guess bluntly.
 
   “He wanted to impress his friends,” she defended her cousin, who’d been young.
 
   “Was anyone in the car with him when he crashed.”
 
   “No, thank God. He hit the oak at the edge of Penny’s farm. I was sleeping over that night. We were in pajamas, talking. Somehow, I knew I was needed. I was only just coming into my magic.”
 
   “You were fourteen? Puberty’s when magical ability strengthens.”
 
   Ruth paused at the riverbank. She dusted her fingers together and the seed heads she’d been tearing at drifted away. The water glimmered, merely a shallow stream. It needed the winter rains to raise it. “I’d always been able to sense sickness or broken bones, but from thirteen, I started to be able to heal. It was all instinct, raw and untrained. No one in Bideer has any real magic. What I have came from Dad’s line of faded magic workers.”
 
   “Difficult for you.”
 
   She shrugged. “I was a teenage girl. I could have embraced my magic, liking that it made me different. Instead, I tried to ignore it. I wanted to be like my friends. Ordinary. Which meant that when Mason tore himself open in the crash, I had no idea what to do. My magic was there, going crazy, built up like a frenzy.” She shook her head. “Penny and her parents thought I was hysterical. They’re mundanes. They have no idea of magic. Still don’t. But they left me there, my hands pressing on the gash across Mason’s stomach and willing him to heal.”
 
   Ruth plunged down the bank and walked along the river’s edge. The dirt crumbled a bit under her feet. “The blood gushing out of him stopped. Looking back, without me being there, he’d have died. His liver…” She looked at her hands, but they were clean. Only in memory were they dark with blood. Hot blood. Life blood. “His back was broken, too. If I’d known what to do, or if I’d pushed my magic a bit more—if I hadn’t panicked—Mason wouldn’t be in a wheelchair. He’d be walking.”
 
   “Without you, he’d be dead.” Shawn stared down at her, his face shadowed.
 
   “Mason wished he was.” She looked at the moon as the clouds parted momentarily. “In hospital, that’s what he said to me.” She swallowed convulsively, swallowing old tears and grief as jagged pain. “He was family. He knew that I had healing magic. He said that if I wasn’t going to do the job right, I should have let him die.”
 
   Shawn caught her arm and pulled her around to face him. “Mason was seventeen, scared and angry. He shouldn’t have lashed out at you. You were only a kid. But it’s understandable. What I don’t get is the strain with your family now.”
 
   She stared at him, unsure what he was asking. “I just explained it. I failed Mason.”
 
   “You’re kidding.” The moonlight showed his expression: blank, stunned. “Your parents can’t possibly have let you go on believing…” His voice trailed off. “That’s rubbish. The only person to blame in this whole sorry mess is a teenage boy’s bad decision and worse luck.”
 
   No. She didn’t get absolution for her failure. She pulled to be free of his hold. “Mason can’t walk because of me.”
 
   Shawn swore under his breath and released her arm.
 
   She had to hurry to catch up with him as he strode away. “If you’d prefer a different partner on this mission I can leave and the Collegium will send in someone else. I’ve introduced you and established your cover story. You could take it from there.”
 
   “I don’t want anyone else.” He stopped so abruptly that she had to catch her balance with a hand against his arm.
 
   She stared up at him. Clouds again covered the moon and hid his face. She resisted the temptation to slip into mage sight and read his aura. Knowing her story, was he truly not rejecting her?
 
   He touched her face gently. “I’ll see you in the morning.” And he was gone.
 
   She blinked into mage sight to see him through the obscuring spell he’d suddenly wrapped around himself.
 
   He ran along the river till he reached the ford. One, two, three leaps and he was across the stepping stones and on the far bank, running up it and lost to view among the trees.
 
   “Good night.” Her quiet words were swallowed by the gurgle of the water, the frog and insect noises, and the wind in the trees and swaying the grass. She was grateful and relieved. Despite what she’d said to Shawn, she couldn’t have left Bideer with her hometown facing even an infinitesimal threat of plague. She’d have stepped aside so as not to interfere with the official Collegium mission, but she’d have kept watch.
 
   Except, she didn’t have to step aside. 
 
   Shawn was willing to work with her. He’d sounded angry for her, not at her. She didn’t think she needed or deserved defending, but…his response warmed her.
 
   She turned back to the house, and her heart jolted. On coming home, neither she nor Shawn had gone upstairs to turn on a light, but there was a light now in her bedroom window, in the turret section. “Shawn?” But he couldn’t have turned on the light. He’d run the opposite way, across the river, away from the house. “Shawn!” There was no way he could hear her. A shiver ghosted over her skin.
 
   Rose House was warded. Only a strong magic user could break the perimeter spell to enter. If one had, then the sensible action was to phone Shawn who was the physical and magical muscle of this mission.
 
   She looked back at the house, and the light was gone. “Don’t tell me I’m imagining things now.” It had been a stressful day. She rubbed her forehead. The thought of just how stressful made her hesitate to call Shawn. She really could be imagining things. “And wouldn’t that be wonderful? He’d definitely request a new partner.” Phone in hand, and stretching her senses and magic to scout for any intruders, Ruth walked warily back to the house. 
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Shawn ran. He’d felt—and indeed, tested—the strength of the ward around Rose House and knew Ruth would be safe within its boundary. True, she was currently outside it, but not by much, and given her sadness, left alone, she’d return inside. She was tired and upset and would want to hide. Meantime, his combat-trained instincts were tingling. 
 
   The wind carried a whiff of decay. Death magic held that stench. But it was such a thin thread of magic, that he couldn’t quite snare it. Couldn’t quite see it to commit its maker’s signature to memory. Death magic could set a powerful curse.
 
   So he needed to be closer. He ran roughly east. He’d studied the map that morning, and knew what lay just a few miles in that direction: the headquarters of the Moonlit Hearts Club. Club or cult? The briefing he’d read suggested a cult. It met so many of the criteria: its leader was charismatic; the group had established itself just outside a small town; and members’ families complained that members had cut contact, claiming they needed to “free themselves of their old lives”. 
 
   On the other hand, they could be what they proclaimed: a self-help group taking a break from city life to heal their hearts.
 
   He shrugged off the question. Time to worry when he knew if the death magic came from their compound.
 
   It felt so damn good to be outside. Free. He had his personal wards active and alert for an attack or a stirring of magic, but running alone through the woods meant he could drop the constraints he typically used to mask his own power. It stirred around him like a cloak.
 
   The thin thread of death magic he was pursuing snapped.
 
   Damn. The fever of the hunt ran through his veins, but years of training at the Collegium had taught him to override it. He caught at an overhanging branch and swung to a stop. His breathing was even, his pulse only slightly elevated. Over the years, he’d come to a compromise with his instincts. When a scent of evil was there, he could follow it. But he couldn’t cast around for a trail without specific preliminaries. A hunt had to be authorized.
 
   “Tomorrow,” he promised the waiting, empty country and whoever hid out there. “I’ll find you, tomorrow.”
 
   Three bats flew off to the left. He watched their graceful, eerie flight, shadows against the night sky, while waiting. Nothing else stirred.
 
   Returning to Rose House, he saw lights on upstairs and down. Too many. He ran hard, and found Ruth sipping hot chocolate in the kitchen. He tamped down his emotions, worry and relief, and closed the back door behind him. She was safe. “I thought you hated this room.”
 
   “I’m waiting for you.” 
 
   “Oh.” Belatedly, he realized that the calm expression on her face was a lie. Her green eyes were furious, their color darkened to emerald with anger. He ventured cautiously. “Down by the river, I caught a scent on the wind. The stench of death magic.”
 
   “Death magic?” Her fingers tightened on the mug of hot chocolate. “You should have told me before you ran off.”
 
   No. He’d made a command decision, and it was the right one. He was the combat mage, and more. She was a healer. She had no place chasing evil through the night, and he hadn’t wanted to waste time arguing about leaving her behind. So, he’d purposely not told her about the death magic. But how to phrase his reasoning to an angry woman?
 
   He walked to the sink and got himself a glass of water and a breathing space to think. “You’re not a guardian. I needed to act. The threat wasn’t here. It was to the east. You were safe, so I thought to keep explanations for later.”
 
   “There was a light in my bedroom window.”
 
   He put the glass of water down, half-drunk. “Someone was in the house? But there’s a ward.”
 
   “The ward isn’t broken, but there was a light in the turret half of my room. It flashed on as you ran off.”
 
   “And?” he prompted.
 
   “I wasn’t imagining it. Out in the darkness, I doubted myself, but…I don’t imagine things. I thought of shouting for you, but you were gone.”
 
   “I had my phone on me.”
 
   She shrugged, hugging her anger.
 
   “I’m sorry you were scared.” He thought of the lights on all through the house. Ruth must have walked through it. So would he, but his instincts were attuned to this sort of hunt. “Stay here.”
 
   “Why?” She’d taken a sip of hot chocolate, and choked on it and her question. Possibly on her indignation. She’d been brave and foolish to search the house alone.
 
   He looked at her steadily. If he didn’t answer her honestly and completely, the trust they were building between them would die—and he wanted her trust. Unfortunately, giving her the truth would destroy it.
 
   Better now than later, when her turning away would hurt more.
 
   Apparently, it was a night for confessions. She’d trusted him with the truth of her family troubles. He’d give her his secret. “William mentioned it in the office this morning. I can mask my magic. Unmasked, I’m a huntsman.” From the way her eyes tracked the air around him, he knew the instant when she slipped into mage sight to observe his aura. He let a smidgen of his power flare—and shut it down fast when she flinched. 
 
   There were stories about his kind of magic. It was rare. Huntsman was the polite term.
 
   Hollerider was the truth.
 
   There was a reason people feared him.
 
   “I’ll just look through the house.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   Ruth sat bolt upright on the uncomfortable kitchen chair, her fingers locked around her mug. When Shawn left the room, she unlocked her fingers, one by one, and observed in a detached fashion the way they trembled. Abruptly, she stood and carried her mug to the sink to rinse out the last quarter of hot chocolate. Its sweetness was sickly to her shocked mind, body and soul.
 
   Hollerider. She had a hollerider in her home. She’d introduced him to her family. He would sleep in the room beside hers.
 
   She gripped the sink and leaned over it, breathing deeply.
 
   Holleriders were the stuff of legend. Exceedingly rare, their power could scour a person’s spirit and reduce them to a whimpering mess. She’d seen the ice-cold aura of it.
 
   He was still Shawn, a Collegium guardian, a man William had trusted with this mission.
 
   She shuddered. But she’d seen Shawn’s magic unmasked. She’d seen the wild flash and strike of it, the way it enveloped him and stirred around him. It was a storm of magic, so deeply unsettling that, unmasked, even a mundane would sense it. 
 
   Hide your eyes, look away, the Wild Hunt is howling past.
 
   It was the rare magic of people like Shawn that had birthed the legend of the Wild Hunt. For those it touched: terror.
 
   Ruth walked back to the table and gripped the back of a chair. Its old vinyl had cracked, revealing the foam padding. Now, the peeling vinyl stuck to her sweaty fingers. The folklore of northern Europe warned everyone to stay away from a hollerider.
 
   “Would you like me to leave?” Shawn had returned silently, his magic masked. He stood in the doorway from the kitchen to the hallway, not entering the room.
 
   “No.” She sounded as if she had a frog in her throat. “No.” That was clearer, stronger. She let go of her mage sight and studied him.
 
   He was the same good-looking guy he’d been ten minutes ago. Thousands of men looked like him: ex-military, tough, self-contained, holding together their families and communities, protective. As he stood there, his smile was so wry, it stung. He stood as if at a court martial and said, “By the river you asked me if I wanted a new partner. Only fair I give you the same opportunity.”
 
   “Had you intended to tell me who you are?” She unpeeled her fingers from the chair back. She could, and would, stand by herself.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then why tell me, now?”
 
   With the heel of his right palm, he tapped the doorframe; thoughtful, uncomfortable. “You thought I’d left you with danger around. I didn’t. My magic sensed no evil near you.”
 
   And now? “Was there anyone in the house?”
 
   “No.”
 
   She slumped onto the old kitchen chair. “So I did imagine it.”
 
   “Possibly.”
 
   “Possibly?”
 
   “My magic can’t sense ghosts.”
 
   Her brain stopped. She kind of knew her jaw hung open. She got it to move despite the one shock too many. He couldn’t possibly believe her house was haunted. “Ghosts aren’t real.”
 
   “My mamaw’s seen them.”
 
   Okay. She wasn’t about to argue with someone’s grandmother’s stories. “I probably imagined the light in the window. It’s been a rough day.”
 
   “Yeah.” Too much agreement in his tone. He was masking his magic—and maybe also a sense of vulnerability. 
 
   “How many people at the Collegium know that you’re a hollerider?”
 
   “Thirteen. You make fourteen.”
 
   Then he’d trusted her with a big secret. “You’re welcome in my home, Shawn Jackson.” The instant the words left her mouth, she wondered why she’d said them. The question on the table was whether she was willing to partner with him on this mission, not invite his friendship. Except, her words were the traditional invitation, the one that the evil holleriders hunted would never receive.
 
   And Rose House felt lighter for her invitation of acceptance and friendship. It was as if the clouds had fled the moon or the wattage of the lights turned up. Her shoulders relaxed, no longer attempting to huddle up under her ears. 
 
   “Thank you.” Shawn left the doorway and entered the kitchen. He picked up his glass and finished the water in it. He also changed the subject, decisively. “I lost the scent of the death magic a half-mile from the river. I’m not sure if it means the spell was wound up or if I only caught the fading echo of an earlier spell.”
 
   “If death magic fuels the curse…” Ruth rubbed her arms. “That could give the curse the power boost it needs to become a plague.” Suddenly, the infinitesimal chance of plague became real. From concentrating on her personal issues about being in Bideer, she had to one hundred percent focus on the curse.
 
   Shawn leaned against the counter, serious but not spooked. “If it’s evil-intentioned, my magic should be able to sense it. Although there are spells—superstitions—that can turn aside my magic, I doubt that anyone here knows them or would think to use them. Most people never encounter a hollerider. I need to do the groundwork, tomorrow. If I scan steadily, the variation in the magical landscape reveals itself as much by absence as presence. If there’s a gap, evil can be hiding.”
 
   He paused. “For me, the real problem is if the curse is powered by someone who isn’t evil so much as scared. William said plague can be born from a curse powered by vengeance, but vengeance covers a lot of territory.”
 
   “Fear, defense, anger.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “Justice.”
 
   He sighed. “A person can do terrible things and not be evil. They’re the ones my magic can’t find.”
 
   “But we will find them.” She paused. “Even if on investigation I determine that the curse isn’t capable of morphing into the lonely hearts plague that William named it, I can’t leave Bideer till we find and stop the person using death magic.”
 
   “I agree. Have you ever—” He cut off the question.
 
   “I’ve encountered death magic before,” she said steadily. “Anyone willing to kill another living being to fuel their quest for power is perverted. If it’s evil they’ve freely chosen…that’s more your field, as a Collegium guardian, than mine. But if the person is sick in mind or soul, then I have to heal them.”
 
   “I don’t want you going near someone who uses death magic.”
 
   “Not till it’s safe,” she agreed. “But as a healer, I don’t get to pick and choose who I heal.”
 
   “We’ll see.” He wasn’t budging.
 
   Nor was she. She stood. “Goodnight, Shawn.”
 
   “Will you be all right in your room?”
 
   She suppressed her embarrassment and a hint of unease. He was referring to the light she’d seen—or imagined—and his ludicrous suggestion that Rose House was haunted. He wouldn’t be asking if she was okay with a hollerider occupying the room next to hers. Any other hollerider and she mightn’t be, but Shawn…“I’ll be fine.”
 
   “Good night.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   Shawn listened to Ruth climb the stairs. Her footsteps faded. He crossed to the back door and opened it, stepping out onto the porch. He kept his magic masked. Ruth knew who he was now, what he was, but thoughts of ghosts and death magic, as well as her family troubles, were enough for her to deal with. She didn’t need the brush of terror from his magic.
 
   Hollerider. Huntsman. His mamaw’s great-uncle had been one, so she’d recognized the freezing terror that crept out from him around puberty to infect his family’s dreams. The whole family could sense the power he held, but it had taken Mamaw’s insight to understand why it didn’t reveal itself. Why it had waited in him, waited for him to grow and be able to bear its burden.
 
   Holleriders were a soul’s executioner. God gave mercy, but he’d also made men and women born to pursue evil and to drive it on and on, to hunt it till it died or repented.
 
   He gripped the porch rail and released it instantly. Splinters! A touch of magic, minor guardian magic, pulled out the slivers of wood and released them into the garden. The wood hadn’t meant to hurt.
 
   Evil couldn’t say the same.
 
   Evil wounded those around it.
 
   True evil was fortunately rarer than the chaotic state of the world might lead people to believe. He’d seldom used the full extent of his hollerider power. Mostly, ordinary magic, the kind he’d trained in at the Collegium, was sufficient to deal with rogue mages and unnatural events. But three times he’d encountered true evil.
 
   Evil left a mark on the soul, and it wasn’t as easily removed as splinters.
 
   He folded his arms, leaning a shoulder against a porch pillar. The river was visible from here. The clouds had slid away from the moon, driven on by the quickening breeze. He observed the silver gleam of the water, heard the rustle of the old trees in the garden, and thought of Ruth buying this big house near her family, but alone.
 
   He couldn’t believe that Ruth’s family blamed her for Mason’s paralysis. She’d done all and more than could be expected of a girl of fourteen, no matter how powerful her raw healer’s talent. Her family ought to have held and supported her through the trauma. His own family would have. 
 
   To be a hollerider was a magic as isolating as necromancy, if different. Yet his family had never once pushed him away. Instead, they’d dragged him back to them, kept him close with phone calls and emails. They refused to let him be lost to the Wild Hunt. 
 
   He refused to be lost to it. His life could become obsession, chasing evil on and on, relentless and restless. It was why, after talking with another hollerider, he’d given his oath to the Collegium. As a guardian he protected the vulnerable and pursued rogue mages. He could serve justice, but within limits. It eased the compulsion in him to seek out evil. 
 
   But Ruth’s magic, a healer’s gift, ought to have wrapped her in her community. That she’d had to seek out a place for herself in the Collegium, far from home in New York, was wrong.
 
   Shawn was pretty sure where the fault for that lay.
 
   “Leave it alone,” he told himself. 
 
   The hoot of an owl mocked him.
 
   Injustice, whatever its form or cause, bothered him. He shrugged, accepting the inevitable, and swung on his heel to go inside.
 
   Before he left Bideer, he’d have a word with Mason, perhaps with all of Ruth’s family. He liked her and he wanted more for her. At a minimum, she ought to be able to come home openly to Rose House, to share it with her friends and have family visit.
 
   A decade ago, Mason had acted the idiot. But he’d been smart after the car accident. He’d shifted responsibility for his disability on to Ruth. His decision to drink and drive, underage at that, was pushed aside within the family in favor of a focus on Ruth’s healing talent failing her cousin. Mason had made himself the victim, at least where Ruth was concerned.
 
   Shawn locked the back door. Truth had a way of coming out around him. It was part of the terror of hollerider magic. In the next few days, he’d ensure Mason got a taste of it.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   Ruth woke early and wandered sleepily downstairs, only to pause, blinking, in the kitchen doorway. “You’re up early.”
 
   “Good morning.” Shawn looked up from his concentration on the toaster. He hadn’t shaved. Dark stubble shadowed his jaw, giving him a rougher, bad boy edge.
 
   Ruth’s tummy clenched. There were few things as appealing as the bad boy edge in a man who could be trusted—and hollerider or not, she trusted Shawn. She’d slept so well last night because of that trust. Exceptionally well.
 
   He gave her a quizzical look, and she wondered how long she’d been staring witlessly at him.
 
   “Coffee’s made.”
 
   “Um, thanks, and uh, good morning.” She concentrated on pouring herself a mug while trying to ignore the fact that she’d wandered downstairs in her pajamas, merely throwing a cardigan on. Way to impress. Her blue pajamas had teddy bears on them.
 
   “You want some toast?”
 
   “I’ll make it in a minute. Thanks.” She sipped her coffee. 
 
   “I thought we’d divide and conquer.” He brought his toast to the table and spread honey on lavishly, obviously wide awake and raring to go. “I’ll head for the hardware store early, time it to catch up with some of the tradesmen. That’ll plug me into the male gossip network.”
 
   “At least you admit it exists.” She was halfway through her coffee and feeling more awake.
 
   “Only to you.” He grinned. “Never in public. It’s against the Man Code.”
 
   “Uh huh.” She got up to make her own toast and top up her coffee mug. “Remember, we’ve got lunch at the farm. At Mom and Dad’s.” It sounded impossibly cozy. As if she and Shawn were a couple. Unsettling. “Between them, Mom and Dad know most of what’s happening in town, so going to the farm will actually help our mission.” She popped two pieces of bread in the toaster and set them to char. She liked her toast crispy.
 
   “I’ll be back in time. What are you going to do with your morning?”
 
   “Clean,” she said determinedly. He refrained from objecting to the apparent deviation from their purpose in town, and given his self-restraint, she added an explanation. “The curtains in the front parlor need dry cleaning. If I take them down and those in the dining room, chatting at the dry cleaners—which is also the dressmaker’s and sells knitting and other craft supplies—will hook me into the female gossip network,” she echoed his words.
 
   “Smart thinking.” He pushed the honey jar towards her when she sat down with her lightly singed toast.
 
   People who didn’t understand how a magical investigation worked might think she and Shawn ought to be casting spells to find the curse, the person who set the curse, or anyone affected by it. And maybe they would, but the first step was always to listen to the people on the ground. Even without magic, ordinary people had a sense of its actions. 
 
   Mundanes felt a well-warded house as welcoming and secure even if they couldn’t explain why. At the other end of the spectrum, a curse would trigger an unsettled feeling. If this curse had gathered power—and the medical examiner in Austin was confident it had killed a person, so that was significant power right there—then mundanes in town would be talking. The talk might be subdued and uncertain, but chances were high that it would circle around and home in on true causes.
 
   In popular culture, people told and retold stories of witch hunts. It was true that mob justice was seldom just, but it was also rare. Mostly people maintained healthy communities by sensing and acting against threats to it. Not acting drastically or violently, but reaching out to protect the vulnerable, strengthening existing ties, re-affirming positive values and traditions against the encroachment of evil. It was an integral part of being human. 
 
   No man is an island. Some poet had said it centuries ago. She and Shawn were here to stop the potential of plague and provide Bideer’s mundane safeguards with some magical back-up. She wouldn’t leave till the taint of death magic was eradicated.
 
   She finished her toast and watched Shawn make himself another slice. “Mom serves lunch at twelve thirty, so we need to leave here by about twelve, and I’d like to compare notes before then.”
 
   “Suits me. I’ll help you get the curtains down, then drop you and them in town, and pick you up on my way back from the hardware store.”
 
   Exactly her plan. “I’ll either be at the dry cleaners, or three stores down at mom’s diner. Or I might be able to get a lift home from someone. If I do, I’ll text you.”
 
   “No problem.” He spread honey on his last slice of toast.
 
   Ruth sat a moment longer, although she’d finished her coffee. Through the window, she could see the blue of the sky intensifying as dawn gave way to day. It was a quiet time. Inside, the kitchen was terrible, old and blue and ugly, but it was pleasant to share breakfast with Shawn. Normally, when she visited Rose House she was alone. “Don’t buy much at the hardware store. Dad has a barn full of tools and he’ll lend you anything you need.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Wait till you see the barn. It’s full of junk Granddad collected. Dad’ll be only too happy to pass some on.” She stood and took her mug and plate to the sink. 
 
   “Leave them,” Shawn said. “I’ll clean up while you dress.” In a gray sweater, old jeans and boots he was set to blend in with the other guys at the hardware store.
 
   “Thanks.” She hurried upstairs to get ready. Jeans and boots for her, too, and a forest-green long-sleeved t-shirt for under her chunky rusty red cardigan. Thelma, at the dry cleaners, would be interested in the pattern Ruth had used to knit it, and discussion of that and choosing a pattern and wool for a new project would give Ruth an excuse to linger and chat. She brushed out her auburn hair and left it loose, curling to her shoulders.
 
   She ran downstairs to find Shawn in the parlor, staring at the curtains. 
 
   Cleaning the curtains properly was a chore she’d put off. They were brocade and dusty, and hung from substantial and elaborate rods. The old house’s high ceilings meant the curtains were also awkward to reach. 
 
   “Do you have a ladder?”
 
   She grimaced. “No. Dad’ll lend us one. I could put off the dry cleaner’s till this afternoon?”
 
   “I could probably reach from a kitchen chair, but since there’s no one around.” Shawn sent a spark of magic towards the curtains.
 
   The nearest curtain rod detached and slid its curtains gently towards them. Ruth scooped them up, as Shawn repeated the magic for the second window.
 
   “Ugh.” She shuddered and stepped back as a spider scuttled from the top of one curtain hurrying to hide under an armchair. “I’m going to have to hoover everything.” Even the gentle dislodgment of the curtains had sent dust into the air. “And the windows are filthy. You wouldn’t guess I washed them three months ago.”
 
   Her hands felt gritty from handling the curtains. She sneezed.
 
   “Bless you.” He folded a curtain. “How do you want to transport these? I’d rather not have them in the cab of the truck with us.”
 
   “Me, either. Just a tick.” She raced upstairs, found a couple of old sheets that had been in the linen cupboard when she bought the house, and which she’d washed and dried to be ready for just this sort of activity. “I’ll lay these down on the bed of the truck, then we can put the curtains on top.” Which was what they did.
 
   At the dry cleaners, he scooped up one bundle of curtains in a sheet and she took the other, smaller one. The sheets somewhat prevented getting yet more dust on their clothes.
 
   “Good heavens.” Thelma sneezed at the dust as the sheets fell away when they placed the bundles on the counter. “Come here and give me a dusty hug, child.”
 
   Smiling, Ruth complied. Thelma and her gentle, humorous acceptance of life and people’s quirks, had been a refuge in Ruth’s teenage years. Ruth loved the old store which had somehow survived the explosion of online shopping with its crowded shelves of craft supplies intact.
 
   Emerging from the hug, Ruth introduced Shawn.
 
   “Ma’am.”
 
   He was subjected to a shrewd assessment and evidently passed. Thelma smiled widely, displaying the perfection of her dentures. “Welcome to town, son.” The elderly woman didn’t have magic, but she had all the wisdom of her seventy plus years. “Glad to hear you’re going to be helping Ruth with her house. She’s been mighty resistant through the years to accepting any help from those who love her.”
 
   Ruth bit her lip.
 
   “But she’ll have her reasons.”
 
   Shawn held Thelma’s gaze. “I reckon I met a couple of them yesterday.”
 
   Ruth spun around to stare at him. He hadn’t just said…implied that her family kept her from Bideer?
 
   Thelma laughed. “Couple of people told me of your encounter with Mason. Now there’s a boy who needs to—”
 
   Ruth intervened. “Thelma, Shawn needs to get to the hardware store. He has a few things to buy, then he’s going to swing by, pick me up, and we need to be at the farm for lunch.”
 
   “You telling me to hush up?” the older woman asked, faded brown eyes loving.
 
   “Never.”
 
   “Good, because your cousin might be in a wheelchair, and I feel as sorry as anyone does for him, but I never could understand how that made you the bad guy. It’s not like you poured that stolen liquor down his throat. And if Shawn doesn’t know the story, he soon will.”
 
   “I told him last night.” 
 
   Shawn pulled a baseball cap out of his back pocket. “See you in a bit, Ruth. Nice to meet you, Thelma.” He put the cap on his head and marched out.
 
   The chimes hanging above the door tinkled softly as he left.
 
   “Before you ask,” Ruth said to Thelma. “We’re not together. Shawn’s a friend.”
 
   “Seems the protective sort.”
 
   Ruth thought of Shawn’s masked hollerider nature. “You’ve no idea.”
 
   The doorbell tinkled again, louder than with Shawn’s exit. 
 
   “Now, that is a fine young man.”
 
   “Cute butt.”
 
   The Granger sisters had arrived. They burst in with their usual generous bustle and energy.
 
   Ruth gave the two elderly, friendly gossips the hugs they demanded, and settled in to catch up on all the news, with especial interest in the “new folks down by the river”. In other words, the Moonlit Hearts Club.
 
   Thelma cast her a sharp glance, perhaps recognizing that Ruth’s interest in the club was more than casual, but said nothing. That is, she said nothing until a lull in the conversation let her get a word in. “One of the waitresses at the diner is a member of the group. Polite young woman. Erica.”
 
   Ruth recalled the woman. Thirty, badly dyed blonde hair. “She seemed nice.” And she’d been near Ruth last night; near enough for Ruth to perhaps detect the loneliness that had bothered her so much.
 
   “Nice as pie,” the two elderly Granger sisters chorused. Susan, the older by one year, continued. “Hers is a sad story. Erica’s fiancé jilted her at the altar. Left her standing there in the church, all her family and friends waiting and watching. She couldn’t get over it. Not just that embarrassment, but…she still loves the man. Can you believe it? Said she came here to heal her broken heart.”
 
   “That’s what the leader of their group promises.” Thelma handed Ruth the docket for her curtains. “Zach Stirling.”
 
   “Movie star handsome,” Veronica Granger interjected.
 
   “He and his wife, Whitney, bought the old resort a while back. Moved here two months ago. They have a saying—”
 
   “Let the gentle light of the moon heal your spirit.” Phil, Thelma’s nephew emerged from the back of the store. “It’s all rubbish, but good to see you home, Ruth.”
 
   “It’s good to see you, too, Uncle Phil.” He was one of her dad’s friends. 
 
   With a nod to the two Granger sisters, he carried the curtains back through to the old dry cleaners. He ran a specialty service that people drove to from a few towns around. If anyone could rescue the old curtains, Phil could.
 
   “I like Zach,” Susan said. “But his wife is too city-slick for me.”
 
   “She’s very pretty,” Veronica said wistfully.
 
   “They’ve gathered together some vulnerable people.” Thelma wiped dust from the curtains off the counter. “It worries me. Erica is hurting right now, but she’s strong. She’ll survive. But this Moonlit Hearts Club draws people in with the promise of healing lonely hearts. Some around town have even gotten involved. They’ve renamed the old resort Healing Hearts Ranch.” She snorted, but seemed more concerned than scornful. “Jared Hill is one of them. Do you remember him from school?”
 
   Ruth thought hard. “He was a few years older than me. Skinny and tall. Shy.”
 
   “He’s still all of that.” Thelma nodded. “But a nice boy. Got his heart broken in Dallas and came home. He’s working at the wood gallery, teaching whittling. Sells some of his carvings, too. I know there’s not much of a social life for young people in town. You all leave.” Thelma wasn’t complaining, just stating a fact. “But I don’t like that Jared’s taken up with the cult folk.”
 
   Ruth jolted. It was the first time anyone in town had used the term “cult” in her hearing.
 
   “That said,” Thelma continued. “It’s his choice. Can’t save someone from themselves.” She fixed Ruth with a learn-your-lesson look.
 
   “Well, Ruth won’t get involved with Zach’s group,” Susan said, obviously attempting to break the tension. “She has that nice piece of eye-candy at her house.”
 
   “Su-san Granger!” Thelma’s mouth twitched in a smile. “Where did you learn that language?”
 
   Susan smiled beatifically. “From the dating site I joined.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Ruth and Shawn shared what they’d learned on their drive to her parents’ farm. She drove.
 
   He rested his elbow on the open window and watched the countryside. “The men whistle at mention of Whitney Stirling, so she’s evidently easy on the eyes, but there’s a hint of unease.”
 
   “Because they fear her husband?” Zach Stirling was the cult’s leader, if it was a cult. Ruth was curious. She hadn’t been able to get a sense of the town’s assessment of him during her time at Thelma’s shop. Or rather, she had, but she hadn’t been able to believe it.
 
   “They like Zach,” Shawn said.
 
   “That was what I heard, too. Do you think it’s real or a charisma charm?” People could be fooled.
 
   “We can’t tell for sure till we meet him, but I’m inclined to think people genuinely like him. With all respect to your hometown, I thought there’d be more suspicion and mistrust of a set up like the Moonlit Hearts Club. Instead, people believe Zach is well-meaning.”
 
   “And Whitney?”
 
   “Could be a city wife going along unwillingly with her husband’s move to the country.”
 
   “Or she could be the one setting the curse,” Ruth said. “Being the power behind the throne suits some people. A cult would be catnip to a manipulative personality.” She turned into the road to her parents’ farm. Now they were travelling along the edge of her family’s land. Her heart squeezed at the sense of connection she felt to it. “Thelma said the waitress who served us last night is one of the cult members.”
 
   “Erica?”
 
   “Yep, her.” Ruth’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. She was irrationally irritated that he remembered the woman’s name. Don’t be stupid. After all, she’d remembered it.
 
   “Californian accent,” he observed.
 
   She slowed the truck and turned into her parents’ driveway. It wound up to the house, currently hidden by trees. The driveway dipped down, then back up, and there was the farmhouse. It was a solid 1950s ranch her grandparents had built after a fire destroyed the original wooden house. Beyond it were the two barns and other outbuildings. She drove around to the back of the house and parked near the pecan tree, but just out of reach of late-falling nuts.
 
   The kitchen door opened immediately and her mom stood there. “Right on time. If you just call your dad…”
 
   “I’m here.” Joe Warner walked out of the large barn.
 
   “Dad.” Ruth ran across and gave him a hug. She and her family might be distant, but she loved them. She’d missed them.
 
   Her dad was an undemonstrative man, but his hug was firm, and when she drew back to look at him, she saw he was staring at Shawn. Judging him.
 
   And Shawn was staring back, not challengingly or offensively, but with his own assessment. His hazel eyes were narrowed, either against the midday sun or in thought. 
 
   “Helen says you’ll be helping Ruth with her house,” Joe said as he shook Shawn’s hand.
 
   “I’ll be knocking out the kitchen.”
 
   “Ruth, you’ll have to think what you want to do with it.” Helen pushed the door wide for them all to troop in, wiping their feet on the mat first, and with Joe ambling off to wash his hands. Her kitchen sparkled. Granite countertops and subway tile splashbacks showed that she’d gone modern in last year’s renovation.
 
   Ruth liked the clean, modern look in the farmhouse. It suited her mom who, although she loved cooking, was more about practicality than olde worlde charm. For Rose House, though, Ruth wanted an old-fashioned kitchen. Not a modern island for more workspace, but an over-sized wooden table. Something to match wooden countertops and cupboards.
 
   “Earth to Ruth,” Shawn said. “Your mom asked you to get the bowls out, and since I can smell how good that soup is, I don’t want any delay.” He smiled to show his teasing, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes, especially when he looked in her mom’s direction.
 
   Helen stood uncertainly by the stove, spoon poised above the soup pot, ready to go and get the bowls herself.
 
   Ruth snapped back to attention. “Sorry, Mom. I was thinking of kitchen renovations. The soup does smell good. Is it your minestrone?”
 
   “Yes. I thought the day was cold enough that we’d enjoy it. I made soda bread as well.”
 
   They sat at the table, Joe said a simple grace, and the meal began. 
 
   Ruth intended to edge the conversation around to the cult. 
 
   Shawn, however, took the conversation in a different direction. “How much do you know about Ruth’s work?” he asked her parents.
 
   She stared at him. 
 
   He ignored her and looked at Helen and Joe.
 
   “Ruth’s a paramedic,” Helen began.
 
   Ruth broke in. “Shawn works for the Collegium, too. He knows my cover story and the truth.” Which was why he ought to have known better than to bring it up.
 
   “You are a paramedic, though.” Helen glanced at Shawn. “She graduated top of her class.”
 
   “Doesn’t surprise me.” He ate some soup. “And this tastes as good as it smells.”
 
   Helen smiled a little. “There’s plenty more in the pot. I made extra to freeze.”
 
   “Why do you ask if we know about Ruth’s work?” Joe asked.
 
   “It’s her work that brings us here.”
 
   Ruth sat back in her chair and frowned at him. “What are you doing?”
 
   “We want the inside knowledge of Bideer. Your parents are among the few that know magic is real. I’m going to ask for their help.”
 
   Joe put down his spoon. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Dad, it’s—” She stopped. She could hardly say that a potential plague was “nothing”.
 
   “Someone’s cursing people in Bideer. It could have serious consequences beyond the immediate victims.” Shawn walked the narrow line between honesty and freaking out her parents with mention of a plague.
 
   “Victims?” Helen put a hand to her throat.
 
   “No one we know, Mom,” Ruth said hurriedly. “A man travelling through died a few days ago.”
 
   “The one that had a heart attack in the bank?” Helen asked.
 
   “It probably looked like a heart attack,” Ruth conceded, spooning up some soup, trying to look casual.
 
   “What does that mean?” Her dad frowned at her.
 
   She went with a literal answer. “His heart ruptured.”
 
   Helen shuddered. “From a curse? But who in town would…those new people! The ones at the river camp.”
 
   Ruth wasn’t sure if her mom had a touch of second sight or had surrendered to a natural tendency to blame outsiders. “It could be. We’d like to know more about them.”
 
   “Erica, she’s a waitress at the diner, came to town to join them. Or maybe she was already a member.” Abstracted, Helen ate some soup. 
 
   Ruth nodded. “Thelma told me a bit about Erica. Thelma also mentioned that Jared Hill was involved with the club.”
 
   “Yes. He comes in and talks with Erica sometimes. He always sits where he knows she’ll serve him. I thought it was cute.” Helen looked upset. “Both of them jilted, lonely, but finding each other. I’d hoped they’d get together.”
 
   “Maybe they will,” Shawn said, quite gently. “The club mightn’t be the problem, and even if it is, there’s no saying that Erica or Jared are part of the evil.”
 
   “A curse is evil.” Joe spread butter on a second slice of soda bread. “We don’t have any magic to speak of, but my dad did. It was he who knew to put Ruth in contact with the Collegium. They could give her the help and guidance to control her healing magic. He always took talk of cursing seriously. Ill-wishing, he said, could slide a soul right down to hell.”
 
   Ruth glanced at Shawn, the hollerider.
 
   Shawn watched her dad.
 
   Joe bit into his bread, chewed and swallowed. “You’re asking us if we’ve felt that evil in town.”
 
   “Maybe not true evil,” Shawn said. “But malice, malevolence. A person or a place that you’ve taken to avoiding because it feels wrong.”
 
   “I haven’t had any feeling like that from Erica or the group she and Jared belong to,” Helen said. “I don’t like Whitney, but then, why would I? That woman makes the rest of us look dowdy. But I did hear Erica and Jared talking yesterday…”
 
   “Mom?”
 
   But Helen was looking at Shawn. “What is your magic? Are you a healer like our Ruth?”
 
   “No, ma’am. I’m trained in combat magic. Ruth is here to detect and heal any trouble connected with the curse, and because this is her home. I’m along as muscle.”
 
   Helen nodded. “Well, then, I’ll tell you. I don’t want Ruth going along, but you look capable enough.” Shawn grinned. “Erica and Jared were talking about a meeting at the river camp, tonight. Healing Hearts Ranch they call it. Eleven o’clock, which seemed late for a meeting to me.”
 
   But which was timely if the curse caster wanted to use the power of midnight. The nape of Ruth’s neck tingled. “Thanks, Mom.”
 
   Helen’s mouth tugged down at the corners, her lips thinning. She rubbed the fingers of her left hand over the knuckles of her right in a gesture of distress. “Is this what you do, Ruth? You chase curses?”
 
   “Rarely, Mom.” And thank goodness that was true. Ruth didn’t elaborate on how other diseases might emerge as magical anomalies, side effects of rogue or untrained mages’ activities, and how she’d go into the field to combat them. Her parents did know that she responded to natural disasters and other emergencies alongside mundane medical workers. Her healing magic significantly improved survival and recovery rates.
 
   Joe looked at Shawn. “Is Ruth’s work dangerous?”
 
   “Dad!”
 
   “Sometimes,” Shawn said.
 
   “Were you ever in the marines or was that a cover story for your presence in Bideer?” Joe asked.
 
   Shawn finished his soup. “I was embedded with a marine unit for a year overseas.”
 
   “And with that experience, you still call Ruth’s work dangerous?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Damn it all.” Joe pushed back from the table.
 
   Ruth stared at him, shocked. Her dad never swore, certainly never in front of Helen or her.
 
   “We did our best,” Joe said to her.
 
   She nodded, although she wasn’t sure what he was talking about.
 
   “When your magic showed, Dad recognized it.” Joe’s hands clenched and unclenched. “Healers’ magic. So gosh-darn powerful that you saved Mason’s life.”
 
   “And left him paralyzed,” she said bitterly.
 
   Thwack! Joe slapped the table.
 
   Ruth and Helen jumped. Shawn sat and watched.
 
   “That boy is my nephew.” Joe was angry for all that he never raised his voice. A vein pulsed at his left temple. “But Mason needs to grow up. And you, Ruth, and you, Helen, need to let him. This whole darn family babies him. As if being in a wheelchair is something we all have to make up to him.”
 
   “He’s paralyzed, Dad. He never got to join the army. He can’t join his friends in so many things. His life—”
 
   “His life! He’s alive.” Joe, who never shouted, shouted now. “Did he ever say thank you for saving him? I was there. They phoned me to tell me about Mason’s accident and to come get you, and I was there just as fast as the ambulance. I lifted you away from Mason. Your hands were covered in his blood, and you were so white, so…gone, it was like you’d been in the accident with him.”
 
   Joe stood and braced his hands on the table. “Your granddad recognized it. Powerful healers’ magic. You nearly died that night, Ruth. You had no training. Dad warned us.” Joe glanced at Helen. “If we didn’t get you training, you wouldn’t learn your limits. You had too much talent, too much magic, for us to understand. So we let you go.” 
 
   He sat down again. “We let you go.” He stretched out his hand to Helen, who clasped it. “And we lost you.”
 
   “We don’t understand your magic, Ruth,” Helen said quietly. “We didn’t know how to help you with all that magic growing and stretching in you. You would heal people. I’d see it. Little things…how none of your friends had acne, how the old people would talk with you and their rheumatism would ease. I was so scared when you were young that you would wear yourself out healing the world.” Her attempt at a smile wobbled. “If I could have locked you up on the farm, safe from wanting to save everyone, I would have. And now, you’re out in the dangerous world, doing dangerous things.”
 
   “But not alone, Mom.” Ruth didn’t know what to say. Her whole view of her adolescence shifted and tumbled. “I have a partner or a team. Shawn’s with me for this mission.”
 
   “The Collegium gave you what we couldn’t,” Joe said heavily.
 
   “No! No.” Ruth responded to the regret and loss in her dad’s voice and face. “No. They trained me and I work with them. I use my magic, my healer’s gift for a purpose. But they never replaced family. You.” Her breathing shuddered, becoming jagged with suppressed tears. “I knew…I thought…you blamed me for Mason’s paralysis. That’s why you withdrew. There was this barrier between us.” She looked at her parents.
 
   They looked back, horrified and appalled.
 
   “Darling, no,” her mom said. “Oh dear heaven. There was guilt, so much guilt after Mason’s accident. If I hadn’t brought that bottle of whisky into the diner and left it there overnight because I’d forgotten the fruit to soak for the Christmas cake, he couldn’t have stolen it.”
 
   Joe’s shocked, dawningly angry gaze shifted from his daughter to his wife. “Both of you blamed yourselves for that idiot’s decisions?”
 
   Put like that…Ruth and Helen nodded, ashamed.
 
   Joe stood. “Come here.”
 
   The family hug was the best, most healing thing Ruth had experienced in years. She and her mom cried a bit and Joe’s eyes were suspiciously shiny. 
 
   When they sat back down, they self-consciously registered that Shawn was present. 
 
   “Good heavens,” Helen exclaimed. “What you must think of us!”
 
   “I think you’re a good family and that Ruth is home.”
 
   Ruth had to blink back more tears. She cleared her throat. “I am.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   After a second bowl of the best minestrone soup he’d ever eaten, Shawn accompanied Joe out to the old barn. It was as crowded with junk as Ruth had said.
 
   “Your truck will fit a few things in. Enough to bolster your cover story,” Joe said. “But we might as well transport across things Ruth’ll need around the house. A decent ladder for a start.”
 
   “A sledgehammer, if you’ve got one. I will clear out the kitchen at Rose House before I leave. Ruth hates it.”
 
   “I don’t know why she bought that house. She was never fascinated by the ghost stories around it. Not like her brothers.”
 
   “What are the stories?” Shawn was interested, plus the topic was a neutral one. Joe was still dealing with the emotional turmoil of lunch-time. Ghost stories would fill the silence and be a distraction.
 
   Joe, however, refused to be distracted. “Ruth would heal the whole world if she could. That’s why she bought that house. It needed saving. Restoring.”
 
   “It’s a beautiful house.”
 
   Joe snorted. He wove a path through and over piles of junk. In a far corner of the barn there were two vintage tractors and a decades-old Ford, rusting quietly. “Take your pick.” Seven sledgehammers leaned against a row of 1950s steel school lockers. “We thought the Collegium would teach her she can’t save the world.”
 
   “I think she knows that, Mr. Warner.”
 
   “Joe.”
 
   Shawn nodded acknowledgement of the correction and its underlying offer of friendship and respect. “But healers heal. It’s one of the magics closest to a mage’s soul. I see Ruth’s distance, her hard-won detachment. It’s there in all Collegium healers. In all medical personnel, magical or mundane. They can step back enough to do their work. But wanting to save everyone…no one can train that out of her.”
 
   “So, how do we help her?” Joe collected a crate of other tools, jimmies and crowbars, things for a demolition job.
 
   Shawn gave a wry grin. “I don’t have kids, but I’d guess it’s like you’d help any of your children. You love them. You’re there for them. Ruth loves Rose House, but she could have bought a rundown beauty like it anywhere. She bought it here to be near family.” They walked back towards the barn’s entrance. Shawn spotted a sturdy-looking ladder. “May I borrow that?”
 
   “Yep. It’s wood, though. Check it hasn’t rotted. There’s an aluminum ladder in the new barn that I’d feel better about Ruth using. Safer and lighter for her to carry.”
 
   Shawn swung the wooden ladder under one arm. “We can fit both in the truck.”
 
   They secured everything in the back of the truck, tying ropes so the ladders didn’t fly off. 
 
   Ruth walked out of the house with her mom. They carried their own supplies: plastic containers of food. With those stowed inside the truck, she hugged her parents. 
 
   “Call me in the morning,” Helen said. “So that I know Shawn is home safe from investigating the cult.”
 
   Shawn noted that Helen called it a cult, not a club. A slip of the tongue or a true suspicion?
 
   “We’ll come into the diner for breakfast,” Ruth promised.
 
   “Mason will be there.” Helen stopped. She squared her shoulders. “That will be lovely. I can be sure you have a good breakfast.”
 
   Joe gave her shoulder an approving pat.
 
   Shawn beeped the truck’s horn in a country farewell as they drove away.
 
   Ruth waved. Then she turned to him. “You set us up.”
 
   “You and your family?” He nodded. “I sure did.”
 
   The silence drew out long enough that he slowed the truck and looked at her.
 
   She met his gaze. “Thank you.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   Ruth leaned back in the seat as Shawn drove them home. How on earth had she and her parents gotten in such a muddle? She’d never doubted that they loved her, but she’d thought she’d disappointed them. That they, like Mason, blamed her for his paralysis. And all the time, they’d let her draw away from them, thinking that they couldn’t offer her the magical understanding and support that the Collegium provided.
 
   Was this what William, the Chief Healer, had intended when he sent her and Shawn on this mission? She doubted that he’d counted on Shawn getting involved in her and her family’s emotional confusion, but William must have hoped that propinquity would push her into resolving her issues with her family.
 
   And—she drew a resolute breath—facing the truth of her first major healing.
 
   Being unable to completely heal Mason had scarred her. She pushed herself too hard, expected too much of herself. It was something her Collegium teachers and team leaders often told her. But she hadn’t known any other way. She’d always been driven by her failure to heal Mason.
 
   William had told her so often that a healer had to accept his or her limits. To push beyond those, to destroy yourself, was to disrespect your gift.
 
   Unhealthy patterns. She rubbed the back of her neck. She’d been taught it at the Collegium, and she’d refused the knowledge for herself. She hadn’t even realized she was doing it.
 
   Trauma blasted a person open. When the dust of the explosion settled, it could set like concrete, locking a person into new ways of seeing and interacting with the world. After Mason’s accident, she’d locked into a pattern of self-blame—reinforced by Mason’s behavior, she finally acknowledged. Her parents had locked into a sense of failing her. False guilt had strained their relationship—but not broken it.
 
   That’s what Shawn had seen. 
 
   She could see it, now, too. The love her family shared was strong enough to survive anything. They should have trusted it and each other. No one was complete in themselves. No one an island.
 
   The man beside her, the Collegium guardian and hollerider, lived that truth. He could have simply focused on the mission, but he hadn’t. He’d cared about her and her family.
 
   Healers were all taught, “physician, heal thyself”, but she hadn’t been able to. It had required someone to care and reach out.
 
   What if it were the same for Collegium guardians? “Guardian, guard thyself.” But sometimes even a combat mage needed someone to watch his back.
 
   I will, Ruth vowed. Shawn wouldn’t get hurt in her town.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   An afternoon demolishing the kitchen proved surprisingly satisfying. Shawn had bought safety glasses and paper masks at the hardware store, and after moving the old fridge out of the kitchen and into the dining room so that Ruth could store all the food Helen had given them, he started knocking out the cupboards and creating a storm of dirt and debris.
 
   Ruth closed the door on the noise and destruction, but in between hits on the cupboards, he could hear her singing. He grinned. Later he’d have to see if she added any dance steps to accompany the pop songs. Much later; he was too dirty to traipse through the house.
 
   Joe had been right to insist he take a wheelbarrow. The kitchen door was easily wide enough to accommodate it, and although the bigger pieces of cupboard could be carried out, the smaller bits were better barrowed. The heap of debris in the corner of the yard by the porch increased.
 
   Joe had also lent them a camping stove, and as evening drew in, Ruth set it up on the front porch. She heated beef stew Helen had made and frozen. 
 
   Shawn ate two servings before they finished the meal with iced tea and slices of chocolate cake. They weren’t exactly camping. He and Ruth had carried the kitchen table and chairs out to the porch before he’d started demolishing the kitchen.
 
   “I like your house.” He stretched out his legs and contemplated the front garden. Much of it had been lawn, years and years ago. Now it was a low-growing tangle. It would need slashing, plowing and re-seeding, but then it would frame the view of the house from the road. Enhance it. “You could fix a porch swing here. There’s no view of the river, but the country looks great.” The hills were gently rolling. “Trees and fields.” And in the distance, the lights of town. They looked friendly, a reminder of people and company.
 
   “A swing seat would be great.” Ruth propped her elbows on the table, cradling her glass with both hands. She looked tired. She’d spent the afternoon washing windows, so her griminess levels matched his. A streak of dirt was smeared on one cheek.
 
   The porch light didn’t work, so she’d found and lit a hurricane lamp, and he’d hooked it on a nail on the porch rafters. Moths darted to it, softly bumping it and sending shadows dancing.
 
   His muscles felt warm and relaxed, a different kind of warm-up than hitting the gym. And underneath everything ran his hollerider nature, eager for tonight’s hunt. He finished his iced tea. Part of his relaxation definitely came from Ruth’s acceptance of him as a hollerider. Today had proved that she hadn’t merely said the words of acceptance, but meant them. He, one of the Wild Hunt, was welcome in her home and life. That felt good. Great. “I’ll grab a shower and head out. I’d like to scout the area around the Moonlit Hearts Club compound before they meet.”
 
   Ruth looked at him over her glass. “I’m coming with you.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   “No.”
 
   Ruth had been prepared for Shawn’s resistance. She had, perhaps, overdone the window cleaning while she thought about her family, and then, about what Shawn faced tonight. Her shoulder and neck muscles ached. She straightened anyway. “This is our best chance to observe the cult setting a curse, if the curse is a group effort. We don’t know it is. But they’re meeting at eleven o’clock, nearly midnight, which is the traditional hour for curse magic. I need to be there to observe the curse if I’m to reverse it.”
 
   “I’ll describe it to you. Heck, I’ll film it on my phone.”
 
   Despite herself, she smiled. “You know that’s not the same.”
 
   “Ruth, I haven’t scouted the area. We haven’t met any of the cult—club—whatever—members, except Erica. We don’t know what we’re walking into.” He ran a hand through his hair, and grimaced as chips of kitchen cupboard fell out. “If I’d thought you’d want to do something this reckless, I’d have scouted the compound this afternoon.”
 
   “Except your hollerider nature is stronger at night,” she observed.
 
   “Which is partly why I waited.” He frowned at her. “Your mom didn’t want you going to the compound. She only told us about Erica’s meeting because she thought I’d go alone.”
 
   “I know. But I need to go with you.”
 
   His frown changed, one dark eyebrow lifting. “Intuition?”
 
   She rubbed her arms, aware that they’d goose pimpled. “I’d like to think it’s commonsense. We’re a two-person mission. It makes sense that we both utilize our skills. I’ll observe along with you. You’ll sneak us in. William said you can mask your magic, and I’ve seen that. Can you show me how to mask my presence so that I don’t set off any defensive wards?”
 
   “No, that takes practice.” He scrubbed at his face, smearing the dirt on it. “Earlier, you seemed okay with me going to the compound alone.”
 
   She sighed. “Okay, so maybe it is intuition. I don’t know. I just…I feel I need to be there, tonight, with you. Something is building.” Her breath caught as Shawn let a wisp of his magic escape. The hollerider search for evil, the terror-inducing cold of it, whipped past her.
 
   He moved to the porch railing, leaning on it to look towards town, then east to the Moonlit Hearts Club’s compound. “I can’t sense anything.” He turned, leaning his butt against the railing, and studied her. “But you’re the one with ties to the town. If there’s something threatening it, maybe your healer’s magic has detected it.”
 
   “I hope not.” But without the distraction of work or eating, anxiety crept through her veins. 
 
   “Okay.” Shawn rolled his shoulders. “I’ll take you with me. I can’t teach you enough in a couple of hours to mask your presence from a ward, but I can mask it for you.” He crossed to the hurricane lamp and switched it off. 
 
   The moon was out now, providing enough light to outline objects and deepen shadows. Ruth blinked to adjust her eyes to the dimness.
 
   Shawn held out his hand to her. “I can mask your magic while you stay near me, but only if I weave my magic with yours. Can you endure the touch of hollerider magic for a few hours?”
 
   She thought of the aching cold of its terror. She thought of it leaching into her aura, chilling and dulling it, eating into her soul. Could she? Then she looked into Shawn’s eyes.
 
   The shadowed porch, lit only by moon and stars, should have hidden his expression, but perhaps her healer magic let her sense the haunted wariness in him. He waited for her to reject his offer, his magic and him.
 
   She clasped his hand. “Tell me what to do.”
 
   His fingers closed gentle but firm around hers. Warm. “Give me permission to weave my magic with yours.”
 
   “You have it.” Like icy drops of rain, his hollerider magic touched the outer edge of her aura. She kept her breathing even, her gaze locked with his, as mage sight showed her the wonder of it. She didn’t let herself flinch as she opened her magic, the essence of self, and let Shawn’s magic enter.
 
   In mage sight, the rainbow colors of her aura were shaded with gold.
 
   Shawn’s magic trickled in, so fine that it was no more than a mist. 
 
   She waited for the hollerider magic to dull the gold of her aura, but it didn’t. Nor did the heart-racing terror of it grip her. Her magic stretched out, weaving with Shawn’s, allowing him to combine their auras in a tapestry of silver and gold that flashed with her healer’s rainbow.
 
   Shawn groaned. His hazel eyes blazed with power, but also with passion.
 
   Ruth guessed her eyes looked the same. “Is it always like this?” She was feverish. The magic had invaded her body, heated it, so that she wanted to be lost in Shawn in the same way their magic intertwined and pulsed.
 
   “Never. It’s never like this.” He groaned. “Our magic is joined. For the next few hours I can mask your presence when I mask mine. I should let you go.” But he lifted their clasped hands to his lips and kissed her fingers.
 
   She stood. Not thinking, just reacting; stepping into his personal space. Moving into the heat of his body.
 
   His mouth came down on hers.
 
   Their kiss was devastating. Raw hunger could have been resisted, maybe—his and hers—but the coaxing demand of his honest desire tore her open. She wanted him, recklessly, utterly. She went on tiptoes to give more, and take more.
 
   He backed up to rest against a column of the porch, and she went into the V of his legs. He cupped her butt, urging her up and into him, aligning them perfectly. And the kiss went on.
 
   They were filthy-dirty, sweaty from the hard work of the afternoon, and that added a grounding note of reality—and only made it more perfect. 
 
   The kiss finally ended and she simply collapsed against him. Both of them were breathing fast and deep. Shawn ran his hand up and down her spine and she arched into the caress. It felt wonderful just to stand with him. Their magics swirled and played around them.
 
   Ruth let go of mage sight as she pulled away from him. She smiled at him, feeling shy. They were waltzing on the edge of the Grand Canyon of desire, about to either fall or fly.
 
   He smiled back at her, such a slight curve of his mouth, but his eyes blazed. He touched her cheek, traced the curve of her face. It was a heart-stopping moment of tenderness after passion, with the passion still there, smoldering.
 
   She covered his hand with hers, just for a second, and then, they both focused on practicalities; not ruining the encounter with words as they parted. It was a moment to be treasured, not analyzed or forced.
 
   There was food to be put away, dishes to be washed in the laundry, showers to be had and clean clothes put on. While Shawn was in the bathroom, Ruth sat in her room, cross-legged on the floor. Her hair was wet from her shower, so she’d tied it back. She wore her fleece jacket over a t-shirt with tough hiking trousers and boots. 
 
   She sat in the turret section of her room, with its curving external wall and bare floorboards. The boards needed sanding and polishing—and now was not the time to think of home renovation projects. She needed to ready her magic and her thoughts.
 
   Healers healed, but the flipside was that their magic could also disable and kill. Doing so violated their gift, but was occasionally necessary. For self-protection or the defense of others, Ruth had hurt two people. She could tear muscle from bone, bringing down an attacker. She could cause a stroke, stop a heart. But she’d never, yet, had to go that far. Nonetheless, she reached for the coiled magic at her center, wanting to be strongly connected to it and prepared for any eventuality.
 
   Shawn’s magic meshed with hers at the outer edge of her aura, but not here at the center. This was all her, golden fire. When she meditated, she pictured it as a mandala with magic streaming through it.
 
   She let her magic slide through her body, healing her. It lowered her adrenaline levels so that her muscles would function at an optimum rate, well-served with oxygen and cleared of lactic acid. 
 
   On the edge of her physical, non-magical vision, a woman’s figure flickered. Ruth turned her head sharply, but the window seat built into the turret’s window was empty. “I’m imagining things.” But last night, there’d been a light here, in the turret section of her room, so how long could she go with the “imagining things” excuse?
 
   “I don’t believe in ghosts.”
 
   A branch of the oak tree growing near the house bent suddenly, leaves brushing the glass. Like ghostly laughter.
 
   Ruth scrambled up and stood, poised and uncertain. She didn’t feel threatened, but she was uneasy.
 
   Shawn looked in from the open doorway. “Ready?”
 
   “Absolutely.” She dismissed the possibility her house was haunted. “Let me grab a hat.” She’d knitted the black beanie herself. It would hide the shiny red gleam of her hair. She put it on and stuffed her damp hair beneath it. 
 
   In the mirror of the old dressing table, she saw Shawn approach. He was smiling. “I know.” Her hands stilled as she finished tucking her hair away. “I look like a toadstool.” The knitted hat had an odd, puffy shape.
 
   “You look cute.”
 
   He looked deadly. The dark gray and brown of his clothes would blend into the night and he moved with an alert, predatory grace. He stroked a finger along the exposed line of her neck to just nudge the open collar of her jacket.
 
   One little touch and her whole body shivered. She turned to him, and his finger slid along her collar to the hollow of her throat, and paused a moment there, against the fast-beating pulse. 
 
   “We should go.” He withdrew his hand.
 
   She walked steadily to the door, but inside she felt wobbly. She felt separated: partly in her own body, and partly stretched backwards, all of her attention focused on the man walking silently behind her. Out of habit, she switched off the light in the room, and darkness engulfed them. “Sorry. Can you see?”
 
   “Easily.” He closed the distance between them, a hand at the small of her back. “Can you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   A dim nightlight lit the staircase and moonlight filtered in through the stained glass window, colored with the red tones of the stylized rose.
 
   Downstairs, lights were on in the hallway and parlor, and she and Shawn left them on as they walked down the front porch steps and around to the truck. The wind had the nip of coolness that said Halloween was near. Bonfires and trick-or-treat. Another few weeks and the town would start featuring witches on doorknobs and jack o’lanterns in windows. Ruth wouldn’t be here for it.
 
   She wasn’t going to consider if Rose House was haunted—at least, not tonight—but it would make a fantastic haunted house for a tour. The church fundraising committee would have a blast tricking it out. She could take some holiday leave and join them.
 
   Shawn put the truck in gear and started down the driveway. Its headlights picked up the oaks at the roadside and divided the world into lit and unlit. “I’ll park half a mile out. Further if I sense a ward. Any idea where to hide the truck?”
 
   She appreciated him asking. It respected her judgment as well as her local knowledge. “Just past the bridge there’s a space people park when they fish off it. It’s screened from the road. It’s also a place to leave the truck that wouldn’t call attention even if someone saw it. If someone’s there fishing, a bit further on, the Tennyson’s old driveway is overgrown. We could park there. You can’t see it from their house. They put the new driveway about a mile on.”
 
   They reached the bridge, small and ordinary, that crossed the Bideer River. No one fished from it. Shawn slowed the truck.
 
   “On your right.”
 
   He bumped the truck along the short, bumpy track and parked in the clearing. With the engine off, they were near enough to the river to hear the frogs, but the water wasn’t visible through the trees. Nor was the bridge. “Good spot.”
 
   She flushed, ridiculously pleased by the terse praise, and hid her response by getting out of the truck. She jumped the last couple of inches to the ground and fallen leaves crunched under her boots. It was good the weather was dry. They had a hike in front of them, and it would be both easier and pleasanter without rain.
 
   “Here.” Shawn handed her the truck’s key. “If anything happens, don’t worry about me. Just go.”
 
   “Okay.” She’d over-ride her instincts and do as he said. He was a Collegium guardian as well as a hollerider, and freed of the need to protect her, he could unleash magic enough to make anyone who attacked him regret it.
 
   They cut across country with Shawn in the lead and Ruth doing her best to tread where he did. She could feel his magic, not unmasked, but active as he scanned for wards or other spells. It was a low level vibration at the edge of her aura; something she suspected she sensed only because their magics meshed.
 
   She didn’t feel as if her presence or magic was masked, but she trusted that Shawn had done whatever it was that generally hid him.
 
   Since the Moonlit Hearts Club had taken over the old river resort, they basically followed the river to reach it. The quiet burble of water was comforting. As a healer, water strengthened her magic. It purified and cooled, quieting fever and easing pain.
 
   “Containment ward.” Shawn halted by a cypress pine, its twisted trunk oddly beautiful in the darkness.
 
   “Where?” Ruth couldn’t sense it.
 
   “Ahead.” He clasped her hand. “We’re going to cross it. I’ve masked us and as long as you stay close, no one should sense that we’ve entered the compound. However, we’re not invisible. So move quietly and stay in the shadows.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   He squeezed her hand before releasing it and moving forward.
 
   Since she watched him so closely, she saw him stiffen. He turned to look at her, and there was a warning in his stance, but not a gesture to run. She centered her magic and crossed the containment ward.
 
   Oh God. It was a prayer, shaken from her heart.
 
   Death magic crawled over her skin.
 
   No wonder the witch who’d placed the ward had gone with containment over a look-away or keep-out spell. She or he had needed to hide the evil they’d done.
 
   Death magic in Bideer!
 
   Shawn gripped her shoulder, a question in the tilt of his head.
 
   She nodded once. She was okay. She could cope with this. In mage sight, she could discern the sludgy darkness of the containment ward. It lay behind them, apparently unbroken, which meant Shawn’s ability to mask them was powerful; stronger than whoever had set the ward. That was reassuring. She could see his magic at the edge of her aura, the silver shining in mage sight. It was like a shield.
 
   Possibly he was even protecting her from the death magic, keeping it from her and keeping her healer’s aura unclouded. She was grateful. Ironic to find a hollerider’s magic a protection, but its terror didn’t touch her. That terror was directed outward, masked at the moment, but if Shawn unleashed it…
 
   She had to trust he wouldn’t. The cult had gathered vulnerable people. If they weren’t guilty of participation in the death magic, then they really shouldn’t suffer the fear of the hollerider’s passing. It was likely they lacked the emotional resilience to survive it.
 
   Ahead, a light blinked through the trees. Actually, the light was steady. It was the tree branches that swayed in the night wind. She stopped near Shawn and he put a hand on her waist, moving enough that he blocked the wind from her. She thought the action was automatic, unconscious, but it warmed her more than her fleece jacket.
 
   The old resort was just visible: seven cabins built around the main building that had a dock out to the river and contained conference rooms and kitchen, plus an office and storage.
 
   Ruth checked her watch. Ten o’clock.
 
   “Stay here,” Shawn whispered, nearly soundless, before ghosting away.
 
   She leaned into the smooth trunk of the oak tree. Its sturdy normality helped her feel secure. In mage sight, she could see the silver of Shawn’s magic still merged with the fringe of her aura, yet stretching out, centering on him, as he scouted the area. Where she couldn’t see him physically, she detected his presence by the silver glow.
 
   And if I wasn’t connected to him, I doubt I’d see even that. She shoved her hands in her pockets, gripping the can of pepper spray that she carried as a just-in-case. Magic wasn’t always the answer to a problem. 
 
   She forced her gaze from Shawn to study the compound. There were lights in four of the seven cabins, and in the main building. At the edge of its dock, a lamp glowed faintly.
 
   The river and the woods felt clean. The death magic had rolled out across them before hitting the containment ward, but it hadn’t come from them. Ruth concentrated on the ugliness of the magic, trying to trace it back to its source. It came from the old resort. Not from one of the seven cabins, not even from outside in a scratched circle of dirt. It came from the main building.
 
   Ruth pressed into the oak tree as a middle-aged man exited one of the cabins, closing its door behind him and rattling the doorknob to check it had locked. Not very trusting. He walked briskly to the main building and entered.
 
   Lights went on in the far windows. Unless the layout of the building had changed since she was a teenager, that was the large conference room. A couple of her friends had worked at the resort in the holidays, and she’d picked them up on the way to parties, concerts or other events. She wondered if the man was setting up for the meeting Erica had discussed with Jared.
 
   Or was he setting up for activities that the meeting of a lonely hearts club would hide? The death magic seemed centered in the far end of the building. The longer she stood here, concentrating on the death magic—the opposite of her healers’ talent—the clearer she saw it. Like grey smoke tinted with red lines, yet heavier, as if emptied from a giant vacuum cleaner bag, it clung to the main building and kind of shuddered.
 
   So far in her healers’ career, she’d been lucky. She’d only encountered death magic twice before, and both times she’d been part of a team with a more senior healer who’d dealt with it. Here, she was the healer. Shawn, guardian and hollerider, could defeat the person using death magic. However, she needed to heal its effects.
 
   Not that she could bring the dead back to life.
 
   Death magic, as its name implied, drew its power from sacrifice.
 
   In its mildest form, and usually called by less ominous names, it could feed on renunciation: the death of a habit, a vow of abstinence, or a surrender could power it. That living self-sacrifice could be immensely powerful not simply for its magic, but because of the intent of the person committing it.
 
   But the dark ugliness of the death magic here indicated that it was by no means so positive. Whoever had cast this magic had physically killed something. Not a person. The cloud of death magic would have been a roiling storm, a crushing psychic pressure in the compound, if a human had died. Instead, it was relatively weak. A small animal had died.
 
   The truly evil used death magic because it gave them a sick thrill to kill. The act was as satisfying as the magic raised. However, evil was rare. Most people who used death magic did so because they were scared. They acted out of the viciousness of their fear. It unbalanced them so that they weren’t able to see healthy ways of dealing with their problems, but reached instead for death magic, which would destroy them.
 
   It always did.
 
   She and Shawn were here to ensure that it didn’t hurt others, or provide the power boost to jump a curse into a plague.
 
   Two women walked out of the cabin nearest to Ruth. The compound was lit enough for safety, but they carried torches anyway, and the younger of them flicked hers this way and that, the beam darting to destroy shadows, only to flinch away.
 
   Death magic destroyed people’s nerves.
 
   Ruth had to control her instinct to send out a protective, soothing energy. 
 
   The two women were badly distressed. They huddled together as they nearly ran the last few steps into the main building. 
 
   They’d have done better to run away.
 
   A truck drove into the compound. Ruth heard it first, then saw the headlights. Shawn ghosted back to her as Jared Hill and Erica got out of the truck and hurried to the main building. It was as if their arrival signaled the meeting’s opening. Two more men left their cabins and called greetings.
 
   Ten to eleven.
 
   Shawn clasped her hand.
 
   The warmth and positive energy of him glowed through her, and she tightened her fingers convulsively around his.
 
   “It’ll be all right,” he said. “But we need to get in position to see and hear. We’ll go around behind the cabins.”
 
   She followed where he led, still holding his hand. The night wind smelled of the woods and of the muddy riverbank.
 
   At the last cabin, he paused. “I can’t sense magic in anyone in the compound. That could mean that the spell caster won’t be present tonight, or that they’ll arrive suddenly.”
 
   They were crossing the open space from the cabin to the main building when the lights in the conference room went out.
 
   Ruth thought her heart stopped. They were discovered!
 
   But Shawn’s magic remained steady, as did he. He guided Ruth to the edge of the window and positioned her there. 
 
   Trusting him, she peered in.
 
   The first man to enter the building struck a match and lit a candle. However, he wasn’t saying anything magical. He was frowning and petulant, middle-aged and carrying some unhealthy weight. It made his crouching over the candle an awkward movement. “Whitney asked me to lead tonight’s session, Doug. You can complain to her in the morning that it should have been you because you’re a professor.” So much scorn in that last word. “But when Zach insisted Whitney accompany him to the psychic fair today in Dallas, she knew she wouldn’t be back in time for this session, and she trusted me.”
 
   The speaker rose slowly, shaking out his knees from being crouched. He passed a box of matches to the woman on his left. She was older than him, but bent easily to light the candle at her feet. The box of matches continued around the circle of seven.
 
   “I thought Whitney would be here,” Jared complained, lighting his candle and Erica’s with the swift competence of a man accustomed to starting wood fires. Bideer townsfolk typically heated their homes with wood from the managed forests around them and off-cuts from the local woodworking galleries. “Erica said Whitney called this affirmation meeting.”
 
   Affirmation meeting? Ruth’s eyebrows rose.
 
   One of the women broke in impatiently, not rude but worried. “Can we just do this and go? I’d like to go to bed.”
 
   The man who’d been quiet so far, leered. “Want some company?”
 
   “And that’s why no woman wants you, Kyle.”
 
   The first man clapped his hands to silence them. “As Whitney taught us, focus on all those who’ve hurt us. We forgive them, but…”
 
   Ruth listened expectantly. A spell could be strengthened or sustained by repetition. The death magic was thick here, so the sacrifice had to have happened in the conference room. Yet she didn’t think any of those currently present knew of it—and Shawn had said they lacked magic.
 
   “Beauty, to me,” the group began in ragged chorus. They used gestures, arms outstretched, pulling in from east, west, north and south.
 
   “Laughter, music, dance and grace, to me.
 
   “Wealth, mine.
 
   “Friendship, mine.
 
   “Renown, respect and power, mine.
 
   “Never alone, never lonely.
 
   “Life, deliver me love.”
 
   That’s not so bad, Ruth thought. Maybe even a bit sad.
 
   But then the voices rose in a shout. “You owe me. You owe me. You owe me!”
 
   The death magic surged.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   “Let’s go.” Shawn practically carried Ruth back across the compound to the shadow of the last cabin. 
 
   She got her legs to work then, overcoming the shock of the curse renewed in front of her, and ran with him, back to the river, along it and to their truck. The relief of exiting the containment ward and shedding the taint of death magic was immense. The cool, clean scents of the river, of water and damp earth, floated on clean air and she sucked them into her lungs gratefully. Even the truck, secondhand and ordinary, was something to appreciate.
 
   “They didn’t set the curse,” she said to Shawn as he started the truck and reversed it out of its concealed parking spot.
 
   “No. But it sounds like Whitney Stirling did.”
 
   That was the conclusion she’d come to as well. It was Whitney who’d established the “affirmation” ceremony. And it was Whitney who people in town seemed distant about. Her husband, Zach, the leader of the cult, was liked; “a good guy, city but not cissy”.
 
   Ruth rubbed her hands one over the other, as if she washed them, while she thought. “The mission briefing didn’t supply much information on Whitney. Zach had been a real estate agent, got out of that during the sub-prime crash, worked for a while as a self-proclaimed marriage therapist, and then, started the Moonlit Hearts Club. Whitney met Zach when he was in real estate. She was a beauty technician. When they got married, she stopped working. Although she seems actively involved in the Moonlit Hearts Club.”
 
   “She does, doesn’t she?” Shawn tapped the steering wheel. “From what they said at the meeting, Whitney and Zach will be back, tomorrow. I’d like to meet them.”
 
   “Me, too. After I’ve contacted the Collegium.”
 
   He glanced at her.
 
   “That spell they chanted,” she began slowly, thinking out loud. “The final line of ‘you owe me’ was tacked onto a standard fortune-calling spell. They were summoning good luck to themselves.”
 
   “Trying to,” Shawn muttered. “Death magic won’t bring them good fortune.”
 
   She nodded. “But that final line, a triple repetition of ‘you owe me’, is different. I need to consult a senior healer at the Collegium if it’s a recognized variant of the fortune spell, or if…” 
 
   “If Whitney taught the group that chant, who is the ‘you’ she thinks owes her?” he asked grimly, evidently on the same page as Ruth with his concerns.
 
   “Revenge,” she said. “Vengeance. It’s required for a curse to make the leap to become a plague. If Whitney is trying to get back at someone, and she’s willing to sacrifice an animal to do so, what more might she do?”
 
   “That body in the morgue, the one Dr. Li contacted the Collegium about, no one could find a connection between him and anyone in the cult. But a random stranger as victim, I don’t buy it.” Shawn slowed the truck to pull into the driveway of Rose House.
 
   Ruth gasped and clutched his arm. Thoughts of curses and plague were forgotten. “We switched off the lights upstairs.” The turret windows, on every level, glowed. At her bedroom window, a woman’s figure stood outline a moment, then vanished.
 
   “You’ve got a ghost,” Shawn said. 
 
   “Don’t sound so matter of fact.” She slapped his arm.
 
   “Well, it—she—hasn’t proved unfriendly. And the lights look welcoming. Maybe she was worried about you. We did discuss death magic, cults and plague.”
 
   “Huh.” Ruth stared at the house. “I don’t believe in ghosts,” she whispered.
 
   Shawn, meantime, had gotten out of the truck, walked around it, and now, opened her door. “Jump out.”
 
   She thought about her options. If she went to her parents’ farm…they’d never let her return to her house. Not without an exorcism or something, and even then…
 
   Stiffly, she got out of the truck.
 
   Shawn slammed the door shut and put an arm around her. “We’ll get you a bourbon so you sleep. Then you can tell me the ghost stories about the house tomorrow, in daylight.”
 
   “No one died in my house.” She heard her voice go shrill.
 
   “Okay.” He guided her up the front porch steps. “You got your key?” 
 
   While she fumbled in her pocket, the door swung open.
 
   Ruth yiked, spun to run, crashed into Shawn, and then tried to burrow into him.
 
   He hugged her, and uttered perhaps the most ominous words of the night. “Good evening.”
 
   “Good evening.” The answering voice was low, musical and feminine. “Won’t you come in?”
 
   Ruth fainted.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   “I didn’t mean to scare her.” An attractive woman of Ruth’s age, but dressed in the fashion of the 1920s with a Cleopatra haircut, a drop-waisted turquoise dress and Cuban heels, sat in an armchair by the fireplace in the front parlor. 
 
   Ruth lay on the sofa, with Shawn perched on its arm. 
 
   “It’s been a stressful day,” he said, then noticed Ruth was conscious. “Are you okay? You were only out for a couple of minutes. Just long enough for us to introduce ourselves. Ruth Warner, Carla Sumner.” 
 
   Ruth sat up, swinging her feet to the floor. “You’re a ghost.”
 
   “I am.” Carla smiled at her, a wide and joyous grin. “But not bad company, all the same.” Crystal earrings dangled from her ears and matched the long, double-looped necklace she wore. She seemed the essence of a Jazz Age flapper. Apparently, Ruth stared a bit too long. “I don’t always dress up.” Carla waved a deprecatory hand at her outfit. “But for our first official meeting, I made the effort.”
 
   “Huh.”
 
   “If you’re all right for a minute, I’ll just get the bourbon.” Shawn stood.
 
   “I don’t have any.”
 
   “I packed a flask. Be right back.” 
 
   Ruth watched him leave the room, her gaze staying on the empty doorway as she listened to him run upstairs. Very slowly and reluctantly, she looked back at the ghost.
 
   Carla smiled, more gently this time, almost sympathetically. “Bourbon first, then we’ll talk. You look like you need a drink. There’s still some moonshine in the secret cupboard—”
 
   “There’s a secret cupboard?”
 
   “Oh yes, in the turret. Just over here.” Carla got up and walked—it definitely wasn’t a ghostly glide—to a side wall behind a corner table. She tapped the wainscoting and it echoed hollowly.
 
   It freaked Ruth a bit more to realize Carla had that much physical presence. “I don’t believe in ghosts,” she said.
 
   “I know, which is why I didn’t introduce myself earlier.”
 
   Shawn returned with the flask of bourbon, uncapped it and passed it to Ruth.
 
   She swallowed a burning mouthful, suffering it like medicine. She coughed as she returned the flask to him.
 
   He took a swig before recapping it.
 
   “I was worried about you,” Carla said. “So I thought it was time you knew I was here.”
 
   “Why?” Ruth wasn’t being rude. She was honestly baffled.
 
   Shawn sat on the sofa beside her, his shoulder brushing hers. 
 
   Warm, real and solid, just what she needed. She leaned into him a bit.
 
   When she flicked into mage sight, the ghost didn’t have an aura. It was deeply unsettling to see a person without their energy haloing them. Perhaps, after death, the energy that sustained an aura formed a person’s ghost? 
 
   Ruth released her mage sight. She sighed, and Shawn put his arm around her, drawing her closer.
 
   Carla sat in an armchair opposite them. Its seat cushion didn’t dent, which was disconcerting. “Some of the stories people tell about ghosts are true. We haunt the place where we have unfinished business.”
 
   “And what is yours?” In my house, Ruth finished, silently.
 
   “Nothing that will harm you,” Carla responded. “It’s not that as a ghost I’m barred from heaven. I live—and I mean truly live—there, but I have a tie to Rose House that lets me return here. However, it doesn’t allow me to venture beyond it, or to affect events outside it. I didn’t know there was death magic nearby, not until you mentioned it.”
 
   She laughed, relaxed and ruefully amused. “When I was alive, I refused to believe in magic. Now, I am dead, and you use magic, but would like to refuse to believe in my ghostly existence. The irony is perfect.”
 
   “You introduced yourself to us, tonight, for a reason. Do you think you can help us?” Shawn asked.
 
   “You’re a warrior,” Carla said. “My fiancé is like you. He died in the First World War. So many wars, so little learned.” She looked around the parlor. “My father built the house for Mother. Her name is Rose, hence the name, Rose House.”
 
   It was strange to hear the present tense used for people long dead—by someone long dead. But Ruth’s fear was abating. It lessened as Carla talked. The ghost was simply so normal.
 
   “Father made his fortune as a lumber baron. He built this house in 1894 and brought his new bride to it, his gift to her. Mother loved the house. She made her own pot pourri, and a large bowl of it under the stained glass window on the landing filled the house with the scent.”
 
   Carla trailed her fingers over the carved wood of her chair’s arms. “I have two older brothers. We grew up happily here. So many good memories. I was the spoilt little sister. They teased me and looked out for me. They died with my fiancé in the war, and my parents died soon after of the Spanish flu and broken hearts. I was alone, but I had the house.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Ruth said, touched by the old tragedy.
 
   Carla shook her head, smiling slightly. “I could have travelled East. My mother’s family were in Boston. They invited me to live with them, but I preferred the freedom of Texas and my memories. I was involved in the town, and I had my art. I painted, upstairs in the turret. It makes a well-lit studio. I gardened and—never mind. They were small town pleasures, but real, all the same. I had a good life till I died in a rail accident when I was travelling to California. Of all ridiculous things. I wanted to see Hollywood.”
 
   She walked across to the fireplace.
 
   With a start, Ruth realized that the mirror above it failed to reflect Carla’s face. As a ghost, she had no reflection.
 
   “That was 1934. There was no one to inherit on Father’s side of the family, so the estate went to Mother’s family. No one wanted the house and it stood empty till a cousin came home from the Second World War and couldn’t settle. He took Rose House as his base, did some minor repairs—added the kitchen you hate, Ruth—but mostly travelled. He was a gambler. In 1986 he went back East. Ill-health. It’s amazing how people resist family and home till they’re sick, then the tie grows strong. Rose House stood empty ever since. Till you bought it.”
 
   “Are you sad it went out of the family?” Ruth asked.
 
   “No. The house suits you, Ruth, and you love it. That’s important.” Carla gripped her elbows in a gesture of self-protection and determination. “I wanted to tell you that you’re safe at Rose House. The death magic can’t cross the wards you had that mage lay. But more than that, until my business is finished on earth, this is also my home, and evil will not enter it.”
 
   Carla vanished.
 
   Ruth blinked. “Is she…Carla, are you gone?”
 
   No one answered. Nothing moved.
 
   Shawn yawned and stretched. “I told you your house was haunted.”
 
   Ruth got up and threw a cushion at him.
 
   He caught it and grinned at her.
 
   “I’m going to make a cup of tea,” she said. “That bourbon tasted awful.”
 
   “Twelve year old single barrel bourbon, and you call it awful.”
 
   “I’m not much of a drinker. I guess it warmed me up.” She filled the kettle in the laundry and switched it on to boil. The kitchen was a disaster zone. She wouldn’t be using it for weeks.
 
   Shawn leaned against the doorframe.
 
   She found a packet of chocolate chip cookies, offered them to him and took one herself. 
 
   “So, now that you know your house is haunted, and you’ve met the ghost, can you sleep here?” Despite his earlier teasing, his hazel eyes were dark with concern.
 
   Ruth paused with one hand on the kettle, ready to pour it. Steam snaked up to the ceiling. “I hadn’t even considered leaving.” She poured the boiling water into two mugs, then jiggled the tea bags. “I guess I can share my home with a ghost.”
 
   He accepted his mug from her, eying the peppermint tea bag warily. “Carla seemed serious about defending Rose House.” He dropped the tea bag into the trash.
 
   Ruth added honey to her mug, but Shawn waved it off. “Actually, if I had to meet a ghost, Carla was probably as normal and companionable as I could ask for.” She pulled a face, rueful and wryly amused. “But I’d have been happy to never meet a ghost. Did you see that she had no aura?”
 
   “Really?” He sipped the peppermint tea. “I don’t tend to see auras. Magic, yeah. But auras are more a healers’ thing.”
 
   They returned to the front parlor. “My head is so jumbled.” She rubbed her forehead.
 
   “You fainted. That probably means you should rest.”
 
   “It means my brain over-loaded. Honestly, a ghost!” She put her mug down on a coaster on the coffee table, and crossed to the bureau where she’d stowed her laptop. “I need to email a report to the Collegium. What we saw tonight was weird, and I’m not talking about Carla. Hopefully, someone there can tell us more about the variant on the fortune spell Whitney used.”
 
   Shawn ate another cookie. He sat in an armchair, legs stretched out. Relaxed. The prowling, predatory anticipation that had characterized him before the hunt was gone. “Tomorrow will be interesting. I couldn’t detect any evil in town. If that was because Whitney was away, I should sense it, tomorrow.”
 
   “Unless she manages to mask it,” Ruth said, opening her email and beginning a quick recap of the night’s events—although she’d leave out mentioning Carla, for now. First, she had to come to terms with ghosts being real. That definitely wasn’t taught at the Collegium. Perhaps magic and supernatural knowledge didn’t always overlap.
 
   “Masking evil is possible, but it’s damn difficult to fool my hollerider instincts.” Shawn finished his tea. “If you’re sure you’ll be okay here, I’m going for a run.”
 
   “Not back to the cult’s compound?” she asked, instantly alert.
 
   “No, I’ll follow your fence line.” Follow her wards, double-checking them, was what he meant. 
 
   She smiled at his protective tendencies. “I’ll leave the door unlocked.”
 
   The house ought to have felt empty with his departure; or else, eerily haunted by Carla. Instead, Rose House’s usual atmosphere, a friendly tranquility, gathered gently around Ruth. That morning, she’d wound the grandfather clock, and its stately tick-tock provided a backdrop to the composition of her email.
 
   She finished her brief report, sent it, and massaged the tight muscles of her neck. A hot shower and bed sounded like the perfect prescription. 
 
   Thirty minutes later, she was snuggled in bed when she heard Shawn’s return. The front door opened and shut. 
 
   He climbed the stairs. “If you’re awake, it’s just me.”
 
   She smiled. “Good night, Shawn.”
 
   It had been an eventful day. She’d reconciled with her parents, encountered death magic, learned a variant on an old fortune spell, met a ghost and cleaned way too many windows, only to follow that up with a hike through the woods. Oh, and she’d kissed Shawn. 
 
   Ruth hugged her pillow and slept.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   “Thank you for the text, last night.” At the diner, Helen greeted Ruth with a kiss to the cheek and sent Shawn a warm smile. Before sending her report to the Collegium, Ruth had sent her mom a quick text, home safe. “Now, what would you like for breakfast?”
 
   “Buttermilk pancakes with maple syrup.” Ruth didn’t even need to think about it.
 
   The kitchen had a quiet breakfast bustle going on. Shawn waited out of the way near the door from front-of-house to the kitchen. “Sounds good. And bacon, please.”
 
   “Ugh.” Ruth wrinkled her nose. “I hate mixing sweet and savory.”
 
   “You always were fussy.” Peggy walked into the kitchen, making a point of how she had to walk around Shawn, and sighing about it.
 
   “Ruth simply knows what she likes,” Helen defended her daughter. “Just like Mason won’t eat his fried eggs if the yolks are broken.”
 
   Peggy took a step back at Helen’s vehemence. 
 
   Shawn caught Ruth’s wide-eyed gaze, and grinned faintly. He ambled out to claim a table.
 
   Ruth just hoped he’d choose a table in Erica’s station, not Peggy’s. She patted her mom’s arm.
 
   Helen ceased glaring at her sister-in-law. Apparently, after yesterday, she’d decided to stand up for Ruth more. “Your dad’ll be out some time later this morning. He has a few more things he thinks you—or Shawn—could use at Rose House.”
 
   “Thanks, Mom.” Ruth didn’t need her mom protecting her, but it felt good.
 
   Out front, she found Erica pouring coffee for Shawn. There were dark circles under the woman’s eyes, dark enough that the concealer she’d used failed to hide them. Ruth checked Erica’s aura. It was dim, but not magically-compromised or attacked. It seemed Erica had simply slept badly.
 
   Unlike Ruth, who had slept like a baby in her haunted house. She thanked Erica for the coffee and watched the woman move away to top up other customers’ coffees. “Dad’s going to bring some more stuff, tools or something, to the house this morning,” she said absently.
 
   “I’ll get his opinion on what to use to get the lino up. Whatever they glued it down with is tenacious, but judging by the floorboards in the rest of the house, they’re worth saving, so I don’t want to destroy them.”
 
   “If Dad doesn’t know, he’ll have a friend who does.” Ruth smiled suddenly. “I’d better pop into the supermarket before we go home. I’ll need more cookies for the Duct Tape Club.”
 
   Shawn raised an interrogatory eyebrow.
 
   “It’s what Mom calls Dad’s friends. Any home repairs, and they start showing up, giving opinions on how the job ought to be tackled, and in the end—”
 
   “Duct tape,” he finished.
 
   “Exactly. The temporary fix that endures forever.”
 
   Shawn’s expression lost its laughter and Ruth had to fight the urge to turn around. But when she listened, she could just hear the whisper of Mason’s wheelchair tires and the slow swoosh of the door closing. 
 
   “Good morning, cousin. Shawn.” Mason stopped at their table. 
 
   Erica had been about to put down their plates of pancakes, and had to detour around him.
 
   “Morning, Mason,” they all chorused.
 
   “I’ll get your order in,” Erica added.
 
   “No hurry.” Mason’s gaze was fixed on Ruth.
 
   She looked back at him, more objectively than she’d seen him in years. She let go of the boy he’d been when they were growing up. He’d never been cruel to her, just disinterested in his younger, female cousin. Staying with her own healing, she released the accident, and the memory of how badly hurt he’d been, how terrified she’d been, and how helpless. Finally, she let go of the memory of his anger and fear in hospital, and later, the relentless negativity of the weeks and months as he adjusted to life in a wheelchair.
 
   I wasn’t to blame. It had been bad luck, the worst of luck. 
 
   It only took seconds, but it was the final shift to seeing things as they truly were. Ruth looked at Mason and saw the lines of bitterness around his mouth, the puffiness of ill health under his skin, and the extra weight on him. He wheezed faintly, allergies or something else?
 
   She slipped into mage sight and studied his aura. Aura-reading was only a rough guide to diagnosis. It showed if anything major was wrong.
 
   For the first time, she didn’t flinch from the clouded aura from his hips down. As tragic as the consequences of the accident had been, at least he’d retained bladder and bowel control.
 
   But there was a lack of vitality in his overall aura, and a clouding of liver and pancreas that hinted at pre-diabetes. 
 
   “What are you staring at?” Mason demanded. “You’ve seen me in a wheelchair often enough.”
 
   A few heads turned. 
 
   Peggy abandoned the table she was serving and hurried over.
 
   Ruth glanced from her aunt’s worried face to Mason’s scowl. “Was I staring? Sorry. I was thinking.” She hesitated, but now, with customers listening, wasn’t the time to recommend to Mason a discussion with his doctor about diet and blood sugar, and exercise. “I have to design a new kitchen for Rose House.”
 
   Mason’s scowl remained suspicious, but he rolled on to his corner table.
 
   Peggy turned her back to the customers. Her lips barely moved. “What did you see?” She wasn’t family by blood, but with Mason’s accident she’d learned of Ruth’s healing talent. And like her son, she’d blamed Ruth for not healing him completely. 
 
   “Pre-diabetes,” Ruth murmured.
 
   Her aunt’s eyes closed a moment, even as her mouth firmed, lines of worry deepening. “I’ve told him. His diet…” She walked off into the kitchen.
 
   “The pancakes are good,” Shawn said.
 
   Ruth stared hopelessly at her own plate. “I don’t ordinarily eat like this. Fruit, yoghurt, whole grains.”
 
   “Everyone’s allowed a treat, occasionally. Enjoying your mom’s home cooking is good for the soul.”
 
   She cut a piece of pancake and dipped it in a pool of maple syrup. “Wise words.”
 
   He didn’t look up from his plate. “Always easier when you’re not the one in the emotional minefield.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   He smiled at her then, a rueful, sympathetic grin—that vanished into the harsh, battle mask of a soldier. 
 
   She felt his magic surge, and without thinking, slipped into mage sight. The silver of his magic, that he’d released last night from meshing with hers, had woven into her aura again. Instantly protective. Her magic was completely masked. As was his.
 
   “Zach! Whitney, you’re home.” Erica’s exclamation provided the explanation of Shawn’s action.
 
   Ruth decided it would be normal enough for her to look around.
 
   She saw an attractive couple in their early forties, recognizable from the mission briefing she’d received. 
 
   Zach smiled in a friendly fashion at Erica. “We got an early start. I couldn’t wait to be home.” His smile included everyone in the diner.
 
   Whitney was more constrained. Her smile was small and she stood tensely. But she was beautiful. Her hair shone a rich golden blonde, her blue eyes sparkled, her teeth were white and even. Her aura didn’t quite blaze with such health, though. It was muted. That did happen when you employed death magic. It left a taint; like a greasy sludge over your own energy.
 
   But what had Ruth’s eyes opening wide—before Shawn nudged her foot under the table and she remembered to look away, back at her pancakes—was Zach’s lack of aura.
 
   She always saw people’s auras! Well, not Carla’s, but Carla was a ghost.
 
   Zach…no, he wasn’t a ghost. She could see his shadow as morning light streamed in the window, and the chrome trim on the counter dimly reflected his image.
 
   If she couldn’t see his aura…Why can’t I see his aura?
 
   “What time did you say your dad was coming over?” Shawn asked, his drawl a tad more pronounced.
 
   “No special time.” Her mom’s delicious pancakes were an effort to eat. She sipped some coffee to ease her dry throat.
 
   For Shawn to mask her magic as well as his, he must have sensed evil. Otherwise, it was an over-reaction to an ordinary witch. What would it have hurt for Whitney, one magic user encountering another, to have vaguely sensed Ruth’s healer’s talent? It wouldn’t have spooked Whitney or put her on the alert that she was suspected of cursing someone. Ruth’s cover story for this mission was the strongest it could be: she was coming home.
 
   But Shawn had evidently decided to keep Ruth completely off the witch’s radar. Which meant Whitney was more than a misguided witch out of her depth with a spell she’d used. Whitney had to have embraced the destructiveness of death magic, and could, potentially, extend it into a plague.
 
   There was a bitter reason for Ruth’s sudden loss of appetite.
 
   Zach pulled out a chair for Whitney at a table three away from Ruth and Shawn. He ordered a “full breakfast” for himself and, without consulting her, granola for his wife.
 
   Whitney fidgeted with stowing her handbag and adjusting the long, elegant skirt she wore. 
 
   Shawn finished his breakfast and caught Erica’s attention, signaling for a refill of coffee. Evidently, he wanted to stay a while. 
 
   Ruth cut a small square from her last pancake, but refused more coffee. “I’ll be bouncing off the walls.”
 
   “Sounds like you might need it,” Erica said with the practiced friendliness of a good waitress. “Helen says you’re doing up the haunted house down by the river.”
 
   Once, Ruth would have objected to calling her beautiful house haunted. Now, she forced a smile. “That’s right. Rose House.”
 
   “Zach!” Mason called across the restaurant. “Good thing you’re back. The Chamber of Commerce meeting is this afternoon. It got moved up when Peter realized his grandma’s hundredth birthday party is tonight.”
 
   “Thanks. I’ll be there.” Zach waved acknowledgement, and added a charming grimace of apology directed at the other customers. Calling across the diner wasn’t the politest action.
 
   Whitney had a withdrawn, stoic expression for the rudeness, and sipped milkless tea.
 
   “It looks like a nice house,” Erica said wistfully.
 
   “You’ll have to come out and see it,” Ruth invited her impulsively. The loneliness she’d sensed in the diner yesterday was a shimmer of blue washing through Erica’s aura. The woman was lonely and, although she didn’t know it, her trust in the Moonlit Hearts Club had been betrayed. An offer of friendship would help heal her.
 
   Erica flushed. “I wasn’t angling for an invitation.”
 
   “You’re welcome all the same.” And because she knew that an open invitation was often a meaningless one, Ruth added. “When is your day off? Come out for afternoon tea, if you’re interested?”
 
   “I have Mondays off. If you really mean it…”
 
   “Three o’clock next Monday.” Ruth made the commitment. Even if they’d finished the mission by then, she had holiday leave owed to her. She’d take some time, and since William had obviously hoped she’d resolve her issues with her family, she doubted he’d mind her taking an extra week or even two. 
 
   Erica smiled as she returned to work.
 
   Shawn pulled out his wallet and put money on the table.
 
   Ruth swallowed her last bite of pancake with relief, finished her coffee with forced casualness, and fled.
 
   “What did you sense when Whitney and Zach walked in?” she asked the hollerider ambling beside her across Main Street to the supermarket.
 
   “Evil,” Shawn said briefly. “Sly, amused evil.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   “Could you tell it was Whitney who was evil? I know it doesn’t seem likely, but Zach entered the diner with her.” The question had been bothering Ruth while she bought cookies and cake at the supermarket. Now that they were alone, she needed an answer.
 
   Shawn’s attention was elsewhere. Apparently it was on the three shopping bags on the back seat. “Do you really think your dad’s friends are going to descend on Rose House? You’ve got enough to feed an army.”
 
   She stared at him. “You said you were from a small town.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “I live in a haunted house, Shawn. People haven’t been inside it in decades. Now that Dad’s coming over and we’ve told everyone you’re renovating it, this’ll be their excuse to come and check things out under the guise of offering help and advice. They’ll poke around.”
 
   “Ah. And check me out, that I’m good enough for you.” Now, he comprehended the situation, and seemed amused.
 
   “Yeah.” Her breath huffed out. “Even though we told people we’re not involved—”
 
   “We’re not?”
 
   Memory of last night’s kiss burned through her. “We…I…” She sneaked a peek at him.
 
   He was watching the road, edging right as another truck barreled towards them. 
 
   She waved at its driver, Mr. Rodriguez. Her hand flopped back into her lap. “Getting involved during a mission is one of those risks we’re told not to take.”
 
   “At least you didn’t say ‘mistake’.” Shawn’s tone was unexpectedly grim.
 
   It jerked Ruth out of her self-conscious, self-protective worry. She was desperately afraid that she was falling hard for Shawn, and as she always did when scared, she’d tried to withdraw and hide inside herself.
 
   But Shawn didn’t sound as if he was playing around. He wasn’t fooling with flirtation to pass the time while he was stuck in Bideer.
 
   “You’re not a mistake,” Ruth said. “I’m not brave about relationships…”
 
   He took a hand off the steering wheel and covered hers, which were gripped tightly together. “It’s okay, Ruth. You’re right. The Collegium guidelines are clear. We should wait till the mission is over. Then I’ll ask you on a date.” He smiled at her.
 
   She smiled back, feeling ridiculously teary, and tangled her fingers with his. “Maybe some rules are made to be broken.”
 
   He stopped the truck on the side of the road, leaned across and kissed her. His hazel eyes were intense, a trick of the light seeming to turn them the yellow-gold of the surrounding trees. “You’ll always be safe with me.” He pulled back onto the road. “Now, not to be unromantic, but in case your dad is already at the house, we need to talk about next steps regarding the cult before we get home.”
 
   “Zach doesn’t have an aura,” Ruth blurted. “Or rather, he must have. He’s not a ghost. I saw his reflection. But I can’t see his aura. I don’t know if that means he’s got such strong protections around him to hide evil that even his aura is locked in. Or if it’s a sign that Whitney is feeding off his aura. Or if it’s something else entirely. That’s why I asked if you’re sure it was Whitney who is evil.”
 
   “Huh. My fault. I made an assumption. Email the Collegium your questions,” Shawn said. “I couldn’t get an individual read on the couple. They came in together so I couldn’t separate their presences. I would have thought the evil was Whitney since she initiated the curse, but if you can’t read Zach’s aura, that’s odd. 
 
   “It bothers me,” she admitted, tapping a quick email on her phone, and adding a request for holiday leave at the end of the mission. She wanted to stay in Bideer a while longer.
 
   They arrived home as she sent the email. She hesitated, but she needed to be open with Shawn if she wanted this possibility between them to strengthen into a true relationship. And even if it didn’t, even if their attraction was wrong and didn’t go anywhere, she owed it to her self-respect to be strong enough to be an equal partner in exploring it.
 
   “Shawn, I’ve asked William for a week’s leave at the end of the mission. I’d like to stay in Bideer a bit longer, and…you’re very welcome to stay, too.” She winced at how formal that last bit sounded, but at least she’d said it. She’d invited Shawn to stay with her.
 
   He parked the truck. “I have leave owing. I’ll ask for the same.”
 
   Her smile burst out.
 
   “You’re killing me,” he said. “So damn beautiful. When you smile, it’s like a kick to my heart.”
 
   “Shawn.”
 
   He got out of the truck, came around and opened her door so that she stepped out into his embrace. He kissed her tenderly, a sweet kiss. Old-fashioned, if kisses could be that. It wasn’t like last night’s wildfire. This was a courting kiss; desire leashed with awe.
 
   She nestled close, reveling in the joy of it. 
 
   “Visitors,” Shawn warned softly.
 
   She heard the sound he’d caught first, that of a truck engine slowing to turn in the driveway. “That’ll be Dad.”
 
   “I’ll take the groceries in.” Shawn reached past her for the shopping.
 
   Ruth moved a bit away, gathering her composure. Happiness bubbled in her, but it was a private emotion; one she wasn’t ready to share. “Hi, Dad,” she said as Joe parked near them.
 
   “Morning, Ruthie. Shawn.”
 
   “Morning, Joe.”
 
   “Thought I’d bring a few things over to help with the kitchen demolition. See what else needs doing. A few friends might drop by, if that’s okay?”
 
   “That’s great, Dad.” Ruth smiled at him, and Shawn.
 
   Shawn grinned. “Helen said you’d be stopping by, so Ruth stocked up with cookies.”
 
   “Women.” Joe smiled at his daughter. “You always know what we’re up to.”
 
   “Of course.” Ruth linked her arm with his, glad to be relaxed and easy with her dad, again. “I know Shawn’s removed a lot of the kitchen, but the old lino is fighting back.”
 
   “Stuck, is it?” Joe was interested. 
 
   They went in to inspect the kitchen, and ten minutes later had their first visitor, old Mr. Rodriguez who carried a coffee and an egg’n’bacon muffin he’d picked up at the diner. “Helen said as how you’d be out here. Always wanted to look inside the old house. You seen the ghost yet, Ruth?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Joe straightened from his crouched inspection of the floor. “Ghosts aren’t real, honey.”
 
   She winced. “That’s what I thought, Dad. But I saw a woman in a 1920s dress in the parlor, and then, she was gone.”
 
   “Hot damn.” Mr. Rodriguez dashed for the front room.
 
   Joe looked at Shawn, who nodded. “I saw her, too.”
 
   “She’s not scary, Dad, so why worry?”
 
   Out of Joe’s sight, Shawn raised an amused eyebrow. He was right. Last night, she definitely hadn’t been so blasé at her introduction to Carla. But that was last night. Now it was daylight.
 
   From the front room came two new voices. More visitors.
 
   Shawn lowered his voice. “Joe, what time is today’s Chamber of Commerce meeting?”
 
   “Two o’clock.”
 
   Which meant that at two o’clock, unless Whitney accompanied Zach to the meeting, they had a chance to talk to her alone.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   The advice Ruth had requested from the Collegium came through before she and Shawn set off for the Moonlit Hearts Club’s Healing Hearts Ranch. William, the Chief Healer, phoned. “Excuse me,” Ruth excused herself from the small group of neighbors lingering on her front porch. “My boss. I have to take this.”
 
   “We’ve got to being going anyway.” The last of the stragglers, those who’d stayed even after her dad returned to the farm, finally departed. 
 
   Ruth watched their cars travel slowly down the driveway as she listened to William.
 
   His news was good and bad. The good news was that he approved of her and Shawn’s actions so far, and their plans. He’d also approved her request for leave. The bad news was that he had no clearer idea of the reason for Zach’s hidden aura than she did, although he could add a few more possible causes.
 
   “Demonic possession, a physical block from a crystal, or incipient zombie-ism,”  Ruth repeated to Shawn after the call had ended. “Although I think the last one was William’s idea of a joke, something to make me feel better.”
 
   “Huh. Why would you need to feel better?” Shawn asked warily.
 
   Ruth picked up dirty coffee mugs and stooped for an empty cookie packet. She wanted to keep busy. “Because the other reason for Zach’s masked aura could be that the curse has seized him. The curse—or it could have already made the leap and become a plague.” She held three mugs, looped by their handles from her fingers. They rattled as her fingers trembled. “The victim we already know about…his heart ruptured. If the curse turns a person’s energy inward, sucks the aura inside, theoretically it could lead to a broken heart.”
 
   She put the mugs in the laundry sink. “If that’s happening to Zach, he could die at any moment. And if the curse is strengthening, if it’s about to become a plague—”
 
   “We’ll stop it,” Shawn said. 
 
   She kept her back to him, and turned on the hot water tap.
 
   He reached over her shoulder and switched if off. “Forget the mugs.”
 
   “What if Zach’s contagious?” Ruth shared her real fear. “What if he’s a danger to everyone, a carrier of the plague, and I can’t see it?”
 
   “What-ifs drive a person mad.” 
 
   “That’s not an answer, Shawn.” She was angry with herself and her helplessness. It rang in her voice, and echoed sharp and high off the empty laundry walls. She heard the note of hysteria and closed her eyes. “Sorry.”
 
   “You’re emotionally involved. It makes things harder.” Shawn massaged her shoulders. “I can’t see William teasing you about zombies if he truly thought a plague was an imminent threat to your family.”
 
   “No, but…William’s not infallible and he’s not here.”
 
   “Enough.” Shawn spun her around to face him. “We need to eat something other than those cookies. A sandwich or something. Then we’ll drive out to talk to Whitney. One way or another, we’ll get some answers.”
 
   She nodded. “Too much sugar makes people nervy. I should have remembered. I had four cookies.”
 
   “Wicked!”
 
   “Now, you’re mocking me.”
 
   “Just a little.” He squeezed her shoulders and let her go, opening the fridge door to rummage inside. “Peanut butter sandwiches?”
 
   “Yes, thanks.”
 
   Ruth felt steadier after peanut butter sandwiches, a banana and a cup of chamomile tea.
 
   “I’d like you to cast a protective circle,” Shawn said. “My magic is justice-related. Yours, as a healer, has a stronger affinity to defensive measures. I’d like to keep out ill-wishes.”
 
   “I agree. It’s something I should have done last night after we encountered the death magic. I should have smudged us with sage.”
 
   “No need.” Carla popped into view. Even in daylight, she looked solid, but now she wore a stylized, 1930s cowgirl shirt and skirt rather than the glamorous outfit of last night. Fringes dangled from the seams of her sleeves and the hem of her tan skirt. “I told you. I won’t let evil into Rose House.”
 
   “It clung to us?” Shawn asked acutely.
 
   Carla wrinkled her nose. “A nasty taint. Not harmful, but unpleasant.” She looked at Ruth. “There’s sage growing wild in the south corner of the garden. You should burn one of the old plants on your return.”
 
   “I have a smudge stick,” Ruth said. “But thank you.”
 
   “Be careful.” Carla vanished.
 
   Ruth leaned towards Shawn. “That did not reassure me.”
 
   He grinned. “Grab your smudge stick, partner, and let’s saddle up.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   The cult’s compound looked different in daylight, closer to the holiday resort Ruth remembered from her childhood. Today, they weren’t bothering with cover stories or excuses to visit Whitney. Shawn parked in the graveled parking area by the main building, and knocked perfunctorily at the front door before opening it and gesturing Ruth in.
 
   “Good afternoon? Are we expecting you? Welcome to the Healing Hearts Ranch.” The middle-aged man who’d run last night’s “affirmation” session in Whitney’s absence, hurried from an office into the foyer that doubled as a lounge room; one that was currently empty.
 
   “We have an appointment with Whitney,” Ruth said. It was true, even if Whitney wasn’t aware of it.
 
   “Whitney didn’t tell me—where are you going?”
 
   Shawn walked to the right, the wing furthest from where the death magic had been centered. He ignored the cult member’s sharp question and flustered attempt to dart in front of him.
 
   Given Shawn’s hollerider ability to sense evil, Ruth wondered if he’d detected Whitney’s presence or was using common sense. The death magic rituals had been held in the large conference room in one wing, so logically, any private rooms would be in the other wing. She followed him, and the cult member followed her, still talking.
 
   “You can’t come here. These are Whitney and Zach’s quarters.”
 
   The rooms had been substantially renovated since Ruth’s teenage visits to the family-focused resort. There were hardwood floors, sleek blinds on the windows and expensive embossed wallpaper in a pale green. Whitney sat at a French provincial-style desk in front of a laptop in the living room. She looked around at their entrance.
 
   Ruth felt a weak push of magic as if Whitney attempted to repel them.
 
   Then the woman stood. “Thank you for escorting my visitors, Vince.” It was a clear dismissal.
 
   The man shifted his weight uneasily, reluctant to leave.
 
   Shawn closed the door on him.
 
   “I recognize you from the diner, but apart from that, I’m afraid I don’t know you.” Whitney spoke first in a poor attempt at commanding the situation. 
 
   “You recognize that we have magic,” Shawn began.
 
   Whitney’s make-up was exquisite, but now her carefully painted lips thinned. “I see the healers magic around the woman.”
 
   “We see the death magic around you,” Shawn said.
 
   The blood vanished from Whitney’s face, leaving her cosmetics standing out cruelly as the mask they were. “You can’t.”
 
   Ruth sensed panic and horror, and shame. “Shawn, is she evil?”
 
   He shook his head, his gaze staying on Whitney. “The death magic stinks, and it clings to her, but she’s not evil.”
 
   Which meant Zach was. One of the husband and wife pair had brought evil into the diner that morning.
 
   “I’m not. Oh, God.” Whitney stumbled back and sat on her desk chair. She buried her face in her hands. Her carefully manicured nails had a subtle apricot-pink shine. “I’m a witch, barely. I can see that Helen’s daughter has magic, and I’ve always been a bit psychic. I would know things before they happened. But that was it. Until I found the book.”
 
   She turned away, opening a drawer.
 
   Beside Ruth, Shawn tensed.
 
   Whitney pulled out a grimoire and held it out to him. “This. Take it. I…it had a spell.”
 
   “A few spells,” he said unhelpfully as he accepted the book. 
 
   “Minor things. Silly things like ensuring a fine day or discovering who you’ll marry. Except this one spell…it is written at the back. It called for a death. I shouldn’t have done it. I wouldn’t have, but…” She inhaled, exhaled. Repeated the action, but didn’t grow any calmer. The words burst out of her. “Zach had just taken everyone for a meditation session out in the woods, somewhere along the river. I hate hiking and I stayed here. Then I heard a sound, not even that…I’d been uneasy. I went looking and outside the main conference room I found a jay.”
 
   She stared at her hands and shuddered. “It lay on the ground. Its wings were broken and a leg twisted. It didn’t even try to peck me when I picked it up. It couldn’t be healed. It was just suffering. I wanted to call Zach or someone, but they don’t carry their phones to a meditation session. I thought of driving it in to the vet’s, and then, I thought of it dying there in the car beside me.”
 
   Her eyes had a glazed, shocky expression. “If it was going to die…I suddenly thought of the book. I’d only found it a week ago, in a used bookstore, would you believe? In Dallas. I’d been browsing at the dollar stand, waiting for Zach. I remembered the last spell in the book. It promised to grant dreams, but a sacrifice had to power the spell.
 
   “I knew it was wrong.” She focused on Shawn. “Even if ending the bird’s suffering was a kindness, I knew it was wrong to use its death for magic. But I did. I recited the spell and I killed the bird and I buried it in the dirt under the cabin, under the main conference room—and I’ve kept the spell going by having everyone chant it. I called it an affirmation.” She hiccupped a sob.
 
   “I just wanted to be a bit more, and I wanted it for the others. And for Zach. It would help him if people recommend the Moonlit Hearts Club. He really does heal broken hearts here. It’s not just about relationships, but also about helping people recover from destroyed dreams.”
 
   “Whitney.” Ruth kept her tone soothing, even sympathetic. The woman was clearly traumatized, but she was also delusional. “You did more than ask for help to achieve people’s dreams. A man died.”
 
   Whitney stared at her, swallowing convulsively. “I didn’t mean that to happen. I swear. I saw him in town. It was so random. I knew him, before. He married my friend Lissa. Lissa was beautiful, so beautiful. We’d been models together, years ago. She was stunning. She married him, believing his lies, and he pimped her out. He told her the events were swingers’ parties, but really he was using her to advance his career. He had her sleep with men and women to win him a contract or a promotion. He used her up, abused her, till she killed herself. Lovely Lissa.
 
   “After I saw him in town, I couldn’t stop thinking about him. But I didn’t know the spell would be affected or I wouldn’t have repeated the chant that night. We were chanting the affirmation and I was thinking about him. About how rich he looked, how respectable. I felt something wrench out of me.” A pause. “The next day, he was dead.”
 
   She looked at them with haunted eyes. “I think it’s happened again. I think I’ve killed someone else.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   Shawn grabbed Ruth’s arm and hauled her back before she could put an arm around Whitney and comfort her, as she clearly intended to. Evidently, a healer’s empathetic nature was a reckless one. 
 
   Ruth glanced at him, eyes wide, as he hauled her back. “Sorry,” she whispered.  
 
   He concentrated on Whitney and the woman’s confession. He was inclined to believe her, if not as sympathetically as Ruth. The problem was, if they believed her, then they had another victim. “Who did you curse?”
 
   “I was thinking of my stepmother. She’s a horrible person.”
 
   “Do you know she’s dead?” he demanded.
 
   “I felt that wrenching feeling.” Whitney pressed a hand to her stomach, over her solar plexus. 
 
   “Do you know?” he repeated slowly.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Name?” He got out his phone.
 
   “Theresa Valle.” Whitney spelt the name.
 
   Shawn added a request to find out if the woman was dead, and if not, to send someone to check on her status. Cursed, potential for plague, he added. He sent the email to William, whose efficient personal assistant would forward it to the appropriate personnel.
 
   “Going back to the man who died,” Ruth said. “After you heard of his death, why did you continue reciting the spell?”
 
   Whitney’s right hand tore at the cuticles of her left. “He was bad, and it was a mistake, and the spell is helping people.” She stared at Ruth, as if willing her to believe a desperate hope. “The group who’ve chanted it with me have all improved. Jared is talking to people, now. He was so shy. Adele no longer flinches from men. Doug is painting, again. How can I take that from them?”
 
   “Perhaps you’re over-estimating the impact of the spell?” Ruth said gently. “People are resilient. Your cult—club—members may be recovering naturally.”
 
   Whitney shook her head, violently enough that her styled hair flew. “No. They needed the spell.”
 
   Ruth looked worried.
 
   Shawn raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
   “Compulsion,” she said under her breath, just for him to hear. “Could be part of the spell.”
 
   Could be. It could also be a separate ensorcelment.
 
   “You can’t tell Zach.” Whitney lurched up from her chair.
 
   Shawn stepped in front of Ruth.
 
   “Please.” Whitney looked from Shawn to Ruth; begged Ruth. “Please. Zach doesn’t know about my magic. He wouldn’t understand. He wouldn’t believe I’d done good or anything. All he’d see is that I killed that bird. Oh, I wish I hadn’t.” She put her clasped hands to her mouth. “Please, you mustn’t tell Zach.”
 
   “We won’t,” Shawn said grimly.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   You shouldn’t thank us. He had a feeling they were about to bring her world toppling around her. Some might say her use of death magic deserved it. After all, a man had died. But despite—or perhaps because of—his hollerider nature, he tried to reserve judgement. Unless he detected evil.
 
   Evil had no right to walk the earth unchallenged.
 
   But Whitney wasn’t evil.
 
   “Time to go.” He caught Ruth’s elbow, urging her to the door. 
 
   “I have to reverse the spell,” she objected.
 
   “After you’ve studied it.” He frowned at her when she’d have argued the point. “You don’t want to use magic here until we know what we’re dealing with.”
 
   Her mouth formed a silent oh of comprehension. Then she glanced pityingly at Whitney.
 
   If the older woman had been in any state to read nuances, that compassionate look would have panicked her.
 
   In silence, he and Ruth returned to the truck and he drove out across the containment ward that Whitney had set to hold in the taint of her death magic. In the seat beside him, Ruth released a long breath. “That poor woman. It has to be Zach, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Yes,” Shawn answered directly. “This morning I sensed evil in one of them. It wasn’t Whitney, so it must be him.”
 
   “It’s awful,” she burst out. “That’s why I hate evil so much. It doesn’t even have pity on those closest to them.”
 
   “It uses those closest to them.” Consciously, he loosened his strangling grip on the steering wheel. “I’d bet Zach set things up for Whitney to discover the grimoire. If he uses magic himself, he’d sense her abilities, minor though they are. He wanted her to try the spell. Perhaps he even put a slight compulsion on her to do so.”
 
   Ruth turned her head sharply. “I thought that compulsion to continue with the spell was part of the curse itself, but Zach could have planted it. Horrible man. Before he led the cult members away from the resort for their so-called meditation session, he probably half-killed the poor bird Whitney found and left it for her. But why? Why couldn’t he set the spell himself?”
 
   “Perhaps he doesn’t have that sort of witch magic? Perhaps the curse has some sort of negative feedback that he wanted to avoid? Did you notice that Whitney used death magic, the curse claimed a human victim, and yet she didn’t get a power boost? At our entrance, she couldn’t even push us out of her home.”
 
   He pulled into the driveway of Rose House, and was grateful to feel the reassuring strength of its ward and to know that Carla was also there, ghostly and currently invisible, but determined to keep out evil. Instead of parking, he halted out front of the house with the motor idling. “Where did the power of Whitney’s victim’s death go?”
 
   “Zach drained it,” Ruth whispered.
 
   “I think so. Which makes him dangerous. Do not let him in here. Do not give him permission to cross your protective wards. I strengthened them last night.”
 
   “You’re going back to challenge him.” She stared at him, green eyes worried.
 
   “No. I just want to study him. Hopefully, I can bump into him as he exits the Chamber of Commerce meeting.”
 
   “Often they adjourn to mom’s diner.” She put a hand on his arm. “Be careful.”
 
   “He won’t even guess I have magic.” He reminded her of his talent to mask his magic and was glad when she relaxed a bit. He didn’t want to have to starkly refuse to have her tag along. Better that she agreed to stay safely at Rose House. “I sent a request to the Collegium for someone to check on Whitney’s stepmother.”
 
   “I’ll photograph the spell in the grimoire and send it, too.” She kissed him quickly on the cheek and jumped out of the truck. “Text me every hour or I’ll worry. Three hours without a text and I’ll launch a rescue.” She was teasing, but meant every word.
 
   He realized he liked her concern. “I’ll text you.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   Ruth sent a summary of Whitney’s confession back to the Collegium, then climbed with the grimoire to the top of the turret. The spiral staircase to this top level began in her bedroom and exited to a room with windows on all sides.
 
   “I used to paint, here.” Carla appeared, and appropriately enough, wore a smock over blue trousers and buckle shoes. She sat on a window seat. “That grimoire is nasty.”
 
   “There’s a spell that uses death magic in the back of the book.” Ruth did her best not to be disconcerted by Carla’s sudden appearance. “After I’ve dealt with that curse, I’ll send the grimoire to the Collegium for alchemists to check it for any other unpleasant entries.”
 
   “You’d better not leave it lying around.”
 
   “I don’t intend to.”
 
   But Carla wasn’t listening. She stood at the window, looking out to the road. “Because you’re about to have visitors.”
 
   “I’ll pretend I’m not home.” It would be more townspeople, curious to see her house now that word had spread she was home. She’d be happy to have company, just not now.
 
   “They’ll have passed Shawn driving alone,” Carla admonished her. In other words, they’d guess Ruth was home.
 
   Ruth groaned. “This is important.”
 
   The ghost grinned at her, impish and amused. “So, should I scare them away?”
 
   “No!” Ruth leapt up.
 
   “Then put the grimoire somewhere safe. Remember, I mentioned the hidden cupboard downstairs in the parlor.”
 
   “No time.” Peering out the window, Ruth recognized the old, carefully maintained gas-guzzler pulling into the driveway. “That’s Thelma’s car. I’ll put the grimoire under my mattress.” She shoved it there, then ran on down the main staircase to burst out onto the front porch as Thelma and the two elderly Granger sisters extracted themselves from the large car.
 
   “We thought we’d visit,” Susan said happily as she helped her sister out of the car.
 
   “Haven’t been here since what’s-his-name went back East.” Veronica gained her feet and released Susan’s hand. 
 
   “Unless this is a bad time for callers,” Thelma finished.
 
   Ruth smiled at her elderly friends. “You’re very welcome. Hurry in.” She glanced at the gray sky with rain threatening. “You don’t want to get wet.”
 
   The first raindrops splattered down. Everyone hurried up the porch steps. 
 
   “A fine old house,” Thelma declared as she looked around.
 
   “I’ll just put a match to the fire in the parlor, then by the time we’ve looked around, it’ll be cozy.” Ruth up-ended the porcelain vase on the mantelpiece and a box of matches fell out. It took three matches and a little coaxing, but then the kindling laid ready in the fireplace caught. 
 
   Meantime her visitors were inspecting the room. 
 
   “Wonderful proportions.”
 
   “Cleaning rather than replacing those curtains will save a heap of money. Phil says they’ll clean up a treat. ”
 
   “Our auntie had a loveseat just like this one.” Susan bounced a little on the horsehair-stuffed red lounge.
 
   Ruth smiled at them. Yes, the curse needed to be reversed and the grimoire searched, but she couldn’t regret this time with her friends. It was lovely to show off her house—and more than that, to be truly part of her home town, again. “We’ll peek in and see the demolition of the kitchen first, hmm?”
 
   The tour of the house wasn’t too exhaustive or exhausting. They were back downstairs in forty minutes, the fire crackling in the hearth and all sipping tea and nibbling cookies.
 
   “It will be a wonderful home,” Thelma said. “It’s a commitment, saving a house this age, but I’m glad you’ve made it.”
 
   “Now you just have to fill it with kids and a husband.” Veronica smiled beatifically, an elderly matchmaker. “We saw Shawn heading into town.”
 
   “He’s hoping to bump into Zach.” The truth spilled out of Ruth as she dealt with the shock of Veronica’s words. Kids? Hers and Shawn’s??? And yet, she could too easily imagine Rose House filled with laughter, love and magic.
 
   “Bump into Zach Stirling? What for?” Thelma asked sharply.
 
   “Um.” Ruth searched for an evasion. “Shawn’s an ex-marine. Sometimes meditation helps to calm mind and spirit.”
 
   Thelma snorted. “Hard work and love is a better remedy.” She looked around the house and then squarely at Ruth. “And the boy can find both of those here.”
 
   Ruth went red.
 
   Her three friends smiled, nodded as if well-satisfied, and stood.
 
   She kissed papery-soft faces and helped tuck Veronica into the car, handing the elderly woman her walking stick once she was safely stowed in the front passenger seat. Ruth waved from the porch as Thelma drove the lumbering old car back down the driveway, windscreen wipers swishing as steadily as the rain that fell.
 
   “Nice people,” Carla greeted Ruth’s return. The ghost sat on an armchair and had switched on the television. A 1930s black and white movie played quietly. “I brought the grimoire down for you.” 
 
   The book waited on the coffee table. “Thank you.”
 
   To Fred Astaire’s wistful, jaunty songs, Ruth set about unravelling the curse. In a strange way, it was comforting to have Carla’s company.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   Shawn scanned the diner’s windows and felt a surge of satisfaction. Zach was there, seated with a group of other men, drinking coffee and talking. Shawn stuffed his cap into a back pocket as he entered.
 
   Peggy, Ruth’s aunt, eyed him uncertainly. 
 
   “Coffee, please.” Shawn kept walking, crossing casually to where the men sat.
 
   Zach didn’t look up at his approach, but Mason did.
 
   “Hi, Mason,” Shawn greeted Ruth’s cousin. He waited, and manners forced Mason to introduce him to the other men in the group. A couple of them Shawn had already met visiting that morning at Rose House.
 
   “Sit yourself down,” Mr. Rodriguez invited him. 
 
   “Thanks.” Shawn lifted a chair from an empty table and inserted himself into the fringe of the group.
 
   Unexpectedly, it was Mason who rolled his chair back a bit to encourage the shuffling to make room for Shawn. 
 
   Shawn made sure his position gave him a clear sightline to Zach, so that staring at the man would be natural. However, for Zach to assess Shawn, he’d have to turn his head; natural enough if someone near Shawn was talking, but otherwise Shawn would be unobserved.
 
   The group of eleven men were discussing the town’s Christmas plans. Apparently, the Chamber of Commerce usually provided the volunteer Santa.
 
   “Makes a man glad to be in a wheelchair.” Mason grinned and slapped the arm of his. “Kids screaming and pulling on the fake beard. Caleb, last year, said that the elastic stung when it sprang back.”
 
   A couple of the men reflexively rubbed their ears.
 
   “Thanks.” Shawn accepted his coffee and waited for the conversation to move on to things that interested him; although, he was intrigued to note how reasonable, even agreeable, Mason could be in this situation. Perhaps his behavior to Ruth was an old pattern they both needed to break?
 
   But that was a fleeting thought. Shawn concentrated on Zach.
 
   The man had his magic locked down tight. Ruth had said she couldn’t see Zach’s aura. Well, Shawn couldn’t get a sense of the man’s magic. Everyone had a particular bent to their magic. There were healers, like Ruth; combat mages, like him; but also weathermages, geomages, enchanters and alchemists, not to mention witches and warders.
 
   Part of the problem was the insidious crawl of evil that surrounded Zach. Shawn had to control his hollerider nature that wanted to confront that evil and destroy the man. Evil wasn’t something a person did by mistake. It was a pattern of choices; an active embrace of hurting and exploiting others for personal gain.
 
   And it seemed that Zach’s first and ongoing target was his wife.
 
   Shawn’s hollerider magic surged, and hit the wall of his masking ward.
 
   Nonetheless, that was the moment Zach turned and looked at Shawn. “Where did you serve overseas?”
 
   “Afghanistan.” Shawn swallowed some coffee.
 
   “Me, too. Army.” A quiet man in his early thirties, spoke from three places to Shawn’s right. His brown hair was cut short and his shirt had sharp sleeve creases even late in the day. “You probably didn’t catch my name. Josh Richter. I joined my dad’s real estate business after leaving the army. When you’re nearing finished on Ruth’s house, talk to me. There are a few places around town that need renovating.”
 
   “You couldn’t do better than settle in Bideer.” Zach spoke up, nicely judging his comment on the inoffensive, sincere side of hearty. 
 
   The older men around the table nodded in acceptance of his praise of their town. However, Josh’s eyes narrowed and he finished his coffee in two gulps, standing as he set his cup down.
 
   Shawn wasn’t surprised that it was Josh, recently ex-army, who was leaving. Zach was one of the best Shawn had encountered at masking his evil. It didn’t surround Zach in a noxious cloud, so most people—even Ruth—couldn’t detect it. But those who’d fought in enemy country, they were attuned to evil.
 
   Josh put money on the table, and left.
 
   In the momentary confusion of farewells, the shield around Zach cracked minutely as he struck out towards Shawn.
 
   Shawn felt the sizzling strike of Zach’s magic. It reminded him of a snake’s tongue flicking out to scent the air. Zach wanted to know who Shawn was. Evil was always on the look-out for enemies and victims. This was the opportunity Shawn had been waiting for. 
 
   As Zach’s magic hit the wall of Shawn’s personal ward, Shawn attached a sliver of his own magic to it, so as Zach retracted his magic and resealed his shield, Shawn had a hook inside. He wasn’t worried that Zach had learned anything. Shawn’s magic was masked strongly enough that not even other Collegium guardians could detect it, and his ward wouldn’t raise Zach’s suspicions, either. It could easily be the natural psychic armor that soldiers under constant attack developed.
 
   And, sure enough, Zach sat back in his chair, shoulders relaxing fractionally; apparently satisfied that Shawn was an ex-marine: probably not worth worrying about or involving in a rich man’s schemes.
 
   Shawn stared into his coffee cup and concentrated. The magic he’d attached to Zach’s strike would dissolve in a minute. He’d designed it that way so that Zach couldn’t detect a shadow of it, later. But it meant he had to work fast.
 
   What was the nature of Zach’s magic?
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 10
 
    
 
   “Zach’s an enchanter?” Ruth echoed. She’d met Shawn on the front porch on his return from town, and now trailed him inside.
 
   “Yes. Where’s the grimoire?” Shawn was moving fast.
 
   “On the coffee table in the parlor.”
 
   From the doorway, she watched him pick it up and felt the flare of his magic. “It wasn’t enchanted. I tested it.”
 
   “So did I, last night, but I want to be sure.”
 
   Slipping into mage sight, she saw white light flare around the grimoire. “Zach probably couldn’t risk enchanting a book of spells. That is seriously dangerous. The spells can pick up the magic and twist.”
 
   “We can’t assume Zach knows the rules and risks of the magic he uses.” Shawn put the book back on the table. “But it is clean.”
 
   “I doubt Carla would have let it into Rose House if it wasn’t.” Ruth was coming to terms with having a ghost’s company. At least Carla was quiet—and currently, gone. “But an enchanter…that’s rare. I thought he’d be a mage or witch. Someone with minor magic.”
 
   “I think Zach’s magic was minor originally. He probably used it in a small way at first. The Collegium briefing said he used to be a real estate agent. He could have enchanted the business cards he handed out to people, and used the cards to ensure he got their business and maybe a higher price.”
 
   “Minor greedy magics.” Ruth walked over to the fireplace and added another log to the fire. “Then he wanted more. Possibly the market crash spooked him and he stretched his magic and found it could do more.”
 
   “And now, he’s discovered the power boost of death magic.”
 
   “Ugh.” She stirred the coals with a poker. Sparks flew upwards. “What do you think he wants to do with that power?”
 
   Shawn shrugged. “I don’t much care.”
 
   “You don’t think it matters?” She set the poker aside.
 
   “Not immediately. Do you have an idea how you can undo the curse Whitney set?”
 
   She came back to the coffee table and picked up the grimoire. “The spell is basic. It would fade with time if Whitney didn’t have the cult repeating the chant every three days. That extends its life.”
 
   “Otherwise it would need another sacrifice?” 
 
   “Yes.” She sighed. “The irony is that if Zach hadn’t drained the energy of the death of Whitney’s first victim from her, the spell would be much stronger.”
 
   “I won’t be thanking him.” Shawn rolled his shoulders, stretched and paced to the window. He looked out through the uncurtained window, out across the wet garden to the road. “Zach being an enchanter makes everything more complicated.” There was a warning in his voice.
 
   Ruth didn’t need it. She’d already realized that her simple plan for shutting down the spell couldn’t be risked, now. “Zach being an enchanter explains how he could set both the original compulsion for Whitney to try the death magic spell, and the ongoing method of draining the spell’s power through her to him. She must be wearing an object or objects to tie her to him.”
 
   “Her wedding ring,” Shawn said heavily. He turned from the window to face Ruth. “I thought of it on the drive home. What wouldn’t Whitney ever take off? Zach probably enchanted it years ago as a way to control her.”
 
   “That’s evil.” Ruth caught herself. Of course it was evil. It was what Shawn’s hollerider nature had detected all along: Zach was evil. “But to do that to your wife.” She hugged her arms around herself.
 
   Shawn crossed the room to her and rubbed her arms.
 
   The comforting gesture helped, a bit. She looked up at him. “If Zach has enchanted Whitney’s wedding ring to control her, it’s incredibly intimate, woven into her psyche and aura.”
 
   “And possibly shaping it.” He tugged Ruth against him.
 
   She welcomed his warmth and strength. “Vengeance,” she whispered. “Oh dear heaven. What if Zach set all of it up, including the presence of the one man he knew Whitney hated, her friend’s user husband?”
 
   “If he didn’t, then coincidence was mighty obliging to him.”
 
   Now, Ruth understood why Shawn was so tense, and his mood ominous. “You think Zach is setting Whitney up to unleash a plague.”
 
   “Think of it from his perspective. A plague would bring him endless power from death after death.”
 
   “It’s a nightmare. It would destroy Whitney. Her sanity couldn’t survive the corrosive passing of all that death magic through her.” Ruth’s healer’s nature was appalled.
 
   “Which is why Zach used Whitney rather than set the spell himself,” Shawn said.
 
   “Dear God.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   They ate baked potatoes, wrapped in foil and tucked into the coals of the fire, and steak that Shawn grilled over the flames.
 
   “We are never doing this again,” Ruth said, as the fat from the steak spit in the fire and the smoke had a greasy taste. “If the curtains were still up, they’d smell of that grease.”
 
   “Once won’t hurt,” Shawn said easily.
 
   Outside, the rain had settled into a stormy night. The wind howled and was the reason Ruth hadn’t tried to set up on the porch the portable barbeque her dad had brought over that morning. Nor had she or Shawn wanted to go into town for a meal.
 
   They could have eaten in the dining room, but the fire made the parlor cozy, so they sat on the floor and ate at the coffee table, clearing away quickly and going back to the work they had scattered around their individual armchairs.
 
   Shawn had a notepad that he brainstormed in, jotting notes with emphatic arrows, before tearing off each page, crumpling it, and throwing it in the fire. A couple of sheets weren’t consigned to the fire, but lay on the floor by his feet.
 
   Ruth worked on her laptop, calling up reference material from the Collegium database and amending her plan accordingly. Enchanted objects could acquire a personality of their own, twisting with the patterns of use they were subject to.
 
   A wedding ring, its hopeful promise perverted, could be dangerous.
 
   Ruth couldn’t guess what would happen if Whitney learned of Zach’s treachery before they could break the curse. What if she channeled vengeance through the ring at Zach, who’d enchanted and used the ring to drain power from her?
 
   So many variables, and Ruth was just guessing—although the odds were high—that he had enchanted the ring and not something else. It wasn’t possible to enchant a person, but could you enchant breast implants?
 
   Ordinarily reversing a curse was simple. A mage either cleansed it or reversed it. But a curse powered by death magic needed more than salt to purify it, and reversing it was out of the question. She was a healer: she prevented death, not caused it. And then, there was the complication of multiple people being involved in maintaining this curse. Dismantling the curse had to include freeing the cult members of its taint.
 
   That afternoon, after Thelma and the Granger sisters departed, Ruth had half-outlined a plan for dealing with these complications, but the new information that Zach was an enchanter blasted that plan out of contention. The magic released when the curse was broken could lodge in an enchanted object if one had been linked to the curse’s operation. Such an object then became problematic in its own right. Ruth thought of the infamous Ice Queen’s Goblet and shivered.
 
   So, she had to go back to first principles to dismantle the curse and its power.
 
   First, the sacrifice, the jay bird Whitney had killed, would have to be disinterred and cleansed before being reburied. The tricky bit was with the curse deprived of its anchor, the bird’s corpse, the curse might try to re-anchor to Whitney’s wedding ring—if that was the enchanted object Zach used to control and drain power from his wife.
 
   Easier was cleansing the cult members. Their participation in the curse had been unknowing. She’d smudge them or, if time required short cuts, shove them all in the river. Running water would cancel the curse’s light ties to them. She didn’t think they’d have suffered any long term damage; although Whitney would need the psychic damage to her aura healed. A person couldn’t be the conduit for death magic without incurring scars.
 
   Ruth’s left knee jiggled as her thoughts circled unhappily around Zach. True, direct action against evil was Shawn’s strength and responsibility, but she had to work with Shawn on this mission.
 
   Her phone rang and she nearly jumped out of her skin. “Hello? William.” Relief made his name a sigh. Her boss might be severe and demanding, but he was reliable. “Shawn’s here. I’ll put you on speaker.”
 
   The two men exchanged brief greetings before William got down to business. “We’ve finally tracked down Theresa Valle, Whitney Stirling’s stepmother. The woman is in a detox center. She signed in under a false name, which is what took us so long. She is exhibiting a sudden onset of severe fever, difficulty breathing and irregular heartbeat.”
 
   Ruth’s muscles tensed. Whitney had said she felt the wrench of the curse locking onto her stepmother, but Ruth had hoped she was wrong. 
 
   William’s voice remained calm. “The clock is ticking. This could be an ordinary fever related to the woman’s terrible state of health. Long term drug abuse is self-destructive. However, the healer on site—they are near Colorado—thinks the fever is magical. You need to stop the curse now, because the potential for plague is imminent.”
 
   He hung up.
 
   In slow motion, Ruth switched her phone back off speaker.
 
   “Imminent?” Shawn watched her carefully controlled movements. “I don’t get it. If William has a healer with this Theresa Valle, even if she did become contagious, if her death did trigger a plague, the healer could contain it. At minimum, they can isolate the woman.”
 
   “It doesn’t work like that.” Ruth crossed to the fire and held her hands to it. The flames darted red and orange, shimmering. “A plague would start here.” She looked at Shawn. “It would spread out from everyone who chanted the curse. By involving the cult members, Whitney changed the nature of the spell, from a single woman’s vengeance to something less calculable. Any one of the cult members who wanted vengeance against a person, who felt cheated or heart-broken, the curse would deliver it. If it becomes a plague, it will spontaneously infect the cult members’ perceived enemies first.”
 
   “And they could be anyone, anywhere,” Shawn said slowly. “So we have to act, tonight.”
 
   Ruth looked out the window at the storm. “Yes.”
 
   “Okay.” He scrunched up all of his scribbled papers and tossed them around her, into the fire. “I’ve been thinking how to tackle this. We have two problems. Zach is mine. Cancelling the curse is yours.”
 
   She nodded. The division of responsibility was clear to her, too.
 
   “I need to deal with Zach first, since he’s actively hostile.” Which was the nature of evil. “Easy enough when I thought he was a mage, but an enchanter can store magic in things and hide them as latent traps. Zach has had time to booby-trap the cult’s compound. We entered and left safely last time, but he wasn’t present then, and he didn’t feel personally threatened.”
 
   Studying the cool hazel gray of Shawn’s eyes, his determined expression and the coiled power in his body, Ruth thought that Zach wouldn’t even have to sense Shawn’s hollerider magic to be afraid. Shawn was already mentally engaged in combat, and he looked like a deadly warrior. Even the faded formality of the parlor didn’t lessen his impact.
 
   “Walking into the compound tonight will be like crossing a minefield,” he continued. “I have the scent of Zach’s magic, and if I move carefully, I can avoid his enchantments. I have a theory on first steps for destroying the curse, but I need to check it with you.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “We don’t have a lot of time, especially because we don’t know what enchantments Zach has laid around his control of Whitney, and through her, of the curse. As a hollerider, I can move fast, and by that, I mean cross the country from here to the compound in a minute.”
 
   Ruth blinked.
 
   “The world blurs around me. The fairytale of seven league boots is real for me. But I can’t take anyone with me.”
 
   “I can’t stay here,” she said. “I need to be there to undo the curse. I need to monitor Whitney.”
 
    “I’ll come back for you. We’ll take the truck. It’ll look natural…” He paused. “I’m going to blow up the main building at Healing Hearts Ranch. I’ll be back here a minute after you hear the explosion. We’ll drive there together, like everyone else will be doing.”
 
   “Shawn, you can’t blow up the building!”
 
   “A minor detonation to ensure Whitney and Zach wake up and get out. Then a major boom and I’ll burn the place to the ground. That’s why I need to be there, to confirm a safe explosion. Fire will cancel the sacrifice of the bird, and disrupt the curse.”
 
   She couldn’t comprehend the drama of his decision. “Isn’t there something…smaller scale?”
 
   “Not with as great a chance of success, and not in the timeframe. We need to act, now. I can translocate in explosive materials. Explosions are bewildering to civilians. Zach’s confusion will give us an edge, and later, the FBI will believe that the leader of a cult-like group might stockpile explosives. They’ll begin investigating Zach.”
 
   “What will they find?”
 
   Shawn grinned at her, a fierce, satisfied smile. “I had a friend in the Forecasting Department at the Collegium look into Zach’s financials. He got back to me an hour ago with a more thorough investigation than the briefing William provided us.”
 
   Ruth felt an obscure need to defend her boss. “It was only preliminary, background material. William didn’t know Zach was responsible for the curse.”
 
   Shawn waved that aside. “The point is, Zach isn’t as clever as he thinks he is. He’s taken money from cult members and stashed it in an offshore bank account. Apart from moral issues, there are taxes he should have paid, and hasn’t. There are also other revenue streams that Brian’s investigating for me. Zach is investing in medical and disaster response companies.”
 
   Her stomach went in to freefall, before rage restored her energy. “He’s a monster. He’s preparing to benefit financially from the plague he’s creating.”
 
   “And we’re going to stop him.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   Shawn ran through the woods, or rather, he blurred through them till he reached the edge of the containment ward Whitney had set around the compound. Since he now suspected she operated under Zach’s influence, he took it as the marker beyond which he had to move warily. He concentrated on the memory of Zach’s magic as he’d sensed it earlier, then entered.
 
   The rain was heavy, causing any wild animals to huddle or hide. For Shawn’s purposes, the rain meant the fire he intended to start wouldn’t spread. It also hid some of his presence. Lightning cracked across the sky, followed by a boom of thunder back towards town.
 
   A lightning strike would make an acceptable reason for the explosives to detonate. Fighting magic in a mundane, non-magical world meant that you also needed to know how to hide it.
 
   Ruth! A sudden overwhelming sense that she was in danger rushed through him. He turned to blur back to Rose House, and rocked to a stop as his hollerider nature surged. Suspicion surged with it. He took an agonizing twenty seconds to cast around for the scent of Zach’s magic, and found it centered on a bullet casing at the base of an oak tree. To a casual observer, it would be unnoticed, the discard of a careless hunter. But to Shawn, holding to the power of his hollerider nature, the bullet casing was enchanted. A compulsion blared from it.
 
   Turn back. Those you love are in danger.
 
   The power of the compulsion reminded Shawn that Zach had tapped a lot of death magic via Whitney. Shawn stood there, staring at the bullet casing, not seeing it, but the magic that surrounded it. Resisting the compulsion—and also resisting the temptation to crush the enchantment—he sought for any alert woven into the spell. However, it seemed Zach had set this enchantment to deter, and not to warn him of intruders.
 
   As strong as the compulsion was, Zach was right to be confident in its repelling action.
 
   Shawn reminded himself that Ruth was safe behind wards, had her own magic, and had a ghost intent on keeping evil from the house she haunted. Yet it was a struggle to continue on to the compound and not race back to Rose House.
 
   And this was precisely why Collegium guidelines were that people on a mission should not get involved! Annoyed at the thought, and knowing that Ruth would blame them both if he gave in to his worry for her and returned to check she was safe, he pushed on.
 
   Fortunately, the compulsion lessened as Shawn moved away from the bullet casing. His straining senses detected four more identical enchantments broadcasting from the perimeter of the compound, but no other touch of Zach’s magic.
 
   Three of the cabins had lights on, and a third also had a television sharing canned laughter with the world. Shawn pulled on thermal imaging goggles, military-grade, and saw through walls. It was shocking how badly insulated the old cabins were, but it worked for him, now. The main building was a bit better insulated, and he augmented his vision with a touch of magic. Ruth would have identified Whitney’s presence by her aura. Shawn could only tell that there were two people in the Stirlings’ private wing: one already in bed and the other sitting in the living room. The rest of the building was empty.
 
   Shawn translocated in plastic explosives, tucking them under the floorboards of the large conference room where the sacrificed bird was buried. A final double-check that everyone was safely away from the detonation point, and he sent a spark to it.
 
   Boom!
 
   The explosion was barely as loud as the thunder: a minor blast to warn everyone away. It shook the ground enough, though, that even civilians couldn’t mistake it for thunder. They poured out of their cabins and Zach ran out of the main building, Whitney stumbling behind him, wrapping a coat around her.
 
   Boom!!! The main building exploded.
 
   Shawn blurred back to Rose House. As much as he wanted to capture Zach, now, in the confusion, Shawn needed to do things in order so that mundane authorities had a clear explanation of events and Zach’s culpability. The man mightn’t have stockpiled the explosives he’d be blamed for, but the plague would have been even worse.
 
   God, I hope we can stop it.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   “Pacing won’t help.” Carla popped into view by the fireplace with its lovely carved marble surround.
 
   “It won’t hurt, either.” But Ruth stopped by the side window, looking towards the river and the Healing Hearts Ranch where Shawn was setting explosives. Her fingernails dug into her palms. He’d be safe as long as he wasn’t also setting off some enchanted trap.
 
   She flinched as thunder rattled the window. Then leaned forward. Was it thunder or…? A second blast decided her. 
 
   Shawn had translocated in explosives and detonated them, as he’d intended.
 
   She stared through the window. Sited at the side of the house, no porch protected it from the elements, and rain streamed down it, obscuring her vision. Inside, her own warm breath fogged the glass. She couldn’t see if a fire had started at the compound. Then again, she wouldn’t, not at this distance and with woods and the land itself in the way. Not unless the detonation released a fireball.
 
   “Car keys?” Shawn’s voice from the hallway.
 
   “You’ve done it?” She ran to him as he scooped up the truck key from the hall table. 
 
   “Yep.”
 
   And he was safe, that was what mattered; that was why she was asking an inane question she already knew the answer to.
 
   He held her coat for her and she shrugged into it. His own coat was already wet and his boots muddy. “We won’t be the only ones rushing to investigate the explosion. As an ex-marine the town would expect me to distinguish the blast from thunder.”
 
   “And as a paramedic, they’ll expect me to attend,” she finished. Their cover story was solid.
 
   They ran through the rain together to the truck. 
 
   “No one’s hurt, though,” Shawn said. “I made sure.”
 
   “I knew you would.” Ruth had completely forgotten about Carla. Only as Shawn drove down the driveway, did Ruth turn her head.
 
   There was a light on in the turret bedroom, one that Ruth had switched off. Carla stood guard against evil.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 11
 
    
 
   The truck’s windscreen wipers slowed as the rain momentarily eased. That only meant Ruth had a clearer view of the orange glow ahead as Shawn drove over the narrow bridge. Behind them, headlights indicated others were also responding to the noise of the explosions and the scarily lit sky. The fire seemed to reflect off the low storm clouds.
 
   Ruth dropped her gaze from the outside world to the reassuring steadiness and strength of Shawn’s hands on the steering wheel, the glow from the dashboard lighting them red.
 
   Not so comforting, after all. The red illumination lights on the dashboard reminded her of blood.
 
   Shawn slowed the truck as its headlights revealed the “Healing Hearts Ranch” sign with its symbol of a sun dawning over cartoonish hearts. He turned into the driveway, travelling along it at a fair speed that put distance between them and the other folks from town.
 
   Ruth felt the jolt of crossing the containment ward and being surrounded by the taint of death magic. She steadied her personal ward, knowing she needed to be clear and balanced. She was a paramedic and healer. Disasters weren’t new to her, but the journey to them was always tough. Adrenaline raced through her body, preparing her for fight or flight; and the fight was always to save lives.
 
   But tonight, the fight would be complicated. Shawn would keep Zach away from Ruth while she extricated Whitney from the curse the witch had unwittingly set in train to become a plague. Ruth would have to ignore all other distractions: the fire, her neighbors rolling up to help, the other cult members.
 
   They reached the compound.
 
   Shawn’s explosions had been comprehensive, but tidy. Two walls of the large conference room had fallen inward. The other two stood, with flames crawling up them. Fire of this intensity had a visceral sound. It sounded hungry.
 
   The cabins still had electricity, and light shone from their windows and open doors. The cult members milled around, some dressed, others obviously in sleepwear with coats snatched around them. Whitney was one of those. She stood with two of the women.
 
   Ruth unbuckled her seatbelt.
 
   Shawn parked back out of the way of emergency vehicles. He had an intent, focused look. “Zach is on the far side of the building.” The river side. “Go to Whitney.”
 
   They opened their doors at the same time, and ran.
 
   The rain had stopped. The flames of the fire flared higher and brighter, and people shouted in response. Ruth wondered if Shawn had sent a pulse of magic to the fire to distract everyone. Certainly it worked for the male members of the cult who ran without sense, dragging at hoses, shouting at one another, and cursing. As Ruth’s neighbors arrived, and then, the sirens of the fire crew and police, order emerged out of chaos, but by then, Ruth had used the initial confusion to dart through the crowd and tug Whitney away from her friends and into the shadows of the woods that surrounded the buildings.
 
   “What’s happening?” Whitney asked. With shock and guilt, and without her usual make-up, she looked ghostly. Or rather, not ghostly. Carla looked far healthier. Whitney appeared distraught. She stared at the flames and trembled. “Is this something I did?”
 
   “I need you to concentrate, Whitney. I need you to center yourself. Can you focus on your magic for me?”
 
   “No! No, I’m shaking. There were explosions! Bombs. I need Zach. Where’s Zach?”
 
   “It’s all right. The explosions are over.” Ruth put herself between Whitney and the burning building. The last thing Whitney needed was Zach. “No one was hurt, and we want to make sure no one does get hurt.” Ruth pitched her voice to a soothing tone as she slipped into mage sight and sent calming waves at Whitney’s ragged aura. Ruth couldn’t do a healing here and now, but she needed the woman to focus; not fall into hysterics. “The fire is burning up the bird you sacrificed. This is your chance to release the spell you cast.”
 
   “I want to.” Whitney grabbed at Ruth’s hands. “I want to so much. But I can’t. I can feel it in me. It chews on me.”
 
   It was a vivid, disgusting description of the corrosive action of death magic channeling through Whitney to her husband, Zach.
 
   Shawn better have secured Zach. Ruth held Whitney’s left hand and twisted off her wedding ring.
 
   The woman howled.
 
   Fortunately for avoiding attention, that was the moment a second fire truck arrived, its siren blaring.
 
   Whitney collapsed to the ground, but at the same time, she clawed at Ruth’s jeans-clad legs. “My ring. Give it to me.”
 
   The ring was definitely enchanted. To Ruth it felt awful; as if she held a slimy grub. That was the death magic. But the ring’s compulsion still held Whitney.
 
   Ruth pulled out a pocket knife. She’d sterilized the blade earlier for just this emergency. This wasn’t the time or place for a careful unravelling of an enchantment. That would require purification and ceremony. This was emergency magic, a rough and ready means of replacing Zach’s ownership of the ring with her own—and that meant claiming it in blood.
 
   Ruth sliced her little finger and rolled the ring against it. Evil pulsed around her, toxic and blossoming like a fungus releasing its spores. It felt deadly to breathe it. Her healer’s magic reacted to the attack in a blinding flash of energy. At least, it was blinding to anyone in mage sight.
 
   Whitney fainted.
 
   Ruth wiped the blood off the ring onto her jeans. The ring was just a ring, now. No longer enchanted. It was simply gold, inert. Only the memories that clung to it could do damage, now. She debated throwing it away, or into the fire, but that was Whitney’s choice. Ruth crouched, slid the ring back onto the woman’s finger, and contemplated the cold, wet ground. Whitney couldn’t be left there, but for the moment, leaving her unconscious was a kindness.
 
   “Whitney! We couldn’t find her.”
 
   Ruth glanced up and recognized Jared Hill, and rushing past him to kneel by Whitney was Erica, the waitress from the diner. Ruth sighed with tiredness and relief. She could trust these two. “I think we should get Whitney to hospital. She’s had a shock.” And the fire was the least of it. Released from the compulsion with which Zach had enchanted Whitney’s wedding ring, the witch would recall her husband’s betrayal in every detail. He had used her. He’d used her for death magic.
 
   Which reminded Ruth that her reason for being here remained unfinished. The curse had to be cleared. Since Whitney no longer held it, bound to the spell by Zach’s will, Ruth reached reluctantly but determinedly for the death magic that crawled around the compound. The burning of the sacrifice had left the spell unanchored and far weaker. It sagged from cult member to cult member.
 
   Ruth watched Jared carry Whitney to the ambulance with Erica trotting beside him. The magic was a dull grey cord between them. With her own magic, Ruth reached out and caught the cord. She pulled it to her, more and more, observing with satisfaction how it tore from Jared, then Erica, then free from each of the cult members. Finally, as the ambulance doors closed on Whitney, it tore from her.
 
   The impact of the spell completely unanchored hit Ruth. It smashed into her, ugly with death magic, and she stumbled under the weight. She put a hand against a pine tree, and the cut on her left hand bled into the rough bark. That little link with clean, healthy nature seemed to help.
 
   Ruth steadied. She would not leave the death magic here to taint the earth. She gripped the remnants of the spell and walked with it to the river, walking around the burning main building. A couple of her neighbors shouted to her, and she called back that she was looking for Shawn. Just forming the words was an effort. The death magic shrouded her like lead. How had Whitney survived channeling it? The fire was hot, fierce against Ruth’s right side, and then, at her back as she walked out onto the dock.
 
   There she released the death magic to the river, that was filling and running fast with the storm. The water would dissolve the last taint of death magic. 
 
   She gasped as the pressure of it vanished. The air felt lighter, even though a steady rain fell again. Thunder rumbled nearer. Lightning flashed in the storm.
 
   “Zach got away.” Shawn appeared next to her on the dock. The rain had soaked him. He was wet and grim. Although the fire crew had gotten control of the fire and was putting it out, the ruin behind Shawn seemed fitting for his mood.
 
   “You’ll get Zach, tomorrow,” she said. “The curse is broken. The plague stopped. That was our mission.” She shivered, suddenly aware that she was soaked, too. Wet and cold.
 
   Some of the distant chill, the frustrated predatory expression in his eyes, vanished. “You look like a drowned rat.” He put an arm around her.
 
   “Such a lovely compliment.” She pressed into his warmth as they walked back to the truck. Her hollerider might be terror and fierce judgement for others, but for her he was kindness and support, and maybe something more and infinitely precious. 
 
   The sheriff stopped them at the edge of the large crowd that had gathered. “You sure you don’t want to press charges?” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   Shawn felt Ruth stiffen beside him. She obviously had no idea what had gone down while she was focused on Whitney and breaking the curse. Which was how it should be. His role had been to give her that time of safe concentration. It had been hard to stand by while Zach escaped, but Shawn’s priority had to be Ruth and their mission to break the curse and prevent a plague. Catching up with Zach either to monitor his activities or neutralize him would be a separate mission, one best undertaken without a healer mage to protect.
 
   “They panicked,” Shawn spoke man to man, or rather, experienced combatant to fellow combatant, when he answered the sheriff. “They’re civilians. Hearing explosions spooked them. They lost their heads and lashed out.”
 
   Ruth tugged at his coat in a silent question, who did?
 
   The sheriff noticed. “Ruth, thanks for coming out, but it looks like no one was hurt. Just that Stirling woman fainting. You go on home, now.” He glanced at Shawn. “Take her home.”
 
   “I intend to. ’Night.”
 
   “Good night, Sheriff.” Ruth trudged beside Shawn to the truck. When they were out of earshot of the crowd, she whispered, “Who attacked you?”
 
   “Two of the cult members. They wore medallions. Once I yanked those off, they couldn’t work out why they attacked me.” He hesitated, wondering how much to tell Ruth, and decided to wait to share the whole story when they were home, and she was in dry clothes and knew herself safe. The two men had attacked him because he’d stood between them and Ruth. If they’d been able to go through him, they’d have gone for her. “I’ll tell you everything when we get home.”
 
   At the truck, he gave her a boost up and into her seat.
 
   “Thanks.” She smiled tiredly.
 
   It was a short drive home, but he put the heater on anyway. 
 
   “I got rid of all the death magic,” she said. Her voice dragged, revealing her exhaustion. “I don’t need to smudge or have Carla worry about us bringing its taint into Rose House. It felt awful. Gritty and sludgy and foul.” 
 
   “Have a hot shower and wash away the memory,” he advised.
 
   It was as if he hadn’t spoken. Ruth was still mentally and emotionally back at the compound. “I can’t imagine how horrid it must have been for Whitney, having the death magic channeling through her. I need to see her tomorrow. Her aura is so damaged. She’ll need help to heal. And the other cult members. I need to check them for damage, too. Some of them were probably vulnerable before they began the spell. And if—”
 
   He covered her hands which were twisting and “washing” each other in her lap. “The plague has been stopped before it started. The curse is broken.” The road was slick and the storm had strewn branches across it. He needed both hands and his attention for it. He released Ruth’s stilled hands. “Tomorrow is soon enough for clean-up. Even if you wanted to talk with the cult members, the police have first claim on them. They’ll be interrogating them, tonight.”
 
   “Why? Oh, the explosives.”
 
   The police wouldn’t long suspect the cult members. They were obvious innocents. Zach, on the other hand, would fall under the suspicion he deserved for other magical reasons. Given the cult-like nature of the Moonlit Hearts Club, the FBI would likely get involved.
 
   He changed the subject. “Do you think Carla will be waiting for us?”
 
   “Who would have thought I’d have a ghost waiting at home for me?” Ruth sounded more herself, if disbelieving. She craned her neck as they turned in the driveway at Rose House. “No lights in the turret. Maybe Carla has decided the house is safe and gone back to heaven.”
 
   He grinned. He didn’t know anyone else who spoke as if ghosts were on holiday from heaven. Ruth had certainly adjusted to her haunted home. He parked by the front steps. “I’ll deal with Carla, if she’s there. You scoot upstairs and get dry.”
 
   “All right.” Ruth paused with her hand on the door handle. “And then we’ll talk. I want to know what happened.”
 
   “So do I.”
 
   Inside, he hung up her coat and his while she plodded upstairs. The front parlor was empty: no ghost and the fire dying down.
 
   He added a log to it and listened to the quiet noises of the house. The storm had grumbled away into the distance. Through the side window, you could no longer see the red glow of the fire at the compound’s main building. Rain and the fire crew’s actions had extinguished it. Arson investigators would poke through it in the morning. They’d find evidence of a stack of plastic explosives, unsafely stored adjacent to detonators. He’d been devious with what he translocated in. When the authorities caught up with Zach, they’d have questions for him. Accusations. These days, cults were automatically suspect.
 
   The warmth of the fire made him feel he was steaming. Which made him think of steam in a bathroom, and how Ruth was in the shower.
 
   He smiled and shook his head, dismissing the pleasant distraction. He needed to write up a brief report, no more than a couple of paragraphs, so that at Collegium headquarters they knew Ruth had prevented the plague. He got out his phone and also flagged that, in his opinion, Zach Stirling was an unstable enchanter likely to continue exploiting others. 
 
   Enchanters could cause a lot of trouble. The objects they enchanted could be used by other mages to amplify their talents. Or, in reverse, some mages were able to amplify the power of an enchanted object by feeding it the energy of their related magic. The risks that surrounded enchanters was why the Collegium noted their identities and likely talent level, and marked a few for observation or more active intervention.
 
   Since Shawn hid his hollerider status from most of the Collegium, he didn’t mention in his report that Zach stunk of evil. Non-holleriders weren’t able to sense such things. But he knew that Kora, commander of the guardians, would read between the lines. 
 
   He expected—and hoped—that he’d be ordered to track down Zach. Otherwise he’d be tempted to do so without orders, and a line of command was how he kept his hollerider nature leashed.
 
   “The bathroom is yours.” Ruth walked in. She wore her long cardigan over pale blue pajamas and had fluffy socks on her feet. Her hair was wet and combed straight.
 
   “You look cuddly.”
 
   She smiled at him, looking young and vulnerable with her flushed face. “Try it and see.”
 
   He took a step towards her before remembering how wet he was. “When I’m dry.” Stupid to get her cold in his wet embrace. “So hold that thought.” He ran upstairs, stripping off his shirt and kicking off his boots as he reached his room. He grabbed clean clothes—jeans and a flannel shirt—and groaned at the comfort of a hot shower. The heat of the water stung his skin.
 
   Ruth had hot cocoa waiting when he came downstairs. He ignored it in favor of sitting beside her on the sofa and cuddling, as he’d promised. 
 
   She laughed as she steadied her mug before putting it on the coffee table and stretching up to kiss him.
 
   Kissing a woman who tasted of chocolate and smelled of rose soap and shampoo was one of life’s joys. Just as nice was confirming she wasn’t wearing a bra. Although now wasn’t the time for moving things on. Unfortunately.
 
   Sipping cocoa and nestled into him, Ruth outlined what she’d done to end the cancel the curse and prevent it fulfilling its plague potential. She smothered a yawn. “In the morning, I’ll find out how Whitney’s stepmother is. She should be showing improvement. The fever breaking—” Another yawn. “Sorry. Tell me, why did the sheriff question you about pressing charges? What did the men do?”
 
   Shawn took her empty cocoa mug and set it on the table. “I saw Zach across the burning building, and I saw him notice that you were approaching Whitney. I thought he’d try to intervene, and he did, but he didn’t risk his own skin. Two of the cult members wore medallions that he must have given them. I didn’t have time to study them, but I suspect Zach had sunk a compulsion into the medallions. A general enslavement is tough to maintain. However, a compulsion to protect Zach—”
 
   “Or Whitney,” Ruth said.
 
   He caressed her arm, acknowledging the point. “Whatever the means, I’m positive Zach sent the two men after you.” 
 
   “But you dealt with them.” Her voice was a sleepy mumble.
 
   He smiled, pleased with her trust. “They had to go through me to get to you.”
 
   “You weren’t hurt.” She snuggled into him. Her eyes had closed.
 
   Healer. She’d probably checked him and his aura before they even left the compound. Just as well then that he’d kept his hollerider nature on a leash and not terrified her.
 
   It hadn’t been easy. When Zach sent the two men to attack Ruth, it had held all the hallmarks of a classic distraction ploy. While Shawn fended off the two aggressive yet innocent cult members, Zach could have tackled Ruth himself. Knowing the likely strategy, Shawn had fought the men with part of his senses tracking Zach.
 
   Apparently, that had made Zach wary.
 
   Shawn had sensed the moment Zach’s nerve broke and the man ran for his car and drove off amid the confusion.
 
   Then, it had been as hard as hell to continue masking his hollerider nature. When evil fled, Shawn was born with the instinct to pursue. But he couldn’t unleash his hollerider nature in the hunt and terrify Ruth’s neighbors. Nor would he ever leave her alone, possibly with other latent enchantments carried by the cult members.
 
   “Ruth?” 
 
   No response. She was asleep.
 
   He looked at the fire. It had died down to coals, safe enough for the night. And he had a feeling that Carla watched over Rose House and prevented any accidents. That would account for the house’s good state of repair. It was neglected, but not dilapidated—a point Ruth’s neighbors had commented on during today’s visits.
 
   Make that “yesterday’s visits”. The grandfather clock struck one o’clock.
 
   Ruth didn’t stir.
 
   Shawn hesitated. If he was a romantic hero, he’d carry her upstairs to her bed. But that was a long climb. Staying on the sofa wasn’t a good idea either. It was too narrow and too short.
 
   “Honey, bed time.” He lifted Ruth to her feet.
 
   “Fire?” she mumbled.
 
   “It’s fine.”
 
   “Hmm.” Leaning into him, she stumbled one foot after the other up the stairs. It seemed to wake her a little. At the door to her room, she turned, pressed a soft clumsy kiss to his lips before crossing to her bed. She crawled under the covers still wearing her cardigan.
 
   Shawn smiled. She’d wake up enough to shed it during the night. Silently, he tapped the doorframe. Soon, he hoped he’d have permission to join her in the big bed. Until then…he sighed and headed for a cold and lonely bed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 12
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe it of Zach.” Erica, waitress and former member of the Moonlit Hearts Club, was in the diner early. She wasn’t serving, though. She sat slumped at a table near the kitchen, seeming unaware of the curious glances of those popping in for breakfast.
 
   Jared, fellow ex-cultist, patted her clumsily on the shoulder. “No one could have guessed Zach was stockpiling explosives.”
 
   Ruth refrained from glancing at Shawn. Of course no one would have suspected Zach Stirling of stockpiling explosives: the man hadn’t! Shawn had set him up. And no man had ever deserved it more. “Jared, the police don’t think you or any of the cult members were involved, do they?”
 
   “No.” Jared shook his head, black hair tumbling into his eyes. 
 
   Erica brushed it back for him, and he blinked at her.
 
   They stared at one another.
 
   “You can practically hear Cupid’s bow and arrow twanging,” Shawn whispered in Ruth’s ear.
 
   Ruth smiled. Despite everything, it seemed two of the former cult members had found a tried and tested method for mending their broken hearts. They’d fallen in love, again. And she thought they’d be gentle with one another’s tender emotions.
 
   She slipped into mage sight and double-checked their auras. All was well. Being involved in Whitney’s death curse hadn’t hurt either of them. Probably because they were such good people, and only peripherally part of chanting the curse.
 
   “They’re fine,” she whispered to Shawn, and he moved with her away from the table, leaving Jared and Erica to gaze into one another’s eyes.
 
   Other former cult members also congregated in the diner. They’d claimed a large table near the back and were talking tiredly or sipping coffee. Apparently, the police and then the FBI had kept everyone up late, answering questions. More questions were expected today. 
 
   At other tables, the buzz was one of excitement and speculation. 
 
   “I never trusted that Zach. His tan was fake.”
 
   “…can’t find him. Drove off while…”
 
   “It’s his wife I feel sorry for. She’s in hospital, sedated—”
 
   “…tried to kill herself.”
 
   “That’s not true,” Peggy said sharply as Ruth swung around at the latest swirling rumor. “Not that the woman will have any easy time of it. But Angela stopped in after her shift at the hospital and she said Whitney was sleeping. Now, what would you like to eat?” Peggy licked the tip of her pencil.
 
   “Do you need help serving, Aunt Peggy?”
 
   Her aunt’s busy, harassed frown deepened. “No. Caroline’s just come in. And your mom’s fine in the kitchen.”
 
   Ruth knew her mom was fine. “I popped in and said hi when we got here.” She’d showed herself just long enough to reassure her mom that she and Shawn were safe. The priority had to be checking that the former cult members were healed of the trauma of contact with the death magic Whitney had pulled them into. That they’d gathered at the diner was convenient. She’d expected to have to trek out to the motel and possibly further; it being unlikely that the FBI would release the crime scene any time soon, or that the cult members would want to return to the Healing Hearts Ranch. They’d be feeling traumatized and betrayed.
 
   Something that Shawn had probably calculated when he’d set Zach up to appear a stereotypical cult leader, stockpiling explosives. That sense of betrayal was something she might be tempted to heal as she checked their auras, but for now it served the purpose of helping to sever any compulsion spell Zach had woven into enchanted objects the cult members might own.
 
   Shawn pulled out a chair for her at a window table where she could naturally observe the cult members. While she waited for her bowl of granola and fresh fruit, she sipped coffee and concentrated on the former cult member nearest her. Doug, they called him. Looking at his damaged aura, she suspected he’d been one of the men who attacked Shawn last night, compelled to do so by the enchanted medallion he’d worn. Now, his aura showed dully with a jagged bite out of it; possibly the scar of having Shawn tear the medallion from him.
 
   Slowly, Ruth sent out her magic, cult member by cult member, not trying to do a complete healing, but confirming that each was free of the taint of death magic, and not in a state where they’d do themselves harm. A couple of them were emotionally terrifyingly fragile. Those she’d check on again, later in the day.
 
   “More coffee?” Peggy topped up Ruth’s mug.
 
   While Ruth had been concentrating, other tables had eaten and left. Shawn’s plate of bacon and eggs with grits was gone. “Thanks.” Ruth glanced at her aunt. Usually, she and Peggy had a prickly distance. Had Ruth’s mom said something and Peggy was trying to be nicer? Or… “Aunt Peggy, what’s worrying you?”
 
   Peggy glanced towards the corner table where Mason usually sat. He wasn’t there this morning. She opened her mouth to say something, and at the same moment, four men walked in; all somehow obviously FBI. Perhaps it was their wariness that proclaimed their authority. Whatever it was, Peggy abandoned Ruth and Shawn to greet the newcomers.
 
   At the former cult members’ table, there was an uneasy shuffle, but no one actually left.
 
   “You about ready?” Shawn kept his posture casual, his gaze assessing as he studied the FBI agents. 
 
   All of whom studied him back. But he looked so utterly part of the place that their gazes soon moved on.
 
   He looks at home. The thought brought a positive gleam to Ruth’s morning. She gulped her coffee and stood. “Ready.” Next on her To-Do list was to see Whitney, but that wasn’t something she’d say within FBI hearing.
 
   Shawn stood, paid for their meal—it would attract less attention and was on expenses anyway—and they walked out. “I take it the cult members are all okay? You didn’t look worried.” He clasped her hand. “You were busy but not concerned.”
 
   “They’re fine.” Ruth swiveled around to stare back at the diner. “Do you think Aunt Peggy was okay?”
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “You think there’s something wrong because she wasn’t rude to you?”
 
   She had to smile. “Put that way, it sounds ridiculous. Should I drop you home before I go visit Whitney at the hospital or do you want to come with me?”
 
   He swung their joined hands, thinking a moment. “You’ll be safe. Drop me home, I think.” He leaned down and kissed her. “Sounds nice saying ‘home’.”
 
   “Sounds real nice,” she answered honestly. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   The hospital was in the next town over, past the big hardware store on the highway. Ruth sailed along in the truck, windows wound down and enjoying the fresh scent of the country after yesterday’s storm.
 
   Even if Whitney’s situation was bad, Ruth would be going home to Shawn after helping the woman. That made the coming emotional scene easier to accept. 
 
   She parked the truck in the hospital car park and sat there a moment, not so much centering her magic as calming her soul so that she could connect with Whitney, empathize with and help heal the woman’s heartbreak, but not absorb her negative energy. Healers could be too empathetic. Self-care was essential or Ruth would burn out.
 
   And the first thing she had to do was heal Whitney’s aura of the damage done by using death magic—and by Zach controlling and exploiting her. Using her.
 
   Anger bit at Ruth as she thought of Zach’s betrayal. Shawn called the man evil. Ruth understood why, but she had her own term for Zach Stirling: psychopath.
 
   Psychopath’s were dangerous because by instinct or life-learning they knew that their greatest power came from abusing personal relationships. Such attacks were insidious and could be sustained over decades. In popular culture, people imagined psychopaths as serial killers or mad dictators. It was as if by imagining psychopathy as an extreme condition people comforted themselves that it would never touch their lives.
 
   Ruth got out of the truck, jumping down with a little thud onto the leaf-strewn car park. She slammed shut the door and beeped the lock.
 
   The truth of psychopathy was similar to that of most psychological disorders: it ranged along a spectrum. Zach Stirling had caused so much damage not because he ran amok with an ax, but because he quietly, cleverly exploited the fears and trust of those near him.
 
   Ruth would suggest to Whitney that she get counselling to recover from Zach’s betrayal and not let it scar and shape the remainder of her life.
 
   There would be closure. Ruth couldn’t imagine Shawn allowing Zach to escape. Once he had permission from the commander of the Collegium guardians to pursue the ex-cult leader, she knew Shawn’s hollerider nature wouldn’t rest till he’d caught him.
 
   The hospital doors opened automatically as she approached, releasing a gust of warm, musty fusty, disinfectant smells. To smell that air was to instantly know you were in a hospital.
 
   Ruth ignored the reception desk. Given Whitney’s status as the ex-cult leader’s wife, the hospital wouldn’t be giving out her whereabouts to strangers who might be journalists, or were simply nosy. Fortunately, although Ruth’s magic wasn’t as hunt-focused as Shawn’s, she had clearly identified Whitney’s magic and aura, and could follow a scan spell to home in on where Whitney was in the hospital. 
 
   Darn. She couldn’t locate Whitney’s bed. Ruth veered away from her confident approach to the bank of escalators and stood by a window, gazing out to the highway. She didn’t see the traffic, though. Instead, she recalled the flickering feel of Whitney’s magic and re-scanned the hospital.
 
   Nothing! Could Whitney be awake and blocking a search spell? If so, intensifying the power of her own scan might scare the witch.
 
   Ruth hit the elevators’ call button and the nearest door opened. She stepped in. She would find Whitney the old-fashioned, mundane way: by heading for the wing most likely to hold a woman admitted for shock and kept in for observation. Ruth exited to the general women’s ward.
 
   She walked along it, glancing swiftly and with apparent casualness into each room. In mage sight, she could see the auras of the people inside. None were Whitney, although two rooms and three beds in common rooms were empty. Ruth retraced her steps, slowly. Had the hospital put Whitney somewhere else? Perhaps discharged her at breakfast time? It seemed unlikely.
 
   “May I help you?” a nurse challenged her.
 
   Ruth paused. “I’m looking for Whitney Stirling.”
 
   The nurse’s tired, professionally sympathetic face firmed into sternness. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”
 
   “She’s not here.” Ruth stood firm.
 
   “Mrs. Stirling is—pardon?”
 
   “I can’t find Whitney in any of the rooms. She should be here, shouldn’t she?”
 
   The nurse’s gaze darted down the corridor to one of the empty private rooms. “Who are you?” What right do you have to question Whitney’s whereabouts, she meant.
 
   But Ruth had her answer. Whitney had been meant to be in that private room. “Never mind.” Ruth headed fast for the elevators. When she glanced back, the nurse was hurrying into the empty room.
 
   Ruth called Shawn as she exited the hospital. “Whitney’s gone. She’s not in the hospital, and I don’t think she discharged herself.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   “Come straight home.” Shawn closed his phone and stared a moment at the side wall of the kitchen, fighting the urge to throw the phone against it. My fault. He had waited for the Collegium to approve his pursuit of Zach Stirling. He’d squashed his hollerider instincts, always so wary of being controlled by them, and the result could be that Whitney Stirling had been kidnapped by her husband.
 
   Ruth had no evidence that Whitney had been kidnapped. But authorities like the FBI would have told the nurses if they were taking her in for questioning. 
 
   Could Whitney have walked out herself?
 
   Impatiently, he pulled on the shirt he’d discarded during the slow, arduous levering up of the linoleum stuck to the kitchen floor. He didn’t have a vehicle, but that didn’t mean he was stuck at Rose House till Ruth’s return.
 
   “Carla?” he shouted. His mamaw said she spoke with haunts. The ghost here had said she’d keep evil out. If she would, and could, then he wanted her on duty. “Carla, if you’re listening, look out for Ruth. She’ll be coming back here. I’m going out hunting.”
 
   He walked out the front door, left the warded house unlocked, and blurred. The fast travel of his hollerider nature had him at the cult’s compound within a minute. He stayed back, in the woods, assessing the situation. A man and a woman poked about in the ruins of the main building. Arson inspectors. It wasn’t just the FBI and police who’d be interested in the situation. Insurance companies would be just as alert to the chance not to pay out on a policy. A cop watched the arson investigators from the dubious comfort of his car. The woods smelled sour from the wet, burned building.
 
   Shawn concentrated. He needed to know if Zach was here or if anything in the compound held the sort of power that Zach might be tempted to return for it. 
 
   Last night, Ruth had cleared the site of the taint of death magic. The woods were no longer secretive and oppressive. They rustled with the brisk weather of fall. The activity and continuing human presence had driven away game, but birds flitted among the trees. Shawn sighted a jay, and took it as a good omen. He skirted around the main building, but no matter where he stood, there was no sense of active evil.
 
   He cast around for Zach’s trail. The man had fled here last night. Shawn had thought Zach would go as far and fast as he could, leaving not just the area, but Texas. However, with Whitney missing, Shawn had to rethink his assumptions. He had to test them.
 
   He was here to start again, from the beginning.
 
   Zach had gotten into his car and driven out along the driveway. Shawn blurred along the edge of it, paused and cast again for the scent of evil. With so many people passing this way, and many of them—the ex-cult members in particular—highly agitated, the trail was obscured. He couldn’t be sure that Zach had turned right, back into town, but that’s what his intuition said. However, commonsense would have had Zach drive away from where he was known. 
 
   Shawn frowned, staring back towards the bridge. Finally, he moved. Now wasn’t the time to doubt his instincts. He blurred towards town.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   Ruth drove down the driveway to Rose House, straining for her first glimpse of the front porch. Her shoulders sagged even as her spine stiffened. Someone waited on the porch, but it wasn’t Shawn. She hadn’t really expected he’d be here, even as he’d insisted she return to the warded safety of her home.
 
   Carla drifted down to the bottom step. “Shawn asked me to stand guard. He said there’s evil loose.”
 
   “There could be.” Ruth shivered despite the sun. The day was beautiful, as if nature was trying to make up for the devastation of last night’s storm. Faintly, from far in the distance, came the sound of chainsaws. Somewhere people were tidying up damaged trees. “Whitney’s the witch who used death magic and whose curse I broke. No, before you condemn her, she was under her husband’s compulsion. I don’t believe she ever intended to become immersed in death magic. Zach Stirling used her, and he’s whom Shawn is hunting. The man is an enchanter and a psychopath.”
 
   “And not welcome here,” Carla said.
 
   The house subtly vibrated with her words. Ruth felt the surge of energy, felt it reinforce the wards of the yard. “No, he’s not welcome here,” she agreed quietly, joining her refusal of welcome to Carla’s.
 
   The ghost stopped barring the bottom step. “You need coffee.”
 
   “I sure do.” Ruth had promised Shawn she’d come home, so she hadn’t stopped at her mom’s diner. “Did Shawn make any?” Hey, it was worth hoping! 
 
   Her phone rang.
 
   “Sh-hello?” She’d expected it to be Shawn and answered without checking the caller ID. Only at the last moment did she have a sudden strike of instinct and alter her greeting. She glanced up at the sky, but it remained clear. A cloud hadn’t covered the sun, so why had she shivered? She recognized the stuttering voice. “Aunt Peggy?”
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   Shawn halted on the edge of town, near the school. Children were out, shouting and playing. Two were turning clumsy cartwheels. The intensity of his hollerider nature’s need to hunt burned in his veins, but against that was the discipline the Collegium had drilled into him. He needed transport. The fast travel, the blurring, required magic. Masking it, or rather masking the hollerider terror that accompanied it so that he didn’t scare the town, required even more magic. And magic might be needed to deal with Zach.
 
   He pulled out his phone. He’d call Ruth. If she was nearly home, he’d meet her there. Otherwise, he’d run to the diner and borrow her mom’s car.
 
   The punch of major magic from the far side of town stopped him cold. It reverberated through him like a shockwave. His hollerider nature snarled, but not to attack, not in response to evil. It was on high alert for a threat to him.
 
   And to Ruth?
 
   He blurred back to Rose House. If Ruth wasn’t home yet, he’d phone her from there. Urgency and the need to conceal his fast-speed travel had him cutting across country. He was at Rose House in seconds; swiftly enough to see Carla blocking Ruth on the porch, barring her from the steps by a vigorously wielded broom.
 
   “Damn it, Carla. Let me past!”
 
   “It’s not safe.” If ghosts could pant, Carla was. “Stay here. Shawn wants you safe.”
 
   “That was my aunt.” Ruth tried to climb over the porch railing. Carla shoved her back with a broom head to the solar plexus. It wasn’t a hard blow, but it was determined. Ruth landed back on the porch. “Carla, didn’t you feel the magic?”
 
   “I did,” Shawn answered.
 
   Both women spun towards him. Carla lowered the broom and Ruth ran down the porch steps.
 
   “It’s the plague,” Ruth said urgently. “I don’t know how or why, but it has exploded. It’s real and it’s powerful and…I was talking on the phone with Aunt Peggy and I heard a gunshot, and then, she just cut out. She made a gurgling sound and…nothing. We have to go to Mason’s house.”
 
   “Why?” He resisted her urgent pull on his arm.
 
   “Because Aunt Peggy went looking for Mason when he didn’t come into the diner for breakfast like normal and he wasn’t answering his phone. She finished off the breakfast rush before driving out to his place.” Ruth stared at him, the few freckles on her face stood out against the pallor of her skin. “She phone me because when she turned up, she walked around to enter via the back door, like family, and through a window she heard and saw Whitney and Zach Stirling. She said Whitney had a gun and was talking wildly about magic. Aunt Peggy thought magic meant maybe I should respond, not the sheriff.”
 
   “I’ll go.” Shawn tugged the truck’s keys out of her hand.
 
   “I have to go,” Ruth said. “You must have felt the magic. That was the plague unleashing. The power of it. Whitney or Zach must be dead, and their death ignited the old curse.”
 
   “Evil.” Carla hugged her elbows. She stood at the edge of the porch wearing a black jacket and trousers and sturdy boots. 
 
   “We have to stop it,” Ruth said.
 
   Shawn nodded. As much as he wanted Ruth to stay at home, to stay safe, unlike Carla he wouldn’t try and make her. Ruth might be the town, and possibly, the country’s only hope of containing the lethal lonely hearts plague.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Ruth gave clear if terse directions to her cousin Mason’s house and Shawn barreled the truck through town. The day was so perfect, achingly beautiful. The blue of the sky, the sunlight striking gold on fall leaves or deepening the green of pine needles, the shops and houses washed clean of dust by the previous night’s storm, all struck Ruth with the power of home and how much she loved Bideer and its people.
 
   Fear for them, for Shawn and for herself felt like a compression bandage wrapped around her whole body and squeezing.
 
   So this was plague. She hadn’t even seen its effects yet, and she could feel the ominous force of its unleashing. There was no way anyone could describe the experience of confronting a magically-created plague. She had her Collegium training. She knew how to construct containment wards, lower a fever, hold onto the thread of life in a person and feed it energy. But a plague. This plague…
 
   “Stop!” she shouted.
 
   Shawn hit the brakes. 
 
   They both jolted hard against their seatbelts. Ruth barely noticed. Her attention was for the fog of gray shot through with veins of red that rolled slowly but relentlessly towards them. She grabbed Shawn’s hand and pushed extra magic through the wards she’d put around him and herself. “That’s Mason’s driveway. Turn in there.”
 
   He put the truck in gear. “What do you see? I can sense your magic around me, clean and fresh, but I can’t see the threat.”
 
   “The plague is here. It’s pushing forward. Slowly, thank God. But moving on. We’re inside it, now.” They drove down the short driveway to Mason’s ranch house. It was such an ordinary scene. 
“It’s oppressive. Aunt Peggy and Mason—”
 
   Shawn squeezed her hand. “You’ll save them.”
 
   “Last time…” She broke off. Last time, when Mason crashed his car, she’d been fourteen. She’d barely understood her magic, was still growing into it. This time the stakes were unimaginably higher. 
 
   “Anything I can do to help, it’s yours,” Shawn continued. “You don’t have to ask. If you can use my magic, then add its power to yours.”
 
   She nodded, but she wasn’t sure her healer’s magic could combine with the terror of Shawn’s hollerider nature.
 
   He stopped behind two cars parked—or abandoned, they were askew—in front of the wide garage. Everything was level, designed for Mason’s wheelchair.
 
   “Wait.” As much as she wanted to rush into the house to help her aunt and cousin, she had to make the heart-breaking decision to save the most lives. “I phoned William with news of the plague. He’ll be sending support. I need to contain it till they get here.”
 
   She was grateful when Shawn didn’t question if she could.
 
   “Do what you have to.” He opened the driver’s door. “If it’s Zach who triggered this, I need to deal with him. Don’t worry, I’ll keep you safe.”
 
   She smiled, sad and worried, yet amused. It was she who had to keep Shawn safe. This plague…
 
   Years ago, training at the Collegium, she’d been exposed to the bubonic plague. It had felt like this. The texture of its magical origins and the devastation of its symptoms resonated through its aura.
 
   She gathered her magic. It coiled at her center, but it wouldn’t be enough on its own. It would be the spark to draw in more power from the world around her: from the freshness of the wind, the photosynthesis of the trees and grass, the very pulse of the earth. She sank deeper into herself, plunged through her own magical center and tapped the healing energy, the life force, of the land. Then she threw up a containment shield, sealing in the plague.
 
   The rolling fog of the magical plague smashed into her shield.
 
   She shuddered. She was one person and she had to channel the immense power needed to contain the pressure of the plague pushing at the shield.
 
   The passenger door of the truck opened and Shawn reached in and grasped her shoulders.
 
   She recognized his energy and the feel of his hold, but it took seconds for her eyes to bring him into focus. 
 
   “Take my energy.” His eyes were stormy with his hollerider nature.
 
   “Zach?” One word, all she could manage.
 
   But Shawn understood her question: the worry that he’d need his magic to handle the enchanter. “Dead.”
 
   Ruth’s relief wasn’t for news of the man’s death, but because it meant she could share this burden, the need to maintain the containment ward, with Shawn—if his hollerider nature would accept it.
 
   She visualized her control of the shield coalescing in the palm of her right hand. She felt it strengthen, even burn, with energy. She held it out to Shawn.
 
   His hand and his magic locked around it. Energy blazed up, ran through and interwove with her magic, and claimed the containment ward. 
 
   As healer, she’d need to maintain it, but Shawn’s magic, his connection to the world, would sustain it.
 
   “Got it,” he said. “Now, you’re needed in the house.” He helped her down from the truck.
 
   For an instant she leaned into him. “How bad is it?” she whispered.
 
   “Whitney is seated on the floor in the living room by Zach’s body, cradling a gun and rocking back and forward. Mason is on a sofa, collapsed. Peggy’s on the floor beside him. They look sick.”
 
   Ruth had been in Mason’s house twice. Walking in the front door, straight into the living room, she felt a stranger. She disregarded the gun Whitney held, confident that Shawn would handle any violent danger, even as he fed the containment ward.
 
   Whitney turned bloodshot eyes in Ruth’s direction. 
 
   They were so haunted, so damaged, that despite her aunt and cousin burning up with fever, Ruth went to the witch. 
 
   Shawn took the gun from her.
 
   Whitney seemed not to notice. She looked at Ruth. Dying people had that fixed look, that desperate yet condemned gaze. “I had to kill him.”
 
   To Ruth’s right, Mason groaned on the sofa. Love for family, and old guilt, would have sent her to him, but her healer’s instincts knew she needed to be with Whitney. “Why?” she clasped Whitney’s hands. Death magic, like an oil slick, coated her fingers and palms. Ruth swallowed nausea. “Why did you kill Zach?”
 
   “I didn’t sleep. I lay in that hospital bed and everything he’d done to me, everything he was, I saw it all. He’d bespelled me. He’d used my wedding ring.” Agony in her hoarse whisper. “He told me things. He gloated over things. And then he’d order me to forget. But I remembered. I remembered last night. He had to die. And now, look what I have done. Kill me.”
 
   “Whitney, death is never the answer.”
 
   “Look at your aunt, your cousin. I did this to them by killing Zach. He had to die.” Finally, tears appeared in her bloodshot eyes. “I didn’t know it would restart the curse.” 
 
   Ruth’s hands tightened. Whitney didn’t know it was so much more than the old curse. This was a virulent plague, born of her hatred and the abuse Zach had put her through. Because he’d channeled death magic through Whitney—and used it—when she killed him it hadn’t needed a specific spell to generate the plague. Vengeance had created this horror.
 
   “We’ll fix this, Whitney. We’ll contain the plague.” Ruth stopped as the other woman’s near-catatonic state shattered.
 
   “Plague?”
 
   Shawn crouched beside Ruth. “Whitney, Ruth needs to help Peggy and Mason, and see how to undo the plague you unleashed.” Whitney flinched, but he continued steadily. “You and I are going to stay with her. If we can help, we will. But let’s get you up off the floor.”
 
   Whitney stared at Shawn.
 
   Ruth wondered if the stern justice of his expression and the leashed power of his hollerider nature that vibrated through the containment ward, would send the witch fleeing or into unconsciousness. But Whitney surprised her.
 
   With Shawn’s help, Whitney stood. While Ruth bent over first Peggy, then Mason, checking their condition, Shawn seated Whitney in a chair turned away from Zach’s shotgun-blasted body.
 
   Ruth concentrated on her aunt and cousin, finding similarities to the bubonic plague’s high fever and delirium, and also the unhealthy growth of malignancy inside them, converging on their hearts. The lonely hearts plague.
 
   But she’d not let Aunt Peggy or Mason’s hearts rupture.
 
   In the corner, Whitney poured out her confession to Shawn, a background murmur that drifted in and out of Ruth’s awareness. “I stole a nurse’s car keys. Beeped locks till I found the car that opened…Jared had guns at his house. I drove there. He wasn’t home. If he had been, maybe he could have stopped me. I took the shotgun.”
 
   “How did you know Zach was at Mason’s house?”
 
   “I know him. Knew him.” Whitney’s voice was so bitter it soured the already plague-laden air. “Zach would hide where someone was vulnerable. Someone alone, who couldn’t fight back. Mason in his wheelchair…victim.”
 
   On the sofa, Mason muttered in some feverish nightmare.
 
   Ruth chanted, using words to help her concentrate, attempting to drive down the fever in her two patients even as she maintained her and Shawn’s personal wards and the vital containment shield. Her magic seemed to shred at the edges. She kept chanting.
 
   “Why would you think Zach was still in the area?” Shawn was directing Whitney’s confession into a low key interrogation.
 
   “He had to stay!” She sounded surprised at the question. “The men were coming.”
 
   Ruth stopped chanting. She turned her head, but kept her hands over Mason and Peggy’s chests. Her gaze met Shawn’s. The men were coming?
 
   “Who were coming? For what purpose?”
 
   “The Pinkie Ring Brigade. Zach told me to forget. Everything was planned to bring them here. Bideer is sited at a nexus. It increases the power of spells and enchantments.”
 
   The nexus was a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it had given the plague virulence. On the other, it helped her and Shawn channel sufficient power to currently contain it. She just had to keep Mason and Peggy alive till help arrived. But Collegium guardians, even travelling via the portal to San Antonio and then by helicopter to Bideer were at least an hour away.
 
   Mason and Peggy didn’t have an hour. Their lungs were laboring to breathe. So near the unleashing point, the plague was insanely virulent. Their hearts were filling with fluid.
 
   “Lobbyists and businessmen,” Whitney said. Her voice was drifting. She was tired to the point of collapse, no longer driven by her emotions. “Zach promised them enchanted rings. They were to gather at Lynx Look-out. He said the nexus erupted there. They are fools.” She laughed, harsh like a banshee. “They thought the rings would grant them the power to influence those around them, to dance them like puppets on the string. But they would have been Zach’s puppets, like I was. That was why I knew he wouldn’t leave. The pinkie rings were to be enchanted today.”
 
   “But you killed him. You stopped it.”
 
   “I stopped him.” She was sliding off her chair, sliding into unconsciousness.
 
   Shawn grabbed her, easing her off the chair onto the floor as she collapsed. “What do you mean?”
 
   Her eyelids fluttered open. Closed. “The spell is in place. The men just need to shed their blood on their own rings. Zach had it all set up.” She fainted.
 
   Shawn stretched her out on the floor and looked across at Ruth. “Men?”
 
   She exhaled, trying to control her stress. She couldn’t handle any more revelations, and she shared Shawn’s suspicions expressed in that one question. 
 
   “Men aware of magic? Mages, perhaps, in their own right.” He flexed his large hands. People in positions of power, or jockeying for power, preparing themselves to abuse that position, were his usual target. Collegium guardians protected the magical population and mundanes from those who would abuse them. But today, he couldn’t. He had to stay and hold the containment shield.
 
   Unless Ruth could undo the plague.
 
   She trembled. A plague once unleashed could be recalled, but not easily. Not without intense suffering. However, the longer a plague existed, the stronger it established itself. “Shawn, the containment ward I set up, can you hold it even without me?”
 
   His gaze pierced her. The awesome instinct to protect ruled his life. The muscles of his shoulders and chest strained. He so obviously fought not to question her, to give her what she needed—as he’d promised outside—even if her decision placed her in danger. He took a deep breath. “Yes.”
 
   “Then hold it.” She released the containment ward to him, but warily, ready to resume maintenance of it if his non-healer nature couldn’t hold it alone.
 
   The shield vibrated. Shawn’s jaw clenched. He inhaled and steadied. The shield held. The plague remained contained. But it was a precarious, temporary victory.
 
   “All right.” Ruth reluctantly removed her hands from Peggy and Mason. Hold on, she pleaded with them silently. She crossed to Shawn and to Whitney, who lay at his feet. “William’s sending reinforcements. Whatever happens to me, they’ll be here, soon.”
 
   “Ruth?”
 
   “I can call the plague back, now.” She wouldn’t tell him the cost. Knowing that the longer the plague existed, the harder recalling it would be, she had to try. Given its virulence, in an hour, it might be beyond removal. Then, she and the other healers would be fighting it.
 
   “How? Whitney couldn’t destroy it, and she’s its creator.”
 
   Last night, Ruth had broken Zach’s enchantment of Whitney’s ring by possessing it by shedding her blood. That was a mild form of what she intended to attempt, now. “I’ll explain later. If I survive.” It was meant to be a macabre joke, a whistling-in-the-wind challenge to fate, but the anguish that swept across Shawn’s face, the galvanic jerk of his body, removed all humor and left their emotions naked. “I have to, Shawn.”
 
   He cupped the back of her head. “Come back to me.”
 
   She smiled waveringly because he’d guessed what she intended. In a sense, she was leaving him. Forever, if she failed. She sank down, sitting cross-legged beside Whitney’s unconscious body, and put both hands five inches above the woman’s solar plexus.
 
   Centuries ago the medieval Christian world had known a practice called sin-eating. The most abject of the poor and outcast had scrabbled for survival by taking on the eternal punishment, the damnation, of people who’d died unexpectedly. The families of the dead had paid for this non-atoning transfer of guilt with food and perhaps a coin. Ruth intended something similar to the legend of sin-eating. She would transfer the death magic that ran through Whitney and had created the lonely hearts plague to herself.
 
   Once she owned the death magic, she had one chance to recall it.
 
   She would have to surrender her own soul and body to death, and return.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Ruth entered the trance state that was half-magic and half-spirit. This was the realm of shamanism, where illogic revealed the deepest truths. She’d been here before. Three times. She recognized herself as the sunflower in the middle of an empty field. An empty field where the earth was tilled and ready for planting. Not desolate, but full of promise. Her flower face was turned to the sun and she absorbed its energy, floated in it.
 
   It was a wrench, a major struggle that felt as if her roots were being pulled out of the ground, but she turned her face from the sun to face the darkness. And then her vision was sucked into a spiraling black hole.
 
   In the real world, her palms froze as, extended over Whitney’s solar plexus, the death magic reached up and coiled around her hands. More. She had to absorb all of it.
 
   She plunged fully into the trance state and walked in the dark night of the soul where despair howled. Her body was racked by invisible forces, the bones seeming to pull apart, the muscles to twist and writhe away from each other. Agony. It rattled through her, the pain that was death.
 
   The darkness blazed red. Blood torrented down, bowing her sunflower self and flooding the earth. The ground washed away, and her roots sucked up blood, pumping it through the stem of the sunflower, discoloring her leaves and turning the flower face crimson. The death magic owned her, but she owned it.
 
   She floated with it. Agonizingly slowly, her trance self shifted form. From blood-soaked sunflower, she became bacteria. A whole colony, a growing, spreading, microscopically beautiful construct of twisting patterns and replicating structure.
 
   Oh, thank God. It meant the she was one with the plague. She had followed the link to it that Whitney had forged, and now, it was hers. She felt it press against the containment ward Shawn held. The plague—she, as plague—was so hungry. Ravenous. She needed to eat, to consume, to claim the vengeance of her origin. 
 
   Her own magic surged, and punched the containment ward.
 
   She screamed silently, tasting energy and recognizing Shawn’s. No! 
 
   The plague’s hunger fought the spark of Ruth that survived. She clung to a vanishing sense of self. And it wasn’t enough. Again the plague struck the containment ward. A third strike and it would be through. Ruth couldn’t form the thought. She was emotion and instinct.
 
   But strip away everything civilized and trained. Pare her back to her primitive self, and one truth shone silver against the dark blood of the plague. She loved Shawn. They had still to test and learn their relationship, but she already loved him.
 
   She locked her last sense of self to the silver pool glimmering at the edge of her vision state. Silver for her hollerider, the huntsman of evil. She sent her energy into it and saw the silver pool widen and lengthen, and suddenly enclose the bacteria colony. Silver gleamed between the blood and the containment ward.
 
   Shawn was safe.
 
   But the pressure built. 
 
   The silver—the truth of her love for Shawn—helped Ruth return to herself. She was still within the plague, but she could think again. She could reason and remember.
 
   The plague, her other self now, roiled within its cage. It would kill Mason and Peggy. It was too strong. Tightening the silver pool in this trance state, pulling it inwards, might strangle the plague, but not before the press of it claimed two of her family’s lives. She had to destroy the lonely hearts plague some other way.
 
   When Shawn had masked her magic with his, they’d meshed. 
 
   She needed to mesh the silver energy of her love with the blood of the plague, and so crumble the plague from within. She concentrated and a million silver threads pierced the plague. The bacteria colony frayed, blotched and disintegrated. And she felt its dying. She was its dying.
 
   Her heart stopped.
 
   Ruth fell out of her trance state.
 
   Her heart thumped.
 
   Shawn was holding her. He was seated on the floor and she was in his arms, her back against his chest, completely wrapped in him. “Ruth?” His mouth was against her ear, his voice nearly soundless.
 
   She turned her head, and they kissed. Her cold lips warmed. The flavor of him brought her fully back to consciousness. His energy returned vitality to her limbs gone cold. She scrambled around, onto her knees to hold him and hug him and be grateful she was alive. The pulse at the base of his throat was beautiful. Life.
 
   “I have to help Mason and Aunt Peggy.” She wanted to stay in his arms. Did he love her? Did she love him in the forever kind of way? Who knew the future, but here and now, he’d been her lifeline. Her instinct said he always would be.
 
   She sniffed unromantically, fighting tears of relief and exhaustion.
 
   “Ruth?” Peggy’s voice. “I called you.”
 
   For an instant, Shawn wouldn’t let her go. “Is the plague gone?” he asked too quietly for Peggy to hear.
 
   “Yes.” She braced a hand on his shoulder to stand.
 
   He was up an instant later and supporting her across to her aunt and cousin. Mason was still unconscious, but the flush of fever had faded and the sweat was drying on his face.
 
   “Dear heaven. She really shot Zach.” Peggy hauled herself up by gripping the edge of the sofa and then its arm. “And I fainted like a ninny.” Embarrassment crumpled her face before she focused on Mason, who opened his eyes. Peggy patted his leg. “Are you okay?”
 
   Shawn interrupted. “Ruth and I need to go. Don’t mention us when you call this into the sheriff,” he added.
 
   Mason stared at him muzzily. 
 
   Peggy looked from Mason to Ruth. “There was a problem. Whitney was raving, so I phoned you.”
 
   “There was a problem, but it’s fixed.” Ruth’s magic was exhausted, all she could do was check Peggy and Mason’s auras and relax to find them whole. They’d recover on their own, or the healers William sent could help them. 
 
   “Nearly fixed,” Shawn corrected. “I need to handle one more thing.”
 
   Gosh. She’d forgotten. The men, possibly mages, who were congregating at Lynx Lookout wanted to collect rings enchanted to control those around them. Zach’s evil couldn’t be allowed to outlive him. And in a bizarre irony, it would have gotten a boost from his death. Death magic didn’t care who it consumed. “We have to go.” If my legs will move.
 
   Shawn half-carried her out to the truck. She felt him use a flicker of magic to smudge the evidence that they’d ever been at Mason’s house.
 
   “I’m taking you home.” His tone of voice was final.
 
   If he expected an argument, he was wrong. “Thanks.” She was too tired to be anything other than a hindrance to him. “Are you fit to—”
 
   His hollerider nature brushed against her aura, sparking.
 
   She smiled tiredly. “Happy hunting.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   Shawn left Ruth and the truck at Rose House and blurred to Lynx Lookout. He didn’t waste power masking his magic, and so terror rode on the outskirts of his passing. He hoped that the terror that travelled before him would scatter the men gathering at the lookout, but he doubted it. Men who knew to enact an enchantment at a nexus—and who weren’t deterred by the FBI and other authorities swarming the area on the hunt for Zach—wouldn’t run from him.
 
   More fool them.
 
   Lynx Lookout was the highest point for miles around, but it was off the main roads, and difficult to access—by car. Blurring, Shawn was there in two minutes.
 
   Twelve men, and Zach would have been the thirteenth.
 
   They wore business suits or expensive sweaters and jeans. All ages, but all characterized by avidity. They were ravenous for power.
 
   They’d sensed his approach. It showed in the stiff uneasiness of their posture and the way they glanced at each other and around. They stood in a rough circle, terrified. 
 
   Shawn halted. In mage sight he saw the symbols Zach had inscribed on the ground. The spell had the scent of the dead enchanter’s magic. 
 
   “Put on your rings,” a gray-haired man ordered.
 
   “I want to know what’s out there, first.” A guy about Shawn’s age wasn’t taking orders from anyone. “And where’s Zach?”
 
   “Haven’t you watched the news?” Mr. Sarcasm was short and chubby.
 
   “Put your damn rings on,” the initial speaker snarled. “I don’t want to lose mine because you’re all gutless cowards.”
 
   There was a wordless mutter of resentment, but everyone shoved on their rings.
 
   “Now, the chant.”
 
   Shawn wasn’t going to wait for the spell. There was evil here; low level but with the potential for so much worse. He flung his magic at the spell Zach had inscribed on the rocky ground.
 
   It exploded.
 
   Shawn just had time to recognize the irony that Zach’s old spell had exploded in his face, after he’d set up Zach’s fall from grace with the FBI via plastic explosives. Then the nexus ripped open.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   Ruth sat in the truck, staring at the front of Rose House and not seeing it. Shawn had just vanished. She could feel the terror he left behind, the impact of his unmasked hollerider nature, but it didn’t affect her. What had her sitting there stunned, and what had kept her silent on the way home, was one thought.
 
   At Mason’s house she’d become the plague, the essence of death and devastation, and her hollerider had still held her. The silver she’d seen in her trance hadn’t simply been her love for Shawn. It had been their love. He’d held her and given her the lifeline back from near-death to life.
 
   Carla, however, hadn’t just experienced an epiphany. The ghost shouted impatiently from the front porch. “Ruth! Ruth, are you all right? Where has Shawn gone?”
 
   Ruth opened the truck door and dropped to the ground, the thud of her feet hitting it jarred up through her bones and reminded her just how tired she was. “I’m fine. The plague is…I destroyed it.” She wished there was a railing on the porch steps. She’d have used it to pull herself up. As it was, she plodded up the five steps till she stood facing Carla. “Shawn has just gone to deal with a few possibly magical idiots before they cause trouble.”
 
   With anyone else, after they’d held that containment ward, she’d have worried at them confronting the group of potential mages at Lynx Lookout. However, she’d checked Shawn’s aura during the drive and his magic wasn’t depleted. It was why she hadn’t fought his going alone. That, and he wouldn’t have listened—unless she’d lied and said she needed him to stay with her. And she’d never do that. She had too much self-respect, and too much hope for their long term relationship.
 
   “Carla,” Ruth said wearily as the ghost stood between her and the door. “I need to sit down.” Lie down. Collapse. Whatever.
 
   The ghost extended a hand, as if to help Ruth, then sighed. “Can’t touch you. I have the fire going in the parlor.”
 
   “Thank—” 
 
   Boom! Magic crashed, pouring across the country, rolling through town to Rose House and beyond. 
 
   Ruth spun around. “That’s from Lynx Lookout.” And it hadn’t felt like Shawn’s magic. “I have to…keys! Where did Shawn leave the…in the ignition!” She’d been too tired, and he too preoccupied. The key was still in the truck.
 
   “Wait!” 
 
   Cold gripped Ruth’s elbow. Freezing cold, clamping and creeping through her veins. She whimpered.
 
   Carla released her instantly. “I’m sorry. Sorry! But, please. Before you go to help Shawn. You said he went to fight mages.”
 
   Shawn had thought they might be mages. The crash of magic pretty much confirmed it. “Yes,” Ruth said.
 
   “Then you need to take this.”
 
   “What?” Ruth couldn’t see that the ghost held anything, and for herself, she was desperate to go to Shawn. I left him to fight alone. He hadn’t left her to battle the plague alone. I should have gone with him. Only, she was so tired. What help could she be?
 
   “It’s inside. I can’t tell you what it is. I can’t bring it to you. You have to go into the turret part of the parlor. I told you. I dropped hints.” Carla agitatedly pushed open the front door. “Please, you need this to fight evil.”
 
   Ruth glanced towards Lynx Lookout. No further magic crashed towards her, but she didn’t know if that meant she should be relieved or worried. However, one thing was indisputable: she’d exhausted her own magic. Even with the nexus nearby, she didn’t know how much help she could give Shawn. If Carla truly had something that could help in the fight…Ruth stumbled after Carla into the parlor.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   Up at Lynx Lookout, Shawn staggered back three steps as the blast of Zach’s inscribed spell ignited the nexus. It flashed mage-fire around the rings the twelve men had pushed onto their pinkie fingers. Five of the men fell to the ground. Of the seven who retained their feet, four struggled to pull off their rings. That left three men intent on mastering the enchanted rings they wore and tapping the wild magic that flowed through the nexus.
 
   Shawn didn’t need to tap the wild magic. It recognized him. He was a hollerider, one of the Wild Hunt. The raw magic streamed to him. 
 
   He braced his legs wide as the power tried to lift him up, tumble and carry him with it across the hill country. He resisted the exultant surge of energy and life, even as he snagged a strand of it.
 
   One of the three men still standing and fighting to control the wild magic, turned towards Shawn. If he could identify and face a hollerider at an open nexus point, he was a powerful mage. The man flung a compulsion spell at Shawn. It roared a demand that Shawn submit. Whatever the nature of the enchantment Zach had set, this mage was using the ring to enslave.
 
   Shawn laughed. He heard the feral amusement, the echo of a wolf’s howl, in the sound. 
 
   The four men who’d torn off their rings fled down the hill.
 
   Shawn sent out the magic he’d borrowed from the nexus. It whipped out, stinging and destroying, yanking the enchantment from the rings and binding the magic of the three men who’d thought to challenge him. He considered a minute, while the pine trees behind him soughed in the storm wind pouring from the nexus. 
 
   Justice.
 
   He tore all magic from the twelve men and gifted it to the nexus. With the sacrifice, he sealed the outflow of magic, restoring the wild magic’s natural course through the land.
 
   The storm of magic vanished. The clearing at the top of Lynx Lookout smelled confusingly of winter snow and summer’s scorching heat. Then that, too, was gone.
 
   And so was Shawn.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   In the parlor, Carla zoomed past the fireplace and the comfortable sitting area in front of it where Shawn and Ruth customarily sat. The ghost went straight to a portion of the wainscoting at the wall where the curve of the turret met the straight edge of the main house. She tapped on it, then looked impatiently at Ruth.
 
   Ruth dropped to her knees in front of the paneling and pressed at it, then tried to get her fingernails into a crack and pull it. “How do I…?” She remembered Shawn unlocking Mason’s front door. It wasn’t how she used her healing talent, but it was a very minor magic. Perhaps she retained enough energy for it. She murmured the small charm that trainee guardians called “Open Sesame”.
 
   The paneling swung open.
 
   Stale air wafted out. Ruth instinctively closed her eyes and turned her face away.
 
   “What do you have there?”
 
   “Shawn!” Ruth fell over as she tried to turn around and get up all at once.
 
   He caught her, crouching and supporting her. 
 
   She didn’t care about staying upright. All that mattered was that he was here and safe. She clutched at him.
 
   “I’m okay, honey,” he said softly. “And the rings are disenchanted.” He smoothed her hair, touched her face and lips as they wobbled. “We’re okay.”
 
   She nodded even as she tasted the saltiness of her tears. “I was going to save you.” She wiped at her eyes. “But Carla said I needed something hidden in this secret cupboard. She’d been dropping hints earlier but I wasn’t listening.”
 
   “What’s in there?” Shawn asked Carla.
 
   The ghost seemed calmer. She stood in the middle of the room. Truly stood, not just floated above the floor. “I can’t tell you. Not till you’ve found it. It’s why I’m a ghost, tied here.”
 
   “Unfinished business.” Shawn glanced into the cupboard. With one hand steadying Ruth, he reached past her. 
 
   “Oh my…it’s a sword.” She forgot her tears of relief in sheer amazement.
 
   “Excalibur.” Carla sat on the window seat. “Now that you’ve found it, it’s not a secret.” Her clothing flickered and became the long skirts and romantic white summer gown of a young woman in the early 1900s. Rosebuds formed a crown on her dark hair.
 
   Shawn lifted the sword, turning it.
 
   “It’s not very long,” Ruth said.
 
   “A sword for battle.” Shawn stood and swung it. Magic sung through the air. He lowered the sword. “It’s truly Excalibur?” He looked at Carla.
 
   She smiled at him and Ruth. “It is truly Excalibur. When Kenneth, my fiancé, went to fight in the Great War, he entrusted me with the sword. He was a journalist, an ordinary Londoner who’d worked his passage to America. He gave me the sword and he told me to keep it for him. He said it was Excalibur and that he was a mage. I thought he was romancing. I didn’t believe in magic.”
 
   Carla stretched out her hand.
 
   Shawn crossed the room and gave her the sword, hilt first.
 
   She turned it over, studying it.
 
   Shawn returned to Ruth, helped her up, and cradled her in front of him.
 
   The warmth and strength of him seeped into her. “Kenneth died in the war,” she said quietly, remember the story Carla had told them when she introduced herself.
 
   “And I had his sword. A piece of metal. A cold reminder of war. I couldn’t throw it away, but I didn’t want it. I hid it here in the secret cupboard.” She stood and brought Excalibur to Shawn. “When I died, I found that magic was real. I felt I’d let Kenneth down. I’d locked his sword away when other mages could have used it to fight evil. Kenneth…” She smiled. “He told me not to worry so. He has always believed that when Excalibur was needed, it would be found.”
 
   Ruth hesitated. They hadn’t needed Excalibur to fight evil. Shawn, her own hollerider, had fought and won, alone. 
 
   He answered Carla. “We will find the right person for Excalibur. Ruth is a healer and I’m a hollerider. My magic is that of the Wild Hunt. Excalibur needs a leader. A guide, not a guard.”
 
   “Excalibur will find its next wielder.” Carla leaned forward. She kissed Ruth’s cheek, and this time her touch wasn’t cold, but fleetingly warm and with the scent of roses. “Good-bye.”
 
   She vanished.
 
   Shawn set the sword aside.
 
   “Carla?” Ruth turned in his arms. “Is she gone, forever?”
 
   “I think so. She’s passed on her home to you.”
 
   “To us,” Ruth said, not thinking, just speaking the truth in her heart. For an instant her heart paused, fearing that she’d pushed too far, spoken too much too soon.
 
   “Ours.” Shawn sealed her mouth with his. 
 
   The growing thunder of a helicopter proved impossible to ignore, interrupting their kiss. 
 
   Ruth was conscience-stricken. “I forgot to text William that everything was okay. That we’d destroyed the plague.”
 
   Shawn glanced out the window. “I think you’ll be able to tell him yourself.”
 
   The mages in the helicopter cleared a landing area in Ruth’s front yard. The helicopter set down, and five men and women jumped out; including William, the Collegium’s chief healer.
 
   Shawn rested his forehead against Ruth’s. “Time for a debrief. Then our time.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
   “A debrief, you said.” Ruth collapsed into an armchair in front of the parlor fire. “We seem to have been talking and talking and—” She yawned, and apologized. “Talking.”
 
   Shawn grinned. “We had to do a fair bit of listening, too.”
 
   She mock-scowled up at him. They’d had to listen to a lot of worry and fuss. It wasn’t just the Collegium support team who’d descended on Rose House. Her family had been about two hours behind; stirred up after hearing Peggy’s account of not simply witnessing Zach Stirling’s murder, but the mysterious illness Ruth had healed her and Mason of.
 
   Fortunately, thanks to William’s healing talent, Ruth’s magical-depletion exhaustion had lifted before her parents arrived. She was tired, but healthily so. And finally, blissfully, alone with Shawn.
 
   Outside, her somewhat flattened front yard was the only evidence of the day’s hectic activities. The helicopter and its mage passengers had flown back to San Antonio, to portal back to New York.
 
   Ruth’s mom, Helen, was expecting them at the farm for dinner. More talk! But Ruth knew her mom needed to cook for them. It was Helen’s way of caring. “We should expect a feast,” she said, thinking aloud.
 
   Shawn raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Mom’ll be cooking and cooking, she’s been worried.” Worried enough that the most extraordinary event had taken place: the diner was closed. 
 
   “We’ll see how Peggy and I feel in the morning,” Helen had said.
 
   Ruth knew Peggy would feel fine. One of the Collegium healers who’d arrived with William had driven to the hospital where Peggy and Mason had been undergoing a checkup, and had healed the last trace of strain caused by the plague from their bodies.
 
   “Eating your mom’s cooking isn’t actually a hardship,” Shawn said.
 
   She smiled at him. 
 
   He grinned back at her, rueful. “Although not being alone with you is. We promised we’d be over in an hour. If we’re not, I reckon Joe’ll be back looking for you.”
 
   Ruth reckoned her dad would be, too. Quieter than her mom, he’d still been visibly rattled by Peggy’s story. The relief on his face to see Ruth smiling as she waved off the helicopter had been huge. It had been even more visible in his aura.
 
   She glanced at the grandfather clock. “Just time to shower and change.” The thought of clean water was blissful. But having to move…she groaned.
 
   Shawn extended a hand and pulled her up. “Forty minutes till we have to go. I could shower with you to save time?” Mischief twinkled in his hazel eyes. And desire.
 
   “Would that really save time?” Ruth pressed into him, shifted so that they rubbed against each other.
 
   “Nope.” He laughed and kissed her. Kissed her again.
 
   She wove her arms around his neck.
 
   His kiss deepened. Their naked hunger rocketed the teasing embrace to devouring passion. “A cold shower,” he muttered.
 
   “Oh, yeah.” There were words they had to say. But not now. Now the truth was in what they’d shared in the last few hours, and in how she ached to stay in his arms. 
 
   Shawn headed them for the stairs. They climbed them lazily, arms around each other’s waists, pausing at the stained glass window on the landing with its image of roses.
 
   “Carla’s really gone,” Ruth said. She’d feared a ghost in her home, but now that the haunting was ended, she missed her. 
 
   “Only as far an anyone is,” Shawn said. 
 
   She glanced at him.
 
   “Just as far as the next room, my mamaw says.”
 
   “I like that. Heaven next door. I want to meet your grandma.”
 
   “She’ll want to meet you, too. She’ll want to know if I’m good enough for you.”
 
   Ruth laughed. “It’ll be the other way around.” Shawn’s grandma, all of his family, would want to know about the healer who loved him. But Ruth refused to worry. She and Shawn were right together. Her family had seen it. His family would, too.
 
   “One last bit of talking. The debrief.”
 
   She focused on him, shocked at how all humor had fled his face, and at how stiffly he stood near her at the bedroom door. “What is it?”
 
   “When you felt the nexus burst at Lynx Lookout you were going to come to my rescue. You worried I’d exhausted my power holding the containment ward.”
 
   She nodded. She’d said as much when they debriefed William and the rest of the Collegium team. She’d been so intent on giving her report that, although she’d noted William’s frowning glance at Shawn, she hadn’t questioned it. Not then.
 
   Shawn hesitated. “Even without the nexus, I wouldn’t have been going to Lynx Lookout without energy. Ruth, when I don’t mask my hollerider magic, when it sends out its terror, it harvests the energy of the fear that terror generates. As a hollerider, I grow strong on others’ fear.” 
 
   “So you were safe.”
 
   He gave her a disbelieving look. “Is that it?”
 
   “What?” She was baffled. “I didn’t know that about holleriders, so of course I thought you needed help.”
 
   “That’s not what I mean.” He gripped her shoulders. “Other people’s terror energizes me. You’re a healer, can you live with that? You heal people. I—”
 
   She clasped his wrists, looking into his eyes. “You use your terror as a last resort. Your hollerider nature is part of who you are. A strong man. A good one.”
 
   He closed his eyes as a wave of relief and thankfulness visibly swept through him. His whole aura lightened. 
 
   In mage sight, Ruth saw her own aura glowing pink with love. She stood on tiptoe and kissed him. “I love you, Shawn Jackson.”
 
   They were late to their family dinner. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Note From The Author
 
    
 
    
 
   The Collegium series is great fun to write, and I hope you’re enjoying the journey with me. Each novel is a stand-alone story. Demon Hunter and Djinn Justice both star Fay and Steve, but after that, the books feature new couples.
 
    
 
   Reading order (not that it matters):
 
    
 
   Demon Hunter
 
   Djinn Justice
 
   Dragon Knight
 
   Doctor Wolf
 
   Plague Cult 
 
   Hollywood Demon (August 2016)
 
    
 
   I want to write books that you’re desperate to read. To help me with that, I’m asking for your time to fill in a short Reader Satisfaction Survey. Responses are anonymous. If you’d like to chat with me about my books, I haunt my Facebook page and I’m on Twitter @Jenny_Schwartz, or you can contact me on my website.
 
    
 
   Reader Satisfaction Survey — help determine the future of The Collegium series!
 
    
 
   I’d also like to extend a special thank you to those of you reviewing my books on Amazon and Goodreads. This “social proof” is so important in helping new readers find The Collegium series—especially in coaxing Amazon to show the books to people like you who’ll enjoy them.
 
    
 
   Thank you so much, and happy reading!
 
    
 
   Jenny
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