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      The day would’ve been dark and dreary enough on its own without the added task at hand. How had it come to this? She stared straight ahead as she drove to her new home to live with an aunt she’d never met. The charcoal clouds hung heavy over the road, reminding her of how they looked just last week, the day of her father’s funeral.

      The straight shot from the highway gave her nothing interesting to look at. Trees were sparse. Some quiet farms popped up every now and then, but for the most part I-70 lay straight and plain. Fields still cold and barren were iced with the latest blanket of snow. Lazy windmills weren’t motivated enough to spin without the wind egging them on. After taking the exit ramp though, the trees filled out. Soon enough she made it to her aunt’s where things became more interesting. Bentley Manor was off a lesser-known, less-traveled highway, and sat up on a hill, staring menacingly down at the passers-by below as though to say, “Keep driving. Nothing to see here,” though it was the most intriguing thing she’d seen in the past forty-five minutes.

      She meandered up the winding, tree-canopy covered gravel drive to Bentley Manor. Though she’d seen images of it on Google Street View, it was an experience in person. The facade was a dark brick, a rusty red, and the crow’s nest sat on the top lined with sharp, wrought-iron rails. Four majestic white columns striped the front face, but two were closer than their counterparts, making the front asymmetrical, off key. The thick woods of the state park crowded up to the property on the left, and cleared farm fields stretched for acres on the right. A large barn and some outbuildings stuck out to the side from behind the mansion.

      Two thick, naked trees rose higher than the mansion itself, stripped of bark, hacked by axes, and scarred by lightning. They stood, an angry guard, at the front of the estate. One, using what few branches it had left, pointed accusingly in the direction of the driveway at would-be guests.

      Leni fought back the urge to speed away with a deep breath and forced herself up the crescent-shaped drive.

      The snow from last night dusted the cement stairs to the front door. There was a cold January bite to the air. She tightened her blue and green plaid pea coat snugly around her and gazed warily up at the front of the home.

      She knew of her mother’s family without having gone through the trouble of meeting them. Her parents had told her about them at least. The Bentley’s were wealthy. This was just one of the properties her grandparents had given their children. She didn’t know what they did to earn such money. How was it that her mother’s family could have multiple homes including this extravagant one? To most people, one mansion in the family would be enough, but not the Bentleys.

      The front double doors burst open before she’d raised a hand to knock causing Leni to jump back. A tall woman in her mid-forties with pale skin and dull, red hair braided to hang down one side stood in the doorway. This had to be her aunt. Leni could see shadows of her mother in this woman. They shared the same hair color, the same green eyes, and of course, the same skin color. Leni pulled back as apprehension seized her. She was suddenly cognizant of her black hair, grey-green eyes, and dark skin. These were things she’d shared with her father, and she’d had very little to do with anything of her mother’s once Debra had walked out on them when Leni was only ten years old.

      “Lenore? I’ve been expecting you.” Her even voice gave away no warmth, but no irritation or enmity either, which Leni took to be a good sign.

      “Aunt Diana?”

      “I’m glad you decided to come. I wasn’t entirely sure you would.”

      “It was either that or join the circus, and I don’t think Barnum and Bailey are due back until the summer, sooo…” Leni muttered.

      “Come on in. Do you need help? My staff isn’t in today, but I can…”

      Staff? Her father had always taught her to work hard. The Bentleys had more money than God, he’d said. Of course, their historic Civil War mansion would be equipped with staff.

      “No, I’m fine.” To be honest, it would give her something to do. Keeping busy was key. Leni took a few bags full of her things and headed up the front stairs. Diana held the doors wide for her to enter. Every detail of the mansion was unique. The doorknockers, bronze hands hanging down in fists, ready to knock on behalf of the guests. A row of stoic sepia portraits eyed her suspiciously. A suit of armor stood at the ready. Everything was different albeit a bit creepy.

      Inside the home opened up, revealing a grand curved staircase that wound around the interior walls, as though looking for its way out. A large chandelier of antlers hung in the center, drawing attention. The floors were black and white in alternating tiles shined to perfection.

      Diana closed the front doors and started up the stairs. “Here, I’ll show you to your room.”

      Leni followed behind dutifully.

      Diana stopped and turned to Leni. “Let me start again. I’m your aunt. I’m not sure if you remember. I haven’t seen you since you were a baby.”

      “Not really.”

      “I’m so sorry about your father. Robert was a good man.” Diana leaned in and opened her arms to embrace her.

      Leni didn’t put her bags down, but didn’t retreat either.

      Her aunt hugged her and kissed the side of her head. “This must all be so crazy for you.”

      A lump formed in Leni’s throat. She preferred ignoring all of it.

      “I want to make sure you’re okay with everything. I want you to make yourself at home here, Lenore.”

      Leni glanced around briefly at the ornate, carved antiques that probably cost more than her dad’s car, at the portraits of people in historic garb who glared at her, unsmiling, and at the entryway itself which would swallow the brownstone in the city she moved from. The size and the extravagance of the mansion dwarfed her.

      “Leni. People just call me Leni.”

      “Leni,” her aunt said, trying it out. “You can call me Diana or Aunt Diana or whatever. I’ve never had nieces or nephews around before.”

      Leni nodded, not trying out the names.

      Diana returned to the tour, the easy part. “The house is large, as you can see.”

      “Definitely.”

      “So there are a number of rooms I could put you in. If you don’t like it, you can choose something else. As it’s just me rattling around here by myself, I run the place fairly economically. So what that means is, even though there are grand master suites on the upper floors, I tend to stay in what would have been the servants’ quarters off the kitchen on the main level.”

      Sure, servants’ quarters. Leni had read up on the mansion before coming. Slaves’ quarters were more likely.

      “The house was built in the mid-eighteen hundreds, you see. I use that area because I then only heat that section of the house.”

      The entryway and the staircase were cold as she made her way up the stairs.

      “I use the kitchens and have my TV and computer set up in the sitting area off the kitchens. I use the larger of the servants’ bedrooms. There’s a woodstove back there, so it keeps things cozy and small. You can get lost here, and sometimes I find the place overwhelming.”

      Leni could see how that could happen. She felt dizzy just circling up the marble stairs.

      Diana gestured to the side halls leading to the wings off the second floor landing as they continued to the top floor. “There are beautiful, large bedrooms here, if that’s more your thing, but they are more expensive to heat. However, I’m not destitute. If that’s what you prefer, you can have one of those.”

      “I’m sure whatever you picked will be fine.” Leni wasn’t choosy.

      “The movers were here earlier with your furniture, so I had them go ahead and put you up here. They were thrilled about lugging furniture up to the attic level, let me tell you.” Diana laughed, sounding a bit out of breath herself as they made it to the top level.

      “The rest of the house is decorated with antique period furnishings my family has collected over the years. I didn’t think that would be quite your style, so I thought this would be nice.”

      She opened a pair of double doors at the top of the stairs on the third floor, and inside was a soaring cathedral ceiling with exposed wooden beams and an arched stained glass window on the opposite side of the room. Hardwood floors that had probably been there since the eighteen hundreds stretched across the expansive room. Bookshelves lined every wall that didn’t have a window in it. On the interior wall was a large fireplace. Leni’s small, efficient Ikea furniture appeared way out of place in this historical mansion.

      “Wow.”

      “I know, it’s a bit much, but the whole place is. I thought this might be cool for you, like your own loft apartment.”

      “Yes, it’s amazing.” Leni dropped her bags to the floor with a thunk. She eased into the room, went over to the bookshelves, and traced the spines of the books with her fingers, feeling a bit like Belle from Beauty and the Beast.

      “I’ll bring a space heater up from downstairs and get a fire going. Though, lugging wood up here isn’t fun. I’ll have the staff do that each week. That’s what they’re paid for,” Diana said, standing in the doorway.

      “You really have staff?”

      “Good God, yes. How else could I manage this place?”

      “What do they do?”

      “Everything. Michaels lives in an apartment at the back of the barn, so he’s here full time. He manages the grounds and the farms. Then I have staff who come on the weekends to do some cooking and cleaning. I keep my area clean, but they maintain the rest. They also occasionally give tours and tell tourists about the ghosts. The cook is mainly a nutritionist rather than a necessity. I can cook fine myself.”

      “Ghosts?”

      Diana seemed to be confused by the interruption and frowned briefly. “Oh yes, Bentley Manor is haunted, a rumor that started a while back. We keep it going to get more tours.” Diana winked at Leni, so she didn’t know if she were serious or not.

      “This is lovely, thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome. If there is anything else you need, other furniture or anything you can think of. Oh, I’m having a ceiling fan installed up there to keep the heat from rising. Things like that. And if you prefer to be downstairs, closer to me, just let me know.”

      “No, this is fine.” The room was gorgeous. Though, always the skeptic, Leni was concerned, too. If things were too good to be true, they probably were. There was something that wasn’t right with the Bentleys. If her mother could up and disappear on her husband and daughter when Leni was just a girl, and if the rest of the family could be so distant with their own relatives, then something was definitely off. But what?

      Oh, wait. She didn’t care. She was here because she had no choice. She almost forgot.

      They looked at each other, out of things to say. “Okay, well then, bring up the rest of your stuff, and I’ll let you get settled. I’ll get that space heater. I would have had a fire going, but wasn’t sure when you’d come.”

      “That’s fine. I can get a fire going.”

      Diana headed downstairs, and Leni started a fire with the kindling that was already there. Once it was safe to leave it, she brought up the rest of her things from her car. By the fourth and final load, she’d gotten a great workout heading up and down the stairs and was warm enough without the fire.

      When Diana returned with the space heater, Leni was kneeling on the floor, already halfway through putting clothes in her dressers.

      Diana smiled and plugged the heater in. “Though I wish it had been under better circumstances, I’m glad to have the chance to spend time with you now.”

      Leni wanted to interrogate her on that point. Why had she never contacted her or her parents before? She wasn’t that far away. Why didn’t they have any sort of relationship like normal family? But she was tired and hadn’t settled in yet. So she pursed her lips and let it go.

      “There’s no TV up here, but you can come downstairs and watch with me if you’d like.”

      “I’m fine. I have my laptop. I can stream shows, as long as you have Wi-Fi?”

      A confused look spread across Diana’s fair face. “Wi-Fi?”

      Leni’s heart sank. She could live without cable and satellite, but she had to have Internet access.

      Then Diana laughed. “I’m kidding. I realize this place is pretty old, but we are wired for sound. We have Wi-Fi, and since we’re out in the boonies, there’s no password.”

      Leni’s shoulders relaxed considerably. “Thank God. You had me going for a minute. Oh and my car? Where would you like me to leave it?”

      “Wherever you like. In the drive, in the barn slash garage. It’s up to you. Why don’t you finish up, and come down to eat at six p.m. We can talk logistics then.”

      Leni nodded and Diana left her to her work.

      She stalled with unpacking. Nothing fit anywhere. They fit space wise, but seemed wrong anywhere she put them. Her clothes didn’t match the armoire her aunt had left. Her small white shelves looked stupid next to the barn wood shelves twice their height. Her cheap makeup and jewelry didn’t belong on the antique vanity. Everything seemed off and out of place.

      Eventually her clothes were put away, some in the antiques and some in her dresser from home. Her laptop was set up on the IKEA desk the movers had brought from her dad’s place. She found the box with her bedding and her digital clock and made her bed up. Her bed was a canopy, which might come in handy here, to hold the warmth inside the curtains. Luckily, the cold had never bothered Leni too much. She’d always hated to be overly warm.

      The place was a dream home. Everything was perfect. Everything except her. Here she was, a biracial young woman with modern clothes and new furniture stuck in an old Civil War mansion with slaves’ quarters that still utilized servants. She longed for her brownstone in the city. She longed for her father.

      She finished getting everything in place and stood back with her arms crossed to inspect her handiwork. The stained-glass window behind her desk actually split down the middle and opened outward. She unlocked it and pushed the glass panels out to find it led to a rooftop balcony overlooking the grounds.

      The vast expanse of rooftop had a low balustrade around it. She walked to the edge and inhaled deeply, filling her lungs with clean, winter farm air. “Fresh as a Missouri morning,” as the ice cream commercials said. What a contrast to her view of the townhouse behind hers in the city. The land stretched on for miles until it met the horizon. Snow-splotched fields to her right, scarred with fence lines to divvy up the crops faded to gray as it met with the January sky. There wasn’t another house for as far as she could see beyond their own outbuildings. The park forests clustered along the west, butting up against the fields. It was breathtaking. The barn, the outbuildings, and a covered wading pool were placed haphazardly behind the historic home.

      She rubbed her hands up and down her arms for warmth and then retreated back into her attic room—a room that would probably cost her $5000 a month if she rented it in the city.

      At least.

      She latched the window and checked the time. Almost time for dinner. She hadn’t eaten most of the day, and her stomach growled in protest.

      Leni hadn’t seen anything of the rest of the house except for the entryway and stairs, so she peeked in a few rooms on the second floor on her way downstairs. Each was still decorated in an eighteen hundred’s style, stuffed with antiques, washbasins, oil lanterns, artwork, and tapestries. A place stuck in time. She wouldn’t have felt comfortable in any of those rooms.

      At the bottom of the stairs, she snooped around a little, trying to find the kitchen. Her aunt had gestured to the west side of the house when she’d discussed the servants’ quarters, so Leni headed in that direction. Off the entryway was a large sitting area with a huge fireplace. The furnishings were, again, all Civil War era and impeccably set. It was clear this room wasn’t used.

      Through that room was a long dining hall with a table outlined with twenty tall, straight-back wooden chairs. Antique hutches lined the walls. And on through were the kitchens. Her townhouse could have fit ten times over within the walls at Bentley Manor.

      Modern appliances adorned the kitchen, which surprised Leni. The shining chrome and stainless steel adornments certainly didn't match the rest of the house. A large butcher-block island imposed itself in the center of the room and four bar stools lined one side of it. She inhaled a waft of chicken as she approached. Her mouth started to water.

      Just then, Diana came through a door from the back corner of the room. She jumped and her hand went to her heart. “Oh my gosh, you startled me.”

      “Sorry, I was just finding my way.”

      “No worries. It will take some getting used to. I’ve been alone here for quite some time. I hope you like Chinese food?”

      “Sure.”

      “It’s homemade, not take out. My chef is quite good, and it’s healthy.”

      “Sounds great.”

      Diana used some large mitts to take it out of the oven. “I usually just eat here at the island, if that’s okay.”

      “Whatever is fine.”

      “Grab some plates.” Diana nodded to built-in cabinets with glass doors protecting stacks of white dishes.

      “I have milk, tea, water, lemonade, soda, wine but you’re eighteen, so you can’t have that yet.”

      “Almost eighteen. Lemonade is fine. I’ll just help myself?”

      “Please. From now on. And any dietary issues? Any food you refuse to eat? Just let me know.”

      They got the island all set and dug in.

      “I can’t think of anything off hand. This is wonderful,” Leni had to admit. Of course it was. Everything was perfect.

      “Yes, Colleen does a great job. Are you getting all settled in?”

      “Yes, I think so.”

      “Great.”

      “And are you doing okay? I lost my father awhile back. I know how difficult it can be.”

      “I’m as fine as I can be.” Leni tried to focus on her meal. She didn’t remember her mother mentioning her grandfather had died. It must have happened within the last eight years after her mother left them. Leni’s father hadn’t been gone two weeks yet. Thirteen days to be exact.

      “If you want me to set up something for you…someone to talk to…a therapist? I have the means, and your father left money for whatever you might need.”

      “No. I don’t need to talk to anyone.”

      “If you change your mind—”

      “I won’t.” Leni didn’t talk to people about feelings. She had them and kept them out of everyone else’s way.

      Diana took a sip of wine and eyed Leni.

      “What?” Leni asked.

      “You’re just hard to get a handle on.”

      “I try.”

      Diana smiled. “At least we can be honest with each other. I like that.”

      “I appreciate honesty.” Leni took a bite of her dinner.

      “Good. Well let’s get to it then, shall we?”

      Leni arched a brow at her aunt.

      “I’ve never had a child of my own, let alone a teenager, so let’s just get this out of the way. Rules.” Diana went to the island and took a notebook from the drawer.

      Leni took a deep breath.

      “I follow the law of the good state of Missouri, so no drinking until you are of legal age.”

      She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “I don’t drink.”

      “Good. No bringing boys home overnight. This house is large enough to get them in without my knowledge. No guests unless you let me know they are here.” Diana stood tall and stiff as she spoke.

      “I don’t bring boys home.”

      Diana sat back down by her with her checklist. “Good. Curfew is at midnight unless you make arrangements with me otherwise. Call if you are going to be late.”

      “Fine.” Leni skewered a bite of chicken with her fork.

      “No smoking.”

      Leni shrugged as she ate.

      “No drugs of other kinds.” Diana checked each item off the list as she read them to Leni.

      “I know you don’t know me, but really. None of this is a problem.”

      “No parties.”

      “No interest.”

      Her aunt eyed her for a long time until Leni felt like Diana was trying to read her mind. Leni broke eye contact and focused on the meal.

      Diana went on as though nothing strange had occurred. “Well then, we shouldn’t have an issue. See, the house is somewhat well known. I don’t want a bunch of local college kids traipsing through. There are lots of antiques worth a lot of money I’d hate to see damaged. You understand?”

      “I do.” Leni eyed her plate of food.

      “I know it’s a pain to have all of this laid on you, but I’m sure you had rules like this with your father.”

      Leni nodded, but she didn’t really. She and her father had been friends, best friends. They operated on a basis of mutual understanding and respect as opposed to rules and consequences. Leni was an honors student, a rules follower, so much so that she never needed any, so having the list read before her at her first meal, made her feel even more out of place. And a few years after her mother left, Leni’s breakdown and the hospitalization, she and her dad became extremely close and relied on one another, probably in ways most teenagers don’t get to appreciate their parents. She got, though, why Diana would need to make this clear. “It’s fine.”

      “And after all, it’s just for one year. Then you can live on campus or get an apartment or whatever you want. Or stay here, of course. It’s up to you. Oh, and you have an allowance,” Diana went on. “You get $200 a week for spending money.”

      “Two hundred dollars?” Leni choked on her honey-garlic chicken.

      “Yes, for clothes, gas, music, books, electronics, things like that. Things you might want for your room. You have a separate fund for school needs like textbooks and supplies. Tuition is waived, of course, by the college on behalf of your father. And any food or drink you want to have available here, just write it on the list on the side of the fridge. Just add whatever and my staff will pick it up.”

      Again with the staff. “That’s great. Thanks.” Leni stared at her plate.

      “Are you okay?”

      “It’s just all a bit much.”

      “I know, honey.” Diana rubbed Leni’s back. Leni stiffened at the touch. It had been weeks since someone had made any sort of physical contact with her with the exception of the funeral where everyone hugged and petted at her as if she were some kind of doll. “I’m sorry it had to happen, but I’ll do what I can to take care of you. I want you to be okay. Whatever you need, let me know.”

      “I will.”

      “After all, we’re family.”

      Leni hoped her cringe at that word wasn’t as noticeable as it felt.

      “The law office can handle any concerns with your dad’s estate, and I have the means to handle pretty much everything else. I’ve been very lucky in this life,” Diana said.

      “Lucky how?” Leni asked, wondering where all of Diana’s wealth came from if she was estranged from the family. “What do you do for a living?”

      “I was born into a rich family through no effort of my own. This place runs itself. The crops pay for the upkeep and give me a livable income. The tours bring in a tiny bit extra. I buy and sell antiques, and do well with that. And I was smart with my money. I have investments. So my money makes money.”

      “And what about my mother? Is she this well off?”

      Diana looked into her glass of red wine. “I don’t know. If she wanted to be, she could be.”

      “What of my grandmother? You said you lost your father, so your mother is still around?”

      Without looking away from her glass. “She is.”

      “And she’s well off?”

      “You could say that. This isn’t the only Bentley Manor. There are other properties all around the US, and even a few in Europe and the Caribbean.”

      “Where did the money come from? Your parents?”

      “Lots of questions, but I guess that’s to be expected. We came from old money. Some from that, some from managing it properly, some from nothing.”

      Again with the “old money” response she remembered her mother using. “When did you see your mother last?”

      “Oh honey, that’s not important. Let’s just say we aren’t in contact anymore.”

      “Are you on good terms?”

      “We’ve never been on good terms.” Diana picked her plate up and took it to the sink.

      “But she lets you keep this house?”

      “Of course. She doesn’t want her own daughter to be on the street. If there’s one good thing I can say about Mother, she looks after family.”

      “But you don’t speak to her…”

      Diana laughed. “Oh, she manages to look after me anyway. Never underestimate the Bentleys. Are you through? If you want some more, help yourself. ” She busied herself clearing off the table.

      “I’ll get it.” Leni helped clear the table and put the dishes in the dishwasher.

      “That’s one more thing I’d like from you.”

      “What’s that?” Leni asked, cleaning off the island.

      “I know you’re curious, but I like talking about my mother probably about as much as you like talking about yours. If you could just accept the present and be here now without digging up anything from before, that’d be great.”

      Leni stopped wiping the island. “You don’t want me asking about your family? My relatives?”

      “No.” Diana avoided the eye contact and hurried to put the soy sauce in the fridge.

      Leni blinked, taken aback, but finished tidying up. Why wouldn’t her aunt want to discuss her family? What was she hiding? It made no logical sense, and being told not to ask about it made Leni want to find out the truth all the more.
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      Leni headed on up to her room and opened the box with her bathroom items. A modest bathroom was off to the side of this large space, and she spent a few minutes organizing her things to fit in the cabinet in there.

      The rest of the evening she spent checking her social media sites which she left without responding to, and going over her college papers. A new student orientation session was scheduled for Monday, and she noted it on her online calendar to make sure to attend. Classes started the following week. This week had been about laying her father to rest. This weekend was about settling into Bentley Manor, and next week would be about getting ready for school.

      Once she was confident everything was put away in its proper place, she took a hot bath in her small bathroom, slipped on comfy PJs, and put the last of the wood on the fire. She then took Emerson, the purple teddy bear her father had won for her at the State Fair four years ago, and snuggled into bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Leni woke up extremely well rested. She’d slept better than she had in months. Her fire had quieted down to nothing, but it wasn’t too cold in her room. She found her slippers and robe, left Emerson on the bed behind her, and decided to see what kind of breakfast Diana had in the house. They hadn’t made a breakfast date, but she was living here now, and her aunt told her to make herself at home.

      Leni normally had vivid dreams and woke up starved most days. Though she didn’t remember her dreams from last night, her appetite told her there must have been some.

      She padded down the stairs. If only there was a slide she could jump on to reach the bottom. There were an awful lot of stairs to stumble down when she was still half asleep. She couldn’t imagine having a party and drinking here. People would break their necks falling up and down the stairs.

      Breakfast in the morning was something she and her father had always made time to do together. She didn’t need her aunt to take her father’s place, but it was a habit to get up, hair still a wild mess, eyes half shut and muddle through the first meal of the day. They never had anything too impressive except on holidays or special occasions. If she could find toast or oatmeal, she’d be happy.

      She crept through the large entryway to the kitchen when she heard her aunt speaking to someone in the next room.

      “She did…Yesterday…Yes! She’s moved in already!”

      Leni stopped, not intending to listen in, but curious who was in the next room. Then it registered Leni was hearing only one side of the conversation. Diana was on the phone with someone.

      “I didn’t either. I really didn’t think it would happen that fast.”

      Diana’s voice was getting louder, the sound of her footsteps came from just around the corner. Not wanting to get caught appearing to be eavesdropping, Leni did the only thing she could think of right then. She dropped down behind the island, so when Diana entered the kitchen from the far door, Leni was hidden on the opposite side.

      “I’m not sure. It’s a delicate situation…”

      Leni wished either she wasn’t in the room at all or she could hear both sides of the conversation.

      “She’s a smart girl. She’d see through that right away…Poor thing…No, she mustn’t know…No, we must keep it from her at all costs. Do you know what she would do if she found out?”

      Above her, cups clinked together and then her aunt poured something into a cup. A few things knocked around on the table, and then Diana’s voice faded as she wandered back into her quarters. “I’ll think of something. I’ll keep in touch.”

      The conversation stopped in the other room, and Leni crouched there on the slate floor. She counted sixty Mississippi’s, listening for movement or breathing in the kitchen. After a brief silence, she peeked up over the island. The room was empty.

      She put the conversation out of her mind and focused on what she was there for in the first place. Breakfast. She went to the fridge as if nothing had happened and poked around to look busy. She rattled a few bottles around in the fridge to call Diana out, and it worked.

      “Oh, you’re up already! And you startled me again.” Diana came around the fridge door, tying her kimono-style robe at the waist. Her long, dull red hair spilled over her shoulders. The resemblance to her mother was stronger now that Diana’s hair wasn’t braided.

      “Sorry about that.” What she really wanted to ask was who Diana had been talking to on the phone. “I slept great. I thought I’d grab something. Cereal or whatever is fine. You don’t need to plan three meals a day for me.”

      “No trouble. Just let me show you what the chef usually sets up for me. Don’t worry. I won’t cook. They usually get bagels or croissants, and I eat those and fruit for breakfast.” Diana directed her to where those were kept. “My pantry looks like something stocked and ready for the zombie apocalypse.” She opened up a large walk-in closet with things stacked from floor to ceiling. “Anything nonperishable you can find here. Help yourself.”

      “Wow, that’s great,” Leni said, unable to look her aunt in the eye. That’s great how you and someone on the phone are plotting about what to do with me. “I’ll just make some oatmeal and have some fruit.” Leni took an oatmeal packet from the pantry and found the bowls.

      “Okay, great. I’m going to get ready for today. I have an antique show in Kansas this afternoon. You’re welcome to come.”

      “Oh no, thank you. Antique shows aren’t my thing, and I have to finish getting organized.”

      “All right. Well, if you’re all set. There’s some of the Chinese left. You can have it for lunch. Do you need anything else?”

      “That’ll be great. I can run to the store if I need anything, but it looks like we’re set until 2025 with this pantry.” Leni smiled mechanically.

      “Okay. You have my number if you have any questions. I should get ready.” Diana paused a second, and then spun back to her rooms.

      Leni found a kettle and heated water for her instant oatmeal. If she had any questions… like who had Diana been talking to on the phone and what was she trying to keep from her at all costs?

      After she finished eating, she cleaned up after herself before trudging back to her ultra-amazing room. She still couldn’t get over it but tried to think of it for what it was —temporary and not really hers. It was cool, but she couldn’t get too comfortable. One year was all she was staying here. Her father’s sudden death had brought her here. She was seventeen, and though just finished high school at semester, couldn’t stay on her own in the city. One year to fulfill the clause in her father’s will while she got settled at the college. One year and she was out to live in the dorms or commute from the brownstone in the city she’d inherit if she did what her father had arranged.

      Leni opened the stained-glass balcony doors to take in the view. Before too long, her aunt made her way to the side door of the barn. A minute later the garage door opened and her aunt drove away in a black Audi. She watched as far as she could from her back view of the house until the car zipped around front, off to an antique show in Kansas somewhere.

      Leni wandered back inside. “What shall we do?” Leni asked Emerson, picking him up from the bed. She stood in the middle of the vast room, alone in the huge mansion, the familiar pang of emptiness hitting her in the middle of the chest, the slow burn.

      It was peaceful on one hand, but the loneliness set off a fuse that would eventually blow up inside her in a panic attack. She had to keep busy. The overwhelming emptiness from losing her dad could easily become too much to bear. The painful reliance on someone she barely knew brought tears to her eyes.

      The fuse sputtered and spit inside her. She held onto Emerson tighter and did what she usually did to put out the spark. She closed her eyes and counted. “One…two…three.” She said the words softly to herself and took in a deep, slow breath. She eased it out and continued. “Four…five…six” and an inhale, and an exhale. “Seven….” Her heart slowed to a functional pace. It was time to busy her mind with something else to drown out the quiet.

      She hurried to her desk and whipped open her MacBook.

      The odd phone conversation still concerned her. Her father had trusted Diana for some reason, though he’d never brought her up at any length that Leni could remember. Why had he chosen his estranged wife’s sister to care for her rather than his own parents? Of course, she’d never met any of her dad’s family either. Her whole family was messed up. She just had to accept it.

      But still, she’d heard Diana discussing her with someone else on the phone. If Diana didn’t have any dealings with her family, who else knew Leni? And what things would they want to keep from her? Something to do with Leni’s mother?

      What if this was all a scam to swindle her out of her father’s inheritance? He hadn’t had a lot of money, but Leni had no clue how much life insurance he’d taken out on himself. There could be a significant amount of money in the estate. That, along with the townhome in the city, would be worth someone trying to steal.

      Diana appeared to have enough money not to worry about it, but who knows how she’d made that money? Who knows how long old money lasts? It could be running out for all Leni knew.

      Money was the only motive for why anyone would want to mislead Leni or keep things from her. She didn’t care about the money, but she wanted her father’s wishes carried out. All she could do now was to ensure things went according to his plan.

      She’d tucked the folders and papers the attorney left with her in her computer bag and hadn’t taken them out to organize them in her file cabinet yet. She emptied her bag and an envelope with her name scribbled in her father’s handwriting slid out on top of the manila folders.

      She eyed it as the clock ticked off several seconds. She wasn’t sure if she was ready to read anything he’d written or to see the familiar teacher’s scrawl on the page. She’d know it anywhere. Could she bear to hear the tone of his voice come through in his choice of words? She picked it up, handling it as gently as possible, as though it truly contained life —the words of her father immortal on the pages within.

      She stared at his penmanship on the envelope a moment before she stuck it back in the folders with the rest of the paperwork. She couldn’t. Not yet. There would be plenty of time to read it when Leni’s emotions weren’t still so exposed. Her pulse quickened and the familiar pain stirred in her chest. She knew it wasn’t the right time, so she put the stack of papers in her nightstand drawer. “For another time,” she told Emerson, who wasn’t paying any attention whatsoever.

      “Now, what?” Talking to Emerson calmed her nerves. She felt less alone with him there, though it was false comfort. It was all she had at the moment.

      It was time to investigate her new home. She had been invited in to make herself at home, so she may as well get started. It was either that or sit around feeling the weight of her most recent loss. “Begin at the beginning and go on till you come to the end. Then stop.”

      Her father’s words sounded in her head. He used to read Alice in Wonderland to her when she was a child. Come to think of it, her mother had taken turns reading to her, too. She pushed that thought aside before it could take hold.

      She headed all the way to the first floor to start at the front door. This was where she’d entered. What had she seen? What had she missed?

      She stood, her back to the large, wooden door and faced inward. She’d already seen the great staircase. Windows scattered up the length of the staircase’s outer wall, and a coatroom was at the back. She looked closer at the old portraits of serious white men and women dressed in period attire who glared down at her. Men in uniform, looking to the side like the Jack of diamonds. Men in suits with vests and gold watches hanging from chains. Men with bushy mustaches. Women with ruffled white collars and hair pulled back in buns. Hair in spiral curls held up with ribbons. Men with sabers at their hips and pistols in their grips. All humorless.

      Even a black man in a uniform looked out at her. Union. Though the photos were in gray scale and sepia tones, she could tell the difference in the uniforms. A black woman, too, in a plain dress. Union and Confederate both were represented in her family’s history. So colorless yet so defined by color.

      Of course, why wouldn’t it be? Here in her white mother’s family home dating back to the Civil War. Missouri was as fickle as her mother and hadn’t committed to being a free or slave state.

      A heavy sigh left her, and she shook her head. You can’t change history, and here it hung on the walls of her family home in front of her, staring her down and making her feel small and irrelevant.

      Two hallways, one to the left and the other to the right, exited from this room.

      She had already been to the left, through the sitting area, through the dining room, and through the kitchen with her aunt’s quarters off to one side of it. What had she seen? She mentally inventoried as she stalked through once more.

      More portraits. Had they all been family or had Diana purchased them at auction for the Civil War feel of the house for tours?

      Fat vases sat on pedestal stands, thick fabrics covered the tall windows. A large brick fireplace with a heavy wood mantle was set in one wall. Hardwood floors ran the length of the room. Dark wood. Dark fabric. Dark furniture. Everything old and antique.

      She ended in the modern kitchen. The stone floor looked to be the age of the home, but the appliances had been updated along with the sage cabinets. She tried the locked pantry on the right. The door was solid wood with no keyhole and little space underneath to peek through that she could see. Why was one pantry so stocked and open and another locked? What was Diana protecting? Hiding?

      The last place was Diana’s quarters. She peeked in. Diana’s area opened up into a large living space. One wall was lined with built-in bookshelves. The opposite wall had windows facing the front drive. The west wall had a beautiful stone fireplace, and the east wall had an arched doorway.

      The décor was rustic, earthy gypsy style. A rich Persian rug lay on the stone floor. The couch was crushed red velvet. Canopied fabric draped up to the middle of the room to give a tent living feeling. A small crystal chandelier met in the middle of the fold.

      Beaded bags hooked on the backs of chairs, and tasseled footstools adorned the room. Candles in thick white pillars were stacked in the center of the large, round coffee table and on end tables. There were also several incense burners with ashes still clinging to their sticks like abandoned snakeskins left in the woods.

      She’s a hippie. Okay. Interesting how it brought her mother to mind. Had she been a hippie? She’d definitely been a free spirit with a constant smile on her face and a desire to pull Leni into whatever fun adventure she’d concocted for the day. Many an outing to the park had started with a sparkle in her mother’s eyes. Trips to the art gallery and the museum, outdoor excursions to build snowmen in the winter or find lost treasures in the woods in the spring. Leni caught herself about to smile. Many such fun and cool days with her mother happened, until her mother left, making them all null and void as far as she was concerned.

      Books stuffed the shelves, spilled over and lay around artfully on the floor.

      An old stereo sat in the modern entertainment center next to the flat screen TV. A stereo with a turntable and stacks of albums rested below it. Leni eased her way in, glancing around to get a feel for things. Her aunt shouldn’t mind, unless she had something to hide, should she?

      She flipped through a few covers. Fleetwood Mac, Elton John, the Eagles. Yup. A hippie.

      A beaded curtain was pulled back, at the archway leading down the hall to Diana’s bedroom. Leni started to head back to the kitchen when she heard voices.

      Shit! She wouldn’t be back already. And who would she have brought home? She knew she shouldn’t go much further into her aunt’s space, so Leni scurried to the doorway to the kitchen and peeked in. Three women were unloading groceries and putting things away.

      The staff? Of course, staff. It must be nice to have people come in and do your literal dirty work for you. Her mind flashed briefly to the portrait of the black woman in the dining room. She’d forgotten about the staff that came on the weekends. Leni backed into Diana’s living room to the window. A tiny white Honda was parked in front with its trunk open. She waited a few seconds until the three women were back at the car and then slipped into the kitchen to greet them when they returned.

      They jumped when they entered, finding her at the island.

      “Oh, hi. Diana said you’d be coming today, but I’d forgotten all about it,” Leni said in a voice overly cheerful for her regular self.

      “Yes, hello,” the older woman said. “You must be…”

      “Leni.”

      “Right. Ms. Bentley mentioned you might be arriving. I’m Colleen. This is Virginia and Moira.” Colleen nodded to the two who were around Leni’s age.

      “Ginny, please,” said the youngest one, with red curls and a freckled face.

      Leni laughed. “Leni and Ginny.”

      “I’m just Moira,” the one with the pixie black hair said.

      “Good to meet you, just Moira,” Leni joked. The faux friendliness was starting to get on her nerves. “I arrived yesterday, so I’m still finding my way around.”

      Colleen sighed heavily, clearly annoyed by the small talk, too. She busied herself putting the groceries away.

      “The place is beautiful. You’ll have to go exploring sometime,” Ginny said. “I could give you a tour later. I do that for Ms. Bentley sometimes when visitors come.”

      “Oh, that’d be great! Aunt Diana left for a show today, so I’m on my own. When do you finish?”

      Ginny looked to Colleen. “We prep the food for the week. It usually takes a few hours. I’m not on cleaning duty today, so around lunch time?”

      “Sounds great, thanks. I’ll come back down then.” Leni finished up the small talk and headed out of the kitchen. A tour was a good place to start anyway.

      She decided to take a walk outside and get some fresh air while she was killing time. The January wind was crisp, so Leni put on her coat and a long, knitted scarf, one she’d bought at Target, rather than one knitted for her by a grandmother or an aunt or a mother. None of the closeness of relatives had ever touched her life.

      She walked around to the back of the house to see how far the estate stretched behind itself and to check out the barn. She was curious to see how many cars were in the garage and if maybe there was a spot for hers though it was a bit of a walk to get to it. It sat about thirty feet behind the house. It would be a pain to walk to the car in the rain or bad weather.

      The air sneaked into Leni’s coat, so she zipped it up around her neck as she headed to the garage. It was huge. The garage at her dad’s was just a small, single car garage. This one was the size of the Olympic swimming pool at her high school. You could technically fit forty or so cars in it if the inside was set up for car storage only.

      Leni got to the door and peeked in the window. She didn’t see anything, and it wasn’t locked, so she let herself in. Just the side with the five garage doors leading out was set up for cars. Four cars of various makes and colors were parked inside. One was a green Ford Ranger pickup truck that didn’t seem to go with the others. One was a tan van, and the others were white and silver designer cars.

      The rest of the barn was open and more barn like. There was a glassed-in office to the left outfitted with a desk, phone, computer, file cabinets and other office supplies, and then an open space equipped for a workshop with tools, saw horses, and other mechanical looking equipment. Further back rested a small lawn tractor, other mowing equipment, and a larger tractor. Another tractor waited with a plow on the front. A larger garage door was set in the side of the barn to let the tractors out.

      No sign of animals in the barn. It would have been fun to have horses. The barn stretched back to the end where a single door with a few windows to either side stood in the middle of the wall. If the office was the glassed-in room up front, what was this?

      Leni headed back that way when a dog leaped up, barking from the other side of the screen door, jumping to the see who was coming, making Leni step back. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she reached up as if to calm herself.

      “Oy!” someone shouted from the other side of the door. “Get down, Jake!”

      Another look through the door showed her Jake was a yellow lab pup that seemed harmless enough once he stopped barking.

      A silhouette appeared in the shadows and paused before opening the door. A man in his late thirties stepped out. He had short, mussed-up hair, a stubbled chin, and pale-blue eyes. The frown on his face caused Leni to step back again, more frightened than she’d been of the dog.

      He walked out, buttoning his work shirt up the last few buttons, and scowled at her. Jake slipped by and ran to jump at her and lick her hands.

      “Oh!” she gasped, surprised.

      The man just stood scowling. “Can I help you?”

      “Oh, hi. I’m sorry,” she said while using both hands to keep the dog down off her. “I’m Leni, Lenore. Devereaux?” She made it a question, waiting for a sign this staff person would know who she was. His expression didn’t change. “I just moved in with Aunt Diana. I, uh, oh, down boy!” Leni laughed, pushing the puppy away as it pawed at her.

      “Jake!” the man commanded, and the dog trotted over and sat by the master.

      “Oh, thanks. I’m Leni.”

      “You said that. What are you doing in here?”

      “Oh, just looking around. Aunt Diana said I could park in here if I wanted to. I was just seeing what ‘in here’ was.” She’d used “Aunt Diana” twice now, to show she did belong here. She felt a little gross about it but wanted him to know who she was. And wanted him in particular to stop scowling at her. It didn’t work.

      “Did she now?” His gaze moved off her as he rolled his eyes around the garage area. “You should get permission before wandering the grounds.”

      “I should? Why? I’m a big girl.” She wasn’t sure why she needed to throw that in there. Well, she was, but then instantly felt stupid.

      “Really?” He smirked at her. “Well,” he darkened, “there are some things on the property you wouldn’t want to run into by yourself.”

      She frowned. “Like what? The big bad wolf?”

      He shrugged. “Something like that. It is a big property. There are coyotes, rabid raccoons, snakes.” He said coyotes with two syllables and dropped the long e sound at the end. Ky otes. Missouri native.

      She looked past him through the door he’d come out of. It looked like a modern apartment. She saw a kitchen area and natural light coming in from the other side. She figured she was at the end of the barn and his home was this side. He noticed her looking and nudged the door shut with his foot. One thing she noticed before the door closed completely was a shotgun leaning against the refrigerator. Jake got bored and started sniffing around the larger tractor’s tires.

      “And as you can see,” he went on, “this is my place. You can look around the garage all you want, but I like my privacy if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course. And you are…?”

      “Michaels. Vince Michaels. I take care of this place.”

      “Oh, of course. Aunt Diana mentioned you.”

      “I heard you the first time.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “She’s your aunt. I heard you.” He dragged a hand over his stubbled jaw.

      “I didn’t mean. It’s just…That’s what I call her,” Leni explained.

      “That’s what you’ve called her for the five minutes you’ve known her?”

      “Excuse me?” Leni frowned.

      “Forget it. Just watch where you go on the property,” he said, turning to head back into his dwelling.

      “Yeah, I heard you. Dangers.”

      “Among other things.” Jake slipped by him, and the door slammed behind them.

      “Wow, friendly type,” she said aloud, her voice echoing in the empty barn. What was with him, anyway? The shotgun wasn’t a shocker out here in the country. The lone, gruff, mysterious type kinda was. When Diana had said she had a guy, Michaels, taking care of the property, for some reason Leni had pictured a sloped back, white-haired senior. Michaels wasn’t exactly what she’d imagined.

      Oh well, she’d stay clear of him. He could stay clear of her. She didn’t want to look in his little apartment anyway. She slipped out of the barn, back into the cold and wondered where to go next. She had a few hours yet until she could meet Ginny for the tour. She’d walk around outside and see what’s what.

      When she left the barn, fields stretched in one direction and forest in the other. There wouldn’t be too much to see in the fields, so she headed to the trees. Once she was in them, the wind was cut significantly, and it wasn’t as cold as it had been in the open.

      She loved the woods, loved walking in them, and didn’t get to do it very often in the city. She could get lost in them, mentally, and imagine she were anywhere at any time. Medieval Europe. The modern-day Canadian North. She found it freeing and fun and made a note to head here when she was feeling stressed or devoured by all of today’s modern electronics. Back to nature.

      She wandered, ignoring Michaels’ warnings. He’d probably been trying to scare her away from his place because he had a porn stash or brought home loose women. She didn’t know or care. She was just going for a walk. The state park lands stretched for hundreds of acres. She didn’t plan on exploring all of them but was interested in seeing what was close to her family property.

      She had always been drawn to nature, which was why she’d decided to study biology. Life. Plants. Animals. All living things. She might be able to use things she found in these very woods for school projects soon. She scanned the forest noting the trees, the types of plants, the groundcover and any holes and burrows she could examine to try to determine what lived there.

      The last few weeks, dealing with lawyers and funerals and moving, had been full and had kept her busy. But her mind started to linger on her father. Like the tongue poking the sore spot inside someone’s mouth, she dwelled on his absence. Here she was, somewhere new with someone new, like a troublesome dog given away to a new home. New place, new family. Get used to it. Don’t make trouble.

      She’d been so inside her own head, she almost overlooked the smell of smoke. She couldn’t see through the trees or hear a fire. She could only smell the smoke. She headed toward the smell to make sure there wasn’t an emergency. The trees thinned out up ahead. A skinny stream of smoke swirled above the trees. It didn’t appear to be from a raging forest fire. Who would be in the woods so close to her aunt’s estate making fires? Local campers? She pushed back some branches to investigate further when a hand clamped down on her shoulder.

      “What did I just tell you?”

      She spun around to see Michaels standing there, his other hand clutching his shotgun.

      Busted.

      “I was just going for a walk,” she protested.

      “Back to the house!”

      “Now wait a minute! Aunt Diana covered the rules with me and the grounds weren’t off limits. I have a curfew, and I can’t bring guys over. But as far as I know, I can take walks in the woods to clear my head whenever I choose!” She jerked her shoulder back from him, and he released his grip.

      Michaels was silent a moment, his mouth slightly open and eyes wide as though he didn’t know what to say. “Well…she must’ve forgotten.”

      “Fine then. As far as I’m concerned, I don’t take orders from the groundskeeper. This estate is named after people with my blood. You touch me again uninvited, and you’ll know it.” Her heart sped up, and the blood rushed to her cheeks at being caught snooping so soon after their previous conversation.

      Wait, she wasn’t snooping. She was going for a nice walk to clear her head. That’s all.

      He stood, his mouth agape as though unable to form words anymore, so she went on. “Besides, don’t you want to make sure there isn’t a fire out here?” She pointed to the slip of smoke curling up above the trees.

      He eyed it and took a deep breath. “It’s not a forest fire or whatever you think.” He rubbed his jaw, watching the smoke waft away.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I know what it is.” He didn’t elaborate.

      “Well?”

      “It’s just an old hunting shack here in the woods. It’s abandoned. Sometimes I go out there to think. Sometimes to drink.” He shrugged at her.

      She didn’t smell alcohol on his breath and his eyes were clear. “But I just saw you back at the barn.”

      “Ran out of booze.”

      She frowned. None of it added up.

      “Get back to the house. Please.” He forced the last word with exaggerated politeness. His face softened, the lines around his eyes less severe. He was speaking to her like a human being and not being a jerk, so she headed back the way she’d come. He followed with her.

      “You’re just going to leave the fire burning?”

      “I’m going to make sure you get back to the house without getting lost in the woods, and then I’ll make sure the fire’s out. That all right with you?” His tone had a touch of sarcasm in it, but she let it go.

      They walked along for a while. “You can get lost in these woods, you know, if you get turned around. There are stories of a girl about your age getting lost out here before.”

      “Now you’re just trying to scare me.”

      He shrugged again. “Might be. The woods are thick and deep, and there are some wild animals out here. If I wanted to scare ya, I’d tell you about the old cemetery in the woods where the slaves are buried. That’s where the ghosts come from, you know?” Leni bristled at the mention of slaves. “You’re not in the city anymore. And Ms. Bentley wouldn’t be happy if I went and got ya lost or killed.”

      “She wouldn’t be all that happy about you getting drunk in the hunting shack when she’s out for the day either.”

      “Well, you don’t need to go telling her that.”

      They made it back to the yard, and he hung by the barn door until she was all the way inside.

      She entered the house through the front door and took off her boots and coat, leaving them at the antique coat rack off to the side. She took a deep breath at the stairs, readying for the long stair-stepping exercise to her room at the top, to wait until Ginny was ready for her official house tour.

      When she got to her room, she went to her stained-glass doors and onto the deck. Michaels let Jake out to run around for a minute, and then he whistled and called him back in. Wait, he wouldn’t have had time to go back to the shack and put out the fire already. She walked to the far end of the deck to look out over the woods. She could still see the stream of smoke swirling up through the trees.

      Why hadn’t he gone to deal with it as he’d said? Was he just lazy? The place looked like he did his job well. The grounds were well taken care of, so that didn’t seem likely. There was something he wasn’t telling her. And if he believed she would leave it at that, he was a bigger fool than he sounded.

      Before too long, someone called up the stairs for her. She peeked out to see Ginny on the second-floor landing. “Oh hi!” Ginny then gasped. “You got the attic room! I love that room! Can I see?”

      “Sure,” Leni said. “Come on up.”

      Ginny rushed up the stairs. She peeked inside and gasped again. “This is so amazing! I knew Ms. Bentley was fixing it up, but this…this…I have no words.”

      “Fixing it up?”

      “Well, clearing it out, more like. It was full of boxes and storage. I know she had chimney sweeps come out, too, so you could use the fireplace. Wow. This is the coolest!”

      “When did she start fixing it up?”

      “A few months ago at least,” Ginny said, looking at Leni’s things on her desk and picking up her stuffed bear.

      A few months? How had Diana known months ago that Leni’s dad would die, and he’d choose Diana be Leni’s guardian? “Yeah, it’s pretty neat,” Leni said trying to sort it all out.

      “Totally neat! Let me show you the rest of the place if you haven’t seen it yet. I don’t have any tours today. We don’t get people over the winter. We don’t get many people at all really. Just the summer with the history buffs and maybe a few spring school tours.” Ginny dropped Emerson back on the bed before leading Leni down the stairs. “We’ll start at the bottom.”

      Leni smiled reflexively at Ginny’s bubbly personality and enthusiastic attitude. It was good being around someone her age. It’d been weeks since Leni had anything to do with her old high school friends, who were fading into the background with her old life, her old home, her old family. Thoughts of her father haunted her for a second.

      “Okay, I usually start the tour here.” Ginny led her through the front entryway and to the side Leni hadn’t explored. “This is a sitting room. Everything in these rooms is the way they were and authentic to the eighteen hundreds, when the house was built. We dust it all the time, but try not to handle any of the things.” Beautiful antique furnishings sat to the side and a Persian runner covered the trafficked area of the hardwood floors. An old phonograph sat to the side. Leni lifted a hand and lightly touched the edge of it.

      “That’s the phonograph. Still works, but as I said, we try not to handle it. The ghost stories center around this piece.”

      Again with the ghosts? “What ghosts?”

      Ginny giggled. “The ghosts of Bentley Manor!” she said in a silly, spooky voice. “Ms. Bentley tells us it’s stupid, but there are stories about this place that started back post-Civil War. Stories of the phonograph playing by itself, doors opening and closing. Oh, and an antique suit of armor apparently moved its arm on its own before. I don’t know. Do you believe in that sort of thing?”

      Leni smiled. “I believe in science.”

      “Oh. Okay, well I believe in everything.” Ginny smiled her infectious grin again. “Besides, there are other stories, too.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, Ms. Bentley doesn’t like us talking about them, but you’re not a paying tourist, so I’ll spill. The woods….”

      “Oh, don’t start on the woods. Did Michaels put you up to this?” Leni folded her arms across her chest and resisted the urge to roll her eyes.

      “Michaels? No, why?”

      “Nothing, go on.”

      “Well, someone went missing for a couple of days a few years ago. A girl from my school.” Ginny’s eyes darkened and she leaned in, speaking in a conspiratorial tone. “They found her a few days later. Hypothermia, some scratches and bruises, a broken rib, and no memory of what occurred whatsoever.”

      “That’s odd.” Leni frowned.

      “Very. Ms. Bentley called the hospital and made sure she was treated.”

      “Diana knew about it?”

      “Yes, she was here.”

      “Then why doesn’t she like people talking about it?”

      Ginny shrugged. “It’s a bit creepy, I guess. Doesn’t want to be blamed for missing girls?”

      “I thought you said there was just one?” Leni pressed.

      “One that I know of in my time. I’ve heard of others from years ago. It’s happened before. Always girls, not always returned.”

      Leni sat down on the antique sofa. Silence hung between them for a minute before Leni spoke. “I’m sure it’s kids just messing around. Spring fever, going out to the woods to get drunk.”

      “Maybe. They’re always alone though from what I’ve heard. And always forget the entire thing. That is, if they make it.”

      “Weird.” What if that shack was some date rape, drug place where someone brought girls for the weekend? They should tear that thing down.

      “Creeptastic, for sure.”

      “How long has Michaels worked here?”

      Ginny shrugged. “Not sure. I haven’t been here long. I could ask Colleen if you want.”

      “Nah, it’s fine. I can ask Aunt Diana.”

      Ginny continued with the tour. Leni couldn’t get the missing girls’ stories out of her head but tried to focus in case something revealed whatever her aunt was hiding.

      But what if it already had? What if the stories of missing girls were what they wanted to keep from her? It was probably harmless. They didn’t want her to freak out. But who were they? Who had Diana been talking to? Michaels? And what if the story wasn’t so harmless? What if she was the next girl for the woods?

      A shiver ran up her spine. She was letting her imagination get the best of her. She tried to pay attention to Ginny and get her mind off these creepy thoughts.

      Ginny showed her the library, the sitting room, the music room, and on the second level, various bedrooms and washrooms. A dozen in all if you counted hers and Diana’s. So much antique furniture, if Diana was broke and needed some cash, she could live off the sale of a piece a month for another twenty years.

      She could also probably sell the property, unless lost girls in the woods kept buyers away.

      “It’s a bit cold out, but in the summer I take the tours outside to the pool and the greenhouse. Ms. Bentley never let me bring the tours up to the attic room. Just the two floors below. There’s also a wine cellar downstairs, which is pretty cool, but there are spiders and mice, so I don’t take them there either. But if you ever want to sneak some wine….” Ginny winked at her and took a seat on a cushioned bench along the wall.

      “When did you start?”

      “Just a little over a year now.”

      “And you’re in school?”

      “Yes, graduate in May. Can’t wait!”

      “Oh, so we’re the same age. I graduated early. Finished in December.”

      Leni’s thoughts went to her dad pushing her to finish early. “You never know when something might happen. Finish while you can,” he’d told her.

      “Then I’ll go to college to study business. Start one. Make millions.”

      “Good plan.”

      “You’re starting at Park College this week, right?”

      “Yes. Well, classes are next week, but I’m going tomorrow to check things out. My dad taught there.”

      “That’s great. I mean, not about your dad. I’m sorry about him. Ms. Bentley gave us the basics.”

      Colleen called from below.

      “That’s my ride. She must be ready to head out. Hope you liked the tour.” Ginny smiled.

      “I did. Will you be back next weekend?”

      “Every Saturday. Every other Sunday.”

      “Ginny!” Colleen yelled.

      “Gotta go. See ya later!"

      What a strange place. Leni wandered back upstairs. She’d see how much info her aunt would divulge on the missing girls and on Michaels. She’d also find out about the shack in the woods. Leni couldn’t help but wander out to the balcony where she lingered on her deck. The smoke was still wafting up. Someone was there; she didn’t know whom, but she’d find out.

      She finished setting up her desk for schoolwork and organized the college info she had with what she’d need to take Monday. Then she paused over her father’s letter. All she had to do was read it to find out what he was thinking, why he sent her here. She just couldn’t do it yet. The pain was still too fresh. The familiar feeling of an attack churned beneath the surface just looking at it. Eventually, when the pain subsided and the time was right, she would read it. She slipped it back into her nightstand drawer.

      The room had grown cold, so she got a fire going and snuggled under a blanket with Emerson.

      Diana knocked on the door a bit later, waking her up from her nap.

      “Hi, sorry to bother you. Just letting you know dinner is ready if you’re hungry.”

      Leni stretched. “Oh, thanks.” Leni fought the sleep off and practically yawned the next line. “Yeah. How was your art thing?”

      “Good. I got a few quilts. I got one for you if this room isn’t warm enough. Come down and I’ll show you.”

      Leni rolled out of bed and rubbed her eyes. “Oh, that’s nice. I met some of the staff today. Ginny is nice.”

      “Yes, she is a sweet girl.”

      They headed down the marble staircase. “She gave me a tour. Oh, and so did Michaels. Well, not willingly, but sort of…”

      Diana stopped mid-stair, her hand gripping the rail. “Stay away from Michaels.”

      “Why?” A shiver ran down Leni’s spine.

      “Just trust me. Whatever you do, keep your distance from that man.”
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      Leni helped Diana set the island and retrieved drinks from the fridge while she served up dinner. She was curious about the warning regarding Michaels. He’d been rather abrupt with her, and she could tell he wasn’t telling the truth, but why stay away from him unless her theory of the “love shack” was correct?

      “So, Michaels…” Leni started. Diana gave her a warning glare. “I met him earlier. I was walking around the garage and went in.”

      “I’m sure he wasn’t happy about that. He’s rather territorial.”

      “True, but Jake is cute.”

      Diana laughed. “Can’t argue with you there.”

      “He also followed me when I went walking in the woods.” Leni didn’t want to reveal everything immediately. She wanted to see what Diana thought of her little exploratory trip.

      “The woods?”

      “Yes. That’s not a problem is it? I walked a lot in the city. I’d rather not walk along the highway. I thought exploring the property would be interesting. Michaels wasn’t too happy about it, though.”

      “No? That’s odd.” Diana kept her eyes on her plate.

      “Yes, in fact he said walking in the woods was off limits. I told him it wasn’t on your list of don’ts. He thought it should be. Do you know why that might be?”

      Diana kept looking at her food and drew the ends of her mouth down as she shook her head. “No, strange.”

      “He seemed to think it might be dangerous.”

      “Could be. I never walk in the woods, so he’d know more about it than I would.”

      “Wild animals and such?”

      “Possibly. We are out quite far. Oh, and there might be the odd old, uncovered well out there. Maybe he’s set some traps for the coyotes? And there could be old abandoned traps others have set long ago that we don’t know about. So, he’s probably on to something.” Diana focused on her food.

      But Leni watched enough CSI shows with her dad to tell when someone wasn’t being truthful. Diana hadn’t looked at her once since they started the discussion.

      “True, it could be dangerous.” Leni pretended to agree. “There was the shack.” She paused for her aunt’s reaction.

      Diana’s chewing slowed momentarily, and then picked up, and she covered her mouth as she spoke while chewing. “Oh, the old hunting shack?”

      “I guess so.”

      Diana swallowed. “Probably full of raccoons or something.”

      “Or something.” Leni didn’t mention the smoke. Bentley Manor was full of secrets. “And both he and Ginny mentioned something about missing girls on the property.”

      “Missing girls? And don’t forget the ghosts.” Diana laughed them off.

      “Yes, ghosts, too.”

      “Leni, it’s an old house with an old history. Stories and rumors come with the territory. Some of the ghost stories keep tourists coming in the summer. Keeps up interest in the property. That’s all.”

      “Just creative marketing then?”

      “Creative exaggerating, really. There’s nothing to worry about,” Diana said, looking Leni in the eye.

      “Except for an old slave cemetery, some abandoned wells and coyote traps.”

      The rest of the meal went on without conversation.
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      Later in her room Leni thought about it. Maybe she was giving her aunt a hard time, but something wasn’t as it seemed. Both Diana and Michaels were keeping things from her. Maybe it was nothing, maybe it was. She’d get to the bottom of it one way or another.

      Leni’s vivid dreams returned that night. She was up high, looking out on the estate from her third story rooftop deck. She scanned the barn and the woods. The little sliver of smoke floated up from the area of the old hunting shack. The night breeze took hold of her, and she smelled the smoke, though it was off in the distance. She wished she had a better look.

      At that wish, she took flight, right off the balcony, soaring over the treetops to make a straight line to the shack. She alighted on a tree branch, and then hopped down, down, down to the cold earth. She had a perfect view of the shack now, up close. The small shack was about the size of her bedroom back in the city. Rustic barn wood surrounded time-stained cloudy windows, one on each wall. An old outhouse sat in back, the door hanging off its hinges.

      Leni could see light from the fire inside through the glass. She circled around to the front door. The shack was old, but still intact. She crouched down and continued to the sidewall to get a peek inside. Who was in there? Why was the fire burning in the middle of the night?

      She brought herself up to the window to look in. Someone, something grabbed her from behind and whipped her around. She jolted awake before registering the shadowed face.

      Leni sat up in bed, trying to catch her breath. She was dripping with sweat. Who was it? Who had grabbed her? Her dream melted away like snowflakes caught in her hand. A hooded figure was all that came to her. Michaels? She imagined his face, his blue eyes looking out at her from the cloak. It could have been him, or she could have superimposed him onto the figure.

      Leni’s dreams, especially the vivid ones, always told her something. Sometimes they took interpreting, but they always meant or foretold something. Someone was in that shack. She knew it now.

      She’d slept in. The dream must have been a long one. It was almost lunchtime when she left her room, showered and ready for the day. Diana was nowhere to be seen, so Leni grabbed a croissant and some juice. She must’ve scared her off with her interrogation the night before. That’s okay. If Diana wasn’t going to give her any truthful answers, there was no sense in wasting conversation on her.

      Throughout the day, Leni looked out her balcony doors and checked on the shack. No smoke wafted up into the air. Everything was quiet as a graveyard until later when hammering came from out back. She looked out to see Michaels hammering in “Keep Out” signs along the line of the woods. She laughed. As if a sign would keep her out.

      Sunday slipped away like an early morning dream. Leni kept to herself, changing focus. She chose her college-orientation outfit, made sure everything she needed was laundered and ready, packed her backpack with school supplies and orientation info, and mentally prepared for college.

      She’d had enough of the Bentley Manor weirdness. Mysterious phone calls, stories of missing girls, ominous warnings. She was ready to start the new chapter of her life just as her dad had wanted.
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      Her alarm woke her the next morning rather than a dark figure from a dream. She got up, dressed, and hauled her backpack down for breakfast.

      Diana was getting herself coffee. Leni dropped her pack down and grabbed an apple and a breakfast bar from the pantry

      “There you are. I was afraid the Bentley ghosts had gotten you,” Diana said, smirking.

      “Not yet.” Leni didn’t offer a smile at her aunt’s ribbing.

      “Checking out the college today, then?” Diana was clearly acting as though nothing had happened the last time they’d talked. Leni decided to let her.

      “Yes, orientation. I’m looking forward to it.”

      “You know your way around the campus already at least. That’s good. Want to pack a lunch?”

      Leni played along with Diana’s overly friendly morning chat. “Good idea.”

      “Here’s your first allowance in case you need anything, but you should be able to use your father’s ID card and the letter the attorney gave you for the other expenses, books, fees, and all that.” Diana handed her an envelope.

      “Thanks. Yes, I have everything ready.”

      “And you have my number if you need anything,” Diana reminded her.

      “Yes, I do. Oh, listen, is the number I have your cell or the house landline?” Leni asked, showing her the number stored in her phone.

      “Cell. The landline is in the garage office. It’s not hooked up here in the house. It’s not authentic to the historical period, so we just have one in the garage. Michaels uses that number as his.”

      “I wondered. I hadn’t seen any phones.” She hadn’t seen Diana when she’d been on the mysterious call, and now she had to get Diana’s cell to see whom she’d been talking to. “I’ll be fine, Aunt Diana. I’m almost eighteen. In just a few months they’ll trust me to vote and everything.”

      Diana smiled. “All right, I get it. Told you. Never had kids of any kind. This is new to me, too.”

      Leni took a good look at her for the first time this morning. Diana seemed strained, and Leni knew it must be difficult for her suddenly having a teenage girl move in out of the blue. She took a deep breath, deciding to cut her some slack. “You’re doing fine.”

      “Thanks for saying so. I have some work to catch up on with the books, so I’ll leave you to it. Have a good day.” She hovered, as if she didn’t know whether to hug her or pat her on the head. She turned and left, which was the perfect choice.

      Leni made a lunch to take with her and double-checked she had her father’s ID. She lingered on his photo, rubbing her thumb along the edges, the plastic cracked in a few places from age and overuse. The picture was about five years old, when her father was younger, healthier, and still alive. Her first day at the college would be exciting and fun, but it wouldn’t be easy. Her chest tightened, so she hurriedly put the ID in her wallet. Pack it away. Keep calm.

      She timed how long it took to drive from Bentley Manor to Park College. Forty-two minutes exactly from parking spot to parking spot. She drove her dad’s car, which still had his staff-parking permit that she’d be able to use for the rest of the year before having to fight for spots with the other students. She’d been with him enough times to know his favorite staff lot was up behind the old chapel they had on campus. That’s where she instinctively took herself today.

      Since her breakdown five years ago, she’d been very cognizant of her emotions, maintaining control, distance, and focus at all times. Her panic attacks struck when she was weak, when her emotions got the better of her. A few years after her mother had left them and the realization that she would never return hit her, the attacks had taken her. She’d done her best to recover and never let them take her again, mainly for her father’s benefit. Now with him gone, it was all she could do to keep them in check, so as not to get lost in her fear again. Alone.

      Leni looked on her surroundings, the familiar campus, as a scientist would look through a microscope: objectively, with a sense of detachment. She recognized what this place was but kept it at arm’s length.

      She gathered her pack and headed over to the student union. A jolt of excitement went through her when she got inside to see the crowd of students there to get started. Since she was starting halfway through the year, as were the others, the crowds weren’t as large as they’d be in the fall. Still, over a hundred bright faces like hers were mulling around with their new backpacks, ready to go. She felt empowered. This would be her new life, a fresh start, and a place that would be her own.

      Though, she wished she had someone to share the experience with. She’d planned on running to her father’s office afterward to tell him all about it when she’d imagined this day months ago, but now she’d tell her aunt when she returned home. An aunt who wouldn’t quite get the significance, not having seen Leni grow up. She longed for her father, but knew wishing for him wouldn’t bring him back, and allowing those feelings to surface might in turn bring her down, so she set them aside.

      Her high school friends were now just likes and retweets online. Nothing more. How sad that people you thought were important could so easily fade into nothing. It was easier for them to just bow out of her life, rather than spend time and effort helping her through this difficult time.

      She could understand. They were looking forward to their off-block schedule, prom, and senior skip day. They didn’t want to be bogged down with grief or talk of going to college when they still had eight months to wait for that.

      That’s how you know who your friends are. She scanned the room of new students, wondering if there were any potential replacements here, but she just wanted to study, get good grades, a degree, a good job, do something important in this world. She’d been okay without a lot of people in her life. Though she would always miss her father, she’d do okay without the rest of them.

      Orientation turned out to be kind of fun. They broke into small groups and members of the student government led them on tours. She didn’t need the tour, but it was good to be out talking to people her age who weren’t showering her with sympathy or awkwardly trying to fit her into their lives. They were just experiencing all of this the same as she was, on equal footing.

      It was cold outside, so the tour guide hurried them along. The campus wasn’t large; it wouldn’t take much more than ten minutes to go from one side to the other, so the walking tour was quick. She saw the sports fields, the student residences, and the science hall where she planned to spend most of her time. She wanted to go there after the main tour. And then the English hall where her father’s office was. Her gaze strayed there, and when the group headed down the road to the next building, she held back.

      Taking a deep breath, she climbed the stairs to her father’s old building.

      When she entered, the warmth inside prompted her to unbutton her coat. She headed in with a wave to the office manager she’d met a few times before but whose name she couldn’t recall and made her way to her father’s office before she could catch the sympathetic look from her.

      Mr. Devereaux. She traced her fingers over the lowered letters that made up the brass nameplate on the door. She hadn’t been here to see him in a while, months probably. But she remembered everything here. His post cards of Poe with a raven and images of Langston Hughes and Hemingway decorated the wood door.

      She took out her dad’s keys. The office was totally her father’s style and made her smile. A tall, burgundy-leather office chair sat behind his old, battered desk. Almost every bit of wall space was taken up with article clippings, photos of authors, pages torn from books, Far Side and Dilbert cartoons, a signed photo of Maya Angelou who had come to campus a few years ago. She remembered he couldn’t stop talking about her for weeks. Photos of Leni monopolized his desk. She hadn’t noticed them in such detail before, but now that he was gone, she drank in every bit of anything that was him.

      His old globe and a raven statuette sat atop a bookshelf. Every shelf was so stuffed to overflowing with books she could smell the leather and musty tomes when she entered the room. She could smell him. She ran her fingers along the spines and smiled to force the grief down. Remember and be happy.

      She sat in his seat to look around from his perspective, which she’d never done before, always having sat in the student’s chair opposite his. The small office was crammed from floor to ceiling with things her father loved and cared about, making it paradise. She felt small in his tall chair, but comfortable, too. He was gone, and now it was her time to grow up. Her time to move on and become an adult, to make him proud.

      She glanced at his desk calendar. It was still on December. It saddened her to see he had appointments penciled in even after his death. She shook her head. It had happened so fast. Or maybe in retrospect it hadn’t. Maybe she just hadn’t paid enough attention. He’d been tired a lot, but she’d chalked that up to the end of term craziness. He’d spent time alone in his office more than usual. He’d stopped going on his morning run. And picturing him in her mind, she remembered noticing the gray around his temples that hadn’t been there before.

      Her father had deteriorated before Christmas, right before her eyes.

      She froze. She didn’t want to move. She didn’t want time to go forward. She wished for December or even November. She needed more time with him. If she sat in his office staring long and hard enough at his last months, days, and appointments, remembering how it snows just before Christmas, hearing the carols and smelling the cinnamon scented pinecones he’d brought home for a centerpiece, could she never leave? Could time not trudge on? Could she curl up in his chair while she could still catch his scent in the room, and hold her breath? Would it all stop?

      The emotions bubbled up in her core, and she knew she had to suppress them. She didn’t want to break down here with his former co-workers, as though that may somehow embarrass him. She ripped the month of December off the desk calendar, to find only the plain cardboard backing left. How symbolic, the calendar ending where her father’s life had. Her emotions got the better of her, and she knocked the calendar and everything on the desk onto the floor with such force some of the photos hit the office door, making more noise than she’d intended, almost hitting a young man standing innocently in the doorway.

      “What the hell?” he snapped, frowning at her.

      She clapped her hand over her mouth, horrified that she could have just flattened one of her dad’s students. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.”

      He stopped, stepped back out of the doorway, double-checked the name on the door, and then looked in and around the room. He wore a light-blue, button-down shirt, untucked from his charcoal pants. His hair was brown and longish in front. He frowned, looking at her a second before understanding lit up his dark eyes. He ran a hand through his hair and then covered his mouth with both hands.

      “Oh crap.” He took his hands down and shook his head. “You…you’re…you must be…”

      She rose and composed herself. “Leni,” she said, “Mr. Devereaux’s daughter. I’m just here to—”

      “Yes!” Both hands covered his nose and mouth again, his eyes wide.

      “I’m sorry. I was just—”

      “Oh God,” he took his hands down and fidgeted in the doorway. “No, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m horrible and awful and sorry.” He took a deep breath to mentally pull himself together, clearing his throat before speaking. “Let me start again,” he said, more controlled. He shook her hand. “I’m Ned, Mr. D’s TA. I’m so very sorry for your loss, and I’m so very sorry I’m so completely awful at A, knowing what to say or do in these situations and B, talking coherently to a beautiful girl…woman…girl…daughter-type person. Oh God, I’m doing it again.” He let go of her hand.

      “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it. And thank you.” She broke eye contact and started picking up the mess she’d made, trying to get all of the pieces of glass up.

      “God, I’m not…hitting on you. I had the utmost respect for Mr. D. I’m just shocked, surprised to see you, to see anyone here. Let me—” He squatted down to help pick up the mess.

      Leni smiled while he talked, half embarrassed and half amused. He was so completely clueless and clumsy that her urge to scream and destroy the room had been put temporarily on hold. She’d remembered seeing him at the funeral. He’d been one of the people to speak when she hadn’t wanted to share her feelings with the room full of people she didn’t know.

      “I came to get some assignments. I was going to check the grades for the end of semester one more time. Make sure he and I had them all done before….”

      “Right,” she said. “Go ahead. I’m just here for orientation. Thought I’d come in. I figure they’ll want me to get his things out at some point. He has a lot of things.”

      “Oh, right. I haven’t heard them mention it, but I can take care of that for you and find out. If there’s anything I can do to help, anything–not in a creepy anything way, but really anything here in the office or at campus you need taken care of, I’m your man.”

      “Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.”

      He took a deep breath and regrouped. “I saw you at the service. I wanted to say something, but clearly I’m an idiot about…well…everything.”

      “It’s fine. I wasn’t in the mood to—”

      “No, of course not. I just wanted you to know how much I admired your dad. Truly.”

      “Thank you. So did I.”

      “Of course. Of course you did. I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m sorry. Again.”

      Now it was her turn to start over. She didn’t intend to sound so defensive all the time. “You have nothing to be sorry for. It’s just a difficult situation. For everyone.”

      “That it is. Yes.” He looked to the desk and gestured in that direction. “Do you mind if I—”

      “Oh, no of course. Go ahead.” She let him get around her to the papers he wanted, but the room was small and crammed so full, he had to edge close to her to get by. He probably wanted to run screaming from Miss Emo Daughter as fast as he could.

      As he rummaged through, he went on. “So you decided to come here then? I know he’d be happy about that. He talked about your coming here someday, a lot. I know he’d be pleased.”

      “Yes, we talked about it a lot, too. And the college has been wonderful at getting me set up. I’m looking forward to it.”

      “English major?” he asked.

      “Ah, no. Science.”

      “Science. Really? How interesting. Not science itself because if I thought science was interesting, I would have majored in it myself, but just interesting you find science interesting when your father was so literary,” he rambled.

      She smiled. “Yes, he and I were very close, but not all that similar.”

      “Right.” He gathered the papers in his arms and paused, looking at her. “Well…”

      “Have everything you need?”

      “I think so. Look, are you done with the tour?” he asked.

      “Yes, I just need to get my books after I finish up here. And then I want to peek in the science hall to get a feel for things.”

      “Have you had lunch?”

      “Not yet. I brought something from home,” she said.

      “I don’t mean to be presumptuous, but I’m guessing since you’re just starting and you’re starting halfway through the year, that you don’t know anyone here.”

      Leni wasn’t sure how to answer that question, and a pause lasting longer than she intended passed between them.

      “No, I don’t,” she said, gazing at her father’s desk.

      “Let me take you to lunch and show you around, if you want. I mean you don’t have to. And again, totally not hitting on you.”

      She smiled. “Okay, that sounds nice.”

      “I can give you the uncensored tour and help you find all the secret spots they don’t tell you about at orientation.”

      “Intriguing. I’d really appreciate that. Thanks.”

      “No thanks necessary. I owe it to your dad. He was amazing. He inspired me and changed my life. I’ll take care of you here. Don’t worry about anything.”

      The TA offices were just down the hall. Ned took her there and dropped off the papers before taking her to the office manager, Lorraine, who told her there was no rush to get her father’s things. They had given Ned her father’s winter courses, so no new faculty needed to take over the office.

      “You have his keys, so if there’s anything personal or private of his you want to take, you can do that whenever. You can just tell me when it’s available for my use. I’ll mostly just use my TA desk as all my things are there, but I may pop in his office for additional books, instructor’s notes, and other resources I might need. But I’ll follow your lead. When you’re ready for me to use it, I will, but not before.”

      “Thanks, Ned, I appreciate it. Again.” She smiled gently.

      “No problem, Lenore.”

      “Leni,” she corrected. “Call me Leni.”

      “Right. Your dad referred to you as Lenore. Sorry.” Ned bought her lunch, and then they finished the tour and did a quick walk through of the science hall. She got into the bookstore for books, too. Afterward Ned showed her the student residences, where he was a resident assistant.

      “You’re a very assisting person,” she said to him. “Teacher’s assistant, resident assistant…”

      “I do what I can,” he said.

      They headed into his residence hall and sat in the lobby to warm up. “This has been really nice. Thank you,” she said to him.

      “It was my pleasure,” he said, easing back in the chair, his long legs out in front of him. “And here.” He rummaged through his wallet for a card. “This is my RA card. It has my campus number and my room is on the fourth floor.” He gestured at the elevators. “And this is my TA card which has my desk number in the English offices. If you need anything, at all, call me. I aim to assist.”

      She laughed, a full, real laugh. The first one since she’d found out her father had died. “That’s great. Thanks,” she said tucking them away in the front of her backpack. “This has been great. Thank you again.”

      “No need.”

      She sighed. “I should get going, but this was really nice. This building is nice, too. Next year I may stay on campus. I feel so out of place at my aunt’s.” She stood to go, and Ned jumped up next to her.

      “I can give you a tour of this place too, when you want.”

      She glanced around, eyeing the furniture in the lobby, the desk attendant with the mail slots behind her, the bulletin board next to the elevators. “It looks like a good place to stay.” Not nicer than the old, drafty mansion, but more comfortable for her. She eyed the flyers on the board. Fraternity party, bookstore sales notice, roommate wanted letter with tear-away phone numbers. Several layers of notices hung there.

      “Geez, lot of these are old,” Ned said, yanking different flyers down off the board. “Over, old, last year…” he catalogued as he jerked each one down.

      “Wait!” she stopped him as he was about to take down a notice to add to his soon to be trashed stack. “Missing girl?” She moved the notice pinned beside it over, so she could read the entire page. A photo of a girl was under the heading, her stats, and the date. She read it aloud. “Brittney Walker Missing.”

      “Yeah, almost a year old. Beware the ides of March. Sorry. English major joke,” Ned rambled.

      “Did they ever find her?” she asked.

      He scrunched his face up, thinking about it. “I think so. I’m not sure.”

      Leni jerked the missing person’s flyer down from its thumbtack and examined the picture. “Did she go here? Is that why the sign was up?”

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure. There’s nothing to worry about, Lenore…erm Leni. The campus is very safe. It was extremely out of the ordinary,” he explained.

      “No, I know. I mean, I’m sure it is, but…” She didn’t know what to say. All of the talk of missing girls in the last few days was getting to her. But the picture of the girl on the flyer? She was so young, college age. Could it all be a coincidence? Did the whole missing girls thing happen a lot more than she knew?

      Her heart sped up as though to pound its way from her chest, and it became difficult to catch her breath. She closed her eyes and counted to herself. When she opened them again, Ned was watching her intently.

      “Are you okay? This is nothing, really. I hope it didn’t scare you off.”

      “I’m sure it wasn’t nothing to her or her family,” she said trying to soften the edge.

      “No, that’s not what I meant at all. You’re right, totally. But this doesn’t have to have anything to do with you or your experience here at Park.”

      “No, I know. You’re right. And it doesn’t. This has to do with…other stuff.” Leni folded the notice in half and slid it into her backpack. “I should get going. It’s been a long day. There’s a lot for me to take in.”

      “You’ll be back though, won’t you?”

      “I’ll be back. I’m all signed up to start next week. That’s what Dad wanted, wasn’t it?”

      Ned sighed. “Good. I wouldn’t be a very good assister if my tour scared you away.”

      “I’m not scared,” Leni said. “Just curious. Thanks for everything.” She hitched her backpack up and fumbled for the keys in her coat pocket.

      “Don’t be a stranger,” Ned said, as Leni left the hall.
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      Leni focused on her breathing the entire drive home. Deep breath in. One, two, three… ocean breath out, feeling it on the back of her throat as she exhaled. Four, five, six and repeat, holding the panic attack down. It had been an emotional week. Loss, grief, fear, change, secrets, and mystery. Nothing was fair and nothing made sense. She couldn’t do anything about the unfairness of life, but she could unravel the mystery.

      She had to clear her mind, though. A panic attack while driving could be problematic. Focus on the breathing. Focus on the road.

      By the time she returned to Bentley Manor, her panic had subsided, and she was calm, though she wasn’t sure how long that would last. The sky had already darkened to black, and the cold cut through the seams of her coat as though to reach in and take hold. She parked in the front of the house and hurried up the stairs, glad to leave the chilled air behind her.

      The mansion wasn’t a huge help though. It wasn’t so much a warmth enveloping her when she came in, as much as an absence of the harsh winter wind. Leni dropped her things off at the coat rack and headed to the kitchen to get something hot to eat.

      Diana came out from her room to greet her. “So how did it go?”

      “Good.” Leni said. “Tiring and emotional, but good. I’m all ready. I got my books.”

      “Good. There is some manicotti warming in the oven.”

      “Thanks. Anything hot would be good.” She noticed their overuse of the word good. Polite positivity. It wasn’t great. They weren’t close. Life still sucked. So, things were just good.

      Leni poured a glass of water and took some salad out of the fridge. The two of them ate quietly. As Leni neared the end of her meal, she feigned interest in her aunt to be polite. “How did it go with the bookkeeping today?”

      “Bookkeeping isn’t my favorite thing, but I got through the majority of it. No problems. Oh, and I meant to give you the quilt I bought for you.” Diana cleared her plate. “You haven’t seen my living quarters yet, have you?”

      Leni swallowed her last bite. “Oh, no, well, that’s not entirely true,” she admitted. “I peeked in when you left for the art show.”

      Diana laughed. “No worries. No bodies buried back here. Come on through when you’re done, and I’ll get the quilt for you.”

      Interesting way to put it. “Bodies buried.” Of course, one doesn’t bury a body inside.

      She cleaned up after herself and then followed her aunt back to her rooms. Everything was how she remembered it, except incense was alive and burning tonight, as was the big wood stove that made it quite cozy back there. Candles burned throughout the room. Hundreds of them.

      “Wow, this is—”

      “Nice and warm back here, isn’t it?” Diana interrupted her.

      “Weird and witchy” was what Leni wanted to say. “Yes, very nice.”

      Diana disappeared back to her bedroom and returned with a beautiful handmade quilt fashioned with pieces of black, purple, and green fabric. “Interesting color choice for this one. Usually the country quilters keep with traditional or feminine classic colors. Or they go with one theme, greens or purples. Black is different, and I thought it made for a younger looking quilt. Thought you’d like it.”

      “It’s beautiful. Thank you. What is this? The black pieces. Are they—”

      “Crows.”

      “A crow quilt?”

      Her aunt laughed. “Weird, I know. I thought it was unusual, but appropriate.”

      “How so?”

      “You were born under a Crow Moon.”

      “A Crow Moon?”

      Diana smiled. “I didn’t think you’d know, but it’s just the full moon in March. Each month has a full moon, some two, and the full moons are named. March’s full moon is sometimes called the Crow Moon, so I saw the crow quilt, which was unique, and it sort of reminded me of you.”

      “That’s really nice. I’m not into that astrology stuff, but it’s pretty.”

      “I didn’t think you were but thought you may need it upstairs. A cold snap is coming.”

      Leni took it and ran her fingers over the soft fabric. “Thanks.”

      Diana waved it off. “Want to sit down?”

      Leni didn’t really but wanted to get to know her aunt more. She didn’t want to live as a tenant. She had a year left, so she should make the most of it. Plus, it might give her an opening to find out some answers.

      She made herself comfortable in one of the overstuffed chairs in her aunt’s quarters. If she were Goldilocks, this one would have been mama bear’s chair. She sunk down into it and wondered if she’d ever get back out.

      “Was it fun today? Getting ready for college?” her aunt asked.

      “It was. And I met a guy,” she smiled.

      “Oh? Do tell.”

      “His name is Ned. He is…was Dad’s TA. So I saw him when I went to Dad’s office.”

      “What were you doing there?”

      “Just reminiscing I suppose. I talked to Lorraine, the office manager, about getting his things. They’ll need that office for someone else eventually. But I don’t need to move his stuff out just yet.”

      “That’s good. It gives you some time.”

      “Yes. Something else weird happened though.” Leni decided to put it all on the table. “I went to one of the dorms to look around, and there was a flyer from last year. A missing person’s flyer with a girl on it about my age.”

      “Darling, not this again.”

      “Do you remember anything about it? From the news?” Leni didn’t watch much of the news. She was skeptical about the human race to begin with, and the twenty-four-hour media cycle made her more jaded.

      “I don’t know, Lenore. Girls go missing all the time. It happens a lot unfortunately. I’m not saying it’s okay. It’s awful, but it’s not as if it’s uncommon here so close to the city. Maybe they just ran away. Maybe they met some guy and took off. There are a million reasons.”

      “It was from March of last year.”

      Her aunt stiffened at this bit of added information. Leni filed that away.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t…”

      “Her name was Brittney Walker.”

      Her aunt flashed her a killer glare. “Why do I feel like I’m being interrogated here?”

      “I don’t know. Why do you feel that way?”

      “Lenore, I think we need to make arrangements for you to talk to someone.” Diana walked over to her computer desk. “You’re clearly having some sort of issue coping with your father’s loss and it’s making you a bit paranoid.” She started keying in something into a search engine.

      “I’m curious about missing girls in your area. Why are you getting so defensive?”

      Diana faced her. “Missing girls in my area? My area? The missing girl is from the college, which is forty-five minutes away. How is that my area? Why are you laying this on me?”

      Diana was right. Kansas City was one of the largest cities in the US, geographically speaking. A lot of the surrounding areas attached themselves to it. There were probably enough missing girls, missing boys, missing dogs and cats to go around.

      Maybe she was getting paranoid. Everything was showing up at once. It was as though her eyes were just opening to the world around her after being sheltered with her father. Maybe it did happen all the time. Maybe none of them were related. She considered this when her aunt started speaking again.

      “Your father had prepared me for this. For your mental health issues.”

      Leni’s head snapped up. “I’m sorry, what?”

      Diana shook her head and averted her gaze.

      “I don’t have ‘mental health issues,’” Leni said making air quotes with her fingers. “I have anxiety attacks which started, by the way, when your sister abandoned my father and me!”

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said—”

      “And how had he prepared you for anything? How had he known he was going to die?”

      “I didn’t mean that.”

      “My dad died unexpectedly. How had he prepared you for this?” Leni narrowed her eyes. “Had you been in regular contact with my dad? Did you know my dad was going to die?”

      “No, of course not. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said—”

      “No, you shouldn’t have.” Leni stormed out leaving the quilt behind. She grabbed her things on the way through the entryway up to her room.

      The anger started to churn in her core. If she didn’t calm it down, she’d have a full-blown attack, and after her aunt had just accused her of having mental issues, she didn’t want to give her the satisfaction. So, once she made it to her room, she focused on the task of starting a fire. She focused on the wood arrangement. Focused on the newspaper placement. Focused on the matches, the flame, and the fire. Breathing in and out.

      Had her father known he was going to die? And if so, was that what her father thought? She had mental issues? She went out onto the deck without a jacket, hugging herself for warmth.

      Is that what was true? She’d had problems when she became a teenager, a few years after her mother left. Leni’d suffered from anxiety then and her issues with stress and panic attacks had started. She’d also slipped into a depression. A depression so deep she’d been hospitalized for several months. The doctors at the time said it was understandable considering the situation. They’d given her medication, which helped. But her depression had taken her so deep, her father had been afraid she’d never come out of it.

      Her dad had said the doctors told him it was a culmination of events and hormones. She didn’t remember a lot of it, even though it was only five years ago. She remembered a black period in her life. Not a stylistic black period, but a period of nothing, as if someone had covered it with a blind and hidden it from view. She didn’t consider it a lapse in memory, just a period in which her depression consumed her, leaving no memories.

      Eventually the medication or her father’s determination or time had helped the depression fade. She was released and attended school as normal, but since then, the panic attacks would pop up every time something stressful or emotional happened. She preferred to deal with them without medication as much as possible.

      But now she had to wonder if that was how her father had described her? A girl with mental issues? A shiver ran through her. She shook off the negative thoughts. Her father loved her more than anything.

      She scanned the trees but couldn’t tell if smoke came up from them in the night. The sky had darkened, making the yard dark except for the lights from the house and the area lights around the garage and the pool.

      She glanced down to see if she could spot Michaels or any sign of him taking Jake out when she spotted movement along the tree line. A man-sized figure loomed on the edge of the darkness. Must be Michaels.

      She walked closer to the rail of the balcony. The man drifted out from the trees, coming closer to the house. She squinted to see him better. It looked like he was wearing a cloak or something similar. He raised his arms, outstretched, and the fabric fanned out between his hands and his legs. Why would someone be wearing a cape? Then as he turned his head, something large protruded from his face, like a mask, like the old medical masks the doctors used during the plague. It looked like a beak. A giant beak, and it wasn’t a cape she was seeing, it was wings. She was looking down upon a strange birdman.

      It was too much for her mind to comprehend and calculate. A panic attack mixed with a sense of exhaustion burst up from beneath the surface. She struggled to get back to her room and focus on something but collapsed on the deck before getting inside, falling down unconscious.
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      Leni woke up shivering, the light snowfall having brought her to. Her head ached, a round bump forming where she’d hit it in the fall. She scrambled to her feet, the fright of the birdman still with her. What if he’d gotten closer? What if he was there?

      She staggered to the edge and searched to see if he was still around. She didn’t see him but didn’t stay to look. She hurried inside, closing the cold out behind her, back to the fire, which had started to die down. She huddled there for warmth, stoking the logs to get them to catch. Taking the blanket from her bed, she wrapped it around herself, waiting for the flames to come to life.

      What was it she’d seen? Was she starting to lose it? Was Diana right? Did she need therapy or psychoanalysis? Was it her mental issues?

      Once the feeling was back in her extremities, Leni locked her door and the glass doors going to the balcony, just in case; not that a bizarre birdman couldn’t just crash through them. Then she tried to come up with something to explain what she’d seen.

      Hallucination? Shadows making Michaels look misshapen? Michaels dressed up for a costume party somewhere? Though he didn’t seem the type. Some weird sex game Michaels and Diana played? Or a weird birdman who walks the property at night?

      Maybe she should check on her aunt? Some aspirin for the bump on her head wouldn’t go amiss. She crept down the stairs, double-checking the front door was locked, which it was, then made her way through the kitchen.

      Leni peeked in on her aunt’s quarters. All of the lights were out, and the fire extinguished. No smell of smoke lingered, so she must have gone to bed a while ago. The embers in the wood stove cast a slight glow in the room, allowing Leni’s eyes to adjust. The moon was full, flashing a glare through the windows.

      Leni crept in as quietly as possible to make sure her aunt was sleeping and saw the outline of her body in bed. It was still quite dark, but the soft breathing of sleep came from her.

      She tiptoed to the kitchen and rummaged through the cabinets and pantry for some aspirin but found none. Diana had told her where all the food was, but not the medications. Maybe it was back in her aunt’s bathroom, but Leni would have to go through the bedroom to the back corner to reach that. It was too risky. Her hand rubbed the bump on her head. She needed something.

      There was the side pantry her aunt hadn’t shown her. She hadn’t seen the staff going through it either. Maybe it was non-food stuff. Leni went to that side of the kitchen and tried the door. Still locked. Strange.

      She’d seen her aunt’s purse when she went through the living area. Maybe she had something in there. Leni crept back in and brought the purse into the kitchen where she could turn on a light to go through it. Before finding any aspirin though, she saw her aunt’s cell phone.

      With only a brief hesitation, she scrolled through recent calls. Maybe she could find out whom her aunt had been talking to Saturday morning. A few recent calls labeled as Michaels to and from each day. A few listed as numbers but no names. She scrolled down farther to Saturday morning. One number was repeated. 573-555-4680. Leni clicked the info icon, but nothing was listed there. She clicked back to the called numbers and noticed the number was called every few days beginning with the day her father died. She searched as far as she could, but it hadn’t been used before that point as far as she could see.

      Another number jumped out at her though. Hers from her home in the city. Her father calling her aunt. It went back about a month ago Why had he started calling her aunt? It was as though he knew he was going to die.

      She wrote the other number down, returned the purse and then hurried up to her room, forgetting all about the aspirin.

      Who could that be? Her aunt called it the day her father died and every few days since. It was a Missouri area code and had the prefix of a mobile number. Leni whipped open her laptop and searched for reverse phone number lookups. Nothing came up in any of the searches she ran.

      Missing girls, mystery number, and weird birdman. What should she do? Her father would want her to drop it. Go to school, keep her head down, make good grades, get a good job, have a good life. Safety first. She could hear him telling her this from the great beyond. Keep your nose clean, he’d say, but she didn’t get what that saying meant.

      She didn’t understand her father’s connection to her aunt, her mother’s sister. Why he’d chosen her over his own family in Louisiana? Maybe it was time to hear it from the man himself. Her eyes wandered over to her bedside. It was time to see what he had to say.
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      Dear Leni,

      Hey, pretty girl. I know you must have a million questions right now.

      I have reason to believe that I don’t have much longer to live, and in the event of my death, I made arrangements for you with your mother’s family. Yes, I know that you must think that strange.

      Before I get into that, I want you to know that I love you very much. To the moon and back. You are my sunshine. Everything I did was for you, and every decision I’ve made, I’ve done so with great care in the hopes that I’m right, and it’s what’s best for you. You are my everything. The hardest part of my death isn’t losing my own life. It’s losing you.

      I’m sure you know that. I hope you do. After your mom left, it was just you and me against the world.

      But that was a mistake. I shouldn’t have kept you to myself. Now I know that, and I wanted to make sure you had someone else. You’d lost so much already, so I chose the most stable family member you had left.

      I hope you are adjusting to Diana. She may take some getting used to, but she is the best one around to make sure you are cared for. Strange as she may be, I know she will do that.

      Let me first explain about my family. I’ve never taken you around them because…well frankly, they aren’t good enough for you and wouldn’t have appreciated you. My father died long ago, and my mother started drinking that day and never stopped. She wouldn’t be fit to care for you. My brother and sister each have their own demons to battle. My brother dances with the law, in and out of jail, and my sister has her own addictions. They wouldn’t be able to take care of you. They can’t take care of themselves.

      I know you have your own issues with your mother, so even if I could find her and persuade her to return for you, I felt you would most likely reject that option.

      You probably rejected Diana as well. I didn’t leave you much choice, and I’m sorry for that.

      Your mother’s family has its own baggage as well, but I know that Diana has withdrawn from them as much as possible and carved out her own place in this world, working the farm and taking care of herself. I know for a fact she wasn’t involved in your mother’s leaving, and she’d reached out to us for many years, wanting to form a bond with you. At the time, I didn’t think it was in your best interest and felt you’d push her away because of the way you felt about your mother.

      My family has a dark history, as does your mother’s. Diana is similar to me in the way she responded to it. Like me, she walked away from her family’s shadows. Like me, she made her own life. And though she can’t possibly love you as much as I do —no one can —she does feel an attachment to you and will do what she can to protect you from any of the family nonsense.

      Also, living with Diana for the first year still allows you to go to Park, which I feel is a good place for you with good people. I am confident you’ll be taken care of there and at your aunt’s.

      Please give her a chance. Please look past your mother and see your aunt as an individual with her own life who is there to help you.

      It’s my fault I sheltered you from other people and it’s my fault you may not have learned to trust others and let them in, but I’m asking you to trust me and know I made the best choice for you.

      I want the best life for you and want you to be happy. Open yourself to the possibilities. Be good and do good, and good things will come to you.

      You are my sunshine.

      Always,

      Dad

      

      Tears fell from her eyes, staining the letter from her dad. She wiped her eyes so as not to ruin her father’s writing. Reading it made her chest hurt and her headache. She missed him so much, but on the other hand, it also made her angry. Why hadn’t he told her he was sick? She grit her teeth together, so angry he felt he needed to control her and teach her now how to interact with people, angry he’d kept so much about her family quiet.

      His decision made sense now. He equated Diana to him in relation to their positions within their families. Leni, unfortunately, came from two screwed up families. No wonder her dad had wanted to keep it just the two of them.

      Her dad trusted Diana and believed she was there to protect Leni. Then whom had she been conspiring with on the phone? And what was with all the weird missing girls? Was it nothing? Was it really something that happened around the city all the time?

      Maybe she should let it go. Open herself and trust, as her father had asked. Go to school, do good and all of that. Let the rest go and stop looking for trouble where there had been none.

      She took a tissue and wiped her eyes. Her chest tightened. Too much change and too much stress lately. It was late, and she was overtired.

      She poked the fire one last time and put the space heater nearby, slipping down beneath her blankets in bed. She lay flat and regulated her breathing, taking herself through her meditation process from her head to her toes, until she slept.
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      The dreams haunted her sleep again. In them, she went to the woods, though Aunt Diana and Michaels had told her not to. It was dangerous. Wild animals, they’d said. Abandoned wells she might fall into. Old traps left for coyotes. She could get hurt.

      They were keeping something from her. Secrets about her family. Secrets about her estranged mother, about her deceased father. She was nearly eighteen, and she wanted the answers.

      So, she bundled up in her pea coat and threw her scarf around her neck, heading to the abandoned shack she’d specifically been told to keep away from.

      She wasn’t one to do as she was told. She’d find out what they had been hiding. Michaels, the cranky caretaker. Diana, the eccentric aunt, her fading red hair pinned up in a French twist. They were up to something. In her dream, she was sure of it.

      She trudged out in the light covering of snow. At least she’d be able to follow the tracks back home should she get lost.

      A dog barked in the distance as she dug her flashlight out. She could smell the slip of smoke coming from the abandoned shack. Someone was there. They may deny it all they want, but someone was in the shack.

      Darkness crowded around her, capturing her, making her claustrophobic. A jolt of adrenaline surged through her. The sound of a crow echoed in the distance. The flashlight beam bobbed ahead of her, bouncing from tree to tree, branch to branch. She crunched on the snow and leaves underfoot, keeping alert to sounds nearby, though all she could hear was her own heart beating in her chest.

      A bird fluttered by and rustled in the leaves as the wind started to pick up. A chill gripped her, though whether it was the temperature or her fear, she couldn’t be sure.

      The darkness around her seemed a physical thing. Holding her in, holding her down. She paused to breathe and forced her way ahead.

      She wasn’t your typical teenage girl. She didn’t get all swoony when someone tried to protect her. She’d protect herself just fine. She’d get to the bottom of it. And if someone was there in the shack…

      She didn’t know what she’d do.

      Some of the missing girls were found with their memories clouded. Some weren’t. Which would she be?

      The night fell around her like a cloak. If she stood still, could she hide here forever, or would it consume her entirely? Another crow screamed somewhere above in the treetops. Determined, she delved deeper into the woods.

      Almost there. The smell of smoke was thick. The shack crouched, nestled in the tall trees. Just a little closer and she could peek in the window. She crept ahead, about to get a glance inside when someone grabbed her from behind, holding her against him. She reached up, gasping, clawing at his forearm at her throat.

      A familiar, gravelly voice whispered, “You shouldn’t have come.”
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      She jumped up in her bed, her hair matted from the sweat, though her room was quite cold. Her heart pounded as she fought to control her breathing. She denied the dreams. They meant nothing. They were just a succession of images, sensations, emotions, and ideas that occurred involuntarily in the mind during certain stages of sleep. She’d recited this to herself since her dreams began years ago, but did she believe it? Her dreams always led to something, always meant something.

      She’d dreamed of lightning bugs once. The next week her father had taken her to an outdoor theater to see a play. They had been treated to a natural show of hundreds of lightning bugs floating by as if to join the performance. Four years ago, she’d dreamed of a classmate telling her he was going to die. The following week he killed himself. She’d dreamed of losing her mom before she’d left them and of being without her father.

      She wanted to deny it though. It wasn’t logical. It wasn’t factual. It didn’t make sense. She didn’t want the dreams. She didn’t want to interpret them. She didn’t want to be right when the tragedy unfolded.

      No one perished in this dream. And she knew the voice. Michaels was stopping her from going into the shack. That had all but happened already with him keeping her from the woods and telling her stories.

      She should let it go and open herself up to the possibilities of this new life, but until she got to the bottom of it, she wouldn’t be able to. She wouldn’t call herself curious, but she definitely had a desire to investigate, to seek the truth.

      She glanced at the clock on her nightstand. Six in the morning. She had nothing better to do. She wanted to get to the bottom of the weird shack once and for all. Then she could put it behind her and lead the life her dad wished for her.

      She dressed, slipped on some boots, and headed to the front door, grabbing her coat.

      Banking on the fact the rest of the farm was still sleeping, she quietly exited the front door and looped around the side of the house facing the woods, not the barn side where Michaels might see her. The “Keep Out” signs he’d put along the tree line didn’t deter her for one second as she entered the woods, making her way to the shack in the middle.

      As it happened in her dream, she made it to the shack after half an hour of trudging through the woods. No smoke today though and no snow on the ground to lead her back home. When she approached, all was quiet and dark. The sun was blocked behind a thick shield of clouds this winter morning, and the wind decided to play somewhere warm instead. The gray shack sat still, nestled in a small clearing of trees in what Leni assumed was the middle of the woods, but she couldn’t be sure. It was quite a ways from the actual mansion though. Noiseless, motionless. If she had come upon the shack like this originally it wouldn’t have kindled even the smallest amount of curiosity. But someone had been inside very recently.

      She made sure to keep aware of her surroundings, so no one could sneak up behind her. No sound from the woods around her. She felt sure she was alone.

      A peek through the side window revealed a gloomy interior. Sparse and empty with a few old pieces of furniture. She felt safe enough to go inside.

      Inside were a small fireplace, an old wooden rocking chair, and a milk crate with a plate on top of it. The embers were just barely glowing in the fireplace. A cabinet and a sink perched on the side wall, and a doorway led to another room which was hidden by a sheet tacked to the doorframe.

      Leni frowned and went to the sink. A few droplets of water remained in it, proving someone had been here recently, using the shack. A few more dishes. The cabinet, when opened, revealed stores of canned food. A composter sat under the sink half full of potato peels and apple cores.

      Someone was staying here. But who? And why? Michaels had his own apartment. Diana had a mansion she rejected by living in her own smaller quarters. Who would use this place? Was it a squatter? A homeless person who found a place? A wanderer?

      The lack of noise gave her courage to check the room through the doorway. She drew the sheet back to see a twin mattress on the floor, a cold lantern beside it, and half a dozen books tossed aside. This room had no window, so she tied the sheet in a knot to leave it open, to let the light from the front room windows grace her presence as she went in to look at the titles. On the floor in the back room lay two large black feathers.

      She picked one up, her eyes wide, and her breaths came short and shallow. Images of the birdman from before filled her mind, and her heart pounded.

      Leni ran back home, the feather in her hand and returned in half the time it had taken her to get there. She should tell someone what she’d found, but did they already know? Would they be angry she hadn’t listened to them and snooped anyway?

      Open yourself to the possibilities, her father had said. Maybe they don’t know. Assuming she could trust Diana, she thought she’d want to know what Leni had discovered.

      Which was what exactly? She stood on the front steps of the manor sorting through what she’d seen. No missing girls. No sign of girls anywhere. A recently used shack with some feathers?

      Someone was staying in the shack in the woods. Someone was living a very meager existence there, but other than trespassing, was that person committing a crime? What if it was a homeless person and reporting him got him kicked out into the cold?

      But what was with the feathers and the wings and beak-wearing man she’d seen the night before? It could be someone who escaped from the local mental hospital. Or maybe she had. Maybe it was all a dream and she was still a child in a deep depression after realizing her mother was never coming back.

      Leni stopped to catch her breath, then headed up the front steps. She had to think about it a bit longer before she knew what to do. That’s who she was, a thinker. She didn’t want to react too hastily before weighing all of the possible outcomes. But when she opened the front door, she came face to face with her aunt.

      “You’re up early.”

      Caught off guard she stammered a reply, still catching her breath. “Oh…uhhh…yeah. I went for a walk. I needed to think.”

      Diana frowned. “Leni, what have you got in your hand?”

      A frightened gasp escaped Leni’s mouth, and she almost hid it behind her back, like a child. “Oh, this?”

      “Lenore,” her aunt said, disappointed. “What have you done?”

      And just then it occurred to Leni she’d left the shack in such a hurry she forgot to untie the knot in the sheet that hung in the doorway. Whoever was staying there would know someone had been in there.

      Her heart sped up. She had nothing to be ashamed of. All she had done was walk on the property, but still she lied because of the look on her aunt’s face. “I haven’t done anything.”

      “Lenore…”

      “Why? What does a found crow’s feather make you think I’ve done?” She eyed her aunt, who now backpedaled.

      “Where did you find it?”

      “I told you. I went for a walk. It was in the woods,” she half admitted.

      “Well, we’ve told you not to go into the woods.”

      “I didn’t have woods in the city. I like them. I’m going to go into the woods.” Leni paused. “Unless you can tell me some good reason not to, rather than some made up excuses.”

      Her aunt sighed and cinched the tie of her flannel robe tighter around her waist. “Very well, but I’m going to need coffee for this.” Diana headed for the kitchen.

      Leni trailed behind, and then watched as her aunt started the Keurig and popped a few pieces of toast in the toaster. Diana raised her eyebrows and nodded to the bread. Leni shook her head.

      Once Diana had her coffee, she held the cup in both hands and eyed Leni for some time before telling her to follow her into her quarters.

      Diana sat on the couch and Leni sunk down into the overly soft chair now draped with a crocheted throw. The wood stove warmed the room, and the morning sun shone through her lace curtains, casting a comforting light. Finally after a deep breath, Diana spoke.

      “There is an old man who lives in the shack.” She waited and watched Leni.

      “An old man? Why does an old man live in the shack in your woods?”

      Diana sighed. “He chooses to.”

      “Why not in your home?”

      Diana laughed. “That is a good question. He likes the woods. He likes the shack.”

      Leni looked down at her feather and tapped it against her leg. “Who is this man?”

      “It’s just a man I know. Michaels checks in on him. We send him food every so often. He keeps to himself. It’s just some strange man.”

      “A strange man who wears crow feathers and a plague mask?” Leni asked.

      Diana straightened, her eyes on her coffee cup. She shook her head and raised her shoulders, taking yet another deep breath. “It’s something he likes to do. He has some issues.”

      “Issues that would make him abduct young women?”

      “No! God, no.” Diana said, making eye contact for the first time. Calming, she went on. “It’s not like that. He’s just eccentric. He stays away from the mansion. We’ve tried to get him help. He’s harmless, really, but people, if they knew about him, would jump to the wrong conclusions, so we don’t advertise it, and we try to keep people from snooping in the woods.”

      “So that’s it? Weird old guy lives in the shack?”

      “Well, yeah. That’s it.”

      “You could’ve told me before.”

      “You’ve been here a few days, Leni. I didn’t want you to run screaming back to the city. It’s weird, I know. I’m trying to keep the weird out of your life.”

      “I nearly died of fright when I saw the birdman last night at the edge of the woods.”

      “I’m sorry. Like I said, he rarely comes close to the house.”

      “I don’t want there to be secrets. My father and I never had secrets.”

      Diana laughed and caught herself.

      “What?” Leni asked, her eyes narrowed.

      “Everyone has secrets, Lenore. Maybe you just never knew what his secrets were.”

      Leni remembered the letter. He had kept things from her. “I just want people to trust me. To know that I can handle whatever secrets there are.”

      Diana gazed far away out the window. “That’s what everyone thinks they want, until they dig up the truth. Sometimes people keep secrets to protect the ones they care about.”

      “I read the letter from my dad. He told me about his family and why he kept me from them. You’re right. He’d never told me before. I could have handled it though. It helps me know who I am, what I come from. I need to know that.”

      “He may have told you some of the truth, but people rarely tell you all of the truth.”

      Leni rose to her feet. “So tell me. What is the truth about my mother then? I need to know. I need to know who I am. All my life people have asked me, ‘What are you?’ referring to my skin color. Kids in school can be idiots. ‘Are you black or white?’”

      “And what did you tell them?”

      “Nothing. I didn’t know. I knew what my father was and what my mother was. A teacher overheard once and said ‘gray, the best of both’ and tried to move on. But wouldn’t that also make me the worst of both?” Leni went to the window before continuing.

      “I knew who my father was. What his interests were, what his character was, what he cherished and valued. Mother left when I hit double digits. I didn’t know what she was about. I thought I did, but then she was gone.” Leni started to tear up, her throat tightening, but she pushed the emotions down.

      Diana came up behind Leni and put a hand on her shoulder. “You are not black or white or gray. You are Lenore. You are not your father or your mother. I hope to God I’m not mine either. You don’t have to know who you are. You just are. Not knowing doesn’t make you blink out of existence. You do what you do and that defines you. Your actions, not your color, your family, or your self-awareness.”

      “What I do?”

      “Yes. Your actions define you. Nothing else.” Diana finished off her coffee. “I forgot my toast.” She hurried to the kitchen to salvage her breakfast.

      Leni felt more out of place now. Bentley Manor wasn’t her home. Park College wasn’t her place yet. Her displacement and the recent loss of her dad confused her more about who and what she was. Leni’s father’s words came to mind: “Be good, do good, and good things will come to you.”

      Leni headed to her room, thanking her aunt for the talk. She soaked in a hot bath, calming her emotions, soothing her fears. The moral was not to worry about what everyone else thought. Put the rest away; go to school. She had to let go of the past and her parents. It was time to discover who she was on her own.

      When her bath was over, she put away her dad’s letter and stacked her desk with her agenda and books for school.

      She glanced out through her colored windows to the woods, to see only the skeletal trees pointing to the sky. No one was there. To seek answers, to understand causes, to make a hypothesis, she couldn’t help but try to piece together the old man’s story. She knew from her own background of fielding questions about who she was and who her parents were, that everyone had her own story. “Which one of your parents is the white one?” How did that even matter? The birdman’s story was his. Her father’s was his. Her mother’s was hers. And Leni was her own. She would focus on her story and make it something her father would approve of.

      School didn’t start until next week, so she sat back and started reading her textbooks like a perfect 4.0 GPA student would. After a while, she lost interest.

      She headed to the room Ginny had shown her on the tour. The library. Several more sepia-toned portraits hung on the wall. Flem Bentley was dressed in a Civil War Union Army uniform in his portrait, as was Edwin Bentley. Daisy Rothschild Bentley was dressed in a high-collared dress. There was an Alonzo Bentley, a Nina Bentley, Valentine Bentley, and a Nell Bakersfield Bentley. All white faces, looking smart in their portraits with no smiles. Then a Lenore Bentley. Lenore’s portrait was up in the top corner of the high-ceilinged room. If she hadn’t been examining each picture, she never would have noticed it.

      The woman was young with long dark hair and light eyes. They weren’t exactly alike, but there were some definite similarities. She’d always thought her father had named her because of his fondness for Poe, but her mother had a Lenore in her ancestry? Was it a coincidence? Did it matter?

      Maybe her mother didn’t know. Leni couldn’t name most of her aunts and uncles. All of them had been kept from her. Of course, Debra’s family was laid out right here for all to see. How could she not know?

      She forced it out of her head and walked around the library, focusing on the titles of the books stuffed on the shelves.

      Most were literary or non-fiction. Alexander Dumas, Aldous Huxley, Emily Dickinson, Shakespeare, The History of Platte County Missouri, Essays on the Civil War, Missouri Home Front: Civil War…until one in particular caught her eye, Studies in Witchcraft….Then another along the shelf, Spells for your Book of Shadows…then another lay right on the side table next to a high-backed wing chair. The Bentley Book of Shadows.

      She frowned, studying the book then flipped through the pages. Words jumped out at her: spell, cast, curse, hex, magic. In a few brief seconds she realized two things. First, The Bentley Book of Shadows was a spell book, and second, she came from a family of witches.
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      Leni pored over the spell books. The Bentley Book of Shadows had a list of the names and dates handwritten inside the front cover. Some she recognized from the portraits in the house, and the very last name written on the inside cover was one she definitely knew. Katherine Bentley, her grandmother.

      Curiosity drew her in. She didn’t believe in any of the magic or spells in the books, but the study of the occult fascinated her in a way few things before had. She crinkled her brow in concentration as she read each page intrigued with how this must have resonated with so many women from her mother’s side of the family.

      Had her mother ever shown any occult tendencies before she’d left? Did she have tarot cards or wear crystal necklaces? She didn’t think so. She’d never taken her to the new age store in Westport. There was nothing in her mother’s behavior she recalled as out of the ordinary, except for her leaving.

      But thinking of it, she did know someone who had cards and crystals and candles. Aunt Diana. What did she know of her family’s past? And did Leni even want to know?

      Each book began with some basic spells, most of which the cynic in Leni found amusing because they were spells you could never truly verify the efficacy of. Love spells dream of me spells, ritual spells, summoning a familiar spells, healing spells for both the physical and emotional. Most of the results of these, if they worked at all, would be things that happened on their own if you waited long enough and set goals to achieve them. If you healed or found love, it was more likely a happy coincidence. But she read through each one, trying to get to the core of it.

      Most of the spells had the caster visualizing, sending positive energy, focusing on what she wanted. Leni found herself rolling her eyes a lot, but still, if the caster believed in visualizing and wanted something badly enough, the positive thinking would get her to act differently and aid her in achieving her goals. She’d learned that much from her high school psych course. Attitude went a long way.

      None of the spells in the early chapters were instant proof of magical powers, like turn your friend into a frog spell or fly. They were all emotional, think positively, get what you want type spells.

      One in particular stopped her still as death. An abandonment spell for those who are left behind and lost—particularly for children who have lost their parents. It wasn’t just the nature of the spell that stopped her, but the fact that the book had been opened to this page for extensive periods, as the natural fall of the opening pages tended to bring her back to this page repeatedly.

      Why had someone come to this page so often? Had it been for her benefit? Had Aunt Diana attempted to ease her pain?

      She read through the spell completely. It involved colored candles, incense, meditation and various chants.

      "Sweet child, so loving, so caring, and so alone. / Stand strong and stand tall. /

      Know that nothing lasts forever / And what you look for is closer than you think.

      The stronger you stand, my child, / The faster your obstacles will fall."

      She stared at the chant, reading it over and over until tears trailed down her cheeks. She wiped them away, wondering why this struck her so hard, yet knowing. Turning the pages, she skipped ahead.

      But the deeper along she got in the chapters, the more complex the spells became, and contrary to what her inner cynic had been telling her, the spells grew more concrete. Light spells, levitation spells, flame spells, spells that caused exhaustion, even light housework spells. Fireworks spells, message sending spells, and even farther in the back, and these pages again were well used pages, spells that called lightning, rain, and wind.

      When reading through the later chapters, some of the spells sounded rather disturbing. Some dealt with causing pain to others, some with causing madness, and some even dealt with possession and life draining.

      Her inner skeptic told her that just because the spells had been read and possibly cast, didn’t mean they’d worked.

      The number of names handwritten inside the front cover, the names of women this book had been handed down to, dated to pre-Civil War times. Why had this book been so valued if it was just words that meant nothing? Could these really work?

      Being the logical type, the only way Lenore knew to answer that question, was to try.
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      The next day Leni drove to Aquarius in the city and stocked up on several things she would need for the spells. Candles, incense, herbs, and oils. The salesperson told her if she was just beginning, she should have a bell, a small cauldron, some crystals, and salt as well. Feeling a bit foolish, Leni used her allowance to stock up on all of that plus a few things she scooped from the clearance table and then went home to spend the day casting spells.

      She used the beginning book of magic to set up and created the casting circle of protection at the base of her stained-glass doors where the natural light fell through, leaving splotches of color all over the floor. She set up a mini altar she covered with a scarf, so Diana wouldn’t see what she was up to, and cleared her space.

      Turning the pages, she found the light spell. She figured if she messed it up, the worst thing it would do is light up the room. No frogs, no pain, no fires. The spell called for a firefly though, and it being January in Missouri, no fireflies could be found.

      She continued on to a levitation spell. If Hermione could do it, so could she. She had all of the candles in their various colors, as well as a feather she pulled from her pillow. She laid everything out according to the design of the spell and looked to the book for the chant.

      The spell book told her to repeat it at least three times, visualizing the item she wanted to float, and advised the reader to start with something light. Leni did so and waited. Nothing happened. She tried several more times and perhaps her pencil moved slightly, but it was probably wishful thinking. Before giving up, she tried “wingardium leviosa” but nothing.

      She sighed. Who would do this? Who would spend time trying to get a stupid pencil to float? It was ridiculous. Riddikulus even. “Float, you damn thing!” It responded by remaining motionless.

      She spent the next few days isolated in her room, attempting to cast spells. She only saw Diana when coming down for a meal a day as most of the time she was forgetting to eat. Diana tried to corner her into conversations, but Leni was too interested in trying to crack the science behind the magic or at least to understand why so many women in her family had used these books as much as they had.

      She studied the books as though they were textbooks, analyzing the ingredients and the parts necessary to cast. She tried to dissect each one. What did it appeal to in human nature? What language did it use? Who had crafted it and why?

      When she’d found the books a few days ago, she’d taken the first couple she saw, but she wanted to see what else was in the library, so she took a break to head down. She investigated the portraits again and recognized even more names from the inside of the books. Some of the names belonged to women who pre-dated the Civil War. Painstakingly, she scanned every book spine on the shelves in the library and found three more on the topic of witchcraft. She slid them all off the shelves and was about to take them up to her room when Ginny popped in.

      “Hiya!” she said, startling Leni.

      “Hi. Wow, is it Saturday already?”

      “It is. I just finished in the kitchen and was coming in to dust. Did you find something good to read?”

      Leni was about to hug the books into her chest to hide the titles, but Ginny pulled the books down to see.

      “Oh, you found the witchy books!” she said with a giggle.

      “The witchy books?”

      “Yes. Not only is this place haunted,” she said in a hushed voice, “but the Bentley family is also known to have a history of dabbling in witchcraft.”

      “It does?”

      “Well, it’s not widely known, but I researched the house and the family some when I was getting ready for the tours. Ms. Bentley asked me to leave a lot of that out, but I thought it was a big draw. That’s the cool stuff people want to hear about.”

      “What did you learn? And where did you do the research?” Leni figured she should start doing some of her own. Why didn’t she know any of this?

      “My mom is big into ancestry stuff for her family. I just plugged in the Bentley name. It’s an old family and guess where they came from.”

      Leni shrugged.

      “Massachusetts, as in Salem.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah!” Ginny nodded, then turned spun around the room, speaking to the portraits, her hand wafting along the books on the shelves. “Apparently a few of your distant relatives were involved. Hannah Tyler was found not guilty of witchcraft and Katherine Cary escaped. They fled in the late sixteen hundreds and after several years of travelling, they met up with Thomas and James Bentley who were brothers.

      “In the eighteen hundreds the Bentley family, different people since Hannah and Katherine died early in the seventeen hundreds, settled in Missouri. Ever hear of Salem, Missouri?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “That’s the earliest town I could trace them back to. Then they split and went off to several areas around greater KC and St. Louis.” Ginny sat in a high-backed chair in the corner of the room and crossed her legs. A pleased smile on her face.

      “Wow, you researched this rather thoroughly.” Leni hovered nearby, slowly taking in the history that was laid out around her in the house.

      “I wanted to do the tours and have interesting things to say other than, here’s a couch from eighteen fifty-six. And I thought it was cool.”

      “Did they have any trouble once they came to Missouri?”

      “Not like the witch trials in Massachusetts, but of course, nothing was like that. Actually, in the eighteen hundreds Missourians tried to placate the witches. They had people called ‘witch charmers’ who kept them happy, so they wouldn’t all be turned into toads. It’s quite funny, really.”

      “Have you ever read any of these books? Or cast any of the spells?” Leni pressed, sitting in the matching wingback chair next to the bubbly girl.

      “I’ve flipped through them, but Diana caught me with them once and shooed me out. ‘You are to dust them, not read them,’ she said. I don’t know. I can’t help it. It’s cool your family has a history of witchcraft. I mean people can say, ‘I’m a witch’ but that doesn’t mean they’re witches. Lots of people have the books. Very few can actually cast spells.”

      “I guess I don’t know much about it. The books seem kind of silly to me.” Leni glanced down at the stack in her lap.

      “I tried some of the spells,” Ginny said. She paused and lowered her voice. “I took some of the books home. Nothing happened. Nada. I had all the stuff, I said all the words and looked up Latin pronunciations to see if I did them right. Nothing.”

      “It didn’t work for me either. I doubt there’s anything to it.”

      “Leni, you just got here. When did you find the books?”

      “A few days ago.”

      “I bet it doesn’t happen that easily. I mean, it’s in your family. I gave up after a few nights, but you…you have it in your blood.” She paused and her eyes lit up. “Do you know what this means?” Ginny said, grabbing Leni’s forearm and staring directly at her.

      Leni leaned back and shook her head.

      “It means you’re a true witch!”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you have witch blood in your veins. You were born a natural witch. Not only that, it means you are a Bentley witch.”

      Leni looked at her blankly.

      “Haven’t you been listening? The Bentley witches go back to the witch trials, Leni. Your family is made up of some of the most notable and most powerful witches written about in America.”

      Leni pulled her arm away, her eyes wide. She shook her head, retreating from Ginny.

      “I’m not a Bentley. I’m a Devereaux.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Leni avoided the books after that, but it was difficult. She still resented anything to do with her mother and wanted to be a Bentley witch as much as she did a Vegas showgirl. But the attraction was strong, and trying to find the logic in it, the reason so many women in her family had believed in it, appealed to her.

      It also frightened her.

      So she delved into her schoolbooks. Her classes started Monday. She enjoyed school and had a thirst for learning, so she threw herself into the first few assignments in order to start off running. Her father had always told her that. You never know what might happen during the year. You could get sick or have an emergency and fall behind. Start off strong and stick it out until the end. So that’s what she tried to do.

      She had a break between classes and went to her dad’s office just to feel near him and remembered she had to pack his things up, too. Lorraine grabbed a few empty boxes from the copy room for her, and Leni got started putting some things away.

      Within fifteen minutes of her being there, Ned came to the door, knocking. “I thought I’d scared you off,” he said.

      “Me? I don’t scare easily,” she smiled, as she packed the last photo into her box.

      “I’m glad. Do you need any help?”

      “I think I’m about finished here for today,” she said, picking up a box.

      “Allow me.” Ned took the other one for her.

      She took a deep breath and headed to her car.

      “How’s it going so far?” he asked as he walked out with her.

      “It’s getting easier. It’s not yet easy, but it has to be done. One day at a time, I guess.”

      “No rush, remember. You can take as long as you need.”

      “Thanks, but it’s okay. I’m good now. I mean, as good as I’ll be,” she explained.

      “Yeah.”

      Once they loaded her car, he spoke again. “Do you have time for lunch? My treat.” He flashed a charming grin her way. His smile was infectious.

      “Do any girls ever say no to that smile?” she asked.

      He laughed. “What other girls?”

      After comparing their schedules, he managed, somehow, to sweet talk her into having lunch with him every day that week.

      She spent her days studying, cleaning out her father’s office, and having lunch with Ned, which kept her mind off the grief that simmered below the surface. Her evenings were spent reading for her classes and trying not to think about what a true witch was.

      For the first time since her father died, Leni found herself feeling light inside. Her head was clearer. She didn’t feel a weight on her anymore. She laughed often when she was with Ned; she felt free. Maybe it was adjusting to life in college; maybe it was accepting her father’s death.

      She understood the grieving process. She knew about the five steps, having first studied them in high school. She understood each feeling as it came swirling through her, and she let it go like leaves blowing around her in the wind before going on their way. Denial and isolation.

      She recognized her self-imposed isolation at the manor and her distancing herself from her aunt, not wanting to let anyone in to take her father’s place. She knew anger would come for most people though she didn’t know who to be angry at. Her father for dying? A god she didn’t believe in for taking him? Perhaps she should be angry that he didn’t tell her he was ill and knew he could die? But she loved him too much to be mad at him. Not believing in God gave her no one to bargain with either. Who could she beg for his return? Depression had most likely seeped in already, making her appear cold and unfeeling to those around her. Diana would probably prefer to see her cry at least once. Ned and Lorraine probably saw her packing up her dad’s things like a robot. Detached, unemotional. Leni just didn’t see the point in crying or lashing out. She understood her feelings, and sobbing wouldn’t bring him back.

      She also knew herself and what had happened when she’d succumbed to her sorrow after her mother left. She preferred to go on living day to day rather than end up comatose in a hospital bed. So maybe she’d skipped all of those middle stages and gotten right on with acceptance.

      And Ned didn’t hurt. He was a good guy and she liked spending time with him. He acted as a buffer at her dad’s office. A good part in the middle of the difficult part of boxing her dad’s things away. He made the act less lonely for her. She thought of his smile all the time and looked forward to their lunch dates as the favorite part of her day.

      And every day they packed a few more boxes of her father’s things up, so she could take them home with her and stack them in the corner of her large attic room.

      For so long she’d felt bogged down by her disappointment and sorrow over her runaway mother, blindsided and empty after losing her father. But being sort of on her own and discovering new things gave her a lightness, a desire to look forward to her new normal. Each new day brought a new opportunity.

      Her Aunt Diana was giving her space. They’d barely spoken for a week. Leni had decided it didn’t matter who her aunt had been talking to on the phone, and the missing girls thing probably was nothing. Bentley Manor wasn’t haunted or a place for conspiracy theories or buried bodies. It was just a place to sleep. Her life was at Park College.

      Leni threw herself into her studies and enjoyed her classes. She reconciled in her mind the difference between the proven sciences she studied and the magic from the spell books. One was real, factual, based on evidence, and the other was a fantasy, without proof, and without merit.

      The next week she met Ned to work on her father’s office as usual. She’d taken most of the photos and personal decorations, framed degrees and mementos like the painted paperweight she’d made him in preschool, home, and today they started tackling his desk.

      “So how is it, teaching class on your own?” she asked.

      “Hard,” he laughed. “I don’t know how your father did it. We’re only in the second week of classes and there is already so much to grade!” She didn’t mind the constant conversation of her dad. She recognized he was their common denominator. Her dad gave her a link to Ned, and Ned understood him, whereas Diana had no stories to share about him.

      “Dad loved grading, though. He’d disappear into his office at our house for hours.”

      Ned shuddered. “Why would he love that?”

      “I think he loved getting them finished more than anything. He’d come out after he was done and want to go to the park or to the farmer’s market. He did this thing at the end of every term when he had all of the final grades done. He’d burst out of his office and do the Braveheart yell, ‘freedom!’” She smiled thinking about it.

      “He loved his work. You could tell,” Ned said. “I miss him. Not as much as you do, I’m sure. But he was…I don’t know. He was a very positive force to have around.”

      “Positive force?”

      Ned sat back on his heals, a book in his hand, pausing before he added it to the box. “Yeah, you know. He had a positive energy. He was always smiling and making jokes. It was hard to have a bad day with him around. Now that I think about it, I never saw him have a bad day. He was never tired, never cranky, never complaining about students, which is seriously hard to do.”

      It was true. He was never angry with her, never disappointed. Even when her mom left, she never saw him sad or upset. The only time she’d ever seen him shaken was when she’d suffered her breakdown. He’d been so worried. Other than that, Ned was right. He had been a positive force.

      “It’s true. He was a good person,” she said, a tremble in her voice. She quickly went back to clearing out the files from his desk.

      “I don’t mean to harp on it, but it’s not the same here. Not in the classroom. Not in the department. I’m sure not with you.” He glanced at her, his eyes soft.

      “No. Not with me either. But, as Dad would say, this is a new chapter for me. I’m glad I can start it here at his college. With you.” She smiled to fight back the tears.

      She wished she could say how much Ned meant to her father, but he’d never talked about work at home in specifics. If only she knew more about their relationship. Other than the people and their emotions that she’d seen at the funeral, she had no idea about how her dad had operated here.

      She pushed that idea to the back of her mind and busied herself with the task at hand.

      “There. The desk is all yours now,” she said to Ned. Then she frowned.

      “Thanks and yours. If you want to come in and crash or take a break, feel free. I’m just using it for the books and teacher resources he had.”

      “Hmmm. This is weird.” She eyed desk drawers.

      “What?”

      She pulled the bottom right drawer out a little farther and stared. “This doesn’t measure up here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She leaned over and studied it from the side. “The desk.” She tapped the bottom of the empty drawer and the sound was hollow. “Hand me the letter opener in the top box.”

      Ned dug in the box then handed it over.

      She wedged it into the drawer and twisted until a gap appeared and she could pop the bottom of the drawer out.

      “What the—” Ned stared.

      “False bottom,” she said with a slight grin on her face. “We aren’t quite done yet. She took the fake drawer bottom out and found underneath a leather-bound journal tied with a strap. Flipping it open revealed the pages filled with her father’s handwriting.

      The tops of the pages were dated. July 14, 2013…she flipped to earlier pages. December 5, 2012, and then went back to the very beginning.

      June 20, 2006. Today she left me.
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      “My dad’s journal. This goes back to when I was a ten. To the day my mother left us.” She marveled at the words on the page, staring so hard she couldn’t read anymore. Then she started to panic. She wasn’t sure why, but an attack was coming on. She regulated her breathing, but what was happening and knowing that Ned was there to witness it, made it worse.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      All she could do was shake her head. She could feel the adrenaline surge and her breathing grew short and sporadic. She eased herself down to the floor before she fainted and fell.

      “I’ll get you some water.” He took off out of the room.

      She started to see spots and felt woozy. Do not faint. Do not succumb. Concentrate on the breathing. Pack it up. Put it in a box, tie it with a ribbon and save it for later. But this attack was too much, came on too fast, and was wrapped up in too much emotion for her to brush it off.

      Ned rushed in with a glass of water and knelt beside her.

      She took it and drank, but it wasn’t working.

      “I need to be alone,” she said to him. “It will pass.” Her voice barely a whisper, her breathing labored.

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      “Please! I don’t want you to see….”

      She had to concentrate on something else to make it stop, but the first thing that came to mind were the spells she’d been reading for the last few weeks. As soon as the thought entered her mind, the fireworks burst throughout the room in a wild display of color and lights.

      “Oh God,” she said.

      “What in the world?” Ned stepped back, eyes wide at the show flashing across the room.

      Then the glass of water rose up before them, and the objects they’d just packed in the open-topped copy paper boxes followed suit, unpacking themselves.

      “Oh no, this can’t be happening,” she said.

      Ned stood, his mouth hanging open. “Leni? What is going on?”

      She focused as strongly as she could, “No. Stop. Just stop!”

      At that, a million colors she’d never seen before and a surge of electricity leapt from her body. She tingled as if every part of her was asleep, but the tingles quickly dissipated. That flare of magic seemed to have released her from her attack. She took a few deep breaths. Her attacks never came on that strong to ease up so soon.

      Something was wrong. Good wrong. Her breathing regulated, and her heartbeats resumed their normal pace. Touching her fingertips to her wrist, she looked around for a clock to take her pulse, just to be sure, but the second hand on the clock on the wall, wasn’t moving. She shook her head and laughed slightly, unable to believe that her attack had just disappeared. She reached out to Ned.

      “Can you help me up?” Then she noticed he knelt beside her, motionless. A statue in the middle of the room. She frowned and got up. Everything in the room was frozen. The glass of water and the office supplies still hung in the air. Ned, continuing to look at her with concern. The second hand of the clock. Everything had stopped except for her.

      Had she stopped time everywhere? She rushed to the window. To her amazement, traffic wasn’t moving either. So magic was real. She’d just cast at least three spells she remembered reading in the books, though she had no idea how.

      She plucked the glass from mid-air and took a drink of water but had to suck it out when it didn’t move on its own. What was she going to do now? How could she explain this? And her panic attacks…were they simply magic brewing beneath the surface waiting to erupt all this time?

      She had to find out about her power. She had to control this, like everything else in her life, and she had no way to explain any of it to Ned.

      Touching his face and seeing the confusion in his unmoving eyes, she apologized to him. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how…” Then she turned tail and ran out with the journal. Once she got to her car, she concentrated on movement and clocks ticking. Incredibly, cars moved on down the street, the wind rustled the branches on the trees, and students walked along the sidewalks again.

      Maybe she’d figure out how to explain it to Ned at some point, but she had no clue how to do it today. She put the car in gear and drove home.
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      “Explain this to me. Now.” Leni said, dumping the spell books on the island in the kitchen.

      Diana closed the fridge, eyeing the books as though they may jump out at her. “Where did you get those?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Explain this and the whole Bentley witch scene to me before I blow something up.”

      “It matters. Where did those come from?”

      “The library. Your library”

      “No. That’s impossible.” Diana approached the books and inspected each one, barely touching them. “I had these all removed.”

      “Well, you forgot a few.”

      “No. I’m telling you, I had all of these taken from the house before you came. I made sure of it. Anything of this sort was locked up or thrown out.” She recoiled from the books.

      “I’m not lying to you.”

      “I didn’t say you were. You can’t be around these. I swore an oath.”

      “To whom?”

      Diana paused, narrowing her eyes at Leni. “And what do you mean before you blow something up? You haven’t read these, have you?”

      “Let’s start again,” Leni said, trying to lead the conversation. “Explain the Bentley witch thing. Explain why you hid the books from me. And tell me who made you swear.”

      Diana dragged a bar stool back to the island and sat down, placing her head in her hands. “This can’t be happening. This isn’t happening.”

      “What isn’t happening?”

      “I swore to protect you. I swore to keep you away from all that.”

      “Swore to whom?” Leni slammed her fist on the table.

      Diana’s eyes watered. “I swore to both of them. Your mother and your father.”

      Leni closed her eyes and breathed. She was furious her mother had any influence on her life and wanted to rebel against whatever it was and do the exact opposite, but she wanted to honor her father’s wishes. Always torn between the two. Always wondering what to do and who she was because of them.

      Diana was watching her, but Leni wanted answers. The anger she’d been waiting for surged through her. Stage two. The books and the plate on the island started to shake. Diana straightened and watched intently before saying, “Desine!”

      The items stopped moving.

      “So, you’re a witch?” Leni eyed her.

      “Recovering. Let me start at the beginning.” Diana sighed and closed her eyes. When she started speaking, Leni sat at the island across from her.

      “Your father wanted to keep all of this from you, so you could live a normal life, like he did. And when your mother left, she was trying to protect you. Both of them never wanted this to touch you.”

      “My mother and father knew about this?”

      “Magic has been in our family for ages. And while it may seem fun to cast spells and feel the power, it has a cost. Magic has ripped our family apart. That’s why I pulled away and why I keep to myself here. I no longer speak to my mother. I’ve rejected it, put it aside. The cost isn’t worth it to me.”

      “What cost?”

      “It cost your mother her husband and daughter for one. It cost me my father. It tears at the soul and steals sanity. It’s destroyed my mother beyond recognition.”

      “How?”

      Diana held up a hand. “Your mother’s story isn’t mine to tell.” Diana took Leni’s hand in hers. “Your father asked me to watch you because I knew the danger to you. There are those out there who would use your power. Exploit you. I know who these people are, and I believed I could keep you safe here. That is what he wanted.

      “But someone put these books back on the shelves. I had cleansed this home of all things magical. Michaels and I had cleared out any signs of witchcraft from this place so you wouldn’t be tempted, so you wouldn’t find out about the family curse of magic. Someone must have gotten in. She knows you’re here. I’ve failed.”

      “Who wants to exploit me and my power? My mother?”

      A voice answered from the hallway. “No, darling. My mother.”

      Every muscle in Leni’s body tensed. She knew that voice, though she hadn’t heard it for years. Every bit of her heart wanted to turn to see her mother’s face again, but every bit of her mind told her to resist.

      “Debra, I had this under control. You didn’t have to come here.” Diana stood and positioned herself between them.

      Leni slowly turned to face the woman in the doorway. Her heart upon seeing the person she hadn’t seen in eight years standing there. Her red hair at her shoulders, her slim build, her full lips. She’d always remained beautiful in Leni’s memory. She’d aged some, but not much. Her hair though was tussled and her eyes strained. “Mother?”

      “I couldn’t keep away anymore. I want to be with my daughter.” Debra started toward Leni who stood up straight, knocking the barstool to the floor to clatter behind her.

      “You had your chance,” Leni said, looking for a way out, but her mother blocked the door. Her hands started to shake.

      Diana held a hand up toward each of them, as if she was trying to keep a fight from breaking out. “Debra, I had this under control.”

      “Honey, please,” Debra said, easing past her sister.

      “Get her out of here,” Leni said. Her body trembled at the sight of her long missing mother.

      Tears collected in Debra’s eyes. “Oh honey. Such beauty. My little girl has grown up to be so smart and gorgeous.” Her hands covered her mouth as the tears and the crying came out.

      “I’m not your little girl. I am nothing to you.” Leni’s knees buckled, and she fell, overcome with warring emotions.

      Diana knelt beside her and stroked her hair. “Leni, give her a chance,” she said.

      “You promised me.” Leni roared, the tears falling. “You promised to keep her away. You said you weren’t speaking to her.”

      “Lenore, please listen. We are trying to protect you,” Diana said.

      “And who is going to protect me from her?”

      Debra stood back, looking on as tears streamed her face.

      “Give your mother a chance. Let her explain.” Diana stroked Leni’s long dark hair.

      Leni couldn’t deny the fact she would secretly love an explanation that made sense and put everything right. But eight years of her life was too high a price to pay for whatever it was. Her father being gone, though, gave her an even larger craving for her mother.

      “Just give me a few minutes, honey,” Debra said, approaching.

      “You’ve had eight years to say whatever it was you wanted to say.” Leni kept her eyes down, and though she protested, she remained on the kitchen floor.

      Debra knelt next to Leni who stiffened as Debra’s hand hovered at her back, as though she wanted to comfort her, put her arm around her shoulders, maybe even hug her, but she dropped it and sat facing her daughter.

      “If you’ve been reading from the spell books, you already feel it,” Debra started. “The pull of magic. And you probably wondered why it’s been kept from you. Why everyone doesn’t use this power. There is a cost as your aunt said. Magic doesn’t come from thin air. Magic is taken from other places. If you cast a spell that warms a room, another room somewhere else becomes cold. If you cast a spell to light a hallway, somewhere else gets darker.

      “I was taught that magic ‘borrows’ from other energies, but that’s a euphemism. Magic steals. If I were to cast a spell to make us millionaires—”

      “Someone in the world goes broke. I get it. I know you left me when I was a child, but I’m no longer one.”

      Debra took a deep breath and started again. “I had been casting since I was ten years old. As had Diana and the rest of the family. My mother taught us all about it. We were trained every day when we came home from school, and your aunt and I got pretty good at it. I was told to keep it secret. Others wouldn’t understand, of course. But also, the fewer people with this power, the rarer and more valuable ours was.

      “Your grandmother…well, there is a reason you never met her. She is addicted to the power. It ruled her over all else. Over family. Over love. It began taking everything from her, and she didn’t care.” Debra stood and turned away from her daughter before continuing.

      “I had to leave when I saw what it was doing to her. Our power, the power of the women in our family, takes energy from those around us.” Debra paused.

      Diana jumped in to explain, steadying Leni so she could sit on her own. “It takes a person’s life energy. Pieces of their soul. The magic finds a source, and it taps it dry. Sometimes this is a result of proximity, sometimes it’s random, but an elder witch can target certain sources she finds particularly powerful.”

      Debra faced her daughter. “My mother took from my father. How that came to be, we can’t be sure, but the signs are there. When a life force is draining, the subject becomes weak, lethargic, exhausted.”

      “Our father was never that kind of person. He got up before the sun and always worked the farm until long after it had set,” Diana added.

      “Our mother knew she was using our father, yet she didn’t stop. She continued to cast until my dad was completely used up,” Debra explained. “She chose magic over love, over family.

      “When this happened, I examined my own life. Your father was starting to age prematurely. He had a bit of gray around his temples, and his health had started to fail. If I’d leave for a weekend trip, or if I stopped casting for a few days, I saw him strengthen,” Debra explained.

      “Then why didn’t you just stop?” Leni asked, pushing herself up to face off with her mother.

      “Leni, we can’t stop.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” Diana interrupted.

      “We can stop conscious casting, but our mind, once trained, continually works to bring things to us we want. Oftentimes we aren’t even aware. I can start thinking about my favorite song, and the next thing I know, it’s playing on the radio. That power took away something from somewhere.”

      Debra went on. “I tried to stop. Tried not to want. Tried to still my mind, but once you cast the first spell it’s tough. I didn’t want to hurt your father. I loved him.”

      “Did he know?” Leni tried to keep her voice even, though she was falling apart inside.

      Debra smiled fondly. “Your father knew a great deal about magic even before he met me, and Robert didn’t want it to start taking from you as well. If I’d stayed, once I’d finished with him, it would have.”

      “You don’t know that,” Leni protested.

      Debra smiled softly. “I do. My magic took from your father because when you were a child, he was the strongest force in the house other than me. Once you came of age, being the bloodline of the Bentley witches, you would have been.”

      “There’s a reason why your family members are scattered,” Diana explained.

      It was all starting to make some sort of sense now. Why her mother had isolated herself, why Diana lived alone, why her family had never tried to form relationships with her.

      “That’s what happened with our mother,” Diana spoke up. “That’s why I don’t have any dealings with her, and it’s why your mother and I kept our distance.”

      Leni rubbed her temples, staring at the design of the slate floor. “So, it never stops? You cast a spell, you start sucking energy from someone else?”

      Diana walked to the opposite side of the island. “We are trying to find a way to counter the energy drain. We’ve been trying since our father…”

      “There may be ways once we understand everything,” Debra said. “But that was the past. The important thing is what is happening now.”

      Diana eased away and stood. “Your grandmother wants your power. Your father sent you here for protection. Michaels and I have done what we could to keep you safe and keep the estate guarded with wards and alarms. That’s the only conscious casting we’ve done in years. But Katherine is a strong witch, and she doesn’t care where the energy comes from.”

      “Why does she want me? Why does she want my power? I can’t cast yet, at least I can’t control anything.” Leni took out a glass from the cabinet.

      “Because you are a Bentley who is about to come into her power. And she thinks you might be the one,” Diana said.

      “The one what?” Leni poured water into the glass and took a drink before setting it on the counter. Her heart was pounding, and small tremors were still running through her extremities, but this didn’t feel the same as a panic attack.

      Debra looked directly into her eyes. “You are a strong source of magical energy. We can sense it being around you. Any witch would be able to.”

      Diana added, “But your magic isn’t the same as ours. Your magic is different.”

      “Different how?” Leni asked.

      Her mother took her hand in hers. “We think you may be the balance.”
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      Leni didn’t know what the balance was, but it seemed ominous.

      Diana stood tall, her red hair twisted up in a loose knot, scrambling to escape. She looked similar to Leni’s mother, though Debra wore her hair down, windblown and wavy. Leni didn’t remember it being too windy today.

      Her mind went back to the school, where she’d left Ned. She glanced at her phone to see seven texts, the visible ones on the screen were all from him, punctuated with lots of question marks and exclamation points. For a graduate student of English, that faux pas must have meant he was really troubled.

      “Our mother has been looking for someone who could act as the balance for years,” Diana said. “The balance would grant the family a reputation and power in the supernatural community that it has only been on the fringe of.”

      “What’s the balance?”

      “Some casters focus on positive energies. Some focus on negative energies. Typically, a witch will focus on one or the other,” Diana explained.

      “The two of you. What are you?” Leni eyed them.

      “Positive energies, of course.” Diana frowned at her niece. “I’m surprised you would even ask.”

      “Pardon me, Auntie, but I’ve known you approximately five minutes, and I’ve already been left in the wake of this one’s actions,” Leni said, hitching a thumb toward her mother.

      Debra stiffened next to Diana. She wore a loose green cardigan and wrapped her arms around herself but didn’t speak.

      “Mother is a different story,” Diana went on. “She uses whatever power she wants. She doesn’t discriminate.”

      “And all this time I thought mom left because of prejudice. I thought it was the color of my father and me that kept her family away all these years.”

      “I kept them away,” Debra said. “I wanted to get away to protect you both.”

      Diana went on. “The balance is a special witch who can combine the two together. While your grandmother uses both, it keeps her from specializing in either. The balance is a caster who can specialize in both, therefore gaining access to more power than a typical witch.”

      “We specialize in positive energies,” Debra added. “We are forbidden to cast dark energies. They simply won’t work once you reach our level. Mother doesn’t specialize, just dabbles in both. So, she has access to all of the spells but only to a certain point. If she were to gain access to a balance, she could use that person to heighten her magic.”

      “She’s been looking for years, and now we think she’s set her sights on you,” Diana said.

      “She may have even had something to do with your father’s death.” Debra’s voice caught a bit as she said it. She quickly turned away.

      “Then even if I am the balance or whatever, I’d never help her!”

      “She has ways of making you do things she wants,” Diana said.

      “What’s the answer? Stop using magic? Hide? Run away?” Leni asked.

      “I tried to keep magic from you, but it found you, nonetheless. Someone had to have brought those books back into the library.” Diana faced Debra as she said this. “I scoured this place clean.” Her eyes wandered. “Clean. It had to be someone on the staff. Dad and I have a protective circle cast around this entire property. There’s no way—”

      Leni frowned, “Dad? You said your dad was dead.”

      “No, I didn’t. I said I’d lost him, and he had been drained and used up,” Diana said carefully.

      “He’s alive? Is he here? It’s not Michaels, is it?”

      Debra laughed and Diana answered. “No, it’s definitely not Michaels. You haven’t met our father. Michaels and he do have powers though. It would take a major act of magic to break through. An act of an entire coven.

      “Someone had to help her get inside though. That’s for sure. And now you’ve discovered magic, you have a taste for it. I doubt you could stop even if you tried. I hate to say it, but it may be best to practice with you, so in the event she does find you, you can at least protect yourself. I can—”

      “If anyone is going to teach her, it’ll be me. I’m her mother.”

      Leni opened her mouth to protest, but Debra continued. “It’s the least I can do to take care of her.”

      Diana sighed heavily. “I hate to start casting again. I hate to bring magic and its curse back, but I don’t see any other way. If mother is coming…”

      “We have to protect Leni however we can and defend her from mother. We have no choice, Diana,” Debra said, putting her arm around her sister.

      That settled it. It was decided Diana would work on the protections for the estate and the house. Debra would train her daughter, though Leni felt she might be resistant to whatever her mother said. She couldn’t help it. A small part of her was rejoicing at her mother’s return. Part of her wanted to run to her arms and hug her, not letting go. The rest of her wanted to punish Debra for the pain she’d caused. Her hands started shaking again thinking of it.

      Diana and Debra worked on a schedule while they prepared something for dinner, and Leni sneaked off to check her phone and hide her father’s journal away upstairs.

      Seven panicked messages from Ned wondering where she was and what had happened along with six missed calls with matching panicked voicemails littered her phone.

      A text wouldn’t cut it. She called him back, not really knowing how to explain what happened when she’d stopped time. “Hi Ned, it’s me.”

      “Oh my God, I’ve been worried out of my mind! How did you do that? How did you—? What the hell happened?”

      “I’m not sure. I was starting to have a panic attack. Things got kind of wonky and I passed out.”

      “Wonky? Things got wonky? I’d say things got wonky! Lights in the room, things floating around—”

      Leni laughed at Ned. Now he was freaking out. Then she used it for her cover. “Things floating around? I didn’t see that. I just felt woozy. It’s as if something was in the water. When I came to, you were gone and I came home, hoping I hadn’t embarrassed myself too much in front of you.”

      “When you came to? I was looking right at you. Lights, floating objects, you freaking out. One second I was staring at you. The next you weren’t there.”

      “Oh.”

      “Oh? All you can say is oh?”

      “Oh. What happened to the floating things?” She cringed as she said it, knowing how odd she must sound.

      “They fell down,” he answered flatly.

      “Are you sure you weren’t having an attack or something? Maybe a sympathy panic attack?”

      “A sympathy panic attack? Really? That’s what you’re going to go with?”

      Leni shrugged knowing he couldn’t see it through the phone. “I don’t know.”

      “I think I know what is going on here,” Ned said. “I think you know magic like your father.”

      Leni sat on the bed and blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “You did that, didn’t you? You made the room light up and the objects float.”

      “What did you say about my dad?”

      “Where are you, now Leni?”

      “I’m home. Why?”

      “I’m coming over.”

      Before Leni could protest, the line went dead. She frowned, not sure he knew where she lived, but she had mentioned the Bentley Estate. She guessed it was more famous than she’d thought.

      It was a warm gray day for late January, so when she saw him drive up, she hurried to meet him outside on the steps, wanting to shield him from the crazy that was inside.

      Ned got out of the car and strode to her, his brown hair in waves and a tan and brown striped scarf tossed casually over his shoulder.

      Before he could get out any niceties, Leni preempted him. “What did you say about my father?”

      Putting a hand on her elbow, Ned guided her to the vintage park bench that graced the mansion’s overlarge porch. “Sit down.”

      If it were anyone but Ned, she’d argue.

      “I walked in on your father once in his office. He was reading an old book, which is not unusual for your father, but he jumped when I walked in, as if he’d been caught with his hand in the proverbial cookie jar. He slammed the book shut and shoved it in a drawer while never taking his eyes off me, feigning interest in what I’d come to see him about. He was nervous and fidgety the whole time.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “I’ve seen the book he was reading since. I’ll never forget what it looked like; he was so intent on getting it out of my sight I couldn’t help but stare. It had a red-leather cover with a gold tribal mask on the front. It also had a strand or a charm with feathers and bones. It was quite elaborate. After his passing, I was looking for his most recent notes in a world lit class I was taking over. I found the book in his desk.”

      Leni’s brows were raised, skeptical while she waited for his explanation.

      “It was a book on folk magic. That’s the book he was reading and hiding away.”

      “So?”

      “So I think he was into that. He was from Louisiana after all.”

      Leni frowned. “Are you kidding me? That’s it? You acted like you knew my dad was a caster or something.”

      “Your dad knew about magic, Leni, and magic users. Why else would he act so suspicious about it?”

      “Maybe because he was afraid you’d jump to the wrong conclusion, like you clearly have.” Leni leaned on the porch railing, taking in the estate around her.

      “I saw something today in his office. I saw something that can’t be explained by the natural laws of physics.”

      She laughed. “I’m the science student. Keep to your books.”

      He took her hand in his and stood next to her. “Fine. I know something is going on though. And I know Mr. Dev kept things from you.”

      Leni wanted to deny it, but every day she found out something new about her parents.

      “What happened today?” Ned pressed.

      She took a deep breath. “I don’t know.”

      “Did you look at the journal yet?”

      She shook her head. So many journals and letters and books. That didn’t even take into consideration her schoolwork. So much to learn. So much to take in. And that was just about her family.

      “Okay. I’ll drop it,” he said. “Let’s just go for a walk.”

      They walked down the gravel road, leaving the woods alone. Her aunt and Michaels would frown on another woodsy excursion. The conversation turned from the weirdness that had become her life to normal things, school things, lunch, and the weather. The normal things allowed her to breathe. The normal things gave her peace, made her feel still and happy.

      After a short while, the wind started to pick up and reminded her it was winter. Ned took off his jacket and put it around her shoulders.

      “Leni, I like you. I like spending time with you. You’re smart and sensitive. And now you have this mystery about you.”

      “Mystery?” She laughed, but it was true. If only she knew what the mystery was.

      “The highlight of my days is meeting you for lunch. I like spending time with you. I don’t know.” He smiled and ran his fingers through his hair. His dark eyes locked on hers as if they couldn’t let go.

      Her face flushed. “Me too.”

      “Don’t say that. I mean you don’t have to say that just because I did.”

      “No, it’s true. I don’t say what I don’t mean.”

      He faced her and took her hands in his. “Go out with me. This weekend. Dinner and a play. Macbeth is playing in the city. Will you go with me?”

      A broad smile lit up her face. “I can’t wait.”

      Her smile must have been contagious because it spread to Ned as well. “Yes!” he said, jumping in the air. “I mean, cool. That’s cool.” He pretended to be nonchalant but gave her a secret smile. “Now can we go inside? I’m freezing.”

      They ran back to the house, but she didn’t invite him in. What with her mother’s return and the freaking out they were doing inside, the situation didn’t lend itself to new boyfriend introductions.

      “There’s some family stuff going on now,” she said. “How about tomorrow?”

      His face fell.

      “Really, unexpected family showed up. I should deal with them,” she said.

      “Sure. But I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      “Definitely.”

      “Always leave them wanting more,” he said, smiling at her.

      She made excuses, kissed him on the cheek, and sent him on his way. She came inside, closing the massive wooden door behind her and leaning against it until she slid all the way to the floor, a smile on her face that wouldn’t go away anytime soon.

      Her aunt and her mother hurried in, seeing her on the floor. “My God, Lenore, are you all right?” her mother asked, hurrying to her.

      A fit of giggling escaped her and Debra shot a worried stare at Diana. “She’s been cursed.”

      “What?” Leni blurted out. “No, I’m just happy.”

      Diana looked as baffled as Debra, never having seen Leni in an outward expression of happiness. She shrugged.

      “Oh, stop it,” Leni said, pushing herself to stand. “I’m fine. I have a date with a cute guy from school. That’s all. No one’s cursed me.”

      “Are you sure that’s it?” her aunt asked. “There are spells that create fits of laughter. Some can even kill you if you can’t catch your breath.”

      This made Leni laugh even harder. “My God. No, really. I’m just in a good mood.”

      Leni managed to escape up to her room before dinner. She appreciated her alone time. It gave her a chance to recharge, to assess the situation, and regroup. Ned was nice, being in class was nice, but her alone time was important to her. Though she was finding she didn’t want to be alone all the time.

      She flipped through the spell book she’d experimented with while she sat cross-legged on her bed. Part of her hungered to cast more spells, to feel the spark of magic in the air, and the other part wanted to keep it out of her life and just go to school and date cute guys. Date Ned. Turning the pages of spells. Light spells, darkness spells, noise-throwing spells, silence spells. She noticed now, after her mother and aunt had explained it, they were divided by their energies. Positive energy spells were listed first, and their darker counterparts were listed below a scroll line at the bottom of the pages. Light or dark or both…or the balance? Which would she choose?

      She had no desire to cast any of the negative spells. Darkness, silence, making someone laugh until they suffocated. That wasn’t her. But her grandmother clearly did. She wondered how far back in the book her grandmother had gone.

      The book fell open to a familiar place. The tear-stained abandonment spell. Had her mother been trying to help her from here? To make up for what she’d done? And if she had, did it even matter? Could it make up for what had happened?

      Leni’d had a happy family. Her mother had left, and things had gone dark for her for a long time. Her depression had eaten up the better part of an entire school year. Lying in a hospital bed, remembering very little of it. Just knowing she had wanted to escape.

      Could she trust her mother and let her back into her life? Could she forgive her and get past it? Part of her wanted to, the other part wanted to run back to her brownstone in the city. What could they do? Kick her out of her own house if she took it over prematurely?

      “Do good and good will come to you.” She heard her dad’s words in her head. Doing good would entail forgiveness, but Leni wasn’t there yet. Was that wrong? Did that make her a bad person?

      She’d come up to her room, giddy. But the dark thoughts crept in, bringing her down. But what happened when they all abandoned her? What happened when her mother disappeared again? What happened when Ned left? What happened when her year was up and she moved?

      She’d be abandoned again. And alone. Not the alone by choice in her room for an hour here or there kind of alone, but alone alone.

      She shook her head, her long black hair brushing against her shoulders. Being alone was the least of her worries. The grandmother she’d never met should be the most of them. Katherine wanted to use her for her powers, but Leni didn’t even know how to cast. The only time she’d pulled off anything magical, she’d been stressed, and the magic happened around her. How would she know if she was even this balance her grandmother was always looking for?

      At dinner with her mother and her aunt, she asked. “You said my grandmother thinks I’m the balance. How do I know if I am?”

      Her mother looked to Diana who answered. “There is a test.”

      “Okay, then let’s do it and see. Maybe we’ll find out I’m not, and she’ll leave me alone.”

      The two other women glanced at one another.

      “What? It’s a great plan.”

      “It’s not as easy as that, Leni.” Diana broke eye contact to clear the plates from the large dining table they’d used for the first time. “It’s more of a ritual than a test. A lot is involved to put it together.” She disappeared into the kitchen with the dirty dishes.

      “Like what?” Leni asked her mother.

      “A full moon for one. Other casters, dark casters. And, well…” Debra trailed off.

      “Tell me!” A pause fell between them.

      “And if you don’t pass the test, you could die,” Diana said, coming back in from the kitchen.

      Leni blinked, stunned. “I’m sorry, what? Die?”

      Debra nodded. “Some survive, but mother can’t just let them go. They’d be witnesses.”

      “Witnesses to what exactly?” Leni asked, her brow furrowed.

      Taking a deep breath and sitting opposite Leni, Diana took her hand. “The balance is a female just coming into adulthood. They are all around the same age, the same type. The missing girls you’ve asked about? Some of them were put to the test. From what I understand, none have shown themselves to be the balance. Some haven’t survived, and those who have—”

      “Return battered and scratched with their memories wiped,” Leni finished for her, pulling her hand back. “You knew about the missing girls? Why haven’t you gone to the police? Why haven’t you stopped her?”

      “Honey, we’ve tried. Your mother and I both. But she’s threatened us and the ones we love. She’s threatened you—”

      “And your father,” Debra said, her voice cracking.

      “The police couldn’t do anything anyway. It would put them in danger,” Diana said. “Mother won’t stand for anyone getting in her way. The local sheriff’s office would be no match for her and her coven.”

      “It could give their family a sense of closure. Some peace.”

      “Well, that and two dollars can get them a Coke from the vending machine. Their daughters are still gone or worse. Look, Leni, we know our mother and the casters she works with. We can’t think of a way to stop her that won’t hurt a lot of innocent people. But if you are the balance…” Diana’s voice wandered.

      “No. Absolutely not, Di!” Debra said.

      “I’m just thinking out loud.”

      “No. You will not use my daughter in your personal war!”

      “Deb, it’s not just a personal war anymore. Girls go missing more often than ever. She’s hurt Dad and maybe even Rob.” Diana’s eyes went to Leni. “You know what she’s capable of.”

      Debra put her hands to her face, shaking her head and muttering “no” over and over. Her mother sniffled before she brought her head up and wiped away the tears. “There has to be another way.”

      “If I’m the balance…what?” Leni wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the answer, but she had to ask the question.

      Her mother got up and left the room.

      Diana sighed again. “If you or whoever the balance is comes into her power, we have someone who can match our mother. Right now, she’s dangerous. She has blood in her veins that dates to the Salem witch trials and past, to the druids in Wales. Her lineage and her studies and experience give her great strength. But the balance can match that in depth and range of spells. The balance can also take away her powers to some extent.”

      “How?”

      “Light and dark both have their purposes. One can’t exist without the other. Sunlight and shadows. There is a need for light, but also a need for darkness.”

      “What kind of need?”

      “Sometimes people need shade from the heat. We need darkness to rest and recharge when we sleep. Sometimes the darkness is good to hide the painful truth from our eyes. Darkness can mask someone hiding with good reason. The balance has the ability to cast light on the darkness and summon shadow from the bright light,” Diana explained.

      “The balance could enhance her powers or if used against her, use positive energy to burn through her negative spells.” Debra said this from the doorway. Leni hadn’t noticed her return.

      Diana pursed her lips. “The balance can make light from the dark and dark from the light.”

      “I’ll start training tomorrow after school,” Leni said.

      “School? You can’t go to school,” her mother said.

      “Why not? I’ve been going every day already.”

      “You shouldn’t have,” her mother said, eyeing Diana.

      “If you’ve protected me here, do the same for me there. The only thing I want to do right now is to go to school like Dad wanted me to.”
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      Nothing more was said on the topic, and Leni spent the night thinking of the burden placed on her and how it could all be for nothing if she wasn’t even this balance they talked about.

      Dreams visited her that night. Her father appeared to her, standing and smiling at his desk at home, as she’d seen him doing a million times. She knew deep down it was a dream, but felt like he’d come to visit her, as if he had a reprieve from the afterlife to pop in for coffee. She ran to him and hugged him, clutching him tightly as though she could bring him back from her dream with her to the real world. All the things she wished she’d said ran through her mind. All the things she’d wished she’d done for him and all of her regrets rushed through her, forcing their way out in waves of sobs. He stroked her hair.

      Then a voice spoke. “What happens when they are through with you? What happens when they leave?”

      This wasn’t her father’s low voice with his slight Midwestern accent. This came from the dream. Before she could catch her breath and answer, she woke up, and all that remained were the tears on her face.

      Leni wrapped her arms across her chest, closing herself off. She dried her face with tissue from the nightstand and stilled herself. She still needed her father. That need left her with a pain in her chest and a panic attack ready to surface.

      “What happens when they are through with you?” Her aunt and her mother weren’t using her, were they? Her dreams meant something or foretold something. Her mother hadn’t had any use for her for the last eight years. Why now? Why appear so easily? Could she trust anything that came from her mouth when she’d left without a word?

      She wished her father had told her more about it, about what he’d known. Assuming they were telling her the truth, he was sort of in on it. Why hadn’t he prepared her?

      So many secrets swirled around her. Why so many secrets unless you’re hiding something? Secrets and lies.

      She sat in her bed, the moon peeking in through the glass balcony doors. Learning to cast wasn’t a bad thing at this point whether her mother and aunt were using her, or her grandmother was preparing to. Knowledge was power, so knowing what she was capable of could only help, whatever the truth was.

      But she wouldn’t put college aside because her aunt and mother were scared of their mother. She’d promised her father she’d go to school. She owed it to him. These new women in her life were just complicating things.

      No, her mother wasn’t new in the same way her aunt was, but this version of her was new to Leni. She wasn’t the same as she was eight years ago. And Leni wasn’t the child she was when Debra left.

      The situation was important, but so were her promises to her father. For all she knew, her aunt and mother could be delusional or way off base. Leni had to stay on track. It was her life and her decision. She couldn’t let her mother’s eccentric family ruin that. She wouldn’t let her mother ruin her life again.
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      She went to school the next day as though everything were normal. She wondered if she needed a bodyguard if this balance thing was true. Her aunt had said they safeguarded the property, but what about when Leni left? Maybe they were right. Maybe she shouldn’t go. Both her mother and aunt had watched her quietly as she’d left that morning. Both with their similar red hair, Diana’s pulled up in a twist and Debra’s down in waves to her shoulders. Both with their green eyes piercing into Leni’s soul. Both so similar yet different. Diana, tall and handsome with stronger features. Debra, smaller with sharper features. It was clear they were sisters. Was it clear Debra was Leni’s mother?

      Leni had the smaller features, but darker skin, raven waves of hair, but the same body type. She also had a version of her mother’s green eyes, more gray green than her mother’s after-a-rain green.

      She shook it off. She wanted nothing of her mother’s.

      Class went without incident, and she headed to her dad’s office to finish up packing. When she walked into the department office, Lorraine stopped her. “Oh Lenore, hang on a second.” She rifled through some notes on her desk. “Someone called for you Friday after you’d already left. A Mrs. Wilson? A package came for you at home. Well at your dad’s home…or your old home,” she stammered.

      Leni frowned and took the note Lorraine held out to her. “Thanks. It’s fine, thank you.”

      Her neighbor had called and left a phone number, but Leni hated talking on the phone. The message was pretty straightforward. She should head over there when she was done and pick up the package. Who would send her something to that address? Anything official would come through the law offices, and the attorneys knew where she was staying. Only one way to find out, run back there after she finished up at school.

      Ned wasn’t there yet, so it gave her a minute to look around. She was almost done packing her dad’s things. Ned had helped her go through old papers that no longer needed to be kept as they were dated well before the final grades and appeals deadlines were past. They would finish today with the last of it. A few weeks ago, his office had shown her father’s character, wisdom and a sense of humor, a care for students, and a love for his job. Now it was little more than bare shelves and an old desk. Packing his things away. Packing him away. But it had to be done. This room wasn’t her father.

      Her phone played the three-ring tone that indicated a text had arrived. From Ned, “Sorry. Have to proctor a make-up test. Can’t make today.”

      She sent a “K.” Perhaps it was better this way. Her last day at the office. She needed to process everything. She needed to feel the weight of the task at hand, remember her father, and be alone with her thoughts.

      Deep down, the tiny doubt took root. She carried the last of the boxes down to her car, parked in her dad’s old faculty space close to the building.

      Once her car was loaded, she checked her phone. Nothing from Ned. Without their usual lunch she was done for the day and could get home earlier to train.

      It was for the best.

      She unloaded the car when she got home, storing the rest of her dad’s things in her bedroom. When she went down for lunch, Diana and Debra were both waiting.

      “We have the barn ready for training,” Diana told her.

      Leni grabbed a sandwich, and they headed to the barn. The cars and trucks had been cleared away, and what were left were targets, cans, and various other objects to be cast upon.

      “Today we’ll start on focus and movement,” her mother said.

      Leni viewed this woman who had caused her so much pain as a nameless, faceless instructor. Just another teacher she wouldn’t get close to. She’d only take from, learn from, and leave.

      “And a few positive and negative energy spells for you to try, to see if you have an aptitude for one of the other.” Her mother said it evenly, but it was clear there was something significant to it.

      They started her off easy. Today they tried to teach her to cast light and dark. First, her mother worked with her on making the garage light up, to the small degree of a flashlight. Diana helped by turning off all the lights. For an hour, Leni stood in the dark, focused her mind, said the magic words—which made her feel stupid every time her mother told her to use the “magic words.” Maybe it was a big joke. Maybe she was being pranked. If she hadn’t seen what had happened in her dad’s office, she wouldn’t believe any of it.

      “Look at the object you want to illuminate, focus, and say solas,” her mother instructed. “It’s light in Irish.”

      Leni felt like she’d been staring at the rock in the center of the floor forever. “!” Nothing. “Shouldn’t I have a wand or something?”

      Diana shook her head, her eyes rolling upward.

      Debra headed to a cabinet in the corner. “Sometimes certain objects can help to focus a spell. Not always, but it may help.” She unscrewed a mason jar and turned it on its side at a slight angle to spill something out of it. She then meticulously put the jar back and closed the cabinet.

      She held out the contents of her hand toward Leni.

      “A dead bug?”

      “A dead lightning bug,” her mother said.

      Leni sighed and took it. “What am I supposed to—?”

      “Just hold it, focus, and try again,” her mother said, keeping her voice soft.

      “You want me to hold a dead bug and do it again?”

      Her mother nodded.

      After another deep breath, Leni said, “!”

      The garage remained dark.

      “A live lightning bug is much better, but not always on hand,” her mother said.

      “Why don’t you take a break, Leni,” her aunt Diana said.

      Leni took a bottle of water, while Diana and Debra conferred in the corner in hushed whispers.

      The only time Leni had been able to do anything magical was when she was upset, and when she had, the magic was all haphazard and chaotic. She didn’t seem to be able to cast the most basic of spells. How on God’s earth could she be the balance? Her grandmother was off her rocker.

      “It took you some time to master casting, too,” Diana told her mother. “It wasn’t until your moon that you came into your own.”

      Leni wondered what that meant. Her moon? Sounded like some new age way to talk about periods. Leni had long since had her moon if that’s what they meant.

      “Moon, of course!” Her mother’s whispers leapt in volume. “What moon is it?”

      Diana took a second to think. “Waning.”

      “Of course it is! If only we’d done this a week ago, it would’ve been easier.” Her mother walked toward Leni but still spoke over her shoulder to Diana. “Practicing now will stress her out and make her more frustrated. Honey,” she addressed Leni, “the moon isn’t doing you any favors right now. It’s waning which means—”

      “I know what a waning moon is,” Leni said. “I do study science.”

      “I didn’t realize it was science. I view it as magic,” her mother said, defensively.

      “It’s not.”

      “Why don’t we take a break?” Diana interrupted. “We can maybe work on some of the spell theory rather than application. In another week the moon will be out as in off or closed, empty, but then be waxing again. That would be the best time to practice.”

      “If you think it can wait,” Debra said.

      “I don’t, but this isn’t working either.”

      “What are the dates of the next full moons?”

      Diana tapped on her smartphone then swiped around on it. “The nineteenth of February and twentieth of March.”

      “My birthday,” Leni said as a matter of fact.

      The other women shot quick, knowing glances to one another.

      “What?”

      “Then we don’t have much time,” her aunt said.

      They headed inside. The two women’s silence was too obvious for Leni to bear. In the entryway, Leni dug through her purse to find her phone in case there were any messages or explanations from Ned. In doing so, she ran across the pink message notice from Lorraine at her dad’s office. She’d forgotten to get the package.

      As her aunt and mother trailed in after her, she said, “I’m going to grab dinner in the city. I have a package to pick up at the house.” She flashed the note at them.

      “What package?” Diana asked, her brow furrowed.

      “I won’t know until I know,” Leni said, taking her handbag and heading out the front.

      “Wait!” Diana shouted after her, but Leni had no desire to stick around any longer. Training had just about turned her off magic and witches forever. She wanted to run by the house for the package, get take-out from her favorite Cajun diner where she and her father used to go, and put the day behind her. And maybe pretend for a little bit nothing had changed.

      She checked her texts as she sped down the driveway and noticed her aunt behind her waving to get her attention but chose to ignore that. No texts from Ned or anyone else for that matter. Too bad. It would have been nice to take him to Hurricane Jane’s sometime and show him some of her other favorite spots. A tiny twinge of worry wriggled in. Why had he canceled on her? Was he done now? She tried to ignore it before the familiar shortness of breath came along with it.

      The drive was familiar, and her mind was so busy on the way there it flew by. Sooner than she expected, she was driving up in front of the home she used to share with her father. Though it looked the same, it certainly didn’t feel that way anymore. She got out of the car and looked up the steps. The evening was cold, as it had been at the Bentley’s but with a harsher chill to it, or maybe she was just imagining that. A quiet fell across the house, too. Not that her home had been a busy place, but today it felt dead. Cold and dead. No lights illuminated the windows, no smoke from a fire escaped the chimney.

      Her heart physically ached as memories of coming home from school assaulted her. Her skipping home after staying late for a study group, happily bounding up the stairs to see her dad. Friends left down the street who’d be at school to greet her the next day.

      None of those were with her now. Just the cold, still silence of what used to be home.

      Warm light came from Mrs. Wilson’s front windows and movement inside from an animated TV screen made her neighbor’s home seem filled with life, though Leni had never known anyone else to be there but the old woman.

      Leni opened her door and turned the lights on, grateful they’d kept the electricity on. She tried to shut the cold out, but it followed her inside. She checked the thermostat to see the heat hadn’t been kept up above fifty. Just enough to keep pipes from freezing.

      Someone had been in to drape the furnishings with sheets to keep the dust off. How much dust was produced in a home without life, a home without people or animals, her science mind wondered.

      She wafted from room to room, feeling like a ghost in her own house, as if she were haunting it. Her home now looked like a museum. She was afraid to touch anything. She glided up the stairs, moving from room to room, as though to soak each one in, remember how they felt, how they looked. She had every right to be here. It was her place after all.

      Everything was so dark. Dark, quiet, cold, and still. There was no light, no warmth, no life. Her old home was dead, like her father. Her muscles tensed and her breathing became shallow.

      She looked in her room, knowing all of her things were gone now, moved to Bentley Estate. It sat empty and dark, like she felt there. A few of the things she left behind were still tossed in the corner, unwanted, making it seem sadder somehow.

      It hadn’t been that long, had it? Only three weeks but it seemed like a lifetime since she’d walked these halls. She took a deep breath. Everything had changed. Accept it. Everything was different, and this was how it was now.

      She tried to get used to it, but it would take some time. She drifted back downstairs to her father’s office, feeling that was where his heart was. All he did was sleep in his bedroom, but he lived in his office. It seemed a twin to his office at the college. When she opened the doors, however, she found it ransacked. Drawers were torn out of the desk, books were tossed haphazardly from the shelves, and even pictures were crooked on the walls.

      “What in the world?” she said aloud. The rest of the house had been taken care of and maintained in her absence, but someone had torn through her father’s office. Why?

      Just then, someone knocked on the door and the front hinges squeaked. “Hello?”

      Leni shook off the sight of the office and closed the doors, not wanting to explain it to the acquaintance coming in the front. She put on a brave face and came out. “Hi, Mrs. Wilson. I got your message.”

      Mrs. Wilson came the rest of the way in, carrying the small package with her. “Hello, honey. How have you been?”

      Leni shrugged.

      Her neighbor peeked in as many rooms as she could see from the front entryway. “Are they taking care of the place? The law offices that is?”

      “Seem to be. I’ll take that from you. I’d offer you a seat, but…” Leni was grateful the place wasn’t exactly in a state for entertaining.

      “That’s fine, honey. I just wanted to get the package to you.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      “I figured your dad’s secretary would know how to contact you. I must have misplaced your number.”

      “She did. I’ve been in to pack up his things at the college.”

      “That’s what the woman said. How is school going?”

      “So far so good.” Leni gave a polite smile.

      “That’s good to hear. Everything good where you’re staying?”

      “Everything is as good as can be expected.” She was beginning to feel interrogated.

      “I’m glad. I think of you often.”

      Though her neighbor was trying to be nice, Leni didn’t want this person she barely knew thinking of her often. A shiver ran over her and she resisted the urge to physically shake it off. “There is no need. I’ll be fine.” She stood firm in the hallway, not giving Mrs. Wilson room to get comfortable and stay.

      “Well, if you need anything here, let me know. I can check in for you. I’ve heard some strange noises in here, rather loud if you ask me, but it looks like everything is fine.” She leaned in trying to see around Leni as she spoke.

      “Looks fine to me. If you do hear anything, just call the police or let the law office know. You shouldn’t get involved.”

      “Very good. I will. Take care now.”

      “You, too.”

      Leni ushered the neighbor out the door and locked it behind her. She wasn’t planning on staying long, but she did want to put her dad’s office back in order and see if she could find anything to give her a clue as to what the burglar wanted.

      Mrs. Wilson was just lonely. All she had to go back to were her programs on TV but still. Leni’s eyes darted around, looking for something to put away, something to busy herself with. She was done talking with all of these older women in her life who wanted and needed things from her.

      She was drained. It was hard enough filling her own emptiness without being asked to fill the wells of everyone else. Do this, learn this, become this because we need you to. What did she need?

      Time, space, peace. No one wanted to give her those things, yet they were so simple and took away from no one else.

      The package was light in her hands and about the size of a half loaf of bread. She eyed the return address. Handwritten with no name, just a Louisiana address. It was addressed to her rather than her father. His family must have heard.

      Retrieving a butter knife from the kitchen, she cut open the box and removed the contents, a piece of paper and a smaller box. The paper had symbols on it she couldn’t read: triple moon symbol, a mask inside a heart symbol, and a spiral. At the bottom of the page was a tribal version of what appeared to be scales and a silhouette of a blackbird. She tore through the wrapping, but no other letter or explanation was offered.

      Inside the smaller box was an ornate ring that held an oval of black onyx. It was beautiful. She took it out of the ring box and upon doing so, the stone face shifted. The swirl changed the black onyx to a speckled gray stone that moved and changed as she held it. She placed it back in the ring box and the stone turned black and still once more.

      The only thing she’d seen like it before was a mood ring, but this one moved quicker and was more animated than a mood ring. This one changed instantly at her touch alone. She hadn’t even worn it with the stone resting against her skin. There had to be an explanation for it. There must be a scientific reason for it or an illusion, a trick.

      She denied it before even understanding who sent it and why. None of this magic nonsense made any sense to her. There had to be evidence for what she’d seen. What had she seen? When she’d had her episode in the office, she’d seen lights like firecrackers and things rise up out of the boxes she’d packed. The lights had to be some sort of visual impairment. Maybe it was the aura of an oncoming migraine. She remembered her mother having them. And the boxes lifting. Maybe a slight gravitational misfire or a ground shift from tectonic plates dropping so suddenly she couldn’t feel it. But the stopping of time? How could she explain that away? And her family’s insistence on magic. Had she ever seen them cast?

      A few other explanations remained that could logically dispel these episodes. She hated to think this way, but perhaps her father’s death had triggered a deep depression, like the one she’d experienced when her mother left. Perhaps she was lost in a dream, unconscious in a hospital somewhere. Or even worse, maybe she had finally lost it. Maybe her mind had let go and she’d succumbed to the crazy.

      She’d been unconscious in sort of an emotional coma, not just one that kept her in bed. One that had left her completely out of it with no memory of what had happened. For months. What had she missed out on? What had happened? She’d been thirteen at the time, so probably not a lot.

      A flash of something echoed in her mind. “Hang on, sweet girl. I’m with you. I’ll never leave you,” she heard her father’s voice saying and pictured a blurred image of him by her hospital bed, holding her hand.

      Pain struck her temples as this came to her.

      Her left-brain logic denied the magic, but deep down, she knew what she’d witnessed.

      “I became insane, with long intervals of horrible sanity.” She recalled the Edgar Alan Poe quote her father had hung in his home office, spurring her to go back and assess the damage.

      Very little of the room had been left untouched. Her father was the typical mild-mannered professor at a small local college. What could someone be looking for in here that they didn’t suspect would be anywhere else in the house?

      Still holding her right temple, she sat down in his office and looked around. Once the pain subsided, she picked up the debris on the floor. “I’ll never leave you,” she recalled his voice “Yeah, that’s what they all say,” she said to herself.

      She put his books back on the shelves. Eventually she’d be packing up this room, too. Next year when she took ownership of the house, she wouldn’t need to keep her father’s office intact. But for now, she wanted it straightened up. She was tired of packing up his things. Maybe she’d leave it for the estate office to take care of.

      Once the furniture was righted, drawers were back in the desk, and the books shelved, the room looked much better, though papers and mementos still decorated the floor.

      She straightened a few pictures that hung on the wall on her way out and made her way upstairs without thinking. She was over tired. Her quick trip in for a package and a meal at her favorite restaurant would have to wait. She needed sleep.

      She found herself in her father’s room, the only bed still left in the house. His room was sparsely decorated. The bed, nightstand, and a dresser were all that stood on the floor. No clothes scattered haphazardly and no clutter. Clean and crisp in muted whites. She kicked off her shoes and coat, and crawled into the sheets, snuggled under the weight of the blankets and fell asleep smelling the faint scent of her dad’s aftershave on the pillow as she did so.

      “What happens when they’re through with you?” The whispers haunted her dreams. Then with a swirl, her dream shifted back to her hospital bed years ago. A blurred image, someone sitting beside her. Red, wavy hair to the shoulders. “Honey, I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.” A dream of her mother at her bedside in the hospital. Or was it a memory?

      “Don’t say that, Deb,” her father said, moving into her vision his hand on her mother’s shoulder. “It’s not your fault.”

      “It is. It’s my family’s curse. It eats away at everyone we love.” Her face dropped to her hands to mask the sobs.

      “You’ve done what you can. You sacrificed everything you loved,” her father said.

      “To what end? I lost you. I’m losing her.”

      “Lenore is stronger than you think.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      Her dream melted away and shifted, churning like the black and gray of the ring she’d just received. Another time. Same place. Her blurred vision from the hospital bed. Another figure sitting next to her. Her aunt perhaps? Red hair pulled back, broader shoulders but not as tall, it seemed. Something about this figure didn’t fit with her aunt. A cold hand grasped hers.

      “Strong girl. Now is not your time to go. You will recover. You are better than those hiding you away. You are better than all of them. Maybe even me. They don’t deserve you. They fear you, but I need you. I will come for you again. Your time will come when you will ruin them all.”

      Leni sat up, sweat on her brow, though it still wasn’t warm in this room. A muffled buzzing sound registered. It took a second to shake off the weird dream for her to realize it was her phone in her coat pocket. She took it out of her coat on the floor.

      Before she could answer, her aunt cut in. “Leni? Leni, where are you? You have to come home now.”

      “I’m at my house. There was something—”

      “It doesn’t matter. Come home. Something’s happened. You’re in danger.”

      “I was in danger before.” She rubbed her eyes, trying to force the sleep away.

      “Your mother is gone and there’s been a breach of our security here.”

      “Then isn’t it safer for me to stay where I am? No one knows I’m here but you.”

      “You are safer with us, than you are on your own.” Diana’s voice was urgent and rushed.

      “Who is ‘us’?”

      “Your family, Leni.”

      “And who exactly is my family?

      “Me, Michaels…and your grandfather.”
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      Her mother was gone…what did that mean this time?

      Speeding back to her aunt’s, the emptiness of leaving her dad’s home crept in again. Was it easier with people in her life or without? How would she do completely on her own? She’d felt the strongest in her life with both parents, but that could have been due to her age. She’d been a child then. Now, going to college, meeting new people, wrapping up her father’s life, she felt capable and strong. The panic attacks were fewer and farther between. Perhaps she was meant to be alone. Maybe that was the peace and the space she needed.

      Her aunt’s estate had brought confusion, secrets, mysteries, and downright absurdities. She needed none of those things right now. What she needed was rest. All her father had asked of her was to go to school and make a life for herself. That was what she was trying to do.

      That wasn’t entirely true though, and she knew it. He’d also asked that she go to live with her aunt for one year before making any adult decisions.

      Her mother asked for forgiveness and acceptance. Her mother wanted to be back in her life. She could tell by the way she looked at her, pleading with her eyes without saying anything. Her mother needed this from her to fulfill her own life.

      Her aunt wanted her to be some kind of chosen one of witch-kind. It was ridiculous when she thought of it. Maybe mental illness ran in the family. Her aunt needed Leni to come into her power, to fulfill some sort of destiny, so she could battle her evil grandmother.

      And if her grandmother even existed, she, according to Diana, wanted to harness Leni’s ability and use it to strengthen her own.

      Leni didn’t want or need any of it. She had spent years trying to return from the depression, years fighting the panic attacks. These witches were trying to pull her back in.

      But her father had placed her in that home for some reason. Her levelheaded father, whom she trusted more than anyone on earth, had put her right dab in the middle of mama-drama central.

      If none of it was true, they were a bunch of delusional weirdoes. But what if it were true? What if her grandmother was out to get her? What if Leni was the balance they were searching for? What then?

      Was she better off alone? That was her base instinct. Run away and leave them all to their own issues, so they couldn’t try to drain her like emotional vampires. Wanting something from her. Needing something. But also because maybe in this short time she’d grown fond of them in some perverse way. Maybe deep down she wanted her mother back in her life. Maybe she was enjoying the female camaraderie. Maybe she enjoyed her large estate and her potentially potent bloodline. She felt a part of something. But at least if she ran away, they couldn’t leave her.

      Everyone wanted something from her.

      The ringing of her phone broke her over-analyzing.

      “Hey, Leni. Sorry I missed you today.” Ned.

      She glanced at the clock—10:22 p.m.

      “Oh, yeah,” was all she could think to say.

      “I’m a softie. Shouldn’t have let that student have a make-up test this early in the term. Now she’ll expect it all year.”

      “Probably.”

      “Did I wake you?”

      “No. I had to go to the city and pick up some things. I’m headed home now.” Home. The word felt hollow and fake as she said it.

      “Can I see you?”

      “Tonight? Kind of late isn’t it? And kind of a long drive for you.”

      “You’re worth it.” She could hear the smile as he said it, and warm fuzzies spread through her inside.

      “I don’t know. I was going to stay in the city tonight, but my aunt called all upset. She has some sort of crisis going on.”

      “Ah, okay then. Still on for this weekend, though, right?”

      “Sure, yeah.”

      “Great! Have a good night.”

      When she drove up the circle drive and parked in front of the house, Diana trudged back and forth rapidly along the front porch with Michaels standing behind, armed with a shotgun. Her aunt’s stance relaxed when Leni stepped out of the car.

      “Oh, thank God. I was so worried.” Diana rushed down the stairs and hugged her to the point it bordered on painful.

      “I told you, I—”

      “Get inside,” Michaels said, eyes narrowed as he scanned the property. He opened the door, and Jake bounded out to be with him. A few puppy barks greeted Leni.

      Before she could argue with him, her aunt cut in.

      “Come on. I’ll explain everything inside,” Diana said, guiding Leni past him.

      Michaels remained on the porch. He cocked the gun and steadied his eyes on the perimeter.

      Diana closed the door.

      “What in the world—” Leni started but before she could finish, her aunt was dragging her upstairs. Leni didn’t even have time to take her coat off.

      “Come on. Your room is the safest one in the house. Except for…” her aunt stopped and turned back around. “No, down here.”

      “Aunt Diana. Tell me what is going on!” Leni tried to jerk her arm free, but her aunt had a tight grasp on it.

      Diana didn’t speak but dragged Leni through the dining room to the kitchen and went to the locked pantry.

      Diana waved a hand and said, “.” A metal sound came from inside the door, as though gears were shifting or locks pulling back, reminding Leni of a bank vault door. Then it popped open an inch, and Diana pulled it the rest of the way. “Get in.”

      “Now wait a minute,” Leni protested, “if I’m in danger, why would I let you shove me in some sort of locked cell in your kitchen?”

      “Oh, for goddesses’ sake!” Diana rolled her eyes and pushed in front. “I’ll go first then.”

      Whose side was her aunt on? Could this be a trap?

      “Your father entrusted me with you. If you don’t trust me yet, trust him.”

      Leni couldn’t argue. He was the only person on this earth alive or dead she trusted. She followed her aunt in. The door closed behind her, and her aunt flipped on the lights.

      Stairs led down, and Leni trailed behind her aunt. At the bottom, a room opened up. At first glance, it appeared to be a rec room. There was a TV, stereo system with albums stacked under beneath, a pool table, a dartboard, and a carved wooden bar with a mirror and lots of bottles of booze on glass shelves behind it. Bookshelves lined one of the long walls, and another door was on the opposite end.

      Before Leni could ask, Diana told her to sit on one of the large sectional couches, and she sat across a large, square industrial table from her. “This was created during prohibition. They hid the booze here and had parties or hid from the cops. Now it’s our panic room. We come here when we are under magical attack from other families or from my mother. No one but family and security know about it.”

      “Again, who is ‘we’? Who is this family and security?”

      “Oh Leni, I should’ve started your training when I first saw you, but your father wanted you to ease into it and only if necessary. I don’t even know where to start.” Diana stood back up and paced the room.

      “Where is my mother?”

      “We don’t know. You went to get your parcel, and your mother followed after you.”

      “I never saw her. She didn’t catch up with me.”

      “She’s stopped answering her phone.”

      “Well, what’s the big deal about that? It may have run out of battery.”

      “She stopped answering any telepathic messages, too. It’s as if she just dropped off the witch radar.”

      “Telepathic messages?” Another new trick Leni had yet to learn. “You think your mother has her?”

      “I do.”

      “To what end?”

      Diana took a deep breath. “To bend you to her will.”

      Leni scoffed. “Good luck with that. Any feelings I ever had for my mother left when she did, years ago.” Leni said the words but deep down, no matter how much she denied it or pushed it away, she was relieved and even happy her mother had returned with a decent reason for having left.

      “Even if that were true, would you want to see your mother killed if you don’t play along?”

      Leni opened her mouth to answer, but nothing came out.

      Diana poured herself a drink at the bar. “So tonight, you left to go to your dad’s to get a package. What was it?”

      “It was just something from—” Leni stopped because she didn’t know who it was from. She took the package out of her hobo bag.

      Diana’s eyes widened. “You have it here?”

      “Well, yeah. This is it.” Leni brought it over to the bar.

      “Let me see it.” Diana snatched the box from her. “Louisiana, but no name,” she said reading the return address. She delved into the box, read the symbols, and started shaking her head as she muttered.

      “What does it mean?” Leni asked.

      Then she took the ring out, inspecting the stones and around the inside of the band. She didn’t speak. The stone didn’t change for her.

      “Well?”

      “Well, the letter seems to be a message about your two bloodlines entangling. You. And what you are to become. No surprise there really.”

      “The balance?”

      “But the ring…” she turned it over again, and the stone remained black.

      “Wait, earlier, when I touched it,” Leni said taking the ring back, “it changed. See?” She held it out for her aunt to see the swirling gray and black in the stone. Diana jerked it back, and the stone stilled, dead black again.

      “It’s pretty, isn’t it?” Leni said, knowing it was more than pretty.

      “It’s dangerous. Leni, anything like this, especially if you don’t know who it came from, can be deadly or cursed. Think of magic like drugs. Sure, some are harmless, but if you found a box of drugs, and you didn’t know who they were from, you wouldn’t take them. You can’t put on rings like this without knowing what they are.” Diana placed the ring on the coffee table, closed her eyes and held her hands hovering above it. She whispered in a language Leni didn’t understand.

      Leni sat patiently, and after a minute, her aunt explained. “There are two strains of magic on this ring. One tells me it is one-part detector and one-part tracer. It can tell you whether you are more prone to positive or negative magic, depending on the color.”

      “When you hold it, it’s black. Does that mean—?”

      “It’s not attuned to me. It won’t change for me. It remains in default mode, so to speak. The second strain, however, is the important one. Whoever gave this to you is using it as a tracker, so they know your whereabouts.”

      “It didn’t come from my dad’s family in Louisiana at all, then.”

      Diana shook her head. “I doubt it. Leave it with me, and I can remove the trace, and you can keep it for the other purpose if you like it. I can put an aura around it to hide it from those who seek you for now.”

      Diana carried the ring over to the bar, put a scotch glass on top of it like a dome, and then held out her hands and spoke more mysterious words. A dark cloud of smoke filled the glass, hiding the ring from sight. “That should do it, along with being down here. This prohibition room is also our magic panic room. It has several spells and protective auras sealing it in. Not only mine, but your mother’s, Michael’s…”

      “And my grandfather’s?”

      Diana’s eyebrows raised. “He is a powerful caster, but men cast differently than women do. They tend to specialize in protective spells, barriers, and force fields. This room is safe from any sort of spell except ritual spells. For those, your grandmother would need a coven working together. Plus, they’d need to breach the perimeter of the property.”

      “You said on the phone, they had.”

      “Michaels detected an intruder on the property. It could have been someone walking up the highway, a hitchhiker from the road. It could be nothing, but we fear my mother may use innocent people to get near us or to deliver cursed items to us.”

      “It could have been that man. That bird man from the shack,” Leni said, and as she did, it all clicked into place.

      Diana sat next to her. “The bird man, as you call him, is my father, your grandfather. My mother’s power drained him. She took his mind rather than his life. I guess she couldn’t bear to lose him totally.”

      Leni’s stared at her aunt, wide-eyed, and her chest tightened.

      “He’s harmless. Really, he is. He still has some of his own magic that he uses to help. Michaels takes good care of him. Your grandfather is actually…” Diana stopped.

      “Tell me. Tell me everything.” Leni sat at the edge of her seat, leaning forward.

      “Women hold most of the magical abilities. Men’s powers are limited, but they are there. They cast in very specific schools of magic, as I said before. God, Leni, there is so much you’ve never been told. For me to explain it all in a few minutes is impossible.”

      “Try.” Leni crossed her legs and folded her arms across her chest.

      “Each witch has a guardian who looks over her. The guardian is the grandfather of the maternal line.”

      “So, the crazy bird man is my guardian grandfather? Great.”

      “He’s not crazy! He has more power remaining than you could imagine.”

      Leni immediately regretted using that term. She’d been called that when she’d had her anxiety and depression issues. She shifted focus. “Where does Michaels fit in all of this? You warned me away from him when I first moved here.”

      Diana paused for a long while. “I didn’t want any magic you may possess to target him. Michaels and I are involved. We fell in love many years ago. We’ve remained friends because there can be nothing more.”

      “Because your magic will drain him.”

      “I’ve tried to give him up, unsuccessfully, but I’ve also tried to give up magic. It’s hard, Leni. Once you start.”

      “If I go this witch route, I’ll never be able to love someone? To be with someone?”

      “You will but you run the risk.”

      “The risk my mother took.” Leni stood now, circling the room. Her mind went to Ned. Maybe it was better that she not get involved with anyone. Maybe she shouldn’t get any closer than she was now. She couldn’t take anyone else leaving her, and she didn’t want to hurt anyone. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Stay safe and work on your training.”

      “I want nothing to do with all this magic! I want to have someone else in my life who isn’t relegated to the barn or drained to death. I don’t want this! I don’t want any of it.”

      “You can’t always get what you want. This is your life. This is what you have to work with. So, what are you going to do about it?”

      A long pause passed between them.

      “How does this witch thing happen? You have to have some sort of magic in the blood and then you practice? Is that how I’m so lucky to have this in my life?”

      “Everyone has magical powers, Leni. They just don’t know it. People deny their strengths. People don’t believe. If your mind isn’t open to the possibility, you can’t have any. It’s the biggest barrier. But if you’ve grown up with it and seen it, that barrier is non-existent. If skilled casters surround you, you get the training you need to hone your skills,” her aunt explained.

      “Show me, then. Show me what you can do.” Leni had been trying to deny the magic or explain it away with logic and science.

      Diana got to her feet. “Okay. You know how in music class you had to run scales, sort of as a warmup?”

      “Sure.”

      “This is the first witch scale of spells.” Diana positioned herself in the center of the large room and ran through a quick succession of spells. The room brightened, the room darkened, fireworks exploded in the room. Leni eased away slightly. A bottle of wine rose in the air, fell and shattered causing Leni to jump back. The wine spilled on the floor but then put itself back together, wine and all, and repositioned itself back on the shelf. Several candles around the room lit up, their wicks sprouting flames. Then to finish the scale, Diana turned to her, flicking a hand in her direction. A rush of energy shot through her. There was no pain, but Leni was confused for a minute while the rest of the room returned to the state it had been before the magic demonstration.

      Leni shook it off. “What was that?”

      “That last bit was a daze spell. The rest was rudimentary magic any trained witch should be able to do once they start school.”

      “Show me something harder. What’s the highest level spell you can cast?”

      “Remember the cost, Leni. If I cast something powerful, someone loses. Most of the spells I can’t do inside anyway. Weather control and that sort of thing you need space to see. If I cast something negative, there is a risk, as I don’t specialize in it. The beauty of negative spells, though, is that it leaves something positive in the world.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, if I cast a spell on you that caused you unbearable pain. I take from someone suffering in the world.”

      Leni frowned. “So, grandmother is doing good to people somewhere?”

      Diana didn’t make eye contact. “You could say that. However, she is doing very bad things to people we care about.”

      “Then you and my mother who cast positive spells send out negativity into the world.”

      Diane glanced at Leni. “Well, you could say that, I suppose.”

      Leni didn’t know what to think. Her grandmother was trying to harness power to use for herself and cast negative spells but that helped the world. While Diana and Debra brought positive spells to those around them creating a negative repercussion. Who really had the family’s best interests in mind?

      Almost as if she could read Leni’s thoughts, Diana explained. “The difference is intent. Your grandmother’s intent is to bring darkness down on people she knows. The positive reactions are just a side effect. She doesn’t try to bring good into the world. She brings evil. She brings pain. She brings death. She doesn’t care about those close to her. Whereas your mother and I try to avoid magic to protect those we care about. Any magic we cast is incidental, which is why you haven’t seen a lot of it in the house. We understand it takes away from someone, somewhere.”

      The door at the top of the stairs made unlocking sounds and Diana moved protectively in front of Leni, watching eagle-eyed until it opened. “It’s me,” Michaels said, his voice hard.

      Immediately relaxing, Diana met him at the bottom of the stairs. “Anything?”

      He shook his head, glancing in Leni’s direction. Diana melted into his arms and he held her close. The embrace was something that seemed out of character for both of them, and Leni’s thoughts flitted to Ned.

      “Whatever it is, it’s gone now,” he said, his voice gruff.

      “Dad?”

      “He’s fine. He insisted on standing watch. Jake’s with him.”

      Leni couldn’t help but stare at Michaels. His faded jeans and scruffy face. Her aunt must’ve been into the rustic, cowboy type.

      Then she realized what he’d said. “Jake? What’s a puppy going to do?”

      Michaels chuckled. “Jake is more than he appears. How is our little troublemaker?” He jutted his chin in Leni’s direction.

      “Ill-informed but getting better. Is the alert over?” Diana asked.

      “I’d like to know what happened to Deb before we leave here.”

      “I’ll scry to locate her with my crystal ball. If we’re going to be casting more often, I should get my calendars synced. We’ve explained how the moon can affect casting, but there is also something else to be concerned with. The Void of the Course Moon.”

      “What’s that?” Leni was beginning to feel like she was in class as she listened to the lecture and questioned the parts she didn’t understand.

      “The hours between zodiac signs on the calendar can cause magic black outs. When Libra moves into Scorpio for example, the hours in between prevent magic. Ours, our mother’s, anyone’s. It’s a magic dead zone. Most casters make sure to cast whatever they may need before that date to be safe. We’ll make sure to double the force fields, anything like that.”

      Leni should’ve been taking notes. Luckily, she was bright and could follow everything so far, though believing it was different. She was still in shock. Her mind was still scrambling to come up with excuses to explain it all scientifically. She couldn’t really doubt it anymore though, having witnessed it up close.

      Diana cleared the large, square coffee table, removing the tablecloth draped over it and revealing a pentagram underneath. She then set up some candles, a small iron cauldron of water, a dagger, and some incense.

      She took her time, manually lighting the candles rather than using magic, getting up to dim the lights rather than casting.

      Then she went to the cabinet and took out something wrapped in a silk burgundy cloth. She cradled it in her right arm and took out a little metal stand. She set it in the center of the table, and Leni could see it was made up of three wolves howling at the moon. She placed a crystal ball on top of their snouts, which balanced the sphere in place.

      After getting everything ready, Diana sat down, closed her eyes, and started casting.

      Leni stood by, unsure of what to do, when smoke inside the crystal ball shifted and churned.

      “Deirfiur,” Diana whispered in another language. “Taispeain dom deirfiur.”

      Diana tensed and opened her eyes. The smoke moved inside the sphere, and Diana didn’t take her eyes off the orb. After a moment she cringed back, trembling. She reached toward Michaels, to hold on. He threw the silk cloth over the crystal ball and caught Diana as she passed out in his arms.

      "'Michaels glanced at Leni and then turned his head to the smudge stick on the side table. “Light it.”

      Leni followed his instruction.

      “Now bring it here. Wave it around to clear the air around her.”

      “Clear the air?” That made no sense to her. It was smoke.

      “Of spirits.”

      Oh, spirits. Sure.

      After Leni had cleared the air, Diana started coming to.

      “Well?” Michaels asked.

      “She left to find Leni. Mother got her on the front steps before she could get inside the house.”

      “Your mother has her, then. Are you sure?” he asked.

      “I’m sorry, Leni.” Diana came over and placed her hands on her shoulders.

      “Why are you apologizing to me?”

      “I let her go. I may have caused you to lose your mother again.”

      Leni’s heart caught in her chest.
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      They agreed to spend the night in the panic room. Michaels left periodically to patrol. The puppy and Leni’s not-so-normal grandfather were on watch, which didn’t make Leni feel all that protected, but from the reactions of Michaels and Aunt Diana, she should.

      Diana had told Leni her grandfather was her protector by blood, and even though exposure to his wife’s magic drained his mind, he still had use of his protective spells. Not only that, but the guardian had additional strengths to protect his granddaughter. Certain spells were within his ability that could only be used to help Leni. Diana didn’t elaborate, but who was Leni to argue with a witch whose line extended through Salem back to the Druids in Ireland?

      “I hate having to teach you this and so rushed, too, but I see no other way. Shielding you from this life which your parents did to you hasn’t kept you safe.” Diana sat next to her, a hand on her leg. “I’ve tried to keep magic out of my life, but at this point, it’s the only way.”

      Diana worked on teaching Leni more of the basics, the vocal part of casting, the mental part, the material focus, and the motions. She explained how all four parts strengthened a spell, but the mental part was the most important. It was the visualization, the imagination, and the core power behind a spell. It also registered the intent to do good or do harm.

      Diana talked again about moon phases and worked on a large wall calendar while they were there, showing Leni when her power would be strongest and weakest. Then she went over the year calendar with dry erase markers, writing in the Void of Course Moon times, where magic blackouts were likely to occur.

      Diana stood back, tapping the marker against her lips as she crossed her arms and examined her work. Michaels had come in for a beer, opening the can with a quick psshht sound that made Leni jump.

      “Hmmm,” her aunt said.

      He walked up to have a look. “March, you think?”

      “It looks that way. Leni, we have to get you ready for the Crow Moon.”

      Leni was beginning to feel incredibly stupid. Everything was so new and none of it had ever been in her life that she was aware of.

      “Crow Moon, the full moon in March. It looks like that will be a peak casting time for you, and since your eighteenth birthday falls on the full moon, I’d say that’s what we need to be ready for.”

      “Ready for evil granny?”

      “I think that’s when she’ll put you to the test. March is a powerful month. The spring equinox, the full moon, your birthday…it all makes sense. March ushers in spring. New life. Rebirth.”

      “It would be perfect,” Michaels agreed.

      “The girls she’s taken before, she always puts them to the test on a full moon. She’s tried all of the moons at one time or another, the hunter’s moon, the wolf moon, and the rose moon. But she seems to run them through the gauntlet on the Crow Moon the most, because of the power of the equinox. I should add that.” She edited her wall calendar with a different colored marker, jotting in the equinoxes, solstices and something she called the Sabbats. “There. The holy days are all there now, too.”

      “And if I fail this test, she’ll leave me alone and move on to the next candidate?”

      “If you fail, yes. But if you fail you could be injured, mentally altered, or even killed, which is why your mother and I were trying to shield you. It’s why your father sent you to live with me after his death. He knew we would do our damnedest to keep you safe. He knew Michaels was here. He knew our father was here and would do everything he could.”

      Talk of her father always made her wonder lately. How had he known all this and why had he decided not to tell her? She wasn’t a child.

      “And if I can’t cast consciously? If I get to the point when only erratic spells pop out of me when I’m stressed, what then?”

      “Then I guess we’re going to have to make sure you’re mighty stressed the night of the Crow Moon,” Michaels said in his Missouri drawl.

      Diana worked with Leni the rest of the night, but Leni couldn’t manage to cast the simplest of spells. She’d always been a high achiever in school, always the brightest in the class, the quickest to master even the hardest concepts in her advanced-level courses. But she was a magical dunce. Being a failure didn’t feel good at all.

      She fell asleep on the couch, exhausted and even a bit concerned for her mother. She slipped into a dream state where she wandered through the Bentley Estate woods to the shack. Now that she knew who was inside, the dream wasn’t as ominous as it had been before.

      She opened the door and entered. Her grandfather sat in a rocking chair by the dancing fire. Leni walked in and knelt beside him. He glanced at her and smiled, and then put his knotted hand on her head and stroked her hair. In her dream, she closed her eyes, feeling safe and comforted by his side.

      Then her dream shifted back to her dark time, the time she forgot. A man talked beside her, but she couldn’t understand what he meant. “One for sorrow, two for joy, three for girl. Wake up, kiddo.”

      Her eyes flickered, just enough to catch a glimpse of her grandfather sitting by her hospital bed. Was he casting spells for her? She opened her eyes all the way, back to the shack with him by her side, and then once more to find herself in the magic safe room.

      Diana sat beside her on the arm of the couch. “Morning. I think we are heading up now. No new overnight developments.”

      “What about my mom?” Leni surprised herself with her own concern.

      Diana exhaled. “I’m sure your mother is being taken care of. My mother will need her safe and sound to play her against us. I suspect we’ll see her when Katherine wants us to.”

      They headed up for breakfast, the door going through its auto-lock mechanism behind them. “What now? How do we go forward?” Leni asked.

      “The property is well protected. You can feel safe here. I wouldn’t be going back to your former house any time soon,” Diana said.

      “What about school?”

      Diana and Michaels swapped a quick glance.

      “What about school?” Leni repeated.

      “It would be a lot easier if you took the semester off. Just until after March,” Diana suggested.

      “And if I refuse?”

      Michaels walked toward her, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Then we’ll do what we can.”

      “Then you better work out what that entails.”

      She had breakfast and got ready for school. When she headed out to her car, she saw Michaels focusing and circling the vehicle. Diana ran outside with her and dropped something in her purse, and then unzipped her backpack and dropped something in there as well.

      “What are you doing? What is all this?” Leni asked.

      “Put this on, too.” Diana was draping the chain over Leni’s head already.

      Leni eyed the pendant on the end of the chain. A crystal, a feather, a star inside a circle, and a tag with some words on it she couldn’t read.

      “Tuck it under your shirt if you don’t like it, but these are protective stones and an amulet. They should shield you. Mother would need ritual magic to get to you.”

      Jake dashed in from the back of the house, barking happily in Leni’s direction.

      “Oh, and you’re taking him,” Michaels said.

      “Jake? To school?”

      “It’s either him or one of us,” Michaels told her.

      “What am I supposed to do with a dog at school? I can’t leave him in the car.”

      Michaels chuckled. “Then let him out.”

      “I can’t let him loose in town. What if he gets hit by a car or taken?”

      Michaels erupted in laughter, hard enough that he bent over, the sound warm and easy, something she hadn’t expected of him. Diana grinned at her.

      “What?”

      “Watch.” Michaels made a quick motion toward Jake, as if he was going to run after him and grab him. Jake vanished in the blink of an eye.

      “What the–”

      A sharp bark came from directly behind her. She turned to see Jake wagging his tail.

      “Jake, sit. Stay,” Michaels commanded.

      Jake sat. Michaels closed his eyes and muttered a few words. A bear appeared off in the distance. He stood on its hind legs and roared in their direction.

      Michaels opened his eyes and glanced at Jake. “Attack!”

      With that, Jake morphed into a huge, blond wolf, and went after the bear, snarling, ripping, and tearing at it. When the bear took swings at him, Jake vanished from sight only to reappear behind the bear for another attack.

      Leni gasped, and turned away from the animal fight happening near the edge of the trees.

      “It’s just an illusion, Leni. That’s not a real bear. It’s for training purposes. The energy needed to manifest this spell comes from dreams and hallucinations. Illusion spells don’t draw on physical energies,” Michaels said.

      She turned back to see Jake in wolf form put the final touches on the fight causing the image of the bear to shimmer and disappear.

      Diana walked over, explaining. “Jake’s not a puppy. He’s a magical dog. He can disappear, as you saw. He can morph into other canine forms. He can fight. He can watch you during the day without you or anyone else knowing he’s there. And his spells don’t take from anyone. They are a part of him.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “How can you still question after everything you’ve seen?” Diana asked her. “Some call him a witch dog, some an angel dog, some a familiar. He’s bonded to Michaels. He’ll do what he’s told to do without fail, even at the risk of his own life.”

      “How did you get him? Where–”

      “Once you come into your power, you can call a familiar. One that finds you worthy will answer,” Michaels said. “Eventually.”

      Diana smiled. “It took ten years for Jake to come to Michaels. You have to be compatible and you have to be ready.”

      Last night had been a lot to take in for Leni. Training with her mother had been exhausting before that. Finding the book and the portraits on the wall in the first place had been stressful. Each day kept bringing more and more she needed to learn and let sink in. It was harder than college.

      She opened the car and Jake jumped in. Michaels gave him a series of guttural commands and told Leni just to let him out of the car when she got to school, and he’d do the rest.

      Her car shimmered once she got in, but soon dissipated or she got used to it. Jake sat, still and calm, watching out the window the entire way. At school, she let him out, as she was told. In a blink, he was gone. She could see footprints in the damp grass every now and then when she tried, so he was there. She figured he knew more about this magical life than she did, so he’d be fine. And if she got attacked by a bear, he could take care of it.

      The next few days at school went well. Jake always attended with her, and when she’d make her way back to the car, he’d appear and blink inside the car before her, so she’d know he was ready to go.

      She’d finished in her dad’s office, but Ned still wanted to meet for lunch. It became a new daily ritual. He seemed very excited about their date to see Macbeth. Leni wanted to go but wasn’t sure how she’d be able to talk her aunt into letting her go into the city. She had to admit, she did feel a bit exposed, even with Jake around.

      No magical attacks happened at school, but then again nothing magical happened for Leni either. She was still a dunce when it came to witch class. She trained and she tried, but nothing. No feathers floated. No candle flames ignited. She doubted more and more she was the one her grandmother was searching for.

      Each night she went to her room to sleep, but magic remained aloof and distant. She couldn’t get it out of her head that she couldn’t do what so many others before her had been able to do. She believed now, for the most part. She had it in her blood, but it just wasn’t coming.

      She sat in bed, Emerson the teddy bear by her side, and took up her father’s journal again, the one she’d picked up in his office. Most of it was reflecting about her birth, outlining his hopes for his little girl. His thoughts on being a single father since her mother had left.

      Her thoughts had drifted to Ned when her phone alerted her to a new text from him. “Can’t wait for tomorrow.”

      She smiled. She couldn’t either. She replied with a smiley face, and then snuggled into bed.

      She didn’t fear her grandmother. She hadn’t seen her. No one had except her mom, they said. What if—she hated to think it. What if her mother was in on all of this? What if her mother was trying to use her? Debra had shown a lack of interest in her once before. What if she was in cahoots with grandmother? The estate had been safe. Diana and Michaels, Leni’s grandfather, the weird birdman. No one had come to any harm.

      Well, no one except the girls who had been taken before. She remembered Ginny telling her about them. Girls all her age, missing, found dead, found beaten with amnesia. Some never found.

      Why wasn’t her family more interested in stopping that? Why weren’t the police crawling all over the place? Diana had said they feared repercussions from Grandmother, not only for themselves but for the police who investigated. What about the families of the girls who were left not knowing what had happened?

      This wasn’t just about some family drama. This wasn’t just a witch thing. This was kidnapping and serial killing. How many years did it go back?

      The next day at school, Leni hit the library between classes and started her investigation. Missing girls, Greater Kansas City area. Within an hour, she had pinpointed over a hundred girls in her age range who had gone missing. She checked the moon-phase almanac site and was able to narrow it down to eighty-one girls the right age taken within a day or two of a full moon.

      Four of them had been found dead.

      A whopping fifty-four had been found with no memory of what had happened to them. Police reports had chalked it up to being drunk or high, but Leni wondered.

      Twenty-three were still unaccounted for.

      Twenty-three represented a large number of people, with family and friends still waiting, hopeful for some kind of closure.

      The first record of one of the missing girls who matched her grandmother’s MO was in 1978. From what Leni knew of her parents’ ages and what they’d told her of her grandparents’ ages, her grandmother would’ve been in her thirties at that time. Had grandma been that desperate for power back then?

      Leni printed out the list of names and dates on a spreadsheet and took them with her. She and Ned weren’t meeting for lunch since they had dinner and the play that night, a fact that she’d avoided mentioning to her aunt.

      She hurried home and hung the spreadsheet on her bulletin board. The grisly deaths of girls found with claw and bite marks, broken bones, and bruised bodies didn’t faze her emotionally. She wasn’t those girls. And though everyone kept telling her she was next on the list, she didn’t feel it. Somehow, it all oddly comforted her. It created a distance for her, however misplaced.

      She put on a black sheath dress, sheer hose, and high black boots. She took her wavy hair down, letting it fall in natural curves down her back. She applied a bit of make up to her eyes and lips and felt ready to go. She found a small black bag for the necessities for her date. Her phone, her wallet, some mad money in cash.

      Ned was meeting her for dinner off campus. She’d kept him from coming onto the estate for now. Visitors tended to set all off all the alarms and attracted unnecessary attention from Diana and Michaels.

      She grabbed her coat as she walked out and headed to her car, just as she might do for school, but without Jake.

      As she opened the door, a hand clamped down on her shoulder in a familiar manner. She gasped at what she saw. The birdman stood by her, the strange mask on his face, the odd feather cloak draping down his arms like wings. Her grandfather shook his head at her, saying nothing.

      She jerked free and hurried to get in the car and shut him out. She barreled down the driveway, away from the accusing façade of the manor and the disapproving trees and turned back only to see the strange old man standing alone and still, watching as she drove away.

      That’s my protector? Some old man is supposed to keep me safe? Leni shook her head at the absurdity of it. The absurdity of everything. She’d lived at the estate for weeks now and hadn’t seen her grandmother or anyone else to cause her any concern. If any of what they said about her grandmother was true, she was evil. Her mom was heartless to have abandoned her for fear of draining her husband and daughter of life energy or whatever it was. Her aunt was eccentric, living alone with her boyfriend in the barn outside. Clearly, her grandpa had issues. And she’d had her own bout of time in the mental ward of the hospital herself.

      She wasn’t even sure what was real anymore.

      She blocked it from her mind. Ned was real. Dinner and a play were real. It was time to start living in the real world. Why had her father sent her to her aunt’s? She’d been so much better off on her own in their house in the city.

      The farther she drove from the estate, the more normal she felt. She was fine. All was safe. She focused on Ned and that was all.

      When she stepped out of the car, Ned was waiting for her, leaned up against his blue Hyundai. “Hey, you,” he said, holding his arm out.

      She smiled and accepted it.

      “You look great,” he said to her. “Of course, you always do, but tonight even greater if that’s at all possible.”

      “Thanks. So do you,” she said.

      “Come on.” He led her inside to Mario’s where they were seated at a corner table for two.

      “This is nice. I’ve never been here,” she admitted.

      “It is nice. I haven’t been in a while, but it’s been here forever. I have to admit. I brought my prom date here.”

      “Prom? Wow, fancy. And here I am on just a regular date.”

      “Not a regular date, Leni. A first date. That’s important.”

      “Is it?”

      “Yes, if it crashes and burns, that’s it.” He grinned at her.

      “Well technically, is it a first date if we’ve had lunch together every day for pretty much the last month?” She eyed him over the top of the menu.

      “Hmmm, probably not. You’re right.”

      They chatted and ordered way too much food. “So, prom. Where did you go to high school?”

      “Overland Park.”

      “Oh, you’re one of those,” she teased.

      “One of those what?”

      “One of those from the dark side. The Kansas side of things.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s me. Dark and mysterious,” he said, dripping with sarcasm. “Unless you’re into that. I can be dark and mysterious. Totally. Whatever works.”

      She laughed. “No, I’ve had my share of dark and mysterious lately. I’d appreciate some light transparency if you don’t mind.”

      “That’s me. So transparent you can see right through me.”

      Their food arrived on plates Leni would call platters, and she wondered how she’d ever eat all of it.

      “Your prom. What was it like?” he asked her.

      “Mine? Oh, I didn’t go. My prom isn’t for a few months yet.”

      “A few months? Oh right, you finished early. You didn’t go to your junior prom then?”

      She shook her head while she chewed.

      “Are you going to go to your senior one this year?”

      “Me? I doubt it. I don’t have many ties in high school anymore. I’ve moved on.”

      “Moving on is good. There’s a formal dance we do at the dorm in a few months. It’s nice.”

      “Is it?”

      “Yes—sooo, I mean if you want to go to that–I could get you a ticket.” He shrugged like it was no big deal.

      “Get me a ticket, huh?”

      “Well yeah, I could probably also get you a date.”

      “Oh no, that’s okay. I don’t need help getting a date,” she teased.

      He laughed. “No, I’m sure you don’t. I guess I was kinda asking if you wanted to go with me, maybe.”

      “We aren’t even through our first date yet. We don’t know if we’ve crashed and burned.”

      “True. I mean, I feel good about it so far, but you never know what ridiculous thing you might say that would offend me and ruin the evening.” He smirked at her.

      “This is true. Sometimes I’m out of control.”

      Ned told her about the Spring Fling the dorm held as they finished their meal. He glanced at his watch. “We should get going.”

      “Sure, I’ll just run to the bathroom really quick.”

      Leni headed down the hallway to the restroom. When she finished, she checked her hair and made sure she didn’t have marinara sauce on her chin before heading back out. Just then the bathroom door burst open and a tall, slim man with dark hair stood blocking her way.

      “I think you’re in the wrong room,” she said, waiting for him to leave. Then it registered what he was wearing. He stood dressed in black military attire. A black T-shirt, camo pants, combat boots, a doo rag, and fingerless army green gloves on his hands. He wasn’t dressed for a nice Italian dinner.

      “I think I’m right where I want to be, witch.”

      “Get out of my way or I’ll scream.”

      “Oh, a banshee, are you?” With that, he turned on a flashlight. Some designs were drawn on the outer plastic lens, creating a depiction of runes on the floor around Leni’s feet with the light and the shadows. “Do your worst.”

      Leni inhaled to scream, but no sound came out.

      “I’m here to take you out.”

      “I’m warning you, back off.” At least she could still speak.

      “Not going to happen. I’ve been tracking you for weeks, and you’re here without your protections. I’m going to take you to the guild.”

      Leni’s hand wandered to her neck where the gaudy necklace her aunt had given her earlier this week was, for the first time, not on her. Then she glanced to her small black purse that didn’t hold the protective stones her aunt had dropped into her backpack and school purse. She had no amulets, no spells on her, and no magic dog. She was on her own.

      “What guild?” The only thing she could think to do was to stall until something came to her.

      “The Hunter’s Guild,” he said, his eyes darkening.

      “Look, I don’t know who you are or what you think I am. I think your Dungeons & Dragons friends gave you the wrong address.”

      “This isn’t a game, witch. I’ll make it easy on you if you come willingly.” He reached out a hand toward her when someone knocked on the door.

      “Leni? Are you about ready?” Ned asked from outside.

      The flashlight designs kept her from screaming, so she backed away toward the small metal trashcan, picked it up and slammed it into the stall doors making a hell of a racket.

      The hunter’s face screwed up in anger as Ned burst in the door.

      “Hey, what the hell?” Ned asked, seeing the military guy closing in on his date.

      “Just walk away, buddy,” the hunter said, “and nobody gets hurt.”

      Ned glanced to Leni and held a hand to her. “Come on. We’re going to be late.”

      Leni wasn’t sure what to do. Ned was no match for the muscle-bound hunter, but maybe he wouldn’t risk violence on an innocent non-witch. She took his hand.

      “Fine. If you want to play it that way.” The hunter pulled a small handgun out of his thigh holster and raised it to aim at Ned.

      “I’ve got this.” Ned said to Leni. He slowly reached into his jacket pocket, raising his eyebrows in the hunter’s direction for permission. Then he took out his wallet, and opened it, showing an ID card. “Eleventh division. I’ve got her.” The hunter’s expression changed to confusion. “This one’s mine,” he said again. Confusion spread to Leni.

      The hunter lowered his weapon. “Eleventh division?”

      “Affirmative. Stand down.”

      The man raised his hands in surrender, backing out of the room. The door closed after him.

      “What did you do?”

      “I’ll explain later. We don’t have much time,” Ned spoken in a hushed tone. He peeked out of the bathroom, and then took Leni’s hand and pulled her through the tables out the front of the restaurant. “Do you have everything?”

      “Uhhh, yeah I think so. What just—back there?”

      “Get in the car.” He hustled her toward the Hyundai and opened the door for her, and then hurried to get into the driver’s side. He said nothing until the car was moving down the street.

      Fed up, Leni demanded, “Ned, what is going on?”

      “Wait a second. First,” Ned took a deep breath, “that was nice. The dinner. Don’t you think?”

      “Ummm, yeah but—”

      “Really good restaurant, don’t you agree?”

      “I do, but—”

      “Would you like to go there again sometime?”

      Leni frowned. “What are you doing? Are you writing an article or something?”

      Ned laughed. “No, I just want to make sure you enjoyed our first dinner date before we get into anything complicated.”

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      He laughed again. “Of course, I’m okay. I should be asking if you’re okay.”

      “Yes, you should. I was just accosted by some armed military guy in the bathroom who said he was going to take me to some weird guild!”

      “But he didn’t.”

      “No, but—”

      “But he didn’t. You’re fine. Everything is fine,” Ned said, his voice calm.

      “You talked him down. How did you do that?”

      “Okay. Time to fess up,” Ned began.

      Leni waited.

      “Your father, Mr. Dev. He taught me everything I know.”

      “About what?”

      “About everything. About the world we live in.” Ned stared at the street ahead as he spoke.

      “What does that mean?”

      “The supernatural element.”

      “How could my dad teach you about the supernatural element? He wasn’t a witch.”

      “No, he wasn’t. Leni, your dad was a witch hunter.”

      Leni stared at Ned, dumbfounded. “Excuse me?”

      “Yes, your dad studied all kinds of magic and the occult. He was especially fascinated with African folk magic. Leni, your dad’s family practiced this magic. His mother is a priestess in Louisiana. She had quite the problem with it actually. To her, magic was an addiction. Still is from what I know.”

      “So, you know that my father’s family, who he never told me about, practices magic, and my dad was a witch hunter?”

      “He hated it. Hated what magic did to his family. It tore them apart. That’s why he left and cut all ties with them.”

      “This makes absolutely no sense. Then why did he love my mother so much? Why did he send me to live with the Bentley witches if he was a witch hunter? And why do you know all of this?”

      “Because your father told me. Your father taught me. And he asked me to watch out for you when he was gone.”

      “Taught you what exactly?” Leni turned sideways in the seat, glaring at Ned.

      “Everything. About the occult, the world, about hunting. When I found him that day with the book? He started my true training that day with the guild.”

      “Stop the car.”

      “What? No. Why?”

      “Because I want the car to stop, so I don’t injure myself when I open the door and get out. Stop the car.”

      “Leni, come on.”

      “Fine then.” Leni put her hand on the door handle.

      “Okay okay–” Ned pulled the car to the side of the street. “Just wait though. Tell me what’s wrong. Please.”

      “At the top of the list is the fact you are a witch hunter, and I’m in training to be a witch.”

      “I know how that must seem, but let me explain—”

      She held up her hand to stop him before taking a minute to focus and regulate her breathing. “It’s not your fault. It’s just that you are one in a line of people my father trusted with secrets and truths he never trusted me with, and one in a long line of people he trusted to protect me rather than letting me protect myself. It boggles the mind how he could be the person I adored, loved, and believed in the most on this planet, yet he clearly never believed in me. I can see him trusting my aunt with my care and sharing secrets of my magical family line but now he’s trusting his students? Over me?”

      “In my defense, I was his TA.”

      “You were a student. He’d known you what? A few months? A year?”

      “I’ve had your dad every year since I started. I met him three years ago.”

      “Three years. He’d known me almost eighteen years and trusted you over me!”

      “It wasn’t like that, Leni. He wanted to keep you safe. He wanted you to have a normal life if that’s what you wanted.”

      “It is!”

      “Unfortunately, from what I can see, the magic is seeking you out. You spontaneously cast in the office. A witch hunter is on your trail. Leni, you can’t run from your destiny, and if you have the power, you won’t be able to ignore it.”

      “I don’t.”

      “You do or they wouldn’t be hunting you.”

      “They? They, Mr. Eleventh Division? What is that? Like some super spy hunter guild?”

      “I was in your father’s division of the guild.”

      “All of this, this date, this relationship is what, me being hunted? So, you got me? What happens to me now?”

      “No, it isn’t like that. It started a bit like that, but now it’s not. Hunters are all different. Some are more militaristic. Some are more lore seekers. Some believe that all witches are evil. Some know the difference—that witches are people and their intentions are just as diverse. Your father was a seeker who understood that witches are diverse. Your father started out more combat oriented and more singled minded, but he changed. Your mother changed him. Like you. You are changing me.”

      His eyes sought hers. She ran through the top signs of lying in her head, and Ned was producing none of those. The butterflies rushed through her. She tried to shoo them away and get control over her emotions. “I am not a witch. I haven’t been able to cast a single spell, intentionally.”

      Ned smiled.

      “What?”

      “That, Leni dear, is because you are a scientist.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means your aunt is trying to teach you to cast using focus and imagination. Creating things out of thin air.”

      Leni considered this a moment. “Well, yeah.”

      “She’s using the wrong side of the brain. You need to approach it scientifically.”

      “How do you approach magic scientifically?”

      “Like a formula or a compound. Academically. Look, I know how to teach and how people learn. If you aren’t learning, it’s that your teachers aren’t presenting the material in the way that resonates with you. You have a different learning style.” With a glance at the dashboard, he went on. “We’re going to be late for the play. You probably aren’t in the mood for it now anyway.”

      “True.”

      “I’ll take you to your car, but I’ll follow you home. To be safe.”

      “How can I trust you? I’m supposed to take a witch hunter to my family of witches?”

      “I know where your family lives, Leni. Your father, the witch hunter, sent you to live there. If he and I had wanted the guild to get any of you, they would have by now.”

      Ned got her to her car and followed her home. She turned on the heat and focused her breathing the rest of the way.

      She wasn’t looking forward to the reception she’d get upon returning. It was similar to the previous evening after she’d gone to the city to get the package. Michaels and Diana pacing on the front porch, a happy puppy running in the yard, playing in the light scattering of snow. As soon as her car door opened, the shouting began.

      “Where have you been? After everything that’s happened! After your mother went missing? After last night in the—” Diana stopped abruptly as Ned’s car door opened and he climbed out of his car.

      Leni waved a careless hand his direction. “Don’t stop on his account. He knows more than I do.”

      “What?” Diana asked, stunned.

      “Ned, Aunt Diana, and Michaels. Aunty and Michaels, Ned. My dad’s TA at the college. Oh, and he’s with the Hunter’s Guild.”

      “Inside, now,” Michaels said, his usual jovial self.

      “A witch hunter? You brought him here?” Diana continued.

      Leni was the last to enter but caught a glimpse of her grandfather watching from the corner of the house in his full bird garb. She met his eyes, though it was hard to see through the strange mask. He watched her a moment before turning away. She regretted pulling away from him earlier. After all, according to her aunt, he was just there to help her.

      They gathered in the sitting room, but only Leni and Ned sat. Diana paced, biting her nails while Michaels stared out the windows. One, then the other. Leni brought them up to speed.

      “Hunter’s Guild? After you? But you haven’t even–” Diana trailed off.

      “Cast a proper spell. Don’t remind me.”

      “How would they have even found you at the restaurant? We didn’t even know you were going there. Who did you tell?”

      “No one,” Leni answered.

      Diana eyed Ned.

      “No one!” he reiterated.

      “You had no protections. You had no spells. We talked about this, Lenore!”

      “I know. I just. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “Obviously.” That set Diana off on a faster pace, past the portraits of the family soldiers and witches on the walls, all staring down at her. Yet now, Leni knew those in the pictures were likely guardians and witches. Grandfathers perhaps or personal protectors like Michaels.

      “I know I was wrong. That’s about all I’m doing right these days is being wrong. Can we please talk about my wrongness later? And for God’s sake will somebody please start giving me some answers? Some real answers? Some whole answers? Who are these hunters? What do they want with me anyway? Ginny mentioned something about—”

      “Ginny?” Diana spun to face her niece. “What does Ginny know about any of this?”

      “Ginny told me about the witch bloodline and the ghosts.” Leni paused when she saw Diana’s and Michaels’ eyes meet. “She said she’d studied all of it for the tours, but you didn’t like her talking about it.”

      “Ginny,” Diana said under her breath. “Ginny from the weekend staff?”

      “Yeah, we kind of hung out a few times. Same age and all that. She found me in here one day looking at the portraits. She asked about the books.”

      “The spell books? Ginny commented on the spell books?”

      “Well yeah, she said she’d tried to do some spells—”

      “She must’ve been the one. She brought the books into the house,” Diana said to Michaels.

      “I’m on it,” he said, striding from the room and out the front door.

      Diana took a seat at the table. “Tell me what Ginny said and did. Anything to do with the books or the family. Tell me all of it.”

      Leni recalled as much as she could, feeling like an idiot for not having thought of it sooner.

      “We don’t have much time,” Diana said. “We need to be on high alert.” She glanced to Ned. “And before we let this one in, I’ll need to run some tests on him.”

      “I’m sorry, what? Tests?” Ned said, squirming in his chair.

      “Quiet,” Diana said, holding her hands out a few inches from Ned and closing her eyes. “Those with nothing to hide, hide nothing. Do you have something to hide?”

      “Well no, but—”

      “Then you have nothing to fear.” A few minutes of silence passed when Diana opened her eyes. “He’s clean.”

      “Well, good,” Leni said, giving Ned an apologetic glance.

      “Time and numbers are of the essence. We’re down a witch with Leni’s mother having been taken, so you’ll have to join us. We need all the help we can get with Leni’s grandmother out to get her” she told Ned.

      “Absolutely. I might be able to help neutralize her powers,” Ned explained.

      The room went silent, all eyes on him.

      “I’m sorry, but it’s what hunters do. Mr. Dev taught me how to recognize various magic and how to disrupt negative spells. You can use me.”

      With an exasperated sigh, Diana continued. “That puts us at six counting Jake. Not enough. I’ll see who else I can come up with. We should have thirteen for proper ritual magic. Ned, do you live at home or have a roommate?”

      “No. I have my own place on campus.”

      “Good. You’ll be staying here. Tell people you’re shacking up with your girlfriend. We have plenty of rooms here you can stay in. Go home, get your things.”

      “Ummm,” his eyes darted between Leni and Diana. Leni shrugged. “Okay.” He leaned over and kissed Leni on the cheek. “So as far as first dates go?” He glanced at her wavering his hand with thumbs up and thumbs down.

      “Good, I guess, because apparently you’re moving in now.”

      He smiled and took off.

      “And what should I do?” she asked her aunt.

      “Get some rest. I have work to do tonight, and you’ll be busy for the next month.”
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      Weeks flew by. Leni’s birthday would soon be upon them, bringing with it the full moon, the Crow Moon. The night her grandmother would come for her powers, which still eluded her, though she tried as hard as she could.

      Diana and Michaels had the place pretty well fortified and reported every now and then of hunters on the outskirts, unable to get onto the property due to an actual barrier of force along the perimeter. Leni had resumed her training, and Diana still did what she could to attempt to find Debra.

      Still, she hadn’t spoken with her grandfather.

      Diana had laid off the weekend staff and the other non-essentials due to her suspicions of Ginny. Ned was fitting in quite well, acting as Michaels’ assistant. He also sat in on a few training sessions, trying to help Diana teach Leni how to cast.

      He pulled Diana aside to try to explain it. “She’s closed down. Treat it like a scientific formula, like a compound. Less airy fairy stuff and more concrete measurements and ingredients.”

      Diana frowned, so he worked with her on breaking it down. He got her to explain how to cast the spell levitate on a feather. Ned jotted down some notes then went to Leni.

      “Okay Leni, this spell requires you to say ardu cleite which is Irish for ‘raising feather.’ I looked it up,” he said, grinning. “It also requires you to lift your hand lightly like so.” He demonstrated lifting his hand with a soft lilting motion Leni copied. “And it helps if you have a feather or can visualize one, and to imagine the object doing what you think the spell should do. Got it?”

      She nodded, feeling like an idiot.

      “And remember, you come from a long line of witches who can be traced back to the Celtic Druids. That’s just your mother’s side. Your father’s side specializes in old folk-spirituality from Louisiana that originated in Haiti. Both of your grandmothers are quite powerful in their own right. This isn’t hearsay. This isn’t fiction. This is real.”

      She listened and let the information sink in.

      “So, one part speaking, one part gesturing, one part physical component, plus one part visualizing.” Ned walked up to the whiteboard now standing in the part of the barn they'd commandeered. He wrote swiftly in a messy teacher scrawl. "So. The vocalization is equal to a start command prompt and your power is the computer, just waiting for input. Each spell is an individual prompt for the power to do as it's told. Like a computer, magic itself is neither good nor bad, but those who practice dark magic are like hackers using a computer to rob a bank.” He jotted notes rapidly as he spoke.

      As he said it, she envisioned the formula mapping itself out in front of her. 1 S + 1 G + 1 PC + 1 V = Levitate. She took a deep breath as he placed a feather on the middle of the table.

      She stared intently at the feather, spoke the words, and made the gesture. Nothing happened, so she repeated it as she’d been told to do if the spell doesn’t happen right away. Again nothing, and again she repeated, this time working the formula and Ned’s notes through her brain. The third time the magic happened. The feather twitched and shifted, and then lurched itself into the air where it floated and reached upward.

      Leni’s eyes went wide, and she looked around to see if her aunt was muttering the words under her breath to cast the spell for her, but all she saw was a happy expression as her aunt clapped her hands together.

      “You did it!” Ned exclaimed.

      Leni filled up with pride. “I did it!” At the outburst, the feather floated back to its spot on the table, and Leni felt like deflating herself.

      “No, that’s okay!” Ned popped by her side. “As soon as you stop focusing, the spell stops. It’s fine. You did great!”

      “Did great!” Leni said jumping into his arms and kissing him on the mouth.

      At first, he tensed, but then he melted into it, putting his arms around her, and relaxing. She didn’t want to stop. Her aunt cleared her throat behind them, so she eased away, unable to hide her huge smile.

      “Wow. Do you do that to all of your teachers? ‘Cuz I’ll switch to science if I have to,” Ned teased.

      She laughed. “You’re amazing. It’s like you knew how I needed to see it to think it through.”

      “It’s a teacher thing,” he said, shrugging it off in faux modesty. “I learned that from your dad. The teaching stuff, not the kissing stuff.”

      “All right, lover boy. Let her get back to it,” Diana said. “She’s going to need more than a levitate spell to get through her grandmother’s test.”

      The harshness of her aunt’s tone reminded them of the darkness of the task at hand. If her grandmother got to her, she would use Debra against Leni, which meant she would have to go through the test. There was a very real possibility she wouldn’t survive. There was also a possibility that if she passed, she’d be used either willingly or not by her grandmother. She could die. Those trying to protect her could die.

      She looked around the room at her aunt’s stern face, her red hair grayer since Leni had moved in, at Michaels sitting at the surveillance screens in the windowed office, at Ned looking at her with worry in his eyes, and at Jake chewing on a rope toy. Her grandfather wandered the property like a wraith, out of sight but still at risk. All of them here for her, plus a few distant cousins her aunt had called who could show up as well.

      “What do I do?” was all she could think to ask. “When she comes, what do I do?”

      Diana knelt on the ground by her chair. “Honey, I don’t know how the tests work. I don’t know what they do. But she will use your mother to get to you.”

      “Do we negotiate with terrorists or not?”

      “I can’t answer that. I wish I could lay it out for you like an equation, but the truth is we don’t know. And the answer lies in you.”

      “In me?”

      “The test lies in finding out if you are the balance. If you are, you are. If you’re not, then—”

      “And we’re sure she can break through and get to me?” Leni pressed.

      “If she has her coven, their ritual magic will break through.”

      “So, hiding in the panic room isn’t an option?”

      “Probably not.”

      “What if I run away? Flee to some deserted island?”

      “Spells can locate you. We could try to hide you, but again, ritual magic would trump any spells we had. Look, if I could manage a coven to counter her spells or raise protection, I would, but unfortunately, I’ve been out of the magic community for some time. People aren’t willing to risk their lives for me, since I haven’t been involved. I’ve been sending out word since you came to live with me, but the response has been weak.” Diana turned away and resumed what had become her signature nervous pacing.

      “So, there’s nothing I can do? What if I offer myself up?”

      Diana looked to the ground, searching for answers, when Ned walked up.

      “There’s always something you can do. Do good and good will come to you. Your dad always—”

      “My dad always told me that. But how does that help me now? Should I go volunteer at a food bank?”

      Ned shrugged. “It might help. Your actions define you. Not whether you are the balance or not. What you do reigns supreme over who people think you are.”
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      The next few weeks were filled with more training, resulting with a few more small successes on Leni’s part. She had yet to master the basic scales her aunt had demonstrated to her in the panic room. February came and went with a few snows and some flowers and candy from Ned on Valentine’s Day. Leni kept up with classes and her protections kept the hunters and her grandmother away, as far as she knew.

      On the day before the full moon in March, three distant cousins of the Bentleys arrived from the Salem, Missouri branch. They appeared to be in their twenties. Lindsey, with long, dark waves of hair and a porcelain face, was narrow with chiseled facial features, her frame tall and sinewy. Audrey’s build was average and her mousey hair thick, muted, and naturally curly. Andrew was tall with thinning blond hair and dark-rimmed glasses. With a curt nod to Diana as he entered the home, he moved on and up to their rooms as though he already knew his way around.

      “Andrew,” Diana greeted him stiffly.

      “Hello, Diana,” Lindsey said, taking a hand between both of hers. “So good to see you.”

      Audrey waved and smiled from behind her.

      “It’s good to see you both,” Diana said, warmly. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Andrew was against it,” Lindsey said, her mouth a slight smile.

      “I can see that. This is Leni,” Diana motioned in her direction.

      “Hi,” Leni said.

      The eyes on her cousins brightened and they stared with fascination. Leni felt like a museum exhibit.

      “She doesn’t look like much,” Lindsey said.

      “Lindsey!” Audrey chastised.

      “Well–”

      “I’m not much,” Leni agreed.

      “If that were true, none of this would be going on,” Audrey told her, a gentle hand on her shoulder.

      Leni pursed her lips before saying, “I guess we’ll find out.”

      Leni escaped to her room after the initial pleasantries were finished, if you could call them that. Tomorrow was not only her birthday but the full moon. It took everything within her to calm the panic attacks, but she couldn’t get the thought out of her head that tonight might be her last night on earth.

      They were now at eight, and Diana had said they needed thirteen for a coven, thirteen for ritual magic. Their only hope was if Grandmother Katherine had burned through her allies and would come with fewer numbers, but given her reputation and her influence in the community, that seemed unlikely.

      “Can I come in?” Ned asked from the doorway.

      Leni had been sitting by her stained-glass balcony door, staring out at the moon, which was making a sneak peek appearance while the sky was still light blue.

      He put his hands on her shoulders. “Children’s moon. That’s what my mom calls it. Well when I was a kid anyway.”

      “Children’s moon?”

      “Because it’s out in the daytime when the kids are still awake. We always thought it was a treat, like it came out just for us.”

      Leni smiled. “That’s nice.”

      “It was. Now the moon is kind of scaring the hell out of me.”

      She laughed. “I know the feeling.”

      “There’s nothing else you can do. You’ve trained. They’ve done their protections. Everyone here has been screened and can be trusted. You have whatever power you have. We’ve done everything possible.”

      “I know.”

      “And maybe nothing will happen. Maybe your aunt has been wrong all along.” He sat beside her on the bed.

      “Then where is my mother?”

      “Tomorrow is your birthday. I want you to celebrate. I talked with Diana, and we’re having a big dinner downstairs in the formal dining room. We are going to be happy and positive and not worry all day about something that is out of our control. Will you be my date to your birthday dinner?”

      “Of course.” She beamed at him.

      “It’s the second date, so still important. Of course, we have been shacking up for over a month now.” He put his arms around her. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “And what if it’s not?”

      He held her until the children’s moon changed into a regular moon with the dark sky and stars around it, and though she’d promised her aunt not to have boys in her room, she let Ned sleep next to her in her twin bed. She figured it would be okay since her aunt had forced him to live there.

      The next day, everyone except Leni was busy beefing up force fields. She glanced out her window to see them in a circle, casting together. It must be what Diana called ritual magic, but she wasn’t invited. They let her sleep in, probably because she’d need to be well rested to face what was coming.

      She made some toast in the kitchen and headed outside. The nip in the air had gone, as though it knew spring was here. She was barefoot, wearing only PJ bottoms and a camisole top. It was cool, but nothing she couldn’t handle. She waited for the chanting to finish.  When it did, a burst of sparks shot upward and cascaded out as if in a dome over the large property.

      Audrey clapped and Lindsey gave a celebratory whoop. Ned smiled, but Andrew did not. He clearly didn’t want to help. The circle broke up, most of its participants heading her way.

      She sat on the porch while the others neared the stairs to join her.

      “How do you remember them? The spells?” she asked to no one in particular.

      “Go on, I’ll be in shortly,” Diana said to the others. Michaels and her grandfather walked toward the barn. Andrew hurried by and headed in without a word. Ned bent down to kiss Leni before following. The two cousins sat on the stairs below her.

      “We’ll stay,” Audrey said.

      Diana remained standing. “It’s sort of like riding a bike,” she began.

      “You use words in other languages that I don’t know. When do I learn that? When do I match up all of the formula and ingredients for each spell?”

      “Okay, not like riding a bike. It’s more like driving a car and learning your way around. After you do it a few times, you remember how to get to your destination without looking at a map. You can drive back to your house in the city, even though you’ve only made the drive from there to here and here to there. You don’t necessarily know that in 5.6 miles you should turn northwest on Oak Street. You just know where it is, so you drive in that direction.”

      “It’s true. We never studied languages or memorized spells. It just comes to us,” Audrey added.

      “It just comes to you?”

      “It’s in our blood. It’s innate. Like animals knowing how to swim or find food. You just know.”

      This didn’t help Leni at all. “I don’t know any of it. If you wanted me to cast a spark spell to light a candle, I would have no idea how to go about it.”

      All three smiled at her. Diana spoke. “You will.”

      “Why are there spell books, then?” Leni argued.

      “Again, like driving. You have to have driven there once. You needed directions the first time when you drive and maybe to get to trickier locations, you may need to refer to maps. Same with spells. Cast levitate.”

      Leni frowned, but before she could protest that she didn’t remember the spell, “Ardu cleite” came from her mouth, her hand drifted in the proper motions, she visualized a feather lifting, and focused on a stick on the sidewalk in front of her. The stick wobbled and rose.

      Audrey squealed and Aunt Diana smiled. “I think she’s got it.”

      Leni’s smile was temporary.

      “I’ll need to cast something other than levitate tonight.”

      “Maybe you will and maybe you won’t. Maybe not casting will save you,” Diana said.

      “That seems unlikely. Me just standing there doing nothing.”

      “You assume she’ll get through,” Audrey said. “We’ve done some good work here.”

      “It’s best to put it out of your mind,” Lindsey added.

      “Easier said than done.”

      “Why don’t you take it easy today? We let you sleep in. You should relax and rest. Oh, and happy birthday!” Diana said.

      Lindsey burst out, “Ned is planning a lovely dinner for you tonight.”

      “Very romantic,” Audrey added. “Do you have something nice to wear? I can conjure something up, if you want.”

      Leni smiled but imagined someone’s prom dress being taken away from them only to materialize for her last supper. “No thanks. Save your magic. I may need it later.”
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      Leni thumbed through the spell books she had, hoping Diana was right and seeing the spells would help them come to mind if necessary. She tried to relax, but it was impossible. The panic attacks were swirling below the surface. She did everything she could to keep them from coming.

      “Don’t worry about things you can’t change,” her dad always said.

      She couldn’t change the future. Her family and friends had done what they could to keep her grandmother from coming for her. They had trained her, warned her, and protected her. They were here for her. There was nothing more she could do at this point. Let come what may.

      Her family and friends. A few months ago she’d come here knowing no one, having no one in her life after her father passed. She’d gotten to know Diana, Michaels, and Ned. She hadn’t gotten to know her grandfather, but he was on her side. She’d reconnected briefly with her mother, though initially she’d resisted. Then lost her again. If anything, she hoped something would happen, so she could get her back.

      She’d been isolated for so long she’d talked herself out of the benefits of having people around who cared. People who wanted to help. She’d been so afraid of losing people, she hadn’t wanted to let them in.

      But in doing so, she was losing them before she had the chance to get to know them.

      She started to slip away into a dream. Or was it a memory? Her father kissing her hand by her hospital bedside during the dark time. That morphed into her mother there, whispering to her. What was she saying? She apologized, and she whispered words in another language. Was she casting spells?

      “Neartu–sharu–bua,” her mother had whispered. Flashes of her mother murmuring over her. Her mother wearing a light blue shirt with her hair up, another with her wearing a green shirt and her hair was back, another with her wearing a coral shirt with her hair down—another and another. Her mother had been there for her many, many times in the hospital, whispering spells to her, strengthening her, preparing her.

      “Leni? It’s almost time for Ned’s dinner.” It was Lindsey’s voice from the hall that woke her.

      Leni came to, realizing Debra had never really left her daughter. She’d been there the entire time, hiding and keeping her distance. Protecting her from her family’s magic for as long as she could.

      “Okay, thanks,” Leni answered, trying to sound awake and alert. Had she slept the day away? She’d been sleeping a lot lately. The mental concentration and training along with the stress was exhausting. She took a deep breath and stretched to wake her limbs up.

      Sounds of movement faded away from the door. It was time to get ready. Audrey had suggested something fancy, so Leni got out a red dress with spaghetti straps to wear to dinner. She’d seen it on sale last fall and thought it might be good to have for future college parties.

      She slipped it on and applied some make up. Nervous energy coursed through her veins.

      Eighteen years old. Sadness struck her. Her father hadn’t lived to see her turn eighteen. He wouldn’t see her graduate from high school, so she wouldn’t even bother going. She’d graduated technically but hadn’t gone through the ceremony yet. That would have to be good enough. He wouldn’t see her get married, have children. If any of those were to come. She was assuming she’d live through the night.

      A crow cawed from her balcony. She opened her balcony doors. The grass of the grounds below was just hinting at turning green with the arrival of spring. The air had a touch of warmth in it now. Not a lot. Just enough to tease the senses.

      The sky, already darkening, revealed the children’s moon, lurking in the deep lilac of night.

      “Caw boa!” another crow shouted.

      Crow moon. My birthday. Spring equinox. Would her grandmother come? Did Leni have any powers? If so, could she control them?

      A panic attack roiled in the pit of her belly. Though she hadn’t had one since the episode in her father’s old office with Ned, the tremors rocked her. She headed out onto the balcony for some fresh air. Breathe in—breathe out. Focus. Push it down.

      She’d been able to control her attacks for months now, but this one—it felt different. No wonder. Witches were coming to put her to a test that may well kill her or others around her. Others she’d grown to care for. Witch hunters were also out there, searching for her, too. Why wouldn’t she be stressed now? It would be surprising if she weren’t.

      Oh no. She could feel it rising up, clawing at her from its depths. She wanted to go down to a nice birthday dinner. She wanted to be strong in case her grandmother came. She couldn’t be in the midst of an attack. A normal panic attack could affect her for hours, leaving her drained for some time.

      A ripple of fear rolled through her from her toes to her chest, and she gripped the railing on the edge of the deck, white knuckling it to keep upright.

      Her vision clouded, shifting to prickles of blinking black dots in front of her. She’d never fought an attack this strong before and beaten it. Maybe it was best to surrender to it, let it roll over her and pass on. Maybe if she were weak and unconscious, her grandmother would pass her over, disregarding her as powerless and insignificant.

      That was even if her grandmother existed. Even if this test were real. Even if the enemy could get through the wards and find her. Even if her grandmother cared. After all, it could all be a delusion of her aunt’s. Of her mother’s. Where had her mother gone again?

      Fear raked over her body, causing her to stumble back. Her knees buckled and hit the balcony hard, her hands falling forward to catch her upper body. There she rested, on the ground, panting for control of her breathing. Just wait here. It will pass.

      Her skinned knees stung. It’s fine. I’ll be fine. Just let it have me. Succumb and wait for its release. Her heart raced and she trembled violently but tried to keep from falling over prone. Four points of contact with the floor. This is as steady as I’ll be. Knee, knee, hand, hand. Let it pass over. Just a few minutes and the worst of it will be over. She knew from experience.

      She just hoped no one would walk in on her in this helpless state. She’d fail them. They were here to protect her, and she couldn’t even stand up on her own. Sweat beaded on her temples, though it wasn’t warm enough out to warrant that, and a wave of nausea rushed over her. She contemplated getting to the edge of the deck if necessary but found it best to remain still. Movement made her too queasy. Movement made her shake harder. Movement made her heart race faster.

      Let it pass. A few more minutes. She panted and started counting to occupy her mind.

      “One, two, three–” she whispered.

      Her focus was on herself and a tiny sphere that contained her and her immediate surroundings, but she became vaguely aware of the sky darkening to violet and the sounds of cawing becoming more hectic in the background.

      “Four, five—” She concentrated on her breathing. Inhale on six. Exhale seven.

      “Lenore, darling.”

      Sharp inhale.

      She peered through her speckled vision to see an old woman accompanied by several others coming from her bedroom.

      “What a state you’re in!” the woman said.

      Leni couldn’t have responded even if she wanted to at this time. This woman’s appearance heightened the panic attack. She noticed something in her grandmother’s hand. Emerson? Her teddy bear?

      “This? This is how we got in. I had someone plant crystal in your bear weeks ago.”

      Though Leni’s mind was cloudy and preoccupied, a vision of Ginny picking up Emerson in her room flashed through her.

      Leni panted and squinted, trying to clear her vision. It did so momentarily to reveal Mrs. Wilson standing there, draped in black robes and flanked by half a dozen others. Ginny was one of them. And a taller man shoved Debra in front. She fell to the ground before Leni.

      “Leni, honey. I’m so sorry. Don’t do anything they—”

      “Silence!” Mrs. Wilson roared. And with a flick of her hand, no more sound came from Leni’s mom.

      Leni could barely talk, let alone defend herself, but she managed to croak out, “M-M-Mrs. W-W-Wilson? M-m-my n-ne-neighbor?”

      “Oh no, darling. I’m not your neighbor. I’m your grandmother. Here.” Katherine made a motion across her face as though she were unzipping something, and Mrs. Wilson’s face dissolved away, replaced by a woman Leni didn’t know but recalled from her hospital bed.

      “Just a disguise to get close to you. To watch you,” she explained. She tossed Emerson on the ground. “But that’s not what we’ve come here for, now is it?”

      “Ginny?” Leni got out, still crumpled on the ground.

      Ginny smiled and waved but said nothing.

      “Yes, yes. These are my companions. They are here to help with the test. Your mother is the motivation, to get you to participate willingly.”

      Though Debra couldn’t speak, she shook her head and mouthed, “No.”

      Leni had no idea how to fight them off. She couldn’t do anything at the moment. Another wave of terror washed over her, making her so weak she fell flat on the deck.

      Her grandmother scoffed. “Well, I don’t know if this will make it easier or harder. Get her up and prep her for the test.”

      At that, the world went black.
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      A crow cawed nearby. Leni stirred, weak and battered, vaguely remembering her panic attack, and then piecing in the memories of her grandmother and mom. She clawed herself out of unconsciousness, so she could find out what had become of them, but the panic attack still weighed her down.

      It was everything she could do to open her eyes. Focusing on anything in the darkness was another story. All she knew was she was wet. Was she in the pool? With everything she had, she willed herself to move, but found her hands tied behind her. In fact, rope was the only thing holding her upright. Her head lolled to the other side. A pole or a board was behind her, the rope binding her in place. She managed to direct her eyes downward, though every movement sapped her of all her energy. She stood in a cauldron full of water.

      Several dark cloaked figures busied themselves nearby. Leni counted them. Thirteen in total. Dammit, her grandmother had enough for the ritual magic.

      “This won’t do, yet,” her grandmother said to the others. “I’ll call up the stones.” Her grandmother stood motionless, hands outstretched, eyes closed, and in seconds, the stones from under the ground thrust themselves through the earth. Large rocks jutted upward, forming a mini Stonehenge-like circle around her.

      “Better,” her grandmother approved.

      Her mother sat on the ground tied to a tree off to the side. Her head fell limply to her chest. She showed no signs of moving, but she was tied which indicated she was probably still alive.

      Leni’s mind started to clear. On a normal day, her attack would leave her weak and wiped out for hours. This one was no different. She was grateful for the ropes holding her up. They saved her the strength.

      “Circle up,” her grandmother said to the others, and they gathered around her.

      There wasn’t much time, but she’d try to stall in case Diana and the others knew where she was. In case they knew her grandmother had arrived. She had no idea, but she couldn’t just let this happen, let the ritual begin.

      Another crow sounded in the distance.

      “You tracked me through my teddy bear?” Leni managed to get out loud enough for her grandmother to hear.

      “She’s awake. Good. The tests go better that way.”

      “Did you?” Leni said, forcing a strength in her voice she didn’t truly feel.

      “Yes, dear, I did.”

      Leni eyed the older woman as she approached. “You’re my grandmother?”

      “That I am.” Katherine stepped up to her and crossed her arms. Leni regarded the older woman. She was probably around sixty, and not tall, like Diana. Her hair was kept short and was gray rather than red. Her eyes, too, lacked the color that Diana and Debra were blessed with. Katherine’s were cold and gray.

      “I remember you. Years ago from the hospital.” She held her head up evenly, using all of her resources to do so.

      “Yes. I managed to get into the hospital.” Katherine eyed her up and down, her eyes narrowed as she inspected her.

      “Why are you doing this to me?”

      “I’m simply testing your powers, darling.”

      “What if I fail? You’d risk your granddaughter’s life?”

      At that her grandmother smiled. “I realize you don’t know me very well, and perhaps that idea seems strange to you. But yes, without hesitating, I’d risk my granddaughter’s life.”

      “Why?”

      “To find your strength.” Katherine stood straight and carried herself with confidence. She spoke matter-of-factly. Leni knew she was in trouble with her handful of elementary spells and her lack of a coven to combat Katherine’s.

      “To take my strength, you mean.”

      Her grandmother laughed. “You could put it that way. We could work together. I used your mother to force you into the test, but you were so weak, I don’t even know why I bothered. Unless you refuse me, after you pass the test. She might come in handy then, I suppose.”

      “If I fail?”

      “If you fail, I’ll have no use for either of you. Now, let’s begin.” She turned and took her place within the circle her minions had formed. She then raised her gaze to the sky. “The moon is ready. Let’s be quick about this,” she said, eyeing the others around the circle.

      The sound of crows grew louder. Leni couldn’t think of anything else to say or any other way to stall. She inhaled as much air as she could in order to release a powerful scream, but as soon as the sound started from her mouth, a quick motion from her grandmother silenced her, as she’d done to her mother earlier.

      She didn’t know if this made the crows sound louder or if they were actually nearing. But the single caw in the distance she’d heard moments ago had grown to many, and they were getting closer.

      Her grandmother joined the circle of her minions, taking their hands, and they all began the chant. Debra’s head jerked up and she struggled against her bindings. Her eyes met Leni’s. Her glance spoke volumes. Leni could tell she was sorry, that she couldn’t help, and she didn’t know what to do. Frankly, neither did Leni.

      With the chanting in the circle building, the sound of the crows did, too. Leni’s heart pounded and perspiration sprang up again. She fought against her ropes, twisting and pulling at them until they dug into her wrists.

      The chanting became louder, but Leni tuned it out, tuned everything out to think about how to message the others. Before she could, a loud voice bellowed from the woods.

      “Enough!”

      Leni ran through the voices it could have been. It wasn’t Michaels or Ned. Andrew maybe? Then he emerged from the tree line wearing his crow cloak and mask.

      Her heart sank. Her grandfather was supposed to be her guardian, but she’d seen him do nothing along the lines of spells. She’d never heard him talk of any great ideas or strategies. All she’d seen him do was lurk around in his weird outfit like some deranged drifter who squatted in the shack in the woods. Of all the people to come to her aid, why did it have to be him?

      All of that ran through her mind in the beat of a heart. But before those thoughts could settle and take root chanting ceased, and all eyes were on him.

      “Foul harpy! Get back to the ash from whence you came!”

      The circle stayed quiet. Go grandpa!

      Then her grandmother started laughing. “James, dear. What on earth—”

      “I said enough!” Her grandfather continued toward her grandmother, his arm outstretched, poised to cast. “Your work is done here.”

      Her grandmother continued speaking to him, unfazed. “That get up. Really, James. What in God’s name are you wearing?”

      “Speak not of God, you devil’s whore!”

      Her grandmother’s minions glanced from one to another, seeming not to know what to do next, while Debra managed to stand, her hands still bound to the tree.

      “Now is that any way to speak to your wife, dear?” she responded, flicking her hand and knocking him to the ground.

      The circle may have quieted, but the birds were reacting much more chaotically.

      “You have one chance to leave this place.” Leni’s grandfather got back to his feet and eyed each of the cloaked figures in turn. “Or face the truth of the Crow Moon.” His voice was aged, hoarse from years of disuse, but steady.

      Her grandmother’s people paused and eyed each other.

      “Oh, come now. Don’t let this old fool scare—”

      A motion from the old man sent a blast of green energy their way, knocking half of them to the ground. Katherine staggered but regained her balance to remain standing.

      The crows erupted, circling above.

      “You may be strong enough to fight me, but you aren’t strong enough for them,” her grandfather said, a quick look skyward.

      Even Katherine paused before regaining her composure. “Stand up, you idiots and chant!”

      The tallest of the robed figures got up first, only to be met with another blast from Leni’s grandfather. This time when the robed man fell, he remained still.

      Ginny scrambled to her feet but ran for the woods. Leni’s grandfather let her go.

      “Any others care to join your little friend? Or the tall one on the ground perhaps?”

      A few rose to their feet and started for the woods, but Katherine stopped them. “Halt! Fight back, you cowards!” Her force held them in place, pulling them back to their positions.

      “If you’re quite through,” Katherine said. Leni hadn’t seen anything in her grandmother’s hand, but before she knew it, her grandmother had flung a dagger at James. The blade sunk to the hilt, and he stumbled backward, gasping.

      “No!” Leni shouted. Her mother appeared to be screaming, though sound refused to escape her. Both of them struggled against their ties with more force.

      James stumbled back a few steps then fell to the ground, clutching the dagger’s handle, choking and fighting for breath.

      “Get back here!” she screamed at her coven who scrambled back to their places. Katherine regained her composure and started the chant again. Her remaining companions joined in, weaker than before, but building strength. Leni knew from her training her grandmother no longer had thirteen, so their ritual magic wouldn’t be as effective. If only the others made their way here, perhaps they’d be a match for Katherine.

      “You can’t tame them,” her grandfather said weakly, barely audible through the chanting. “They will take what they want. You’ll be left with nothing.”

      Katherine and the others ignored him and kept going. Leni tried to free herself from the bindings, but she was still too weak. Her mother worked herself free and rushed to her grandfather’s side.

      Leni twisted her wrists, tearing the skin on the ropes, and managed to force one hand from the ties, and then another followed, raw and skinned.

      “Leni!” Ned shouted from the edge of the woods. Diana and Michaels emerged from the trees. Jake transformed and lunged after one of the cloaked figures. Spell effects Leni had never seen burst in a variety of colors from all directions. Diana, Lindsey, and Audrey cast beams and rays that targeted Katherine and her coven, while Michaels and Andrew cast spells that appeared to form barriers and shields around the others. Ned rushed to Leni’s side and helped her out of the cauldron.

      Leni had little luck casting anything so far. Except when she’d panicked. Except when she’d been afraid. She raised her arms toward the blackened sky and for a moment couldn’t tell if the sky was dark or if black wings were blocking out the moonlight. The crows were there, circling above. Hundreds of them.

      Her vision started to speckle again and blur. She’d be useless if another attack came now. She counted it out.

      “One—”

      “One for sorrow,” her grandfather said in failing voice.

      She turned toward him, her head tilted. Where had she heard that before?

      “Two for joy,” he continued.

      Debra tore the mask from his face, checking his eyes. He stared at Leni and nodded. She knew the poem and picked it up after him. “Three for a girl, / Four for a boy, / Five for silver, / Six for gold, / Seven for a secret, / Never to be told.”

      She knew where she’d heard it before. In the hospital. He’d read it to her, night after night. His poem had calmed her. His poem had given her strength and control.

      “Again,” he said, so quietly she almost didn’t hear it. She repeated it herself this time. And with that, the crows descended upon her, swarming around her like bees, but not scratching or clawing her. Not pecking her. Just the light tickles of their feathers as they swirled around her brushed against her. A cooling breeze, light, uplifting.

      Her body shook once more, and darkness clouded her vision. Another attack was weighing her down, but before she knew it, she was ascending into the night sky with the birds. Were they carrying her? The motion felt fast and frenetic. Her vision cleared and a wave of energy burst through her. Below her a few bodies lay on the ground, figures fled into the trees, screams echoed in the distance. But her attack passed. The open sky, the limitless possibilities, freedom, and release overcame her now.

      Had she died?

      She looked down her body as she flew. Her arms were now wings of black feathers. Her nose now a beak. She wasn’t with the crows. She was a crow.

      She cocked her head to look around her. The other crows flew by her side, straight and far. The cool wind soothed her concerns. They banked and turned, heading back toward the estate, over the forest where her family was, back to the balcony on the deck.

      They perched along the steepled roof, along the balustrade, on the deck, while she landed and hopped a few feet in the center of the deck. Not one crow, or two or seven. But hundreds of them. She willed herself to stand and shifted out of the crow form as easily as slipping out of a T-shirt, standing naked on the balcony, unaffected by the weather and as unashamed of her natural form as the crows were of theirs. She walked toward the edge, staring in the direction of her family.

      A particularly large crow, splotched with patches of white, hopped in front of her, and then up on the railing of the balcony. It made eye contact with her, staring, as though waiting. She knew then the crows were with her to answer her call.

      She nodded, shifted back to her crow form at will, and flew back to help her friends. She landed in the center of the circle and returned to her human form only peripherally aware of her nudity, mentally directing the crows; they swooped down and attacked each of her grandmother’s accomplices either knocking them out or running them out of the woods. Two more lay still on the cold ground, while Leni caught site of another few running for the woods.

      One of the hooded figures shot a green flash of magic in Michaels’ direction. Before it struck him in the chest, Jake blinked into wolf form, absorbing the blast. His yelp echoed through the trees.

      “Nooo!” Michaels screamed and dropped to Jake’s side. Her grandfather, James, was still prone, and Diana and Lindsey cast spells at Katherine, which she was able to counter or block. Ned looked to be trying to disrupt any magic that Katherine could get off. Debra sat with James while Audrey and Andrew tried to hold the other cloaked figures at bay.

      “Stop,” Leni said. “Grandmother, you have lost.”

      Her friends remained at the ready.

      “Do you think so?”

      Her grandfather spoke. “Leni passed your test, but she is not yours. She is more than a witch, more than the balance. She’s the secret.”

      Leni wasn’t sure what that meant.

      He continued. “Born on the cusp, child of the spring, touched by the moon and the crow alike. She is not yours to tame. If you stay, you will be hers. Your numbers have dwindled. Take your defeat and go.”

      Katherine glanced around, assessing her troops. Her eyes twitched.

      A flash of movement from the trees distracted Leni. Before she could strategize or think it through, her mind called to the crows that shot after it through the trees.

      Leni walked after them, listening to their wings buffet their target, listening to their screams echo in the night. She drew back a branch from her view to see her victim. Ginny lay bleeding and scraped as the crows tore at her.

      “No, please. Leni,” Ginny said.

      All it took was a mental order to the crows. Stop. They darted back to the branches, taking cover in the trees. Ginny lay, gasping for air, her face bloodied and scratched. She’d live. If Leni willed it.

      Leni eyed the girl briefly before saying, “Run.”

      Ginny scrambled to her feet and obliged.

      “Now, Lenore, together we can do great things,” Katherine called from behind her. This drew her attention back to the circle. Leni walked toward the old woman.

      “Just think this through, Lenore. You’re a thinker. It’s what you do. I know you. I’m your grandmother. I’m family,” she pleaded.

      “No,” Leni said.

      “I can help you with your powers. I can train you. Guide you. This darkness you have, this force. I know what it’s like. I can help you.”

      “No.” Leni walked closer.

      “You have my blood. You have the blood of the Salem witches in your veins. You have the blood of the Druids, and you have the blood of the priestesses from the tropics. You have hunter’s blood inside you. With my help, you could be unstoppable.”

      “I will be.” Leni stopped and eyed her grandmother, her head cocking to the side.

      “The darkness. It requires control. Let me help you.”

      The others watched, and then the crows flew out in a black tornado, spinning and mesmerizing those who watched. They then burst apart again, separating to perch in the trees, awaiting orders. The large crow with white splotches landed at Leni’s feet. She glanced its way.

      “Please, Lenore,” her grandmother begged holding her hands out to elicit caution.

      “Did you kill my father?” Leni asked, needing to hear the confession for herself.

      “What? No, of course not,” her grandmother stammered.

      “He was a witch hunter. Did his life force give you power?”

      Katherine remained silent, her body stiffening.

      “He knew your power. He knew of the Bentley witches. Did you kill him?”

      Her grandmother’s eyes darted around the area.

      “Your power drains life energy from those around you. But you can target people. My father knew he was dying. You took from my grandfather. Did you kill my father?”

      “I can’t control that, Lenore. None of us can. Why your power right now—”

      “Did your power take from my mother?” Leni’s jaw was tight, her teeth grinding.

      Katherine took a quick breath and looked at her children. “Yes, most likely.”

      “You were going to take from me.”

      “If you’d failed the test, but you haven’t. You’re a powerful, beautiful—”

      “Did you take from my father?” Leni stepped closer.

      Katherine took a step backwards, remaining silent.

      “Even one year from him? A month? A day? What I wouldn’t give for one more day. Did you kill my father?”

      “Yes! Yes, of course, I killed your father. He was just a man who thought he knew how to take down the Bentley power. A foolish hunter who thought he could beat us. I killed him like the pesky fly he was.” With her confession, Katherine drew back her hand and shouted something in another language.

      Leni flinched, but nothing happened. She narrowed her eyes at her grandmother, who tried it again. “Bas!” No sparks or bursts of color streamed from her hand.

      “The void!” Ned shouted.

      Leni ran the calculations and the image of the calendars through her head and knew he was right. The full moon hit on March 20th, between Pisces and Aries. They had a few brief moments of magic blackout.

      Leni glanced at the bird at her feet. He hopped once and the others darted from their branches, beaks and talons directed at Katherine.

      She screamed as they circled her, all feathers and claws. Leni turned away. Not out of fear of the violence. Out of a lack of caring for the result.

      With Katherine distracted, the others rushed to James.

      “Father!” Diana yelled, falling to his side.

      Debra worked on the dagger, clearing it from James.

      Michaels stroked Jake as he transformed back into his puppy form. Leni stood, assessing the fallout. Ned took off his jacket and wrapped it around Leni’s shoulders, covering her body.

      “Thank you,” she said in a meek voice, watching the pain unfold. “All of this damage, because of me?”

      “No,” Ned said. “All of this because of her.” He nodded in Katherine’s direction.

      Leni went to her grandfather’s side. He took her hand and kissed it.

      Leni recalled the healing spells and went through the steps in her mind, the motion, the focus, and the words. On top of it, she focused on visualizing the energy drain from the hooded figures who lay on the ground. She could sense their faint pulses. She visualized the others trying to escape through the woods. She visualized until the void passed, until magic returned to her. A white glow outlined him, and when it faded, he breathed easier. Once she felt he was strong enough, she shifted her focus to Jake. In the depth of her mind, she sensed the dead silence of those on the ground, and a weakened life force in those who had run.

      Diana stroked Jake whose tail began to wag.

      “He’s going to be all right,” Michaels said, laughing as tears streamed down his cheeks.

      “I’m going to buy him the biggest steak I can find. He saved your life!” Diana embraced Michaels.

      Ned picked up Leni’s discarded red dress from the ground, then held his hand out to Leni. “Come on. Let’s get you inside.”
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      Leni sat at the end of the long dining table, all set and decorated for her birthday dinner. The food had been left out and was now cold. Ned brought down some flannel PJ bottoms and a T-shirt from her room.

      “What about the others? My grandmother?” Leni said, taking the clothes.

      “Andrew said there was no trace left of your grandmother. She managed to get a spell off to escape before the crows finished her. You grandfather and Lindsey are seeing to the others’ remains.” He looked out the window while she dressed.

      So easy. All taken care of. Just like the missing girls every year. Just like the ones who returned with no memory. The ones who came back scraped, bruised, and mentally broken.

      “That’s good then.” Her words contradicted her feelings. “I’m dressed,” she said when she finished.

      Ned turned back to her, then took a glass and poured some water from a pitcher on the table. “Have some water. Do you want me to warm up something to eat? I can get you a plate.”

      She took a sip but shook her head. “No, I can’t eat. Water is fine for now.”

      He stroked her hair. “I’m glad you’re okay.” He paused. “I mean, are you okay?”

      “I passed the test.”

      “You did.” He sat at the table beside her.

      “People are dead.”

      Ned nodded.

      “It’s not my fault, but it’s my fault,” she said, her voice cracking.

      “You can’t think that way, Leni. They made their choice. They chose danger and death because of the promises your grandmother made.”

      “So much death and destruction.” She looked at him for the first time. “I could’ve killed Ginny.”

      “But, you didn’t.”

      “I killed the others who were fleeing. Not with my crows, but with energy.”

      Ned took a knee next to her and looked into her eyes. “Those others risked your life in the test. They would have watched you die to take your power.”

      “I made a conscious decision to take life and the life force of those running, so I could heal my grandfather. I imagined using them to heal my grandfather and then Jake. I could see he was slipping away.”

      “Leni, you did what you could, in what little time you had to act. Don’t second guess your actions.”

      “Katherine killed my dad.” As the words came out, the rush of emotion she’d done her best to keep restrained rushed out, and tears freely fell. Ned pulled out a chair beside her and took her in his arms. He held her while she cried for several minutes. She’d held it back for so long, trying to control it, trying to withhold it or ration it out in small doses, that the release of it all, the final acceptance and understanding finally came to her and she felt like she could finally be at peace with her father’s death.

      Eventually she pulled away, took a deep breath, and drank some more water, when she heard a scratching at the door.

      “Did you hear that?” she asked, wiping her eyes with a napkin from the table.

      Ned went to the window, and a sound like scratching or tapping came from the door again. He opened it, and the largest of Leni’s crows hopped inside.

      The bird hopped over to Leni, and then fluttered up to the back of the chair next to her, as though to remain at her side. She stroked its head and down its back. It cocked its head at her and waited patiently.

      “I think you may have found your familiar,” Ned said, grinning.

      Leni raised her eyebrows, afraid to move and frighten it away.

      “Like Jake came to Michaels.” Ned jutted his chin in the large crow’s direction. It fluttered it wings and gave a short caw. “You have to admit that crow shifting thing you can do? Pretty cool.”

      “I guess I need to figure out what to call him,” she said.
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      Once most of the evening’s evidence had been cleaned up, her friends and family gathered in the dining room. The night was still upon them, but dawn would be coming soon.

      Her grandfather, James, took a place at the head of the table, his mask and cloak removed. For the first time Leni looked at him as a regular person. With her mother next to him, the similarity in their eyes was clear. Leni shared that same shape with both of them. Dark circles lined his eyes, not only because they’d all been up most of the night or because of the battle he’d been through, but because of the life he’d had. How much had he lost with Katherine at his side?

      Now, though, his eyes looked clearer than she’d seen them. His face lined and drawn, he addressed them all. “Please,” he motioned toward the chairs.

      A slight scraping and moaning of the chairs followed as everyone took a seat. His shirt had a slice in it outlined in blood. Debra stood beside him, a hand on his arm. She watched him closely.

      “Lenore has restored to me a great deal of what Katherine stole. That is part of Lenore’s gift. We now know she isn’t a witch in the traditional sense. And though Lenore passed the test, we know she isn’t the balance Katherine sought.” His voice was still rough from disuse.

      “We’ve had a long night. Katherine is gone, and her attendants taken care of. She may return, though I’m not sure why. What she wanted from us has been taken from her.”

      He stared at Leni. “Lenore wasn’t what Katherine expected and from now on we won’t be the easy pickings she thought we’d be. There is no reason for her to return other than to seek revenge, which is entirely within her character, so who knows? But she will still be looking for others who fit the bill for the power she wants to take, so she must be stopped.

      “I am going to take my newfound strength and go after Katherine. I suggest all of you get some rest and try to put this behind you,” her grandfather said.

      Then he turned to her. “Though not happy as birthdays go, it is truly a day of birth for you. Another one. Today you unlocked your secret.”

      Her crow cawed.

      “A secret never to be told,” she said, half to herself.

      “The crow’s secret. I suspected it all along. When you were hospitalized, I read to you, tried to protect you. Based on your birthday and your lineage, I always suspected the crows would name your power. I couldn’t be sure though.”

      “And they did.” Diana came in with the quilt she’d bought Leni. The quilt with the crows on it. “When I bought this, I was thinking of it for you because of your birthday, born under a Crow Moon.”

      Her grandfather brushed Leni’s cheek lightly. “They marked you.”

      Leni’s hand went to her cheek where she felt a scratch that she hadn’t remembered getting.

      “You may still be a force for balance, but they marked you a crow witch. A shifter witch,” he said.

      “This could explain some of the struggles you were having with traditional casting,” her mom added.

      Leni trembled, then stood and went to her mother. She hugged her mother for a long time, while Debra’s body wracked with sobs.

      Once Leni pulled back, Ned took her hand. “It’s been a long night. I’m going to take her upstairs for some rest, if that’s okay,” Ned addressed her grandfather.

      “Yes, we should all get some rest. Except Michaels and Andrew. Help me reinforce the protections once more, just in case.”

      With a short whistle to the dog, Michaels followed James out front, Jake bounding happily behind.
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      Leni eased into bed and Ned came in with a bowl of fruit. “You must be starving.”

      “Thanks,” she said, taking some grapes.

      Ned put his arm around her. “Don’t beat yourself up, Leni.”

      Debra knocked on the door, and she and Diana peeked in. “Honey, we just wanted to make sure you were okay,” her mother said.

      “Grandmother said I had dark powers now,” Leni said.

      “Don’t trust her, honey,” Debra spoke up. “All she ever says is lies.”

      “What if it’s true though?”

      Her speckled crow cawed and sat up by the open window.

      “You defended yourself.” Debra stroked her hair.

      “What if the crow’s secret is my powers come from darkness?”

      Her crow cawed again.

      “Honey, all your life you’ve fought the idea that people wanted to label you, to put a sticker on you that said you were white or you were black or you were something they could understand and categorize, so they could determine how they should treat you and how they should feel about you. You knew, ever since you were a child, you were just you. You still are just you,” her mother said.

      Aunt Diana spoke up. “Don’t let your power define you. You aren’t the darkness. You aren’t the light. You are the secret. You are the crow shifter.”

      “Leni, if you act as the balance, you are the balance,” Ned added. “Your actions are the only things that define you. Even if your source of magic is negative or whatever you want to call it, what you do with it is what really claims you. Whether it is the crows or bunnies or rainbow unicorns. The heart of it is still you.”

      She wiped a stray tear away. Her mother and aunt hugged her and headed to the door to let her rest.

      “Wait. For so long it was just Dad and me. Then when he died, I felt alone. I pushed you away,” she said to her aunt, “and I wanted to punish you,” she said to her mother. “But I couldn’t have survived this on my own.”

      Debra gave her a sad smile. “Rest, honey.”

      Ned started to follow them out the door, but she stopped him. “Stay.”

      He raised his eyebrows.

      “Come, hold me.” She patted the space beside her on the twin bed. Ned climbed in next to her, holding her close until she fell into a deep, restful sleep.
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      Leni woke with the sun shining on her face. Ned leaned over the railing on the deck staring out to the trees, and the cool air blew through her room where he’d left the doors open. She sat up, feeling a lot better than she usually did after her attacks. A caw from the deck drew her attention to her new friend.

      She padded up softly behind Ned and put her hands on his shoulders, giving them a slight squeeze. “You’re up?” he asked.

      “Just.” She rubbed his shoulders for a few seconds, and he relaxed into her. “Thanks, by the way.”

      “For?”

      “For the birthday dinner we almost had, for risking your life to help me, for being here and not running for the hills at any point in time which would have been completely understandable.”

      “Never.” He took her in his arms. “We’ll have a birthday do over soon, when things have settled.”

      The caws started to become clear to her. She glanced toward the woods and the black creatures dotted throughout the bare branches of the trees.

      “They’ve been there since I woke up. It’s like they’re waiting,” he explained.

      Caw!

      She turned her attention to the black and white crow. “And what am I going to do with you?” she asked it. It faced her, waiting patiently.

      “I don’t think you have to do anything. He seems to fend for himself pretty well.”

      “Is he a he?” she asked.

      Ned shrugged. “Not sure how you tell.”

      Leni eyed the crow for a moment before she spoke. “Poe.”

      “What’s that?”

      “His name is Poe.”

      Ned smiled. “Your dad would’ve liked that.”

      For most of her life, she’d had only her father to rely on, to trust. Now she had a family. It wasn’t a perfect one, looking at her mother and her aunt, her cousins Andrew, Audrey and Lindsey. Thinking of her grandparents. Thinking of Ned.

      And where did that leave her? Back to school to study science? Staying at home to practice what? Shifting? Crow commands? Casting?

      The fact that she wasn’t a trad witch was the cause for her being such a slow study at casting. That coupled with her logical science brain were barriers, but there were spells she could cast. And she was able to use her fear and her anxiety attacks to actually channel spells. But what would she use them for? What need was there? Would there ever be a way for her to just lead a normal life and go to school?

      “You have to be on guard now,” Ned explained. “The other hunters know where your family is. Your grandmother could come back. You have to be ready. You can’t deny who you are anymore.”

      For so long she’d wondered how to classify herself. Her father’s daughter? Her mother’s? What was she? The truth was, there was no name for it. No label. No definition.

      She was just who she was. Lenore Deveraux, Crow Witch.
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