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Chapter 1

 


 


Donna Tucker’s bewilderment turned to rage.
She fisted the thermometer, ready to sling it across the room, if
it didn’t break in her grip first. Dammit, why isn’t anything
working?

She tore away from Eloisa Grazer’s bedside
and stormed back to the desk, where her herbs lay and jars
collected. Ever since the fever had struck the werecheetah down,
Donna had pretty much set up a vigil at her bedside. Donna had
brought everything from her hovel in the woods to Eloisa’s small
home on Tomlinson Drive in Charlotte, North Carolina. Nothing
worked. Not a damn thing. Never had she felt so inadequate in all
her life.

What was she missing? There had to be
something. The root woman used everything from catnip to hyssop
combined with licorice root and thyme. She even created a grape
poultice for the blisters creeping across Eloisa’s skin. Infusing
her remedies with a touch of earth’s spirit for an extra boost did
nothing.

Donna slammed her fists on the wood surface.
Lightning flashed across the windows from behind the closed
curtains. Thunder rumbled so close by that she could’ve sworn it
upturned the wheat fields down the road.

She couldn’t let Eloisa die. The old woman
was one of the elders, a matriarch of the Charlotte Coalition. Many
held her in the highest esteem, even those from the adversarial
Triangle Coalition. Eloisa helped solidify peace between the two
factions to ensure their futures, since werecheetahs were an
extremely rare breed. With the amount of bad blood between the two
clans, there was a lot riding on Donna…especially since she was
affiliated with Triangle clan and on “loan”.

Loan my ass. I’m nobody’s property.
Donna tried hard to concentrate on her patient and not cat-shifter
politics. Unfortunately, it touched too close to her personal life.
Her parents acted like she was property, trying to decide her
future and all. Well, she sure showed them.

Showed them what a failure she was.

Things would have to change. Donna wasn’t a
commodity to be traded. She certainly couldn’t afford to be at
their beck and call either. As much as she liked the werecheetahs,
they weren’t, and would never be, her only clients.

The bedroom door swung open, slamming
against the wall. Another woman rushed in carrying a sack of
herbs…and Donna’s last hope.

“Did you have trouble finding her home?” She
snatched the cloth bag from Jodi, a friend of Eloisa’s
daughter.

She shoved the drenched hood off her head
and began peeling off the raincoat that hardly did any good at
keeping the water at bay. “A little, but at least everything is
there. I reached Rio, too. He’s on his way, but it might be a while
because I-40 has three pileups on it between here and Raleigh.”

Another streak of lightning caught her
attention. “Thanks. Now, get out.”

Jodi nodded once before closing the door
behind and leaving the root woman to her duties.

Donna meant nothing by her rudeness, and
thankfully, Jodi understood. The root woman worked better without
an audience. Plus, she had arrived from her Uncle JoJo’s funeral in
Lexington, Kentucky, that afternoon. Before that, she spent the
past month running from one state to another, treating patients who
lacked health care, didn’t trust health care, or couldn’t seek
health care due to their preternatural affiliations. Her job was
nonstop, and the tension riding on her nerves was proof. Now she
was paying for it because she had exhausted all her knowledge to
the point that she had to ask another root woman for advice. For a
woman with her experience and natural talents, that was unheard
of.

It had been three days since Eloisa broke
her leg in the woods while on a nightly run. The combination of
earth magic and roots should’ve drawn out the infection and made
her fever subside by now. If anything, they were having the same
effect as baby aspirin. If the fresh roots from her friend Moira
didn’t work, nothing would. Moments like this made her wonder if
going to medical school might have helped Eloisa.

Can’t think about that right now. Need to
focus. Need to use what I’ve got.

Donna separated seeds from pods and ground
dried leaves into a fine powder. She soaked things like Hypericum,
calendula, and echinacea in alcohol and sprinkled them over a
potion steaming on a hot plate. She knew the ingredients and the
incantations by heart, so there was no need to look anything up in
a book that would slow her down.

When she finished, she had something that
looked more like a flattened version of Jesus’s thorn crown. In the
center was a series of mixtures that would work together to help
soothe Eloisa’s pain…she hoped. She wrapped the poultice with a rag
she soaked in red wine and vinegar and placed it on the open wound.
Had it not been for Rio, that bone would still be sticking through
the skin.

Her hand lingered on top of the poultice. A
gasp slipped from her mouth, choking off what should’ve been a
prayer. Her throat tightened and a tremble worked into her bottom
lip. Eloisa couldn’t die. Not on her watch. Not while the stench of
sickness and antiseptic corroded her nostrils.

Donna hated sick people. In her ideal world,
nobody would be sick, let alone on her deathbed. Especially Eloisa,
when more than thirty people who loved her like a mother were
waiting one room over to hear some news. News that she, their
matriarch, would survive. Important or not, she meant something
different to the root woman. This was her patient, who lived and
breathed and had purpose beyond being a werecheetah.

A tear broke away, slipping down her cheek.
She wiped it away. Not on her watch, dammit. Not on hers.
Carefully, she tied the ends of the wrap together around her leg
and rechecked the makeshift splint that held her fragile bones in
place.

Donna slumped into a nearby chair and
waited—again—hoping and praying it worked this time. Hoping that it
would be enough. If only Gaia can wait a little longer. She
knows me enough to know that I’d never break my promises.

A rough hand landed on Donna’s shoulder. She
woke with such a start that she nearly choked on her own breaths.
Her hand touched the back of Ronan’s . Though grateful it was him
and not the thing haunting her nightmare, she pulled away and eased
her shoulder from his soft grip.

She tried hard not to stare at his chiseled
face with the dark, rugged shadow that dotted his chin and thinned
out toward his cheeks. She wasn’t sure if he purposely shaved it
like that or his genes were just that accurate. Either way, she
liked it. But there was no way in hell she’d admit that. Donna
never mixed business with pleasure because it led to nothing
but problems. Her southeast chapter of root women, Women Gathered,
had plenty of stories to share, including a few of her own. That
was why they all adopted the stance of never dating their
clientele, if they wished to remain members of group. For now, the
Women Gathered were her only true family.

Ronan was one of the first faces she met
when she arrived at Eloisa’s house. Donna got the feeling he was
there to make sure she didn’t poison all the female werecheetahs
who were more concerned over their beloved mediator than they were
about politics. Nonetheless, he was always in the shadows with his
piercing blue eyes, crossed toned arms, and slightly muscled chest.
Donna hated that his light-brown, overgrown hair always fell in
front of his handsome face.

And just like before, he wasn’t smiling. A
scowl muted his attractiveness.

Something was wrong, though Donna gave it
little thought beyond that. Her mind went somewhere else. She
pushed away the blanket that someone had laid over her and stood,
her attention landing on an empty bed. “Where’s Eloisa? Is she
okay?”

Ronan retrieved it from the floor, his grip
tightening to knuckle whiteness. “She’s dead.”

Donna’s knees wobbled. Her breath left her
in heaves. Normally, she wouldn’t have taken a death this hard, but
given where she was and whom she worked for, this was not a good
spot to be in. But those thoughts only lasted a few seconds before
her thoughts turned to Eloisa’s family and friends. If she were a
real doctor, she might have saved her. Damn.

“Your physician’s assistant from your
coalition thinks she died while you were asleep.”

Donna snapped back to her senses. Her
fingertips gently touched the bed where the female cheetah was not
that long ago. Her eyes blurred, but she blinked it away. She’d
keep her emotions to herself, since that was the professional thing
to do. “Have your people buried her yet?”

He nodded. “Yes. No thanks to you.”

God, that hurt. But she deserved it. They
asked her to come and help, and she let them down. Dammit, Eloisa
shouldn’t have died because of a broken leg. Granted it was a
compound fracture, but her herbs should’ve stopped the infection.
Not turned it into something hideous. Something else was going
on.

Uneasiness crept across her shoulders. His
pinpoint glare bothered her. If he had planned to throw some more
accusations at her, why wasn’t he doing it?

Donna didn’t have time for games. She
glanced at the digital clock that read six in the morning. “I
should go, then. But I’d like to pay my respects to her first. And
to her family.”

“You’re not going anywhere near her.”

“Ronan—”

“I know the story. Something’s wrong with
your herbs or whatever mystic magic you’re using. Whatever. Jodi
told us all about it.”

Knowing where this was going pissed her off.
“I did not kill your matriarch. What good would her death do
me? I have no cat in your fight. In fact, I thought the war was
over.”

“Oh, trust me, witch. Not all of us are easy
with this arrangement, but we do as we’re told by our leader. But
make no mistake. A treaty won’t keep our two coalitions from going
to war, if you give us reason enough.”

Oh, great. Now he treated her like she was a
member of the Triangle Coalition. “In case you’ve forgotten, cat,
I’m a root woman. Not a shapeshifter.”

“You came as a recommendation from them. We
know nothing about you, and the first time you help us, you kill
our own instead. What the hell am I supposed to think? You’re a
fucking—”

“You’re going to want to check that temper.”
Rio stepped into the room with Sloan, the leader of the Charlotte
Coalition. He motioned for his friend Donna to come to him while
keeping his glower on Ronan. “I checked her herbs. They’re sound.
Though I don’t know what kind of magic she infuses them with, I
know that killing anyone in her job is bad business.”

Ronan eyeballed him. “So is that it? Keeping
someone alive is just business to you?”

Sloan shook his head as he stepped between
both men. “I’m more than willing to give her the benefit of the
doubt because I know Dante enough that he wouldn’t risk war over
something like this. He certainly wouldn’t serve up his only two
sources of keeping his coalition healthy.”

“So?”

“So that means I’m going to return the
goodwill.”

“Off Eloisa’s back. Son of a bitch. I hope
the women buried her face-down, because she should be turning over
in the right direction by now.”

Sloan snatched up his subordinate so fast
that Donna gasped and ducked behind Rio for extra cover. Her hand
went to her throat just like her heart. She wanted out of this
crazy place. People functioning on high emotions after an upheaval
like the one they had just suffered was not a good place to be.

“Do not disrespect our dead.” Sloan
jerked the man again. “Do I make myself clear?”

Ronan’s gaze went sideways, avoiding his
leader’s glare. “Yeah. I got it.”

“Good.” He released the insolent
werecheetah. Shoulders heaving, he turned his hot focus on Donna.
“I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt that this was not due to
incompetence. But don’t mistake that for forgiveness.”

“I won’t.” She slipped by Rio and began
collecting her things in the cardboard box she arrived with the
previous afternoon. “I’ll take my leave and you’ll never see me
again.”

Rio placed his hand on her box, getting her
attention. “I’ve known Donna for a long time, and she’s not inept.
She’s damn good at what she does, and she’ll prove it.”

“What for?” Ronan asked. “Eloisa’s dead.
Whatever she does now won’t bring her back, and I doubt anyone will
want to risk sores or lesions to find out.”

“Sores?” Donna pushed past Rio and stared
between the two Charlotte Coalition members. “There are others with
blisters?”

Sloan shot his subordinate a quick glance
before addressing her. “Only Jodi. She noticed one similar to
Eloisa’s this morning. But she’s fine.”

No, she isn’t. The lesions didn’t
start on Eloisa until after she applied the initial herbs she had
borrowed from her friend. They continued with the second batch, and
now it sounded like they might have infected anyone who touched
them. If Jodi touched the herbs, then her days could be numbered
just like Eloisa’s. Damn.

Donna went back to the box and packed up her
things. “I need to visit my friend Moira. She had given me all of
the herbs I requested because I didn’t have time to run back to my
hovel to get mine.”

Sloan shook his head in confusion. “Then how
did Jodi—”

“She must have touched the herbs. Moira
didn’t infuse the first batch because it’s better if people doing
the healing use their powers. I had her infuse the second
batch because I thought my powers weren’t working.”

“But what does that have to do with—”

“Don’t you see? It’s the herbs, not the
power. Something’s wrong with them, and if Moira hasn’t realized it
yet, she will. The hard way.”

“But you’re not sick.” Ronan looked her up
and down, eyes creeping across her body like she was a
coin-operated dancer in an adult toy store.

Annoyed, Donna shook her head. “Maybe it’s
because of who or what I am—I don’t know. But I know Eloisa won’t
be the only one who’s dead if I don’t get to Moira first.”

“Do it.” Rio went to the chair and pulled
her tattered shawl off the back to hand to her. “I’ll stay here and
keep an eye on Jodi.”

“Rio, no,” she said in a low voice. As much
as she tried to keep her emotions out of it, there was no way she
could hide the worry in her eyes.

They’d use him as collateral if she didn’t
turn up something. Hell, they just might kill him out of
retribution. Dammit, he had a family. A beautiful cub daughter and
a half-cub son. Not to mention his amazing human wife.

Half-smiling, he placed his hands on her
shoulders and met her gaze. “I’ll be fine. Besides, if what you say
is true, then Jodi is going to need someone to watch over her.”

“And if you’re worried about going alone,”
Sloan said, “then Ronan will go with you.”

Thanks. I’ve just gone from worried to
terrified. Donna couldn’t think of a worse person to be paired
with than the guy who’d offer her up as a sacrifice the first
chance he got. After all, accidents have been known to happen.

“What?” Outrage flooded Ronan’s face with
redness. “I’m not going anywhere with her.”

“Like the hell you’re not.” Sloan closed the
distance between him and his coalition brother. “This is the least
you can do instead of making light of Eloisa’s burial. And since
you’re so hot for justice, this might be your only chance to make
sure you’re pointing guilt at the right person.”

More like at the first person he saw. Donna
didn’t like this blood-hunt arrangement. All that hotheaded jackass
would do was make matters worse in a potentially tense situation.
Not only that, but if he crossed Moira the wrong way, the Charlotte
Coalition would be burying a second person.

 









Chapter 2

 


 


Ronan McCleary drove like a madman, fingers
clutching the steering wheel, while his foot roared the accelerator
to life. He wanted no part of his traveling companion. She probably
pointed the blame at her friend because she was too damn scared to
point at herself.

They should’ve called him from the road
sooner. Not wait until Eloisa was this far gone. Maybe he could’ve
done something. Now, she was gone. The one person who pleaded my
case and convinced the others to take this expatriate in from the
cold.

All because of some idiotic root woman who
refused to take responsibility for her actions. Instead of watching
over the alley cat from the Triangle Coalition, he was hanging out
with a charlatan.

He pulled the pickup into the woods as far
as it would go, missing a tree by a few inches, and parked. The
terrain turned into a snarl of trees with thick roots, ground as
rugged as rocky desert terrain. His truck could probably handle the
land, but the tangle of low-hanging branches might crack the
windshield. Besides, he wasn’t in the mood for being jostled like a
lottery ball.

He leaned over the steering wheel. “So this
is the place, huh.”

“Yes,” Donna said, one of the few words she
had uttered to him since they traveled to her home in the woods
just outside of Salisbury. She shoved open her door and got
out.

Good. She was just as pissed as he was. This
should be an exciting trip. Not.

A swipe of his arm couldn’t knock all the
limbs out of the way. Some were about as thick as his thigh. While
werecheetahs were strong, they weren’t that strong. Ronan
hiked across uneven ground while pushing a branch out of his way.
Eventually, the harsh landscape would have to level out. There was
no way someone traipsed through this on a daily basis. No wonder
cheetahs liked flat, open ranges. These woods were a jagged
nightmare. It didn’t help that droplets the size of dimes started
pelting his head.

He glanced over his shoulder. Donna had less
than half the amount of sweat pouring off her body than he did. The
sunlight glistened off her chocolate skin, igniting the features of
her catlike face. Her eyes reminded him of that bratty doll—or
whatever it was called—that he had bought his niece last year for
her birthday. It looked weird on a piece of plastic, but on Donna,
it was…

He shook his head and trudged forward. No
way was he giving in to her looks. He was on a mission to find
justice for Eloisa. Not get a hard-on.

The droplets turned into a steady downpour.
Cats hated ran. Hell, they hated water in general. Dammit to
hell.

Donna seemed unaffected with the way she
continued to trudge up a small incline. He followed, only to have a
low pine branch whack him across the chest. As soon as he batted
that one out of the way, another smacked him in the face. Anger
burned him more than the welt. Ronan tore the limb from the tree
and threw it to the ground.

Donna stopped and glanced over her shoulder,
water slipping down her mahogany face. “Show some respect.”

“Toward what?” He fired back.

“Toward Mother Nature. Otherwise, she’ll put
you on your ass next time.”

“Whatever,” he grumbled.

Another one smacked him across the back of
the head. If he didn’t know any better, he would’ve sworn the
forest had it in for him.

Fifteen minutes of walking brought them to
the edge of a clearing. Satisfaction came over him when his gaze
settled on the flat land. It wasn’t the best for a full run due to
the wall of trees more than a hundred feet away, but it would
do.

Just has he started into the field, his heel
caught a patch of mud. He twisted to gain his balance, but landed
face-first in the mud. No fucking way is this happening. He
pressed his hands into the soft soil and pushed his torso upward.
Cold, wet soil covered his entire front. No way was he getting into
his truck looking like this. As if the crappy weather wasn’t bad
enough.

He tugged at his tee shirt until he pulled
it over his head and used it to wipe the muddy grime from his face
and arms. He was so preoccupied that he hadn’t noticed Donna
staring until now.

“Can I help you?” he muttered.

Innocence masked Donna’s face as she shook
her head. “Nope.”

Laughter danced around him from the woods
where they had come. He glanced at Donna who rolled her eyes and
shrugged.

Ronan wasn’t buying it. She knew who that
was, even if she wanted to pretend like she didn’t.

The laughter was a single voice, but it came
from everywhere. He whirled his head from one direction to the
other, trying to work his sights through the snarled forestry. Had
this been a scene in a fairy tale, he’d swear the trees were
giggling at his expense.

“Show yourself, witch! Or so help me, it’ll
hurt worse when I get my hands on your ass!”

The ghostly chuckling stopped. “Watch your
tongue, interloper. These woods are especially protective when it
comes to me, their caretaker. Keep that in mind if you’re here for
a fight, cat.”

Ronan wasn't sure if he should believe her
or not. But after having a taste of what his surroundings did to
him so far, he refused to call her bluff.

“Stop it, Moira.” Donna headed toward the
other side of the clearing, away from the voice. “It’s me,
Donna.”

“I sensed your presence, little sister, the
second your feet touched the earth. What brings you?”

“Little sister?” Ronan mumbled. He so didn’t
like this. If those two were related…

“It’s not what you think,” Donna said as if
she had read his thoughts. “Moira and I belong to the Women
Gathered. We’re a small group of root women who share our
knowledge. A progressive group, but root medicine standards.” Donna
paused, her eyes narrowing and head tilting as though she were
trying to make out something in the distance.

Ronan looked in the same direction, but
couldn’t see anything but trees. “What is it?”

She shook her head. “I…I don’t know. It’s
almost like…” She continued across the muddied grasslands until she
reached the other side. “Moira, what’s wrong? You’re troubled—I can
sense it.”

No answer.

This was ridiculous. Talking to a woman who
liked to hide in the trees. He had had enough. He shouted to the
treetops, “We’re here because your roots killed my friend! Maybe
your little sister isn’t ready to go head to head with you,
but I am. So is my entire clan, if one more of us dies.”

Donna shushed him. A pissy look on her face
said she didn’t approve of the way he had handled it, but she
turned her back to him nonetheless, letting it go. He hoped.

“It’s true,” she said in a much calmer voice
than his. “Jodi has two pustules similar to the ones that had grown
on Eloisa. I saw them myself before we left. She’s not feverish,
but Eloisa is dead. I don’t want the same to befall her, too. Did
she disrespect you in some way to deserve this?”

Silence. Again.

Donna clutched her hands, pleading. “Moira,
please talk to us. My friend Rio from the Triangle Coalition is
staying in Charlotte to keep an eye on her and the rest of the clan
until I return. I fear they’ll use him to seek vengeance unless I
return with a suitable answer.”

Twigs cracked. They sounded like the
footfalls of someone coming from one direction, instead of the
multitude of laughter coming from everywhere. The steps came from
somewhere in front of them. For once, Ronan wished he had carried
the Glock he kept between his box spring and the mattress back
home.

A figure moved behind the brush. The more it
came forward, the more it seemed to take the shape of a woman. A
pair of hands shoved aside branches and thicket while a pair of
bare feet stepped through the wet undergrowth. Around the big toe
was a gold ring. Ronan’s gaze went from her feet up to the baggy
overalls covering her body. Long, skinny arms stuck out of a tan
short-sleeved shirt. The woman’s face appeared last and for good
reason. Dark circles had taken her green eyes prisoner, and her
skin was more ashen and haggard than the peachy he expected. She
kept her thick blond hair tied back with a bandana that covered the
top of her head.

She was nowhere near as exotic as Donna. He
liked the long, straight hair that graced her narrow back and the
way Donna wore it pulled back so tightly into a ponytail that she
looked like she had cat eyes. Plus, she was wearing jeans that
curved her ass just…

Dammit, there he went again, thinking with
his dick. This was not the time.

“Oh my god.” Shocked, Donna rushed toward
her friend, her arms held out to her. “Moira, honey. Why didn’t you
tell me?”

“Tell you what?” The woman stepped away from
her. She lifted her chin in resolve while glaring at Ronan. “Your
friend’s death wasn’t my fault.”

He blinked, feeling the sarcasm about to
rifle from his mouth. “Well, that makes everything all right. I
guess we’ll go home now. Sorry we wasted your time.”

“Grow up.” Donna scowled at him before
turning her attention back to her friend. “Apologies, Moira, but
Eloisa shouldn’t have died because of a broken leg. The poultice I
put on her should’ve—”

“Then you applied it wrong,” the woman shot
back, eyes blazing.

“Moira?” Donna gasped, a hand going to her
chest. “How can you accuse me of—”

“No more than you can accuse me of killing
someone under your care.” A hacking cough brought the woman to her
knees. She crouched on a large boulder, coughing into her dried,
cracked hands.

Donna rushed forward and placed her arm
around the woman’s back.

Ronan didn’t know what to feel. Had it been
him and one of his friends, he would’ve flattened the bastard for
trying to turn this on him when he knew he wasn’t responsible. None
of this soft, girlie-girlie shit. Hell, he might have hung the guy
in a tree by his ankles and used him as a punching bag. If
anything, it ticked him off that she could be so vulnerable as to
fall for the I’m-sick-so-be-kind-to-me ploy. But since it was
Donna’s name that needed clearing and not his, he wasn’t about to
point any of that out. She needed to figure it out on her own.

Donna cupped her hands and mumbled something
that filled her palms at more than twice the rate at which the
water fell. She fed it to her friend. “Moira, you have to tell me
what happened? This is not natural. It’s like someone has hexed
you.”

She glanced at Ronan before speaking. “I
thought it was me. I thought I had done something that offended
Gaia and had spent the past week trying to make amends. It wasn’t
until I got a new shipment from my other source that I realized it
wasn’t me. It was the exotic herbs that I had gotten from
Seclusion.”

“Seclusion?”

“A small town in the Blue Ridge Mountains. I
rarely use Harlan because he’s so damn expensive. Stupid
necromancer.”

Donna sighed through a clenched jaw. “Wait a
sec. He’s a necromancer? For heaven’s sake, Moira, what were you
thinking?”

“Excuse me.” Ronan hauled himself the rest
of the way out of the stream. Now that he knew the voice wasn’t as
dangerous as his annoyance with water, he wanted no part of the
wetness soaking up his arms and legs. “What the heck is a
necromancer, and what does that have to do with anything?”

Donna pressed the back of her hand against
her friend’s forehead. “We have an affinity for life while they
have an affinity for death. Necromancers sell a part of the soul to
the devil every time they raise the dead.”

“Then how can someone be his own opposite?”
He wiped the water leaking into his eyes for the umpteenth time.
“You said, root woman, that you got herbs from him.”

“He was a necromancer long before he started
dealing in herbs.” A series of lung-scraping coughs tore through
her.

Donna winced before rubbing her back with
the force of a Swedish masseuse as though she were trying to push
to cough out of her friend. “Their kind are not above siphoning
life from the living to restore the dead. Unfortunately, there are
times when we need to do the opposite, too. But at least with us,
we’re not hurting anyone to get what we need. Given the history of
necromancy, nothing would surprise me in terms of how far they’ll
go.”

He shook his head, still unsure he
understood the weird dynamics between the two species. “So what
you’re saying is this necromancer screwed you over, and that’s why
you’re sick and my coalition’s matriarch is dead.”

Moira nodded.

“Bullshit. You knew the kind of man you were
dealing with before you dropped a dime in his hand. I’m holding
you personally responsible for Eloisa’s death. I’ll be
holding your fucking hide if the rest of my pack follows in her
footsteps.”

“Stop right there, you sorry-ass cat with a
soon-to-be-one life left.” Donna left her friend’s side and marched
within inches from Ronan’s face. “While Moira may not have
exercised good judgment, she did her best. The only reason why
she’s in the state that she’s in is because she had to give a piece
of her life to that monster to help your friend.”

“Donna,” Moira pleaded.

She waved her still. “That’s what we
do. That’s why she’s in the state that she’s in. Moira didn’t have
to do shit for a woman she didn’t know, and yet, she did. So before
you talk about taking a hide, make sure you’re pulling it off the
right carcass.”

Oh, how he wanted to light into her. Ronan
open his mouth, but nothing came out. He stole a scowl at Moira
before meeting Donna’s glaring challenge. “Then, how do we make
this right? Especially, since my people trusted you in the first
place? Not her. Not some damn necromancer. We trusted you.
What are you going to tell Jodi’s mother if she drops dead
next?”

Donna stepped back, chin raised in defiance.
“Fine. If you want a piece of me, then here I am. But you’ll have
to wait your turn because I’m going to this Harlan guy to see if
there’s a way he can reverse the spell or whatever the hell he did.
You can either come with me or leave me to go at it alone. But you
sure as hell aren’t stopping me, cat.”

What could he say to that? He wanted
justice. Adding one more name to the blame list wouldn’t hurt.

But could he trust Donna to deliver. He
didn’t know anything about this woman, and what little he had
learned, he didn’t like. She could’ve been staving off the
inevitable to figure a way out of this mess. But at the same time,
if she were telling the truth, then she might be the only one who
could save Jodi. She was like family to him. He didn’t dare put his
anger above her life.

Before he could comment, Donna stormed away
from him and back to her friend. “If you want me to help, you have
to tell me how to find him.”

Moira shook her head. “No. I don’t want you
anywhere near him. He’s too dangerous, little sister.”

“Then, he had better hope he’s enough to
handle me.”

Her friend pleaded with her tear-soaked
eyes. “Donna…”

“You said Seclusion, North Carolina. A place
like that shouldn’t be a problem. Although it would be a lot easier
of you just gave me an address.”

Moira lowered her head as if in shame.
Sighing, she hoisted herself up from the dirt, bony fingers
clutching the nearest small tree. “It’s in my hovel.”

“Good. I’ll come with you.”

Ronan opened his mouth to protest, but
closed it. Donna had already slipped her arm around Moira’s waist
and helped her friend to her feet. Anything he said now would be
worthless. That woman was on a mission, and he was about as
important to her as a piece of peach fuzz stuck to the bottom of a
shoe.

Grumbling, he decided to tag along. Anything
to help move this along was better than standing out there in the
middle of the woods in the soaking rain.


Chapter 3

 


 


Donna borrowed clothes and supplies from her
friend before stopping by Ronan’s apartment for him to grab an
overnight bag. With it getting later and unsure of how long they’d
be gone, they wanted to be prepared.

Hours later, the GPS brought them straight
to the docks, where they drove aboard a small ferry to reach the
island. From there, the GPS brought them to Harlan’s home…and what
a home it was. The address she got from Moira matched the brass
numbers in front of the enormous house with the white siding and
black shutters. There must have been a half-dozen bedrooms and an
equal number of bathrooms. Many of the homes on the block were old,
but they were of the same Victorian quality, complete with round
turrets at the tops and bay windows.

The necromancer business must have been good
to the old guy.

Donna noticed a car parked in the driveway.
When the nervousness started to mount, she clutched her golden Tree
of Life pendant.

“Nervous?” Ronan asked.

She refused to take her eyes off the house.
“If you knew about necromancers like I do, you would be, too. Be on
your guard, cat.”

He opened his door.

She wasn’t sure if that was the right
answer. She hoped it was because that was the most conversation she
had gotten out of him during the entire trip. After shoving the
Tree of Life down the front of her shirt, she got out of the
truck’s cab.

“Who are you?” The voice came from
behind.

Donna’s shoulders jerked. She turned toward
the visitor. Ronan rushed to her side to stand between her and
whoever called out. Though flattered at his gallantry, she
considered it unnecessary. If someone wanted to kill them, the
person wouldn’t have gotten their attention first. Besides, they
were more in her mystical territory now, and if anything, she
should be guarding him.

Softly gripping his muscled arm, she nudged
him aside.

Emerging from the shadows of the house was a
young woman with fiery red hair bouncing about her shoulders. Curly
waves cascaded around her rounded face. Tall and gangly, she shoved
her hands in her back pockets and rocked on he heels. The woman was
so skinny that Donna swore the wind blew through her.

Donna lifted her chin. “I’m Donna. You
are…?”

The stranger tipped her head sideways as
though she were sizing the root woman up. “Rachel Osborne. Are you
looking for Harlan, too?”

Great. It looked like Donna wasn’t the only
one who got shafted by the necromancer’s herbs. Rather than put up
a front, she opted for the truth. “Yeah.”

“Did he…? Has his stuff…you know. Not
worked?”

Donna didn’t know what to make of the woman.
She stood out of arm’s reach like she wanted to make sure she or
Ronan wouldn’t grab her. The way she rocked said she was a tad
nervous about either them or the conversation. Donna couldn’t
figure out which and didn’t feel like it. Night had fallen and the
drive had worn her out.

“It didn’t,” she confessed. “Look, we’re
both tired and—”

“Thank God.” Her shoulders relaxed. “I
thought it was me. My sister thought it was me, until she
tried—”

“Rachel.” The voice came from a slightly
older woman—late twenties perhaps—who had curves in all the right
places without the anorexic look of Rachel. She shared the same
blue eyes and bright-red hair worn in a tight ponytail at the back
of her head. “Come inside. It’s late.”

Donna kept staring at the porch where the
woman stood. “Is Harlan home?”

“No.” The woman walked past them with her
arms swaying in a carefree way. “We’re squatting until he gets
back.”

“Squatting?” Ronan asked.

She turned, hands clasped together as a
breeze picked up the ends of her curly hair. “Yeah. We’re within
our right, since he’s done us wrong.”

Ronan opened his mouth to say something
more, but Donna touched his arm and shook her head. They were
magical herbalists to some extent, but not a root woman like her.
They were something else that she’d rather not deal with,
especially if their craft depended upon the likes of a
necromancer.

Ronan stood, arms crossed and bearing down
his focus on Donna. “So does this mean we’re finding a hotel in
town?”

“You can if you want to.” She started after
Rachel. “If you guys are in that house, I want to take a look at
his stash. See if I can find out what the hell is going on.”

He grabbed her arm and stopped her. “You’re
not going in there with them. How do you know they’re not going to
do something to you? You can’t trust people these days.”

“Hello,” Rachel said, waving her hand. “I’m
still standing here and can hear you.”

Ronan remained frozen as if he were waiting
for Donna to respond.

He was certainly acting weird since their
arrival. Before he didn’t want to utter two words to her. Now, he
had gone all protective and shit. She wished he’d make up his
mind.

Donna eased herself from his grip. “We’re
here because his stash caused this problem. I’m sure of it. But I
that doesn’t mean jack until I return to your people with
proof.”

Her plan wasn’t to spend the night with the
Osbornes. It was to go in there and inspect Harlan’s stash. Period.
Once she finished collecting whatever evidence there was to
collect, she’d bring it back to the Charlotte Coalition so they’d
get off her back and let Rio go. Even though the word
hostage or prisoner was never mentioned because it
would bring war to the two factions, she understood the unsaid
meaning of why Rio stayed. It was out of good faith. She’d be
damned if she left him obligated to his clan’s enemy. Not on her
account. A pre-med dropout like her wasn’t worth it.

“I don’t care,” he grumbled. “You don’t know
these people. They could get you behind closed doors and skin you
alive.”

“Hello.” Rachel waved again. “Still here and
listening to every insult.”

This conversation was pissing her off. Of
course, she didn’t trust them. But she didn’t trust Ronan either.
But it wasn’t about anyone standing on the sidewalk. It was about
her friend’s freedom and finding a possible cure for a disease that
might spread among the werecheetahs.

A buzz turned Ronan’s attention to his cell
phone clipped on his side. He undid it and looked at the text
message. “Damn.”

“What?” Donna asked.

He held up the phone so she could see the
message. Jodi had a fever and more sores had sprouted across the
backs of her fingers.

Donna met the anger oozing from his glare.
“If there’s a problem in there, a cure might exist, too. Don’t you
think that’s worth taking a chance on going in there?”

He paused with a distant stare.

“Pull your spotted tail from between your
legs. You can either wait in the truck or come with me. Your
choice. But Jodi can’t wait for you to figure it out.” Jodi would
not become another Eloisa. Not on her watch. No way would
she crush the hearts of the Charlotte Coalition again.

A feral change twisted something in his
face. For a few seconds, his nose flattened and the bridge
elongated like he was about change in the middle of the block. He
blinked and everything transformed back into place, turning him
human again. Too bad it did nothing for the underlying growl that
rumbled in his throat.

Donna refused to back down or show any fear.
She was going to save lives whether he liked it or not. And given
that fact that he didn’t tackle her to the ground, he must have
figured out that she was right.

“Fine,” he growled.

“There’s plenty of room,” Rachel added.

He turned his wild scowl on her. “Don’t push
it, lady.”

Oh Lord. Donna shook her head and
sighed. This was not how she wanted to acquaint herself with the
townsfolk or anyone else who might have had a bone to pick with the
necromancer.

Donna bumped his shoulder on her way to
closing the distance with Rachel. “Before we go anywhere, I’d like
to get species affiliations on the table. I’m a root woman.”

“Interesting.” Rachel paused the longest
time before noticing Ronan’s warning glare that said she had better
give up the goods. She gulped. “I’m an apothecary, as are my
sisters.”

Really? It had been ages since Donna
met an apothecary. They weren’t like your normal pharmacist, in
that they worked magic in with their potions. They were a
well-respected group—more so than root women—who kept to their own
while running shops set up in supernatural communities. With that
being said, Donna hoped their preternatural clientele hadn’t
followed them, seeking revenge for something they didn’t do.

“Why are you consorting with a necromancer?”
Donna asked.

“I could ask the same of you, too, root
woman.” A smirk dug into Rachel’s cheek.

“Rachel!” The older woman leaned forward
with both arms bracing her against the porch railing. “Get inside.
It’s not safe out here.”

That was an understatement. If Donna had
squatted in someone else’s house, she’d be nervous about someone
spotting her, too.

Rachel waved as if to shush her sister.
“Would you chillax? They’re root doctors and looking for Harlan for
the same reason we are.”

Donna sideways glanced at Ronan. His mouth
opened, but she was able to raise her brow as a sign not to
protest. If they wanted to think he was a root doctor, then that
wrong assumption was on them. They weren’t planning to stay the
night anyway.

Even from the distance, Donna saw Gretchen’s
studious gaze from her to Ronan. She wasn’t sure about them. Smart
woman. Had it been her, she would’ve done the same. Heck, she
probably would’ve taken it a step further by not letting them in.
But given that this wasn’t either of their houses, she had as much
right to go inside as they did.

“Fine.” The woman started for the door. “But
all of you had better get inside before I lock the door. I won’t be
opening it for anyone else tonight.”

Rachel shook her head, a soft smile bowing
her lips. “Forgive her. She’s the eldest and the most overly
protective.”

“How many siblings do you have?” Ronan
asked.

“Four. My sister Phyllis is sick, which is
why we’re here. We think anyone who has been handling the latest
batch of Harlan’s herbs is susceptible. Gretchen and I haven’t, but
we’re keeping a close eye on Nan, since she helped Phyllis do the
preparations.”

Donna wanted to ask what drew them to that
conclusion, but preferred to have that conversation inside where
they could relax a little. If it was about handling the herbs and
not something airborne, then she might have already stopped the
spreading of the disease by tossing her herbs before she left.

She motioned for Rachel to lead the way
toward the house.

The second Donna stepped into the home, the
beauty of the antique furniture and colonial décor caught her
attention. Harlan certainly knew how to live. For a guy, he was
very meticulous right down to making sure all of the knickknacks
faced the same direction on a side table and mantel. The man was a
sucker for oak and wingback side chairs, too.

Another woman who looked eerily similar to
Rachel and Gretchen entered the large dining room and introduced
herself as Phyllis. A breath caught in Donna’s throat. Not because
of her toned arms, punkish hairstyle, or long legs that seemed to
run in the family. The same pustules that had been on Eloisa
covered Phyllis’s hands and halfway up to her elbows.

“Oh my god.” Donna started toward her.

Shocked and angry, Phyllis pulled away.
“What the hell is wrong with you? Can’t you see I’m infected?”

Donna backed off, squashing her instincts to
help the woman if she didn’t want it. It was just that…it reminded
her of Eloisa right before she had fallen asleep. She woke to find
out she had died and didn’t want that to happen to anyone else.
“You’re right. I’m sorry. I was all instinct and not thinking.”

“Well, think more next time.”

“Hey.” Ronan raised a hand to calm everyone
down. “Back up off her.”

Whoa. Did Donna just hear him right? Was he
actually defending her?

“Let’s all calm down.” Gretchen walked into
the room carrying a tray lined with cups, a kettle, cream, and
sugar. “Don’t worry. I brought this coffee from the grocery store,
so it’s safe. I don’t trust anything in Harlan’s cabinets at this
point.”

“Then why are you guys hanging out in his
house?” Ronan asked. “And don’t tell me it has to do with your
right to be here because you were wronged. We got that.”

Gretchen placed the tray on the table. “It’s
cheaper than paying for a hotel. Our online business does okay, but
it’s not stellar because sales can be traced back to buyers, both
good and bad. If we could find a supernatural community where they
didn’t already have an apothecary, we’d be fine. Otherwise, we have
to rely on Nan keeps us afloat with her day job at the
university.”

Another woman walked in and set a bunch of
plates at the far end of the table. “Yeah, and if my colleagues
ever hear you guys talking herbs and magic, they’ll laugh me out of
Vanderbilt for believing in this metaphysical mumbo-jumbo.” Nan
adjusted her glasses and waved at both Donna and Ronan.

Rachel came up from behind and hugged her
sister like a little kid who was proud of her parent, just as a
fluffy white-and-gray cat rubbed her side against her leg. “Don’t
let the smartest of the bunch fool you. She’s been slogging over
both her laptops with some excuse about being in the middle of a
computer simulation for a new drug used to slow the progress of
ovarian cancer. Can you believe she found a way to incorporate her
knowledge about supernatural remedies into the chemical makeup of
the experimental drugs? How cool is that?”

Donna was impressed, even if she didn’t show
it. But she also noticed the slight disdain in Gretchen’s eyes. She
probably felt a lot like Donna did about technology meshing with
the ways of old.

Ronan began to cough into his fist. Tears
swelled his eyes before spewing down his cheeks. Donna slapped his
back, concern growing for him since his face began to blush a shade
of red.

Her nose caught the edge of something. Sage,
perhaps? No. It was more than sage. Like a spell had been woven
into the dried leaves and the smudge waved throughout the house to
rid it from evil. But Ronan wasn’t evil. A mean jerk, yes.

The Osbornes glanced at each other.

“He’s allergic to the cat,” Donna said,
hoping they didn’t catch the nervousness in her voice. When his
coughing turned to lung scraping with each heave, Donna escorted
him to the front door. “Get some fresh air while I talk to these
guys.”

All he could do was nod.

Donna closed the door behind him and
returned to the dining room down the hall. All four sisters had
gathered around her, anger masking their faces. That whole thing
about from the pan into the fire was never more real than now.

“You’re friend’s not a root doctor, is he?”
Gretchen’s hands planted on her hips.

“I never said he was,” Donna confessed,
keeping her tone even and her face bland to show she wasn’t afraid
of them. A part of her was because she didn’t know what these women
were capable of, but she also knew how gifted she was in her own
right. “Your sister assumed it, because I told her what I
was. Not him. And if you must know, he’s a werecheetah.”

“Like…you’re bodyguard?” Rachel asked.

Donna shook her head. “No. He’s a
friend.”

“Yeah, well, you need to tell us more about
this friend,” Gretchen said. “What you smell is sage mixed with
annolute. To ward off evil and anyone who intends to do us
harm.”

Great. That part about “intends to do us
harm” might have been the problem, since Ronan had come to settle a
score. No thanks to him, she was caught between a werecheetah and a
group of protective—and somewhat paranoid—apothecaries who would be
more than happy to expel her on her ass.


Chapter 4

 


 


They’d have to air out that house before
he’d step a foot in it again. In fact, he had to step a few feet
away to the side of the house where he could keep an eye on Donna.
They were all sitting in the dining room having what looked like an
intense conversation. Though he wasn’t ready to forgive the root
woman because she should’ve known that her medicine was tainted
before using it, he was on her side. These apothecaries, they were
the devils he didn’t know, which made them even more
untrustworthy.

The same white-and-gray cat had found her
way outside. One look in his direction and the animal slunk away.
Ronan grinned. Whether the cat sensed the feline in him or not, at
least she had the sense enough to know that his bite was bigger
than hers.

Watching her sashay toward the backyard, his
focus lifted toward the greenery. It called to him, running a
tingle across his skin. He longed to change and take a few dashes
across the lush lawn. Perhaps even around the greenhouse in the
backyard. Since there weren’t a lot of flat areas around Charlotte
where cheetahs ran free, they had grown accustomed to the woods.
But…it didn’t make any sense. There were woods surrounding the
house just like any other house, though something about the
surroundings seduced him. Enticing him to take off his clothes and
change.

What the hell was going on?

Ronan shook his head, trying to clear it of
his incontrollable urges. It didn’t work. His skin tingled against
his wishes, like small worms crawling under his skin. Whatever this
Harlan guy used on the lawn, he was having more than just an
allergic reaction to it. It was more like a hypnotic one.

“Fresh meat,” a voice said.

Ronan snapped from his trance and scanned
the dense trees, picking through each until he found the source.
Dammit. How did he end up in the woods? Just over his shoulder, he
noticed light coming from the windows of Harlan’s house. He
blinked, tying to dig through his foggy thoughts to recall if he
had walked into the forest.

“Boo!” The voice shouted next to his
ear.

Ronan whirled again and saw nothing except
for more trees and shrubs. Not a single animal like a bird or a
raccoon in sight. The only signs of life were the rustling leaves
above his head and his sneakers crunching the underbrush.

When gentle breaths landed on his ear, he
whirled again. “Who’s there?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“Not really. Then again, you might not want
to know me either.” A whiff brought him fresh loam and pine.
But…there was something else. Rotted. Like someone had buried a
body in the woods. Only…how was it that he hadn’t smelled the
rotted flesh before? What the hell was going on?

Fuck this. He wasn’t hanging around
to find out. He’d alert the female posse and let them handle it. He
started toward the house, footfalls crackling twigs and dead leaves
with each step.

Another ghostly laugh revealed the voice
belonged to a female. “I smell shapeshifter in your deliciously
sweet blood. I’d give anything to know what kind.”

Startled, he slowed his gait, though only
for a few seconds. He picked right back up, trudging through the
moist loam.

Dirty, gauze-wrapped arms grabbed him from
behind and threw him crossways into a nest of trees, smacking
several like a pinball. Ronan’s sore body collapsed on the ground,
all the air rushing from his lungs. Pain sliced up his side where
skin used to be. Now it was nothing more than shredded meat across
four of his ribs. More pain rifled through his skull. He couldn’t
remember hitting his head, but it felt like a bus tire had squashed
it.

Bracing himself for more anguish, he pressed
both his hands into the soil and pushed up, looking for his
assailant. She wasn’t there.

Something pushed through the ground next to
him. His eyes widened, heart pummeling against the cold earth.
After a few determined punches, another bandaged, dirty fist and
forearm broke free of the hard soil. Judging from the size and the
power wrapped within the muscles, it had to be a guy recently
buried. The dead man was trying to either hold him down or pull him
under.

Even though he screamed for help, it was
like his voice had been trapped inside his mouth and didn’t go
beyond his lips. He fought until the strength leaked out of his
muscles and sore joints. Fought until he couldn’t lift his arms.
Fought until he strained his burning throat to rawness. The only
thing left for his agonizing, injured body to do was collapse into
darkness.

***

“It’s no use.” Gretchen started back for the
house with the flashlight panning across the thicket before her.
“He’s not out here.”

Donna turned and caught up to her, snagging
her by the arm. “You knew something was out here. Dammit, why
didn’t you warn us? Warn him?”

“I did.” Gretchen yanked herself free. “Why
do you think I wanted my sister inside earlier? We may not be
psychic or anything like that, but we know when things aren’t as
they seem. Everything about Harlan wasn’t right, right down to that
damn greenhouse. He’s messing with things he shouldn’t.”

Donna glanced at the greenhouse about fifty
feet from where they stood in the forest. “What’s in there?”

“Dead plants. It’s like something sucked the
life out of them. Nobody would grow anything in there except
death.”

Which didn’t make sense to Donna. Unless the
guy was really into plants and flowers, he wouldn’t have a
greenhouse. Then again, he could’ve been siphoning the life off
them to feed the dead he raised. Either way, she wasn’t going in
there. Whatever caused those plants to die, she was the next best
thing to them, since roots were her specialty.

“I’m not giving up on him.” She turned and
began scanning her surrounding with her flashlight again. “Ronan!
Ronan!”

“Give it—”

“Over here! Rachel shouted. “I think I found
something.”

Donna tore off in her direction. She hardly
winced as shrubs scored her arms and face. She shoved them out of
her way, hell-bent on getting to the other apothecary.

She arrived to find Rachel holding a shoe
above a large section of dirt that had been recently tilled. Nan
crouched next to the patch, poking at it with a long twig.

“Stand back,” Gretchen ordered. “Both of
you.”

“Is this his?” Rachel handed the shoe to
Donna.

Though she couldn’t be sure, it was as fresh
as any. It had to be his. “I’m not sure, but it’s a good bet, since
it looks like something that was recently dumped here.”

“This dirt goes deep.” Nan stood and pointed
at it with her twig. “Something was recently unearthed here.”

It didn’t make sense. How could something
dig its way from the ground and leave Ronan’s shoes behind in the
process. If he were under there, Nan would have speared him.

Again, the root woman shined her flashlight
into their surroundings, looking for anything that gave her another
clue as to his whereabouts. It was like the thicket decided to
swallow him whole and wipe its juicy lips with his shoe.

Dammit, he was out there. There was no way
in hell she’d return to the Charlotte Coalition with the good news
being Eloisa’s death wasn’t her fault and the bad news of Ronan’s
disappearance. She wasn’t leaving this fucked up little town
without him.

***

Constant, brutal suffering stabbed at
Ronan’s side. A single breath and his ribs felt like they might
puncture a lung. He wasn’t much of a religious man, but didn’t let
that stop him from mumbling a prayer or two in his sleep. Sweat
beaded his brow. Wetness drenched his hair, gluing the dark strands
to his forehead. Dying would’ve been preferable to this
lightning-rod agony.

“Are you praying?”

Ronan lifted his head to the shape that
melded with the shadows on the other side of the room. Despite the
darkness of the early morning hours, there was enough light
emanating from the streetlights behind the half-open blinds to help
him make out an outline. Lightning streaking across the sky helped.
Rain pattered against the sills, desperate to get inside.

“Who the fuck are you?” Cottonmouth and a
dry throat kept Ronan from saying anymore.

“Answer the question, shapeshifter.”

He lowered his head back to the flattened
pillow. “You got something against prayers?”

“No. Just curious. I’m somewhat of a
religious person myself.”

“What’s your faith? Church of the Damned and
Bastardly?”

Cackling leaked from the darkness. “That’s
good. Do you know why you’re here?”

“Because you like sadomasochism?”

“No.”

The voice sounded like a woman who was at
least a hundred years old. Whatever awaited him in that shadow, he
wasn’t in any hurry to see it.

The darkness shifted again, drawing a leg
onto the seat. “I need your essence. You have more life in your
bones than anyone in this town. I doubt you’d tell me if there were
more of your kind.”

“Ya think?” Ronan was beyond scared. He was
pissed. Since things weren’t going to go in his favor, he vowed to
be as belligerent and obstructive as possible.

The shadow snorted. “Harlan made a promise
he couldn’t keep. So, we’re keeping it for him. Besides, we only
take what we need. Speaking of which, I know about a particular
dark-skinned goddess who arrived with you last night. A friend of
yours, perhaps? In a town like this, it’s hard to miss an Ethiopian
princess like that. We have eyes everywhere. Very powerful, that
one.”

Son of a bitch. That thing was talking about
Donna. “You stay the fuck away from her or I’ll—”

“I’d love to bleed her soul dry.”

“And I’d love to just bleed you.”

The foot drawn into the chair touched on the
floor again. The shadow stood with only a head and shoulders, the
rest of it draping around its ankles like a giant cape. “Then, we
understand each other. Like I said, we only take what we need, just
like a gardener tending his vegetables. In fact, it’s about time
the hubby and I did some harvesting again.”

Ronan tried to sit up, but the pain
burrowing into his side kept him still. He turned to see how bad it
was…and wished he hadn’t looked. Blood soaked the bandages and
pooled on the white sheets. The Neanderthal who tried to dress his
wounds would’ve done better with a glue gun. He hoped it wasn’t
that menacing corpse observing him from the wings.

He growled at the figure. “What do you want
from me? If it’s my shapeshifting powers, you’re going about it the
wrong way. It’s easier if I take a chunk out of your ass.”

The shadow chuckled. “I want you to change,
so I have a better idea of how valuable you are. But, at the same
time, I can’t let you regain full strength either. So that means I
have to use special care when I feed from you. We’ve been careless
with some of the people from the hospital and the nursing home.
When they die, it’s easy to say they succumb to their illnesses
rather than suspect foul play. But that’s the problem with the sick
and the old. They can only feed you so much. We need more. We
need supernaturals like Harlan and your pretty lady friend.
He understood that, but like any necromancer trying to run a
business, he got greedy, and it cost him his life.”

“You’re going to go to hell with him.”

“I’m its gatekeeper, boy.” The shadow glided
toward the door, a gnarled hand reaching for the knob. Even as it
disappeared into the hall, not a single floorboard creaked under
its weight. “Mize, you had better have my herbal bath
ready.”

“Yes, Mrs. Slattery,” a decrepit voice
answered from somewhere the hall. “Right away, ma’am.”

Ronan laid his head on the pillow,
succumbing to the sandman’s urges. He closed his eyes with the
promise of a fifteen-minute nap. No more. No less. Not while some
desiccated crackpot salivated over his so-called essence.


Chapter 5

 


 


Donna winced as a sharp pain sliced through
the muscles on the side of her neck. She had a lousy night’s sleep
filled with horrific answers to Ronan’s disappearance. She had
planned to find a hotel in the city, but decided against it. She
wasn’t going anywhere as long as Ronan was still out there.

After another hour of searching, Donna
decided to call it quits. She spent part of the night reinforcing
the wards the apothecaries had in place around the property. The
other part she spent standing guard to make sure whatever had taken
Ronan hadn’t entered the house. She wasn’t a witch by any means and
neither were the Osborne sisters. But knowing what little they knew
about the craft and their own magical prowess, she hoped it was
enough.

Donna rubbed her achy neck while shuffling
toward the bathroom. After a quick wash at the sink and delivering
a scratch behind the ears to the white-and gray-cat, she made her
way downstairs to the smell of fresh coffee and breakfast.

Gretchen slid an omelet from the spatula
onto a plate. She set everything down, reached for a piece of
folded paper in her back pocket, and handed it to Donna. “There’s
nothing in the newspaper because I already searched it. But, I
thought that maybe this might be a good place to start, if nothing
else.”

Donna opened it. “It’s a flyer. How’s this
going to solve anything?”

She shrugged while pouring up a cup of
coffee. “It’s worth a shot. This is a small town, which means
everybody knows everybody. Hell, we even had a visit from one of
the neighbors bearing a peach cobbler when we first arrived.
Anyway, I found that in the morning paper. Those people have
nothing better to gossip about than each other. If we’re lucky,
maybe we can find out more about Harlan between the apple pies and
quilting contests.”

“You think we might get a lead on who has
Ronan by making nice with the townsfolk?” It was a long shot, but
the only lead they had. If playing the good little country gal
would get Ronan back, then she’d be more than happy to be a “girl
raised in the South.”

Gretchen slid a cup of steaming coffee
across the counter toward Donna. “We don’t have anything else to go
on, unless you want to search house by house. Of course, we could
always call the cops and report him missing.”

Donna raised a hand to stop her from
treading on the cusp of sarcasms. “That’s not what I mean. It’s a
good plan. I’m just not so sure it’ll work. People in small towns
like this tend to be very protective of their own, which doesn't
include us.”

Gretchen slipped a teaspoon of sugar in her
cup. “It’s full of holes, I know. But you want your friend back,
and we all want to know what the hell Harlan did so we can reverse
the effects. Our choices are limited.”

Taking her mug in tow, Donna started out of
the kitchen.

“Where are you going?” Gretchen asked.

“To wake the others. We have a day filled
with knickknacks and turkey on a stick.”

***

About a hundred people stood under a large
tent at the local strip-mall parking lot, eating food and chatting.
Some of the people spilled outside into the pavement where most of
the food venders, both local and visiting, had set up shop.

After asking a few questions while making
her way from one craft table to another, the only thing Donna got
out of it was that Wilhelmina Thomason’s sweet potato pies were the
best in town. She also had a garden to die for. Several people
suggested Donna grab a slice before others beat her to it. Everyone
swore by the applesauce, Cobb salad, and green bean casserole.
There was fried chicken, ham, and meatloaf too, but “everyone
absolutely adored the veggies” as one of the fairgoers put it.

The Wayside Retirement Community had
sponsored the craft fair. Donna surmised it got lonely sitting up
there growing old alone. What better way to see life beyond
oxygen-tank confinement?

One conversation tugged at Donna’s curious
ear. She stepped closer, trying not to look like an eavesdropper.
She followed the conversation long enough to catch the older man’s
name. Mr. Powell was on the town council.

He continued to chat it up between forkfuls
of spaghetti and chunks of garlic bread. Then again, looking at how
far his stomach hung over his trousers, it was doubtful he’d let
polite conversation stand in the way of being fed. “Other than
Wayside and the hospital, the tourist business is the only source
of income for this town. In fact, a new benefactor is thinking
about building a small ski resort near here.”

The curly blonde-haired woman brought a hand
up to her chest. “A resort? But won’t that take away some of the
business from the restaurants and bed-and-breakfasts? John and I
just opened a café and—”

“You guys keep your eyes on the newspaper
for when the story officially breaks. Your place'll be one of the
first in line for recommended places to eat. Seclusion is all about
taking care of its own. Now that you’re in the fold, we’re not
going to let anything bad happen to you or your business. Before
you know it, your business will be booming, and you’ll be asked to
join the Davenport Foundation.”

Her husband asked, “The Davenport
Foundation? What’s that?”

Mr. Powell finished sucking up a string of
spaghetti before he answered. “It’s a social club for the wealthy
where they come up with ideas to keep their businesses afloat.
Assuming some of them have businesses. Some are trust-fund babies
with nothing better to do. But, I don’t have anything against them
as long as they keep the money and the tourists flowing in. That’s
what this town needs. An influx of fresh blood to keep our economy
running.”

Donna didn’t like the way he put that. By
his definition, she and the Osbornes might fall under the category
of “fresh blood.” For all she knew, Ronan already had. As much as
she liked keeping to herself, she was about to stick her nose in
the conversation.

“Excuse me.” Donna eased next to the couple
who said their goodbyes before retreating to a side table covered
with paintings. “My friend Harlan has told me so much about your
community, but I’d love to know more.”

Mr. Powell paused and blinked. After a
moment’s hesitation, he beamed. “Certainly. Like I was telling
those nice folks, we’re huge on tourism. People come up here all
the time, hunting, fishing, camping. But the place that employs
most people around here is Wayside Retirement Community. They also
created a small urgent care center for us regular folks. It’s as
close to a hospital as we have for forty miles around. A few young
families have even given birth there.”

Donna didn’t miss that he had avoided her
first Harlan plug. He knew something. “Good to know. Harlan has
been trying to convince me to move here for a few months now. I’m
still a little unsure. That means relocating my herbal remedies
business and I’m worried my plants may not survive the trip.”

Mr. Powell finished off the last of his
spaghetti before setting the plate on a nearby table and wiping his
tomato-stained chin clean with a napkin. “Herbal remedies, huh.
That sounds a lot like Harlan all right. He was into stuff like
that, too. In fact, I’m surprised he’d want the competition.” Mr.
Powell chuckled.

Donna continued to smile, even though all of
her cheerfulness had washed up the second he start his
belly-bouncing laugh. “We were thinking about combining our
business. But he hasn’t answered any of my calls or e-mail
messages, and I’ve been worried about him. His house looks
untouched.”

Powell’s laughter halted with a series of
coughs into his napkin. “Honey, I’m sure you don’t need me to tell
you that Harlan was an old man who sometimes got lost in his own
thoughts. In fact, the local doc had diagnosed him with early-stage
Alzheimer’s. Have you checked with the nursing home? It’s a part of
Wayside’s Retirement Community.”

She shook her head. “No. But now that you
mention it, I will. I had no idea about the Alzheimer’s because I
haven’t seen him in years.”

“Check there, first. If the doc thought he
might have been slipping, he might have confined him there a few
days for observation.”

She’d do that, too. But given this guy’s
slight awkwardness at the mention of Harlan’s name, another angle
of questioning was in line. “Did Harlan have any friends?”

“Of course. He had lots of friends in
Seclusion. Heck, members of the Davenport Foundation adored him so
much that they asked him to become a member. In fact, it was Isaiah
and Hilde who sponsored him.”

“Sponsored him? But I thought—”

He stepped closer, keeping his head low so
only she could hear him. “It’s rare, but they do that for people
they feel very strongly about. Those who they think will match
their requirements, given enough time. If there’s a chance their
targeted member might lose interest or leave town, they’ll make an
exception. I’m not sure what the circumstances were in Harlan’s
case. Age, perhaps. But, they asked him and he accepted.”

Donna could be wrong, but she thought old
people didn’t give a damn about social rankings. Most of all, a
necromancer. But she had a better idea of why they might have asked
Harlan to join. If they found out he could raise the dead, then
there was a good chance that they might have considered him
invaluable. Locking him away with some trumped- up story that he
was mentally slipping would definitely serve their purpose.

A familiar face passed through the crowd.
Donna thanked Mr. Powell for his time and started toward Rachel who
had targeted a nearby buffet table.

She came within a few inches from the
apothecary’s shoulder. “Everything tastes delicious.”

Rachel choked on a grape.

Donna patted her on the back while she
gagged up some more juice. “We need to check out Wayside Retirement
Community. From what I understand, it’s possible that the local doc
might have put him there for observation.”

“Huh? Isn’t that what a hospital is
for?”

“Yeah, I thought the same thing. But given
the size of this place, it might be feasible to put someone with
mild Alzheimer’s there for the time being. Especially, if he’s
vital to this community.”

“Wait. Harlan with Alzheimer’s?” She
giggled. “If so, then he’s done a damn good job at hiding it.
Phyllis visited the old guy a few weeks ago, which is why she’s
infected. Sure, he was a little crankier than usual, but that’s
about it. And last I heard Alzheimer’s doesn’t happen
overnight.”

“Then they’re keeping Harlan in a retirement
home for safekeeping.”

“But…” Rachel shook her head, confusion
scrunching the space between her brows. “That doesn’t make any
sense.”

“It does if his special talents are wanted
by the most powerful people here in Seclusion. The Davenport
Foundation is a prestigious group of socialites who probably have
the mayor in their back pocket. After all, a place like that can’t
afford to take a hit to their economy by losing investors.”

Rachel was about to chomp into a fried
drumstick when she lowered it. “I’m not sure I follow.”

“You will. Let’s find your sisters so we can
all do a little research on this tight-knit community.”

By the time they arrived home, they all had
been brought up to speed and had their marching orders. Since they
were low on food, Nan and Rachel went shopping while Donna and
Gretchen busied themselves in the kitchen, preparing herbal
infusions and decoctions with the herbs Donna brought with her.

It had been a long time since Donna enjoyed
sharing knowledge with someone who wasn’t a member of Women
Gathered. She couldn’t wait to return home and share what she
learned with her other root sisters.

Phyllis pointed a gauze-wrapped finger at
the laptop screen. “There’s not much on the Davenport Foundation,
but here is a group photo with the Slatterys and eleven other
people. Isaiah is the president.”

Donna cleaned her fingers on a towel while
looking over the woman’s shoulder. “Except for those two couples,
everyone else has to be approaching senior citizen age.”

“Not what I’d call dead-raising material
just yet.” Phyllis clicked to another screen. “The entry fee for
the group is an annual salary of at least $250,000. Not only that,
but you have to make that much every year to ensure your membership
for that year. That may not seem like much, but it is when the
average income around here is around $30,000. There are some other
criteria, but those are the biggies.”

“I could be wrong, but the necromancer
business isn’t that good.”

Most of the money made in the supernatural
community came from their own. Not humans. That put a huge dent on
how much anyone could earn with their special abilities. Those who
dealt with humans did it in a way that made their powers or
abilities go unnoticed. Unless a group had “old” money to sustain
them, it was best to work in plain sight among them and not use
powers. For instance, the Charlotte Coalition owned two grocery
stores. No human would ever suspect them of being anything but
human unless they started selling packets of human blood next to
the milk.

Gretchen turned down the flame on the stove.
“Yeah, but we’ve seen records that show Harlan had turned this
place into a bed-and-breakfast at some point.”

“Which seem to be pretty big in the area.”
Donna remembered counting at least four on the ten-minute drive to
the square. “He might have made some money, but not enough to make
the $250,000 membership required.”

“But you said the Slatterys footed the money
for him,” Phyllis added.

“Makes you wonder why, huh. That’s a lot of
cash to give someone as a gift. I could find better things to do
with it.” Like pick up her pre-med studies again so she could be of
more use to her patients. Sighing, Donna stepped away from the
laptop and tossed the towel on the counter. “I need to call my
friend Rio and find out how things are going.”

“Trust me,” Phyllis said, rubbing a hand on
the back of her neck where a set of new pustules had formed. “Your
friend is probably feeling like shit about now.”

That was so what Donna didn’t want t hear.
“You need to go back upstairs and get some rest.”

She shook her head. “No way. I missed the
festivities downtown. I’m not missing out on any more.”

The front door burst open before Donna could
respond. She hurried through the spring-loaded door and into the
hall with Gretchen on her heels.

Nan led the way, huffing as she unloaded the
multiple grocery bags onto a nearby side table. Rachel did the
same, only delivering part of her load and the other part on
Gretchen’s foot as she reached to grab a sack from Carver’s
Grocery.

“You’re not going to believe it.” Rachel’s
face beamed, oblivious to Gretchen’s agony. “We bumped into this
old woman at the store. The retirement home had driven a few of the
old folks there. Anyway, she said she had seen—”

“She was also a little senile.” Nan half
smiled at her sister as she kicked off her neon flip-flops. “I keep
telling her not to get her hopes up until we can check it out.”

Rachel waved her quiet. “Don’t pay her any
attention. All I’m saying is that—”

“She’ll grow gray by the time you tell her.”
Phyllis stepped into the hall and began collecting bags from the
table.

“Would you shut up and let me talk? Geez.”
Rachel exhaled and let go of her stranglehold on Donna’s hands.
“Anyway, we know where the Slatterys live. Mrs. Letessier said she
had to send some of her more annoying family members there
to stay during a family reunion because they had run out of room at
another inn. Mr. and Mrs. Slattery were nice and stuff. In fact,
they went out of their way to accommodate them. She said they had
a—”

Donna raised a hand to stop her. “Just tell
me where the Slatterys are.”

“I’ll do better than that. I’ll show you. We
passed by the place before we came here just to make sure the woman
wasn’t completely off her rocker. She wasn’t. There’s a big ol’
sign out front that says Slattery Inn.”

Donna started up the staircase with
determination in every step. “Rachel, you and I are going there.
The rest of you can get started on pouring the sea salt across the
windowsills and treating Phyllis’s wounds with the new salve.”

“Wait.” Nan almost did in her sister’s other
foot again with a large can of pineapple juice. Luckily, she caught
it at the last second. “I want to go too.”

“Whatever. You drive.”

Not waiting for a reply, Donna hurried down
the hall for her private stash of dried potions. Since she didn’t
have a clue as to what they’d be walking into, she wanted to be
prepared for anything. More important, if these people knew
anything about Ronan’s disappearance, she wanted to be ready to
scare the shit out of them.

 



Chapter 6

 


 


Ronan’s eyes opened. At some point, he had
rolled onto the floor…or tried to escape in his feverish state, and
this was as far as he had gotten. Aches and pains persecuted his
sore muscles and torn skin.

But…he didn’t risk life and limb in Seattle
to come to a place like this and die.

Ronan had always been a light sleeper. Doors
opening and closing from the outside helped bring him around even
faster. Perhaps it was just from a neighbor’s house. Assuming they
were still alive, since most people didn’t live next to
soul-eating cannibals. When he hauled himself to the windowsill and
peered out, homes sat about a half acre away with trees beginning
to turn colors, readying for fall.

Shit.

His choices narrowed. If he passed out
again, he might as well open up his belly for mummified Slattery
and save himself the hassle. A lot of good that would do Donna.

It was time to do the unthinkable.

Attempting to change was dangerous because
wounded shapeshifters have been known to puncture vital organs in
the process. Had another werecheetah been present, they would try
to talk him out of it. Not that it would be too hard to do,
considering willing himself to change would be about three times
harder in a body that wasn’t to full strength or health. Then
again, if there was another one here, the Slattery woman wouldn’t
have gotten the jump on them.

Ronan lowered himself to the floor on all
fours and took in a deep breath. Aches scorched his side. Best
get used to it. There would be a lot more where that came from.
Bracing himself for the eminent pain, he willed himself to do the
excruciating change.

Several bones cracked at once. Pain tore
through Ronan’s body. Spittle flecked through his tight lips,
stifling his internal shrieks. Before he got through a quarter of
the change, his clawed hand snatched a pillow and pressed it into
his mouth.

The pain nearly broke him in half as it
continued to grind his bones into coffee grounds. When his ribs
began to reshape themselves, tortuous agony jabbed something inside
like a lung or a kidney. Ronan dropped and rolled on his side to
stabilize his morphing bones. It worked for the time being, but it
did nothing to lessen the pain of involuntary joint
adjustments.

By the time he finished, he gave himself a
once over. The tear in his side was still there with spotted fur
covering it. Fresh blood leaked from the wound to the rug
underneath him.

Ronan stilled. Not like he had much of a
choice when breathing hurt. For once, he wished his cheetah nose
wasn’t equipped to suck in large amounts of oxygen. Every flex of
his narrow chest muscles sent pain spasms throughout his ribcage.
He lifted his cheetah head high enough to take in his wound again.
Shooting throbs had dislocated his shoulder. He was in no condition
to move right now. Saving his ass would have to wait a minute or
two longer. He laid his head down on the floor and drifted into
slumber.

I dare that bitch to knock on the door
now.

Like any good hunter, he’d aim for the
throat to strangle her into unconsciousness. Then, tear into her
warm, juicy belly. Unfortunately, if those pustules were any
indication, it might taste more like rotted meat. Best to stick to
the throat and be done with it, since he had killed many deer in
woods with that technique.

The door to his room flew open. Ronan jolted
out of his slumber, feline head lifting just above the edge of the
bed. Now would be a good time to test his injured body…or die
trying.

At the entrance stood the mummified woman
with her pearl-ringed finger clutching the knob. “It’s dinner
time.”

So it is. If Ronan could muster up a
grin, it would be wicked enough to scare that heifer into her
grave.

Slattery stopped her invasion and stared,
eyes wide and riddled with horror. “W-w-what…?” A gnarled finger
lifted and pointed at him. “You. You’re a cat. A big-ass fucking
cat.”

Nice of her to notice. Ronan hissed.
He pushed off the floor, standing tall on all fours, larger than
the average cheetah. Though it was slow going, he had made it to
the foot of the bed. A sign that he was ready to bring it on.

She backed away. “I tasted you. As a human.”
The tremble in her voice had radiated through her entire body. “But
how could I not know?”

Her head whipped over her shoulder as though
she were listening to something. Ronan couldn’t be sure, but he
thought he heard voices too. Maybe that car door was real after
all.

Before he uttered another hiss, Slattery
fled from the room. Ronan didn’t know what to make of her fear.
Perhaps those mummy movies weren’t full of shit about the cat
thing. Either way, she forgot to lock him in when she left, so he
took advantage of her ignorance and hurried into the hall.

Voices from the first floor traveled up to
the second. Ronan angled his furred ears to the sounds echoing down
the corridor. Someone was asking questions about him. He knew that
voice.

Ronan limped down the corridor until his
body got used to the pain. It didn’t feel any better, but at least
it was bearable.

He weighed his choices. Go downstairs or go
after Slattery. Even if he got away, they’d do this to someone
else. Who knew where this creature’s savagery would end? After what
he had been through, he prayed it wouldn’t be with the Charlotte
Coalition.

He went after the mummified woman.

A door blasted open just as Ronan arrived.
Splintered wood sprayed the hall. He turned tail and sprinted down
the corridor fearful the shards would impale his already injured
body.

When he lifted his head over his shoulder to
inspect the damage, several of the sharp daggers stuck into the far
wall where he would’ve been standing had he not darted out of the
way. They weren’t normal daggers, either. The wobbly ends of two
sais about a foot long with two curved prongs sticking from the
base stopped shaking. This crazy bitch meant to kill him. So much
for needing him alive. If he were expendable, then he’d go down
fighting.

The dead woman peeked around the edge of the
doorframe. A venomous glower landed on him. She continued to glare
with a hiss of her own before turning and running down the hall
with her long coat flapping around her ankles. Bandages slipping
off her pustule-infested hands and face revealed grayish skin
wrapped around skeletal bones.

Ronan growled and charged after her. He
caught a glimpse of her coattail just as it rounded the corner and
went downstairs. When the woman reached the middle landing before
it curved down to the first floor, Ronan leapt from the top step
and slammed into the woman’s back with all claws exposed. Both of
them crashed through the railing and tumbled onto the floor
below.
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