
        
            
                
            
        

    About the Books
Spirits, Hurricanes, and the Krewe of Ghoul
It’s Halloween and Pyper Rayne’s all vamped up, ready to play the vampire bride. And so is Ida May, her resident ghost. But when the “vampires” their partying with start to appear to be real, there’s more at stake that just a little bite.
The Witch’s Halloween Hero
When a spell goes wrong on the night of Samhain for witch Corette Williams, her only hope is the man she loves, Bartholomew Stanhill. But time is running out. As the clock ticks toward midnight on Halloween, they grow closer to the moment when magic will erase him from her mind. Can Stanhill become Corette’s Halloween hero?
Bad Moon Rising
When demon hunter Angelica Mortis receives a mysterious package, its unusual contents enacts a prophecy that brings a smart-ass (but cute) wizard named Roc into her life—and threatens to unravel her secret past. 
A Charming Death
June Heal and Oscar Park’s upcoming nuptials are sending the Dark Sider and Good Sider spiritual in a tail spin on this All Hallow’s Eve wedding celebration. Aunt Helena wants Junes to have a Good Sider ceremony, while Aunt Eloise wants Oscar to have a Dark Sider ceremony. When one of the Aunts is poisoned, June and Oscar aren’t sure they will have enough time to figure out who is sabotaging their wedding before Mr. Prince Charming walks her down the aisle?
Mission Impawsible
Everything happens for a reason, even if it’s caused by incompetence.
What happens when you take one very powerful wand, crack open an ancient spell book and mix thoroughly with a pair of inexperienced witches? For Kelly and Randy it’s a spell gone wild. With no idea what sort of magical mayhem they’ve created, they have to choose between waiting for the Witches Union to hunt them down or take their chances with a life on the run. But there is another choice, to figure out the spell and try to undo it before it’s too late. 
When Kelly learns her spell has direct consequences on her were-bear boyfriend, she has no choice but to gather up the witches of Karma, Inc for a new adventure. The gang will take on a new cast of troublemakers in paranormal-infested Caldron Falls. It’s up to Kelly to see if she has what it takes to lead her crew of witchy buffoons on a Mission Impawsible to save her were-bear.
One Charmed Evening
Leader of the Underworld Halloween LaVeau is attending an award ceremony. Brothers Liam and Nicolas have been nominated for Coven Leader of the Year. Things take a strange turn when ghosts and magic collide during the ceremony. There will be no awards given out if Halloween doesn’t gain control of the event.
Catatonic
Young woman are falling asleep, but never waking up. When bounty hunter, Femi, is asked to look into the case, she’ll do something she never thought she’d do: risk her own life to save a bunch of humans.
Desperate Housewives of Olympus
A new goddess is taking control of her happily ever after. Hyacinth, errant daughter of Apollo is on fire. Literally. And the only one who can put out the flame is the cold, reluctant God of the North Wind, Boreas. Too bad he’s burning with her. It’ll take a night of passion at the Ambrosia Lane Halloween Ball to prove once and for all that this goddess is a woman in charge of her own destiny.
Coming Soon
Click here for Hex the Halls, our bewitching holiday anthology. Release date: Nov 17th. 
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Spirits, Hurricanes, and the Krewe of Ghoul
Deanna Chase
It’s Halloween and Pyper Rayne’s all vamped up, ready to play the vampire bride. And so is Ida May, her resident ghost. But when the “vampires” their partying with start to appear to be real, there’s more at stake that just a little bite.



Chapter 1
Spiked boots, a leather corset, and a wooden stake. What else did a girl need for a night out on Halloween? Oh, right. Two puncture wounds on the neck…and maybe a trickle of blood. Yes, that would do it. 
“Pyper?” Nissa called, poking her blond head into the back room of the café I owned and managed. “Ready?”
“Just a sec,” I said as I pushed my blue-streaked dark hair to the side and expertly added the bite marks and blood to my neck.
“Ida May!” Nissa admonished. “Cut it out.”
Chuckling to myself, I shook my head. Ida May was my resident ghost and favorite troublemaker. There was no telling what kind of shenanigans she was up to. I stuffed my lip gloss into the pocket of my skirt and strode out into the front of the café. 
“Damn, you look hot,” Nissa said.
I studied my new employee. Tiny, but fierce, she was in her early twenties and had large Kewpie doll eyes. When she dressed up, she was a knockout. But the costume she was currently wearing made her look like she belonged in a Fruit of the Loom commercial. “And you look, ah…”
“Ridiculous. It’s okay. You can say it. There’s no other way to put it when there’s a giant strawberry on my head.” She adjusted her strawberry-shaped hat that had a straw sticking out of the top of it and then glanced down at her daiquiri-shaped dress. “I can’t believe Vince is making us wear these. Why can’t I be on the All Vamped Up float with you?”
Every Halloween, the Krewe of Ghoul put on a parade through the French Quarter, and this year, I’d been invited by a client to ride on his vampire-themed float. Nissa was riding in the float sponsored by her boss. Her other boss, that is. She worked part time for the Dollar Daiquiri on Bourbon Street. “Because you’re getting paid to ride the Daiquiri Dolls float instead?”
“Right.” She frowned. “It still sucks.”
I grabbed the tickets I’d stashed in the register and held them up. “I have an extra ticket to the Night of the Living Dead Ball afterward. Wanna come?”
“Really? Omigod, I’d love—” Her dress flew up, exposing her strawberry-print panties. “Hey!”
Ida May cackled behind Nissa. What the hell is she wearing? Doesn’t she know the fellas prefer something a little…I don’t know? Sexier? Strawberry Shortcake underwear is just wrong.
“How do you know anything about Strawberry Shortcake?” I asked Ida May.
Please. I’ve been watching television since that thing was invented. What else is there to do all day?
“Excuse me?” Nissa glanced around the shop. “Did she just call me Strawberry Shortcake?”
I snorted out a laugh, both relieved and disappointed that I was the only one who could hear Ida May speaking. She was a ghost from the early nineteen hundreds, and she had been one of the ladies of Storyville—the notorious New Orleans red-light district. To say she had no filter was an understatement. 
“Pyper!” Nissa cast a glare in my direction. “It’s not funny. Now there’s a group of dirty pervs outside staring at me.”
“Sorry.” I winced, eyeballing a guy making rude gestures with his fingers and tongue. 
Please. Nissa should be so lucky to get some much-needed tongue—
“Ida May, you’re out of control. If you ever do that to one of my customers, I’m going to get a sage stick, do a cleansing, and toss you out on your ass. Then where will you be?”
No you won’t. Life around here would be way too dull without me. She lifted her lacy nightgown and flashed her ruffled panties at me before disappearing into the back room. 
She was right. Ida May certainly made the work day a lot more interesting. But I’d never tell her that. The last thing she needed was more encouragement.
“Can we go out the back?” Nissa asked. “I’m afraid I’m going to punch one of those guys if they get within striking distance.”
If provoked enough, she’d do it, too. I’d seen her beat the crap out of a cop who’d turned out to be an evil piece of shit. I gave her a sympathetic smile and locked my arm through hers. “Sure thing, Nis. Let’s go get our drink on and see where this night takes us.”
“Yes, lets.” Then she raised an eyebrow and smirked. “Just as long as it’s not a daiquiri.”



Chapter 2
Nissa and I stood on the corner of Chartres and Elysian Fields in the Marigny neighborhood as the trucks and tractors towing the floats started to line up. The sun was moments from setting, and at sundown, we were scheduled to roll.
“Holy Christ. It’s gorgeous,” Nissa said as we stared at the All Vamped Up float. It was huge, nearly double the size of the others, with a giant five-tiered wedding cake in the middle. Blood-red roses were strewn across the top and scattered haphazardly over the rest of the tiers, and around the base, black-and-silver rose bouquets decorated the float itself. Everything else was pure white... except for the strategically placed blood stains. 
“It’s a takeoff on the Bachelor,” I explained. “The humans compete for the vampire’s affection, and at the very end, the vampire chooses his bride. She’s turned at the ceremony, and the undead couple then reign over their human subjects.”
“Oh, fun! And all I get to do is throw out these cheesy things.” Nissa held up a button that had a naked pinup girl holding a Dollar Daiquiri.
“Just think of the ball afterward.” I pointed to the Walking Dead float behind us. “Looks like there are plenty of hot zombies to choose from.”
She eyed the half-dressed group of guys already getting sloshed on cheap beer, and grinned. “Yeah, that tattooed one looks like he’s just up my alley.”
I gave her a slight nudge. “Go get his number before he’s too drunk to remember it.”
“Good plan.” Waving, she took off down the road, exaggerating the swing of her hips for maximum impact.
“Well, hello there, gorgeous,” a man with a husky voice said from behind me.
I turned and spotted Carver Saint, the owner of Fanged, the hottest new jazz club on Frenchmen Street. He had jet-black hair and eyes to match. Normally, he had a quiet, important air about him. But tonight, the man I’d only ever seen dressed in impeccably tailored business suits was wearing black skin-tight leather pants, a black see-through mesh top, and black boots with silver accents. If it weren’t for his ghostly colored skin and blood-red lips, he’d look more eighties rocker than vampire. “That’s quite the costume you have there.”
“Yours is better.” He cast a slow gaze down my body, lingering on my exposed thighs before shifting to my neck, and licked his lips, one hundred percent in smoldering-vamp character. 
I’d expected nothing less from Carver Saint. He didn’t do anything half-assed. “Watch it, Carver. These goods aren’t exactly on the market.”
“Still with the witch, then?”
I nodded. My significant other, Julius, was on duty with the witch council, and while he knew I was a horrible flirt, he’d undoubtedly be more than a little irritated by the way Carver was practically devouring me with his eyes. “Still happily with the witch.”
“I see. My loss.” He smiled a campy sinister smile, showing his fake fangs. “But if you end up my vampire bride, I guess he’ll have to get over it.”
“Well, obviously.” 
That made him laugh as he held his hand out to me. “Ready to entertain the masses?”
“Always.” I slipped my hand into his chilled one and let him lead me onto the elaborate float. Had he just removed his hand from a bucket of ice? ’Cause, damn. It was about as pleasant as a dead fish. Squicked out, I tugged my fingers from his and tucked them into my pocket.
Other women dressed up as potential brides had already started to fill in around the edges of the float. Carver nodded to each one as we passed them and then delivered me to the very front, where there was a small makeshift dance floor. 
“Wait here,” he said. “I’ll be back once we start moving.”
A redhead in a strapless dress scowled at me and said in a hushed whisper, “That’s the bitch to beat.”
I raised both eyebrows in surprise.
Her Morticia Addams-lookalike friend cast me a dismissive glance. “She doesn’t look that special. Just another over-the-hill barfly. I wonder what he sees in her.” 
I took a step toward them, a snarky reply poised on my lips, when a tall college-aged girl with sleek chestnut hair stepped in front of me and gave me a sympathetic smile. “Don’t pay them any attention. Both of them think Carver’s going to be their ticket to the cush life.”
That sucked for Carver, but he’d see right through them, no doubt. “What does that have to do with me? I’m just here for some fun.”
She threw her head back and laughed. “Honey, you’re the only one Carver’s paid any attention to yet, and you’re gorgeous—that’s why. Not to mention anyone who takes one look at Carver knows he wants you. Bad.”
I shook my head. “He’s just a client of mine. Besides, I’m already spoken for.”
“We’ll see.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder and glided away, almost as if she were floating. I blinked. But she disappeared behind another cluster of vampire-bride hopefuls who were staring at me open-mouthed. 
I ignored them. Why in the world were they all losing their minds? Did they think the bachelor contest was for real? Had Carver offered himself up as a date or something and hadn’t told me? Cripes. I didn’t want a date. All I wanted to do was ride in the parade, throw some beads and candy, and have some fun. 
I’d just have to make sure I wasn’t picked. No problem.
A shot was fired off in the distance, followed by a loud cheer from everyone around me. Then the float started to move toward the parade route. I grabbed the front railing to keep from falling on my ass and peered out into the darkness. Twilight had disappeared, and it was time to party.
The willowy chestnut-haired woman was back; only in the moonlight, her skin now appeared chalk-white, and her hazel eyes glowed with hints of electric green and yellow.
“Whoa,” I said. “That’s some affect. Did you use professional makeup?” I reached out to touch her, but she stepped back out of my reach, shaking her head. Oops. What was I doing? “Sorry, occupational hazard. I’m a body painter. Makeup and special effects are sort of my thing.”
“Beware of the one with claws.”
“Excuse me?” I said, but she floated away again, seeming to disappear into the ether. “What the…” I shook my head and blinked to find her standing exactly where I thought she’d disappeared. Weird. 
“Ah, at last,” Carver said as he came up behind me. “The night I’ve been waiting for all year.”
I turned to him, amused. “Halloween is your favorite holiday?”
“Absolutely.” His grin was back, but then he sobered as a young man dressed in ripped jeans and a Nirvana T-shirt handed him a cordless microphone. Carver looked him over and frowned. “Why aren’t you in costume?”
“I am. I’m a grunge-band groupie. See?” He pointed to his shirt. 
“You were supposed to dress up in a vampire costume.”
“Why? You didn’t.”
“Yes, I did.” Carver glanced down at his leather pants. “What do you think this is all about?”
“Whatever you say, Billy Idol.”
Carver shook his head, clearly exasperated, while I suppressed a laugh. “Pyper, this is my, ah…nephew, Vale. He’s the moderator of the event.”
I laughed at his hesitation. “Are you sure?” Turning to Vale, I smiled and held out my hand in greeting. “Nice to meet you.” 
He nodded his acknowledgement and stuffed his hands into his pockets, leaving me hanging. Charming. Then he jerked his head toward the back of the float. “The rest of the party just showed up.”
I followed Vale’s gaze and spotted at least half a dozen new women, each dressed in vintage clothing from varying time periods. “Whoa, when did they get here?” I asked, utterly enchanted by an elegant woman wearing an ornately embroidered black-and-silver ball gown. Her corset was synched tight to show off her incredibly tiny waist, and her soft flowing curls were piled up on her head, secured with what appeared to be diamond-encrusted haircombs. 
“Excellent. Marcella has arrived. Now we can start.” Carver turned to face the crowd as he held the microphone near his mouth. “Good evening, my lovelies.”
A few of the women cried out Carver’s name, more let out wolf-whistles, but most just returned his greeting with a demure, “Good evening.”
“In just a moment, the festivities will begin. There will be dancing, sparring, and general vampire mayhem. Our job is to entertain the crowd. The more outrageous the better. Got it?”
“Hell, yeah!” the bitchy redhead said while pumping her fist in the air.
Carver smiled at her. “I like your enthusiasm.”
She rewarded him with a wide grin and leaned forward while squishing her boobs together with her upper arms, giving everyone an impressive view of her massive cleavage. But when her halter-style dress gaped open, she was suddenly on full display, nipples and all.
He frowned and gave her a tiny shake of his head, appearing completely unimpressed with her cheap tactics. “Let’s save the outrageous behavior for the crowds, shall we?”
I chuckled and was once again treated to a death glare by the redhead and her friend, Morticia. Shrugging, I turned to Carver. “Your subjects seem to be taking this pretty seriously. If you’re not careful, you might find yourself in a sticky situation by the end of the night.”
“That’s why you’re here,” he said under his breath and winked.
Carver held his hands up, quieting the group. “Near the end of the run, we’ll stop the float, and the one young lady who has consistently enchanted the crowd the most will be chosen as my vampire bride. We’ll perform the ritual for the crowds, and then my bride will have the pleasure of accompanying me to the Day of the Dead Ball.”
That explained everything. They were all competing for a chance at a date with Carver Saint. Well, they were welcome to him. I was meeting Julius at the Ball.
Carver pressed a button on his phone. A second later, a flash of light shone up from the floor of the float, and inside, a hologram of Carver materialized. His mouth was bloody as if he’d just fed, and the unidentifiable bride standing with him had blood staining the front of her white gown. Neither appeared to be bothered by the gruesome mess as Carver pushed a diamond-and-ruby ring onto her finger. 
Cheers and high-pitched whistles erupted from the crowd as the women started closing in on us. 
Carver glanced over at me. “You first, my dear.”
“First for what?” I asked as the float jerked forward.
“This.” He whisked me into his strong arms just as a slow jazz number started. “Let’s give them a show, Pyper.”
“You want to dance for them?” I asked as he pulled me in closer.
He nodded. “Any bride of mine needs to know what to do on the dance floor. You up for it?”
“You bet your vamp ass I am.” Dancing, I could do. I’d been on the dance team all through high school and college, and then there was the exotic dancing I’d done to pay the bills. It might not have been respectable, but after dancing practically every day of your life, one learned a few things.
Carver grinned as he began to move. The music filled the night, drowning out all the other chatter around us, and then instinct took over. My feet moved in time with his as he glided me back and forth then spun me out and back in. 
“Ready for a lift?” he asked breathlessly between twirls.
I nodded, instantly accepting his challenge. A sparkle of pleasure hit his dark gaze just as he grabbed me by the waist, tossed me in the air, and caught me as I slowly slid down his chest in a seductive dance move.
The music paused for a beat, and our eyes locked. But instead of the easy-going guy I was used to seeing, I saw raw hunger and desire shining back at me. I stiffened and tried to take a step back. But he tightened his grip, keeping me in place.
“Carver, I don’t—”
“The dance isn’t finished yet, Pyper.” The music resumed, only this time, the beat was a half-step faster. Carver spun me out again and broke into a complicated footwork number while still holding on to my hand. 
He was a fabulous dancer, and although the look he’d given me had made me uncomfortable, it didn’t matter. Not at the moment. Nothing was going to keep my feet still. It was as if I were under a spell and couldn’t control myself. My years of training had taken over, and there wasn’t anything else to do but dance.



Chapter 3
“My goodness, you’re a lovely dancer,” Marcella drawled. The gorgeous woman in the velvet embroidered dress had made her way over to me as soon as the dance with Carver had ended. 
“Thank you,” I said, sucking in a breath. “It’s been a while since I had such a worthy partner.”
Marcella let out a dainty laugh. “Worthy? You flatter our host too much. He only learned to dance because he wanted an excuse to touch the ladies.”
“He needs an excuse?” I asked, glancing around at the women all lined up for their “date” with the club owner.
She grabbed a fistful of pumpkin beads and tossed them into the screaming crowds of parade watchers. “Goodness no. Not now, but back in our younger days, people were quite a bit more conservative.”
Younger days? She didn’t look a day over thirty. We couldn’t have been more than a few years apart. “You’ve known him a long time then?”
“Oh, sure. Years.” She handed me a bag of stuffed vampires. “Throw these out. They’ll love them.”
We stood at the edge of the float for the next ten minutes, taunting the crowd with the dolls, and threw them out to the ones who were the most responsive. I did, however, ignore the pudgy man who kept flashing me his pasty-white chest.
Marcella snickered when I pointed him out, and then she chucked a strand of beads at him, pegging him right in the forehead. He stumbled, nearly taking out two drunken frat guys. The two girls beside the frat guys grabbed for the beads at the same time, creating a vicious tug-of-war, complete with swearing and threats, until the strand broke in half and everyone lost interest.
I shook my head, amazed. “Parade goers are crazy.”
“Entertaining, though.” The float slowed to a stop as the parade line started to back up, and Marcella pointed at a gorgeous man wearing only a kilt and a sword. He raised his hands in acknowledgement, indicating he wanted her to throw him some beads. Instead, she pulled a silver sharpie out of her pocket, grabbed one of the vampires, and wrote a phone number on its cape.
I watched in silent amazement as she crooked her finger at him, inviting him to move closer to us. He sauntered up to the edge, his movements a little jerky and awkward. 
“Climb up,” she ordered. 
And to my surprise, the Scotsman leaped up on the side and pulled himself over the edge. 
“Nice balls!” someone shouted, followed by, “I guess it’s true what they say about kilts!”
Holy Christ. He’d just shown the entire crowd his crown jewels. 
“Lovely,” Marcella said, casting her gaze to take in his well-defined chest. “I bet you’re a tasty one.”
“There’s only one way to find out,” he said, taking a step closer.
Her lips twitched into a self-satisfied grin. “If you insist.”
Then she closed the distance, and with one hand on his chest and the other inching up his kilt, she leaned in and kissed him. 
I swear I saw actual steam rise from the pair of them. Marcella had started it, but the Scotsman was clearly going to finish it. He backed her against the railing and kissed his way down into her ample cleavage. 
Heat smoldered in all the right places as I watched them, and I had to look away just to get a grip on myself. “Holy hotness,” I whispered.
The wannabe brides around us were whispering in shocked tones, all of them offended on Carver’s behalf. “She’s here for the contest, and look at her. My God, what a whore.”
I whirled around, ready to give whoever was calling my new friend a whore a piece of my mind, but there were too many faces for me to pinpoint where the voice had come from. So instead, I addressed the group. “For Christ’s sake. Why is it okay for a bunch of women to compete for one man’s affection, but it isn’t okay for this one to decide to choose someone else? Marcella is not a whore just because she isn’t saving herself for Carver Saint.”
Marcella glanced at me, amusement dancing in her eyes. “Thank you, Pyper. Well said.” She turned back to her conquest, leaned in, and trailed kisses up his neck. When she got just below his ear, she paused and did something that made the man’s eyes roll into the back of his head with obvious pleasure. A second later, he let out a low moan.
She pulled away slightly, whispered into his ear, and then let him go. He bowed to her as if she were royalty, and said, “Thank you, milady.”
She nodded, handed him the vampire doll with her number on it, and then waved her hand, dismissing him.
Without another word, he turned and jumped off the float into the crowd of nearly hysterical observers. The men and women alike swallowed him up as they clambered to get closer to Marcella. She’d whipped them into a frenzy with that move.
The float jerked to life again, and Carver appeared out of nowhere beside her. “I see you’ve been making friends.”
She smirked. “Don’t I always?”
Some sort of silent communication passed between them, and I started to feel very much like an outsider. Were they a couple? Ex-lovers? Because it was obvious she wasn’t competing for the coveted spot of vampire bride.
I was contemplating the best way to make myself scarce when Carver held out his hand to her and said, “I need your assistance with something.”
“I very much doubt that,” she replied, but took his hand nonetheless. 
“Oh, but I do. We’re going to spar. And I know how much you love that.”
“You’re giving me the chance to kick your ass in public?” Her eyes lit with the challenge. “Hell yes.”
“I can’t wait for this.” I laughed, suddenly at ease. They reminded me of my relationship with Kane. They were far too familiar with each other to be casual friends and far too laissez faire about the other’s romantic interests to be lovers. No, they were either related or had been friends for years. 
“I’m sure you won’t be disappointed,” Marcella said over her shoulder, and smiled.
I froze. Where had those fangs come from? She hadn’t been wearing them before. And was that…blood staining her mouth?
Her smile fell as she touched her tongue to her pointed fangs. Surprise lit her dark gaze for just a moment before her expression went blank and she clamped her mouth shut, turning her back on me.
“Did you just see that?” I asked the woman standing beside me.
“Yeah. So what? You upset he found someone better to spend his time with?”
I glanced over and spotted Morticia sneering at me with her redheaded friend sending eye darts at my head. Holy Hell. Why hadn’t I checked to see who I was engaging with? Just what I needed—Bitter Betty and her grumpy sidekick. “Never mind.”
I grabbed the bag of throws Marcella had given me and headed to the other side of the float, praying there was someone sane to stand next to…or at least someone who didn’t appear to want to throw me over the edge of the float.
“That’s right. Keep walking,” Morticia yelled once I was a few feet away.
I’d had just about enough of her BS, and I lifted my hand, sending her the bird. Maybe it wasn’t the classiest move ever, but no one had ever accused me of being a lady.
She hissed, and a string of very unpleasant suggestions of where I could shove certain things flew out of her mouth. 
“Maybe later,” I said, and kept right on walking…that is until I ran smack dab into Ida May. My ghost, who I’d only ever seen in spirit form, was standing in front of me, completely solid—and very much alive.



Chapter 4
“There you are!” Ida May yelled over the growing noise volume. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to find someone when you never pay attention to what they actually say? I mean, I knew you were riding on one of the floats, but I had no idea which one since there was less than a virgin’s chance at an orgasm that I’d have ended up like this.” She squealed and spun around, showing off her black sheer dress—make that my dress. “Like my outfit?”
So many questions ran through my mind, but I couldn’t settle on anything other than, “What are you supposed to be?”
“You, of course. Can’t you tell by the hair?” She was wearing a wig that was black on the top and bright purple on the bottom. 
“Your hair looks nothing like mine.” Mine was black with an electric blue streak on the side. Purple was not—and never would be—a color I’d choose for my hair, and I’d for damn certain never go for the ombre look. At least not with those colors. 
“Close enough.” She belted out a laugh. “Or just think of me as another slutty Bourbon Street babe.”
“Hey.” I scowled at her, inching to the right to let one of the brides by. “I’m not slutty.”
“I know, but I am.” She pumped her eyebrows a few times and scanned the crowd. Her gaze landed on a tall, clean-cut guy who was gaping at her. “I’m taking him home.”
She started to lift her leg over the float’s edge, but I clasped her around the wrist, stopping her. “First of all, he looks like he’s barely eighteen years old. And you’re—”
“Old enough to teach him a few things,” she stated, her chest pushed forward with pride.
“Old enough to be his great, great, great—”
“That’s enough. I get your point. He’s legal; that’s all that matters.”
“Puh-lease…you don’t know that. He could—” I stopped abruptly and shook my head, waving at her. “Ida May, how in the world did this happen?”
“The dress? I know where your spare keys are. I figured you wouldn’t mind if I borrowed a few things, considering we’re such good friends and all.”
“A few things?” I scanned her body, noting she was also wearing my matching black lace bra and panties. “Ida May! Dammit.” I pressed my hand to my forehead and took a deep breath. The clothes didn’t matter…much. The dress was vintage and pretty expensive, but that was hardly the issue at the moment. “I didn’t mean the dress. I meant you. How come you’re not a ghost?”
She shrugged. “No idea. One minute, I was floating around; the next, I was standing on the counter in the café with a piece of chalk in my hand.”
“Chalk?”
She grinned. “I was inspired.”
Lord. What was I going to find when I walked into the café the next day? Ida May made a habit of dreaming up inappropriate menu items and adding crass jokes to our menu.
“You just suddenly appeared in solid form?” I asked, my eyes narrowed in suspicion. There were plenty of witches around town. I’d never heard of a spell that brought ghosts back from the dead. At least not ones that weren’t incredibly complicated and dealt with black magic. “No one came in the store? No spells were cast? No magic beans?”
“Nope. Nothing. But I’m not complaining. Look at these.” She palmed her ample breasts. “Real-live flesh, and by the end of the night, I’m going to have some young gorgeous thing suckling—”
“Stop!” I held up my hand. “Don’t say anything else.”
“Fine. Fine. For someone who owns a sheer dress, you sure are a prude.” She grabbed a bag of beads from Vale, who was walking by, tossed her two-toned hair over her shoulder, and yelled, “Who wants to show me their tits?”
“Classy,” Vale said.
“That’s Ida May.” I reluctantly positioned myself beside her if for no other reason than to keep an eye on her. Going from ghost to human wasn’t something that just happened. Dark forces could have been at play. I pulled my phone out of my skirt pocket, and because the noise was starting to overwhelm me, instead of calling, I sent Julius a text. 
Ida May somehow turned human. Send reinforcements.
I thought about texting Jade—my friend and leader of the New Orleans coven—a message, as well, but she was busy dealing with a new baby. Unless something dire happened, I didn’t want to bother her. 
He texted right back. What?
She showed up on my float in human form, and now she’s tossing beads out to people who show her their breasts.
It took a moment, and I imagined Julius shaking his head in exasperation before sending his response. Stay with her. I’m tied up at the moment, but will be there as soon as possible. If anything at all strange…err frightening happens, call me ASAP.
Will do.
I put the phone on vibrate and tucked it away.
Ida May was busy having the time of her life, dangling beads and bantering with random strangers as the float rolled on. I stood in the middle of the chaos, taking it all in. Vampire bride hopefuls were drinking hurricanes from oversized glasses. Vale and another young man were weaving their way through the women, making sure everyone had beads or stuffed vampires to throw. And up at the top, near the cake, were Carver and Marcella sparring, just as they’d said they would.
Their movements were precise. Graceful. Everything about each of them screamed power and strength. They matched each other blow for blow, each anticipating the other’s moves. Not once did either get a clean strike. There was something about their technique I couldn’t put my finger on.
It was too perfect. Too calculated. 
Too…supernatural.



Chapter 5
Were they witches? I squinted up at Carver. It was possible. Sex witches maybe. That would explain why they were both so beautiful. 
Vale brushed past me and then stopped suddenly. “Is something wrong, Pyper?”
“Why?” I narrowed my eyes at him, suspicious. He was part of Carver’s inner circle.
“Nothing. You just seem like you’re not having any fun. Can I get you anything? A hurricane? Or Champagne?”
“Oh, no.” I waved a hand, feeling foolish. This guy was just a college student making some extra cash. Nothing odd about him at all. “Thanks, but I’m the designated keeper tonight.” I cast a glance at Ida May. “Someone needs to make sure she stays out of trouble.”
He laughed and tilted his head toward Carver and Marcella. “I know the feeling.”
The two sparring above us didn’t seem quite as perfect as they had before in their movements. Marcella slipped and stumbled to the right, which threw Carver off his next blow, and he lunged forward, unable to stop his momentum. Both paused the fight and started to laugh at something Marcella had said.
“They seem like they’re enjoying themselves,” I said, wondering if I’d let my imagination get the better of me earlier. 
“They were overdue.” Vale eyed them with a quiet smile, the kind usually reserved for those one’s closest to.
Carver turned to the crowd. “It’s important that my bride likes to have fun, and I think judging by the party we’ve managed to throw, that you’ve all passed that test.”
“Damn straight! And I’ve got incriminating photos to prove it,” a woman said from behind me.
The speaker once again was the redhead. She had a pile of beads around her neck and nothing else. Her top was gone, and while the beads covered most of her chest, one nipple was peeking out from between the strands.
Lord. Someone needed to take away her drinking privileges.
“But there’s more to being a vampire bride than just having fun,” Carver continued. “Vampires have a long history of being hunted. Therefore, it’s important you all know how to fight. Marcella and I just put on a demonstration. Now it’s your turn. Only the fiercest will be considered. I don’t want to meet the love of my life, and then be left a widower when she can’t avoid a stake. That would be tragic.” He placed his hand over his heart and turned puppy-dog eyes on the crowd.
It worked like a charm. A collective awww went up among the women.
I rolled my eyes.
Vale chuckled. “You’re not buying any of his bullshit, are you?”
“He is laying it on pretty thick.”
“It’s just part of the show. If Carver’s smart, he’ll pick you.”
I shook my head. “I’m taken.”
Vale shrugged. “Who cares? So is he.”
“Really?” That was news. He was an outrageous flirt, but then so was I…usually. 
“Sure. You didn’t know he’s with Marcella?”
I snapped my attention back to the pair now each sparring with some of the bride hopefuls. “No wonder they look magical when they’re together.”
Vale turned his head and studied me. “What do you mean ‘magical’?”
“There’s just something about the way they move. When they were sparring, it was almost too perfect. Ethereal. You know?” I eyed a tray of hurricanes one of the women carried as it went by, and I immediately regretted my resolve to stay focused on Ida May. A drink was pretty much exactly what I needed at that moment. “Have they been together a long time?”
“Longer than most,” he said and passed his last bag of stuffed vampires off to one of the riders. “Years. But like I said, they don’t see each other often. Marcella is usually…away for long stretches of time.”
“That’s rough. I had a long-distance relationship once, but being apart didn’t work for us. I know Carver’s busy building up his club. What does Marcella do?” She was so elegant in her costume, it was hard to imagine her working a regular job at all. I pictured her sipping sweet tea on the veranda while discussing which charity gala to attend.
He shrugged. “Mostly, she spends her time planning things.” He gestured to the float. “The wedding was her idea.”
“Really?” An event planner who was always out of town? Maybe her business was rooted in another city. Plus, Carver was sort of new in town. “Seems like with what they both do, it shouldn’t be too hard for one of them to relocate.”
He snorted out a laugh. “They’re working on it.” Then he jerked his head toward Carver and Marcella. “Ready to spar?”
“Oh, I don’t think so. I’m not interested in winning a date with Carver.” My fingers inched to check my phone to see if Julius had texted, but it was set to vibrate, and I hadn’t felt anything.
“Date?” He laughed. “If you think Marcella is going to let him spend any time with the chosen one, well…think again. Na, this is just about putting on a show, and the ones up there right now are failing. Badly.”
Carver was currently sidestepping Morticia and staring at her with disgust. Her sporadic moves resembled someone having a seizure. The only way she’d be able to land a blow was by pure luck. If fighting was a requirement, she’d just been disqualified.
I glanced over at Ida May. She was working her way through two bags of throws with one inappropriate comment after another. “Oh, honey. You know they have silicone these days, right?” and “Have you considered phalloplasty? It might help you get your confidence back.” 
I would have died from embarrassment back at the café, but here, on the float in the middle of a parade, she was in her element. There seemed no real reason to babysit her, except for that pesky fact that she’d turned human. I leaned in behind her and said, “Stay here, okay? I’m going to go talk to Carver.”
“Pfft. I’m not going anywhere. Not as long as the throws and hurricanes hold out, anyway.”
Judging by the pile of beads at her feet and the giant three-foot-tall plastic hurricane glass in her hand, there was no chance of her jumping ship anytime soon. “Okay, then. I’ll be back. Try to behave.”
She twisted and gave me a horrified look. “You’ve got to be kidding me. It’s Halloween. And I’ve been dead for decades. Behaving isn’t on my agenda.”
I bit back a laugh. “Fair enough. Just don’t wander off anywhere without me.”
She waved a dismissive hand and went back to entertaining the crowds.
“Lead on,” I said to Vale.
He waved a hand. “After you.” 



Chapter 6
“You need to choose Pyper,” Vale said to Carver.
I stood next to Vale and his uncle as the three of us watched Marcella continue to spar with the redhead.
“What makes you think that?” Carver asked, curiosity in his tone.
“Just trust me,” he said. 
“Die, bitch,” Redhead cried and brandished a silver spike, lunging at Marcella, barely missing her shoulder.
I gasped. What the hell was she doing? This was make-believe, not Buffy the Vampire Slayer.
An ugly scowl claimed Marcella’s face. In one quick movement, she seized Redhead’s wrist and plucked the spike from her hand. Then she spun the girl around and caught her in a chokehold. “Never speak to me that way again. Got it?”
I watched, my eyes widening at the fierceness in Marcella’s tone.
“I’m just playing the game,” Redhead squeaked.
“Respect. Learn it.” Marcella released her and stood there fuming as her eyes shifted from black to brilliant blue and then back again.
“Whoa,” I said to Carver. “How’d she do that?”
“She’s very skilled at fighting. That move was pretty basic, actually.”
“No, not that. Her eyes. Does she have some sort of special contacts? I’d be all over those for the gallery shows I do.” I had recently begun selling prints of my body-painted models. At the shows, I usually had a few painted people milling about to show off my work.
“That’s what I was talking about,” Vale said to Carver. “She sees things. That makes her a worthy pick.”
I frowned at them. “What are you talking about?”
Carver’s lips turned up into a slow smile. “Are you a seer?”
I shook my head. “No. I’m more of a medium.”
“You can talk to ghosts then?” Carver asked, interest sparkling in his eyes.
“Yes.” I sighed, wishing I was anywhere but trapped on the float. It wasn’t that it bothered me to talk about my ability—I just hated when people started asking questions about those they’d lost. My gift didn’t work that way. 
“It bothers you to talk about it?” Carver asked.
“No. I was just hoping for a night off,” I said, forcing a smile. 
“We’re not asking you to contact anyone,” Carver said. “Tonight would be useless anyway. Too much chaos. But you are very interesting.” He clamped his hand on Vale’s back. “You’re right. I think we’ve made our decision, but it’s best if we at least go through the motions of sparring.”
“I don’t think—”
Carver wrapped his freezing hand around my wrist and pulled me into the middle of the platform. “Come on, gorgeous. Let’s see what you’ve got.”
And before I could protest again, he reached for me with lightning speed. My defense training kicked in, and I spun, catching his arm with both hands, and then yanked it back as hard as I could.
A voice in the back of my mind kept protesting, warning me that this was just a show. We were on a float in the middle of the parade, people partying all around us. But I ignored it. This felt real.
Carver twisted and easily freed himself from my grasp, and in the next instant, his leg kicked out, knocking me on my ass. I rolled, coming up on my feet, ready for more. 
Carver grinned, showing those fangs again. A chill ran up my spine. The campiness had disappeared and moved straight into one hundred percent creepy. He feigned right, then left and when I miscalculated by going for a blow to his gut and missed, he grabbed my wrist and twisted me until my back was flush against his chest. He held me in a death grip and dipped his head down to my neck, his cold-ass breath making me feel sick to my stomach.
“Hey!” Ida May called. “Get off her. Just because everyone else on this float wants to throw their panties at you doesn’t mean Pyper is that kind of girl.”
I glanced up, finding Ida May, steamrolling straight for us.
“She’s right, you know,” I said. “I’m not the panty-throwing kind of girl.”
“Why do you think I want you so much?” he whispered. “It’s been about a century since I’ve had a really good challenge.”
“Cut it out, Saint. This vampire shtick is getting really old.” My patience had long since disappeared, and his act was really pissing me off.
A laugh rumbled up from the back of his throat. “You really don’t get it, do you—oomph!”
We both jerked forward from a sudden impact, and if Carver hadn’t been hanging on to me, I was certain I’d have face-planted. Instead, Carver regained his balance and steadied me, never once letting go.
“I said, get off her.” Ida May stood off to the side, holding a bag of beads. “Or do you want me to smack you in the head this time?”
Her eyes were narrowed and full of venom. It was an expression I’d never seen on her before.
Marcella stepped up beside her, laughing to herself. “You two are perfect.”
“Excuse me.” I felt Carver’s grip on me relax, and without another thought, I jabbed my elbow as hard as I could into his gut.
He grunted and released me. I was certain it was more from shock than strength, but that was all I’d been going for anyway.
Ida May grabbed my hand and tugged me to her side. “We’ll be leaving now,” she told Carver. “No one manhandles my friend like that.”
“Neither of you are going anywhere.” Marcella snapped her fingers, and suddenly, all the wannabe brides froze in place…everyone except for Ida May and me. 
My ghostly friend stilled and looked around in confusion while the parade goers let out gasps of delighted surprise. She glared at Marcella. “What the bloody hell are you up to?”
“You, Ms. Ida May, and your friend Pyper here are the two lovely women who’ve been picked to be Carver’s brides,” Marcella said with a saccharine-sweet smile.
“What? No,” I cried.
“Two brides? I’m not going to be anyone’s sister wife. You’ve lost your dammed mind if you think I’m going to share.” Ida May fisted her hands on her hips and fixed them both with a deranged stare.
“Ida May,” I whispered. “We’re supposed to be leaving, remember?”
“Right, right. Sorry. They distracted me with their crazy.” She turned back to Carver. “We’re leaving. Find some other suckers to marry.”
“That’s not going to happen.” Marcella nodded to Vale, who moved to stand in front of the makeshift stairs, blocking our exit. “You two are the most entertaining. And above all, the show must go on.”
I took a step back, prepared to jump off this freak show, but Carver wrapped his hands around my arms, stopping me. His hands were ice cold, and I shivered as he whispered, “Where’re you going, my friend?”
“Let go,” I demanded, my flight instinct kicking in. There was something seriously off about all three of them. I’d brushed it off as Halloween costumes and shenanigans, but that didn’t explain Marcella’s crazy color-flashing eyes, Carver’s ice-cold touch, or the bloody fangs I’d seen after Marcella had appeared to bite that stranger from the crowd.
Even though everything was supposed to be a show, there was no denying all signs pointed to vampire—real, cold-blooded, neck-biting, blood-sucking fiends.
My world spun slightly as I imagined myself in some weird alternate reality. Were Carver, Vale, and Marcella really vamps? Was all of this for real? 
No. That was crazy. Vampires didn’t exist. Witches, demons, angels, even incubi. But vampires? Surely if that were the case, I’d have known that by now. Wouldn’t I? 
No.
The voice was the one in the back of my head that knew better. I’d seen far too much over the last few years. Time to call in the cavalry. I whipped out my phone and was two lines into a group text to Julius and every other witch and incubus I knew when Carver grabbed the phone out of my hand, threw it on the ground, and crushed it with his ugly-ass boot.
“Hey! You bastard.” I slugged him in the chest and winced at the hard impact. “Ouch. Son of a bitch. You owe me for that. Do you know how much iPhones cost?” 
Carver gripped the back of my neck and squeezed. “You don’t need a phone for the foreseeable future,” he said in a quiet conversational tone, though his hand was digging into my flesh so hard, I got the feeling if I moved, he’d snap me in two. “Now relax. Protesting is only going to make things worse for Ida May.”
What the hell did that mean? Worse for Ida May?
The ghost in question was fighting Vale’s hold as he piled her hair on the top of her head while Marcella waited with an antique veil.
“You two are going to pay. I know people! Powerful witches and demon hunters. Get off me,” she demanded, but neither paid her any mind.
Marcella jabbed the haircomb into Ida May’s bun with so much force, Ida May flinched.
“Watch it, would ya? Damn.” She lifted her hand and rubbed at the spot on her head. “I think you might have drawn blood.”
The ugly scowl on Marcella’s face made me wonder why I’d ever thought she was so beautiful. She snapped her fingers again, and the rest of the women on the float came to life, each resuming their activities without ever missing a beat.
Carver leaned down and said, “Relax. It’s just a party. In a few minutes, you and Ida May will be the stars of the show.”
Just a party. Right. That’s why he smashed my phone. Uh huh. A ritual is what Marcella had said. But for what? I turned, eyeing Vale, who was still blocking the stairs. The only way off this horror trap was if I wanted to fling myself over the side. I might’ve resorted to that if it hadn’t been for Ida May.
Carver, still clutching my neck, dragged me over to where Ida May stood in the middle of the platform. Her moth-eaten veil made her look as though she’d just climbed out of a tomb.
“Can you believe this?” she asked me, waving a hand at the offending piece of lace. “Don’t they know how to preserve anything?”
“Does it matter?” I asked her.
“Of course it does. It’s hideous. Even if this is a forced, vampire-harem wedding, I still want to look good.”
The float came to a stop in the middle of Canal Street, the place the wedding and blood ritual was supposed to happen. 
Carver released me, but I felt rather than saw both Vale and Marcella step up behind us. It was pretty clear that if I so much as moved a muscle, the shit was going to hit the fan. 
“Ladies!” Carver said into a cordless microphone. “Thank you. It’s been a wonderful night, but now it’s time to claim my bride…or brides as the fates may have it.”
A loud roar of surprise rose from the crowd. 
“It turns out I can’t make up my mind.” He lifted Ida May’s hand in the air and gave her a slight bow. Despite the dirty look she cast in his direction, when she turned to the crowd, she flushed, and her eyes brightened with excitement. After being visible to only me for however many months, she was finally getting her moment in the spotlight. 
Too bad I was pretty certain we were both going to be vamp food in a few minutes. I glanced around, desperately searching for Julius. But the massive sea of people crowded around the floats made spotting anyone impossible. I had to do something. But what?
I had no phone and no real hope of escaping the float unscathed, though I’d certainly try. My only weapons were the heels on my boots, and…oh! The stake I’d shoved in my bootleg as part of my costume. 
A shudder ran through me. Was I really contemplating staking someone? If I had to, I would. 
“Isn’t she lovely?” Carver asked the crowd. The partygoers cheered him on, drowning out the jeers of the ladies on the float. Then he turned to me and waved a hand. “My other bride is also this lovely lady, Pyper. Tonight, I make them both mine. Forever.”
Ida May turned into him and, with a sly smile, ran her fingers down his chest suggestively. “I’m all you really need, gorgeous.”
I rolled my eyes. Leave it to Ida May to ham it up even when she knew everything was one step away from disaster. But then if I’d been dead for almost a hundred years, maybe I would to.
“But before we can get to the ceremony, we must complete the blood ritual to satisfy the offering to our elders.” Carver grinned, showing off those sharp fangs as he first glanced at Marcella and then lowered his head and made a show of scraping his teeth down Ida May’s neck.
Ida May stiffened, and fear shone back at me as she met my gaze. 
“Together!” Marcella ordered.
Vale grabbed my torso, his viselike grip knocking the wind out of me, but it didn’t stop me from flailing my arms and legs. Just as we got to Carver’s side, my foot connected, and Vale let out a loud grunt as we both fell into a heap on the floor of the float.
“Dammit,” he gasped out, holding his crotch. “Son of a bitch.”
I scrambled to my feet, and while everyone was still focused on the writhing vamp, I grabbed my stake from my boot and palmed it.
“Looks like my other bride’s a little feisty,” Carver said into the microphone.
“Feisty?” I said. “More like pissed as hell.”
Vale let out a low hiss, and then a second later, he grabbed my booted foot, anchoring me in place.
“Get off.” I tried to kick out, but got nowhere.
Vale rose slowly to his feet, his eyes flashing that brilliant blue, the same as Marcella’s had. 
“Enough!” Marcella said. “Just complete the ritual.”
Vale lifted me off my feet and snarled as he went straight for my neck. My heart thundered in my ears, and my palm was sweaty on my stake. But I was prepared, already going for the vampire’s heart.
But just before Vale tore into my flesh, Marcella cried, “No!” and flew in between us. The stake landed in her shoulder, surprising both of us.
“You bitch,” she spat and tore the wood from her flesh. Pale-pink liquid oozed down her arm and over her black-and-silver dress. Definitely not human. Carver and Vale were both cursing, while Ida May, for once in her life, remained quiet.
“Pyper,” I heard her call, but I couldn’t tear my eyes from Marcella. Tears shone in her eyes as she stared at her now-clawed hand, still holding the stake.
The chestnut-haired woman’s words from earlier in the evening came flooding back. Beware of the one with claws.



Chapter 7
“Carver! Time’s almost up,” Marcella said, her eyes frantic.
He glanced at her, pain and desperation lining his normally handsome face. Then he scowled, and his fangs descended, turning him into a true monster.
Ida May backed up, pressing against the railing of the float. But he was on her too fast, a true predator going after his prey.
“No!” I started to move toward them, but Vale grabbed me around the waist and yanked me back. I flailed, kicking my feet back as hard as I could. “Get the hell off me!”
Ida May let out a blood-curdling scream, but it cut off suddenly as if she’d been silenced.
“Your turn,” Vale said, undisturbed by my attempts to free myself. But before he could go in for the kill, Morticia and Redhair jumped him. The shock of their attack took him down in a heap. 
“You bastards,” Redhair cried. “I can’t believe you chose those two over us.”
“Yeah, they’re nothing special. No guts at all,” Morticia added as the pair of them continued to try to gain control of Vale.
Christ. Those two really were crazy.
The urge to flee hit me, but I couldn’t leave without knowing what had happened to Ida May. I skirted around the trio still wrestling on the floor and spotted Marcella. She was slumped in a chair, appearing barely conscious, with the stake resting at her feet.
I grabbed for it and cried out when her claw tangled in my hair and pulled me up. 
“You bitch, you nearly ruined everything.” Her lips were twisted with an evil sneer. “As soon as Carver drains her, I’ll be brought back to this world, and then you’re next.”
Rage rose from the depths of my soul. Whatever she was—vampire, demon, or troll—I didn’t care. She was done. 
“What are you going to do now, Pyper Rayne?” She yanked on my hair, contorting my back until the agony of it made my vision blur.
“This!” I yelled, and with a force I didn’t know I possessed, I reared up, ignoring the intense pain searing through my neck and spine, and slammed the stake into her chest.
Her mouth formed into a shocked O as she froze. Then a light crackled through her body, lighting her up from the inside out until she finally exploded into a heap of sand.
Everything around us stopped. I heard nothing—only saw the tiny speckles of earth that used to be Marcella. 
“Holy shit,” I heard Redhair say beside me. 
I cut my gaze to her. She and Morticia were standing over Vale, who was curled into a ball, rocking back and forth as if he were a mental patient. 
“I think we should get out of here,” Morticia said to Redhair. 
“Good plan,” I shot back as they scrambled down the stairs.
Across the stage, Carver was holding Ida May in his arms, his expression full of frantic concern. “We have to get her to the hospital. She’s been hurt!” 
“Stop right there!” Julius came running up the stairs, his dark, wavy hair flying out from behind him. He twisted and turned, magic crackling at his fingertips, no doubt searching for any form of threat. 
“She needs help,” Carver said again.
I climbed to my feet, intensely grateful Julius had arrived, even if he was five seconds too late. 
He spotted me and ran over. 
I pointed to Ida May. “You need to help her.”
“What happened?” he asked as he took her from Carver.
“I don’t know,” Carver said, his brow furrowed. “The last thing I remember was walking onto the float with Pyper. The next thing I know, I’ve got this woman in my arms, and she’s unconscious.”
“Not just unconscious,” I barked. “Bleeding.” 
“What? Where?” he asked, scanning her body.
“Right there!” I pointed to her neck and then gasped as I realized she wasn’t bleeding at all. But I had seen Carver bite her. He even still had red stains around his mouth.
“It’s the ritual,” the chestnut-haired woman said, floating up the stairs.
I backed up. “Who are you?”
Julius glanced over at her, frowning. “Bella, what are you doing here?”
“Keeping an eye on those from the otherworld.” She met my gaze. “You made my night a lot easier. Thank you.”
“Easier? Are you kidding me? People almost died.”
“And some almost got a new lease on life. Thanks to you, Marcella and her followers didn’t.” She waved to the other side of the float, the one that had contained the women Marcella had arrived with. It was empty. 
“They’re gone,” I said, unable to wrap my head around what had happened.
“When you neutralized Marcella, they lost their connection to this world.” She glanced at Julius and Ida May. “Your friend will reawaken in a few minutes. It was nice seeing you again, Julius. Have a good year.”
No one said a word as we watched her fade away into the ether. 
Ida May’s eyes popped open. She took one look at Carver and jumped out of Julius’s arms, screaming bloody murder. “You ugly piece of stank vampire trash. How dare you try to kill me? Do you have any idea what it’s like to go through life dead?”
Carver held up his hands and took a step back. “Whoa. I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”
Vale, who’d finally gotten to his feet, rubbed a hand down his face and shook his head. “How did I get here? I thought I was supposed to be on the zombie float.”
I stared at Julius, helpless. “I have no idea what’s going on.”
“I do.” He wrapped an arm around my waist. “Let’s get out of here.”
“Yeah. Let’s go. This float sucks,” Ida May added.
“Give me just a sec.” Julius walked over to Carver and Vale, spoke to them for a moment, then shook each of their hands, sending a tiny spark of magic zipping into them.
“Memory spell?” I asked Julius when he rejoined me.
He nodded. “They were victims of Marcella. All I did was give them a few memories of the night, so they don’t think they blacked out. The float will continue on to the end, but we’re out of here.”
I let him lead me off the float and into the happy crowd. They cheered for me and Ida May, praising our acting and asking for an encore. 
I shook my head, but Ida May was swept up in the attention and said, “I’m riding this pony for as long as it lasts. Don’t wait up.” 
“Here.” I gave her my tickets to the Night of the Living Dead Ball. “One is for you, and one is for Nissa. She’s on the Daiquiri Dolls float.”
“Oh, an after-party. You know how much trouble I can get into at one of those?” Her eyes sparkled with glee.
“Yes. Do whatever you want, but don’t ditch Nissa. I promised her a ticket.”
“Would I do that?” She smirked and disappeared back into the parade route, to continue entertaining her fans.
“Want to explain everything that went on back there?” I asked Julius once we made our way onto one of the side streets away from the festivities. 
He took a deep breath. “I had my suspicions when I saw you stake that wannabe vampire, but I didn’t know for sure until Bella showed up. She’s a goddess of the damned. And Marcella, the one you staked? Is that the name she was using?”
I nodded. 
“She’s one of Bella’s charges. She fancies herself a vampire, but really, she’s a ghost with a damned soul. Tonight, Halloween night, is the only one where she has any power to materialize. Looks like she formed a plan to do just that. But there are sacrifices and rituals involved. Everything from possession to soul transfers. If she’d been successful, she’d have risen again, but since you stopped her, she’ll be out of commission for decades, if not more.”
I leaned into him, enjoying his warmth. “And what about Carver and Vale? What are they?”
“Human. She used a soul possession on them to get them to do what she wanted.”
“That doesn’t explain the teeth or Carver’s ice-cold body temperature.”
Julius cast me a suspicious glance. “His body temperature?”
“Please.” I sighed and shook my head. “He kept trying to manhandle me. I couldn’t help but notice.”
“Sorry,” he said gently and kissed the top of my head. “It’s all part of her illusion. Carver was never really any of those things.”
I found that hard to believe. I’d seen him bite Ida May. Or had I? She hadn’t had one mark on her neck after he’d broken free of the spell.
“And Ida May? Why is she in human form? Do you know?” I asked him, deciding I didn’t care about Marcella or whatever whacked-out spells she was using. As long as she was gone, that was all that mattered.
He smiled. “All Soul’s Night. She’s become human because it’s what she wants most. And she likely went looking for you because you’re the one person on this earth she has a connection to. By midnight, she’ll be in ghost form again.”
“That’s sad,” I said, unlocking the door to my apartment building.
Julius followed me in. “Which part?”
“The part where she’ll turn ghostly again. She’s so full of life. You should’ve seen her.” I laughed. “My goodness, she’s out of control.”
“When isn’t she?” He followed me up the stairs and held my apartment door open for me. 
“Good point.”
He closed the door and reached out, gently taking my hand in his. “Are you okay?”
His voice was barely a whisper, but it reached that place deep in the middle of my chest, warming me from the inside out. 
I turned into him, reveling in the heat of his skin against mine. The events of the night washed away, and all I wanted was to get lost in him. “Yeah. I think so. But you know what will make me even better?”
He glanced at the bedroom. “Flannel pajamas and a hot cocoa?”
“Try again,” I said, unbuttoning his shirt. 
“Hot bath and a glass of wine?”
“Nope.” I pushed his shirt off his shoulders and trailed my lips across his shoulder.
He sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh, I see, now. Hot sex with your favorite witch?”
“As long as he’s off duty.” I rose onto my toes and brushed my lips over his. “Interruptions aren’t part of my plan.”
He yanked me to him and ran his hand along my upper thigh, only stopping when he cupped my backside. His eyes sparked with heat as he said, “No interruptions. At least not until midnight, when a certain ghost shows up, complaining…loudly.”
I chuckled and glanced over at the clock. “That leaves an hour and twenty-two minutes. You up for the challenge?”
Julius brought his lips to mine and whispered, “Always.”
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The Witch’s Halloween Hero
Kristen Painter
When a spell goes wrong on the night of Samhain for witch Corette Williams, her only hope is the man she loves, Bartholomew Stanhill. But time is running out. As the clock ticks toward midnight on Halloween, they grow closer to the moment when magic will erase him from her mind. Can Stanhill become Corette’s Halloween hero?



Chapter 1
Bartholomew Stanhill stood on the front porch of Corette William’s house, not quite sorted enough to knock. He smoothed the lapels of his tuxedo one more time with his free hand. In his other, he carried a small shopping bag that held a box with two Halloween cupcakes in it and a clear clamshell containing a stunning tiger lily corsage. He was totally prepared for this evening; there was nothing to be worried about. After all, his entire life was about preparation.
Tonight was no exception. He took a breath and lifted his hand, then hesitated and put it down again.
His nerves weren’t because tonight’s event, the Black and Orange Ball, was the biggest social event of the year in Nocturne Falls. Social events were all part and parcel with living in this town. No, his nerves were because of the small velvet box in his jacket pocket. The one holding the exquisite sapphire-and-diamond engagement ring he’d picked out for Corette.
Tonight was the night. He was going to ask her to marry him. Granted, their lives would never be normal. Corette was a witch with three grown daughters who were also witches, and between them and her bridal shop in town, her life was a whirlwind of activity. Although she always made time for him.
Stanhill was a rook for Hugh Ellingham, one of the founders of Nocturne Falls and an almost-four-hundred-year-old vampire. Stanhill was slightly older, but in his own opinion, the touch of gray that Hugh would never have was His Lordship’s loss. 
Being a rook meant Stanhill had the immortality of a vampire with a half measure of a vampire’s strength and speed, but it also meant he couldn’t be too far from Hugh. Any distance too great and they would both suffer.
Stanhill had known the risks and conditions before Hugh had turned him into a rook, but it had been a choice between life or death, as would have been forthcoming from the plague that was ravaging those around them. And as Hugh’s former valet, a life of service was one he was comfortable with. So choosing life, even with all that being a rook entailed, had been the right decision. 
Especially now that Corette was a part of that life. After all these years, she’d taught him that love was still possible. It was an unbelievable gift.
He glanced into the bag at the corsage he’d brought and smiled, thinking about the winsome witch. Tonight would be one for the memory books. He finally brought his knuckles up to the door. He knocked three times, then stood back to wait. 
A moment later, his beloved opened the door. In a split second, he took Corette in. Her black satin gown accentuated her brilliantly curved figure with the perfection of old Hollywood. Her deep auburn hair matched the look as it fell in coiffed waves around her beautiful face. She offered him a soft smile, but the light in her eyes he was accustomed to seeing wasn’t there. Was she nervous about something too?
She pulled the door a little wider. “Hello.”
“Hello, love.” He knew what they both needed. A reminder of what mattered. He stepped inside, pulled her into his arms and kissed her soundly.
Her hands flew up to his chest and shoved him away. “What are you doing?”
His mouth came open in shock at her reaction, but before he could respond, Pandora, Corette’s flame-haired middle daughter, flew around the corner and into the foyer. 
“Stanhill! Don’t you look handsome? Good to see you. Sort of. Oh, bother. I was afraid this would happen.” Her mouth bunched to one side as she glanced at Corette. “Mom, I said I would get the door.”
“Afraid what would happen?” he asked.
Corette pointed at Stanhill, eyes snapping with anger. “This man kissed me.”
Stanhill stared at her, befuddled as to why that was a problem. “You’ve never complained about it before.”
Pandora gave her mother a stern look. “Mom, Marigold needs you in the kitchen. Now.”
Corette shot Stanhill an accusatory glare before stalking off.
He watched her go, totally confused. “What the devil is going on?”
Pandora sighed and shoved a hand through her hair. “We had a little…mishap with a spell.”
“We? That doesn’t sound like your mother.”
“Not her; me and Marigold and Charisma. Mom was upstairs getting ready and we were in her spellroom, using her supplies because none of us had everything necessary and this was a big spell. You know Missy Tressler? She just got dumped by her boyfriend by text. Text! Can you believe it? Anyway, she came to Marigold for a spell to forget the creep, but like I said, it’s a big spell and it takes three of us and so we came over here to get everything together and work our magic as it were.” She smiled brightly, causing Stanhill no small amount of bewilderment. 
He blinked as he went back over her conversation, but nowhere in all of what she’d said could he find the issue. “Not sure I’m following, love. That still doesn’t explain why your mother was shocked by me kissing her.”
Her smile disappeared. “Oh, yes, that. Mom sort of…walked in while we were finishing up and startled us and my elbow hit the cauldron and she caught it before it went over, but the spellworks splashed onto her.”
Stanhill got a sinking feeling. “What was this spell again?”
Pandora bit her lip. “For Missy Tressler to forget her awful ex-boyfriend. She was really broken up by getting dumped.”
He held on to a small shred of hope. “So your mother wasn’t affected by this then?”
“No. Well, yes. Sort of.”
That hope slipped from his fingers. “Bloody hell. What does that mean?”
“It means—”
“Who’s there, darling?” Corette’s voice called out as she strolled into the foyer. Her gown swirled around her as she came to a stop, and this time her sparkling green eyes lit up when she saw Stanhill. “I didn’t know we were having company. Are we all going to the ball together?”
Pandora sighed. “Double bother. Apparently Mom’s having some memory issues on top of everything else.”
“What’s everything else?” Stanhill asked, but Corette interrupted him by making a disapproving noise with her tongue. 
“Pandora, I’m having no such thing. I’m sure I’d remember our guest if we’d met before. Although I’d be happy to make your acquaintance now.” She offered Stanhill her hand. “Corette Williams. And you are?”
He took her hand, his body numb with the realization that his beloved no longer knew him. Was this what Pandora was talking about it? It had to be. “Bartholomew Stanhill. The man you’ve been dating for the past four years.” 
“Mom, you have to remember Stanhill. You two are like peas and carrots. You’re together all the time. He comes over for Saturday-night family suppers.”
Not to mention, Stanhill thought, he’d just had his mouth on hers a few minutes ago. Had his kiss been that forgettable?
Corette held on to his hand and leaned closer, peering at him like he was a curiosity in an antique shop. “I don’t think so. I’d remember you.” Her gaze raked him up and down. “Love the tux.”
“You should. You sold it to me.”
She smiled and finally let go of his hand. “I have wonderful taste.”
“Yes, you do. I’m your date for the ball tonight.”
She put her hands on her hips. “So we are going to the ball together. Excellent. I’d hate to think I looked this good and had no one to escort me.”
Just then, Marigold strode into the foyer, her purse in one hand and a tablet in the other. “Hi, Stanhill. I guess you heard?”
“I did.”
She frowned. “I’m so sorry. Even sorrier that I have to go. As always, I’m in charge of the flowers, and I’m helping Delaney organize the last of the decorating. I should already be there actually.” 
“I understand.”
She pushed a curly blond tendril out of her eyes. “I promise, the minute I’m done, I’m back here and working on this…issue.”
He nodded. “Go. You can’t keep the Ellinghams waiting.”
“Thanks.” She kissed him on the cheek as she left. “It’s going to be all right, I swear.”
“I know.” He hoped that was true. He glance at Corette, who was watching him intently. “You look beautiful, by the way. But then you always look beautiful.”
Her smile went from bright to beaming. “Aren’t you a charmer?”
“Mom.” Pandora sighed in frustration. “You really can’t remember Stanhill?”
Corette shook her head, but her eyes stayed on him. “No. I guess your magic really is fully functional again, sweetheart.” She stepped closer to Stanhill. “Do you still want to take me to the ball?”
“I do.” Whether or not Corette remembered him, he couldn’t imagine being with anyone else. Nor did he want to. He lifted the corsage he’d brought her out of the shopping bag. “Here’s your bit of orange.”
She took the clear plastic case, popped it open, and lifted the flower free. “I know you’re supposed to do the honors, but considering I don’t know you from Adam at the moment, how about we let Pandora do it?”
He nodded. “Whatever makes you happy.”
While Pandora fixed the corsage to her mother’s dress, Stanhill took a moment to gather a little more information. “How long will the spell last?”
Pandora’s brows knit. “Why don’t we talk about that once I have this corsage attached, okay?” She laughed nervously. “You know I can’t talk and chew gum.”
That wasn’t the Pandora he knew at all. She must have something to tell him that she didn’t want to reveal in front of her mother.
Pandora steadied the flower in place while she attached the superstrong magnets that would hold it there without damaging the gown. “There you go, Mom. Oh, it’s so pretty. Go show Charisma and have her take a picture so Mari can see it when she gets back.”
Corette made a face. “Honey, she’s going to the ball. She’ll see it there.”
“With all the work she’s got to do, she might not. And since it came from her shop…”
Corette kissed her daughter’s cheek. “I’ll be right back.” She glanced at Stanhill on her way out. “Maybe I’ll remember you by then.”
He put a hand to his heart. “I can hope.”
“She won’t,” Pandora said when Corette had left. “The spell wasn’t built that way.” She let out a deep sigh. “This is awful. And on Samhain of all nights.”
“What aren’t you telling me? Is there more to this than your mother understands?”
“No, she knows all this, but I feel like talking about it in front of her is going to reinforce the negatives, and I’d rather not do that.” Pandora frowned. “What I haven’t told you yet is that the spell becomes permanent at midnight. And…there’s no fail-safe built in. Missy didn’t want one—she wanted a complete and total wipe. We thought that was kind of severe, but we do what our clients want.”
“Okay, but it’s not permanent yet. That means you can still undo it.”
Pandora shook her head. “We can’t. It’s done.”
“You just said it becomes permanent at midnight. That means it’s not permanent now. Why can’t you fix it?”
“Because it’s already in motion.” Pandora frowned. “And the midnight thing is because it’s Samhain. Halloween.” She waved her hands in the air. “On this night, at the witching hour, a lot of magic things can occur. Certain spells becoming permanent is just one of them.”
“What does that mean then? She’ll never be able to love me again?”
“Not just that, but at midnight, if we don’t find a counterspell, you will disappear from her life completely.”
“You can’t just make me go away.”
“In a way we can. She won’t see you or hear you or have any idea you’re around. You could be in the same room with her and she’d have no idea.”
“Are you bleedin’ kidding me?”
“No. It’s what Missy wanted.”
“Do you always give people what they want?”
“Like I said, when they’re paying for a spell, we try, yes.”
Stanhill mumbled a few curses.
“Look, we’re going to do our best to figure something out. And we will. I think. But in the meantime, you need to do your level best to make her fall for you again. Right now it’s the only thing we can come up with that might break the spell.”
“Your mother’s a stubborn woman. She wouldn’t go out with me for the first two months I asked.”
“True. But she seems to think you’re cute. That’s a start, right?”
“Sure, if you’re adopting a puppy. You seem to be forgetting that she didn’t like me kissing her, then she couldn’t remember it!” He sighed. “You have to find a way to make this right. I can’t lose your mother. I love her.”
Pandora put a hand on his arm. “I know. Just make sure she does too.”
***
Corette walked into the kitchen where her other daughter was. Charisma was at the counter, deep in serious discussion with herself, a habit she’d had since she was a little girl. It had been adorable then. Now it had become one of the tenets of her life-coaching services. “What are you talking about in such ominous tones? You’d think someone died. Aren’t you going to the ball?”
“Not this year, Mom.” Charisma turned toward her and smiled weakly. “I see Stanhill gave you the corsage.”
Her hand went to it. “It’s lovely. Mari did a wonderful job.” All of her daughters were extremely talented.
“Yes, she did.” Charisma’s gaze took on a more thoughtful glint. “So what do you think of Stanhill?” 
“He’s handsome enough.” He was ridiculously handsome, but Corette was reluctant to admit that about a man she’d just met. “I like the British accent too. Looks like a bit of a playboy though, don’t you think?”
Pandora came in. “Did you just call Stanhill a playboy?”
“Yes, she did.” Charisma glanced at her sister before answering. “He’s not at all, Mom. He’s a stand-up guy who’s been there for you every time you’ve needed him. For all of us, really. We all love him.”
Corette leaned against the counter, careful not to wrinkle her gown. She’d special ordered it from her Paris couturier just for the ball. It had cost more than her last two Black and Orange Ball gowns combined, but it was silk and stunning and she knew she looked amazing in it. She just couldn’t remember why she’d gone to such extravagance. “Your father was a handsome man and everyone loved him. Including his secretary.”
“Stanhill’s not a cheater, Mom.” Pandora crossed her arms. “He’s nothing like Dad. Nothing.”
“He’s handsome,” Corette countered. “They have that in common.”
“So do a lot of other guys,” Charisma answered. “That doesn’t make them cheaters.” 
“Exactly,” Pandora said. “Now go to the ball and keep an open mind.”
Corette shrugged and collected her purse and wrap from the counter. She knew her daughters meant well, but her decisions were hers alone. “I always have an open mind, but I’m not interested in getting into another relationship so soon after the last one.”
“Mom.” Charisma shook her head. “Other than Dad, which was decades ago, there was no last relationship. Everything you’re feeling is just residual from Missy’s personal stuff that went into her spell.” 
“Well, it feels real.” Corette tossed her wrap around her shoulders. “And right now, fun is the only thing I feel like having. I plan to dance with every man who’ll have me tonight.”
Pandora groaned and put her hand on her head. “Charisma, we need to figure this out and fast.”
“I hear you,” Charisma answered. “Mari needs to get back here as soon as she can.”
Pandora nodded. “She will.”
Corette gave them both her best withering, mother-knows-best look. “Honestly, the two of you act like I’m in desperate need of a man. I’m not.”
“No, you’re not. And no woman should be, but you were in love with Stanhill until that potion splashed onto your arm.” Charisma took Corette’s hand. “You deserve to be happy, and Stanhill does that for you. Besides, we don’t want to see either of you hurt because of this accident.”
Corette patted her daughter’s hand. “I am happy. I have you girls and a darling granddaughter. What else could I need in life?”
“Speaking of Saffie,” Pandora said. “Stanhill brought her and Charlie Merrow cupcakes from Delaney. How did he know we were babysitting her and Charlie tonight?” 
“No idea.” Charisma shook her head. “But he always seems to know that stuff.”
Pandora gave Corette a thin smile. “He’ll be waiting for you in the foyer by now. I hope…I hope everything works out. I’m really sorry I tipped that stupid cauldron over.”
Corette tucked her evening bag beneath her arm and cupped Pandora’s face in her hands. “Stop apologizing. No harm’s been done. You all say I was in love with him, but I can’t remember that, so it’s not like I’m suffering.”
Pandora’s frown remained. “You would be if you could see things from our side. You have your phone, right?”
Corette patted her evening bag. “Of course.”
“Good. Keep checking it. We’ll message you the minute we have the counterspell to this worked out. If it’s a potion, one of us will run it over to the Ellingham estate, so don’t go traipsing off.”
“I don’t traipse,” Corette said. “Honestly, I wish you’d all just give up on this silliness and come to the ball with me. Pandora, put a dress on and call Cole.”
“Mom, I can’t. You know he’s out taking Kaley trick-or-treating. This is her first Halloween here; I’m not making her give that up. And besides, I need to be here, working on this mess.”
Charisma nodded. “Agreed. This takes precedence. Marigold will tell you the same thing. She’d probably also tell you that Saffron will freak if she finds out Stanhill won’t be around anymore because of something her mother and aunts did. I can’t have my niece looking at me like I’m a monster.”
Corette smiled at the thought of her granddaughter. “Saffie likes Stanhill that much?”
Charisma snorted. “Did you hear the part about how he brought her and Charlie cupcakes tonight? He brings her a cookie from Delaney’s Delectables every time he sees her, which is clearly a level of planning we should all be in awe of. The man is gold, Mom. Now go have fun, and seriously? Don’t dance with anyone but him.”
Corette gave her daughters a long glance. “I’ll dance with whomever I please. But your words have given me a lot to think about.” She lifted her hand in a little wave. “Love you both.”
“Love you more,” they responded in unison.
Awash in affection for her girls, Corette headed to the foyer.
Stanhill stood there, waiting patiently. He was remarkably handsome with that kind of salt-and-pepper, well-aged, proper British thing going on and looked to be in phenomenal shape, although a tux could hide a multitude of sins. He smiled when he saw her, his eyes coming to life with a dazzling glitter that sent a shiver of curious anticipation over her.
Could it be that her body remembered him when her mind did not? That raised all sorts of questions, and in her current state of being, she didn’t seem to have any of her usual inhibitions that might have prevented her from asking. Not that she had many inhibitions to begin with, but a proper Southern woman didn’t talk about certain things.
Fortunately, she was a witch first and a proper Southern woman second. She sidled up to him in the hopes of getting a few answers.
He smiled at her. “Ready to go?”
“In a moment. I have some questions.”
He held his arms out. “I’m an open book, love.”
His accent trilled over her skin, more attractive than it should have been. “You look at me like we’ve been…intimate. Have we?”
He swallowed, and the sparks in his eyes turned to heat lightning. His arms came to rest at his sides, and even through the fabric of his tux she could see his body tighten in response. A body that looked like it had very few soft spots. “Yes.”
“More than once?”
He nodded, a taut, barely controlled movement that spoke volumes. “Oh yes.”
“I see.” Based on the way her skin was tingling, her body definitely remembered him. “And I take it those occurrences were mutually enjoyable?”
“Hell yes.”
Heat rose through her. She blamed it on the satin. It wasn’t the most breathable fabric. She took a deep breath. “I see.”
“Bloody shame you don’t remember.”
She agreed with him but wasn’t about to tell him that. “We should go.”
He offered her the crook of his arm. “The ball awaits.”
She slipped her arm through his, happy to feel that the body beneath the tux was as hard and trim as it looked. A second later, a sense of déjà vu passed through her. “Have we done this before?”
“Gone to the ball?”
“Yes.”
He nodded. “Every year for the past four years.”
“People expect to see us together at this event then, don’t they?”
“Yes.”
She blinked, thinking through the possibilities. “I don’t want them to know there’s anything amiss with me. You’ll keep my secret, won’t you?”
Seriousness shone in his gaze. “I would do anything for you. Keeping your secret will not be a hardship, but may I ask why? Are you worried someone could use it against you?”
She took a breath, then nodded slowly. “It’s Samhain and I’m under the influence of magic. My own could even be compromised. I just think it’s best if no one else knows.”
He put his hand over hers, his large, warm palm reassuring against her knuckles. “Perhaps we shouldn’t go.”
She snorted softly. “I may not remember you, but I remember how much I paid for this dress. We’re going.”



Chapter 2
Escorting Corette was as easy for Stanhill as breathing, but the ball had been under way for half an hour and there still hadn’t been word from her girls about a counterspell. Corette had warmed to him a little since their discussion in the foyer about their intimate past, but every once in a while he caught her looking at him with the sort of appraising glance he’d seen her use on indecisive brides in her shop.
She was either trying to figure him out or decide if he was worth the effort.
All while the engagement ring sat heavy in his pocket.
He couldn’t give it to her now, not like this. She’d never agree to marry him. And rightly so. But time was running out. What if giving her the ring was just the thing to bring her memories of him back? What if giving her the ring could make her love him again?
Hugh Ellingham walked up to him. “What’s eating you?”
“Nothing.”
Hugh sipped his wine. “Liar.”
They’d known each other too long. It was hard to hide anything from someone who knew you so well. “Shouldn’t you be dancing with your wife?”
“Delaney’s in the kitchen giving the caterers instructions about the cake. And shouldn’t you be dancing with Corette?” Hugh looked around. “Where is she?”
“Marigold needed her for an opinion on the flowers. By now they might be in the kitchen with Delaney for all I know.”
Hugh frowned. “A night out with Corette usually puts you in a better mood.”
Stanhill sighed and glanced around. “Things are not going the way I’d hoped this evening.”
“You still plan on proposing?”
“I have no bloody idea.”
Hugh clapped him on the shoulder. “Nerves?”
“Hell no.” Stanhill’s gut clenched. “You can’t tell a soul, but there was a little mishap at Corette’s this evening. Some witchcraft gone wrong.”
Hugh’s brows shot up. “And?”
“And she’s not in love with me anymore.”
“Bloody hell.”
“Exactly.”
“I assume her daughters are working on it?”
Stanhill gazed toward the kitchen, looking for Corette. “Yes.”
“But you don’t think you should propose until they’ve fixed it.”
That brought Stanhill’s head around. “You sound like you think otherwise.”
“What if that kind of declaration is enough to put things right?”
“I thought the same thing. But what if it isn’t?”
“Then you’ve lost her. But that could be the exact same result of doing nothing tonight too.”
“Damn good point.” Stanhill swallowed the last of his whiskey. “I won’t be the first chap to have gotten turned down.”
“Love is an awful thing, isn’t it?”
“Not for you, you fanged muppet. You’re blissfully happy with Delaney.”
Hugh smiled, showing off those fangs. “True. But I almost wasn’t. And I was willing to risk more than rejection to have her by my side for eternity. Trust your heart, Stanhill. This will all work out, I’m sure of it.”
“Easy for you to say. But I see your point.”
“Then you’ll ask her?”
Stanhill nodded. “I really don’t have much choice, do I? I’ll consider it strongly.”
Hugh’s smile faded. “And if it doesn’t work?”
Stanhill stared into his empty glass, then raised it. “I’m going to need a lot more of these.”
***
Corette stood back and took a hard look at the enormous arrangement her daughter was fixing in the main dining room. It was so large Marigold had to use a step ladder to work on the upper sections. As the centerpiece of the space, the arrangement she did every year had become the traditional background for many of the Black and Orange Ball photographs. “It’s beautiful, Mari. You really outdid yourself this year.” 
Marigold sighed and peered out from behind a swathe of green. “Mom. They’re lopsided.”
Corette shook her head. “I think it looks artistic.” 
“Well, Elenora won’t think that. She’s pretty old school when it comes to what she likes and doesn’t like.” Marigold leaned into the flowers again. 
Corette studied her daughter. She wasn’t just a pretty face. Marigold was a deft touch at flowers and her skills as a green witch were extraordinary, but the area she truly excelled at was motherhood. Corette’s heart ached for all her girls to find love, although Pandora seemed well on her way to marriage, but with Marigold, it wasn’t just about her finding love, it was also about sweet Saffie getting a wonderful stepdaddy.
Corette glanced around to see if there were any eligible bachelors she might introduce her daughter to.
A passel of servers bustled past with the final touches for the many, many tables that would hold the five hundred or so guests about to descend. They all looked too busy to stop. Corette sighed. “I promise you they’re beautiful.”
“And I promise you, Elenora’s standards are very different.”
“That’s for sure.” Delaney Ellingham walked over, looking splendid in another custom gown from Ever After. She held a tray of petit fours but quickly handed them off to a server. “Put these on the north buffet.” She smiled at Corette. “Hi, how are you? You look fantastic. Is that the dress you special ordered?”
“Hi, Delaney. And thank you. Yes, this is it. I have to say you look fabulous in that dress as well.”
Delaney grinned. “And I have you to thank.” She did a twirl, floating the layers of shimmering black chiffon out around her, then steadied herself and called up to Marigold. “Where are those sprays for the cake table? I need to get them set up. Elenora wants to open the dining room in exactly fifteen minutes.”
Marigold popped out of the flowers again. “They’re in three big white boxes in the middle walk-in.” She grinned. “You do look fabulous. Very Ginger Rogers. Speaking of, where’s Fred?”
Delaney laughed. “Hugh’s out there with Stanhill. The two of them are hugging the wall like they’re afraid Birdie Caruthers might ask them to dance.”
Marigold snorted. “Oh, I’d pay money to see that.”
Delaney nudged Corette with her elbow. “Can’t let Birdie get her hooks in Stanhill or you may never see him again.”
Corette frowned as a surprising wash of jealousy temporarily shaded her vision green. “You think he’d be that easily wooed away?”
“No, I was just teasing.” Delaney made a face. “I think he’d be more likely to run away screaming. I mean, Stanhill with a werewolf? I can’t even.”
“Oh, no, that wouldn’t do at all, would it?” Corette made herself laugh. Why was she feeling jealous over Stanhill? She wasn’t in love with him. Although she had to admit, he was very easy to spend time with. Was she feeling something for him? After just a few hours? Of course, if what her girls said was true, she’d known him for years. And definitely was in love with him. The whole thing was such a mess. And so very confusing!
Delaney shot Marigold a look but said nothing. “Right. Okay, gotta run. Gotta get that cake table set up.” With a wave, she swanned off in a cloud of chiffon.
Marigold climbed down off the ladder. “Mom, have you checked your phone? Any word from Pandy and Charisma?”
“No, I haven’t.” She dipped her hand into her evening bag, retrieved the phone, and tapped the screen to life. “One message. Charisma says try love’s true kiss.” Corette dropped the phone back into her bag and gave Marigold a little smile. “Your sister always thinks that’s the answer.”
“You’ve thought it yourself a few times.” Marigold shrugged. “Couldn’t hurt to try.”
“He kissed me at the house. It did nothing.”
“Nothing?” Marigold narrowed her gaze. “You didn’t get any reaction from it?”
Corette tipped her head coyly. “A lady doesn’t kiss and tell.”
Marigold clapped her hands in obvious excitement. “You’re starting to feel something for him, aren’t you?”
Maybe. But that didn’t change the fact that she’d been burned very badly once before. In theory, she knew her divorce had happened years ago, but it felt so fresh…“He’s a very nice man—”
“Oh, come on. He’s Stanhill. He’s a total silver fox. And nice is the kiss of death. He deserves better than that.”
“Marigold, this isn’t something you can make happen through sheer force of will. After your father’s betrayal, you can’t expect me to fall in love in a matter of moments.”
“Mom, you’ve known Stanhill for years. Been in love with him for at least four.” Marigold held her hands up. They were stained with chlorophyll. “I know you don’t feel or remember any of that because of the accident, but trust me.”
“I do trust you, my darling, but I can’t just love someone because—”
The side door opened and Elenora Ellingham swept in. Her secretary, and one of the oldest and most secretive witches Corette knew, Alice Bishop, swept in behind her. Alice was the oft absent head of the local coven and, in traditional Alice style, wore simple, unadorned black. Elenora was in full-length burnt-orange dupioni silk with a shocking amount of rubies at her throat, wrist, and ears. The matriarch of the Ellingham clan cast her vampire gaze upon them. “Marigold.” Then she turned slightly. “Corette.”
“Elenora,” both women replied.
“Are we ready?” She eyed them curiously, as if guessing she’d interrupted something that wasn’t official Black and Orange Ball business. “I’m opening the doors for dinner shortly. I can’t give my guests access to open bars without also providing them food.”
“Five minutes, Elenora, and everything will be perfect.” Marigold smiled nervously.
“I’ll leave you to it,” Corette whispered as she patted her daughter’s arm. Then she nodded at Alice. “Nice to see you, Alice.”
Alice nodded back, her sharp eyes barely blinking.
Corette made her way out but stopped in the ladies room to check her makeup, slipping her lipstick from her purse. She blinked into the mirror, her mind elsewhere. Like how she was feeling about Stanhill. And what her options were. 
Alice was one. She rarely mixed with the other witches. Corette was the coven secretary and barely knew her. Every once in a while, Alice might show up at a coven meeting if she had an announcement, but the woman was an anomaly. And in a town like Nocturne Falls, that was saying something.
Word was, her power was old and ancient and derived from the lives of her sister witches lost in the Salem trials. Alice was the sole survivor, thanks to Elenora’s intervention.
Which was why Alice never left Elenora’s side. And why she’d helped the Ellinghams create Nocturne Falls and the spell that kept it safe.
Corette straightened and stared back toward the dining room. If Alice Bishop was powerful enough to bespell the town’s water supply with a charm to keep human visitors from suspecting its inhabitants were true supernaturals, what else was the woman capable of? Erasing the evening’s earlier mishap would probably be nothing for her.
But that would mean Corette would have to confess what had happened. She would be vulnerable. Possibly in danger of losing her status as coven secretary. And while Corette made it a policy to trust her sister witches, Alice Bishop was cut from a very different cloth.
Corette tucked her lipstick into her bag. Best Alice not know anything about what had happened. At least not until things became desperate.
Right now, Corette was rather enjoying being the focus of Stanhill’s evening. The banter and flirting were all highly entertaining. And it was flattering to be the center of such a handsome man’s attention. There was also no point in denying she had begun to feel something for him.
She clutched her purse tightly. What if she really had been in love with him? What if he was her last chance to find love again? That chance would vanish at midnight. She knew that. Samhain had a way of making permanent any loose magic
The thought sent a little shiver of fear through her. She wasn’t afraid of being alone. Her daughters’ presence in her life meant that was impossible. But losing a good man…and being the reason that man’s heart was broken, that wasn’t something Corette wanted on her soul for the rest of her days.
She opened her purse, took out her phone, and dialed.
Pandora answered on the second ring. “Mom? Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. I have an idea…”



Chapter 3
Stanhill smiled as Corette joined him. “Hello, love.”
She smiled back with more certainty than he’d seen in her all evening. “Hello.”
“Everything all right with the flowers?”
She nodded. “Marigold’s got things well under control.”
“That’s quite the talented trio of girls you’ve got there. Just as smart and beautiful as their mother.”
Her dark eyes held his gaze. “Have you always been such a charmer?” 
He took her hand and ran his thumb over her delicate knuckles. There was no teasing in her words, just genuine interest. He took that as a positive sign. “You know that I—” He stopped and laughed at the bittersweet moment. “I guess you don’t know. Not anymore.”
Her smile was kind. “Tell me.”
“Do you remember that I’m a rook?”
“No, but that would mean you’re practically a vampire.”
He nodded. “Correct. And as such, I am very old. Nearly four hundred years.” He continued. “My entire life, both as human and rook, has been spent in service. I was Hugh’s valet before he turned me.”
“Being a rook is still a form of service.”
“It is. But with many more freedoms and benefits.”
Her mouth turned into a coy smile. “I assume he dresses himself now too.”
“Yes, thank the bloody stars.”
She laughed, the most beautiful sound. “Still, service is service.”
“It is indeed. And because of that, I learned early on to watch my words. To temper my moods, to be careful in my speech. It shaped me. Hugh was never an exceedingly hard lord to serve, but we were from two different worlds. He was a peer. I was a commoner. Now that gulf between us is gone, but I cannot change the man I am.”
Her smile thinned. “So you’re saying that you’ve just been telling me what I want to hear?”
“No. I’m trying—and failing—to tell you that what you see with me is what you get. And I am my truest self around you, my darling Corette. I always have been. I always will be. You have the unique ability to boil people down to their essence. I don’t know if it’s witchcraft or the makeup of your character, but you don’t suffer fools lightly, and it’s one of things I adore about you the most.”
“That’s very sweet of you to say.”
He took her hand again, allowing himself the indulgence of caressing her soft skin. Touching her felt like a delicious, guilty pleasure. He kept his focus on her hand, afraid he would be overcome if he said what he needed to say while looking into her eyes. “I don’t know what’s going to become of us after tonight, but if our time together ends this evening, I will still consider myself the luckiest man alive to have had you in my life for this long.”
He started to let go of her hand, but she held on, causing him to lift his face to hers.
Her eyes were liquid with emotion. “I don’t know what will become of us either, Stanhill, but I’m starting to feel very much that I hope tonight is not the end of our time together.”
His breath caught in his throat for a moment, held there by a bubble of hope that had welled up in him so unexpectedly it took several long seconds before he could speak again. “Are you saying…”
She blinked, clearing the emotion from her eyes. “I’m saying I like you very much, Stanhill. Enough that I think we deserve more time than the deadline of midnight can give us.”
She let go of his hand, more composed now. “I talked to my daughters and gave them a few ideas to counteract the spell. By the time we’re done with dinner, one of them should be here with the anti-potion.”
The thrill within him spilled out onto his face in an enormous smile he was helpless to contain. “Bloody brilliant.”
He offered her his arm. “Shall we dine then? The doors are open and our table awaits.” Just as he hoped their future did. The weight of the engagement ring in his pocket felt less like a burden and more like a medal of honor. This gorgeous creature was going to be his wife, he felt sure of it.
She took his arm. “Lead the way.”
***
The caterers, a team of chefs that Elenora flew in from Europe every year, outdid themselves with the meal, and Corette, who was never one to overindulge in anything, found herself pushing away the last course with more than half of it left but nowhere to put it. Thankfully, Delaney’s beautiful cake would be served later. “That was one of the most amazing meals I’ve ever had.”
“Agreed.” Hugh Ellingham folded his napkin and set it under the edge of his plate.
“Should be for the money it cost,” Sebastian Ellingham grumped.
Corette bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. Sebastian didn’t leave his house much, but his grandmother’s events were apparently mandatory. If he ever smiled, he might be handsome. Thankfully, Elenora herself was seated several tables away with the mayor, several town council members, and their wives. Alice was nowhere to be seen.
Julian Ellingham, the playboy of the family, had come without a date. Judging from the way his gaze purposefully roamed the room every few minutes, his stag status was intentional. He sprawled in his seat, a glass of champagne held lazily lazy between his fingers. “Lighten up, Sebastian. We can afford it. Things are going very well.”
“How would you know? You’ve spent more time traveling lately than here,” Sebastian shot back. 
“I’ve spent a few weekends in Vegas. Unbunch your britches.”
“Well, my apologies. Gambling is an excellent way to spend your time.” Sebastian’s sarcasm was clear. “And how do you know things are going well? You don’t keep the books.”
“No, but I interact with the tourists. I keep them happy.”
“Especially the female ones,” Delaney snarked.
Julian grinned. “I’m just saying the town has never run short of visitors. Hotel reservations are up. In fact, there’s a new bed-and-breakfast opening up a few blocks off Main. Business is booming.”
“My shop is doing great,” Delaney added. “How’s business at Ever After, Corette?”
“Very good. Bridal is always good, even more so now that we’ve become a wedding destination.” She turned to Julian. The moment felt right to mention something she’d been thinking about for a while. “You know, a wedding chapel in town wouldn’t be a bad idea.”
He nodded, and for a moment his gaze went very far away, like he was remembering something. Then his eyes brightened. “That’s not a bad idea. We could ordain a few of the supernaturals. Let folks have their choice of who will marry them. Vampire, werewolf, that sort of thing. We could have a few different themed rooms. Victorian Goth.” He spread his hands wide like he was envisioning it. “Tim Burton Funky. Haunted Mansion.”
Sebastian groaned. “And what’s this going to cost?”
“Who cares?” Julian asked. “It’ll make money and bring more people in.”
Hugh put his arm around Delaney. “Nocturne Falls is a wonderful place to get married.”
She kissed his cheek. “I love when you get sentimental.”
Sebastian rolled his eyes and tossed his napkin down. “Spare me. Marriage is a trap.”
“We don’t all feel that way,” Stanhill said.
“No, we certainly don’t.” Corette gave Sebastian a stern look. “My business is based on the very opposite of that, you scoundrel. Just because you’re unhappy doesn’t mean the rest of us are.”
With a frown, Sebastian shoved his chair back and stalked off.
Hugh snorted. “Well said, Corette.”
“I say.” Stanhill beamed at her, giving her a moment of pride. “Sebastian could use a little more of that kind of talk.”
Julian sighed. “I worry about him. All alone in that big old house with nothing but numbers to keep him company. If he’d just get over her…”
Delaney gave his shoulder a little shove. “Hush now. You know we’re not supposed to say her name.” Then she smiled. “Back to this wedding chapel business. I want the exclusive on providing the cakes.”
Corette nodded. “And as it was my idea, I believe Ever After should be the only recommended boutique.”
Delaney nodded. “And Willa already sells amazing rings. We could talk to her about expanding her selection. Maybe offering chapel couples a discount.” She glanced around. “Where are Willa and Nick tonight? We’ll have to find her and add her to the discussion.”
Julian nodded and waved a hand, but his attention was elsewhere. “Yes, yes. We’ll work it all out. I’m sure the two of you will end up owning the place and having everyone in town involved before it’s all said and done.” Suddenly he perked up. “Well, now. I believe I see a very lonely woman at the bar.”
Delaney twisted to look. “That’s Bridget Merrow. And the guy just behind her is Sam Kincaid, the brother of the sheriff’s wife, who just so happens to have a not-so-secret crush on Bridget.” She turned back around. “You’re really going to go after a werewolf who’s also the sheriff’s sister and do it right in front of the guy who’s sweet on her?”
“Not Bridget. Egads, no. The petite brunette on the other side of her.” He put his glass down, stood, and adjusted his tux. “How do I look?”
“Like a dog in heat,” Stanhill said. “Let the poor woman be, whoever she is.”
Julian popped an eyebrow. “And deny her the pleasure of all this? I think not, old man.” He squared his shoulders and made his way to the bar, leaving the four of them alone.
Stanhill turned to Corette. “How about a stroll in the gardens? Give that dinner a chance to digest before we show the children what dancing’s supposed to look like.”
“Sounds lovely— Wait a moment, my purse is buzzing.” Corette retrieved her phone and read the message. She glanced at Stanhill, tenuous excitement coursing through her. Pandora had brought the formula that would hopefully return Corette’s memories—and her love for Stanhill. “Pandora is here. Why don’t you…come with me to say hi?”
He nodded as he stood and helped her with her chair. “I’d love to. Hugh, Delaney, we’ll see you on the dance floor later.”
Hugh snorted. “Not if I can help it.”
Delaney jabbed her elbow into her husband’s side. “You’re dancing with me and you’re going to like it.”
He grinned. “I do enjoy your bossy side.”
“We’ll leave you two to work things out.” Stanhill put his hand on the small of Corette’s back and eased them both through the throng. “Where is she?”
“In the coatroom. Plenty of privacy in there.” At least that way whatever happened wouldn’t be on public display.
“Good idea.”
Stanhill led the way, pushing the door open when they arrived and letting Corette go ahead of him.
Pandora stood in the midst of the racks of coats, the air filled with an odd mix of wool and cologne. “Hey.”
Corette answered her daughter with a barrage of questions. “Did it work? Did you bring it? How much ginseng did you use? You made sure it was the Siberian and not the Brazilian?” There were so many ways this could go wrong.
Pandora’s eyes went wide. “Mom, slow down. Yes to all that. Marigold made sure it was the right kind. It’s all worked out. I promise.”
“Very good. I’m sure you girls were careful.” Corette held her hand out. “I’m ready.” 
Pandora pulled a small vial from her purse. It held a few ounces of a very murky-looking substance.
Stanhill grimaced. “That looks dreadful. But I guess with the bad comes the good.” 
Pandora lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “Hopefully.”
“What does that mean?” he asked.
Corette turned to him. “This isn’t a definite cure. It should work. But…there’s always a chance it might not.”
He scowled. “That’s damned reassuring.”
“Have a little faith,” Pandora said. 
“I’m trying.” He crossed his arms.
Corette unscrewed the top. Instantly a pungent, overpowering odor wafted through the small room. She wrinkled her nose. “Here goes.”
She tipped the vial back and swallowed the contents. The taste was something akin to old fish and dishwater. She finished with a grimace. “Oh, that was horrible.”
“How do you feel?” Pandora asked.
Stanhill leaned in. “Yes, love, anything…different?”
Corette dabbed at the corner of her mouth with her fingers. “Nothing yet. But then not all spells have an effect you can feel.”
Pandora produced a bottle of water from her bag. “Here. I thought you’d want to get rid of the taste.”
“Thank you.” Corette took the bottle and a grateful sip to wash the lingering taste from her tongue.
Pandora cleared her throat. “Charisma thinks Stanhill should kiss you again now, and I agree. Your reaction could tell us whether or not the potion worked.”
Stanhill smiled. “I’m game if you are.”
Corette handed the bottle of water back to Pandora and smiled. Kissing him now didn’t seem nearly as odd a suggestion as it had at the beginning of the night. Nor did it give her any pause. Maybe that was a sign that the potion was already working. “I suppose we’ve no other way,” she teased.
He held out his hand. She took it and let him draw her into a gentle embrace. His eyes held desire and hope, a very attractive look. He pressed his lips to hers, and she let herself fall into the insistent caress of his mouth.
A flash of energy zipped through her, as hot and bright as a shooting star. Magic? Desire?
Love?
She clung to him, blinking as he broke the kiss, trying to catch her breath and make sense of what was going on.
“Well?” he asked.



Chapter 4
Stanhill waited, almost unable to breathe with the not knowing. The woman in his arms blinked up at him, a little too deer-in-the-headlights for his liking.
Pandora stepped toward them. “Mom, how do you feel?”
Corette extracted herself from Stanhill’s arms and tugged her dress into alignment. “Rather odd considering I’ve just been kissed by a man I don’t know while standing in a coatroom with my daughter.” She glared at Pandora. “What on earth is going on?”
Stanhill scrubbed a hand over his face as disbelief coursed through him. “Are you bleedin’ kidding me? She doesn’t know who I am again!”
“That was not supposed to happen.” Pandora frowned. “Bother. Double bother.” She held her hand up. “Stanhill, give me a minute alone with her, would you please?”
He nodded and sighed and left the coatroom, closing the door behind him and leaning heavily on the wall. It was nearly impossible to hold on to any kind of hope with this setback. Midnight loomed like a grasping hand ready to snatch his love away. What chance did he have now of finding a good moment to ask her to marry him when they were back at square one? That idea seemed more foolish by the minute. He rubbed the back of his neck and closed his eyes, wishing the answer would magically appear.
“Hey, you’re not pooped out already, are you?”
He opened his eyes at the sound of Delaney’s bright voice. “No, love…just…” But he couldn’t find an excuse that made any sense.
Concern filled her gaze. “Stanhill, what’s wrong?”
He sighed and looked away. What was the point of keeping this mess a secret any longer? He’d have to explain at some point why Corette no longer wanted anything to do with him. “There was an accident earlier, a mishap with a spell the girls were casting, and Corette ended up being affected by it. She…doesn’t love me anymore.”
“What?” Delaney’s mouth fell open in horror. “Oh, that’s just awful. It does explain the distance between you two at dinner though.” 
“That noticeable?”
She shrugged. “I live in the same house as you. I’ve seen you two together enough to know how you usually act around each other.”
“Good point.” He sighed. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”
She threw her arms around Stanhill and hugged him. “I’m so sorry.” She smelled of warm vanilla. 
“Thank you, love.”
She pushed back from him suddenly. “But hey, you’ll make her fall for you again. How could she not? You’re funny and handsome and easily one of the best catches in all of Nocturne Falls.”
He smiled with more hope than he felt. “It’s not that easy.” He explained the details.
Delaney’s look of horror returned. “Oh. Oh no. That can’t be right.”
He shook his head. “Unfortunately it is.”
She went silent a long moment. Then she punched him in the arm. Hard.
He grabbed the spot. “What was that for? And bloody hell, did you forget how strong you are as a vampire?”
“Yeah, maybe. Sorry. It still kind of slips my mind.” She pointed her finger at him, her brows bent in stern concentration. “And that was for you being all pessimistic and giving up. You’re not a quitter, Bartholomew Stanhill. The fact that you still give Captain Underpants bacon every morning despite the fact that I tell you not to is proof of that.”
The thought of Delaney’s black-and-white beast of a cat made him smile for a second. “I’m not quitting, I’m facing reality. Midnight is less than two hours away. How am I supposed to make her fall in love with me in that amount of time?”
“She already loves you. Just because she can’t remember those feelings doesn’t mean they aren’t still there. You have to help her remember. Show her exactly how you feel about her. Tell her stories about things you’ve done. Remind her of all the good times.”
“Love, I’ve been doing that all night.”
“So? Do it again.” She crossed her arms and stared at him. “You still love her, don’t you?”
He smiled. Then grabbed her shoulders and kissed her firmly on both cheeks. “You’re the bee’s knees, you know that? I was wallowing. Thank you for pulling me out of that rubbish.”
She grinned. “We all need a hand up once in a while.”
The door to the coatroom opened and Pandora started to say something, then saw Delaney and stopped.
Stanhill shook his head. “It’s all right. I told her. Delaney’s family, Corette, don’t be mad.”
Corette smiled weakly at Delaney before looking at Stanhill. “I’m not mad.” She took a deep breath. “Pandora explained everything. About the spell, about you. About us.”
“And?” Stanhill asked.
Corette’s smile strengthened and she lifted her chin. “I guess it’s time to start over.”
***
Corette enjoyed Stanhill’s patience with her almost as much as she enjoyed his stories. Didn’t hurt that his voice brushed over her like a vocal caress. She could hear how much he cared for her. See it in his eyes. Feel it in the subtle and not-so-subtle ways he found to touch her.
But love wasn’t something that could be forced and they both knew it. The knowledge was evident the same way his love was. A half hitch in a word during the retelling of a poignant memory. The sudden darkening of hope in his eyes. The hesitant way he took his hand off her arm. Like it might be the last time.
A current of desperation underlay everything, and they were powerless to shake it. She wondered for a moment if those left behind by the Titanic’s lifeboats had felt like this.
She ought to love him. She had, apparently, up until tonight. And who wouldn’t love this man? He was kind and funny, gentle and sweet, impossibly sexy, and wickedly charming.
He wasn’t the kind of man you kept on a string for bored evenings or spoke to just enough to keep things alive, he was the kind of man you married and cherished and spent the rest of your life with. If you were lucky.
And she had been.
She’d just gotten very unlucky this evening.
She rested her head on his shoulder as they danced in a blissfully slow spiral around the enormous ballroom. The other couples around them fell away, and for the moment, they were the only two people in the room.
His hand pressed her closer. “You’re a wonderful partner. As light on your feet as a summer breeze.”
She smiled, the fabric of his tux silky on her cheek. He was marvelously muscled underneath that fancy suit. “Coming from someone with your years of experience, that’s a lovely compliment.”
The song came to an end. She lifted her head and new sadness filled her, but she smiled anyway.
He took her hand and twined his fingers with hers. “We never did get that walk in the gardens. Still up for it? It’ll be gorgeous out there this time of night. The stars are really something out here in the country.”
She nodded. “That would be perfect.”
He kept hold of her hand and led her through the house. Normally she’d be fascinated by the mansion, taking every opportunity to study the opulent home, but tonight the only thing that made any sense was to pay attention to Stanhill.
They came to a bank of french doors that overlooked an expansive outdoor terrace. He pushed one open and waited for her to go through.
She stepped out and took a deep breath. The air was crisp and just cold enough to be bracing but not unbearable. A wisp of fog curled from her mouth when she exhaled. “I should have grabbed my wrap.”
“Chilly, eh?” He closed the door behind them and shucked his jacket to place it over her shoulders.
“Not anymore. Thank you for the coat.” She could have cast a spell to keep herself warm but this was so much better, and she was a little mad at magic right now. She pulled the jacket tighter around her. “Won’t you be cold?”
“Being a rook makes me fairly immune to temperature issues.” He nodded at her. “Slip your arms through or it’s going to be rubbish trying to hold your hand.”
She laughed softly and did as he asked, tucking her bag under one arm.
He took her hand and gave it a little squeeze. “Nearly midnight.”
She swallowed. “I know.”
“Have you checked your phone? Any messages from the girls?”
She dropped his hand and took her phone from her purse. The screen was blank. No notifications. She smiled, thin-lipped and tight, as she dropped the phone back into her bag. “Nothing new.”
He took a deep breath, nodding slowly, then held his hand out to her. “Let’s walk.”
She took his hand in response, and they headed down the stone steps and into the garden. There were no words between them—how could there be with the heavy air of inevitability and the pressing weight of their immediate future bearing down on them?
They came to a stop at the fountain in the center of the garden. Unlike the fountain in town, this one had no gargoyles, real or otherwise.
The bubbling of the water would have been a soothing sound any other evening, but as they stood in front of the fountain, Corette’s sense of unease grew. She stared into the water. “I’m sorry about all this.”
“It’s not your fault, love.” He sighed and put his arm around her shoulders. “But I’m sorry about it too.”
“It’s so unfair. I’m not going to know who you are or be able to acknowledge you, and you’re such a wonderful man.” She looked up at him. “You don’t deserve to be forgotten.”
He smiled. Sadness clouded his eyes, but she could tell he was putting on a brave face for her. “Thank you.”
She studied him. “Why haven’t you asked?”
His smile faltered. “Asked…what?”
“If I’ve fallen in love with you again?”
His gaze shifted back to the fountain. “Didn’t seem like my place. Thought you might think it was pushy too.” He shook his head. “I do love you, Corette. I suspect I always will.”
“Oh, Stanhill, that’s a horrible thing to tell me. Wonderful. But horrible.” She sniffed. “I feel awful.” She did. Like a part of her life was coming to an end. Which it was. She sniffed again, her eyes burning with unshed tears.
For the first time in her life, she was cross about being a witch. For all her gifts, she was powerless to help herself. A single angry tear trickled down her cheek.
“Now, now, don’t cry.” He pointed at the jacket. “There’s a handkerchief in the pocket there. It’ll be midnight before you know it. Let’s go out on a happy note.”
She dug into the pocket, but all she found was a little velvet box. She pulled it out. “What’s this?”
His eyes rounded slightly. “Nothing, love. Must be cuff links or something I left in the pocket—”
She opened the box and gasped. An enormous blue sapphire surrounded by sparkling diamonds twinkled up at her. “This isn’t nothing. This is an engagement ring.”
He swallowed but didn’t say a word. 
She looked at him. “Goddess help me, you were going to propose tonight, weren’t you?”
He stayed still for a long minute. Then he sighed and nodded, the pain in his eyes clearly visible. “I was.”
A surge of panic ran through her. “What time is it?”
He glanced at his watch. “Eleven fifty-three.”
She snapped the box shut and stuffed it back in the jacket pocket. “Kiss me. Before I forget you forever, kiss me. Maybe the universe will smile down on me and I’ll be able to remember that much of you.”
***
Stanhill didn’t need to be told twice. He swept Corette into his arms, cradling her lush form with one hand on her back and the other on the curve of her divine hip. He kissed her, devouring her mouth with the kind of passion he’d been holding back all evening.
If this was the last time he was ever going to kiss her, then bollocks, he was going to give it everything he had.
She moaned in pleasure, a noise that was very un-Corette. At least the Corette who was currently in his arms. The Corette he’d been intimate with made that sound often enough that he’d come to recognize it as his cue to keep doing whatever he was doing.
In this case, he kept kissing her.
She clung to him, holding on as if for dear life. But best of all, she kissed him back. Maybe in those last few moments, she had fallen in love with him again.
Sadly, he’d never know. It was too late.
Fireworks punctuated that thought as they erupted in the sky above them. A Black and Orange Ball tradition that occurred every year at the same time.
Midnight.
Pain racked his body, the sensation of his heart being torn in two. He released her, almost afraid to look into her eyes, so for the moment he kept his focus lower. Color spilled over her in washes of light as the fireworks continued to explode in the sky. Questions pummeled his brain with the same intensity. Would she look through him? Or think he was someone else? Or worse?
He finally shifted his gaze to hers. Her lids were heavy, her chest rising and falling with what he hoped was the exhilaration of the kiss. She put her hand to her heart as her eyes rose to meet his.
She tipped her head to one side. “Did you just kiss me?”
And so it began. He nodded, wondering who she thought he was. “Yes.”
Another boomer went off over their heads, showering them in a glittering spray of silver light.
She stared at him. “You either literally kissed my brains out or I’ve had too much to drink. Everything seems so foggy.” 
She put a hand out, taking hold of his arm as she glanced around. “We’re at the Black and Orange Ball, right?”
Now this was just odd. “Yes. We’ve been here all night.”
She blinked a few times, then looked back at him. “How much have I had to drink? I swear, my darling, I cannot remember how I got here. I feel like a bit of a ninny. I don’t feel drunk, but I must be.”
My darling? He stared at her. “Are you telling me you don’t remember anything that’s transpired this evening?”
Her brows knit together and she frowned. “Not…really. There are moments here and there. We sat down to dinner.”
He nodded.
“Then I think we were in the coatroom together? With Pandora? Although I can’t imagine why.”
“Yes, we were.” He was on the verge of hope, but he’d been there before too many times this evening and ended up disappointed.
She gave him a funny little half smile. “Beyond that, I’m not sure.”
“What’s the first thing you remember clearly?”
“I had just finished getting ready and I went downstairs to show the girls my dress. They were working on a spell, something someone in town had ordered…” She blinked up at him. “You know, it goes pretty dark after that.”
He wanted to whoop and yell and carry on like a football hooligan, but his breeding restrained him. Instead, he smiled. “My dear, I don’t know how, but something very good has happened.”
“Oh?” She smiled full-on this time and leaned into him. “Tell me.”
He explained everything that had happened. And everything that hadn’t. “And somehow, now you’re back to you again.”
She tapped her fingers on his chest. “You kissed me three times and after each time, I forgot what had happened?”
“That’s exactly right.”
She nodded. “I’ll tell you what happened. Love’s true kiss in its most powerful number: three. You saved me from that horrible spell, Stanhill. You did it.” She looked away, blinking at tears. “I cannot imagine forgetting you. You’re…everything to me. I love you beyond words. I owe you my happiness. I owe you my life.”
He snuck his hand into the pocket of the jacket she was still wearing, using his rook speed and stealth to do it as quickly and quietly as possible. “Then repay me by becoming my wife.”
He dropped to one knee as he opened the little box.
She gasped again, just like the first time she’d seen the ring, but apparently she didn’t recall that she’d already seen it. He was glad his proposal could truly be a surprise. And a moment she would actually remember. She clasped a hand to her mouth as amewl of happiness escaped.
He held the ring up, the pain in his heart gone, replaced by a sense of joy so overwhelming there weren’t words to describe the lightness of his being. “I love you, Corette Williams. And I always will.”
She reached down and cupped his cheek. “You are the best man I’ve ever known, Stanhill. It would be my great honor to marry you.”
He stood and slid the ring on her finger. 
She looked up from the ring to gaze into his face. “You know, I think I must have suspected you were going to propose tonight. I think it’s why I spent so much on this dress.” She laughed as she shook her head. “I can’t believe what a night it’s been.”
“That’s an understatement.” He kissed her softly.
Behind them on the terrace, the french doors flew open and Pandora, Marigold, Charisma, and Delaney came tumbling out.
Delaney pointed toward the fountain. “There they are. Stanhill!” Delaney waved. “Hang on, we’re coming.”
The four women hustled down the flagstone path as best they could in their evening wear, their high heels making a clatter on the stones like a herd of tiny stampeding horses. 
“Mom,” Pandora called out. “Are you…okay?”
A huge smiled broke out across Corette’s face, and she lifted her hand to show off her ring. “I have never been better.”
The four skidded to a stop, confusion marring their pretty faces. Marigold spoke first. “You’re marrying a man you don’t know?”
Charisma was next. “That can’t be the case. You know him somehow, don’t you?”
Corette laughed. “I do. I know exactly who Stanhill is.” She gazed up at him. “He’s the love of my life. Always has been, always will be.”
Delaney shook her head. “But the spell?”
“Broken,” Corette said as she reached out to take Charisma’s hand. “By love’s true kiss. Three of them to be exact.”
“I knew it!” Charisma said as she and her sisters hugged their mother.
“Yes, dear, you were right,” Corette admitted.
Delaney hugged Stanhill, her eyes misty with happy tears. “You did it. And you guys are getting married!” She let him go as the sisters stepped back from Corette. “Oh, I’m going to make you the best cake ever.”
Pandora nodded. “And I’ll cast a spell over it to make sure nothing like this ever happens again.”
Stanhill put his arm around Corette and the two of them smiled. “The cake sounds lovely,” he said. “But maybe we’ll take a pass on the magic for now.”
Pandora snorted. “Yeah. Considering recent events, that’s probably best.”
Charisma swiped a hand through the air. “This will be a magic-free wedding if it has to be.”
Marigold rocked on the balls of her feet like she’d just had an idea. “How about a bouquet of forget-me-nots?”
Laughter answered her. 
Corette nodded. “Under the circumstances, I’d say those would be appropriate.”
Stanhill looked at Corette, his gaze going serious. “I spent most of the night thinking I was going to lose you. Now I’m going to spend the rest of my life with you. I could not be happier.” He looked at the four women gathered around them. “I love each one of you for your help.”
Corette leaned into him and addressed the women as well. “Yes, thank you. Now you girls go back to the house, all of you. Go dance or eat cake or something.” 
She glanced at Stanhill, eyes shining with bright desire and unbridled joy. “My fiancé and I have some more kissing to do.”
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Bad Moon Rising
Angelica Mortis #1
By Michele Bardsley
When demon hunter Angelica Mortis receives a mysterious package, its unusual contents enacts a prophecy that brings a smart-ass (but cute) wizard named Roc into her life—and threatens to unravel her secret past. 



Chapter 1
In the small, badly lit office of Demon Hunters, Inc., Angelica Mortis and her partner Graddock Bradenton leaned over a desk. They both peered at the small, brown paper-wrapped box that they’d found on the doorstep. Angelica’s name had been scrawled on it, but it had no return address. They hadn’t found any clues about where it had come from or who had dropped it off. 
“Money?” Graddie’s voice was hopeful. “Come on, large wad of cash!”
“Bomb,” suggested Angelica cynically. 
He poked it. “It’s not ticking.” 
“Bombs don’t have to tick.” She batted his hand away. “Maybe it’s biological. We could open it and poof …poison sprays in our faces.” She grabbed her throat and made choking noises.
“You’re horrifyingly jaded.” 
“I was raised by a demon and a demon hunter,” said Angelica. “Jaded is my family’s only point-of-view.”
“You’re too hard on your parents. Maggie kicks ass. And your dad is hot.” 
“Ew.” Angelica punched him in the shoulder. “Do not mack on my dad.”
Graddie waved away her protests. His fingernails were painted neon pink, which matched his dress, heels, and wig. His make-up, as usual, was perfect. He was sexy as a man or a woman. 
Angel did not wear make-up very often, which drove Graddie nuts. Her eye color, which Graddie had dubbed “sea-green,” didn’t look good surrounded by most eye shadow colors. She didn’t like color all that much, anyway, and rarely wore anything other than white. And white only because her mother never wore anything but black. And she kept her raven-black hair long, though she wore a tight French braid during battles, because her mom wore hers short. 
“I say we open it.” Graddie scooped up the box and shook it like a maraca. 
Angel reached for the package, but her drag queen partner was nearly a foot taller than her. He held it above her head and laughed. 
“You don’t know what’s in there!” she screeched. 
“I will in a minuuuuute.” Graddie danced backward, and Angel aimed her boot at his shin. He darted to the left. “Hey! Don’t kick me! I bruise easily and you’ll ruin my perfect legs.”
“Okay, okay. You do have pretty good legs.” Besides, the damned bomb would’ve gone off by now. “But you’re still a dumb ass.”
“As long as it’s cute, I don’t care about the intelligence level of my ass.” He tore off the paper, throwing it into a nearby trashcan, and then removed the lid. He stared at the contents, frowning. 
“What is it?” Angel asked. 
“Statuary. God, I hate knick-knacks.” He handed her the box. “Do you think it’s worth anything? Maybe we could sell it to a pawnshop and go to Dusky’s for drinks. It’s half-price night.”
“It’s always half-price night for you. The bartender wants to get under your skirt.”
“That’s not all he wants to get under.” Graddie chuckled. “He’s so yummy, I’d do him.” 
Angel examined the heavy copper piece: four monkeys sat on a gnarled limb. “The wise monkeys,” she said. “If we do not hear, see, speak, or do evil, we shall be spared all evil. It’s a Buddhist philosophy.”
“And you know this how?”
She shrugged. She knew a lot about the world’s religions. Every religion had a concept of evil and demons, and she needed every advantage she could get against those she returned to Hell. 
“I thought there were only three monkeys,” said Graddock.
“Mizaru.” Angelica pointed to the first chimp whose hands covered his eyes. “See no evil. And Kikazaru is the one covering his ears.”
“Hear no evil,” said Graddie. “And the one covering his mouth represents speak no evil.”
“His name is Iwazaru.” Angelica took out the unusual piece. It was heavy. The bottom was smooth and flat. All the monkeys had eyes made from green gems, all but Iwazaru, whose eyes were covered by his hands. “The fourth one is Shizaru.” 
“What his story?” Graddock considered Shizaru, who covered his crotch with both hands. “No spanking the monkey?”
Angelica chuckled, though she felt anything but lighthearted. Foreboding skittered through her. “That’s why I love you, Graddie.” She touched Shizaru’s head. “His edict is ‘do no evil.’” 
“Ah.” Graddie considered the monkeys then shrugged. “Why would someone leave this with us?”
“It’s a job,” she said. 
“Funny, I don’t see a client or his deposit.” He looked at Angel. “Remember our new philosophy? You can’t pay, we don’t play. Cough up the dough, or we won’t go. If a demon caught is what you wish, then you better pass the money dish.”
Angel grimaced. “I can’t believe you remembered those awful mottos we cooked up at Dusky’s. We were drunk, Graddie.”
“Doesn’t matter. We’re running a business, not a charity.”
“Jeez! Who’s cynical now?” She put the statue on the desk and picked up the box. “You know how this works. It’s not my job. It’s my calling. It’s who I am, not just what I do.”
Graddie sighed. “Fine. But being noble doesn’t pay the bills or put food in our bellies or buy drinks at Dusky’s.”
“We’ll try to scare up a paying gig,” said Angel. She removed the tissue paper and shook it out. A square-cut piece of parchment floated free. She snatched it and read the note out loud. “Four demons imprisoned for their sins. Let them go and chaos begins. Each has a gift you must gain. Only then will you break evil’s chain.”
“No money AND a thinly veiled threat written as bad poetry!” Graddie exclaimed. “That’s just going to far.”
“Get a grip, will ya?”
“Right. We’re in the business of dispatching demons and saving the world, so I’m supposed to be serious.” He sighed, pensively staring at the monkeys. “It’s never easy, is it?”
“If it was easy, everyone would do it.” Angel patted his shoulder. “Before we save the world, I need a drink.” 
“Amen, sistah.”
***
Emily Dayton wandered among the garage-sale treasures. She touched votive candles, potholders, Matchbox cars, and a cookbook. Her fingertips relayed the differences in textures. Smooth. Soft. Bumpy. She could see the sizes and shapes of the items. 
The colors were missing. 
Her once vibrant world was permeated with gray. How she longed to see a red rose, a blue sky, or a green Starbuck’s logo. Had it only a year since every happy thing in her life had been stolen? The man she loved. The wedding they’d planned. The new promotion she’d gotten. Hmph. Hard to be an interior designer without the ability to see color. Even their dream house, which they’d only moved into the week before the accident, had been taken. Without Tim or her job, she hadn’t been able to afford the mortgage payments. Now, she lived on insurance money and disability. 
When she’d come out of the coma, the doctors told her that her cerebral cortex had been damaged. Cerebral achromatopsia was the result. She was lucky to be alive and luckier still that only her limited vision was the price paid for the same wreck that took Tim’s life. 
Snap out of it, girl. Pity parties are so lame. Emily rounded the corner of the table and looked at the items displayed on a rickety bookshelf. Her fingers danced along an assortment of Precious Moments figurines. She knew why she was so damned mopey. Today would’ve been her first wedding anniversary. Had Tim lived, they would be celebrating, maybe even taking the first step toward a family. 
Her gaze swept the driveway, looking at the careless displays of toys, shoes, and tools. What the--
Heart thumping, Emily leaned down and reached into the cardboard box labeled “Miscellaneous ~ 25¢ each.” The ceramic monkey was as wide as her hand and twice as tall. The creature covered its eyes in a permanent game of peek-a-boo. Though it was heavy, it looked ordinary. Except that it was anything but ordinary to her eyes, which had only seen in grayscale for so long. 
Its painted fur was a garish shade of purple. Honest-to-God purple. On its backside she saw three thin lines of color: red, yellow, green. The lines were crudely drawn from the back of its neck to its buttocks. Elated, Emily looked around. If she could see color again, maybe her vision was getting better. What did doctors know? Miracles happened every day. 
As her eager gaze bounced around the neighborhood—staring at cars, at people, at lawns, she saw the dreary grayness she always did. She looked at the monkey again. For some odd reason, she only saw this object in color. 
What did it matter? It was probably just the first step as her vision healed. Grinning like a lottery winner, Emily dug out her wallet and extracted a quarter.
Finding this little guy was like getting a message from Tim. I’ll always take care of you, Em. Always. That had been his constant promise. It felt like the statue was his gift to her; a reminder that he was still keeping word, even in death.
***
“So, what did you find out, oh demon-hunting goddess?” asked Graddie, looking fabulous in his electric-blue mini skirt and white blouse. His stilettos were the same eye-popping color as the skirt. He’d gone for a blond pageboy wig. A faux diamond dotted his cheek. His lips were cherry red, his eye shadow glittery blue. 
“Only waitresses in roadside diners and hookers past their prime wear that color of eye shadow,” groused Angelica.
“Jealous much.” He blinked at her, mostly to give her to full effect of his false lashes. 
“Did you kill a couple of spiders and glue them to your eyes?”
“Ouch.” He put a hand to his heart in mock pain. “Who pissed in your Post Toasties?”
“Maybe the demon who’s after our four monkeys.”
Graddie looked at Angel. She sat in the office chair with her feet propped on the desk. He leaned a hip against it, frowning. “That’s all you came up with? We always have a demonic rival.”
“Not like this one. His name is Drak. He was a demon with high hopes of ruling hell until Abatu came along and stomped his candy ass.”
“Abatu? As in the demon ancestor of your family, the very one your Mom killed while he was hiding out in heaven?” Graddie shuddered. “I can’t believe something that evil could even enter the pearly gates.”
“There are no gates. Besides, the balance was off-kilter thanks to the Otherworld High Council’s mismanagement. Putting so-called neutral beings in charge of good and evil turned out to be a really stupid idea.” Angel shrugged. “Not our issue. Our issue is Drak, who’s been spending his Abatu-free years crawling out of the pits and maiming his way back to the top.”
“Why does he want the monkeys?”
“Duh. If he gets the gifts before I do, he’ll use them so chaos can reign forever.”
“That would really suck.” Graddie sighed. “Can’t we get anyone to pay us for this gig?”
“What? Saving the world isn’t enough payment for you?”
“The electric company doesn’t take heroism as payment for a bill that’s three months overdue.”
As if on cue, the lights flickered. Angel and Graddie looked at each other, eyes wide. Then the whole office went dark. The buzzing of the electric appliances, from the computer to the coffee maker, silenced. 
In the quiet darkness, Graddie said, “Told you so.”



Chapter 2
Emily sat at the dining room table eating yet another Lean Cuisine. She’d already taken a shower and tucked herself into Tim’s faded high school football jersey. Her nightly routine was simple. Put on freshly washed jersey. Eat. Brush teeth. Pick book. Make tea. Go to bed. 
Sitting on the table just inches from the plastic tray was her colorful friend. As she ate sesame chicken, she stared at the monkey. Hmm. What was that saying? See no evil. Yeah. Whatever. 
She put down her fork and turned the statue around. Those strands of color were an odd addition. Were they part of the original paint job? Or had someone added them later? 
Abandoning her dinner, she took the monkey to the couch and sat down to study the colors. With the tip of her forefinger, she traced the red line. Electricity jolted through her. The statue tumbled to the floor as she fell backward onto the couch. 
My God. Her heart pounded as heat poured through her. Her skin was so sensitized that the velvety fabric of the sofa brushing her naked thighs offered tiny trills of pleasure. Her nipples hardened, her breasts filled with the ache to know a man’s touch. 
What was going on?
She swore she felt a mouth graze the quivering flesh of her inner thigh. Her breath stalled as she looked down. No one was there. Sheesh. Who had she’d been expecting? 
The sensation repeated on the other thigh. 
Gasping, she reached down and touched the places kissed by ghostly lips. She hadn’t dated, much less taken a lover in the five years since she’d lost Tim. Any time she felt frisky, she took care of it herself. But this …this was different. 
The press of a mouth against her panties, pushing so enticingly against her made her moan. Maybe her loneliness had forced her imagination into overdrive. Or maybe she was finally going crazy. 
All the same, she didn’t want to give up the sensations. She took off her shirt and wiggled off her panties. Then she closed her eyes and let her mind slip fully into the fantasy. 
Hands coasted over her stomach, drifting across her ribs, and then up to torment her breasts. She imagined Tim as fingers found her nipples, rolled them into tight buds. She shuddered and pressed her restless hands against the couch. There was no one to touch or hold; yet somehow she felt the tender weight of a man above her. Felt him drag his lips over her neck, the light rasp of a tongue tasting the spot under her ear. The kiss was unexpected. His tongue thrust into her mouth, and she could almost feel his desperation, his need. 
Her arms lifted to touch the lover that was not there. Yet, her hands stroked the muscled contours of a man’s back. His tight buttocks flexed under her palms. She let her hands wander as she pressed closer, moaning. 
His hard length nestled against her wet heat, nudging her entrance. 
“Please,” she murmured. “Please.”
His cock inched into her. Emily moaned. She hadn’t felt the velvety-smooth penetration in a long time. How could she have forgotten how good sex felt?
When her imaginary lover was sheathed fully, she wrapped her legs around his waist and met his slow, measured thrusts. 
The light hair on his chest abraded her nipples and caused sensations to ripple all the way to the warmth building so deliciously between her thighs. 
Emily felt the pleasure rise sharply. She panted, her nails digging into his ass. He didn’t seem to mind. 
“Oh!” She went over the edge, flying into sparkling bliss. As she rode the crest, she heard him groan. He stilled suddenly, his harsh breath on her neck as he spasmed inside her. 
The next moment, he vanished along with the fullness of him inside her.
Emily took a few minutes, grieving the loss of him—of Tim—before she opened her eyes. She’d felt him as if he’d been real. As if he’d been alive. And while the fantasy had been transcendently fulfilling, the reality left her empty. She was lying on the couch, her body naked, and very much alone. Slowly, she sat up. Sweat beaded the valley between her breasts and she felt a little sore between the thighs. 
After spending a few minutes recovering in the shades of gray room, she needed to see in color again. Yearned for it. So, she scooped up the monkey and nearly wept at the only color she’d seen in five years. She turned it over in her hands and noticed something different. She frowned as she traced the back. The red line had disappeared. 
***
Angel knew someone was following her. 
To get out of the stifling heat and quiet of the dark office, she’d taken a walk. Grady had sashayed down to Dusky’s to flirt with the bartender. Their building wasn’t far from the recently refurbished downtown. Even though it was past closing hours for the shops, the window displays were lit, as were the wrought iron street lamps. Well-trimmed trees sprouted from perfect dirt squares, which alternated with big pots of multi-colored flowers. 
She stopped at a shop window, using its reflection to see who or what might be trailing her. Nothing moved. When she focused on the actual display, she grimaced. Lingerie-draped mannequins showed off Lady Delilah’s Sensual Delights—a store that Graddie frequented. Angel, not so much. She was a practical girl, all the way down to her underwear. 
Everything was so quiet. This town, the Earthly plane, the Otherworld …they were all just too damned still. It made her itchy. She knew she was standing helpless in that awful silence before the thunder roared and the sky cracked open. 
Demon hunting gigs had dropped off sharply about six months ago. Her parents had supposedly retired from the game the minute Angel opened Demon Hunters, Inc. She smiled. Her mother would never stop kicking demon ass. 
She turned away from the shop. Forget waiting. She’d draw out the one following her. She needed some action, and kicking Graddie’s butt at the gym was getting boring. She purposely slowed as she passed a dark alley, and then suddenly turned and ran into it. She knew it was dead end, which meant her tracker wouldn’t have anywhere to go. She positioned herself between the brick wall and a foul-smelling Dumpster. 
She didn’t hear footsteps or the rough breathing of someone running. No, it was pure darkness that entered the alley and overtook it. The miasma was so thick that it nearly suffocated her. Her body felt frozen; she couldn’t breathe. 
“Angelica Mortis,” hissed a terrifying voice. “Thy destiny is upon you. Thou art a daughter of heaven and hell. Thou art the fated ruler of all worlds. Thou art my mate and forever mine.”
What the fuck? 
She opened her mouth, but no words would come out. The edges of her vision darkened and she knew she was going to pass out. She slid to the ground, her breathing erratic. For a split second, she wondered if she were dying. 
A bright light exploded a few feet away. The miasma shattered, and a frustrated scream echoed as the evil released its hold on her. 
Her heart pounded furiously, and she gulped air. Her body trembled and she was shocked to realize that tears dribbled down her cheeks. 
“Angelica Mortis,” said a deep, silky voice. She looked up at the man towering over her. He was dressed in ass-kicking boots, tight leather pants and a loose white shirt. His dark hair was short and spiked and three silver hoops glittered in his right ear. He held a gleaming silver staff; at its top, a round crystal glowed with white light. The guy leaned down and held out his free hand.
Her pride was damaged, but she was too shaken up to refuse his help. She took his hand, and he pulled her to her feet. “Who the hell are you?” she managed in a cracked voice.
“I’m the guy who just saved your life. You’re welcome, by the way.” He looked her over with one eyebrow raised. “Quite frankly, I’m disappointed. I expected more from the daughter of Maggie Mortis.”
Oh, no he didn’t. She made her smile tremble as she gazed soulfully at him. Then she kicked him in the kneecap. He stumbled, and she punched him hard in the solar plexus. He flew backward, and she grabbed his fancy staff right out of his hand. 
He lay stunned against the opposite wall. Well, she was the daughter of a demon. She had über strength. She stood above the stranger and clanged the staff on the concrete. “I asked you a question, asshole.”
He grinned. “I’m Roc. Your new Guardian.”
“Tell me another one. Guardians are minions of the High Council, which hasn’t existed for twenty-five years.” 
“Hey, I’m not a minion.” He climbed to his feet and leaned against the wall, crossing his arms. “The balance between Light and Dark has been teetering for too long. Now, the scales are weighted for the Dark. The Otherworld High Council has been resurrected as a last hope to restore the balance.” 
Angel wasn’t sure what to make of this news. She had never dealt with the Council during her lifetime; hell, she’d only been to the Otherworld a handful of times. Mom was gonna be pissed. She’d been instrumental in dissembling the Council, which had been corrupted by its own power. So far, the four planes of existence had done okay without the bureaucracy of so-called neutral beings. 
“I’m not ruled by the High Council. Go back to the Otherworld and tell them to kiss my ass.”
“Tempting offer,” he said. “It is a delectable ass.”
Angel’s mouth dropped open. God, he was an unrepentant bastard. 
“Drak has conquered hell.” 
Roc kept dropping information bombs so fast that she barely had time to process ‘em. Drak had already become the High King? Shit. She needed to get the demon gifts—fast. 
“Drak is gathering his army to march on the Earthly plane,” said Roc, his eyes flashing with anger. “But first, he wants to woo his queen.” 
“Fabulous. Who’s the lucky girl?”
“You are.” 
Angel rolled her eyes. “I call bullshit.”
***
Emily awoke suddenly, her body soaked with sweat and her heart pounding. The digital clock on her nightstand blinked 2:01 a.m. She sat up and snapped on the tiny lamp. 
Nightmares were nothing new. She often dreamed of the accident. But unlike her waking life, her dreams, terrifying or not, were always in color. Her last image of Tim was his bloodied face, his gaze filled with pain. Those horrors had faded, but watching the light go out of her fiancé’s eyes was not a memory she would ever forget. 
This nightmare had been different. She ran through a cemetery, fear keeping a constant tempo with her heartbeat. The full moon glinted off a marble crypt, and she headed toward it. Relief filled her as she darted through the doorway. She knew somehow that her unknown attacker could not enter here. 
Candles in wall sconces offered dim light in the small, empty building. Against the back wall was a golden altar. Incense sticks lodged around the top emitted thin trails of fragrant smoke. Two fat red candles sat on either side of an empty space.
The idol was missing. 
Suddenly, Tim—perfect and handsome, not bloody and gruesome—appeared. He pointed to the space, and said, “Put your treasure here, Em. Then we’ll be together again.”
Emily swung her legs off the bed and wiggled her toes against the shag carpet. It had all seemed so real. Was her subconscious trying to tell her something important? She couldn’t begin to decipher all the symbols. Or was it …literal? She nearly discarded the thought, but hesitated. If she interpreted the nightmare literally then she had some sort of object that would fit into that alcove. And the crypt existed. And if she did as Tim asked, she would see him again. 
Ever present grief speared her. What was she thinking? The whole concept was ridiculous. So why did it feel like she was on the right track to an ever elusive happiness? One where she could again be with Tim.? Tears crowded her eyes and she fell onto her side and wept into her pillow. When she couldn’t cry anymore, she pried open her puffy, aching eyes. 
From its perch on the nightstand, the purple monkey, in all its colorful glory, stared at her. 



Chapter 3
Emily sat up and swept the monkey into her shaking hands. This was treasure. The only bright spot since the accident. It appeared to be the right height and width for the alcove in her dream. But how would she find the crypt? 
“I’m going crazy,” she whispered to the monkey. 
No, it seemed to whisper back. You’re beautiful and sweet and luscious. Release me, my darling Emily, and I will worship you. 
“Is that really you, Tim?” She closed her eyes and laughed. “Now I’m talking to inanimate objects. God, I’m losing it.”
Trace the lines, came the whisper again. You can unlock my prison. I will taste you and touch you. I will prove my worth to you, and we can be together. 
Nearly an hour had passed since she’d awoken from the nightmare. Maybe she was still in it—a more pleasant alternative than going insane. Only everything but the monkey statue was gray, indicating that she was wide awake. Emily picked up the purple figure, turned it around, and put the tip of her forefinger at the top of the yellow line. She couldn’t deny that the red line had disappeared after she touched it, just like she couldn’t deny that she’d been seduced by …something. 
“Can you take me to Tim?” she asked, her voice raspy. “If I do as you say, can I see him?”
If that is what you wish. 
Emily would trade her own soul to see Tim one more time. Maybe she had gone Looney Tunes, but she didn’t care. A cheap, purple monkey couldn’t hurt her. 
She slid her finger down the yellow line. 
Electricity jolted through her. The statue fell from her hands to the carpet, and Emily fell backwards onto the bed. 
Delicious, sensual fire rolled over her. Ghostly hands and an invisible mouth touched her everywhere—from the sensitive hollow at the base of her throat to the undersides of her ankles. Hot breath on her thighs. Palms cupping her breasts. Lips sliding over one shoulder, while a million tiny fingers stroked her arms, stomach, thighs. 
Then fingers dipped through her curls to tease her swelling clit. 
“It’s not real,” she said. “You’re not real.”
“Yes,” answered a deep voice. “I am.”
Her eyes flew open, but the man above her wasn’t quite solid. And he wasn’t Tim! He was big and muscled, his hair so long it waterfalled onto her arms. 
“This …isn’t right. ”
“Is no sacrifice too great for your beloved?” he asked silkily. “I am trapped by my sins of lust. Only lust can release me. You want me …I can feel your desperate desire. Oh, how you want me.”
The protest died on her lips. She did want this stranger …this half-shadowy man with his secrets. Am I crazy? Guilt stabbed her as she thought about Tim and her love for him. But it had been too long since anyone had held her, had made love to her. She missed Tim so much. And now, whether in her mind or dreams, lust burned bright and hot, and she wanted to feel its power. She wanted to give in to it. 
“Yes,” whispered Shadow Man. “Give in, my darling Emily.”
Her lover slid down her body. He nibbled on her hips and licked her belly. His tongue dipped into her navel and tasted the moisture pearled there. He slid lower still. His hands snaked around her thighs and he pressed his mouth against her wet core. 
She gasped. Her fingers dove into his silky hair, and she tugged lightly. He lifted his head. She looked down at him and met his glittering dark gaze. “Do it again.”
“What?”
“Pull my hair. Hard.”
Emily’s heart skipped a beat. She didn’t know what to make of his request. It was an odd thing to want. All the same …she grabbed two handfuls of his wonderful hair and yanked. 
He groaned then he returned to his torturously erotic attention between her thighs. His wicked tongue darted in and out of her wet heat, the strokes rough and fast. 
Bliss coiled tight and hot. Just as an orgasm threatened to overwhelm her, her lover pulled away.
“Damn it!” she cried. “No!”
Chuckling, he inserted two fingers into her then started licking her again. The thrusts of his fingers matched those of his tongue. Her pleasure coiled tighter and tighter, but just as she might’ve gone over again, he withdrew. 
Frustration rolled through Emily, but not for long. He climbed over her, his hard body sliding oh-so-sensually against her. He teased her entrance with the head of his shaft. 
Doubt crept into her pleasure. Something about making love to this …this creature seemed wrong. Even as her lust consumed her, she couldn’t help but feel she was spiraling into the dark. 
Slowly, he pushed inside her. She shuddered at the sensual feel of his flesh penetrating hers. There was a brief moment of guilt for this minor betrayal of her dead fiancé. All she had now were memories. She’d lived in shadows of a lost love for a long time, so why was it surprising she’d found a shadow man to share her bed?
“Emily,” he whispered. Her name was wrapped in his desire, and it snapped her attention back to pleasure. His hands curled under her shoulders as he moved inside her. It felt as if he lived for her pleasure, for her need. 
She squeezed her eyes shut as she wrapped her legs around his waist. She gripped his shoulders, urging him deeper. She sucked in a steadying breath. Oh, God. It felt so good. He felt good.
Her tender breasts rubbed against his bare chest, her distended nipples received electric thrills with every hard thrust. 
Expertly, her lover rocked his hips, thrusting with just enough force to drive her body to ecstasy. She clenched around him as she flew over the edge. 
His teeth scraped her neck. His groan was a low rumble …more like a growl. Finally, her lover thrust deeply and came hard. His growl deepened as he loosed his hot seed. 
Emily looked into his gaze, still riding the last wave of her orgasm. She saw the red glow in his dark eyes. His smile was filled with rows of sharp teeth and his skin was black as obsidian. Cold fear banked the embers of her lust. He was solid now—as solid as she was. 
“Oh, my God,” she yelled, pushing at his shoulders. He didn’t budge. “What the hell are you?” 
***
“I promise you things are different this time,” said Roc. “Protections are in place, and we have High Council members you’ll trust.”
“Wrong,” said Angel. They sat in her dark office. She’d failed to find chocolate, not even in her secret spot. Damn Graddie. He was a bigger chocolate whore than she was. Sighing, she leaned back in her office chair. “Are you going to leave anytime soon?”
“I was thinking …never.” The sparkly on the top of Roc’s staff (har de har) emitted the only light. “Don’t you enjoy modern conveniences?”
“Yes,” said Angel. “I enjoy them very much. What I don’t enjoy is annoying men parading around with phallic symbols.”
“You get many of those?” he asked deadpan. He rubbed the silver staff suggestively and waggled his brows at her. 
“You’re incorrigible,” she said, trying not to laugh. She would not allow herself to like him. He was the enemy. He was with the High Council, and she knew from her mother what assholes they were …or least, what assholes they had been. Her father, who was a half-demon, had been indentured to them. After the Council disbanded, its slaves had been released. 
“Ooooh. You brought me eye candy,” said Graddie as he sashayed into the office. He was leaning slightly to the left and had a canary-who-ate-the-cream grin. He toddled over and collapsed onto the red velvet couch he’d purchased for “clients.” Since they rarely had clients, Graddie had claimed the monstrosity for his own, which had been his intention anyway. He loved expensing furniture for their business. 
“So, who’s the yum?” Graddie asked. He crossed his legs and looked at Roc critically. Then he sighed dramatically. “Straight. Too bad.” He waved his manicured hands around. “I guess you can have him, Angel.”
“Gee, thanks.” Angel rolled her eyes. “What happened to you? 
“Turns out the bartender at Dusky’s loved what was under my skirt. And I didn’t pay for my drinks all night.”
She gaped at him. “Slut! You got laid and free drinks? You need to shoot for the trifecta, and go buy a lottery ticket.”
“If you would make clients pay actual money, I wouldn’t need to hit the lottery.” Graddie’s drunken gaze slid over Roc again. “So who’s the hottie? Introduce us already. Is he a client? Oh please, please, please be a client!”
“He’s my new Guardian,” said Angel in a saccharine tone. “And the minion of the new Otherworld High Council.” 
“I’m not a minion,” insisted Roc. 
“I could probably absorb this information better if we could turn on the lights. And had the ability to make coffee.” Graddie rubbed his temples. “Yes, I do believe our conversation will require heavy amounts of sobering caffeine. Oh, electricity, how I miss you!” 
“Shut up, Graddie.” Angel felt her face go hot. She sure as hell didn’t feel like she had to impress Roc, but she didn’t want him to know her financial woes, either. She could take care of herself, damn it. Even if the evidence was stacked against her in the form of a pile of overdue bills in her desk drawer.
“You don’t have electricity?” asked Roc, his dark eyebrows winging upward. He pulled a cell phone out of his front pocket and hit a single number. “I’m at the office of Demon Hunters, Inc. Get us electricity. Take care of everything related to this office and to Miss Mortis …and to her partner, Mr. Bradenton.”
Five minutes later, the lights flickered on. Her computer re-booted. And the rest of the office machines beeped to electronic life. 
Graddie looked pleased. “Oh, let’s keep him, Angel. He’s magic.”
“Not the adjective I would use,” she muttered, trying hard to act like she wasn’t impressed. 
“I’ll make the coffee now.” Graddie crossed to the back of the office and entered the door on the far left that led to their very small break room. He shut the door, a not-so-subtle hint that he planned to leave her alone with Fix-It Boy. 
“I didn’t ask you to solve my problems,” said Angel, “so I don’t owe you. You wanna play Robin Hood, that’s okay by me. But don’t expect compensation.”
“Or thanks, apparently.” 
Angel stood up and turned to face him. She looked him in the eyes—his damn twinkling green eyes—and managed through clenched teeth to utter, “Thanks.”
“Wow. Could you at least try to fake sincerity?” 
“Whatever.” She tried to push past him, but he grabbed her arm and yanked her against him. He tossed the staff to the red couch then grabbed her free arm. He pinned her hands to his chest. 
“You need to work on your manners.”
Angel’s gaze dipped to his luscious mouth. Oh, she shouldn’t be looking at him like that. And her heart shouldn’t have thundered in her chest. And she shouldn’t have been the teeniest bit attracted to him. “Are good manners required of demon hunters?”
“No, but most human beings seem to enjoy common courtesy.”
She laughed. “I’m not human.”
“You are a woman,” he breathed, leaning down to nuzzle her neck. “And I’m a man.”
“I’m so glad we’ve clarified our genders.” Angel figured she should pull out of his embrace and probably punch him for daring to assume she’d even consider sleeping with him. It had been a while since she’d been with anyone. Being close to a strong man like Roc was an aphrodisiac. Rare was the man who could keep her interest, much less satisfy her. 
Somehow, she knew that Roc would. He might be the kind of man she never got enough of …the kind of man that would never want to tame her, but could match her in every way. Could bring her to heights of pleasure she fantasized about. Could...
Oh, shit. She was in trouble with a capital T. 
“I see your dilemma,” he said, lifting his head to stare at her. “You can’t decide if you want to kill me …or fuck me.”
“I could fuck you then kill you.”
His lips pulled into an arrogant grin. “Let’s do the first, and then decide from there if you want to try the second.”



Chapter 4
“Maybe I will,” Angel said breathlessly, her lips within tantalizing reach of Roc’s.
He released her suddenly, and she stumbled backward. Damn it. He’d switched tactics. She wanted to be the one to pull away and give a sassy retort. Instead, she was heated and flustered as she watched him walk to the couch, push the staff over, and sit down. 
“You haven’t asked me about the new members of the High Council.”
“Because I don’t care.” Angel was tired of their game. She was also unaccountably stung by Roc’s careless rejection. He seemed hot for her one minute, and then treated her like a speck on his shoe the next. She really wanted to stab him with something sharp. 
Instead, Angel sat down at her desk and dragged the overflowing inbox toward her. She had reports to input and printouts to file. Neither she nor Graddie enjoyed the mundane tasks that came with operating a business, so they both ignored it all. But anything was better than lusting after Roc—even completing databases on closed cases. 
Silence filled up the room as the minutes passed. Graddie had either passed out in the break room or decided to raid the refrigerator. She wondered if he’d found chocolate. 
“You’re stubborn,” said Roc.
“A quality we obviously share.” She pulled another file from the inbox and flipped it open. Faced with the handwritten reports taken months ago from clients she couldn’t remember well, Angel threw in the towel. She swiveled the office chair to face Roc. “Okay, I give. Who’s on the new High Council?”
Roc opened his mouth to answer then hesitated. He canted his head, as if listening, and then he frowned. He stood up, grabbing the staff. “How long does it take for your partner to make coffee?”
Angel shrugged. “Graddie likes a lot of frou-frou with his caffeine. I think he secretly believes he’s a barista.”
Roc strode across the room and opened the door to the tiny kitchen with its single table and two chairs. Angel followed him, suddenly worried. Roc swung his arm out to stop her from entering, but she ducked under and stepped inside. 
Graddie lay on the floor. If she didn’t know better, she’d think he had passed out from his booze ‘n love fest, but his body was too still, his face overly pale. She squatted next to him and rolled him over. 
“Graddie? Graddie!”
***
Emily stood at the entrance to the crypt. It was already dark, and it had begun to rain. The cold drops clung to her lashes and rolled down her cheeks. She pushed on the metal gate barring the entrance and it swung open easily. She hurried inside, and stopped. Once again, lit candles in wall sconces offered dim light. And there, the altar was right where it should be. If I put the monkey in its altar, I’ll see Tim. 
She unzipped her purse and pulled out the garish ceramic statue. Hands trembling, she brought it to the edge of the stone of platform. The statue slipped. She screamed as it tumbled to the stone floor and shattered. 
“Nooooooooo!” Emily shot up, the covers falling away from her nude body. As the nightmare faded, she realized she was in her bedroom. 
She was not alone. 
Next to her, the handsome man she’d somehow conjured slept peacefully. The creature she’d imagined before—the one with red eyes and obsidian skin and sharp teeth—wasn’t there anymore. Wasn’t real, she reminded herself. At least she hoped not. 
But what was real? Maybe she was merely trapped in a delusion of her own making. She shook her head. Any delusion she created would surely have had Tim in it and not some stranger, gorgeous or not. 
Cautiously, she poked at his massive shoulder, “Hello?”
His eyes flickered open. “Hello, my darling Emily.” He rolled onto his side and revealed his rather sizeable hard-on. “I have a present for you.”
She couldn’t help but feel the hot pulse of lust, but this time she wouldn’t give in to it. No, she wouldn’t lean down and lick the soft velvet of his erection. She bit her lower lip. 
“What’s wrong with me?” she asked softly.
“Nothing,” he said. “You will free me, and then you will be happy.”
“Happy?” Emily couldn’t keep her gaze from his rigid length. She couldn’t quite stop herself from crawling between his legs. 
“Are you mine yet?” he whispered seductively. “Forget everything but me, Emily.”
Her lips descended, sliding down his flesh, sucking him deeply. Her body throbbed in primal heat. She felt so overwhelmed by the need to pleasure this man, she could barely breathe. His fingers slid into her hair as she licked and sucked him. 
Emily loved his musky scent, the taste of his maleness. She didn’t want to stop, and soon, she gained a rhythm that made him groan, made him beg for release. She stroked the base of his shaft as her mouth took him. The rhythm she created made him cry out, made him spurt down her throat. She swallowed his cream, triumphant. 
Her Shadow Lover had captured her body, and she couldn’t stop partaking of the nirvana he offered. Deep inside Emily’s mind, she knew something was terribly wrong. She was trapped, and she couldn’t escape. 
***
Angel patted Graddie’s cheeks, afraid to check for a pulse. 
Roc knelt next to her. “What’s that on his neck?”
She peered at the black line intersected with four slanted lines. Graddie didn’t have any tattoos. How the hell had one gotten on his neck? “I don’t know.”
Roc pressed his fingertips against Graddie’s carotid artery. “He’s alive.”
Relief cascaded through Angel. Graddie had been her sidekick and best friend since the third grade, and she didn’t think she could survive without him. 
“Well, he’s not just passed out,” she said. “Something’s wrong.”
“I agree. We need to call a healer.” Roc retrieved his cell phone, but Angel put her hand on his wrist. 
“We’ll call Mrs. P. I trust her. She’ll know what to do.”
Two seconds after Angel’s call, Mrs. Pottersworth, the healer her Mom and Dad trusted implicitly as did Angel, arrived in a puff of red smoke. She was plump, gray-haired, and favored thick sweaters and long skirts. She looked like someone’s Scottish grandmother. Added benefit: Mrs. P who knew everything about everything, mostly because she’d been around for several centuries. 
She was also a dragon. 
“Demon poison,” she said after examining Graddie. “I haven’t seen that symbol in a while.” Her sharp gaze sliced Angel. “The sign of four demons.”
“The prophecy,” said Roc. “That’s not good.”
Angel didn’t care about signs or prophecies. “Can you help Graddie?”
“Of course I can, dear.” She picked up the six foot, 240-pound man as if he weighed no more than a bag of feathers. “I’ll take him to the compound and get him fixed up right as rain.”
Mrs. P carried Graddie into the office.
“I’ll meet you there,” said Angel.
“You have something to do first,” she said mysteriously. “I’ll see you soon, dear.”
Poof! Red smoke rolled through the office. When it disappeared, Mrs. P and Graddie were gone. Angel gathered up the keys to her motorcycle and started shutting down the office equipment. She usually heeded Mrs. P’s advice—or warnings, whatever the case may be. But she was going to the compound.
Roc watched her, saying nothing. Good thing. She would not respond well to any of his crap. In fact, she was itching to kick someone’s ass. Where was a demon when you needed one?
The door to the office slammed open. Angel looked up and saw her mother’s friend Deb striding toward her. Deb’s black, wavy hair had a few gray strands, and there were crinkles around her smile, but time had barely marked the woman. She dressed in a flowery blouse, blue jeans, and brown boots. 
“I’m not sure how much time we have,” said Deb, who wasn’t one to stand on ceremony. “We need to get the cemetery.”
“Sorry, Deb. I don’t have time to hang out in the graveyard tonight.” Angel looked at Roc and explained, “She’s a necromancer. And she’s teaching me.”
“This isn’t training,” said Deb. “I have a ghost named Tim who says his fiancé’s in trouble. We have to find a black-marble crypt in a cemetery.”
“That narrows it down,” said Roc dryly. “Did your ghost say why we have to find it?”
“He says a demon is controlling his fiancé, and that her life’s in danger. The demon is leading her to the crypt tonight.”
Angel shook her head. “On any other night, I’d be there. But Graddie’s sick, and I gotta get to him.”
Deb held up a hand, frowning. “Tim keeps saying ‘see no evil.’”
Angel’s heart nearly stopped beating. “What?”
“His fiancé, Emily, picked up some kind of monkey statue that housed a demon. She accidentally released him …and now she’s bespelled by him.”
“Shit!” Angel strode toward the door, her mind racing. A demon stuck inside a monkey statue. Well, wasn’t that a coincidence? No doubt Drak had been alerted as well. She needed to get there first and get the gift. Mrs. P would take good care of Graddie, and if anyone knew how important the work was, it was her partner. He’d forgive Angel for not staying by his side. 
Angel locked the door and spun around. “Let’s go!”
Deb’s VW van was parked at the curb. Perfect. She got in, adrenaline spiking in her belly. Fear beat a mantra in her mind: Hurry, hurry, hurry. She needed Deb to talk to Tim. Only the ghost could get them to the location. 
Deb rounded the car, slid into the driver side, and turned on the van. The engine sputtered to life. 
Roc stood on the sidewalk, leaning on his staff. As Angel rolled down the window, he muttered a few spell words and the crystal blazed. Then, the staff disappeared. Show-off. Why hadn’t he pulled that little trick before now? 
“What’s going on?” asked Roc.
“Get in,” she said. She debated the merits of inviting him along to her demon ass-kicking party, but what the hell. She’d probably need his help, especially since she was Graddie-less. “I’ll explain on the way.”
***
Emily didn’t drive anymore, especially since the accident. She didn’t even own a vehicle. However, her lover didn’t seem to mind that they had to take the bus. 
Her clouded mind kept her from asking questions, but every so often, she’d surface from the fog and wonder what was happening. Then Shadow Man would smile at her, look deeply into her eyes, and she’d fall into fog once more. 
The nearest stop to the cemetery was six blocks away. With her lover holding her hand, they got off the bus. Cold rain drizzled. The chilly drops pelted her face and dribbled down her neck. The man snapped opened an umbrella and held it over their heads. The thoughtful gesture belied his true nature. She knew he was not kind. She knew, too, that he wasn’t really a man. 
“Ready to go, darling?”
She nodded numbly, and they walked down the sidewalk. The glare from the streetlights highlighted the graffiti-filled walls, the trash-strewn gutter, and the barred windows of the closed businesses. Most were pawnshops interspersed with a beauty shop, a gun store, and a Mexican restaurant with filmy windows. 
The man wore Tim’s clothes, and Emily felt a burble of guilt. She shouldn’t have kept any of his clothes. It wasn’t as though he would ever be able to wear them again. Seeing Tim’s button-down shirt and crisp khakis on Shadow Man made her angry, but the emotion was a dull throb. 
Everything was so wrong. She couldn’t figure out how to change what was happening. 
“Not far now,” he said, his smile flashing. 
Emily trudged beside him, unable to protest. 
The purple monkey sat in her purse. 
Waiting. 



Chapter 5
“Someone left you a monkey statue and a poem in an anonymous package,” said Roc. “And now you have to collect four gifts from cursed demons. Why?”
“Duh. To save the world.” Angel felt horribly anxious. She scanned the streets as Deb followed the directions from the ghost only she could see. Rain pinged against the van. It wasn’t a hard rain, at least not yet. If the weatherman was right, this was gonna turn into a major storm. The defroster kept the front windshield cleared, but the other windows were filmed over. 
For a moment, Angel longed to call her parents and chuck the whole problem into their laps. But they hadn’t raised her to run away or to give in to fear. She knew Drak was after the same gifts, and she’d be damned if he would snake ‘em from her.
Roc seemed follow her line of thought. “Drak will get the gifts either way in his mind, especially since he wants to mate with you.”
Angel shuddered. “Ew. He may be a seething mass of evil, but he’s not stupid. He probably realizes that I’ll kill him first.”
“Kill him?” asked Roc. 
The eagerness in his voice had her turning in her seat to look at him. He lounged in the back seat. His eyes gave nothing away, but she sensed he was very interested in the idea. 
“Figure of speech,” she said, turning back around in her seat. “You know that no one can kill immortal creatures …not even demons. “ Or so it was once thought. Twenty-five years ago, her mother had figured out how to kill demons, but she hadn’t passed along the secret, not even to Angel. Apparently the cost had been high. Almost too high. So Angel did as her family had always done: To capture a demon, you put him into a prism. Her parents made them for her. Prisms were light, easy to use, and unbreakable. 
“We’re here,” said Deb.
Deb pulled into a parking lot. The rain had eased up, but Angel knew it was a mere lull. The storm was coming. She could feel it. She only hoped they found the demon before the weather went crazy. 
The somber building built of white brick sported a sign: Garden Hill Cemetery. The narrow road that led into the cemetery was several feet to the left of the mortuary. The rusted metal chain pulled across and attached to stakes on either side was not exactly high security. A sign near the gate announced visiting hours were between 9 a.m. and 5 p.m. 
Deb parked the van and shut it off. With the headlights off, the darkness surrounded them. Angel understood the dark. She thrived in it. Still, she couldn’t stop the shiver as she remembered being trapped in the alley, and how the terrible miasma had turned her into a quivering mess. She hadn’t quite dealt with what happened. She especially didn’t want to think about how Roc had saved her. 
Deb was having a quiet conversation with Tim, so Angel studied the area. Although everything was neat—manicured lawns, swept sidewalks, garbage-free parking lot—the cemetery was obviously an older one. Good. She doubted they had cameras, but they could have guards. Maybe a service that checked the area every couple of hours. Nothing to worry about. Whatever she couldn’t talk her way out of, she could use her powers of persuasion. Angel was not without certain abilities, though she tried not to use them most the time. Her mother had taught to use her body and her mind first, and to draw on her other talents only if necessary. Power will corrupt, Angelica, you must control it …or it will control you. 
“Tim says the crypt is in the middle of the cemetery,” said Deb in a voice thrumming with urgency, “and that we need to hurry.”
Everyone exited the van. Deb took the lead, her long legs eating up the distance. Angel followed, and Roc strode beside her, quiet. She liked that he didn’t ask a bunch of stupid questions or try to fill up the silence with babbling. He was a stealthy warrior ready for battle. Just on principle, she hated the idea of liking him. He’d saved her, and her pride had been wounded. Underneath that, was fear …fear that she had crumpled so easily when faced with that ugly dark. 
Gah! Angel didn’t want to think about it anymore. So, she cataloged her own assets. For weapons, she had daggers, two on each side of her white boots, which had slotted compartments to fit the blades. She wasn’t exactly dressed for battle. Her ass-kicking clothes, like the prisms, were made by her parents. 
Tonight, she wore white jeans and a white T-shirt. Even her leather jacket was white. Graddie was forever trying to get her to wear some color, but he always went for out-there shades that made her flinch. She missed him already, and prayed he was safe. Her drag queen partner could throw a punch like Mike Tyson and pin bad guys with a well-placed stiletto. Her heart squeezed. She wanted to see him with her own eyes—just to know he really was okay. 
“There it is,” said Roc. 
The black marble crypt was small—maybe ten feet wide and nearly as tall. They were approaching from the south side, so they couldn’t really see the front of it. The closer they got, the slower and quieter they all were. Deb stopped about twenty yards away and leaned against an ancient oak tree. 
“This is as far as I go,” she said. 
Deb was not a fighter. She could raise the dead, in any state of decomposition, without batting an eyelash. But she loathed the idea of harming others, even those who might deserve a little pain and suffering. Angel had no such qualms. 
“I know you can’t see Tim, but he said he would try to help.” She patted the tree. “I’ll wait for you.”
Somehow, Angel knew Roc could be relied on in a tough situation. She might not admit it, but she was glad for the back-up. 
Angel and Roc hurried up the slight incline. Just as they reach the south wall, the rain returned with a vengeance. Angel was soaked in seconds, but it didn’t matter. She shut everything else out of her mind and focused on their goal. She scuttled along the wall, turned the corner, and slipped toward the doorway. Lights sputtered. She stopped at the edge of the entrance and peeked around it. 
Candles offered dim light in the dark space. She saw a tall, well-built man that she immediately pegged as demon. They could walk around as humans, but they couldn’t get rid of the sulfur stink. Her gaze shifted to the thin, trembling woman. Emily. And she didn’t look good. 
Angel scooted back and leaned toward Roc. “We’ll surprise them, but that’s our only advantage. I don’t know what it is I’m supposed to get …or how.”
“You’ll figure it out,” he said. His confidence in her sounded sincere, and Angel felt better. She slipped out a dagger from each of her boots and hurried into the crypt with Roc right behind her. 
***
Emily fought the hold Shadow Man had on her. She felt stronger somehow, and she surfaced from the mind-fog and backed away, clutching her purse. That purple monkey was the key to this whole mess, and she knew that she couldn’t let him have it. Not for anything. 
“Trace the last line,” he growled. “Place the statue in the alcove. Free me!”
“Why are you bound to it?” she whispered. 
“It does not matter. Do as I say!” He lifted his arm as though he meant to strike her. To her shock, an invisible force flung his arm away. Then he was pushed backward. 
Emily gaped as Shadow Man fought with this unseen foe. She looked at the doorway with longing and realized she could escape. 
***
When Angel and Roc entered the inner sanctum, the tall man was flush against the right wall flailing. He seemed to be pinned by the neck and his fists were wildly punching at nothing. Angel couldn’t see ghosts, but she could sense their energy. It appeared Tim was helping them out in a big way. 
Emily looked at them, her eyes wide and glazed. She huddled in the opposite corner hugging her purse, her thin body quaking as tears tracked her cheeks. Pure fear lit her gaze. 
Without consulting about who was doing what, Roc headed toward the demon. Angel hurried toward Emily. “My name’s Angel. I’m here to help you.” She gestured to the altar with its lit candles and strange alcove. “Do you have an idol to put there?”
Emily nodded. Her fingers were embedded in the purse, and Angel wasn’t sure if she could pry it out of the woman’s hands. 
“He tricked me,” she whispered. “He’s a bad man.”
“I know.” Angel sheathed her knives then slipped her hands under the purse and tugged it. “C’mon, honey. Let go.”
Emily’s fingers unclenched, and Angel took the freed bag, unzipped it, and pawed through the contents. The purple monkey was crudely crafted. Angel couldn’t believe that such a thing was the vessel of the demon and its gift. Emily moaned in terror, covering her eyes with her hands. Damn, so this ugly thing was the idol. Shit. Tracking down the other three vessels would be a much harder task than she thought. 
“Noooo!” screamed the demon. Whatever had been wrestling with him must’ve stopped, because the demon dropped to its knees. Roc stood over him with his silver staff. The crystal glowed brightly, causing the demon to shield its face. “She must trace the last line. She must free me!”
“Free a demon?” Angel laughed. “I don’t think so, buddy.”
“He’s right,” said Roc. “You can only get his gift if you unbind him from the object.”
How the hell had he known that? Angel examined the monkey and saw the thin white line that was drawn on its back. 
“The finder is the keystone,” said Roc. “Emily must do it.”
“No,” said Emily. She shook her head. “I won’t.”
Angel didn’t have time for drama. She grabbed Emily’s hand, and though Emily squawked in protest, Angel still managed to draw the woman’s forefinger down the white line. It disappeared, and the monkey began to vibrate. 
“Put it in the alcove,” barked Roc. 
Angel obeyed only because he seemed to know what to do. They’d have a chat about his know-how after this whole thing was over. He seemed to know a lot more about the situation than he’d let on, and he was going to spill or get his but kicked when the time came.
The moment the monkey was pushed into the hollow, two beams of purple light shot out from it. One encompassed the demon. As soon the light hit him, his human form disappeared. The demon was nearly seven feet tall, his obsidian skin scaly, and his eyes glowed red. He growled in frustration, but obviously couldn’t move. 
The second spear of light enveloped Emily. The human woman was flung against the wall, her limbs askew. 
Angel watched in horror as the life force of both was drained away. The demon screamed like a feral animal; but Emily’s open mouth offered no sound at all. She moved toward the tormented woman, not sure what she planned to do. 
Roc was suddenly beside her. He yanked her backward and clasped her hands within one of his. “I’m sorry, Angel, but this is the way it works.”
She looked at up, so pissed off she wanted to knee him in the balls. “What the hell is going on?”
He didn’t answer. He didn’t need to. The purple monkey was obviously sucking the energy out of the demon and his victim. But why? Helplessly she watched, and so did Roc. His expression was blank, his eyes has hard as stone. 
Emily died first. 
The light released her. She slumped to the ground, her skin waxy gray and her eyes unseeing. Her body was crooked at an odd angle as though she’d been doll carelessly tossed. 
The demon resisted much longer. He looked at them, his red eyes dimming. His body twitched. “Fifty years ago, a prophecy uttered by the sage Oran shook the foundations of Hell,” he said, his deep voice reverberating off the walls. “My demon brothers and I were among those who believed Orana. We stole the four gifts from Abatu, and sealed our fates. We became guardians of the objects, trapped within their vessels until our keystones released us.” Black blood dribbled from his nose and mouth. “I thought I would be free. I should’ve known that Abatu would include us in the sacrifice.”
His eyes went glassy, and his body convulsed one last time. 
Angel went cold. “Abatu? I thought he’d tried to take over hell twenty-five years ago.”
“The lower kings constantly fight for High King. They’re immortal, so they have eternity to scramble for power,” said Roc. Angel wanted to bop him. She was a demon hunter, and a descendent of Abatu. She knew how it all worked. 
Roc knelt at the demon’s side. “Demons can’t be killed, but he’s dead.”
At that moment, the creature’s corpse dissolved into ash. Angel wasn’t sure if it was the delayed result of the purple beam or if Roc had somehow done it. She glanced at the poor, tangled form of Emily. Her body remained intact. 
The monkey in its alcove cracked. The pieces dropped away, revealing its prize. Angel plucked out a gold spiky sun token, which was as big as a bottle cap. “This is the gift?”
“The power of the sun,” said Roc. He stood up. “May I see it?”
She was reluctant to give it to him, but didn’t resist when he plucked it from her fingers. He stared at it, and for a moment she saw him look at it with unaccountable longing. It was a mere flash of emotion, and she couldn’t be sure she’d interpreted right. 
The staff had disappeared again. Roc held the sun in one hand and with his other; he took her wrist and brushed his thumb against her pulse point. “Do you trust me?” he asked.
She looked at him, flummoxed. “Hell, no.”
“Good enough.” He pushed the middle of the sun and its spikes curved down. Then the bastard shoved the gold object on to her wrist. 
“What are you doing?” she yelled, trying to pull out of his grip. 
“What must be done, Angelica.” 
The tiny blades sunk into her skin. Ten spikes of pain caused her to cry out, and she regretted that small show of weakness. Hatred stabbed her with poisoned blades. Bastard! The pain radiated down her arm and throbbed in her shoulder, up her neck, and right into her jaw. Her teeth nearly vibrated with the awful sensations, and it took all her effort to remain upright. 
The sun burrowed into her flesh until its flat face was part of her. Then the blades straightened out, their shiny arms visible underneath her pale skin. 
Angel stared at the object embedded in her wrist. Blood seeped from the edges and dripped onto the floor. With the last of her energy, she socked Roc in the jaw. 
He staggered back. His expression made her smile …and then she passed out. 
***
Emily awoke in daze. The first thing she noticed was that she could see color. The glory of the green-leafed trees pitched against the cloudless blue sky dazzled her. Somehow, she’d gone from that dismal crypt to sitting on a wooden bench wearing her favorite yellow sundress and strappy sandals. 
“Em?”
She turned and saw Timothy walking toward her. Behind him, she saw a well-worn path that obviously led to a gleaming city in the distance. With a cry of happiness, she leapt from the bench and threw herself into his arms. He hugged her tightly, and she wept, so thrilled was she to feel his arms around her. 
“Am I dreaming?” she asked. “I don’t think I could take it if I thought I could wake up from this.”
“You died, Emily. You’re in the next world. I’ve been waiting for you.”
She took a moment to consider his words, and realized he spoke the truth. She hadn’t taken her own life, not in a traditional sense. She’d managed to go on with her life, even it had been hollow, and would have continued to do so if not for the demon’s trick. But seeing Timothy now, she couldn’t regret her choices. Her relief and joy at being with him were so palpable she could almost taste the emotions. “I did some terrible things,” she said.
“No,” said Tim, his blue eyes twinkling and his familiar grin reassuring. “You didn’t.”
He took her hand, and together, they walked into eternity.



Chapter 6
A week later, Angel sat on the velvet red couch in her office. It was after midnight, the businesses on this street had closed hours ago, and the traffic had died down to the occasional taxi. The silence was getting to her. She missed Graddie’s wisecracks, the way he filled up a space. It didn’t help her mood that most of the office was dark; only the small lamp on her desk was on. Morose wasn’t close to how she felt right now. 
Graddie was still at the compound. Mrs. P had saved him, as promised, but her friend remained in and out of consciousness. One of the slanted marks of his new tattoo had disappeared. 
Mrs. P had made the connection between Drak and the damned tattoo. 
Drak put the mark on Graddie, who was now a human countdown clock. He was also the High King’s insurance; so long as Angelica played nice, Graddie would stay alive. Getting rid of the poison was one thing, lifting the curse was another. 
Her parents had been noticeably absent. They called her every day, as usual, but she knew when she was getting the run-around. They were up to something, but she couldn’t figure out what. What she did know was that Mom and Dad were aware of the prophecy, and had known Angelica was part of it. It felt as if she were being betrayed in every corner of her life. First, Roc’s withholding at he cemetery, and now she’d practically given herself a migraine trying to figure out why her parents hadn’t been forthcoming with this information earlier. Drak hadn’t tried to take her gift or offer another marriage proposal. She was confused about why he hadn’t even tried to beat her to the sun charm. The other shoe would drop soon, she was sure. 
Stress bunched her shoulders and made her head throb. The new addition in her wrist itched and resisting the urge to scratch was testing her self-control. Roc had only tried to approach her once after what had happened in the crypt. 
She’d taken his staff and cracked his skull with it. 
Angelica felt the swirl of magic and was too tired to get really pissed off. Gah! It was as if by thinking about him, she’d conjured him. 
“Go away,” she said, her voice weary. 
“No.” 
Roc sat on the other end of the couch and drew her booted feet on his lap. She eyed his crotch, but just wasn’t in the mood to squish his family jewels. He pulled off her boots and her thick socks, and then pushed up her pant legs and starting massaging her feet and calves. 
“What are you doing?” She was annoyed that his hands felt good. The tension started to drain, and resentment curled in her belly. It would be stupid to give up a free massage just because she was angry at Roc. Or so she told herself. It wasn’t that she enjoyed his touch or that her body began to hum in anticipation. When did you start lying to yourself, girl?
He didn’t answer her question, and she didn’t expect him to. Other questions begged for answers, but she didn’t feel like asking them. She’d been bereft this last week without Graddie around. Her life was in upheaval, which totally sucked. The prophecy hadn’t been fully revealed to her, and she wasn’t looking forward to knowing the whole deal. 
“You need to relax,” said Roc. 
“Is that the advice of my Guardian?” she sneered. She didn’t consider him her Guardian. She didn’t recognize the High Council’s power to assign her jack shit, let alone a Guardian. She’d made that more than clear right before she’d beaned him on the head with his own weapon. 
“You’re attracted to me,” he said. 
“You’re an arrogant bastard.”
“True.”
Angel re-considered kicking him in the crotch. Then she shrugged. Why lie? “Yeah, okay. We got sparks, but so what?”
He stopped his wonderful massage. She bit back a protest. He stood up and offered her his hand. She looked up at him, feeling lazy. One eyebrow rose. He wiggled his fingers, and with a huge sigh, she clasped his hand and he pulled her to her feet.
He drew her into his embrace and kissed her. 
Sparks? More like a nuclear explosion. Her whole body went molten. Her lower bits clenched with desire. The man had shoved a magical object into her flesh, and later, had informed her that he intended to shove in three more. Oh, and that he’d known about the monkeys all along. So, why was her body betraying her like this to her enemy?
Anger broke from the building lust and stopped kissing him. “I don’t like you.”
“I know.” His lips coasted over her jaw to nuzzle her neck. 
“We shouldn’t do this …whatever this is.”
“You’re right. We shouldn’t.” His hands snuck under her shirt and cupped her breasts. She hardly ever wore a bra, a fact Mr. Smarty Pants obviously knew. His fingers tweaked her nipples, and she sucked in a startled breath. 
“I’m really pissed off at you,” she said, but the words were ineffective because a moan punctuated the end of her sentence. “Roc…”
“Shut up,” he murmured as he unbuttoned her pants, and then his own. She was wild for him, and that should have shamed her...but it didn’t. Instead, her hands found his length, and she stroked the hardening flesh between her palms. She wanted him inside her. Stupid, Angel. This is so stupid. 
Lust was not a logical emotion. 
Before she could protest, he turned her, sliding her pants down to her thighs. His fingers slid her opening, and she moaned at his touch.
He leaned over her back. “I love how wet and hot you are for me.”
“Stop talking,” she said through gritted teeth, fighting the next moan as the swollen head of his cock replaced his fingers. “Condom?” 
“On already.” And with that, he slid inside her so deep that Angel moaned her joy. His large shaft stretched her and filled her until she wanted to weep. 
One of his hands clamped her hip and the other snaked around to rub her excited, swollen clit. She clawed at the cushions, her toes barely touching the floor as he thrust into her without mercy. 
The orgasm hit her hard, and she screamed. After her climax, she heard his low groan. He plunged deeply, and came, his nails biting into her ass. 
For a long moment, they didn’t nothing but breathe. Then, Roc withdrew and went to the bathroom to clean himself up. Angel, uncertain how to feel, took a moment to arrange pull her pants up. Her face burned scarlet. 
What the hell was wrong with her? 
She wiped a smudge from her white leather pants and stood up, trying to act nonchalant. Inside, a whirlwind of emotions claimed her. She tried to sort through them and pick one to flail him with. 
“Let me guess. You regret it. You never want it to happen again. I should take a flying leap.” 
“I guess you don’t need me to participate in the conversation, do you?” asked Angel.
He sauntered across the room. “I don’t regret it. And I fully intend for it to happen again and again.”
Her pulse leapt in response to the rough possession in his voice. Oh God. How freaking girly-girl was that? 
“Sorry, pal. Only one fuck per minion of the High Council.” She tried to push past him, but he wouldn’t allow it. “Don’t make me break your kneecaps.”
He enchained her wrists, brought her close, and stared at her so tenderly that she felt her heart turn over in her chest. “I like you, too, Angel.”
Then he kissed her. 
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A Charming Death 
(do us part)
A Magical Cures Mystery Halloween Short Story
Tonya Kappes
June Heal and Oscar Park’s upcoming nuptials are sending the Dark Sider and Good Sider spiritual in a tail spin on this All Hallow’s Eve wedding celebration. Aunt Helena wants Junes to have a Good Sider ceremony, while Aunt Eloise wants Oscar to have a Dark Sider ceremony. When one of the Aunts is poisoned, June and Oscar aren’t sure they will have enough time to figure out who is sabotaging their wedding before Mr. Prince Charming walks her down the aisle?



Chapter 1
Something slightly sinister was in the air. Hanging over the village like a heavy fog. Normally, I would’ve blamed it on the upcoming All Hallows’ Eve celebration, but I knew better.
This morning was different than most mornings in Whispering Falls. The sky told me. The breeze lifted the leaves on the trees, swaying back and forth, whistling as they swung. A few of the dead leaves danced in circles in the middle of the street before dispersing. 
The steps in front of my shop, A CHARMING CURE, were still wet from the morning dew. Bursts of smell from the morning incense cleansing ritual popped around me as I noted the shadows of the incense smoke looked like stalking cats. 
If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought Eloise Sandlewood had used a different cleansing palette this morning rather than her normal bouquet of fragrance. And I wouldn’t have put it past her.
“No, she isn’t.” Aunt Helena’s voice shook the windows from inside my shop. Her mood veered sharply to anger. I had taken solace from the feuding aunts on the outside steps of my shop.
“They,” Eloise shot back, emphasizing they in her temper flare up. “They will as the powers of be say it shall.”
“Shall my…my. . .my,” Aunt Helena stuttered. 
“I hear they are still not in agreement?” Isadora Solstice, Izzy for short, stood at the end of the walkway near the ornamental gate of my shop. Her long blond hair swooped to the side over her thin shoulders, draping down her black blouse that was neatly tucked into a black A-line skirt that hit below her knees. Where her skirt ended, her tall black pointy lace-up boots began.
The heels of her boots clicked on the sidewalk as she hurried through the tunnel of dripping wisteria vine hanging from the trellis.
“What is it they are fussing over?” Her long thin hand drew up to her face as she leaned toward the door behind me. 
“I’m telling you right now.” Eloise’s words had a bite. “My best friend was Darla Heal. Darla would’ve wanted June to have the Dark-Sider blessing!”
“Of course she did.” Aunt Helena had a powerful, vigorous voice. “Darla Heal wasn’t a spiritualist. She didn’t know the importance of a spiritualist union! Especially since our families come from opposite ends of the chain!”
I shook my head from side to side, letting the edges of my black bobbed haircut hit the tip of my nose. I could just imagine what was going to happen if I didn’t stop this nonsense right here, right now.
“They are fighting over which spiritualist rituals will be performed at our wedding. Dark-Sider versus the Good-Sider thing.” Neither matter to me. I just wanted to get married to Oscar.
I got up and breathed an exasperated sigh and tugged the edges of my wool cloak around my neck. The weather had turned chilly. Unseasonably so. 
“Where are you going?” Izzy pushed herself back up to standing, her posture perfect with her hands clasped in front of her. The crystal eye on her snake ring glistened.
“I have to stop them before they destroy my shop.” With a helpless wave of my hands, I turned, ready to face them.
“Or they will kill each other.” Izzy cackled.
“I’m not worried about them.” I gave Izzy one last look and frowned. “Would you like to go in there and settle this for me?”
She put her hands in the air, with a smile on her face, “I’d eat a bucket full of frog eyes before I step into that war zone with those two.”
Giving myself a little more time, I watched Izzy dart across the street to her shop, Mystic Lights. I couldn’t stop myself from smiling as I remembered the first time I stepped foot in her store, not knowing it was a disguise for her talented gift of reading a crystal ball and seeing into the future. 
“Just tell them to go to hell,” the voice echoed from the bottom of my bag strapped across my shoulder. 
“You tell them.” I dug my hand deep in the bag and brought out Madame Torres, my own snarky crystal ball that had helped me get out of a few sticky situations. 
The sun was starting to rise above the mountainous hollow of Whispering Falls, Kentucky and reflected on Madame Torres’s ball. Her face took up the entire glass globe. 
“It’s your wedding. Besides, you and Oscar didn’t grow up as spiritualists.” Her purple eye shadow laden lids drew down; her long black lashes drew back up in a dramatic sweep. Her red lips thinned. “I don’t see why you don’t just elope.”
“It won’t help solve the issue of the Dark-Sider marrying a Good-Sider.” Coming from two different worlds in the spiritualist community never crossed my mind when my fiancé, Sheriff Oscar Park, asked me to marry him. “When I was Village Council President and combined the two worlds, I just hoped everything would be resolved. But I guess not.” 
“I’ll tell you one thing I’m not doing.” Madame Torres appeared bright-eyed and bushy-tailed in the confines of glass crystal ball. “I won’t be taking orders from Oscar Park or his little girly wand.” She harrumphed, “He’s like a little fairy twirling that wand around!”
“Girly wand?” I shook my head and dropped her back in my bag. “The last thing I need is for you to misbehave like the rest of the family.”
Meow. The sweetest little white fur ball jumped on the top step and rubbed his body in and out, between my ankles.
“I can always count on you.” I picked up my other familiar, Mr. Prince Charming, and rubbed down his back before putting him back on the ground. There was a small yellow ball next to my foot. “Where in the world did you get this?” I rolled my eyes and picked it up, taking a look at it. 
Mr. Prince Charming was known for bringing charms for my charm bracelet to keep me safe and protected, but he’d never brought me a toy. 
He danced by the door of the shop, wanting to go in. His long white tail swayed back and forth like a graceful dance. 
I threw the ball down the steps and reluctantly pushed the door open.
“I’m not going to stand for this!” Aunt Helena raised her hand in the air, the long sleeve of her cloak falling down to her bicep. “June is a Heal! Not a Park!”
“Not yet,” Eloise said coyly, her mouth turned up in a biting grin.
“Stop it!” I screamed at the top of my lungs before Aunt Helena could bring her hand to the ground and throw around whatever spell she’d concocted in her pretty little red head of hers. 
“June, dear.” Aunt Helena swept across the floor in a fluid motion and curled the edges of the red cloak around her. “You must not marry a Park. It is just beyond our spiritual ethics to get married to a Dark-Sider, much less use one of their rituals.”
“I protest!” Eloise slid up on the other side of me. Her emerald eyes had a flame of defiance in them. “Oscar will not get married without the Spirit of the Dark Knight blowing in the midnight hour. It’s not fitting for a Wizard to marry without it. It’s like you’d be taking away everything he stands for.”
Aunt Helena stepped in front of me. 
“What about what June stands for?” Aunt Helena’s eyes hooded like a hawk, her thin jaw set. “We must have the ancestral dance performed at midnight!”
“You will have to wait until twelve o’five.” Eloise crossed her arms across her chest. 
“You will have to wait until twelve o’five.” Aunt Helena jabbed her long fingernail into Eloise’s chest. 
“My Goddess!” Eloise smacked the finger away.
“Stop it!” I stepped in between them and outstretched my arms for them to each take a different corner of the room. “Oscar and I will take care of it.” I wasn’t sure how and I didn’t care, I just wanted them out so I could get started on my All Hallows’ Eve decorations and annual festivities. 
“Oh sure you will,” Eloise’s voice dripped with sarcasm. 
“What does that mean?” I asked and watched Mr. Prince Charming curl up into a ball on the counter next to the cash register where he loved to lay. 
Eloise and Aunt Helena gave each other a polite nod and walked toward each other as though they were putting their differences aside. 
“You certainly can’t have a Native American wedding ceremony when neither of you are even a tiny bit of that heritage.” Aunt Helena rolled her eyes and nudged Eloise with her elbow. 
Agreeing reluctantly, Eloise made a grudging sound.
“For your information, Oscar and I love K.J. and his family. His father had done so much for me and this shop before he died. We respect their culture and are honored K.J. agreed to perform our wedding ceremony at midnight on All Hallows’ Eve after the Whispering Falls festivities shut down.” I pointed to each of them. “You two can either come or not, but I won’t change my mind about K.J. and what kind of ceremony will we be having.”
“We shall see about that!” Aunt Helena drew her hand in the air, sending it down in a fast motion to her side, disappearing in a cloud of red smoke, but not without the potion bottles on the display tables wobbling on their base. 
“This is something I must talk to Oscar about.” Eloise bit the edge of her lip. 
Both of us were taken out of the moment when there was a knock on the door. We turned to look. The time on the wall clock read it was time to turn the closed sign to open and this disagreement was over. . .for now. 
“Good morning, Constance.” I never thought I’d be so happy to see funeral home director of Two Sisters and a Funeral, Constance Karima standing at my shop door at nine a.m. 
“Patience has gone crazy!” She shoved her five-foo-tall round frame into the door, knocking me out of the way with her forearm, not missing the toes of my shoes first. 
“Owww,” I howled and hopped on one foot, grabbing the other with my hand. 
“I’m telling you I don’t have time for all of this.” Constance twirled her hand in the air. “I’ve got a funeral set for this week. Patience has gone nuts! She’s talking to herself. Laughing at herself. Nuts! I need your help!”



Chapter 2
“June, I’ll let you take care of this,” Eloise stood behind a heavy breathing Constance, making small circles around her ear and pointing to Constance. 
Sure Constance Karima and her twin sister, Patience, were a little strange, but mostly harmless (my toes currently begged to differ). I’d never met a normal funeral home director, especially these two. And they could see ghosts. A spiritual gift I was so glad I didn’t have. 
“And don’t forget you and Oscar are coming to get me tonight so we can go to the rehearsal dinner together.” Eloise referred to mine and Oscar’s rehearsal dinner—Amethyst Plum, owner of Full Moon Treesort (the only bed and breakfast in our village), had offered the main lodge to host and we were very grateful for her generosity. 
Her eyebrows rose. She hesitated as though she were waiting for me to confirm.
“I’ll have Oscar call you.” I flipped the sign on the door to OPEN and held it for her to walk out. 
I stepped out of the way for a couple of customers. I nodded and grinned as they walked in, shutting the door behind them once inside trying to keep out the stray leaves that had danced up and landed on the threshold of the shop door due to the burst of gusty wind. 
“How are you today?” I moseyed over to the customers. 
“We love your town.” The shorter of the two women, the one with the heart-shaped face, had thinning dark hair neatly combed back at the nape of her neck. She wore silver-rimmed glasses, a pale blue logoed long-sleeved Polo shirt and a pair of khaki pants. 
“Would you like some warm apple cider?” I asked. It didn’t take using my intuition to tell me the goose pimples on her neck meant she was cold.
“We would love some.” The other customer stepped up looking fresher than a daisy. Her white hair hung to her shoulders. Her deep blue eyes popped against the peach colored lipstick. Silver chunky earrings hung discreetly from her lobes. Silver bracelets jingled on her wrists as she picked up the different potion bottles, unscrewing the top, taking a deep whiff, and then replacing the bottle back on the display table, albeit not in the correct spot. 
“Great, you are going to love it.” I curled a piece of my black hair around my ear and turned on the heels of my black wedge boots to walk over to the nook next to the door where I had a small table with a cauldron full of warm apple cider fresh from A Gathering Grove Tea Shoppe. 
I walked over to the warm cider and closed my eyes. I straightened my shoulders, took a nice long, deep breath, alerting my intuition to get a vibe of what these women really needed from me.
“Junnnne.” Constance drew out the syllables of my name with a whining tone. “I told you I need you to help me.” 
“I’ll be right with you, Constance.” I held a finger her way, ran my hands down my black sweater and tugged the edges over my jeans.
Constance’s green eyes scowled at me. Her lips and jaw clamped tightly in anger. The Karmina sisters did not like to be dismissed. They were pretty pushy and she wasn’t going to stand down. 
“Hurry up.” She ran her hands down her red housedress and scooped up Mr. Prince Charming off the counter and buried her face into his fur. “Good, kitty, kitty, kitty.”
Mr. Prince Charming wriggled and wriggled until he was dragged back into her grip and nestled up against her bosom. 
“You sure are a fiery little cat.” She tucked him up under her armpit and used her free hand to push her glasses back up on the bridge of her nose. 
“Here you go.” I held the china teacups of cider out for the two customers to take. “How can I help you today?” I asked in my best honeyed voice. 
“My daughter here is getting married.” The fancier of the two women patted the shorter one. 
“Congratulations.” I clapped my hands together in front of me and turned my attention to the bride-to-be. “I’m getting married tomorrow. When is your wedding?”
The mother stepped in front of us; the daughter took a step back, head to the ground. One hand picked at skin next to the nail on her other hand. 
“Her hair is falling out and it needs to be restored. This is some sort of homeopathic place. We’ve tried everything and nothing works.” The cantankerous woman continued to babble. 
My intuition began to take over. My heart beat faster and faster at the anxiety the mother was giving me and I wasn’t even her daughter. 
“I mean look at her.” The mom stepped aside and put her hands out to display her daughter. “There is no way her hair is going to be nice and full like yours.” She reached out to touch my hair and I tilted my head away to the side. Slowly the mother pulled her hand out of the air and away from my personal space. 
“I know I can help you.” I smiled, narrowed my eyes and directed my comment to the mother. “Do you love begonias?”
“I do.” The mother drew her hand up to her chest. 
“Ordonata to be specific.” I let out a long sigh as the sweet smell of the begonia circled around my ankles, up my legs, taking a couple of twists around my waist before it shot up in my nose. It was the mother who needed the potion, not the daughter.
“How would you know that?” she asked with sharp eyes and pressed lips.
“Woman’s instinct.” I took her by the elbow and walked her to the wall, getting her closer to the empty bottles in which I put my custom potions. I wanted her vibe to fill the space. The bottles would pick up on her aura and let me know which bottle was best for the potion I was going to create. “You look like a woman who would love a nice begonia.”
“Yes.” She pulled away from me. “But this is for my daughter, not me.”
I turned my head to the side and glanced back at the daughter, giving her a little wink. A big smile crossed her lips and her eyes twinkled. 
The bride-to-be and I both knew her mom was the issue. 
“I’m going to give you both a nice product to use. For you, I’m giving you some wonderful lotion to put on your feet at night.” My eye slid over to the bottles on the wall. One was glowing. “The mother-of-the-bride has to keep herself up too. And your feet will take a beating with all the planning and I bet you are going to do a lot of dancing.” 
“Oh, we have a twelve piece orchestra and a live dance band.” Her shoulders lifted, her blue eyes lit up. “You know,” she leaned in closer to me and whispered, “I am a tad bit stressed about this hair business. I’d love a special foot lotion.”
“Perfect.” I winked and nodded as though she were telling me a secret I didn’t already know. “I’m going to go right behind my counter and mix up some wonderful herbs that will help do the trick. For both of you.” I assured her, but knew the real potion was going to be for her. “I’ll be right back.” I pointed toward the cauldron of cider. “You go on and get you a refill on that cider.”
The woman and her daughter hurried over to the cauldron. 
“June, it’s my turn.” Constance set Mr. Prince Charming down. He scurried off before she could get her hands on him again. 
“Constance, I’m going to have to come down and visit with you when I’m not so busy.” The bell above the door dinged. The wind whipped in along with a few giggles from the entering customers. “I will talk to Patience and see what I can do for her. But you and I both know that Number One in the By-Laws states that spiritualists can’t read other spiritualists without their permission.”
“I’m not asking you to read her. She’s lost her marbles and I know it, so you need to give her something to fix it.” Constance shoved her hands deep in her fluffy hips, her beady eyes stared at me, magnified under her glasses. 
“I’m not a doctor. I can’t promise anything, but I do promise I’ll come down there and see her.” I patted her on the back before I walked behind the counter and disappeared behind the partition that kept my real potion cauldron out of sight. 
Tourists had no idea Whispering Falls was full of witches and psychics. And our stores were truly fronts for our gift. We liked to refer to our little community as spiritualists. Spiritualist was a happy term to the ear, more so than the negative connotation the word witch gives people.
We definitely weren’t the wart-on-the-nose witches, more of the wanting to help make the world a better place—and this bride-to-be definitely needed me. 
I flipped on the cauldron and ran my finger down the line of ingredients on the wall behind me. 
“Okay,” I talked to myself and touched the special ingredient bottles. “Let’s get to work.”
My soul lifted and a spark lit inside me. The stress of Aunt Helena and Eloise melted away as I did what I loved. 
The Argentum Nitricum bottle shimmered and glowed at the touch of the pad of my finger. I plucked the bottle and uncorked the top, dropping a couple dashes into the cauldron. The mixture of the base of the potion and the Argentum Nitricum didn’t froth and boil.
“Needs something else.” I replaced the special ingredient back on the shelf and continued touching the rest that followed. “Skullcap.” I bit back the thoughts in my head and resisted grabbing the Asafetida, which was used in exorcisms. I held in a giggle thinking about slipping some into Aunt Helena and Eloise’s drinks. “Skullcap,” I said again, resisting the urge to stick the bottle in my pocket. “I could give them a little Skullcap to stop stressing,” I whispered to myself. 
Mr. Prince Charming came around the corner of the counter. A couple of seconds later the small yellow ball I had thrown off the steps of the shop showed up. 
“Mr. Prince Charming.” I groaned. “Don’t be dragging nasty toys in here.”
Hiss. He batted the air before he scampered back around the counter. I kicked the ball with my toe to get it out of the way. It rolled back. I ignored it as I heard someone approaching.
“Good morning, June!” Faith Mortimer walked around the corner and poked her head around the partition before she stuck her purse under the counter. “I’ve got a great idea for the window.”
The perky blonde bounced on her toes in delight. She wore a pair of jeans, pink Chuck Taylor shoes, and a pink sweater. Faith’s spiritual gift is Clairaudience—she has the ability to hear things that are inaudible to the rest of us. Her gift was a perfect fit for her job as the Whispering Falls Gazette editor. She worked for me part time. Plus she worked for her sister, Raven, at Wicked Good Bakery as the delivery girl. It still cracked me up to see her driving the small car with the giant cupcake on top.
“Great! I can’t wait to see what you come up with.” The Skullcap bottle pulsed with red under the touch of the pad of my finger. I grabbed it and unscrewed the top, tapping a couple dashes in the cauldron. 
The watery mixture swirled into a chunky elixir, letting me know I had gotten the right ingredients to make the mother’s potion. I picked up the ladle and slowly stirred the amethyst liquid with cyan chunks that had formed, letting them melt into the potion.
The mother was the root of the bride-to-be’s stress and the stress was causing her hair to fall out. I was confident if I could get the mother to use the special potion as a lotion, the pores on her feet would absorb the cure and it would flow through her veins, leaving her less emotional and stressed. 
“Is this your only daughter?” I popped my head around the partition and saw them over at the mojo bags. 
“Yes.” The mother fidgeted with the pink one, trying to get the drawstring open. She pulled it apart and dumped the contents in the palm of her hand. 
Over the mother’s shoulder, Faith was teetering on a small ladder hanging four straw brooms from the display window. It actually looked really cute. I couldn’t wait to see what the finishing All Hallows’ Eve display would look like.
“Those are my mojo bags.” I glanced back at the cauldron to see if the ingredients had all melted together. The frothy mix was churning faster and faster, letting off a few sparks. There was still more cooking time.
The shop had a few more customers and I greeted them on my way over to the mojo bags.
“These are mojo bags and this one just so happens to be for weddings.” My voice escalated along with my brows. I pointed to the items in her palm. “That is holy water.” The small vial was just the right amount. “The stone is Tiger’s eye. I just love the swirls of chocolate brown colors.” I took it out of her palm and held it up to the morning sun popping through the front windows. “Along with Patchouli and Spanish Moss, these things bring strong love, passion, happiness, and longevity to any marriage.”
The mother-daughter pair seemed to be intrigued. 
“You keep it, on me.” I winked at the bride. “If you’ll excuse me.” I gave a polite nod and headed back to the cauldron. 
Faith had climbed down off the ladder to help a couple of more customers who had some general questions.
My intuition didn’t alert me that any of them needed a special potion like the mother-of-the-bride, which meant the other customers were fine with Faith picking different homeopathic cures off the shelf for them. 
“Very nice.” I hid behind the partition and used the ladle to lift the potion to my nose. “Begonias.” 
Small fireworks surged into the air letting off the sweet smell of the Odorata. The fragrance coiled around me letting me know it was finished, along with the cauldron shutting off. 
I retrieved the small, round, two ounce bottle with the tiny cork that had lit up when the mother had gotten close to the bottles. The bottles had a magical and mysterious way of picking their owner and this particular bottle was meant for her. 
With a slight wave of my hand, I spoke monotone over the cauldron, “Happiness and joy come into my life. Away with anger, stress and strife. I am happy and I am free, to live in peace and harmony. So shall it be. Harm to none nor return on me.”
Magically the lotion filled the bottle and was ready for the mom to be the mother-of-the-bride her daughter needed her to be. 
“Are you two ready?” I called out from the register. 
“We are.” The mom grabbed the daughter. “But you didn’t give us anything for my daughter’s hair.”
“I am going to send her to The Gathering Grove Tea Shoppe. Plus the mojo bag will work wonders.” I clicked the old fashioned register that had the special ingredients already keyed in. Somehow, I didn’t know how, but somehow the register was in tune with the universe. K.J., my Native American supplier of many of my ingredients blew in with the breeze and out with the wind bringing me all sorts of items I needed without me having to order them.
If I needed something special, I would go up to The Gathering Rock, where all of our village council meetings and ceremonies were held, and whisper my needs into the wind, and K.J. would be right there. 
“Be sure to see Gerald Regiula, the owner.” I scribbled his name on a piece of paper and handed it to the bride. “Tell him I, June, sent you over for his special wedding blend. I want you to drink a warm glass of his tea with a smidge of two percent milk stirred thoroughly at night. I promise.” I put my hand on my heart. “You will have the hair you want on your wedding day.”
The register did the math, I took the money, and bagged their potion and mojo bag sending them on their way.



Chapter 3
Whispering Falls was coming alive with all the fun fall decorations for the All Hallows’ Eve celebration. 
Izzy had painted black bats on the windows of Mystic Lights. She hung sheer black drapes and strategically placed several light fixtures behind it, creating a spooky scene for her window display. 
Florist owner, Arabella Paxton, had fodder stalks on each side Magical Moment’s door with a barn wood wheelbarrow filled with a variety of sizes of pumpkins along with some bright red mums. She had painted fall colored leaves on the window to add to the colorful season. A door sized scarecrow hung on the door creating a fun atmosphere for the children who would be visiting our fun All Hallows’ Eve celebration. 
Ever After Books’ owner, Ophelia Biblio, had a couple of wooden ladders on each side of the bottom of the steps of her shop. Each rung had something different to celebrate. A pumpkin with a witch’s hat on one, three small pumpkins lined up on another, a couple of candy buckets that still needed to be filled, and on the top rung of each was a stack of children’s Halloween books. 
Petunia put Clyde the macaw’s cage in the front window and draped black sheets around it in an Edgar Allen Poe way. The animals in the window were enough to draw the children to her shop, Glorybee Pet Shop.
Gerald, Petunia’s husband and owner of The Gathering Grove Tea Shoppe, had painted pictures of his delicious fall treats and a couple of coffee cups with swirly, twirly steam on his windows. Before the festivities, he’d set up a stand outside with all sorts of teas and treats for the families. Thanks to him, pumpkin spice filled the air during the festival. 
Then there was Bella, of Bella’s Baubles. She was simple, but made the most impact. Her shop door was adorned with jewels of all sizes, shapes and colors. It was spectacular on its own, but she added a cobweb over the jewels and a big spider clung to the corner of the door. The spotlight on the jewels made the scene come to life in a colorful creation. 
I had no idea what else Faith was going to do and I was going to have to wait to find out. I had to get to Two Sisters and a Funeral and get my visit with Patience out of the way.
“June!” Raven Mortimer rushed out of Wicked Good Bakery, stopping me in my path to Two Sisters and a Funeral. 
“Do you have a minute?” She asked with an uneasy tone in her voice, her eyes stared into my soul sending chills along my spine. “It’s a little important.” She held her fingers an inch apart in front of her face.
The window display at Wicked Good was fun. She had hung four witch’s brooms from the ceiling and they dangled in the window along with stacks and risers of the Halloween decorated treats. She had glass containers filled with an assortment of orange, red, and yellow candies on some of the stands. A real treat for children. 
I looked up at the sun to catch the time of day. It was getting close to suppertime and I still had to go see Patience for Constance because if I didn’t, Constance would be at my door seconds after the sun went down. Plus I was sure Oscar was waiting for me at my cottage. He was going to meet me there after work so we could go to the rehearsal dinner together. After all, it was our wedding.
“It’s important.” Raven grabbed my arm and dragged me in the front door of Wicked Good. 
“This was a mistake.” My stomach growled at the sweet chocolaty smell of the June’s Gems, my eyes grew big at the sight of them. “But I guess one won’t hurt.” 
I reached up to the counter to retrieve Raven’s version of the Ding Dong, which was my favorite go-to stress treat. 
The pink and green decorated shop was adorable. The room to the side was filled with short café tables for customers to enjoy their homemade pastries. 
“June!” Arabella Paxton, and Bella Van Lou, owner of Bella’s Baubles, were enjoying a cup of coffee and one of Raven’s famous pumpkin scones. “I’m so excited for you to see the flowers for your wedding.” Her smile crept up her high cheek bones and overtook her blue eyes. 
“Me too.” I let out a happy sigh. There was something so magical about flowers at a wedding and true magic was in Arabella’s creations. I gave her full control.
“And Oscar’s ring came in.” Bella’s mouth opened into a grin, exposing the gap between her two front teeth. Her cheeks balled from the wide-open smile. Her long blond hair cascaded down one of her shoulders. “It’s. . .” She let out a happy sigh. “Amazing.”
“Okay, ladies.” Raven had two to-go Wicked Good sacs and dumped each of their scones into them. “Time to go.” She held them out.
“We just sat down.” Arabella’s brows furrowed. 
“And you are now leaving.” Raven grabbed the back of the steel lattice design on the back of the chair giving Arabella a tilted boost.
I stood in complete shock at Raven’s actions. She never shut the bakery down if customers were in there. Sure we had operating hours, but we never kicked anyone out.
“Do you need help, Bella?” Raven rubbed her hands down her apron. 
“Nooo.” Bella’s head slowly shook back and forth, her mouth formed a nice long O. 
“I’ve never,” Arabella gasped. “I guess we will see you tonight, June.” Arabella jumped up and grabbed the bag. She stopped shy of the door, turned around, sucked in a deep breath. When she blew it out, she stuck her tongue out, blowing a raspberry at Raven before she stomped out. 
Bella quietly followed and Raven wasn’t far behind locking the door.
“What was that about?” I asked, blinking in bafflement. 
“You. That is what this is all about.” Raven shook her finger at me and rushed behind the counter grabbing a large white cutting board. 
She walked back over to the table. The cutting board landed with a thunk in front of me. 
“Do you see that?” She pointed to the unbaked dough she had rolled out into a nice flat pancake. I squinted and leaned a little closer. It look like dough to me, but her gift was Aleuromancy which allowed her to see future events in the dough as she created it. 
On more than one occasion she’d helped me when I’ve been in a little bit of a pickle, but now I was just plain old confused. 
“I’ve made six batches of my pumpkin scones and six batches of June’s Gems for your rehearsal dinner, and had to throw the Gems away because of the bitter, nasty taste this symbol puts off into the dough.” She pointed out something that could be considered a set of cross-bones, but this wasn’t my gifted field of expertise. “It wasn’t until I had to sit down and go through my head about why on earth would someone want to use Asafetida.” She put her finger in the air. “Then it dawned on me. June uses this herb in potions during exorcisms. But it possibly couldn’t be June.” Her black eyes popped wide. “Then I made another batch of pumpkin scones and all of them turned out delicious.” Her eyes narrowed, she leaned over at the waist. “Which means my reading is spot on. So, what are you planning?”
“I. . .” I stuttered.
“Oscar?” She bolted up to her feet and planted her hands on her hips. “Because if it’s Oscar, you know as well as I do that any single woman around here would be happy to have him. And he is a good man. Just because you are a little stressed over this wedding it doesn’t give you the right to even think about killing him or slipping him something.”
“I didn’t do anything.” I protested, my mind filtered back to the potion I had made this morning for the bride-to-be, actually for her mother. “Oh my Goddess.” I lifted my hand to my mouth. “I was making this potion for another bride’s mother and when my hand slid over the Asafetida bottle, I had a thought or maybe I said it out loud.” I waved my hand in front of me waving off the thought. “I didn’t say it out loud.” I shook my head. “But I had the thought of how I could stop Aunt Helena and Eloise from even coming to the wedding.” 
I ran my hands through my hair and rubbed down the back of my neck, tilting my head to the side. 
“I would never hurt either of them, but they are trying to take over the wedding and planning. I just can’t take it.” I rested my elbow on the table and used my hand to rub my forehead. 
“The wedding is tomorrow night, June.” Her face had softened. The news of me not killing my aunts seemed to have put her at ease. “Why can’t you tell them?”
“I have told them. Oscar has told them.” My stomach hurt at the thought of them being there and creating a scene. “They insist on—” I snapped my fingers and pointed at Raven.
“What?” She took a step back. “I do not like the look in your eyes.”
“You are a Dark-Sider and Oscar is a Dark-Sider. They both want a certain ritual ceremony to be performed at midnight. I need your help on how to get around the Dark-Sider ritual. If you can’t help me, one of them is going to be dead or I’m going to be dead.” I grinned.
“The blessing,” Raven groaned, easing back into the chair. “I do know that ritual, but it’s not going to be easy to get around.”
“I know you can help me.” I felt a little less stress. If anyone would find a way around the law, it was Raven. She’d done it so many times when we were in Hidden Halls, A Spiritualist University together. She was always getting around the rituals somehow to her advantage. She was going to help me, she had to. 
My heart even smiled feeling a little hope.



Chapter 4
I skipped down Main Street the entire way thinking about how Raven was going to help me get Eloise to calm down on the whole marriage blessing thing. It would be easier to change Eloise’s mind than Aunt Helena’s and with Raven born and raised a Dark-Sider, she knew better than anyone their marriage blessing and how I could. . .I mean we, Oscar and me, could come up with a plan to make everyone happy.
Two Sisters and a Funeral was located at the end of Main Street and sat on a small hill. The spiritual world believed that if you kept your dead on the outskirts of the town, it would send their souls out into the world and not into the village to be stuck in the in-between.
I had only been to Two Sisters a handful of times and that was a-okay with me. There was just something about dead bodies all in one spooky looking house that gave me the creeps. 
I walked up the big concrete stairs and up to the glass doors. This building was the only building that looked out of place in Whispering Falls. It really was too normal for our community, but it was a funeral home and normal probably was needed for what was inside.
I pushed the door open and stepped across the threshold and Mr. Prince Charming darted in before I could get the door closed. 
“Exactly where have you been?” I asked the ornery cat as if he was going to answer me back. He sat down next to me at full attention. 
The long wide hallway was dark. The walls were draped in long deep-red fabric that hung from ceiling to floor. Definitely a designing style I had never seen. The pale yellow carpet with small red diamond designs lined the floors. Four large heavy ornamental wooden doors, two on each side, were shut. The massive staircase at the end opened up to a wraparound balcony. 
The sound of footsteps made me straighten my shoulders and look around. 
“I’m not sure.” A familiar voice came from down the hall. “I guess I can look into it, but without knowing what souls went where, I’m afraid you might have to ride this one out.”
“My sister won’t have that,” Patience responded to the voice. 
The shadow of the hall opened up and Patience and Petunia Shrubwood appeared, deep in conversation.
“Why, June.” Petunia rubbed the hanging sling that was tied around her neck. Baby Orin was in there snug as a bug. “What a nice surprise to see you. I figured you were not only getting ready for All Hallows’ Eve, but the big wedding. Plus the rehearsal dinner tonight.”
Petunia owned Glorybee Pet Shop and was married to Gerald Regiula, the owner of The Gathering Grove. 
“He’s getting big.” I walked over and patted baby Orin on the hinny. 
“He eats just like his daddy.” Petunia rolled her eyes and pushed a finger in her brown messy up-do. A leaf fell out and landed on Orin’s head. She picked it up and twirled it in her fingers. “Give this to that ostrich of yours.” She handed it to Patience. “June, I’ll see you tonight.”
“Constance isn’t here.” Patience stepped behind Petunia as if Petunia had taken the role of Constance. Her green eyes narrowed and hardened. “She left me here while she went to pick up a body.”
“And you didn’t go with her?” I asked. Her five-foot-tall plump body stopped like a dead possum in front of me. Her grey hair was in tight little curls all over her small round head. Glass perched on the bridge of her nose magnified her green eyes. 
Rarely did Constance leave the house without Patience and vice-versa, so when Constance pushed her way into the shop this morning, I knew something was off with them. 
“If you’ll excuse me, this little bundle of joy is due to wake up any minute and he will be hungry.” She shook her head and more leaves fell out. “His hungry cry is worse than any sound in this world. Patience, I’ll see you later.”
She opened the door and glanced over her shoulder. 
“Mr. Prince Charming,” she called, “it’s feeding time.” 
Mr. Prince Charming jumped to his feet and scurried behind Petunia, and the yellow ball rolled with him but stopped at the door. 
My mind rewound to when Mr. Prince Charming ran in after me and I didn’t recall the yellow ball near him. 
I bit back a nagging feeling in my gut and slid my eyes toward Patience. 
“What was Petunia doing here?” I asked even though it was none of my business. It just felt fishy to me and their conversation was running through my head like a hamster on a wheel. 
“She is still trying to help me find the owner of my ostrich.” Patience wrung her hands. 
A few months ago animals had shown up in Whispering Falls. Some were souls from spiritualists passed before us and some were just animals. No one ever claimed the ostrich, and Patience had grown so fond of him that we couldn’t stand to send him away to a zoo or farm.
“Has something happened that has made you want to find out where he came from?” It was a basic question that held a lot of answers. They had already gone through the spiritual process of trying to figure out if the ostrich was the soul of one who had passed on before us and came up with nothing.
“Nope,” she shook her head. I took note of the lack of eye contact. 
“Then why is Petunia looking for the owner?” I asked. My intuition told me she was holding back. 
“I would like to bring him as my guest to your wedding.” She twisted her body back and forth, nervously pinching at the sides of her housecoat. 
“Are you okay, June?” Patience looked aggravated with me being there. “You seem a little on…” She looked as though she was searching for the right word. “Edge. On edge.” She leaned over and deeply inhaled. On the exhale she said, “You ain’t sick are you? Because if you are, I’ve got a good funeral package for you.”
“No. I’m not sick,” I intoned flatly. 
The Karima sisters were always trying to get me to buy my funeral package. I probably should, but I’d like to think I was going to live a little while longer.
“Shame.” She shook her head. “Constance would’ve been thrilled if I got you to sign up.”
I looked over at the yellow ball. 
“Do you know where that yellow ball came from?” I asked pointing to it and dismissing any talk about funeral arrangements for myself. 
Patience glanced around my shoulder, tilted her head. 
“What yellow ball?” she questioned, looking as if I had two heads. 
“That ba—” I twisted around. “Where did it go?” I asked looking at the empty space where the ball had been. “I swear there was a yellow ball there. In fact,” I danced around in a circle, scanning the floor for the ball. “That ball has been everywhere I’ve been today.”
I bent over and looked under the chairs before getting on my hands and knees. Frantically, I crawled around, eyes to the ground and looked for the ball. 
“June,” Patience whispered. “I think I better call someone. You are scaring me.”
“I’m fine!” I waved an arm in the air over my back and continued to crawl. 
“I don’t think you are.” Her voice was absolutely emotionless and it chilled me. 
I stopped. Took a deep breath and rolled back on my heels. I looked at Patience. If I didn’t straighten up, it’d be all over Whispering Falls that I was losing my mind, right here before my wedding. 
“I’m sorry, but I guess the stress of the wedding coming up has really gotten to me.” I used my hand to push me back up to standing. I brushed down my pants to get off any lint I’d picked up from the carpet. “What about you? Have you been okay?”
I finally got around to the real reason I was there. I was supposed to check on her mental health for Constance and she if she needed any special treatment, not show off my own crazy.
“Why would you ask me such a thing, June?” Her eyes narrowed.
The interesting thing, my intuition told me she was fine and Constance was worried for nothing. 
“I just wanted to make sure because you haven’t decorated for All Hallows’ Eve yet.” Normally, Patience was the first one to decorate for the annual event where we keep open our shops until the late hours and let children of Locust Grove come and gather candy to celebrate. It was our way of showing off our true heritage without giving our little secret away to the world. 
“I’ll be working on that later today or tomorrow.” Patience crossed her thick arms. Her head jerked when the yellow ball bounced down the stairs and stopped abruptly at her feet. 
“That ball!” I screamed and looked up the steps. “Whose ball is that?”
“My ostrich.” She kicked the ball with her toe. She jerked her fingers at the joint without moving her hand as if she were telling someone to get away or move away, thinking I didn’t see it. “I have to go play with him now.”
“But.” I called after her as she hurried away. Only she didn’t stop. She left me standing there. 
There was nothing wrong with her, but there was something wrong in the funeral home. It was going to have to be Constance’s problem. I had my own to deal with. 



Chapter 5
“June, come on.” Oscar yelled from the family room of my small cottage, soon to be our cottage. “We are already late as it is and we still have to get Eloise.”
“I’ll be just a minute.” The image staring at me wasn’t of the happy bride I had always pictured myself as. I had all but given up hope on any help from Raven since I hadn’t heard from her. “Now what?” I asked myself. 
No matter how much I was prepared to stand up for myself against the aunts, an uneasy feeling stirred deep within me. Something was not right. My gut told me Patience and my wedding had something to do with it. Was she the key I was seeking to find peace between the two aunts?
The phone rang, bringing me out of my thoughts. I was sure Oscar would answer it since he was closer to the kitchen and sure enough, Oscar’s voice greeted the caller. 
“June! Raven is on the phone,” Oscar called from the kitchen.
No amount of primping and makeup was going to make me feel better inside and I had a newfound hope she had some sort of answer for me. 
“Oh, you come out here to talk to her, but not hurry for me?” Oscar winked his crystal blue eyes at me and smiled a bright toothy grin before putting his arm around my waist and pulling me to him. He brushed a gentle kiss across my forehead. “You look beautiful.”
“Thank you.” The touch of his lips on mine was a warm velvet sensation. The red cocktail dress was the perfect choice. 
“Are you two making out?” Raven’s voice screamed through the end of the phone. 
“Oh,” I giggled and put the phone up to my ear, pulling away from Oscar. “Did you get the information I need?” I tried to talk in code. Oscar was already as anxious as me and I didn’t want him to know I was going to bamboozle his heritage. 
“I’m sorry, June.” Her voice flat. “Every Dark-Sider I asked said the same thing.”
“What was that?” I knew better than to ask, but I did against my own intuition. 
“Don’t get married outside of the heritage. Meaning, don’t marry a Good-Sider,” her voice trailed off. 
“I know what it means. I’ve got to go.” Her news didn’t make me feel a bit better.
“You aren’t thinking about calling off the wedding, are you?” Hurriedly she asked before I hung up the phone. 
“Oscar,” I reached for my cloak I had hung up on the coat rack next to the door. He grabbed the edges and helped put it around my shoulders. “I’ve been thinking.”
“That is not a good sign.” His brows lifted. 
“Eloise, Aunt Helena, or I, well,” I gulped, “will kill one or the other before this wedding goes off. I shouldn’t have to be worried about Dark-Sider versus Good-Sider. I should be worried about what drink I’m going to be having on the beach on our honeymoon.”
“Don’t worry about them. No one is going to kill anyone. It’s a happy day.” He smiled; his beautiful teeth glistened. I ran my tongue over my imperfect front teeth that were slightly overlapped. “We are going to tell them how we want it. It’s our wedding and no matter what, K.J. is going to marry us and we are going to use the Native American black clay wedding vase for the ritual.” He hugged me tight. “Got it?”
“Got it,” I said knowing I didn’t have it. 
No matter how good Oscar’s words sounded to my ears, they didn’t register with my intuition. 
“Don’t forget this.” He grabbed my charm bracelet off the counter and clasped it on my arm. “This will make you feel better.” He twirled it around and took a look at all the charms Mr. Prince Charming had given me since he showed up on the front steps of my home on my tenth birthday. 
“Mr. Prince Charming and I have had our differences, but he has kept you safe for me.” Oscar rubbed the turtle charm that kept me steady on my journey to finding our heritage, the owl charm to keep me wise about my secrets, the purple stone gave me clarity, the angel wings protected me with guidance from above, the dove gave me hope when I thought I was in trouble, the third eye let me peer into the future and the small potion bottle provided harm to none when I had to put my spiritual powers into full play.
“You’re right.” My nerves settled a little bit. “Plus he hasn’t given me any charms lately which means we are a-okay.”
“Right.” Oscar and I looked down. 
Mr. Prince Charming was doing figure eights around my ankles before he hacked as though he had a fur ball. Quite the opposite. 
“Until now,” I groaned picking up what looked to be a ghost charm to add to my collection.



Chapter 6
“Ghost charm?” Bella stirred uneasily around her shop. Her turban sat atop her blond hair. 
“Yea, ghost charm.” Deep down, I knew Bella knew about the charm. My eyes shifted to my ornery fairy-god cat. When our eyes met, he raised a paw, licked it and tucked his head to clean his ear. “And neither of you are looking at me.”
Ahem, Bella cleared her throat. “You weren’t supposed to get it until after the honeymoon.” There was a certain alarm in her tone. 
“After? Don’t you think you should’ve told me if I needed protection?” My brows lifted, my throat dried, my heart sped up. “This is the last thing I need tonight.”
“And that is why I didn’t say anything.” Slowly her head tilted toward Mr. Prince Charming, her black lashes swooped down. Mr. Prince Charming stared at her before he went back to cleaning himself.
“Spill it while you put it on there with the rest of my charms.” I uncurled my palm in front of me revealing the charm. 
She reached out, her long nails had little wedding bells painted on them, and took the charm and unclasped my bracelet. Her ankle length green dress dragged the ground as she swooped around the counter where she used all sorts of tools to put the charm on the bracelet.
“The charm means swift, fast action.” Bella motioned me over and stretched the bracelet from clasp to end. “And I don’t think you need to worry about this until later.”
I stuck my wrist out. Later? “How much later?”
“After the wedding and honeymoon.” She patted my hand in a reassuring way.
“Oscar is not happy with how things are going down. First the aunts, then the June’s Gems, Patience, and now this,” I groaned and jiggled my wrist to make sure the bracelet was secure. Losing it would be the topping on the cake.
“Aunts?” Her head tilted.
“Oh yea.” I shook my head. “We can talk about it on our way to Full Moon. Oscar is already mad that I had to come here to see you before I went. He went to get Eloise and will meet me there.”
“Let me get my cloak.” She held up a finger and disappeared into the back room. “Ready?” she asked, immediately appearing in the doorway. 
“As I’ll ever be.” I bit back the feeling something bad was going to happen. 
In short order, we made it down Main Street but not without oohing and aahing over the decorations for tomorrow’s All Hallows’ Eve festivities. I had to get on the ball with my decorations. It would be a good distraction. The full moon hung over the village, millions of stars dotted the darkness along with the fireflies, the teenagers of the community. 
I filled Bella in on the day’s events and the teens darted around us. Teenager souls came back as fireflies which was perfect since they both like to stay up late and sleep all day.
“I might just kill one of them.” I sucked in a deep breath, taking in the fresh night air. 
“You will figure it out.” She assured me. “But I highly suggest you keep the ghost charm to yourself until after the wedding.” She said it again like I didn’t get it the first time, sending the hairs on my neck to standing. 
I stopped when Full Moon Treesort came into view. Amethyst Plum had wrapped the stairs going up to the lodge in purple wisteria vine. I choked up with tears when I saw the Drowsy Daisies and Moonflowers spread evenly around the vines. 
Drowsy Daisies and Moonflowers were my mom Darla’s favorite flowers along with the wisteria vine. Candelabras, six long white candles and six long black candles, were on each step. The candles were lit and let off a romantic scent of roses. A light wind blew, bringing all the fragrances into one lovely scent.
“Isn’t it beautiful?” Bella wrapped her arm around me. “When Amethyst asked about your favorite flower, everyone told her about Darla’s love of certain flowers.” 
“You did good.” I tilted my head and rested it on her shoulder, taking in all the twinkling lights Amethyst had hung around the beautiful bed and breakfast.
The two-story structure was the main building of the treesort. It wasn’t your typical bed and breakfast. The rooms were tree houses with different themes and Amethyst had promised me the honeymoon suite for our wedding night. 
The wall of full-length windows was filled with all of my friends from Whispering Falls, looking out at me and Bella. Oscar stood between the aunts with a smile on his face and K.J. stood behind him. 
Mr. Prince Charming and Bella stood back as they let me go first. Gently I touched the flowers with each step. The Singing Nettles flowers hummed the bridal march. My insides warmed. Some things in my life might be unsettled, but this I knew was right with the world, my world.
Oscar had been the one since the day I met him when we were children and hid under the tree to eat all the Ding Dongs I wanted, until Darla found out. She too loved Oscar. She and my father knew what they were doing when they made the betrothal arrangement to bring our two families together. 
“The agreement,” I gasped realizing that was our way out of the aunts’ demands. 



Chapter 7
“Congratulations!” Everyone held up a glass of champagne when I walked into the Treesort. 
Oscar rushed over with a flute for me. Gently he bent down and gave me a light kiss on the lips. The crowd erupted and chanted more, more, more.
“I guess we have to give them what they want.” Oscar’s smile reached his eyes. Before I could answer he pulled me close and kissed me long and hard, sending the pits of my stomach into a swirly whirl. 
Rowl, Mr. Prince Charming batted around us, showing his displeasure. Everyone burst out in laughter. 
“Someone is jealous.” Gerald Regiula stepped forward. He wore black coattails, black pants, and a top hat. His best accessory wasn’t his mustache, but baby Orin strapped around him. 
“Oh, Mr. Prince Charming.” Petunia swooped him up. “You are and will always be June’s first love.” She took a catnip treat out of her messy up-do and handed it to him. 
Reluctantly he took the treat and darted off. 
Oscar and I walked around thanking everyone for coming to our rehearsal dinner before we made it over to our aunts, who were in the corner with their heads together bantering back and forth. K.J. stood next to them. His long black hair cascaded down his back and his dark skin looked flawless. 
“Here,” Aunt Helena grabbed my arm. “Tell June your nutty idea.” Her hand flew to the side and a spark shot out from her finger. 
“Listen to me!” I shouted. Suddenly the room went quiet. Eerily quiet. Oscar gently touched my back, bringing me out of my crazy mind. I sucked in a deep breath.
“I think everyone could use a June’s Gem.” Faith rushed around the room with a tray full of the delicious treat. “Especially you.” She winked and handed me my stress relief. 
Eloise took one and bit down. “Blllleeeech!” Her tongue slipped through her lips. 
“Oh no.” The expression on Raven’s face reminded me of her pulling me into her shop and the symbol on the dough. “Asafetida,” she whispered my way.
“Oh God!” I grabbed my bag and pulled out Madame Torres knowing I only had a couple minutes before the potion turned deadly. 
“What?” Oscar spoke with bitterness. “What is wrong with my aunt? June?”
I waved him off and tilted Madame Torres. She appeared full face in the glass globe. Her eyes gaping back at me. 
“Tell me,” I said with a warning tone. 
“Let’s get one thing straight first.” Her eyes narrowed. “I will not take orders from Oscar when you two are united.”
“You will not. Now, tell me what is going on,” I demanded in a rushed voice. My intuition told me time was of the essence.
My crystal ball swirled red with bolts of yellow lightning. The lightning filled the globe until they all came together and formed into a yellow ball. Next to the ball was Patience. 
“I’m not feeling so well.” Eloise sucked in a deep breath. Aunt Helena grabbed Eloise by the elbow and sat her down on one of the many couches in the gathering area of the bed and breakfast. 
“June.” Oscar’s voice was monotone and deafening to my ears. He wanted answers.
All the guests had gathered around Eloise asking what she needed or if any of them could get her something. 
“Patience,” I whispered and scanned the room for her. When I was sitting on the front porch of A Charming Cure this morning while Aunt Helena and Eloise was arguing, the yellow ball appeared. When I was making the potion for the mother of the bride, and I thought about the Asafetida, the yellow ball was there. When I went to see Patience, the yellow ball was there. “Patience,” I gasped.
She was huddled in the corner with the ball next to her feet. Her eyes darted around, taking in the situation that was happening with Eloise. 
I rushed over to her. 
“Me, you, that.” I pointed to the ball. “Now!”
Without a word, she rushed behind me out to the wraparound deck. 
“Where is it?” Frantically I looked around her feet for the yellow ball. “That yellow ball has something to do with you and it’s evil.”
She bit her lip.
“Tell me now or Eloise might die.” I wasn’t getting a gut intuition of death, but I was getting a very sick feeling, meaning Eloise would become very sick if I couldn’t figure out a potion.
“He’s not evil. Just a little mischievous.” Her voice was resigned. 
“He? He who?” I knew I was going to have to draw it out of her. “Is this the person Constance sees you talking to?”
“She sees me?” Patience’s eyes darted up to mine. 
“She knows something is going on. And now you have to tell me,” I demanded.
“Tell her,” Petunia appeared next to us along with Mr. Prince Charming and the yellow ball. She coughed and took a drink from her glass of water. “Tell her.”
“I get it,” My mind wrapped around the situation. “Your gift is the ability to see ghosts. I got a ghost charm.” Ideas rolled out of my mouth. “There is a ghost child you see and he plays with the yellow ball and he loves Mr. Prince Charming.”
She nodded her head. 
“But what did he do to Eloise?” I wasn’t able to make a connection.
“He said you wanted her to see your way so he took some of your Asafetida from your shop and put it in the dough at Wicked Good.” Her green eyes were a blur from her tears. “I told him not to do that, but he loves your cat so much that he wanted to make you happy. Plus he thinks you can help him cross over.”
“Cross over?” I questioned. “Hold that thought! I have to get Eloise a potion.”
Without my cauldron, reversing the effects of the Asafetida was definitely going to have be done with some herbs around Full Moon Treesort. Then it clicked. The Drowsy Daisies and Moonflowers were used in soothing a sick stomach and with maybe with a little magical help from Madame Torres, I’d be able to reverse the side effects of the Asafetida. 
I quickly plucked a couple flowers and pulled Madame Torres out of my bag. 
“Show me the Magical Cures Book.” I kept my voice stern as I gave her my command. 
The globe went black, flickers of lime green specs floated from the bottom up like caffeinated bubbles, coming a full boil. The boil exploded into a picture of the inside of A Charming Cure and zeroed in on the journal Darla had left me with her homeopathic cures in it, only it turned magical after I embraced my heritage. 
The pages of the book rapidly flipped until it settled on a page. Madame Torres zoomed in. 
“Reversal spell.” Relief set in my gut, letting me know it was the right spell. 
I blew out and grabbed one of the black candles from the candelabra and took Petunia’s glass of water. I took a big gulp of water in my mouth and didn’t swallow. I leaned the black candle over the glass and let it drip hot wax in the bottom. I stuck the butt of the candle down into the glass and let it stand in the wax as it hardened. I put the cup up to my mouth and spit the water in it to fill up around the candle. With my finger, I touched the wick, igniting it. 
With my eyes closed, I took a long breath in and out to clear my head only focusing on Eloise and the reversal. I envisioned the June’s Gem she was eating within the candle’s flame. The wick sputtered and went out as it touched the water. 
“The spell is broken,” the words flowed out of my mouth. I handed Petunia her glass back and rushed inside to see how Eloise was, hoping it wasn’t too late. 
“What about the ghost kid?” Patience squeaked out from behind me and I ignored her. 
“You are going to tell him that he’s going to have to wait until I get back from my wedding and honeymoon.” Oh, I would definitely deal with the ghost kid when I got back. 
“I think I’m just tired.” Eloise waved off all the people around her. “I’m feeling much better.”
With a long sigh of relief, I smiled and took a step back. 
“Where was the tray of June’s Gems you had?” I asked Raven.
“Don’t worry. I shoved them down the garbage disposal. Did this have to do with my dough problem this morning?” she asked. 
“We’ll talk about it later. All is good now.” I assured her and walked over to Eloise, Aunt Helena, and Oscar.
Oscar gave me that you will be telling me what that was later, look. I smiled at him to let him know it was all right. 
“I guess we are never going to agree.” Aunt Helena started on the wedding stuff again.
“We don’t have to agree.” I sat down on the coffee table in front of them and put one hand on Eloise and the other on Aunt Helena’s knees. “Oscar’s parents and my parents came to an agreement. They set aside their differences to unite us in marriage.”
“Therefore, we are released!” Aunt Helena clapped her hands to her face. “This is the best news ever!”
“So that means you can get married any time you want. Not just All Hallows’ Eve.” Eloise had an idea written in her expression. “Like right now!”
“Right now?” I questioned if the reversal spell had worked. 
“Why not right now?” Oscar agreed with them. “All our friends are here. The steps are decorated. K.J. is here and your dress is already in the honeymoon suite.”
Everything he said was right. I was going to come here and get ready in the honeymoon suite before the wedding. 
“But I…I couldn’t think of a good excuse.” Nothing about this wedding was the traditional wedding I had dreamed about as a kid, but it all felt perfect. “Yes!” My smile broadened in approval.
“That settles it.” Aunt Helena stood up with her hand outreached to me and pulled me to standing. “We have to get you dressed.”
“Attention everyone.” Oscar put his arm around me. “Since everyone is gathered here right now and K.J. is here, June and I.” He looked at me and my heart melted. This was the moment I had always been waiting for. “June and I have decided to get married tonight.”
Claps, hoots, and hollers filled the room, then everyone hurried around to prepare for the rest of my life. 



Chapter 8
“Oh no, you don’t look happy.” Aunt Helen placed a hand on each of my shoulders.
I stood in the honeymoon suite tree cabin in front of the full-length mirror and stared at myself. The dress was Darla’s and fit me perfectly. 
The cream dress hit right at my knees. 
“Can you zip me?” I asked and still stared at myself. 
I ran my hand over the front of the dress and rested it on my stomach. The ivory lace material lay perfectly over the cream silk sheath underneath. The long lace ivory sleeves would be perfect for the cool night weather. 
I reached up to rest my fingertips on the silk collar that ended in the back in a petite silk stiff bow. 
Aunt Helena zipped up the back and put the keyhole hook in the eye closure. 
“I wish I had the photo of my parents here.” The only photo of them was hanging up in the shop and I’d planned to have it at the original ceremony. 
Madame Torres lit up and Mr. Prince Charming went over and sat next to her.
“I’ll leave you to gather your thoughts.” Aunt Helena put her hand on the doorknob, looked back at me and smiled. “Everyone is waiting.”
“I’ll be right there.”
Mr. Prince Charming batted Madame Torres and darted out the door before Aunt Helena shut it behind her. 
“Well,” I looked back in the mirror and took a deep breath. “I guess I’m going to have to do this alone.”
I grabbed Madame Torres and walked out the door where Raven and Faith were waiting for me.
“You didn’t think we weren’t going to be bridesmaids did you?” Raven asked, her and Faith were dressed in matching purple cocktail dresses. Both beautiful. 
“You look so amazing.” Faith handed me a bundle of flowers and took Madame Torres. “I’m going to put her on the altar.”
Shortly thereafter, the Singing Nettles hummed out the wedding march, signaling me it was show time. 
“Are you ready?” Raven asked. Her dark eyes held a spark. 
“More than ever,” I whispered, though in my heart, the absence of my parents weighed heavily. This day was so bittersweet for me and probably the reason I had continued to hold off on making a wedding date. 
I carefully followed Raven to the front of the Full Moon Treesort where K.J., Oscar and Madame Torres waited for me on the bottom step and my friends sat in white folding chairs in front of them in the grass. 
“Where is Mr. Prince Charming?” I asked looking around. 
“He’s here.” Something in the breeze whispered. “We are here.” The familiar voice of Darla circled around my head. 
I looked forward, through the tears, I could see my mom and dad in Madame Torres’s ball. My dad stood next to me like a hologram and walked me down the aisle as if he was right there with me. 
“You have grown into a beautiful woman.” His sweet words pierced my heart; my happy tears fell down my face. Oscar was so handsome in his black suit and white shirt. His blue eyes sparkled in the night like the flickering candles behind him. 
“I’m always with you,” my father whispered. 
Before I knew it, I was down the aisle, Madame Torres went black, and Mr. Prince Charming sat next to me. 
“Where have you been?” I looked at my ornery cat and whispered. 
He stood up and walked around my ankles in a figure eight while K.J. started the ceremony. 
“This is a Native American Wedding Vase.” K.J. held the vase he had made for us up in the air. “The two drinking spouts are connected by a single handle. The two spouts symbolize the two individual lives, and the handle symbolizes the union of these two lives in marriage. June and Oscar.” He gestured for both of us to stick our hands out in front of us. 
Using the spout designated for the bride, K.J. poured the water from the vase over my hands. He turned the vase around and poured water on Oscar’s hands from the groom’s designated spout. 
“With this water, we are washing away our past. Our past heritage, our past differences and starting new. With this purification ceremony, I pronounce you man and wife.” K.J. smiled so big. “This is my favorite part,” he whispered, and then yelled, “You may kiss your bride!”
With the eruption of claps and hollering, Oscar crushed me to him. He pressed his mouth up against mine, caressing my mouth with more than just kissing. 
“I love you,” he whispered in my ear. My head turned toward Madame Torres. She showed me one last image of my parents. Both of them holding on to each other, tears streaming down their faces, smiles so broad. Then another couple stepped next to them. The man looked exactly like Oscar. 
“Look,” I whispered in Oscar’s ear. 
Both of us looked at Madame Torres before turning to each other, grinning ear-to ear. 
I felt something on my ankle. Thinking it was Mr. Prince Charming, I looked down. A small yellow ball rested against my foot. 
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Mission Impawsible
A Karma Inc. Novella
By Melanie James
Everything happens for a reason, even if it’s caused by incompetence.
What happens when you take one very powerful wand, crack open an ancient spell book and mix thoroughly with a pair of inexperienced witches? For Kelly and Randy it’s a spell gone wild. With no idea what sort of magical mayhem they’ve created, they have to choose between waiting for the Witches Union to hunt them down or take their chances with a life on the run. But there is another choice, to figure out the spell and try to undo it before it’s too late. 
When Kelly learns her spell has direct consequences on her were-bear boyfriend, she has no choice but to gather up the witches of Karma, Inc for a new adventure. The gang will take on a new cast of troublemakers in paranormal-infested Caldron Falls. It’s up to Kelly to see if she has what it takes to lead her crew of witchy buffoons on a Mission Impawsible to save her were-bear.



Prologue
We’ve all had one of those deep conversations where we’ve done a poor job articulating a great topic to the wrong audience. For my case in point, it was a discussion I had with my friend, Gertie, a few weeks ago.
“Gertie, do you ever feel like you’re searching for a place? I don’t exactly mean a physical place, but I suppose it could be. Maybe it’s just a mindset. Anyway, it’s where you would not only feel comfortable, but truly in your element. You just feel drawn to something, but not quite sure what it is, only that it’s where you need to be. A place where you’ll find your strength.”
“Now you sound just like that woman I met last year, over in Biloxi. She tried to sell me a timeshare, whatever that is. I have no idea. Are you getting into the timesharing business, Kelly? By the way, can you share time? Can you even make time?”
“No. Not at all. I’m talking about philosophy, not vacation property. Anyway, the Spanish have a word for what I’m talking about—querencia. It’s a concept, a place where everything fits together. It all makes sense, and no matter what life throws your way, you can handle it without batting an eye. In Death in the Afternoon, Hemingway uses bullfighting to explain the metaphysical concept of querencia. The bull, in time, develops a sense of where and what his querencia is. If the bull finds his querencia in the ring, he becomes impossible to defeat.”
It was my fault, really. I’m an English teacher, and I habitually fall back on literature during my philosophical ramblings. My audience, Gertie, only heard “bullfighting.” She blew a gasket.
“That cruel Hemingway! Bastard! Bullfighting? It’s called murder, Kelly. Plain and simple. Don’t listen to those murdering bastards. You don’t need to kill a bull to find your strength. All you have to do is just tell yourself four words. I CAN DO THIS. That’s it. No more, no less. None of that fancy querencia timeshare stuff. Don’t go analyzing it. And never, ever, go bullfighting.”
So, that’s how the conversation went. Later, I realized Gertie was absolutely right. I didn’t need to find anything. I just had to convince myself of those four words. 



Chapter 1
Randy poured a cup of coffee and brought it over to where I sat. “Here you go, sis. I don’t know why you insist on staying in this bland, empty condo.” His head swiveled back and forth, closing his eyes like he wanted to forget what he saw. 
Clearly, my brother had mood poisoning when it came to my current living conditions. Unfortunately, he droned on, voicing his concerns. 
“And it’s so…spartan in here. Yuck. It’s so blah…and so unlike you. Would it kill you to have a few decorations? Maybe a picture on the bare walls? Something?”
I shrugged. It really didn’t matter to me. With my current state of mind, decorating a place I had no desire to stay in was the last thing on my agenda.
“You know, with your share of the first quarter earnings from Karma Inc., you could really step into the high end of the housing market. And I could…no, I will be your interior designer. I would’ve picked up a few things for you, but Gertie and I have already blown our shares on our Paranormal Bed and Breakfast project.”
“I’ve considered moving, but most of mine and Ezzy’s money is going toward restarting the Karma Inc. Reality TV show. Even if it wasn’t, I don’t know what I would do. I used to know what I wanted. Well, kind of. I was happy being the modern, independent, single, newbie witch. Taking numbers, crushing hearts. It was my thing. Now, not so much. My goals are all outta whack. I guess I’m just waiting to see how things play out in the near future. Who knows? Ever since…”
“Ah ha! Ever since that hunk of a werebear got his paws on you! Am I right?”
I hesitated, giving my brother the perfect opening. Damn. “Right. Meeting Gabe, falling for him, was so unexpected. So perfect. Until September rolled around. Now I’m back here, teaching. Yippee!” My sarcasm was not lost on Randy. 
“I’m stuck in Chicago and he’s up north in the woods. I’m barely surviving traffic and teaching English to kids who are more interested in texting than learning the mechanics of grammar. Gabe’s catching poachers and being all sorts of super masculine at his log cabin. I bet, right now, he’s chopping firewood and whatever.” 
A nearly X-rated video of a shirtless, sweaty Gabe played in my mind. His muscles flexed under glistening coppery skin as he lifted an axe above his head. The axe came down in a powerful and very satisfying stroke. I could actually feel the axe finding its mark. The strike caused something inside me to twitch with excitement, like an electric shock.
“Hello? Kelly? You’re drooling. Are you all right?”
“Uh…yeah. I’m fine.”
“Ha! I see what’s going on here. You’re fantasizing about Gabe. You are such a little pervert. Seriously, sis, he was a summer fling. Don’t get your panties in a bunch. Go over to the LL Bean store and pick up one of those lumbersexuals. I’m sure you can find a short-term substitute for Gabe. It’ll help you to get over him.”
“What? Wait a second. First of all, I never said I wanted to get over him. Secondly, that’s the dumbest advice I’ve heard from you. And that says a lot.”
Randy didn’t even have a comeback because he knew he hit a nerve. I’ve never once had even the slightest bit of desire to “get over him,” as Randy’s unsolicited and poorly thought-out advice suggested. In fact, I secretly hoped for much more of a future with Gabe than I let on. Since I came home, Gabe and I talked on the phone nearly every day. And as each day passed, I began to dream about the possibility of a happy ending. 
For now, it was time to change the subject. Halloween was only a week away, and it made the perfect topic. 
“Randy, what are your memories of Halloween when we were kids? All of mine are tinted with orange and black. I always remember making construction paper jack-o-lanterns with too much glue and those goofy legs our teacher made us put on them.”
“Yeah. I remember making those. Legs and arms made with black paper, folded accordion style. Wasn’t that stupid? I used to wonder why. I mean, jack-o-lanterns do not have legs and arms. They just don’t.”
“Stupid? Maybe. Guess what? I force my students to make those. Every damn one of them. I love it.”
“You would. Torturer. When I remember Halloween, I recall trick-or-treating around our block. You were always a witch. I was always a vampire. We’d run everywhere. Plastic pumpkins full of candy and swinging by our sides. And remember, there was always that one house…the one where they pretended not to be home, but we always saw someone peeking from behind a curtain?”
“How could I forget? One year, I stood in the driveway and waved a little plastic wand at the house, like I was hexing them. Little did I know, one day I might actually cast a spell. For real.”
“I have an idea. Maybe we should dress up and take the nieces and nephews around the block this year. Maybe throw some real magic around. Wouldn’t that be something? It’d give the kids something to brag about. We’d be the coolest auntie and uncle of all time.”
“No freaking way, Randy. The problem is the witchcraft itself. I’m not good enough. You’re not good enough. Forget it, buddy. I’d like to hone my skills first before I start doing drive-by spells, with a pack of little trick-or-treaters tagging along. I have no desire to go back to that damn Witches Court.”
“Pffft. You know what the problem is? We’re not taking any risks. We should be cracking open the old grimoire we found, trying a few spells. Practicing, like we all said we would do, with our Spell Club meetings. Or am I the only one committed to perfecting our craft? Can we at least give it a shot before we say no to adding a real wow factor to this year’s Halloween?”
“There’s no doubt trick-or-treating in the ‘burbs has been dead on its ass the last few years. I’ll agree to only looking through the spell book. That’s all I can promise, for now.”
So, that’s how everything started. That one conversation, with my visiting brother, was the catalyst for one very interesting Halloween experience. It makes for a pretty good Halloween story, too.



Chapter 2
Randy followed me as I made my way to the bedroom. My cat, Gemma, meowed when I warily approached the antique cedar chest at the foot of my bed. It seemed to be a very cautionary meow.
“What? Is it booby-trapped?” Randy took a step back.
“No. I’m always afraid I’m going to open it and see something totally frightening.” Once I had the chest opened, I was relieved to see the black wand Ezzy gave me and my mini-broom resting harmlessly on the ancient spell book. It was safe and sound.
The other items in my cedar chest, the things I didn’t think he would notice, caught Randy’s attention. “Geez, Kel, are you trying to scar me for life? I don’t need to know that my sister is solely responsible for keeping the Energizer Bunny employed!”
“Seriously? You’re standing in my bedroom, complaining about the items I keep hidden in a chest? Besides, your toy collection is probably ten times bigger than mine, so don’t you dare act like Gertie. I may believe her innocence, but not yours. I don’t think you’ve ever been innocent.” 
I plucked the magic items gingerly from the chest, like they were fragile antiques of rare blown glass, and set them on the bed. My fingers danced across the cover of the grimoire before I slowly opened the cover. Each turn of the stiff parchment pages made a crinkling sound. It seemed so old and delicate. Beautiful artwork and script adorned the pages. Unfortunately, most of it was in Latin. Still, there were enough in French and Old English to keep us busy.
“Kelly, we should take a look at some of these Latin spells. I bet we can figure them out.”
“Hold on there, Eager McBeaver. I might know a little Latin, but not enough to translate ancient spells.”
“Do like Gertie does. If she doesn’t know all of it, she just takes her best guess.”
“Are you nuts? That’s hardly the technique I was going for. No wonder Gertie’s had so many accidents.”
“All right, nix the Latin spells. What about the French ones?”
“Sure. I know enough French to read it.” I stopped when I came to the first French spell. “We really should have Esmeralda here with us. She knows what she’s doing. You should see her with a spell book and a wand. She can tap the page like this.” I touched the page with the tip of the wand. “Then she does something so when she twirls her wand, it looks like there’s a swarm of fireflies circling around the tip. It’s weird. It almost looks like she is lifting them from the page. Then she flicks her wrist. The glowing dots scatter, sort of flickering away. That’s how she casts a spell from a book.”
“Holy Shit! You mean like that?” The color ran from Randy’s face. He pointed a shaky finger at my wand, like he was pointing out the fact that a king cobra was about to strike my hand.
If my eyes could’ve opened any wider, my eyebrows would’ve been on top of my head. “Oh no. No! No, no, no. Oh shit. Please tell me those little fireflies aren’t real. We’re imagining this, right?” 
My stomach cramped up at the sight. At the tip of my wand, tiny glowing lights circled around, forming a swirling ball. It was just like the kind Ezzy created. “I didn’t mean to! I just tapped a random page. I don’t even know what kind of spell it is!”
“Exactly, it could be anything. You’ve got to put it back! Hit the page again. Just put it back.”
I reacted by giving the parchment a smack with the wand. The dazzling ball of firefly-like particles smashed into the page and exploded in a violent burst. I’m not sure what we expected to happen, but needless to say, both of us ran from the room. I cuffed Randy on the back of his head. “See? That’s exactly why I don’t screw around with this stuff without supervision.”
“Kelly! I can’t believe you did that. You shouldn’t be so careless, waving your wand around, sticking it where it doesn’t belong.”
“Look who’s talking.”
“So, now what? Do you think you managed to put the spell back?”
We crept back into the room and looked at the book. I stared at Randy for a few seconds before I answered. I really didn’t know what happened. “I have no idea.” The pages were charred beyond recognition. In fact, the entire grimoire was ruined. Not one single, legible word remained. Then it hit me. 
My back slumped against the wall. “Ugh.” Fright took the strength out of my legs, and I wobbled down to the floor, like a newborn calf that hasn’t figured out how to use its legs. I sat there, wallowing in the pool of despair rising up around my curled frame. 
“We could have done something…something incredibly bad. I mean the really, totally, incredibly, now-we’re-completely-screwed, kind of bad.”
“We? Hold on, Kelly. There’s no ‘we’ about it, unless you’ve got a mouse in your pocket.” 
“Uh, I mean ‘we’, as in me and your dumb ass. Don’t try to act like you didn’t have a part in this mess. You talked me into it and that’s enough to be involved. Listen, if the Witches Union comes down on us, they aren’t going to care who was holding the frickin’ wand. We’re both going down.” 
My heart pounded. “Repercussions from a stupid mistake like this are guaranteed. We could’ve created a monster! Or started a nuclear war! Better say your goodbyes, brother. We’re going to have to go into hiding, if it’s even possible.”
“That’s ridiculous. How do you know? Maybe the spell went right back in the book. You splattered it all over the pages. I’m sure it’ll be fine.” Randy’s index fingers massaged his temples until an idea popped into his head. “Hey! What are we thinking? Just call Esmeralda. She’ll fix it.”
“Ezzy would be a big help, but she doesn’t have a phone. I can never reach her, she usually just shows up. As far as the spell goes, we have no idea, and we won’t know for sure until we hear if something crazy happens.” 
We both thought quietly, hoping to come up with a plan. “I’ve got a plan. Listen, Randy, we have to do this. Go back to the Plantation, ask Gertie if she knows of any spell that can keep us off the Union’s radar.”
“I’ll be sure to tell her to keep an ear open for any news as well.” Randy cocked his head and stared. I knew he was perplexed. “Hold on a sec. You’re talking like I’m going to the Plantation. Aren’t you coming with me? I know Gertie can keep us hidden. She hid herself before. Remember?”
“No, I lied. You’re right. It is my fault, only mine. I was the one waving that wand around like it was a damn sparkler on the Fourth of July. If the Union comes after me, I don’t want you guys around because they’ll charge you with aiding and abetting or something. I’m going to see Gabe first. I have to let him know I’m going into hiding for a while. Anyway, I won’t stay with Gabe for the same reasons I won’t stay with you and Gertie. If I’m lucky, I’ll find a way to get in touch with Esmeralda. She might be able to help.”
There was no need to wait. I threw my arms around my brother and literally begged him to take care of himself. It was time for me to fly.



Chapter 3
“One, call in work excuse. Two, make up a story about a family issue. Three, load the dog and cat supplies in car. Four, pack a bag, get you two and the cat in car. Five, leave. Six, go to bank, take everything out.” The lead of my pencil tapped thoughtfully on the notepad. “I guess that’s about it. I’d leave by broom travel, but I know for sure the Union would be able to track me if I zapped us out of here.” The Chihuahuas yelped their approval. I’d have to wait until morning to leave, and I knew it would be a long, anxious night. I talked myself into believing I had enough time before they were hot on my trail for improper use of magic or whatever charges they cooked up this time. 
The next morning I stood in the bank lobby. It was my last stop on my way out of town. I didn’t like the idea of writing a check or using my ATM card while I was on the run. I wanted to at least make an attempt to hide from the Union, even if it was an exercise in futility. Incidentally, I had no idea the bank could limit how much cash I could withdraw. I snapped! Who the hell were they to tell me I couldn’t take my money and do whatever the hell I wanted with it?
“What do you mean I can’t take all of my money in cash? It’s my money…” I’m pretty sure I actually winced when I realized I was about to repeat a catch phrase from some damn TV commercial, “…and I want it now!” 
But what do I know about money? Before Karma Inc., my checking account balance hovered somewhere between flat broke and how-am-I-going-to-cover-that-check broke. In any case, I expected to see enough cash to stuff a small duffle bag. When the teller handed me a neat little bundle of fifty dollar bills, I asked, “Where’s the rest of it?” 
The teller politely forced out a tiny laugh at what she thought was a lousy joke. I was serious and so was the bank. 
With a measly five thousand dollars in my bag and my tail between my legs, I slinked out of the bank before I drew any more attention to myself. With my luck, I’d not only have the Witches Union looking for me, but the FBI as well. This was so not how I imagined my day going.
As I drove north, away from Chicago, I felt sick to my stomach. I was more nervous with every mile I traveled, and I started questioning myself out loud. “Kelly, what the hell are you doing? You can’t just skip out of town like this. It’s ridiculous. You’re jumping to conclusions. You should just turn around.” 
I even slumped down in the driver’s seat when I spotted several squad cars racing down the oncoming traffic lane. “Now I’m really being paranoid. It’s not cops I need to hide from, it’s the Witches Union I need to be worried about.” I continued my drive, speculating on the Union’s actions. Would I suddenly be transported away with a flash of magic? Would I be cornered and accused on the spot? 
Randy was back at the Plantation, probably not even trying to hide. I made up my mind to call him, once I reached Caldron Falls, to see if he found out how bad I screwed up. I tried to convince myself the odds were good it was a very insignificant spell. 
When I crossed the state line into Wisconsin, my excitement pushed aside my anxiety. Gabe consumed my every last thought. I couldn’t wait to see him again. The only problem, I didn’t call to let him know I was on my way. I didn’t want to leave any clues to my destination. It never occurred to me there was a chance I could have been wrong about him wanting to see me as much as I wanted to see him. What if I got there and Gabe wasn’t alone? That ugly thought didn’t creep into my mind until it was too late and I was driving down Caldron Falls’ main street. 
Let’s face it. Showing up unannounced on your relatively new, long distance lover’s doorstep isn’t really a pro move. Even if said lover isn’t messing around with someone else, it still makes you come off as the suspicious, crazy, stalker type. 
By the time I passed through Caldron Falls and made my turn onto Gabe’s woodsy trail, my excitement once again beat back my worries. After all, this is Gabe I was going to see, a real man. Okay, he’s technically part man and part bear, but so completely different than anyone else I’d been with. I mean, not different because he’s a werebear either, but because he actually has his shit together. 
Realizing my car wasn’t suited for off-road adventures, I parked it and walked the rest of the way. With my cat in my arms and my two Chihuahuas excitedly dancing around me, “walked” may not be the best word to describe it. You see, fall was in its glorious zenith. I was surrounded by a vivid cloud of nature’s finest art. The downside, I had one hell of a time walking upright on the slick multicolored carpet of wet leaves that filled muddy puddles. My feet went down into every one of them. The little dogs barked a greeting when we finally spotted Gabe’s log home. Gemma leapt from my arms and joined in the dog’s excitement.
“Kelly?” Gabe stepped down from his porch and jogged out to meet me. “Wow! This is a real surprise!”
“A good one? I hope.” 
“A great one!” Gabe’s muscular arms wrapped around me, and he plucked me out of the latest puddle I had been struggling to get out of. “It is so good to see you.”
With my face nuzzled into his flannel covered chest, I reveled in his woodsy scent, soaking in his warmth. I turned my head to answer him. “It’s great to see you, too. I just…” I watched my words drift away in the crisp fall air. It was apparent that I didn’t know exactly what I should say about my unexpected arrival, so I quietly buried my face back into his comforting chest.
“Seems like you’ve got a lot on your mind. Let’s get you out of this damp cold air.” Gabe took my hand, and with my four legged entourage trailing behind, we headed into his cabin.
Gemma wasted no time in making herself at home. She curled up next to the hearth and basked in the heat radiating from the fireplace. The dogs took a little longer, but eventually they found a quiet spot. Gabe picked up a blanket and before he began to place it on my shoulders, I took off my coat and revealed my low cut camisole top. I knew he was trying to be the perfect gentleman host, but I had no desire for such well-mannered behavior. Strands of my long hair fell on my bare shoulders and clung tantalizingly to the cleavage of my sumptuously large breasts. Now, I used to struggle with being a curvy girl, but in time, I grew more confident about myself. I had the boobs and I wasn’t afraid to use them.
Gabe didn’t need another hint. He flung the blanket over his shoulders and it landed on the floor, creating a perfect place for us to share ourselves. With one hand buried in the hair on the back of my head, he kissed me. Thankfully, he didn’t hold back. We were instantly wild for each other. His other hand tugged the straps of my camisole off my shoulders, and in no time, he had my bra unfastened, all the while our tongues danced together, our mouths moved frantically as if we couldn’t get enough of each other. My fingers found their way to his chest, trying my hardest to unbutton his shirt. I didn’t get one button loose before he picked me up and laid me down on the blanket. 
Watching him undress in the flickering firelight was a complete turn on. I immediately pulled the rest of my clothes off. Gabe came down on me with a bear’s hunger. At first, he held my hands down, my arms over my head, while he kissed me just as wildly as before. His body writhed on top of mine, teasing me with his hardness. 
“Not…fair,” I managed to get out.
Gabe lifted his head up and smiled a very mischievous smile. “I’ve been thinking about you. A lot. And there is something I could hardly wait for.”
“Oh, really? Maybe you should just go ahead and get that something.”
Gabe laughed. His head moved down to my breasts, his tongue teased, his mouth devoured them. He let go of my arms as he slowly worked his way down between my legs, transporting me to heaven. Something wasn’t right. I smelled smoke, but not the campfire sort of smoke from an open fireplace. This was different, like burning hair. I felt an unusual rush of extra heat coming from the fireplace. 
I suppose I was still lost in the incredible feeling when I tried to articulate an alarm. It sure didn’t come out very well. “Gabe, Gabe. It’s…it’s so…so hot. It’s getting hotter...”
“Um, hmm,” he mumbled. Not allowing himself to be distracted by what he thought was just another one of the nonsensical accolades I normally heaped on him during one of his truly expert oral performances. 
Then I really felt the heat. “Ah! I’m…” I sat straight up by grabbing the first thing I could get my hands on, Gabe’s head. I physically pulled myself upright. Poor Gabe had no idea what I was doing. When I looked behind me, my mouth froze open in a silent scream. The end of our blanket had fallen into the fireplace. Gabe saw it, too, and leapt to his feet. He stood there for a few seconds, trying to comprehend what was happening. 
Looking back now, I probably should have just pushed the rest of it into the fireplace. Instead, I snatched up the blanket and instinctively ran out of the room, out the front door, and right off the porch. It had to be quite a sight to see, a naked woman running through a house, dragging a burning blanket like a fiery comet’s tail. Plus, the naked woman was being chased by a naked man spraying a fire extinguisher. One would think it couldn’t have gotten any weirder, yet it did.
When I jumped off the porch, I landed in a rolling heap. The blazing fabric floated down over me. Just in the nick of time, Gabe knocked it aside with a sweeping karate kick and finished it off with the fire extinguisher. It was such an amazing sight, applause broke out from beyond the smoke. It scared the hell out of me, and it definitely caught Gabe’s attention. 
“Who’s out there?” he roared, in all his naked glory.
A shadowy figure emerged from the woods. It was none other than Esmeralda. 



Chapter 4
Esmeralda’s applause tapered away slowly. “You never cease to amaze me, Kelly. I’ve seen some interesting ways to greet a visitor. But I must say, I’ve never been greeted before by a naked couple that came screaming out of their house, performing a Chinese circus act. On fire no less.”
I was shocked. “What are you doing here?”
“I’ve been staying up at the old millhouse with Morgan. We were enjoying a very decadent, and slightly romantic, getaway. Remember her? She’s the delicious little waitress from Dutch’s Diner. Anyway, I knew you must have arrived when I saw black smoke billowing from this direction. I said to myself, ‘there’s only a handful of witches I know that would burn down a house’. And only you would be the one to burn down Gabe’s cozy cabin. He must have really pissed you off.”
“It’s not what you think.” 
“Good. Now, would you please invite me inside? Or would you like to continue acting like you’ve both just escaped from the local nuthouse?” 
“Come on in.” Gabe turned around and we followed. His bare backside leading the way. 
Esmeralda walked directly behind Gabe, and she looked at his ass thoughtfully, like she was a USDA meat inspector grading beef. “Hmm. Bear ass naked. I like. Gertie was right, he does have a really nice ass.”
“Oh, really? I didn’t realize my boyfriend’s ass was a regular topic of conversation among my friends.”
“Guys with nice asses are always a good topic for conversation.” Her pinching hand inched its way to Gabe’s left cheek. “He wouldn’t mind if I gave it a squeeze.”
“But I would,” I chided her, so she pinched my bare butt cheek instead. 
Once we got back inside, I was happy to see the house didn’t look bad at all, considering the dangerous way I dragged the burning blanket through it. Gabe and I quickly dressed. I figured it was the best time to spill the beans about my surprise visit.
“Gabe, I didn’t get a chance to tell you why I came. I’m hiding out because I may have accidentally cast a spell…I have no idea what it was. It could have been an attack on other witches, it could have been anything. The Witches Union is going to be coming after me. That’s why I didn’t call.”
“I’m glad you came here to hide out. I can protect you.”
“No. I can’t stay here. You’d get in huge trouble for hiding me.”
“Don’t worry about me, I can handle them. You have to stay with me, Kelly.”
Esmeralda patted Gabe’s arm. “That’s the spirit! Anyway, it’s foolish to think you can hide from the Union. At least here you have Gabe. A witch could be intimidated by a,” Esmeralda moved her hand onto Gabe’s chest and she patted it emphatically with each word, “big…wild…bear.” Esmeralda drew a small wand from her pocket. “Then of course, you have little ole me to lend a helping wand.”
“I suppose you have a point. I really appreciate your help, Ezzy. Plus, Gabe could do some real damage in bear form. If you both really think it’s better for me to stay here, I will.”
“Good, now tell me all about this wayward spell.”
“It was an accident. I had that old spell book open to a random page in the French language section. Without even thinking about it, I touched the open page with my wand and pulled the spell off the book, like I’ve seen you do. I tried to smash it back into the book, but it exploded. Now the spell book is nothing but a useless lump of charcoal.” 
“Is there any way to find out if she actually cast a spell? And what kind of spell it was? Maybe reverse it?” Gabe asked. 
“First of all, let me say that I’ve never heard of anyone putting a spell back into a book in such a careless way.” Esmeralda stretched out her arm. “All you had to do was drop your wand.” Her hand opened as she theatrically simulated how simple it would have been to avoid my predicament. “But from what you’ve told me, I’d say you cast a spell. To answer your question, yes. The spell is in the wand, not the book.”
“What do you mean? The wand?”
“You’re in luck. It’s not common knowledge, but every magic wand has a memory of the spells it cast. There’s a catch, every wand comes with a secret phrase to unlock its history. I know your wand’s phrase. After all, it used to be mine. I reset the phrase a few years ago. Where is the wand now?”
“In the trunk of my car,” I replied. Ezzy slipped her miniature broom from her pocket and with a quick utterance of a spell, she disappeared amid a green cloud.
“So, what is the deal with Esmeralda? You know, I thought she was only into girls.”
“Esmeralda rejects labels of any kind. She thinks society should discard labels like straight, gay, or bi. She describes herself as sexual, no hang-ups.” 
It only took her a minute to return with my wand. 
The wand rolled gracefully in Esmeralda’s fingers, and she beamed with the joy of being reunited with an old friend. “I’ve got a lot of memories here.”
“Come on already, Ezzy. You’re killing me. I really need to know what stupid spell I cast.”
“Let’s hope not.” She held the wand up. “Like sands through the hour glass, so are the days of our lives!” The cheesy passcode was made even more cringe worthy because she shouted it.
“What? Quit fooling around, Ezzy.” She gave me her most serious eyes. “Really, Ezzy? You’re joking, right?”
“Why would you say that? I heard it somewhere. I liked it. Deal with it. Gabe? Could you please scrounge up some blank paper? A notebook perhaps?” 
Gabe walked over to a small computer desk and grabbed a few sheets of printer paper. Esmeralda carefully arranged them on the table. “Now that the wand is unlocked, I simply say a couple of Latin words.” She pointed the tip of the wand at the paper. “Memoria transduco!” Red ink slowly bled out of the wand, forming handwritten text on the paper. Before long, a complete French spell was legible. “There you go, kids. That’s how it’s done.”
Gabe leaned over both of our shoulders. “What kind of spell is it? Can you tell?”
It was in French all right, a very old French beyond my limits. The handwriting was also a very unfamiliar and hard to read style. “Okay, I’m out. It’s up to you, Ezzy.” 
“Interesting.” Her glossy black nail traced the ornate handwriting. “This spell is very old. From what I can tell, it’s what we used to call a jailbreak spell. Those spells were typically used to help a prisoner break free.”
“Great. So what kind of maniac did I just put back on the streets?”
“Not just a maniac, an entire group of…I’m not sure of what, though. Whatever it is, the spell refers to it as a circus act. It mentions dancers, but much of this spell is written in riddle and code. Only the witch that wrote it could use it.”
Gabe dismissed my concerns with a shrug. “I don’t think this is anything to worry about. After all, how many circus acts need to be set free? None, I’m guessing.” Gabe casually glanced at the spell. Suddenly, his head recoiled back. “This spell is also about bears!” His finger jabbed at a word. “Ursus? That’s Latin for bear, isn’t it?”
“Very good, werebear. You’ve got a brain as big as your dick.” Ezzy gave me a nudge. “Are you sure you wouldn’t share him?” 
I ignored Ezzy’s sassy suggestion and focused on the spell. “A captive circus act, hmm. And something about bears. Could this be about one of those circus bear acts? Is that what this is about?”
“Oh…shit,” Esmeralda deadpanned. Her eyebrows arched over her widened eyes, the wand fell to the floor. It took her a few seconds to consider the consequences. I knew she wanted nothing to do with this spell when I saw the way she mimicked washing her hands. “Thank you both for the nude acrobats on fire show. It was as entertaining as it was bizarre. Goodbye and good luck, it’s been nice knowing you.” 
“Hold on, Ezzy! Please.”
“Argh.” Esmeralda returned the broom to her pocket. “I probably wouldn’t have really left.” She thought about it for a few seconds. “Although I should run away from this.” She slowly rubbed her forehead. “Run like a Kenyan track star on speed.”
“Thanks for helping out, Esmeralda. It’s true! You actually do have a heart.” 
Esmeralda’s smirk showed how much she appreciated Gabe’s effort to keep it light with a little humor. “Of course I have a heart. It’s a shriveled up little thing, but a heart all the same.” When it comes to gratitude, Esmeralda absolutely abhors being thanked, just as much as she hates having to apologize. She’d rather move on than to wallow in any sort of emotion.
“Yes, thanks for sticking around, Ezzy. Why are you spooked by this spell?”
“This is going to sound strange because one doesn’t normally associate witches with traveling bear circuses. Believe it or not, I know of a witch named Ursula that actually owned a real live bear circus. She was from a French noble family and a long line of witches. In the early 1600s, they had a dispute with a rival family. Get this, they were a clan of bear shifters.”
Gabe pulled out a chair and sat down. His hand stroked his forehead. “Hold on! There are other werebears out there? I always wondered.”
“Yes, there are all kinds of shifters in the world. Kelly, you really need to drag your man out of his den more. Anyway, it was Romeo and Juliet from hell. Ursula broke a serious witch’s taboo when she fell in love with a young werebear. So not only did these families hate each other, you have an illicit romance. The witch’s family declared open season on the werebears. Surprisingly, Ursula’s young lover turned out to be a real jackass when he chose to dump her. You know the drill, loyalty to his family over the witches, blah, blah, blah. Ursula was deeply hurt and seriously angry. She placed a hex on the entire werebear family. They would forever remain in bear form, never again to walk the earth as humans. She had them all captured, then she forced them to perform in a traveling circus act.”
“That was one seriously pissed off witch! So you think this spell was written to free the werebears?”
“Yes, I do think it has to do with Ursula’s bears. And if she could curse a family like that, I don’t want to find out what she would do to the witch who reversed it.”
The ringtone on Gabe’s phone blared from across the room. Ezzy and I heard concern in his voice from the moment he answered the call. We listened, trying to figure out what was going on.
“Hold on, did you say bears? Bears in Caldron Falls’ town square?” Gabe jotted something down. “Twelve bears? I’ll be right there.” After the call, he immediately turned towards us. Flabbergasted is the only word that could describe his face. “That was the sheriff. Twelve bears are in the town square.”
“Oh my God, it’s the bears in the spell.” I knew this was the start of something bad.
“Looks like I might need your help before Kelly will, Esmeralda. For now, I think you two should stay here.” Gabe zipped around the house, gathering his things. “Once I find out what this is about, I’ll call.” Gabe kissed me and took one last item from his gun cabinet. “Tranquilizer gun. I hope I won’t need it.” He jogged out the door and off the porch. A minute later, his truck roared down the driveway. 
“Stay here? My ass. Let’s go, Ezzy.” 
“For the record, Kelly, I’m only going along to satisfy my curiosity.”



Chapter 5
By the time Gabe’s truck sped down Main Street, we were already watching the bears. Thanks to Ezzy’s broom, we appeared on the sidewalk across the street from the town square. A conveniently parked car kept us hidden. I counted twelve large bears. They weren’t black bears like Gabe shifts into. These were huge, fierce looking beasts, perhaps grizzly bears. A few bears were kicking a soccer ball, a couple rolled and tumbled in the grass, and the rest just milled around restlessly.
Gabe passed the sheriff’s hastily prepared roadblock, parking a block away from the square. He stepped cautiously out of his truck and looked over his shoulder, with more concern about the people watching him than with the bears in front of him. That doesn’t mean he wasn’t prepared, he took the tranquilizer gun with him. “Ezzy, look at Gabe. See how he’s making sure nobody can see him? I think he’s trying to hide so he can talk to the bears, or maybe shift.”
“Twelve on one? Say goodbye to Gabe. I can’t bear to watch.” 
“Not funny, Ezzy.”
“Don’t worry. We’ll be his backup.” Ezzy stroked my wand. 
Gabe leaned the gun against a lamppost and crawled behind a large bush. When he reappeared, he was in bear form. Even though Gabe’s form is the smaller and peaceful North American black bear, he was hardly undersized. His paranormal ability changes him into a bear that’s three, or perhaps four, times the size of any normal black bear.
He approached the group, rose up on his hind legs, and bellowed what must’ve been a common bear greeting. The other bears rushed at him. 
“Oh shit! Ezzy! Stop them.”
“I think they’re just excited to see him.”
“That, or they’re about to kick his ass. Freeze them, Ezzy!”
“I’ll try. That’s a pretty long shot, even for me.” Esmeralda steadied her wand on the hood of the car and adjusted her stance in a series of little movements. Knowing Ezzy, she was trying to show off her ability to mimic a sniper fixating on a target. Before she could get off a shot, the bears stopped in their tracks, startled by a screaming siren.
A sheriff’s squad car reeled around the corner, skidding sideways into Gabe’s truck. A young deputy leapt from the car and ran halfway to the square. She scanned the field of bears, looking for any sign of Gabe. Forming a megaphone with her cupped hands, she shouted, “Gabe! Gabe! Are you okay?” Her hands dropped to her sides when she spotted Gabe’s tranquilizer rifle. “Oh my God! They ate him!” The deputy bolted for the rifle, picked it up, and took aim at the bears. She advanced slowly into the grassy park. “Hold on, Gabe! It’s Candy! I’m coming to get you!”
“Who the fuck is Candy?” I couldn’t help myself from feeling a bit threatened by the young deputy. She was an unquestionably beautiful brunette. Her ponytail hung down from under her ball cap, and her uniform was purposefully too small, every curve of her perfect shape was on full display.
“And why is she heroically walking into a herd of grizzly bears to save your boyfriend? Hmm? Isn’t that your job?”
“No. No. I’m overreacting. She’s probably doing what any deputy would do, considering the circumstances.” 
“Maybe. Candy’s pretty damn hot, though. By the way, do you call a group of bears a herd? Or is it a pack?”
Gabe stopped running at the same time as the other bears. When he saw Candy with the rifle, he waved his paws in the air, fell to all fours, and ran in her direction. Candy didn’t hesitate to pull the trigger. “THWACK.” A large tranquilizer dart hung from Gabe’s shoulder. He rolled over and swatted his paws at it. The drug must have been injected upon impact because his swings were awkward and feeble. He slowly laid his head down and his tongue hung uselessly from his slobbering mouth. The rest of the bears ran full speed in the opposite direction, out of town.
“Gabe! Oh my God!” I sprinted to the snoring pile of fur. “Gabe?”
“Get away from that bear! He could still hurt you.” 
“You don’t understand.”
“I understand that bear was about to attack me. Now, please, get out of the area. It’s not safe.” 
Other deputies arrived on the scene and pulled me away. That’s when I really lost my cool and started swinging. The next thing I knew, I was cuffed and stuffed in the back seat of a squad car. Ezzy was still observing the scene, her red hair occasionally popping up from behind the hood of the car. I hoped she had a plan to break me free. 
A flatbed pickup truck hauling something like a huge piece of culvert, backed up to Gabe’s limp bear body. Large letters painted in red spelled out a warning. “Live bear trap. Stay away.” The truck had a hoist on the back, which was used to quickly lower the trap down. A group of uniformed officers attempted to drag the sleeping bear inside.
The deputy in the front seat seemed amused with the operation unfolding in the square. He had smartass written all over his face when he turned around. “So, why is a pretty city girl like you getting all worked up over a big fat bear? You one of those bear lovers trying to stop bear hunting?”
“Animal lover? You have no idea. Do you know where they are taking him?” 
“Who knows? I’d have him skinned and made into one hell of a rug, but that’s just me. See that guy in the blaze orange vest and purple glasses? He’s some fuzzy-brained egghead from the university. Been studying bears up here. He must be creaming his jeans over this shit. My guess is that he’s gonna have the beast hauled down to some science lab.” The deputy turned around and shook his finger. “At taxpayer expense. You know what? It’s a goddamn bear. Where the hell do they find people who have to go to college to know what a bear is? Waste of good money right there.” 
Another deputy leaned against the open window. “Hey Brian, Candy said the big bear ate Gabe. You know Gabe, the local warden. About a dozen more bears took off. The sheriff is calling up reserves and volunteers to hunt them down.” 
“Jesus! See lady? That’s why we hunt bears up here. Man-eaters and a public nuisance, that’s what they are.”
“Holy smokes! Get a load of that hot chick you have back there.” The man stuck his head inside and leered at me. “How ya’ doin?”
“How does it look like I’m doing? I’m locked up in the back of a squad car. Let me ask you this? Do you have to be a special kind of dumbass to become a cop in Caldron Falls or can any asshole get the job?”
“Hey there, boys.” Esmeralda strolled up to the squad. “Take a look at what I have.” She twirled her wand like it was a miniature baton. The deputies were mesmerized by the shiny wand spinning like a pinwheel. “You will now let the girl in the back seat go. You’ll forget that you’ve seen either of us.”
The driver stepped out and opened the back door. He unlocked the handcuffs, instantly freeing me. “Keep control of them, Ezzy. I want to add something.” These guys were jerks, and I was itching to dish out a little Karma. “Both of you will now strip naked. You will be convinced you are chickens. I want to see you squat down while you walk, flap your arms like wings, and crow like roosters…for the rest of the day.” I winked at Ezzy. “That should keep them out of our hair for a while.” 
I sprinted toward the bear trap just as the truck pulled out of the town square. Gabe’s hind paws dangled out of the back of the cage. Apparently, he was too big for the trap, so they could only close the trap door part of the way. Ezzy caught up with me and placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. My eyes desperately scanned the park as I considered my next move.
“Ezzy, we need to find out where that bear scientist is taking Gabe.”
“We need a local we can trust. We need to talk to Morgan.”
In the distance, a crowd gathered around the deputies. I had no doubt that dozens of video clips of the naked men and their bizarre chicken behavior would soon be going viral. 



Chapter 6
My eyes happily took in all of the sights of the old mill house. I especially enjoyed finding the most familiar things, like the stone porch where I first met Gabe. Before long, I was flooded with memories of my dramatic and fun summer in Caldron Falls. Then, very unexpectedly, I became terribly sad. I wished I could go back to summer’s warm days and hot nights with Gabe.
Morgan met us on the porch, throwing her arms around me. “Kelly! It’s great to see you!” When she stepped back and saw our gloomy expressions, her mood sobered. “What happened? I can’t decide if you’re sad or just really pissed off.”
“Both. It turns out I freed some evil witch’s circus of cursed werebears. Not only did I free them, I brought them here. I put a dozen confused grizzly bears right in the town square. Gabe got shot with a tranquilizer gun…by some bitch named Candy. I got arrested for punching a cop and was forced to put up with Deputy Jack Hoff and his friend. To top it off, Doctor Frankenbear had Gabe hauled away to some research lab.” Saying it out loud only made it worse. All I could do was close my eyes and rub my temples for a bit until the smartass in me woke up. “Okay, I sound just straight up crazy now that I’ve heard myself say it.”
“Oh my God! What do we do? Can I help?”
“I hope so. I told Kelly that you might have an idea who the scientist is that’s been researching bears in the area.”
“I know exactly who you’re talking about. He came into the diner once, and only once. Some of the men, who are bear hunters, really gave him a hard time when they realized who he was. I don’t know his name, but I do remember them asking about what the researcher was doing with the bears up at the institute.”
“The institute? What the hell is that? Sounds horrible!”
“But appropriate, all things considered,” Ezzy added.
“The institute is what everyone calls the old University of Wisconsin’s Forestry Research Institute. It’s been closed down for years, but I think UW still owns it.”
“That has to be it. You’ll have to come with us, Morgan. You know the area.”
Morgan pulled at her top. “Of course. Sorry, but I was lounging around today. Let me just change out of my pajamas.” She turned around and headed out of the living room, stopping to pick up a black two-piece teddy from the back of a chair. She held up a piece in each hand. “What should I wear for later tonight, Esmeralda? The top or bottom?”
“Hmm.” Ezzy held her finger to her lip and actually gave it some thought. “Top.”
“Yes, Esmeralda.” Morgan trotted off and disappeared into the master bedroom.
“You naughty old witch.” I winked and smiled at Ezzy. “So that’s how it is for you two?”
“Nah. Just playing a little game for a couple days, then we’ll go back to our adorable selves. Oh, and if you stick around for a couple days, Luke will be coming for a little slumber party. In case you’re interested.”
“Oh no. Just no. Thank you.”
“You sure? Gabe is welcome, too, of course...provided this all works out okay.”
Morgan returned dressed in jeans, a t-shirt, and a fleece jacket. “Ready!” Ezzy took out her broom and we gathered together when Esmeralda recited the transportation spell. Morgan added the location. The crack of thunder and flash of lightning still made me jump. When the mist cleared, we stood in front of a sprawling one level wooden building. Unlike the horror movie of an abandoned asylum for the criminally insane that I truly expected, this place was actually nice. The fresh, bright white paint on the siding made it look clean and the red shingled roof was in good shape. Behind the main building, rows of greenhouses formed a square. The welcoming appearance set me at ease.
“Morgan, do you know the deputy who tranqed Gabe?”
“Candy? Yeah, I know her. She grew up in Caldron Falls. She graduated high school with Gabe, as a matter of fact. But I wouldn’t worry. There’s nothing going on between those two anymore…”
“Uh? Anymore? Ugh. I’m just not good with the ex-girlfriend that lives in the same town as Gabe, with me in Chicago. As it has been said, shit happens. And it’ll suck for me if it does.”
“Hey, I don’t really know the story there. As a matter of fact, I only heard something about how at one time those two might have had a thing. I’ve never seen them together. Actually until you came along, I’ve never known Gabe to have a steady girlfriend.”
“Ah, a man-slut. Is that right?” Ezzy quizzed Morgan, but she was actually trying to get under my skin. When it comes to men, Esmeralda always makes a point to sow a few seeds of doubt. She just doesn’t trust them, and she thinks only a fool would.
“Doesn’t matter. Really. Everyone has a life. I only concern myself with today and the future.” Who was I kidding? I saw Candy’s concern for Gabe. I also saw how beautiful she was. A fact I’d never admit to anyone. I pointed toward the green metal gate sealing off the entrance to the complex. “Let’s get moving. We need to find a way inside to see if we can locate Gabe.”
“The place looks deserted.” Morgan nodded at the late afternoon sun. “It won’t be long before the sun sets.”
Morgan pointed to a large metal building connected to the back of the main building. “I think we should go in there first. I don’t see a door, though.”
“Let’s go! Right through the front door of the first building.” Now I had the opportunity to use the one spell I’d mastered. By the way, I use that term loosely. My specialty is shooting a flaming ball from my wand like it is a steroid-fueled, fastball pitch gone wild. I’ve caused considerable property damage with that little charmer, and I hoped blasting the door open to save Gabe would offer some redemption. 
Ezzy handed me the wand and nodded. I jabbed the point of the wand in the direction of the door, shouting the magic words, “Ignis impetum!” A cannon ball of blazing fire burst from the tip of my wand. The blast nearly knocked us down. 
Having been reduced to a useless lump of glowing metal, the lock fell free from the door and tumbled off the cement steps. I kicked the door open, then stepped carefully into the building. My hand eagerly swept the wall in search of a light switch. When the rows of long fluorescent tubes finally flickered to life, the institute surprised me once again.



Chapter 7
The inviting, neatly kept exterior was nothing but a façade. Morgan leaned over my shoulder and agreed with my unspoken observation. “Dirty pale-green walls, grimy terrazzo floor, and discarded metal lab carts. Yep, just the look you want for your spooky, abandoned asylum. They really nailed it with this place.” 
Esmeralda kicked an empty cardboard box out of her path, walking ahead of us. “Charming little place. All we need now are rats. I’m sure there are at least a few descendants of escaped mutant lab rats scurrying around this dump.”
“We need to find Gabe, fast. I think we should split up so we can quickly cover more territory.”
“Do you think there’s a chance he might have already shifted and made an escape?” Morgan asked.
“It depends. From what I know, he can’t change if he’s unconscious, so he won’t change until the drugs wear off. Even then, changing back to human form takes a while. I’m pretty sure he’s still a bear.”
“Bad idea to split up, Kelly. Don’t forget that magic is involved. This is all just another repercussion from the spell you cast. We have no idea what we could run into. Morgan and I will stay with you.”
We marched ahead down the corridor, through swinging doors, and into the adjoining building. It was an open space that reminded me of an airplane hangar. A bright overhead light illuminated a huge cage with a giant bear asleep inside. I knew Gabe would be fine as long as he hadn’t shifted. A hastily erected wire fence formed a perimeter around the cage.
A series of metallic clunks and clanks echoed through the sprawling empty space. It startled me and when I heard the telltale sound of footsteps, I quickly warned Ezzy and Morgan. “Someone’s coming. Go back around the corner.” 
A shadowy figure emerged, making his way toward the cage. “It’s the bear research guy,” Morgan whispered. “What’s that he’s carrying?”
Even when I squinted my eyes, I couldn’t tell what it was. “Looks like a bowling ball bag to me. No, maybe it looks more like one of those old doctor’s bags.”
“Witch rule number one, never be a wimp. Always project power. Let me show you how to handle this pinhead.” Esmeralda smoothed down her skin tight, black leather outfit and tossed her long red hair back. Looking both sexy and intimidating came natural to Esmeralda. “Stay here until I call for you.” She strolled out boldly, wand in hand.
“Good evening. Quite a bear you have there.”
“Christ!” The man was so startled by Ezzy’s entrance that he dropped his black leather bag. As he came into the light, I got a better look at him. He was a good looking, mature man with a full head of graying hair. His white, unbuttoned lab coat was so predictable it was comical. “What in the hell are you doing in here? Do you realize you’re trespassing? I could have you arrested. Did you think of that?”
“So many questions for such a smart man. My name is Esmeralda, I’m curious about this bear. Doctor, or should I call you professor?”
“Professor. Professor Bologna.”
“Bologna? Does Professor Bologna have a first name?”
“Oscar.” 
Morgan and I completely lost it. Our whooping and snort filled laughs were amplified by the empty space and sheet metal walls. 
“Remind me to tell you about the spell we cast on Gertie’s hot fireman, Brad.” I giggled even more, remembering the horrible pickup lines Brad was hexed to recite in public. 
“Who else is here? What the devil is going on?”
“Just a couple of friends. They’re just amused that my Bologna has a first name. It’s O S C A R.” 
“Like I’ve never heard that before.” The professor shouted into the dark corners of the building, “Okay, you imbeciles have had your laughs. Come out in the open!”
“You two really suck at being stealthy,” Esmeralda said as we joined her. “All right, Professor Bologna. I’m going to level with you. We came for the bear. I’m going to be kind and give you to the count of ten. More than enough time to get out of our way.” Ezzy slapped the wand in the palm of her hand. 
“Wait! Is that supposed to be a magic wand? You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“I kid you not, Oscar.” Ezzy leveled the wand at an old folding chair and blasted it into a pile of smoking scrap metal. 
“What are you people? Faeries?”
“Please. Another insult like that and you’re next. We’re witches.”
“Hold on, Ezzy. I’ve got a question for the professor before he leaves, or you incinerate him. Professor, why do you have this bear caged? What were you planning to do with him?”
Professor Bologna took slow backwards steps. “Witches. What a coincidence. It’s a rather long story. Suffice it to say, I’ve been hunting for a bear like this all of my life. He’s actually a werebear. Considering your interest in him, you are already aware of that.”
“How did you know?” 
“Contrary to the belief of the local idiots, I am not a biologist. I’m actually a professor of European folklore. Thirty years ago, I came upon the legend about a clan of werebears that were captured by a witch and cursed to live as circus bears for all eternity. I went looking for those bears, and I’ve tracked down every myth, every campfire story, and every tabloid headline…if there was even a hint about a werebear. Finally, I came upon them in a small village in Romania. I set out to capture just one and get blood samples.”
“Blood samples?” I asked.
“Yes. I wanted the samples so I could have them analyzed. That was just a start. I also wanted to observe them, study them…I wanted to know their secrets. I had to know if they still had the ability to shift. Centuries of circus travel must have driven them all mad. I was the one who ended up captured.” The professor paused as if he was suddenly being tortured by an awful memory. “That bitch…”
“Let me guess, Ursula?”
“Yes! She was the one who locked me in the dungeon of an abandoned castle. Then came the bears. They taunted me, day and night. I lived off the scraps of food that was thrown down to us. The day finally came when Ursula decided to move us to a new location. Perhaps she was worried the locals were getting suspicious of her and the bears. Anyway, that’s when I made my escape. Eighteen months I lived in that hell hole.”
“So, why are you here? And why are you still hunting for werebears?”
“Good question, Kelly. One would think the man would want nothing more to do with bears.” 
The distinctive sound of a metal door slammed shut behind us. “Nice, Dad. Why didn’t you tell them about Mom? Or me?” We all turned around to see who was speaking.



Chapter 8
“Candy!” Morgan shouted.
Esmeralda yelped. “What?” That was all she got out before Candy fired Gabe’s tranquilizer rifle. The dart struck Ezzy’s thigh and she collapsed. The wand rolled to Professor Bologna, and he stopped it with his shoe.
“I didn’t tell them everything. I was trying to protect you and your mother.”
“Pfff. Mom can take care of herself. You see, ladies, Dad here was quite the player back in his day. Truth is, he tried to seduce my mom in order to get closer to her circus bears.”
“Your Ursula’s daughter?” 
“You must be the smart one,” Candy sneered. “Of course I am. My name is Candy Bear. Dad didn’t escape. Mom kicked him out. When I was old enough to start school, my mom sent me to live with him. She didn’t think I’d have a healthy, normal childhood roaming around Eastern Europe with her circus. So she sent me to Wisconsin of all places. It’s a circus all its own.” 
“Why here? Caldron Falls? And I still don’t know why you captured this bear.”
“This bear? You mean Gabe? Ha! Didn’t think I knew about him, did you? Dad came here to follow up on some Ojibwe legends about shape shifters: werebears to be exact. Gabe and I got to be really close friends…if you know what I mean.” Candy winked at me. “Oh yeah, I know who you are, Kelly. You’re Gabe’s summer fling. But you can’t have him. Nobody can. See, he brushed me off after high school. I gave him everything…including my virginity.”
“Candy! Get ahold of yourself!”
“Shut up, Dad!” 
“I had no idea he was a werebear until I saw him change, with you, this summer. Then I knew why he pushed me away. It wasn’t because he didn’t love me, it was because he could only stay in a permanent relationship with another werebear. Today was my lucky day. When I saw him shift in the town square, I realized a golden opportunity had been handed to me. I made it sound like Gabe had been eaten by bears so I could knock his ass out and bring him here. Now, my Dad is going to find out what makes him a werebear. Once he figures it out, I’ll become one. Then Gabe and I can live together forever. He’s all mine.”
“Candy, do you realize how crazy this sounds? You sound just like your mother.”
“What? What! What did you just say?” As any fool knows, you never tell a woman on a rant that she sounds crazy. And you most certainly never, ever, double down on asking for death by saying she sounds just like her crazy mother—who happens to be a witch with a track record of sadistic eternal cursing.
“Candy, just listen to me, sweetie. I had no idea Gabe was a werebear until you told me this earlier today. To be honest, we don’t even know for sure if it is Gabe until it changes, if it changes. 
“Err..owwl!” Candy stomped her foot and actually jumped up and down in a childish tantrum. “Mom won’t let me be a witch and you won’t let me be a werebear. This is bullshit! Of course this is Gabe. How can you be so stupid? His slut, the witch, wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t. You are going to take his blood and you are going to give me a transfusion until I AM A FUCKING WEREBEAR! Got it? And you witches…I am going to fix you. Dad, give me that wand.”
“No. Candy, I can’t let you do this.”
“Then I’ll just take it.” When Candy bent down to grab the wand, Morgan shoved her from behind. The dart gun hit the cement floor as Candy fell. Professor Bologna quickly snagged the wand before his uncontrollable daughter could get her hands on it. 
“Just don’t hurt her, please.” He handed me the wand as Candy rose back up. I aimed the wand at her.
“Candy, don’t try anything. You have no right to kidnap Gabe like this. Whatever you had with Gabe is in the past. It sounds like he broke up with you, and I’m sorry, but that’s life. You can’t just tranquilize people, put them in a cage, and make them love you.”
Candy growled, her eyes scanned the room, looking for the tranquilizer gun. The whole time Candy had been talking, Gabe had apparently shook off the effects of the drug and started to shift. By the time I got a look at him, he was back in human form. It must have been one hell of a shock to get knocked out and wake up in a cage, with no clue as to what had happened.
Morgan crawled under the wire fence and lifted the latch in the cage door. Gabe was stark naked and quite confused when he walked out. “What? Where are the bears?” He shielded his eyes from the floodlight and squinted. “What’s going on? Candy? Oh shit! What are you doing here?” Gabe did his best to cover himself with his hands as he jogged over to me. “Kelly, only you and the witches know I’m a werebear! Now two more people do.” He added in a whisper, “You’ve probably already figured this out about Candy, but…”
“The wheel is spinning but the hamster’s asleep? A few fries short of a Happy Meal? Yeah, I got that. After listening to her talk about it, you loved her but couldn’t divulge your werebear secret, so you broke up. She thinks if she becomes a werebear, you’ll suddenly love her forever.”
“What? How was she trying to become a werebear?”
“By using you as a donor for her blood transfusion.”
“Jesus. Blood transfusion? I told you she’s nuts. It wouldn’t work anyway. Only the spring has the power. But listen, Kelly, and believe me, there was nothing even remotely close to love between Candy and me. Seriously, it was just a few dates in high school.”
“Used her for casual sex and then swept her aside, got it.”
“No. It wasn’t like that either.”
“Don’t worry. I’m just giving you a hard time. That stuff doesn’t matter to me.” At least I tried not to let it bug me. It was time to grill Candy about the other bears. “And what about your mom’s bears that showed up in town today, Miss Bear Stalker? Were you going to capture them, too?”
“Those bears are werebears? My mom’s circus bears? No way! Her bears are with her…someplace in Europe.”
“I wouldn’t bet on it,” Morgan said. “Kelly used a spell to free them. Now they’re right here in Caldron Falls.”
“My mom will be coming for them. You are all going to be really screwed once I tell her you were the witches responsible for taking her bears away.”
Professor Bologna interrupted his daughter. “Ursula’s bears are in Caldron Falls? This cannot be happening. Candy, those bears are vicious. They’re absolutely insane. This changes everything.”
“Hmm. I think it’s time to make a deal. Gabe, I heard you whispering to Kelly. Something about a spring? You said, ‘only the spring has that power’. What spring?”
“Spring? You heard wrong,” Gabe growled. 
The professor’s face lit up. “The legend! It must be the Ojibwe legend of the magic spring! That’s the place where warriors were transformed into werebears. Then it’s true! All these years of research...” Something in him changed when he realized the possibilities. “Take me to that spring, Gabe. I must see it.” Without warning, he slipped a small pistol from the jacket of his lab coat and aimed it at Morgan. “Put the wand down, young lady, or your friend gets it. As long as everyone does as I say, I won’t be forced to use this gun.”
“Better listen to my dad. You think I’m crazy? He’s got your crazy.”
“Hold on a sec, Doctor Bologna.” I slowly lowered my wand. “I thought you weren’t exactly okay with your daughter kidnapping a werebear for nefarious purposes, and now you pull a gun in order to learn Gabe’s secret? What’s your agenda?”
“If this was thirty years ago, I’d tell you that my agenda is purely academic—a borderline obsessive curiosity I suppose, but nonetheless academic in nature. It’s true, I seduced Ursula to get close to the bears, but it’s also true that she imprisoned me with her bears when she found out I was only using her. I grew to hate those bears. She eventually kicked me out after I served my time in circus bear hell. Now, I’ve learned Ursula’s bears are here and you can bet they will remember me. Hell, they may be hunting for me as we speak. Listen, Candy, the last thing I want is for my only child to become a bear. However, if I were the one to become a bear like Gabe, I would be able to protect you. Plus, it might be my only way to survive Ursula’s circus bears.”
“I don’t think the spring works like you assume it does, Professor,” Gabe argued.
Oscar waved his gun like he was shooing us toward the door. “We’ll see. Pick up your friend and let’s get moving.” 
Gabe picked up Ezzy’s limp body and slung her over his big shoulders. I didn’t care for the way Candy was eyeing up Gabe’s hot, naked body. I had to think of something to say to her. “You know something, Candy. I don’t think you and Gabe ever had anything meaningful. Otherwise, he would have taken you up to the magic spring. Like he did with me.”
Candy tore her eyes off of him and glared at me. “Yeah, well, I’ve had that plenty of times.” She pointed at Gabe’s flaccid member. “It may be a Porsche, but it may as well be a Geo if the driver can’t figure out how to handle it.”
Morgan had apparently decided to keep score between me and my rival. “Ooh, that was pretty harsh. Candy takes the lead, and I’m ready to call this contest in her favor.”
“Not so fast. Sounds to me like Gabe didn’t find anything exciting down your dirty, dead end road. It’s clearer than ever to me now. You didn’t have anything special with him like I do. We have awesome sex. That’s because I’m the one he truly loves. He doesn’t hold back, not even his ninth inch. I’m talking the mind-blowing, think-you’ve-died-and-came-back-to-life kind of sex. Truly, it’s incredible.”
“Ouch!” Morgan made tally marks in the air. “Upon further review, fifty points is awarded to Gryffindor for that smack down. Kelly wins.”
Gabe sealed the deal by pulling me over with his free arm, kissing me passionately. I don’t think it was accidental when he swung Ezzy’s ass in Candy’s face.
The professor waved his gun once again. “Knock it off. Use your powers, witch. I’ve seen how Ursula uses a miniature broom, I’m sure you have one, too. Take us all to that spring. We don’t have time to waste.”
“Actually, I’ll need my wand for that.” He didn’t need to know about the tiny broom I had hidden in my pocket. I’d use any excuse I could to get my wand back. 
“Very well.” The professor nodded and I bent down to retrieve my wand.



Chapter 9
At some point during our transport through time and space, Esmeralda was freed from Gabe’s shoulder. She landed with a graceless “thump” on the muddy shore of the spring. Because Gabe and I were familiar with the area, the full moon provided more than enough light to find our way. 
You would think this would end with the professor and his daughter diving into the magic water, returning as werebears. I have to be honest, I really didn’t care what they did. My mission was to free Gabe. And the sooner these oddballs were out of the picture, the sooner I could focus on the impossible objective, returning the circus bears to Ursula.
I always say expect the unexpected. That night was no exception, things turned out a little differently.
The moonlight penetrated the clear magic water and reflected on the white stone bottom. The glow projected an ethereal light show. “It’s beautiful here in the moonlight, Gabe. It’s like a miniature version of the northern lights.”
Gabe picked up Ezzy and sat her upright against a tree. “I never thought of it like that, Kelly. You’re right.” 
Esmeralda’s soft mumbling and moaning made me wonder if the fall shook her free from the sedative’s power. 
“Is Ezzy okay?” Morgan asked, kneeling down to check her over.
“Hey!” Gabe squeaked and jumped away from Ezzy. “Easy on the merchandise!” 
“She’ll be fine,” Morgan said. “She just grabbed two handfuls of werebear balls.”
“I’m going to have to fight these women off of you. You should make a habit of carrying a spare set of clothes in a backpack, Gabe.”
The professor stooped down and tested the water temperature with his hand. “So, this is it. According to the legend, I need to swim to the bottom. When I come back up, I’ll be able to change into a bear. Isn’t that right, Gabe?”
“Shh! Listen.” The professor held his head up and cupped one ear. “I heard splashing. I think someone is in the water.”
“Here, let me light this place up.” I drew a circle in the air with my wand and repeated the words, “Lucreat lux.” The tip flashed, instantly bathing us in a dazzling light. There was something splashing around in the pond all right, a beaver.
“Shoo!” Candy smacked the water with a stick, but the blasé beaver paddled slowly across the surface, undaunted by Candy’s harassment. “Shoot it, Dad. I can’t jump in the water with a giant rat.”
“I’m the one going in, not you.” The professor placed the pistol in his daughter’s hands. “Don’t let them do anything stupid.”
“Really? Might as well shoot them now,” Candy joked.
The professor stripped down to his boxers and waded into the spring. He held his arms out and made his way slowly to deeper water. “Be careful, Dad!”
“What’s the worst that could happen? If it doesn’t work, I’ll still be myself.” The water rippled around his neck. “I’ll be right back.” Those were his parting words before his head disappeared under the surface.
I whispered to Gabe, “Gabe, we need to come up with a plan. I can handle these two, but we still need to figure out what to do about Ursula’s bears.”
“I’m pretty confident I can break the curse so they can have their shifter ability again.” Gabe pointed to the professor’s body slicing through the glimmering depth of the spring. “This spring won’t do anything for Professor Nutjob, but it’ll work on a werebear. Just let me know when you want me to round them up.” 
We watched the professor dive down to where the skeletal remains of an old hemlock covered the bubbling water source. He grabbed a branch to hold himself down as he looked in to the dark crevice, the source of the sacred water. He waited too long and when he finally attempted to resurface, he got snagged by the tree. Suddenly, the professor was in a life and death struggle.
“Damn it. He’s caught on the branches. Another damn midnight swim and another chance to drown, just like the last time.” Gabe was ready to dive in, but Candy beat him to the water. She was going to help her dad. I noticed the pistol laying on Candy’s discarded jeans and I quickly picked it up. There was no way those two were getting it back. I was bound and determined to make sure the nutty professor and his crazy daughter had lost their advantage.
Ezzy stumbled over to the shore where we watched the underwater drama unfold. She noted Gabe’s nudity. “Now this is what I’m talking about. I hope I’m not too late to get in on some of this.” Her hands clumsily floundered around as she tried to peel off her leather outfit. 
Morgan took Ezzy’s arm over her shoulder and led her back to the tree. “Candy showed up and shot you with a tranquilizer dart.” 
“You mean to say I’ve been drugged and didn’t even get to enjoy it?”
While Morgan attended to Ezzy, Gabe and I watched Candy free her father. They rocketed up and broke the surface, gasping for air. As soon as they finally crawled onto the shore, Gabe checked to make sure they were okay. When he returned, he whispered, “Whatever your plan is, now would be a good time to kick it off.” He nodded to me. He was right, and I knew exactly what to do. I took out my mini-broom and prepared to transport everyone back to the institute.
“Gabe, gather up our nocturnal swim team. Morgan, get Ezzy on her feet. We’re going back to the institute. I’ve got a plan, and I need to make a couple of phone calls.”



Chapter 10
Morgan secured the cage’s heavy latch. The resounding clink was satisfying. “Karma’s a bitch.”
I briefly and quietly explained my plan to Gabe, Ezzy, and Morgan. Once they were on board, I walked around the corner to make a quick call to Randy and Gertie.
“So, what’s the grand plan? You know we’re probably already able to shift into bears. You can let us go, and I promise we’ll leave,” Candy whined from the cage the moment I stepped back into her line of sight.
I lowered my wand and Gabe unloaded the pistol as he winked at me. “Gabe, do you want to tell them?”
“Sure. Here’s the deal, Candy. I tried to tell your dad that the spring does not simply create werebears. It only has the power to create a were-being that manifests your true spirit animal. Aren’t you curious to see what you’ve become? Who knows? You could be a graceful swan and your father a wise owl.” Gabe was taunting Candy. Even he wasn’t above dishing out some payback.
“I think you’re bad mouthing some nice spirit animals, Gabe,” Morgan said.
“All you have to do is feel the energy inside and focus. You’ll notice that it builds up very quickly, then the shift happens. It will be hard to control at first, but eventually you’ll master it. When you get to that point, you may never shift again if you don’t want to.”
“I can’t wait!” The professor closed his eyes and held onto the cage bars. “Come on, Candy. Let’s see if we can shift.” Candy copied her father’s actions. Together, they gritted their teeth and grunted. 
“Don’t hurt yourselves!” I couldn’t help but laugh. It really served them right for knowingly capturing Gabe, planning to take his blood, tranquilizing Ezzy, and of course, pulling a gun on us. “Show them how it’s done, baby.”
Gabe stretched and feigned a yawn. “Easy.” He blinked and the change occurred. It’s a sight that never ceases to amaze me. One second, Gabe was there in all of his sexiness. The next second, a bear was in his place. I never realized the American black bear can have a variety of color phases. Other than jet black, they can be chocolate colored or white and of course my favorite, cinnamon—Gabe’s color. He leaned forward and became the majestic jumbo sized furball of my dreams. 
“Aw, what’s wrong, Professor? You guys aren’t changing.” I was perhaps a little over the top with sarcasm, just a tad, but it was too fun not to. “Try harder people! I know you can do it!” They both gripped the cage so hard their knuckles turned white and they grunted like constipated gorillas. “What do you think, ladies? Can they do it?”
“I say we run some experiments on their conniving asses,” Ezzy said as she rubbed her swollen thigh. “That fucking dart was no joke. Morgan, hand me that dart rifle. Time to light their asses up.”
“No, no. We can’t stoop to their level.”
“Speak for yourself, sister. I’m not above turning them into pincushions. Ugh! I guess I did promise to stick with your plan.” Ezzy climbed onto Gabe’s back like she was a cowboy getting on his horse. “Don’t get too excited, big boy, this is only until I find my broom. Your bear thinks my broom is up by the spring. I don’t even remember going there.” Just before they disappeared down the corridor, she shouted, “I’ll be back with your special order. Ciao.”
“Thanks, Ezzy. Be careful, Gabe.” I gave them a little wave, then my attention returned to the prisoners. “While they’re out taking care of something, there is someone I want you to meet. I’ve called her in here to help you get through your first shift. You could say she’s a specialist in paranormal creatures.” I called over my shoulder, “Oh Gerr-tie! You’re up!”
Gertie donned one of the white lab coats and approached the cage. “I hear you two are having a difficult time shifting? No worries, it’s normal to experience some anxiety your first time. Sometimes that anxiety can cause some serious performance issues. I’ve got just the ticket for shiftile dysfunction.” Gertie took a small velvet bag from the pocket of the coat. “Oh, I nearly forgot. You’ll never guess who I ran into when I arrived in town tonight, a group of very talented and likeable grizzly bears.”
“No! Don’t tell me you brought them here! Not with us locked in a cage like this. Dad, tell her how bad they are!”
Gertie feigned surprise and concern. “Really? Because I had a very interesting conversation with them. They were very grateful for being set free from that cruel circus life and were quite surprised when they saw Candy in the town square. I believe they said when they rushed toward you, they were trying to greet you. Or maybe they said they were trying to eat you. Ah, you know how hard translating Bearish can be. Anyway, they weren’t very happy when they saw you shoot Gabe with that dart. And when they saw your dad hauling him away, they really got upset. Apparently, there’s some bad blood between those bears and your dad.” 
The professor interceded, “Please, just help us shift. It’s our only way to survive.”
“Okay! Relax.” Gertie opened the bag and poured a small amount of pink powder in the palm of her hand. “Now, concentrate. Try to shift.” Candy and her father doubled their earlier efforts. Gertie drew in a deep breath and blew the powder in their faces. 
Once the two prisoners stopped coughing and gagging, they fell to the floor of the cage. “What? What was that stuff?” Candy’s voice was uncharacteristically meek. 
The professor crawled close to the bars. “How long will it take?”
“Just relax. It’ll make it much easier to shift. Candy, did you know those circus bears are really werebears that can’t shift back? Those poor creatures told me they were cursed by your mother. It takes a lot to upset me. Isn’t that true, Kelly?”
“Oh, that’s certainly true. The only thing that makes you mad is cruelty to animals…and paranormals.” 
The cage shook violently from the inhabitants convulsions. It only took minutes for the professor and his daughter to change into grizzly bears.
Our conversation was interrupted by a crack of thunder. A cloud of green smoke appeared and out of it stepped Randy with a witch I had never seen. She was a tall, thin, dark haired woman. She was dressed in black from head to toe. In one hand she held a wand and a bullwhip in the other.
Randy loved to act a part. “Hello everyone! Say hello to the legendary Ursula. She put a BOLOB out for missing paranormal circus bears, so I contacted her and told her a couple may have been captured.”
Morgan, Gertie, and I greeted her in harmony. “Hello, Ursula!”
“What’s a BOLOB?” Gertie asked.
“Be on the lookout for bears,” Randy replied.
“Great. More cheerful witches. This one, who calls himself Randy, tells me you’ve captured two of my missing bears.”
“Yep! Got two of ‘em right here in this cage.” I slapped my hand on the cage door.
“Hmm. You sure they’re mine? How would you really know?” Ursula seemed skeptical.
“Most definitely. Gertie can communicate with bears and she swears they shifted.”
“Is that right, Gertie?”
“Yes, ma’am. A bit disoriented, but they definitely were shifters, and now stuck in bear form.”
“Good. Thank you. I suppose you expect some type of reward now,” Ursula grumbled.
“No. No reward expected,” I answered.
“Hold on. There is one thing.” Randy whispered something in Ursula’s ear. 
“Fair enough. Consider it done.” Ursula raised the whip and brought it down expertly. The long whip straightened out and made a distinctive sound of a gunshot. The green cloud returned and when it drifted away, Ursula, Candy, and the professor were gone.
I smiled at how well my last minute plan worked out. “You know, it really makes me feel good to reunite a family.”



Chapter 11
Randy turned the corkscrew and gave it a tug until the cork popped free. He filled our glasses and looked up at the night sky. “It sure is nice up here. This old millhouse is the perfect retreat for us. We always end up on this stone patio.” 
“So, how long will it be before Ursula figures out who her new werebears are?” Morgan asked.
“It’s just a temporary magic transformation, I’d say a few days, then it’ll hit them hard. They won’t remember anything about tonight. It will be like none of this ever happened.” 
The porch lit up like it was hit by lightning. “Ezzy! How’d it go?”
“I’d say it was a success. The bears hopped into the spring and the magic of it dissolved Ursula’s spell. After all their years in captivity, they were finally able to shift back into humans. They started chatting right away, but we have no idea what the hell they’re saying, but when we mentioned Ursula’s name, they just scoffed. I suppose they know a witch can’t place a Class A Hex on the same person twice, so they have no fear of her.”
“So we’re done, right? It really all worked out, right?” I could barely believe myself. 
“It seems so. Perfect Karma for each of them.”
“Now what do we do with these twelve werebears?”
“You have to transport them to the last place they were when you cast the spell, Romania. It puts some distance between us if anything should come up later.”
“Do you know where—” I started to ask.
“Speaking of the werebears, there they are now,” Randy interrupted, pointing to the trail that led to the spring.
“You may want to get your cameras ready because you are about to get a treat.”
Gertie gulped. “Sweet Jaysus! Now that’s something you don’t see every day.” 
My giant bear lumbered into the yard, bathed in the magical blue-white glow of the full moon. He was surrounded by twelve naked men, each of them an absolute specimen of mouthwatering hotness.
“My calendar came to life!” Randy cheered. “Excuse me while I get a closer look.” 
“Feast your eyes for a few,” Ezzy tapped her foot, “seconds. Okay, say goodbye to these sexy beasts.”
“Goodbye, sexy beasts!” Gertie cheerfully waved.
Ezzy spun her broom and mumbled. After the werebears flashed away to Romania, she came closer to me. “I’m glad I found my broom, riding a werebear in leather pants was more uncomfortable than I could have imagined. I need to get out of these and check some things out. I may have rubbed the skin right off of my ass and thighs. Argh! You don’t even want to know how everything else feels.” Ezzy went into the house and she called out, “Hey witch! Don’t call me, I’ll call you.” 
I literally jumped in the air from the shock of hearing a gunshot. I turned around and saw Randy snapping a bullwhip. “So, that’s what you asked Ursula for? A bullwhip?”
“A magic bullwhip, otherwise known as a dragon’s tongue. Who knows when something as kick-ass as this might come in handy?” Randy cracked the whip again with even more enthusiasm. Tiny bolts of lightning shot out and streaked over the yard. “This...is…fucking…awesome! Imagine if we took it and our wands trick or treating around the block.”
“Don’t even think about it! I’ve had enough magically induced mayhem to last a while, thank you very much!” I prayed he was only joking.
“Ooh! Let me try,” Gertie begged.
“Randy, it’s shooting out everywhere! Put that thing away before you hurt someone,” I scolded.
“Yeah, that’s what he said,” Randy snarked back.
“Come on, Randy. Let me play with your whip,” Gertie whined.
“And that’s what he said also.”
Gabe came up the stairs and nudged me off to the side. He rolled his big head while I rubbed behind one of his ears. “I think you should get changed, if you know what I mean,” I whispered. More than ever I wanted to stay in Caldron Falls permanently. I knew I would be making a decision sooner rather than later. In my heart, I already knew the answer.
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One Charmed Evening
A Halloween Laveau Short Story
By Rose Pressey
Leader of the Underworld Halloween LaVeau is attending an award ceremony. Brothers Liam and Nicolas have been nominated for Coven Leader of the Year. Things take a strange turn when ghosts and magic collide during the ceremony. There will be no awards given out if Halloween doesn’t gain control of the event.



Chapter 1
Being the leader of the Underworld was no easy task. It required making decisions, solving problems, honing my witchcraft, and keeping peace with quarreling wand-wielding witches. There certainly wasn’t any glitz and glamor. People probably thought I traveled a lot for the job, jetting from one dazzling city to the next. Totally not the case. I tried to stay home as much as possible. The fast-paced life wasn’t for me. 
Big cities shouldn’t be an issue, but in reality, I was just a small town witch. The simpler things in life made me happy. That was why I tried to stay out of the public eye as the leader. Sitting in front of the large stone fireplace back at LaVeau with a good book and a cup of hot cocoa was all I wanted. I’d take that over being in a huge ball room, wearing a red silk gown, and drinking champagne any day. 
Besides, a couple sips of bubbly made me goofy. It was eight p.m. on a Saturday night and I found myself in Manhattan. That was a long way from Louisiana. I’d never been to New York City until recently. I was in awe of the buildings, the people, and the pace. My life moved in slow motion compared to everyone here. Homesickness was getting the better of me right now. Right now I’d even settle for going back to the hotel room and taking off the too-tight, pinching-my-toes high heels. 
Supporting Nicolas Marcos and Liam Rankin came before my screaming feet though. Sadly, I had to get through tonight before I could even get on the plane tomorrow and head back to Enchantment Pointe. That was the little town I called home…a place that had more witches than any other place in the whole country. 
Tonight we were gathered at the Grand Crown Hotel. I couldn’t believe that the board members had organized such an extravagant event. Of course I had never been invited before, so this could be the norm for all I knew. Up until now I’d been the worst witch in history. The awards given out tonight were for the good witches. The ones who didn’t burn down buildings or accidentally turn people into frogs just by casting one little, bitty spell. But I digress. 
Tables covered with beautiful white tablecloths dotted the room. The space in the middle of the room was a reserved for the beautiful dance floor. A giant chandelier hung overhead. It sparkled and shimmered over the floor. Mirrors lined the walls with ornate trim decorated every inch of the walls and ceilings. The cream colored walls and gold tinted ceiling added ambiance. 
My name is Halloween LaVeau. With my birthday being All Hallows’ Eve, my mother decided that was the perfect name for me. Of course, it helped that we were also witches. Yes, a black cat lived with me, and a large black cauldron took up space in my kitchen, waiting for the next spell. All that was missing was a flying broom. I could’ve had that too if not for the fact that I hated flying. Getting on the plane to Manhattan was bad enough, but forget about just a tiny little stick hovering through the air. 
Nicolas sat next to me at the table. We’d been dating for a while now. Things were going well and that made my heart happy. Nicolas looked dashing tonight in his black tuxedo. The black of the suit matched the dark color of his hair. His blue eyes sparkled under the soft lights of the ballroom. 
Nicolas shifted in his seat. Uneasiness flowed all of him in waves. I wasn’t sure if it was the crowd he disliked, or the award ceremony. Maybe it was both. The whole reason for this visit was because Nicolas was up for Coven Leader of the Year. He’d been through a lot to get to this position and he deserved the recognition. 
To make a long story short, Nicolas’ mother had been the leader of the Underworld, but she had been tragically murdered. My great aunt had left me LaVeau Manor. The Book of Mystics had been hidden there. Nicolas and his half-brother Liam had come to the manor to destroy the book. In hindsight, I could see why they’d want to do get rid of it. Everyone wanted to be the leader, which made the book in high demand. They figured if the book was gone, then everyone would be safer. That wasn’t the case though. The Underworld needed a leader. Thank goodness I’d convinced the brothers of such. 
Speaking of Liam, he was up for Coven Leader of the Year award too. The brothers seemed to be encouraging each other, but underneath it all there was a sibling rivalry there. I knew they were probably really competing. The brothers had been investigators in the Underworld. When they came to LaVeau Manor I soon realized that they would be better suited as coven leaders. When the positions in Enchantment Pointe and New Orleans became available, I knew they had to take the jobs. Luckily, they had agreed with me. 
Liam sat at the table next to us. He’d worn a tuxedo too, and looked almost identical to his brother—both incredibly gorgeous. The similarities stopped with the dark hair and blue eyes though. Their personalities were vastly different. Nicolas was more down-to-earth and a little reserved. I’d describe Liam as more of the bad boy type. A little dangerous, yet sexy.
Surprisingly, Liam had brought a date. I’d never met her before tonight. Apparently this was their third or fourth date from what I’d heard. Liam wasn’t exactly chatty about his social life, but it was none of my business anyway. Though I couldn’t help but be a little curious. 
After meeting Liam’s date, I wasn’t quite sure if I liked her or not. She seemed a little standoffish, but maybe she was just nervous. Then again, would I like anyone Liam ever dated? More than likely I would be critical of anyone he had a relationship with. Kristin Fallon was pretty with long blonde hair and big brown eyes. Her turquoise silk dress hugged her curves in all the right places. When she caught me staring at her I smiled, but she looked away without returning the expression. 
Nicolas leaned in closer to me. “Do you think they’ll start soon?” 
“I think so,” I whispered back. 
He tapped his fingers against the table. I hated to break it to him, but the coven leader award would probably be announced last. They had a lot of other award categories before his. I didn’t recognize many people in the room tonight. Just the witches from Enchantment Pointe and some of the ones from the New Orleans coven. I really needed to get out more and meet more people. I did recognize the board members though. They liked to keep a close eye on me, looking for any mistakes I might make. Actually, they had quite a few to choose from since I took on the leadership position. Things had turned around for me though and were working out nicely now. 
Other than our nerves, I suppose the evening was nice. I was looking forward to enjoying this time with Nicolas. I wouldn’t tell Nicolas, but I couldn’t decide on who should win the coven leadership award. Luckily, it wasn’t left up to me. Both brothers had done so much and I was glad that they hadn’t asked me to make the decision. Not to mention the other leaders nominated who were equally deserving. 
As I took another sip of champagne, I felt eyes on me. When I looked over, Liam was watching me. He winked and smiled. A big grin immediately spread across my face. We made eye contact for a while, but then I sensed someone’s gaze fixed on me. When I glanced to Liam’s left, I noticed his date was glaring at us. 
Trying to avoid an awkward exchange, I shifted my gaze out across the dance floor. My best friend Annabelle Preston was dancing with her boyfriend Jon. He was also an investigator with the Underworld. Annabelle wore a red strapless, ankle-length dress. Her blonde hair was pulled up into an exquisite up-do. She wasn’t a witch, although she had a natural talent for helping with spells. Annabelle worked in my mother’s bath and beauty shop back in Enchantment Pointe. Annabelle helped mix up the potions. 
Annabelle used to be terrified of anything paranormal, but she was coming around now. She especially liked that there were no spells allowed while we were in here tonight. I guess she felt safer that way. She didn’t mind the potions at Bewitching Bath and Beauty, but anything else made her nervous. Actually, there was no way we could have magic here tonight with this many witches in one place. It would be chaos. 
Sitting at the table across from us was the other witches up for the coven leader award. I didn’t know them well. In fact, I’d only met them one other time. One man was from Florida, the other man was from Texas and a woman from Virginia. I’d noticed that they’d been watching us a lot. They were probably wondering if I had any say-so in the selection of tonight’s winner. I could assure them that I had no input. That would have been completely unethical. Sure I hoped either Nicolas or Liam to win, but I wasn’t about to fix the judging.
In spite of the fun setting for the evening, something felt off. I usually had a sixth sense about these things. I wasn’t sure what was causing the chills along my arms or the nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach, but I hoped it wasn’t serious. If spells were banned from the building, then what else could it be? Maybe I was just nervous about the award. That had to be it. 
“Hallie, are you okay?” Nicolas waved his hand in front of my face. 
“What?” I asked, looking at him with probably a dazed look. 
“I’ve been asking you if you’d like to dance. You looked as if you were a million miles away,” he said with a concerned look in his eyes. 
“I suppose I was just daydreaming,” I said, flashing him a reassuring smile. 
Nicolas and I hadn’t been dating all that long, but he was already starting to know when something was bothering me. Hiding it from him was almost impossible. The last thing I wanted was for him to worry though. He was already nervous enough thinking about the award. He wanted to win, but if I knew Nicolas, I knew that he really wanted Liam to receive the award. Even with the rivalry. 
“I’d love to dance,” I said. 
Nicolas pushed to his feet and extended his hand to me. We walked around the table and he guided me to the dance floor. I must admit that I felt a bit like Cinderella in this dress. All eyes were watching me. Being the leader sure did catch a lot of attention. That was something I wasn’t comfortable with yet—probably never.
When I glanced back, Kristin and Liam were watching us as we stepped onto the dance floor. The next thing I knew, they were on the dance floor too. I hoped this didn’t turn into some kind of dance off between Liam and Nicolas. I was lucky to walk in high heels, asking me to do any kind of advanced dance moves was completely out of the question. So far things hadn’t gotten out of hand and I hoped it stayed that way. As we spun around the room, it truly felt as if I was in a fairytale with Nicolas. Until that strange feeling hit me again.
Someone was watching me, but not in a casual way. I already knew people were keeping an eye on me, but this was different. The feeling had a bad vibe attached to it, flowing across the dance floor in a wave and swirling around my body. When I glanced over again, I spotted Kristin staring me. This time she couldn’t pretend that I hadn’t seen her. Our eyes locked on each other. Finally, she smiled and the music stopped. That was weird.
“You didn’t tell me you were such a good dancer. Since when did learn those moves?” Nicolas asked, pulling my attention away from Kristin. 
“Yes, well, if I could have used magic to make me not have two left feet I would have tonight.” 
He laughed. “You move like a ballerina.”
Once the song stopped, we stepped to the side of the dance floor. Liam and Kristin moved over beside us. Unfortunately, the brothers were talking, leaving me standing there with an awkward silence with Kristin. I suppose I should talk to her. What would we discuss? The weather?
“Are you having a nice time tonight?” I asked with a smile. 
She forced a grin. “It’s lovely.” 
Maybe she was just the shy type. She really didn’t have a lot to say. 
“I love your dress,” I said, trying to make conversation. 
“Thank you,” she said softly. 
I looked out across the room, unsure of what to say next. I was so ready to get this night over with. Liam and Nicolas finally stopping talking to each other and stepped over to us. Liam wrapped his hand around Kristin’s. I couldn’t help but notice that he was looking at me the whole time. Was there something wrong? Was he trying to send me a secret message? I couldn’t get over the odd feeling I had when I was around Kristin. 
“You know, I heard this building is haunted,” Liam said with a devilish smile. 
Leave it to Liam to try to spook us all. At least it gave us something to talk about. 
Kristin’s eyes widened. “I don’t like ghost stories.”
Her announcement seemed to stop Liam in his tracks. 
Liam grabbed her hand and pulled her back onto the dance floor. “Did I say haunted? I meant to say I heard this building was old.”
I shook my head. “I doubt she’ll believe that.”
Nicolas guided me back to the dance floor too. “That won’t stop him from trying.”
A chill carried across my shoulders and whispered against my back. It was almost as if someone was directly behind me. When I peeked over my shoulder no one was anywhere near me.



Chapter 2
When the song ended Annabelle and Jon came over. I’d thought she was having fun, but the frown on her face told me otherwise.
She grabbed my hand, and said, “Let’s go to the powder room.”
Before I could answer, she pulled me away from Nicolas. I looked back at him and shrugged as we hurried across the dance floor. He grinned and nodded with understanding. Obviously Annabelle had something important to share. When Annabelle and I reached the hallway, I pulled my arm from her grasp. 
“Whoa, what’s the hurry?” I asked. “Is everything okay?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. Jon seems standoffish, and this whole night feels a little weird.”
“You feel that too?” I asked as I looked over my shoulder.
She pushed on the ladies’ room door and we hurried inside. 
“I don’t know what I feel,” she said wrapped around a sigh.
Annabelle swiped the ruby red lipstick across her lips and then studied her reflection in the mirror. “I don’t know, Hallie, I just don’t know if Jon and I are meant to be together.” 
I sighed and leaned against the wall. “Well, I guess it’s better that you find out now than being in a long-term relationship.”
She turned to face me. “I just don’t think we have anything in common.” 
We stood in silence for a moment, each lost in thought about Annabelle’s current relationship dilemma. Just then the water faucet turned on breaking our reverie. 
Annabelle jumped back. “How did that happen?” 
Before I answered a loud bang sounded from somewhere in the small room. Was it a door slamming? Something falling? I wasn’t sure, but I was almost positive it had been in the same tiny space with us. 
“Come on, let’s get out of here,” I said, grabbing Annabelle’s hand. “Maybe Liam was right.” 
“Right about what?” she asked. 
I yanked open the door. “He said this building is haunted.” 
Immediately after the words slipped off my lips I regretted my answer. Now I knew Annabelle would want to leave. 
Annabelle’s eyes widened. “You know, I’m trying to deal with the paranormal more, but I don’t think I can handle ghosts.” 
“He’s probably just exaggerating,” I said, trying to make her feel better. 
She stopped in her tracks. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
It looked as if she might faint at any second. Annabelle lifted her arm and pointed down the long hallway. I followed her pointing finger. A blonde woman wearing a long blue dress stood at the end of the hallway. There was one major problem with this, we could see right through her. 
“She’s looking right at us,” Annabelle whispered.
Footsteps came from somewhere behind us. I whipped around and spotted an older man approaching us. This sent panic through my body since the wall was visible behind him too. The woman was now walking toward us too. They were closing in on us.
“I can’t breathe,” Annabelle said. 
I grabbed her hand again. “Don’t worry. If we don’t bother them then they won’t bother us. Let’s go back into the ballroom.”
“How will we get past them?” she asked. 
“If we hurry we’ll make it to the ballroom door before they catch us.”
Annabelle trusted me and I practically pulled her down the hallway. Thank goodness we reached the ballroom in time. I yanked open the door and we almost fell to the floor as we rushed through. Lucky for me, no one seemed to notice our odd behavior. We hurried across the room, weaving around people. How many ghosts were in this building? Was that why I felt such a strange vibe, as if someone was watching me? It wasn’t the usual stares from people. This was a feeling of unseen eyes studying my every move. 
In the past when I’d cast spells badly I’d accidentally reanimated the dead. Luckily, there was no witchcraft going on tonight, so we wouldn’t have to worry about that. We just needed to get this ceremony over with and then get out of here. That shouldn’t be so difficult, right? 
Nicolas was peering in our direction as we rushed across the room. When the frown appeared on his face I knew that he was worried. 
He met us halfway. “I was beginning to worry about you.” 
Annabelle left us and went back over to Jon. I was worried about her after what she’d confessed to me about Jon, but we had a bit of an issue with the ghosts to work out now. We’d have to talk more about her relationship later. 
“Liam was right. The place is haunted,” I said, taking Nicolas’ hand in mine. 
“Really?” Nicolas quirked an eyebrow. “Why do you say that?” 
“We just saw a couple of ghosts in the hallway, a man and a woman.” I gestured with a tilt of my head. 
“How do you know they were ghosts?” he asked.
“We could see right through them.” I knew my voice was animated. “Plus, there were strange things going on in the ladies’ room. Bangs and the water turning on by itself.” I rushed my words.
“Good thing you can’t do any magic,” he said with a little smile. 
I placed my hands on my hips. “Very funny.” 
Liam caught our attention and motioned for us to come over. I wouldn’t mention the ghosts in front of his date.
When we reached Liam, he said, “Kristin wants to take a picture of us.” 
Liam gestured for Nicolas to move closer. 
“I’d like a picture of the brothers before one of them receives the award.” Kristin held up her phone. 
“Right here in the middle of the dance floor?” Nicholas asked. 
“I’d like to get all of the background of this beautiful room in the picture too,” Kristin said with a smile. 
The men stood together with their arms around each other and smiled for the photo. Of course both were photogenic with their good looks. That strange feeling swirled around us again. My anxiety increased and nerves had settled in even stronger. Did anyone else feel it? 
The wind had definitely picked up. Something told me to look up. When peered up at the ceiling, the giant crystal chandelier was swinging back and forth. I knew that it was about to fall right on top of Nicholas and Liam. Call it a sixth sense, I suppose. There was no way I could push them out of the way. I’d have to think of something else. There was only one thing for me to do if I wanted to save them. I had to cast a spell. Sure I felt bad about using magic, but this was an emergency. After all, I was the leader, and I had to make an executive decision in a split second. 
My heart raced and sweat trickled on my forehead. I worried that the spell wouldn’t work. There was no time for self-doubt now though. Calling to the elements, I recited the words and lifted my arms, casting the energy from my fingers onto the falling chandelier. My hands vibrated from the power. Streaks of colorful lights flew toward the ceiling in a dazzling light show. Everyone gasped as the chandelier fell to the ground. It landed behind Nicholas and Liam, just missing them, and shattering into pieces. Sharp pieces littered the floor that would have caused serious injury or worse. 
A breathed a sigh of relief as I ran over to them. “Are you guys okay?” 
The music had stopped and everyone in the room stared at us. Nicolas and Liam looked a bit dazed, but otherwise fine. 
“What happened?” Kristin asked. 
I thought it was pretty obvious what had happened, but that was neither here nor there. My question was how it had happened. 



Chapter 3
Everyone was now chattering away. No doubt they were discussing my use of magic in the prohibited area. The board members had gathered around too. They were staring at me along with everyone else in the room. Soon they would want an explanation. 
“I had no choice but use the magic,” I said to Nicolas after I hugged him. 
“You saved our lives,” he said, wrapping me in his strong arms. 
When we broke from the embrace, Liam was there to hug me too. As he held onto me, I looked over his shoulder and spotted Kristin glaring at me. Avoiding her attention, I cast my gaze over at the board members. Liam finally released me and I stepped back. 
“How do you think it fell?” I asked, peering up.
“It must have come loose or there was a faulty installation,” Liam said, running his hand through his hair. 
“Ms. LaVeau?” the male voice called out. 
One of the board members had called out to me. Too bad I wouldn’t be able to ignore him. 
Reluctantly, I stepped over to where he stood. 
The man hovered over me with his six foot five frame. “Ms. LaVeau, there’s no way we can continue with the ceremony after this mess.”
I glanced back at the broken chandelier. “We’ll just have to get everyone to stay off the dance floor.” 
I was sure that the hotel would understand about the broken chandelier. After all, it wasn’t our fault that the thing was about to fall. They should be grateful that I’d saved Nicolas and Liam from injury or worse. 
Mr. Larsen scowled and then said, “You’re right. We should get on with the show. Can you have everyone leave the dance floor now?” 
I motioned for the crowd to leave the area. Some people had already gone back to their tables, but most everyone else still stood around staring. Finally, we were all headed back to the tables when another board member stopped me. Mr. Jenkins whispered in my ear. 
I looked at him, and said, “Are you sure?” 
He nodded. “Yes, we’re positive.” 
“What’s wrong?” Nicolas asked. 
“They can’t find Christian Andrews. He was supposed to present the award for coven leader.” 
“Can’t you just do it without him?” Annabelle asked. 
Mr. Jenkins leaned down and whispered in my ear again. 
I looked at Annabelle, and said, “Apparently Christian is the only one who has the info for the winner.”
“They have to know who they voted for,” Annabelle said. 
“The ballots will have to be counted again. They can find out, but it will take a little bit longer,” I said. 
“Well, let’s look around and see if we can find him,” Liam said. 
I nodded. “He has to be around here somewhere.” 
We all agreed to go in different areas to find the man. I had a bad feeling about this though.
Just as we were turning to leave, Liam said, “Wait, where’s Kristin?” 
“I haven’t seen her,” I said.
Nicolas shook his head. “Me neither.”
“Maybe she went to the ladies’ room,” Annabelle said. “I’ll go check.” 
Annabelle recruited Jon to go with her. There was no way she wanted to go back to that ladies’ room alone after what we’d seen. Winston Smith, one of the other coven members, approached me. He was also up for the coven leader award. His tuxedo didn’t quite fit him well. With his tall stature, the sleeves on his jacket and legs of his pants were a bit too short. Gray sprinkled the temples of his dark hair. 
“What’s going on?” he asked. 
“We have a bit of a situation, but we’re getting it under control.” I tried to sound calm.
He frowned and mumbled something under his breath. The other coven member up for the award approached and asked the same question. I explained to Austin McGuire what had happened, but he didn’t seem too concerned. 
Austin shrugged. “Well, we can just do it some other time.” 
Winston laughed at that suggestion. “I didn’t come all this way for nothing.” 
“I’m sure it will be straightened out soon,” I said.
“You aren’t supposed to use magic anyway,” Winston said. 
I glared at him. “I had no choice.” 
Nicolas stepped closer to us and Liam joined him, as if they were going to say something to Winston about his comment. Before they had a chance utter a word, screams rang out throughout the room. People were running around as if there was a fire, except there was no alarm and no sprinklers going off. I had no idea what was going on this time. Chaos had a way of finding me everywhere I went. 
Thank goodness Winston had walked away when the madness started. Peering out across the bedlam, there was not one clue as to what had happened to make everyone panic. That was until I spotted the woman in the corner of the room. She was the one Annabelle and I had seen in the hallway. She wore the same blue dress, except for now she wasn’t see-through, but completely solid. I turned my attention to the right side of the room and spotted the man we’d seen. He was solid too. What was going on? 
Mr. Jenkins approached and asked that same question I’d just asked myself. 
“I don’t know. Where did all these extra people come from?” I asked.
His brow furrowed. “Apparently they were dead. They were haunting the building and now they’ve been brought back to life. You know anything about that, Halloween LaVeau?” 
His voice held pure disdain. I never should’ve come to this ceremony. 
Mr. Jenkins crossed his arms in front of this chest. “We all know what you can do with your magic, and that you’ve brought back the dead before.” 
“What are you accusing her of?” Nicolas asked. 
Fighting right here before he received an award would probably be frowned upon. Furthermore, as the leader, I couldn’t let him do it. Plus, that would take the award away from him for sure. Liam stood next to Nicolas and glared at Mr. Jenkins too. 
Mr. Jenkins moved back a couple steps. “I’m just saying that it can’t be a coincidence the ghosts have been brought back to life just when Ms. LaVeau cast a spell.” 
I tossed my hands up. “Whose idea was it to have the ceremony in a building full of ghosts anyway? You should know you can’t trust me around spirits.” 
I appreciated that Liam and Nicolas were sticking up for me, but I knew that Mr. Jenkins had a point. Reanimation had happened in the past, and obviously it had happened again. I had to take care of this quickly. First, I would have to talk to the ghosts. Second…well, I didn’t have a second just yet. Honestly, I had no idea how I would fix this problem. The ghosts were wondering around as if they were a bit lost. I walked over to where the woman stood. 
“Excuse me,” I said, waving my arms to get the woman’s attention. 
She stared straight ahead as if she didn’t see me. Ignoring me wouldn’t make me go away.



Chapter 4
As I stood directly in front of her, the former ghost finally acknowledged me. She stared at me with her a big brown eyes. This was an awkward question but, I had to ask. 
“Didn’t I just see you in the hallway?” 
She shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe.” 
“But you were a ghost,” I said. 
I hated to be the one to bring it up, but if she wasn’t going to mention it then I had to do it. She avoided my stare and looked out over the crowd, which by the way was still chaotic. 
“Well, I’m not now,” she said with a sly smile. 
Oh, great. This conversation was getting me nowhere. 
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Rhianna,” she said, and then casually strolled away.
The woman moved around me and walked through the bands of people. I had no idea where she was headed, but right now I had to figure out how to deal with everything else. The air around me was thick with energy, as if syrup had been poured on top of me and now I had to breathe through it. A ballroom full of witches were now casting spells in a panic, thinking that the ghosts were going to attack them. Sparks of red, blue, white, and orange zinged by as the magic traveled from one witch to the other. Obviously they wanted to put up invisible barriers around them in order to repel the ghosts. As leader it was kind of my duty to calm everyone, but I didn’t have time right now. 
Someone grabbed my arm and I spun around to find Annabelle. 
“We just saw Kristin in the hallway.” Annabelle pointed.
“She was talking to Christian Andrews,” Jon said. 
“Did you stop them? Did you tell him that it’s time to present the award?” I asked.
Although I had no idea how we would get everyone settled down enough to pay attention to the award ceremony any longer even if he did return. It looked like we would just have to call the whole thing off. 
Jon ran his hand through his hair. “There was no time.”
Mr. Jenkins rushed over to me. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
The panicked look on his face was all I needed to see to prompt my question. 
His eyes were wide and he rushed his words. “The other coven members are missing.” 
“Are you serious?” I asked. 
He glared at me. 
“Okay, so you are serious. Maybe they’re hiding from the chaos.” 
“They wouldn’t do that,” he said. 
Okay, so now we had the announcer and some of the candidates gone. What was next? Thank goodness Nicolas and Liam were still here. I turned around to see what they thought about this latest development. They weren’t behind me. I scanned the crowd, but still didn’t see them. 
“Mr. Jenkins, have you see Nicolas or Liam?” I asked.
He shook his head. 
I turned to Annabelle and Jon. “Have you all seen them?” 
“Not for a few minutes,” Annabelle said. 
Now I was starting to panic. Were had they gone?
“Let’s go look for them.” I ran toward the hallway with Annabelle and Jon following me. 
The place was a lot more crowded now that the ghosts were here. I wasn’t completely sure who had or had not been reanimated. When we reached the hallway, I looked to my left and then to my right. That was when I spotted Kristin. She was still with Christian. 
“There they are.” Annabelle pointed. 
Kristin glanced over her shoulder and saw us. She was acting strange and now that Nicolas and Liam were missing, I had to catch her. Had she seen Liam? I darted down the hallway. Kristin and Christian vanished around the corner. Annabelle and Jon came with me. When I turned the corner, Kristin and Christian weren’t there. There was only one place they could have gone. 
“They must have gone outside,” I said as I ran toward the door. 
The hotel guests in the lobby were casting strange looks at us. I apologized as I ran. 
After pushing through the revolving doors, we stood on the sidewalk like lost little puppies. People rushed past us as if we were permanent fixtures. It would be impossible to find Kristin and Christian in this crowd. It was kind of hard to pause and look for them too with people pushing their way around us. 
“Where is everyone going in such a hurry?” Annabelle yelled over the noise. 
The constant action was causing me a panic attack. 
“I see her,” Jon called out, pointing down the street. 
Now we had to figure out how we were going to make it through the hordes of pedestrians to reach Kristin and Christian. How could she move so fast? She had to be using her magic. Her behavior was suspicious to say the least. Why would she leave without saying a word to Liam? And why was she leaving with Christian? Did they know each other? Apparently they did. 
“Don’t take your eyes off them,” Annabelle said as we rushed down the sidewalk. 
To my surprise, no one was looking at us strangely as we ran by. They were probably used to people doing it. 
“They’re going down to the subway,” Annabelle said. 
“We’ll never find them now,” I said. 
“Can you do a spell to find them?” Annabelle asked. 
“How can I do that here?” I asked, looking around at the busy street. 
The sound of cars whizzing by and honking made it hard to concentrate on anything. I didn’t know if I would be able to focus my energy. Unfortunately, I didn’t have a choice. Something had to be done. 
“Let’s stand over here.” I pointed to the little coffee shop just up ahead. 
“Do you think they’re open?” Annabelle asked. 
“It’s New York City, everything’s open all the time,” I said. 
“Right. I forgot,” Annabelle said. 
The three of us stepped into the coffee shop. Luckily, no one paid us any attention. Jon helped me with the spell, reciting the words and offering his energy. Unfortunately, nothing happened. I expected to get some sort of sign of where Kristin had gone, but there was zilch. The hectic pace must be seriously messing with my magic mojo. Next, I tried another spell to locate Nicholas and Liam. That didn’t work either. To say that I was discouraged would be an understatement. 
I sighed. “We might as well go back outside.”
When I looked to my left to say something to Annabelle, she wasn’t there. Jon was gone too. What was happening to everyone? Panic didn’t even begin to describe the way I felt right now. I glanced back into the coffee shop window, but they weren’t there. There was no way they would’ve taken off. Plus, it had only been a split second. 
Just then someone grabbed me from behind and pulled me back. I struggled to remain on my feet. If this person got me to the ground then they’d be able to drag me away. Was this what had happened to everyone else? Had they gotten Annabelle and Jon just seconds ago? I struggled to get loose from my attacker. Wasn’t anyone around going to help me? Finally, I managed to get loose from the hold the person had on me. I spun around to see who had attacked me.



Chapter 5
Kristin stood behind me with a crazed look in her eyes. Anger flared in her eyes. She lunged at me again, but I pushed her away before she had a chance to grab me again. I tried to cast a spell to get her to stop from attacking me. Her energy pressed against me and I knew now she had been the reason why the spells I’d just cast hadn’t worked. 
“So you’re trying to use magic against me?” I asked.
Kristin didn’t answer, but instead just glared at me. 
“Why did you do this?” I asked as I pushed back her magic. “What have you done with Liam and Nicholas?” I demanded. 
I thought I’d had bad dates before, but Liam was having one heck of a night. 
“They’re away, which is exactly where they need to stay,” she said. 
“Why would you say such a thing?” I said. “Where is Christian, and what did you do with the other coven members?” 
“That doesn’t matter,” she said. 
“This has to do with the award, doesn’t it?” I asked. 
“Wow, you’re bright,” she quipped. 
“I want to know what you’ve done with my friends.” 
Someone bumped into me and I glanced back. When I turned around again, Kristin had disappeared. Why did she kept doing that? Apparently she wasn’t going to give me any hints as to where everyone had gone. Kristin had to be stopped. Whatever she’d done to everyone I couldn’t let happen again. Plus, I had to reverse the effects of this magic and bring everyone back. That was a lot to accomplish for one witch, even if I was the leader. 
There was one spell that I had used before. It was powerful and drained all my energy though. For that reason it was dangerous and I didn’t like to use it. This time I had no other options though. After releasing a deep breath, I recited the words. Things seemed to stop around me. Traffic halted, people froze, and time seemed to stand still. Energy hummed through my body like an electrical current. As soon as I’d finished the spell, I almost fell to the ground. My legs were like cooked pasta.
Someone swooped their arms under me and pulled me to my feet. Nicolas was on my left and Liam was on my right. 
“The spell worked!” I yelled. 
“I’m glad you’re okay.” Nicolas kissed me. 
Traffic moved again, and people walked past. No one seemed to notice what had happened. 
“Where were you guys?” I asked. 
“We were just roaming around the streets, trying to find our way back,” Nicolas said.
“I think someone blocked us from the building with their magic. It was strong,” Liam said.
I spotted Annabelle and Jon headed our way. Now I had to break the news to Liam about his date. 
“I need to talk to you.” I touched Liam’s arm. 
“This sounds serious.” Liam frowned.
“We’ll discuss it on the way back.” 
Once Annabelle and Jon had reached us, we headed back to the ballroom. I filled Liam in on what had happened. He stared straight ahead and didn’t comment. He probably needed time to think. When we walked through the ballroom door there was considerably less people in the room. 
Mr. Jenkins spotted us and rushed over. “It’s about time you came back.” 
I glanced around. “What happened to everyone?” 
He tossed his hands up. “They left.” 
I quirked an eyebrow. “The ghosts left?” 
“Well, they’re not ghosts any more,” he said. “I couldn’t exactly stop them from leaving.” 
No, I suppose he couldn’t. The board members would want to meet with me over that little hiccup. Now that things had settled down, we went back to our tables. The winner for the Coven Leader of the Year award was announced. Nicolas nor Liam won. Sure, I was disappointed, but Keri Bryant was an excellent coven leader. She deserved to win the award. 
Christian had found his way back to the ballroom just in time to announce the winner. He’d confessed to everything, so that he wouldn’t get in deeper trouble with the board. Apparently, Christian had been bribed to vanish with the winner’s information. Kristin had lured Liam and Nicolas away so that they couldn’t win. She was coming back for Austin and Keri when I’d stopped her. Winston was absent when the winner was announced. He’d been the mastermind behind all of this scheme. He’d wanted to guarantee that he was the winner. Kristin had only been Liam’s date so she could help carry out this plan. 
“So Kristin didn’t want me for my body after all?” Liam asked with a lopsided smile. 
I hugged him tight, and whispered in his ear, “Anyone would be crazy to not want to date you.” 
When I stepped away from the hug, Liam had his eyes locked on me for several seconds. Finally, I looked away to find Nicolas walking back over to us. He’d wanted to congratulate Keri. 
He took my hand in his. “Let’s get out of here.”
“I thought you’d never ask,” I said with a smile.
With Winston now gone, it looked as if I’d have to find a new coven leader. Luckily, everything had worked out in the end. Except that I never knew what had happened to the former ghosts. Winston and Kristin hadn’t been seen again either. So, maybe things hadn’t really worked out, but I was back in Enchantment Pointe the next day. Being at LaVeau Manor went a long way toward making things right in my world. After all, home is where the witch is.
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Catatonic
A Sekhmet Short Story
Liz Schulte
Young woman are falling asleep, but never waking up. When bounty hunter, Femi, is asked to look into the case, she’ll do something she never thought she’d do: risk her own life to save a bunch of humans.





Chapter 1
“This is disgusting.” I flung the stringy innards toward the bowl. “And it smells.”
Olivia’s laugh carried in the brisk fall air. “It’s a pumpkin. Not a dead body,” she said, helping her daughter Charlie scoop out her own pumpkin. “Aunt Femi is silly, isn’t she?”
Charlie giggled as she nodded. 
“The body would be better.” I scraped the flat spoon deeper into the pumpkin. “Why exactly are we doing this? What’s the pumpkin supposed to do?” 
“It lights up!” Charlie said, then looked to Olivia to make sure that was right. “This is my first Halloween,” she said proudly. 
My heart squeezed a little. Given everything this kid had been through in her early life, she deserved every ounce of happiness she could find now. I couldn’t think of two better people than Olivia and Holden to keep her safe. 
“You nailed it, Charlie. We’ll carve a face in the pumpkin, light a candle inside it, then put it on the porch. It’s fun.”
I scrunched my nose. “When did carving vegetables become fun? If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a hundred times: humans are weird.”
“I’m going to be a cat woman for Halloween,” Charlie announced. “Want to see my costume?”
I leaned forward. “You bet I do.” 
She grinned and ran into the house. 
“Wash your hands,” Olivia yelled behind her. “She’s obsessed with Batman right now.” She watched the door for a couple moments, looking really happy. Then she smiled a little to herself and turned back to me. “Are you working a case at the moment?”
“Nope. Nothing interesting has come up, but usually around Halloween things get a bit crazy.”
“I might have something unusual.” Olivia raised her eyebrows. “Interested?”
“Always. What’s up?” I set my mucky seed-scooping spoon on the table. 
A flicker of doubt shot across Olivia’s face and she concentrated harder on carving the jagged mouth Charlie had drawn on her pumpkin. “I probably shouldn’t say anything. I’m not supposed to be involved.”
It wasn’t like Olivia to toss out a lead only to reel it back in. So that meant whatever this was probably had to do with her job as a reaper. Though she was trying, the whole neutrality thing didn’t work easily for her. Technically, she couldn’t take sides. But, then again, she “technically” couldn’t have a family either, but Olivia always managed to break the rules with good intentions—which was probably why we got along so well. All we needed was to find her a loophole. “Well, if you tell me, then you won’t be
involved.”
She smiled and shook her head. “Have you seen today’s paper?” 
I never read the human news. There wasn’t any reason to. I wasn’t a part of that world. They did their thing and we did ours. It was for the best, really. There was a first time for everything, though. “Actually, I haven’t,” I said. “You wouldn’t happen to have it?”
She nodded. “Beneath your pumpkin.”
I pushed the uncarved squash toward her and looked at the paper. It was the obituary section and one name was circled: Amy Walters. I scanned the paragraph for cause of death, but it didn’t give one. Actually it didn’t say much of anything other than funeral information for tonight. “Huh,” I said, obviously missing whatever she intended me to see. 
“She was barely twenty,” she said. “So much life left to live.”
I nodded. Okay, so she was killed before her time. If Olivia wanted me to investigate, that meant the death was somehow connected back to the Abyss. Now we were talking. However, investigating a human crime wouldn’t be easy. The first problem was most humans couldn’t see me. Only those who had their eyes opened to our world. Second, we were supposed to leave humans alone. If our existence was revealed to the human population, a bounty hunter (someone like me) would come after the person who broke the one and only rule we all had to follow. But like a little detail like that would stop me. “Unfortunately humans can’t see me. Maybe Maggie could come along.”
Olivia’s head tilted back thoughtfully. “Maggie’s getting ready to open a bakery. I don’t think she has much time.” She popped a triangle eye out of the pumpkin. “Have you visited Selene’s coven recently? I wonder how they’re adjusting to life out of the Abyss, especially Jessica. I can’t imagine what she’s been through. It’s too bad she lost her abilities. It must be tough.” 
I shook my head. Olivia was definitely never going to be neutral. She couldn’t help but meddle. 
The door slammed behind Charlie and she bounded toward us dressed head to toe in black with ears and a mask over her eyes. 
“See Aunt Femi. Cat woman. Now I’m just like you.”
I grinned. “Well, I guess if you have to be someone other than yourself, that’ll do.” 
I tore off the section of the newspaper and slipped it into my pocket. It looked like I had a new case after all. 



Chapter 2
Seeing the coven was good in theory, but they were also eight hundred miles away. Not exactly practical if you couldn’t transport—which I couldn’t. But that’s why it paid to have friends. I swung open the door to the Office and sauntered up to the bar. 
“What can I do for you, beautiful?” Sy, the gorgeous half-elf and owner of this establishment, gave me his patented crooked grin. 
I leaned forward, matching his smile, and traced a fingernail along the chiseled line of his jaw. “You can take me for a ride.”
His eyebrows lifted and his eyes darkened slightly. “Is that right?”
I leaned in close, my lips nearly grazing his ear. “Yeah. I need you.”
His mouth opened and then closed again. 
“To take me to see your cousin.” I laughed, plopping down on a barstool. Sy was too much fun to mess with. 
He released a gusty breath, smile gone. “Selene’s busy. What do you need?”
Since Selene had the baby getting in to see her was harder than trying on the crown jewels. “I don’t actually need to see her. The coven would do. I just need a lift.”
He poured a beer and sat it on the counter a few seats down from me. “Do you have a case?” he asked, turning back to me. 
“Not exactly.” I could have left it at that, but then he would have refused to help me. “You could say I’m taking a vacation.”
The door opened and another bounty hunter came in and headed directly to the counter. “Beer,” he said to Sy. 
Sy nodded to the waiting glass and refocused his attention on me. “A vacation,” he echoed. “Why do you need the coven for a vacation?”
“Would you accept that it’s none of your damn business?”
He nodded. “Sure. And you can drive yourself there.”
I shook my head. The things I did for my friends. “I need them to cast a spell on me.”
His eyes narrowed. “Are you helping Olivia or Holden?”
“Neither. Like I said it’s a vacation.”
He crossed his muscular arms. “Where are you going?”
I rolled my eyes. “It’s not exactly a vacation away from Chicago. It’s a vacation away from the Abyss. I want the human experience.”
His eyes narrowed; I blinked innocently. 
“Look, asking a favor is embarrassing enough. If you’re going to be like this, I‘ll just ask Corbin.” Sy’s jaw tightened. Not that I had any idea where Corbin was, but Sy had a special hatred for the vampire who tried to seduce his cousin. 
His shoulders dropped and he shook his head. “I’ll take you.”
“Don’t put yourself out or anything.”
He slid the bar towel over the counter. “I said I’d do it. Stay away from Corbin. He’s trouble.”
I shrugged. “Fine.” I waited a few moments, but Sy didn’t budge. “So…when are we doing this?”
“Now if you want.” He beckoned me to follow him to his apartment behind the bar. Once inside he slipped an arm around my waist and pulled me close. “Don’t get them involved in anything dangerous, Femi. They’ve been through enough,” he said quietly. 
“I just need a spell.” I held his gaze for a moment and he nodded. 
“Okay then. Next stop Enchantment.”
I smiled at the name of their store as I closed my eyes. When I opened them again, we were there—well, across the street from it anyway. The purple and gold awning stretched over the wide sidewalk. Flourishing planters with flowers and herbs lined the front of the store and filled two large glass windows. The sign above the awning read “Enchantment” in scrawling script with “Candles, Books, and Magic” written slightly smaller beneath it. 
“They actually put magic on the sign.” I shook my head in disbelief. I would never understand humans. They didn’t believe in magic, so they had no rules to govern it. And yet, despite the disbelief, so many of them dabbled in it: psychics, tarot, crystals, anything with the smallest hint of otherworldliness. 
Sy nodded, as if reading my mind. “They want to believe in all of us.”
“So why don’t they?” I asked. 
“Because they’re ruled by fear.” Three girls piled out of the store, laughing, arms filled with bags. We watched them cross the street. “If magic is real and not just fun, then one more thing’s out of their control.”
I could understand that. Weren’t we all like that to a certain degree? My whole life was a study in other people’s fear. Without it, I wouldn’t have a job. “The Abyss isn’t much better.” And it wasn’t. We’d cut ourselves off from the human world because we were afraid of them and what they could do. 
“Isn’t that the truth?” he said, holding the door open for me. 
Leslie looked up and smiled at us, but didn’t wave. There were still a few humans roaming around the store, and we stood near the window and waited for them to finish. 
“So do you have any easy spells we could cast on Halloween?” a girl asked, coming up to the counter. 
Leslie reached down, then held up a piece of paper. “I do. Every spell on here is easy to do and everything you need is listed at the top of the page—and carried in the store. Halloween is a great time to cast, but make sure you stick with these spells. You don’t want to get yourself into trouble.”
The girl laughed dismissively and took the sheet, studying the top. “This is so cool,” she muttered to herself as she headed toward the candles to get the supplies she needed. 
About ten minutes later, the door finally closed behind the last customer. “Sorry about that,” Leslie said, hugging both of us. “How have you guys been? It’s great to see you, Femi. Kat’s in the back if you want to talk to her, Sy.”
There was that crooked grin again. “I’ll pop back say hi.” He took long strides to the back of the store. 
“He’s so great,” Leslie said. “So what brings you here? Are you looking for a bounty? Is there anything we can do to help?”
“No, I’m actually here for a different reason.”
“Are we out of lavender oil?” Jessica said, coming up from the back. The dark circles under her eyes and slow walk told the story. Olivia had been right. She was still suffering. She definitely wasn’t fully recovered from her brush with dark magic—if she ever would be. “Hi, Femi,” she said, pulling her heavy sweater around her tighter. “Are you here to take me in?” She raised one thin eyebrow, but didn’t smile. 
Leslie blanched. “Will you stop saying stuff like that? No one is coming to get you.”
I tapped my fingers on the counter, as I looked her up and down. “Not today.” A ghost of a smile haunted Jessica’s face. “Actually, I need a spell cast on me that will allow humans to see me.”
“Why?” she asked. 
Leslie had already pulled out a thick book and was thumbing through its pages for a spell. 
“Olivia wants me to look into a young woman’s death. She seems to think it has something to do with the Abyss. But all of this is off the book. As far as anyone else is concerned, I’m on vacation.”
Jessica frowned, went behind the counter, and dragged out a laptop. “Do you know her name?” 
I gave her the obituary Olivia had saved for me. “The only problem I have with doing this is no one I need to talk to will be able to see or hear me.”
Leslie shut the book. “I think we can help.” She squeezed past Jessica and went to a shelf filled with rocks. “Pick out one you like.”
I barely glanced over the merchandise, picking up the first one that caught my eye and handed it to her. She promptly gave it back to me. 
“You need to look at this. Make sure it’s the one you like. You need to feel a connection with it.”
I took a deep breath and studied it. The bottom of the stone was dark, almost black and it lightened to a reddish-orange at the polished top. It looked a little like fire, but was cool in my palm. It had a nice weight—not so heavy it would be irritating, but also not so light that I wouldn’t notice if it was gone. As far as a connection though, I was fairly certain there wasn’t a single rock in the world that I had a “connection” with. 
“Try other ones,” she said, nodding back at the wall. 
I picked up a silky gold and back striped stone, but it was a little too light. Next, I tried a purple one that was entirely too girly. The charcoal gray metallic one was tempting, but something kept the little chunk of fire in my hand. Stone after stone was dismissed until I handed the original one back to Leslie. “This is the one.”
She smiled. “It’s a great choice. This is flame agate. It’s used for spiritual healing, but also eases transitions. It should work fine for your needs.”
She walked around the shop, collecting other things. When her arms were full, she yelled into the back room, “Hey, Kat. I need your help with a spell.”
A few moments later Katrina and Sy appeared, smiling and laughing. 
“Hey, Femi, what’s up?” Katrina said. “What sort of spell are we doing?”
“I’m taking a human vacation and would like to actually be waited on in a restaurant,” I said. “I thought maybe you guys could help with that.”
“This spell will work,” Leslie said, showing her the book. “We can enchant this stone and hang it on a necklace. When she wants to be seen, she can wear it. When she doesn’t, all she has to do is take it off.”
Katrina looked at me. “Is that what you need?”
“That’d be great. How long will it last?”
Katrina bent over the spell book and Leslie shrugged. “Forever, I guess. So long as you have the necklace it should work.”
“Just me?”
She nodded. “Yeah. I mean once you give us some of your hair.”
I reached up and pulled out about six hairs. 
Leslie cheerfully dropped them in a bowl.
“Hey, guys, I think I found something,” Jessica said. 
“Is it a different spell?” Katrina asked, craning her head toward the computer. 
Jessica snapped the laptop closed, made eye contact with me, then glanced toward the back of the room. “I’m feeling tired,” she announced. 
Katrina gave her a sympathetic look and patted her shoulder. “You should get some rest.”
She yawned. “You’re probably right. You guys don’t need me for anything, right?” She stood up, taking the laptop with her, and gave me a not so subtle look to follow. 
Sy, of course, took in every movement, a slight smile twitching at his lips. 
As the witches prepared to bless the stone, Sy nudged me. “Maybe you should check on Jessica.”
I kept my face neutral. “I’m sure she’s fine.”
His head tilted to the left as he watched them prepare the spell. “If she has something that might help with whatever you’re doing, you should talk to her.”
I punched him lightly as I went past. “You’re such a know it all.”
Jessica was lounging on a couch in the back of the store, a blanket over her legs and the computer on her lap. 
“Didn’t think you were coming,” she said without looking up. “Have you heard of Old Hag syndrome?”
“Is that what happens to witches when they get old?”
Her head slowly turned in my direction, lips pressed into a thin line. “A simple ‘no’ would suffice.”
I sat in a chair and crossed my legs, bouncing my foot up and down. “What does it have to do with my case? Do you guys have anything to eat here?”
“Yeah, there’s probably something in the fridge.” She continued to scan the computer screen. “It’s actually sleep paralysis, but maybe there is something to the old legends.”
I struck gold in the refrigerator. In a container with Leslie’s name across the top were three saucy, cheesy enchiladas. Perfect. 
When I sat back down, fork in hand, Jessica started talking. “Old Hag syndrome is basically when you wake up in the middle of the night, unable to move or talk, feeling like there’s a weight on your chest pinning you down and there’s something evil in the room with you.”
I took a large bite. “What sort of evil?”
“That’s just it. There actually isn’t anything. At least nothing we can see,” she said. “It’s just a feeling that something bad or sinister is present with you and you can’t escape.”
I nodded. “Is that how the girl died?”
“I don’t know.”
My fork paused midair. “Then how does this syndrome factor in?”
“Well, I saw on Amy Walters’ social media a couple weeks before she died that she had this experience. So I did a search and it turns out she’s not the only one in Chicago. There are two others reported in fairly quick succession on this website about Old Hag syndrome. Here, I’ll read Amy’s account to you. It was about three in the morning when something touched my hair and woke me up. I opened my eyes, but other than that I couldn’t move or even scream. Whatever it was pressed down on my chest until it was hard to breath, and I had this horrible feeling. It was like there was something really evil standing at the foot of my bed. I didn’t see anything at all, but I knew it wanted my soul so I said a prayer. That’s when it all ended. Do you think my house is haunted?” Jessica’s fingers clicked over the keys. “They all pretty much say the same thing. What in the Abyss can do something like this?”
“I can think of a couple off the top of my head,” I said, polishing off the enchiladas. “Vampires could possibly manage it, demons, maybe ghosts …witches too.”
She nodded. “When I was possessed, it was sort of like this. I knew what was happening. You know, what I was doing and saying, but I couldn’t stop it. I just had to sit there and watch.” She blinked a couple times and closed her laptop. “I’d like to help you.”
“I work alone.”
She pressed her lips together, eyes a little watery. “I’ve lost my magic. I’m pretty much useless here, but I can’t go back to my old life because of what I know and what I did. I dream about it every night, see it whenever I close my eyes. There’s no way to make things right. I can barely see Selene. I’m like a most-wanted criminal in the Abyss. And…” she shook her head. “I can’t even cast a stupid spell on a rock to help you. The girls are being really nice to me, but they’re also driving me insane. I don’t want people to be nice. I don’t deserve it. Please let me help.”
Though it was against my better judgment to take a powerless witch with me on any job, I agreed. She needed this. More specifically she needed a win and lucky for her, I never lost. “You have to do everything I say.”
The hints of a smile started. “I can do that.”
I bit the inside corner of my lip as I nodded. Olivia had been a terrible influence on me. “Pack a bag. We’re going to Chicago.”



Chapter 3
When Jessica and I went back to the front of the store, Katrina tossed me the rock, which was already attached to a chain. 
“That should do it. Try it on.”
I turned the stone over in my fingers looking for a difference. It had the same coolness and weight, and its smooth, polished surface felt just the same. I clasped the chain around my neck. I expected a burst of light or, at the very least, a tingle, but nothing happened. “I don’t think it worked.”
The girls studied me seriously. 
“Her eyes are different,” Katrina said. “Her pupils are round now instead of vertical. Definitely more human.”
Leslie nodded. “Skin too. Less shimmery.”
Katrina nodded and continued to study me. “Do you have any clothes that are less…” She ended with a wave of her hand in my general direction. 
“What?” I asked, looking down. I wore thick, tight leather pants to protect my legs from anything that might bite or scratch. My boots had sterling silver spiked heels. If I had to, I could sever an artery with them. My sleeveless black leather crop top was also snug (loose clothes were too easy to grab), leaving enough skin uncovered that I didn’t overheat. If anything my outfit was practical. 
“I think Kat means that if you want to blend in you should try to look more regular.”
“I thought that was what the necklace was for.” Humans were completely baffling. Their clothes did nothing to protect them. Katrina’s tight jeans featured skin exposing holes; not only was her movement impeded, she was vulnerable to knives, teeth and nails. And on top of that, she wore a white tank top with a lacy white shirt over it. She wasn’t going to hide from anyone in all that white. I gave Sy a questioning glance.
“You look the same to me.” He shrugged. “They’re the experts.” 
Jessica sighed loudly. “It’s not that you aren’t dressed human. They’re saying you look slutty. And I’m pretty sure your top is a glorified bra.”
I nodded. That was an easy fix. “We’ll stop by my place before we start then. Is there anything else I need to know?”
The witches exchanged looks. “So long as you have the necklace on, everything should be good. Even if people think you’re strange, they won’t think you’re supernatural. Just let me know if you have any problems.” Leslie smiled. “You’ll do great.”
I thanked them and headed back to Sy with Jessica trailing behind, bag in hand. 
“Did you need something,” he asked. 
“I’m coming with you guys.”
He started shaking his head and opened his mouth to say something, but I cut him off. “She’s my human consultant.”
“Is that a good idea?” Leslie asked, rushing around the counter with genuine concern in her eyes. “You’ve been so…tired.” “Weak” was probably what she really meant, judging by the worry coming off of her. 
“I’m going,” Jessica said, not looking back.
“I’m with Leslie on this,” Katrina said. “You need rest. Plus you’ll miss Halloween. We always celebrate together.”
“I’ve had plenty of rest and I don’t feel like doing the Halloween thing this year.” Jessica switched her bag to the other hand. “Let’s go.”
I nodded and Sy took her arm, leaving behind two very concerned witches. We reappeared just outside of the Office. Jessica dropped her bag to the ground and bent down, resting her hands on her knees. Transporting was hard on the equilibrium. 
“Have a good vacation,” he said, eyeing Jessica as he pulled me over to the side. “Be careful, Femi, and keep her safe.”
Selene, Sy’s cousin and Queen of the fae, would have his head, my head, hell everyone’s head, if we let anything happen to her friend. In fact, she was probably the only reason Jessica was still here to help after everything that had happened. 
“We’ll be fine. I think more than rest, she needs to feel useful again.”
He redirected his attention back to Jessica. “If you need help, call me. I’ll come day or night. But whatever you do, stay in the human world. That means you should also avoid the Office.”
I scrunched my nose. “I thought the Office was neutral ground.”
He nodded. “It is, but technically it’s still part of the Abyss. Why chance it?”
Jessica gave him a level look. “I understand the rules of my exile.”
We left Sy and headed for my car. I took my usual long strides past the people walking down the sidewalks. It only took a moment for the difference to be evident. Instead of silently slipping past most of them without getting so much as a second look, now everyone was staring at me. Jessica rushed to keep up with me, switching her bag back and forth between hands. 
“Want me to take that?” I asked. 
“I’ve got it,” she said, switching hands again, looking a little pale. 
I slowed down so she didn’t have to run to stay with me. 
“So Olivia told you about this case?” Jessica said, catching her breath. 
“In her own way.”
She looked down for a moment. “She’s an angel, right?”
Of death, but I didn’t make the correction. Olivia didn’t tell many people about her change in station and that was her business. “Why?”
She shrugged, trying to look nonchalant though she was anything but. “Does that mean she can perform miracles?”
“What sort of miracle did you have in mind?” Like I even needed to ask. She’d want her magic back. To be healed from whatever was still plaguing her. Even though I told Sy all she needed was to be useful, that wasn’t completely true. Something was wrong with her, but I couldn’t quite sense what yet. There was no doubt that having a purpose would help her, but that wouldn’t solve all her issues. The weakness was concerning. And even worse was the faint smell of illness that lingered around her. 
Jessica looked in the opposite direction. “She could bring back the people I hurt. I mean if she wanted to.”
I took a deep breath. It wasn’t easy taking a life. Even when the person was bad or attacking you, it still clung to you and seeped into your identity. I couldn’t imagine how much worse it would be if the lives weighing on you were innocent. “I don’t think anyone can do that.”
She swallowed hard and nodded. 
We were quiet the rest of the way to my apartment. I went back to the bedroom, grabbing a bag of cheese puffs on my way. I opened my closet and stared into the sea of black leather as I munched on the cheesy goodness. “Exactly which part of what I’m wearing needs to change?” I called. 
Jessica poked her head around the doorframe. “Do you have anything that isn’t leather?”
I pulled out a pair of jeans that had weapon pockets down the legs and plenty of stretch. 
She shook her head. “Too Lara Croft.” She entered my room, stepping over the piles of clothes littering my floor. I didn’t always have time for laundry. “Keep the leather pants, but lose the boots. Try these.” She handed me a pair of black sneakers I didn’t even remember owning. While I was putting on the shoes, she got her bag and pulled out a gray T-shirt with a picture of Marilyn Monroe on it. “Better,” she pronounced when I was changed. 
I glanced in the mirror. I didn’t see that big of a difference other than I was less protected. The necklace, however, did grab my attention. I actually liked the feel of the stone lying flat against my chest just below my neck. Jewelry really wasn’t my thing, but this could work. 
***
Our first stop was Amy Walters’ viewing. I took off the necklace and handed it to Jessica. “You stay here. I just need to see the body.”
She nodded. “What will that tell you?”
“Hopefully, it’ll give me a better idea of what we’re dealing with.”
I left the keys in the car and headed inside. Weaving my way through Amy’s family and friends, careful not to touch anyone, I slipped into the chapel. A closed white coffin sat at the front of the room. If I opened it, someone would notice. But if I didn’t, I wouldn’t get to see one of the bodies. I had already missed the other two victims’ funerals. Amy was my last chance. 
“How are you going to do it?” Jessica whispered to me. 
“I told you to stay in the car,” I said. 
“It’s dark outside, I looked suspicious, and I had to pee.”
I shook my head, but while she was here, I could use a distraction. “You need to cause a scene and get everyone looking back here so I can take a peek in there.” I pointed at the front of the room. 
She started shaking her head before I even stopped talking. “No. Absolutely not. Get a better plan.”
“You’re the one who didn’t wait in the car. You’re the one who wanted to help.”
She pursed her lips. “To help find a killer. Not ruin someone’s funeral.”
I stretched my arms, pushing her hard to the side so she fell into a couple of plant stands, sending them and herself crashing to the floor. Everyone looked, and I rushed to the front of the room and lifted the lid a few inches, peeking inside. It was empty. 
I closed the lid quietly and turned to see a kid staring wide-eyed at the casket, looking on the verge of tears as he pulled on his mom’s sleeve trying to get her to turn around. Jessica, completely red-faced, was helped to her feet as other people cleaned up the plants. She glared at me as I slipped past her and back into the reception area. 
“I heard the police came to the funeral home and took her body,” a woman wearing bright red lipstick whispered to another. “Can you believe it? I can’t even imagine what David and Bitsie are going through.”
I headed in their direction. 
“Wasn’t she in a coma?” the other woman asked. “Why would the police want her body?”
The lipstick woman crossed her arms. “Why does a perfectly healthy girl suddenly not wake up? The whole thing is strange.”
“Surely they won’t bury an empty casket,” her friend said. 
“The burial has been postponed.”



Chapter 4
“I hate you,” Jessica said as I got in the car. “Please tell me you found something.”
I laughed and started the engine. “The casket was empty. Apparently the police are holding the body.”
She wrinkled her nose. “That’s weird. So what now? The morgue? Are we going to break into the police station?”
That was a good question. The morgue, the police station, or the hospital records might turn up some good information, but it wouldn’t be the whole story. The woman at the funeral said Amy had been in a coma. What about the other two girls Jessica found on the site? Were they in comas too? “We need to talk to the people who posted on that site,” I said, easing out into traffic. “Can you find their addresses?”
Jessica already had her phone out, typing with her thumbs. “Megan Davis is too common. I don’t have any way to narrow down the search. But we might have a hit on Virginia Mailer.” She let her phone direct us to a house north of the city in a quiet suburb. After I parked, I put the necklace back on. 
“Should we call or something? It feels weird just barging in.”
“I planned on knocking,” I said as I got out of the car. 
She rushed to catch up. “What’s your story going to be?”
“That I’m researching Old Hag syndrome.” I knocked on the front door. 
An exhausted looking man opened it a few moments later. 
“Is Virginia Mailer home?” I asked. 
“What’s this in regard to?” He glared at us. “Who are you?”
“I want to talk to your daughter about her nightmares,” I said and he blinked.
“We’re reporters for the Times,” Jessica said quickly. “We’re doing a story for Halloween about Old Hag syndrome. We’d like to ask her some questions about her experiences.”
He rubbed a hand over his forehead. “That’s impossible. She has been in a coma for the past week. The doctors don’t know what’s wrong with her or if she’ll…” His voice trailed off, his fear and pain evident. 
“She isn’t the only one,” I said. “It started with nightmares, right? Then one day she just didn’t wake up.”
He closed his eyes briefly. “Come inside.” He offered us a seat at the dining room table. “How did you know all of that?”
I motioned at Jessica. “As my colleague said, there’s at least one other young women with the exact same story who recently passed away. I believe they’re connected.”
He nodded slowly. “Why are you here and not the police?”
“Right now, I only have the general picture. We need specifics on how the girls became ill before we can take this to the authorities,” I said. 
“Like maybe they all went to the same gym or had the same doctor,” Jessica said. “Or maybe they were given some sort of drug?”
“Ask your questions.” His arms hung limp at his sides. 
“When did the nightmares start?”
“I’m not exactly sure. Around the thirteenth, maybe. That’s the first time I remember her mentioning the bad dream. But I don’t see what this could possibly have to do with…what happened.”
“We’re looking at every angle,” Jessica said. 
“And did anything else out of the ordinary happen? Did she mention meeting anyone new or feeling sick or rundown?”
“I remember my wife telling her she looked tired and Virginia saying she hadn’t been sleeping well. But, honestly, we didn’t think anything of it.” Footsteps creaked the floorboards overhead. He glanced at the ceiling. “Is that all?”
“Unless there’s anything else you can think of,” I said. “Anything strange at all?”
The footsteps approached the dining room and his knee bounced. “You mean beside a twenty-year-old falling into a coma? No, nothing.” He stood up. 
“Her hair’s going gray,” a woman in a bathrobe said, standing in the doorway. “Since she went into the hospital. She’s too young for that, Jerry.”
I nodded. “What hospital is she in?”
“Mercy,” the woman said. 
“Do you stay with her at night?” I asked. 
“Pam never left her side for two weeks,” Jerry snapped. “But it won’t help Virginia for her mother to run herself into the ground. She needs a good night’s sleep.”
I nodded. “Has anyone come to visit her that you didn’t know?” I asked. 
Pam shook her head. “Find out what happened to her. Please help my baby.”
I nodded. 
Jessica stared at the floor as we headed for the door. On the way back to my car, a man in a suit approached the house. He nodded at us as we passed. “Good evening,” he said. 
Jessica mumbled it back, not looking up. 
I glanced back over my shoulder. The man had stopped and was watching us walk away. I caught a glimpse of a shoulder holster just under his jacket. Police officer. I opened my unlocked door and got inside, still feeling his eyes on us. 
“Why is that guy staring at us?”
I took a deep breath as I flipped on my headlights and went back into the city. “I have no idea. Can you find the address for Mercy hospital?”
The streetlights buzzed by as she guided us. Virginia’s graying hair meant that we weren’t dealing with a ghost or evil spirit, so possession was off the board. That left me with vampire or witch. Either of which made the investigation more dangerous for Jessica. “Do you want me to take you home?”
“No,” Jessica said. “I’m good.”
I glanced at the clock. It wasn’t too late yet. I parked the car at the hospital and we hiked inside. The reception desk directed us to Virginia’s room on the fifth floor. Inside, a girl with a young face smattered with freckles lay on the bed, unmoving. The steady beat of the heart monitor was comforting in some way. Her dark hair spread out over the pillow was streaked with white. 
“She’s not going to bite,” a man’s voice came from behind us. A male nurse gave us a grin as we looked at him. “Go on. Go in and talk to her. It’s good for her to know her friends are here.”
“I barely know her,” I said, pushing Jessica forward. Having a partner was sort of fun. 
“Has there been any change in her condition?” I asked. 
He shook his head. “Not yet, but there’s always hope.” He stepped out of the room, quietly shutting the door behind him. 
Jessica stood by Virginia’s bed, looking down at her. “Her face is so young.”
“Do you sense anything sort of magic around her?” I asked. 
Jessica shook her head. “But even if there is, I don’t think I could feel it anymore. Are there any marks we should be checking for?”
I shook my head. Neither vampires nor witches would leave a trace of anything behind. “How many other girls wrote into that site?”
“Just one more in the area. Megan Davis.”
If Amy was dead and Virginia had been in a coma for two weeks, I was willing to bet Megan was in a similar condition. Someone had to do something to help them. I had two choices: I could sit here and wait for the person responsible to come back or I could hunt him/her down on my own. I wasn’t a sit and wait sort of girl. 
“I’ll take you back to my place. There are some nonhumans I need to talk to,” I told Jessica. 
She shook her head. “I’ll stay here.”
I didn’t like leaving her alone, but having someone posted at the hospital would cover all the bases. “Are you sure you can handle it?”
Her eyes lingered on Virginia. “Yeah.”
“Call if anything happens.” I closed the door behind me and started for the elevator. Looked like I needed to find Corbin after all.



Chapter 5
By the time I made it back to my car I had called Corbin twice, but both times the number came back as disconnected. That was a problem. There were only two vampires I had worked with before and of those two, I only trusted one of them—barely. And that was Corbin. 
Vampires were loners. They didn’t hang out with other vampires, not normally. And they weren’t well liked in the Abyss either, which meant they could be hard to find. He had his favorite places, but I didn’t have time for a long drawn out search. I went with my back up plan: Paolo, Corbin’s employer and informal leader of the vampires. 
The Horse Head Pub, which was actually an Abyss establishment and one of Paolo’s frequent haunts, was first on my list. All I needed to do was find Paolo and see if he would tell me how to get in touch with Corbin. Though I wasn’t his favorite person, his friendship with Sy meant he’d probably help me. 
I slipped the necklace off and into my pocket before I went inside. The room was noisy and packed with everything from trolls to pixies. However, vampires were in short supply as they were every night. I headed up to the bar. 
“Have you seen Paolo tonight,” I shouted over the noise. 
The bartender shook his head. 
“Corbin?” I asked.
He pointed toward the back of the room and moved on to the next person. Squeezing my way through the groups of people laughing and talking, I made it all the way to the end of the room and didn’t see him. Damn bartenders. I’d started back to the front when I finally spotted Corbin’s white blond hair. He was glaring down at his drink, gently rolling the glass in his hand. 
“I’ve been looking for you,” I said, taking a seat. “But I honestly didn’t expect to find you here.”
“Did I say you could sit?” Corbin growled. 
“I need your help.” I nudged him with my foot, trying to get him to look up. 
“I need another drink,” he said, holding up his empty glass. He finally looked at me. “You know where Thomas is?”
I shook my head. “This is about something else. Girls are being killed.”
“I probably didn’t do it.” He slammed the glass down and it shattered in his hand. Blood welled and dripped on the table, one drop then two before it healed. “Sleeping girls aren’t really my vintage,” he mumbled. 
I didn’t mention the girls were asleep. He knew who was doing this or at least knew something about it. “What do you know?”
He stared at me with dead eyes, his usual mischievous spark dulled. “I’m not interested.”
I noisily sighed. “Corbin—”
“Are you deaf? I’m not helping you or anyone. Get the hell out of here before I find my appetite.”
I flicked a piece of ice at him. “How about you stop feeling sorry for yourself for a moment and tell me what you know? I’m really not clear on why you’re so melodramatic. So you can’t have Selene. Too damn bad. Get over it. There are people we all have to live without. You never had her to begin with. Move on.”
His hand darted out and he grabbed the back of my neck, jerking me forward. Anger glittered in his eyes. “Say her name again and die. How’s that for clarity?”
“Get off your ass and help me find a killer. Maybe you’ll feel better.” I jabbed a sharpened fingernail at his chest. “Figure out a way to move on with your life.”
He let go of me, leaning back in his seat. “You seem to be confusing me with your friends. It’s none of my business who kills whom. Why would I help you? What’s in it for me?” He leaned forward again. “Unless you’re prepared to make it worth my time.”
He wanted Thomas—a vampire I once had short-lived feelings for. Even on the best days, life was complicated. Today it was impossible. If Corbin found Thomas on his own and brought him to justice for his crimes, I wouldn’t shed any tears. He had it coming, but…I was already shaking my head. “I’d hate to interrupt your busy wallowing schedule. I’ll figure it out on my own, jackass.”
He shrugged and didn’t even bother to watch me leave. So much for that idea. I walked past my car. I needed to think. Vampires fed, but usually they were pretty good about not killing the person. It could be a new vampire, but then why the coma? Why not just finish the job? A dark witch on the other hand, what would be the gain? And why at Halloween? Was it a coincidence or meaningful?
“It’s not a vampire,” Corbin said, sneaking up on me—not an easy thing to do.
“No one likes someone who’s wishy-washy. If you aren’t helping, then butt out.” 
He leaned against the building. “I’m here.”
I crossed my arms. “And why is that? Maybe you’re just here to mislead me?”
“I’m only going to say this once, so listen. If helping you makes you half as loyal to me as you are to Thomas, maybe there’s a benefit to me.”
“I’m not going to help you find him.”
Corbin went still as a corpse. It was always disturbing when vampires did that. “We’ll see. Back to your case, though. It’s not a vampire.”
“How do you know? How did you know they were sleeping?”
“If a vampire steps out of line, I set them straight. That’s my job.” His voice ran down my spine like ice water. “This isn’t a vampire. Trust me. We all slip, but you have no idea how hard it would be stop once you got to that point.”
I nodded. “Could you do it?”
The corner of his mouth barely lifted. “You want to find out?”
I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. So, it’s not a vampire. That leaves a witch. But why? What’s the goal? Let’s say the girls have some sort of magical ability. Maybe that’s what the witch is after?” 
Corbin shook his head. “I’ve seen a witch take another’s power. It’s a spell. It doesn’t drain their life.”
That’s right. Jessica had her magic taken away when she was possessed. She was a little broken, but not dying. “This has to have something to do with Halloween,” I said more to myself than him. It was the only angle we hadn’t explored. 
“Why are you dismissing the possibility of this being demonic?” Corbin pushed himself off the wall. “There are plenty of demons who could pull off something like this just for shits and giggles.”
“If anyone would recognize a demonic attack, it would be Olivia. She wouldn’t have passed it on to me.” I started walking again. This shouldn’t be so hard. 
Corbin tucked his hands in his pockets and didn’t say a word as we headed toward the end of the block. 
A delicious and wonderful scent wafted toward me. Food. I slipped my necklace back on, grabbed Corbin by the front of his shirt, and dragged him into a twenty-four hour diner. After I ordered a couple dinners and an appetizer, he narrowed his eyes and leaned forward. 
“Why are we here?”
“I can’t think when I’m hungry.”
“Well, you ordered enough to feed a battalion. Tell me exactly what’s happening.”
“Nightmares then coma then rapid aging then death.”
He folded his hands on the table. “Like they are having their life force drained.” 
“Exactly.”
“Which is why you thought vampire.”
I nodded. The waitress brought over my mozzarella sticks. I picked up a crispy golden morsel and scooped up marinara with it. Mmmmm. So good. Virginia’s father’s question popped back into my head. What do nightmares have to do with anything? Witches and vampires couldn’t cause bad dreams. That was usually saved for…I had been looking at this all wrong. “It’s the dreams. We’ve been looking at the end results and not where it started. All of these girls had bad dreams.”
Corbin tilted his head back. “I told you it was a demon.”
I shook my head. “No. It’s mara.”
“I haven’t met her,” he said. 
“It’s not a person. Mara means nightmare. It’s an evil spirit that brings nightmares and feeds off fear. What if it found a way to keep people in their nightmares? It’s weakening them so they can’t wake up, and it never has to stop feeding. In fact, I don’t think it ever intended for any of them to die, but the bodies are weakening and aging rapidly.”
“Even if that’s right, why now? Why hasn’t this spirit been doing this for centuries?” he asked. 
“I don’t know. Maybe the Abyss isn’t as stable as it once was. Maybe it’s the time of year. The veil is thinner and trapping them is easier. Either way, we can stop it.” I grinned and ate the last mozzarella stick.
“I will never again underestimate the power food has over you,” he said. “If this mara thing lost one food source, won’t it look for another?”
My plate clattered to the floor as I raced out of the restaurant. Of course it would want a replacement, and I had left Jessica, already weakened, there for the taking. 



Chapter 6
My wheels squealed to a stop in front of the hospital and I raced inside. People stared as I ran through the lobby toward the stairs. I had just reached Virginia’s room when someone spoke. 
“I thought you might show up here,” a man said. “Can I see some ID?”
I glanced to my right and there was the police officer from earlier. “Who are you?” I asked. 
“I asked first,” he said, positioning himself slightly more in front of the doorway. 
“I’m sorry. I really don’t have time for this.” I pushed passed him and into the room. 
Jessica was leaned back in the chair, head lolling, mouth open. I shook her, but she didn’t open her eyes. I shook her harder, still nothing. 
“Ma’am, you need to step away,” the cop said. He had his gun pulled and pointed at me. 
“You don’t understand what’s happening,” I said. 
“Why don’t you come with me and explain it?”
Corbin silently slipped into the room behind the officer. With a graze of his hand over the cop’s neck, the man crumbled to the floor. Corbin let him fall. 
“Hey,” I said. 
“He’ll survive,” he said, staring at Jessica. “She might not.”
I nodded. “I need to get in.”
“How do you get into someone else’s dream?” he asked, his gaze moving to Virginia. “She’s close to death now.”
“Olivia, I need your help,” I muttered. 
Moments later she appeared, surveying the room with a frown. “Oh, no.”
“Can you bring them out?” I asked. 
She shook her head. “I can’t interfere. You know that.”
“Fine. Then put me in. I know you can do that. Put me in the dream and I’ll intervene.” 
Her hands clenched at her sides. 
A wave of anger crashed over me. “You sent me here. You told me to talk to the coven and that got Jessica involved. We’re all here because of you. You can’t stay impartial when you’re already this involved,” I yelled. 
Olivia took a deep breath. “Sit down, Femi,” she said calmly. 
I dragged another chair next to Jessica’s and plopped down. “Put. Me. In.”
“Remember it’s a dream world. Things might not be as they seem. And you are in someone else’s dream, making everything more bizarre.” Her blue green eyes stared hard into mine. “I can’t stay to bring you back out and you won’t be able to wake yourself up.” She glanced at Corbin. “Can you make sure she gets out? I wouldn’t leave her in for more than fifteen minutes.”
He nodded. “If she trusts me to do it.”
“Do it,” I said. I promised I’d protect Jessica and there was no way I was going to let her down. I didn’t care what the cost was, even if it meant trusting a vampire. 
Olivia placed one hand on Jessica’s arm and reached out with her other arm, dragging fingers down my face. My eyes closed as she said, “Shhhhh.”
Everything went black. 
***
Thick oily smoke choked me as I gasped for air. I couldn’t see even inches in front of my face. The hacking cough tore at my lungs as I dropped to the ground, hoping to get underneath the smoke. But the sludge was just as bad on the ground as it was up high. I had to move or I’d die. 
I crawled forward not knowing what direction I was going, but I had to take a chance. Something clamped down on my ankle. Heat seeped through the leather. I kicked my foot back and lurched forward with all of my strength, but the further I went, the more burning hands grabbed at my legs, dragging me back. 
My head smacked against something hard. I pressed my hands to it and felt my way up. A door. Lungs stinging, I shoved my way inside. The hands hit and pushed at the door as I pressed it shut with my back. Even when it was latched and locked, the scratching continued. 
When my coughing ceased, I took in my surroundings. The house was old and formerly grand, not exactly shabby, but aged and worn. A long hallway stretched before me, with doorways on each side going all the way down. Olivia’s words echoed in my mind. I was in a dream and nothing was as it seemed. Who knew where those doors actually went and I didn’t have time to find out. In about ten minutes Corbin would wake me up and if I hadn’t found Jessica, Virginia, and Megan, they would never get escape. 
“Jessica,” I yelled, but it came out a whisper. “Jessica,” I tried again, louder. I could barely hear myself. “Son of a bitch,” I said under my breath and it came out as a shout. 
“Jessica,” I whispered, heading down the hallway. The further I went, the longer the hallway seemed until I found a staircase to my left. A bright neon arrow pointed up. It could have been a trap, hell, it probably was, but not for me. I was the uninvited guest to this party and wherever this crazy dream led the others was exactly where I wanted to be. I took the stairs two at a time until I was on the third floor. The silence was deafening, but there was only one room to check. 
I pushed the door open and a blast of sunshine hit me. I stepped out into a clean, well-kept neighborhood with brightly colored houses and green lawns. Children rode their bicycles down the street and the smell of barbecue drifted through the breeze. It was neither hot nor cold here, but there was something off about the whole place. Sterile. 
The door behind me disappeared. Now there was just a house. It was cute and cottage-like with robin egg blue paint and navy blue trim, complete with a white picket fence. 
A man stared at me as he walked down the sidewalk. Okay, so I understood the nightmare thing, but what the hell was this? Suburbia wasn’t exactly frightening. I did the only thing I could do and followed my nose as the delicious scent continued to waft toward me. 
The house was large and white, the only white house in the whole neighborhood. It stood tall in the center and seemed to be the place everyone was headed. All eyes turned to me as I walked up the sidewalk and into the backyard. A large bonfire blazed in the center of the yard, people merrily chatting around it. I scanned the faces for Jessica, but she wasn’t there. My heart started beating a little faster. What if she never went through that door at all and now I was trapped here? 
More and more people stared. Some even started coming toward me. 
“Help us,” Jessica’s voice yelled. Even though it was hoarse, it was still recognizable. 
I pushed through the crowd that had formed around me as they grabbed and pulled at my clothing. In the back corner of the yard was a cage with rusted iron bars. And inside the cage, Jessica shook the bars, shouting at the surrounding people. There was another girl huddled in a ball in the corner and one lying on the ground not moving. 
I threw elbows at the people in my way as I ran to the cage. 
“Femi, thank God. They’re going to eat us,” Jessica said with wide eyes and sweeping arm movements. “They’re going to barbecue us. Those sick—”
I shook my head. “No one is going to eat you. This is a dream. The mara needs your fear. It’s only a dream. Take deep breaths and try to remember everything that has happened. Does any of it make sense?”
Jessica frowned and looked down, shaking her head. 
“Remember Chicago. Remember Katrina and Leslie making me this necklace.” I showed her the necklace. “All of that was real. This isn’t. Do you even remember how you got here?”
She shook her head, but her breathing slowed. “I was in the hospital with her.” She pointed at the huddled girl. “I fell asleep.”
“Yes,” I said and the world around us faded a bit. “Keep going.”
“Virginia,” Jessica said. “She’s in a coma.” She blinked and looked up at me. “This isn’t real.”
“No, it’s not. I need you to help me.”
She nodded. “What can I do?”
The bars faded enough that I could walk through them. “Go talk to Megan. Get her to believe that this is a dream. It’s the only way to fight the mara. It only has power here in this world.”
I headed for Virginia. Her hands were pressed over her ears and her eyes were squeezed shut. I pried her arms down. “I met your father Jerry. He’s very worried about you,” I told her. 
She whimpered as tears streamed down her face. 
“All you have to do is wake up, Virginia. Just wake up. Pam has been with you every day.”
She opened her eyes one at a time. “Who are you?” she whispered. 
“I’m here to help. Stand up.” I offered her a hand. 
Slowly she reached out and took it. The world around us faded even more. All that was left was the plot of land we stood on and all around us was nothingness. “How do I wake up?”
I hadn’t really considered that. What always woke me up from a dream? Falling. “If this works, tell Corbin to wake Jessica up,” I said just before I pushed her over the edge and into the blackness. She disappeared, but a scream ripped through the air—but it wasn’t a human scream. 
I went to Jessica and Megan who had been worse off than Virginia. Jess was shaking her. “Megan, wake up. It’s just a dream. Megan.”
Megan’s eyes fluttered but didn’t open. 
“That one is mine,” a man’s voice rumbled behind us. “Go ahead. Throw her off the side too. She won’t escape. She still believes.” 
I recognized him immediately. He was the cop who had stared at us at the Mailors’ house, then was waiting for me at the hospital. Corbin had knocked him out. 
“Sorry, but your vampire friend isn’t going to be able to help you,” he sneered. 
“You’re the mara?”
“That’s a very old word. I much prefer to think of myself as the sandman.” He moved toward us, slowly and deliberately. 
“Go over the edge,” I told Jessica, readying myself for a fight. 
She ignored me and slapped Megan, hard. “Wake up,” she shouted at her. 
As the man came closer, his appearance changed. He looked more and more like my mother. I smiled, landing a shoe to her face. My mother was the last image that would stop me from kicking this spirit’s ass. 
It shook off the kick and my mother’s appearance, looking back at me as Baker. Not as he was now, but as he had been before. My friend. 
It’s not real, I repeated over and over again as he grabbed my arm and flung me out of the way, almost over the edge. I scrambled to my feet, launching myself at him, but all of my movements slowed down. The harder I tried, the slower I went until I could barely lift a leg. 
He continued toward Jessica and Megan, changing shapes again, becoming Devin. 
Jessica stopped moving, dropping Megan’s head back to the ground. She shook her head. “No. I didn’t mean…It wasn’t me…”
Devin reached an arm toward her. “You killed me,” she said. “I would have done anything for you and you killed me.”
Jessica’s face crumpled as she buried it in her hands. 
“No,” I yelled, trying harder to get to them. Yelling. Earlier when I yelled it came out a whisper. What if…I relaxed completely and took a slow measured step forward. It worked. I was moving again, but it was too late. 
The mara’s hand was on Jessica’s shoulder—I’d be damned if I called it sandman, like it wanted—and even I cringed as Devin’s face turned back and smiled at me. Jessica opened one eye and gave me the slightest nod. Then she grabbed the mara’s wrist and yanked it toward the edge where she teetered back and forth with it until I kicked it over the side. 
The island we stood on started to crumble and collapse around us. 
“Megan,” Jessica yelled over the noise. 
I grabbed her hand and pinched her arm as hard as I could. The land beneath our feet disappeared and we all fell. 



Chapter 7
Corbin was staring at his hands in the destroyed hospital room when I opened my eyes. The blinds were bent and barely hanging on. The curtain was torn down. Chairs were broken and most of the lights were too. It didn’t even take half a second to know it had worked. I turned toward Jessica. She was rubbing her temples, very much awake. 
“It worked,” I said. 
“Who are you people?” Virginia asked, looking a bit frightened. “I’ve already called the police.”
A split second later, Corbin had all three of us in the hallway and was pushing us along. “Don’t walk too fast, but it’s time to get out of here,” he said. 
“What happened in there?” Jessica asked. 
“Vampires don’t dream,” Corbin said.
“You turn into rage balls instead?” I asked, picturing the room again. 
He sighed. “We hallucinate.”
I laughed the rest of the way out of the hospital. Outside Corbin nodded at me. “As always, it’s been…trying on my patience. Until next time, Femi.” He gave me a half bow then glanced at Jessica. “Selene doesn’t need to hear about any of this. Understood?”
Jessica nodded and he was gone in a blink. “You know hospitals have security cameras.”
I nodded. “It will be taken care of.” We climbed into my car. “You were pretty good back there. You didn’t back down and you thought fast on your feet. You can be my partner anytime.”
She smiled. “I didn’t do too bad, did I? And I’ll make it home in time for Halloween.”
“I thought you weren’t celebrating this year.”
She buckled her seatbelt. “I didn’t want to. Losing my magic was like losing a piece of who I am. I will always miss it, but I don’t need it to remember the dead and that’s what Halloween is really about. Plus I figure I owe it to them to keep fighting. Thank you for letting me come with you, Femi. I needed this.” She took a deep breath, looking far less tired than she had earlier. “I’m starving. You want stop and get something?”
I started the car. “When have I ever turned down food?”
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Desperate Housewives of Olympus: Hyacinth
An Ambrosia Lane Novella
Saranna DeWylde
A new goddess is taking control of her happily ever after. Hyacinth, errant daughter of Apollo is on fire. Literally. And the only one who can put out the flame is the cold, reluctant God of the North Wind, Boreas. Too bad he’s burning with her. It’ll take a night of passion at the Ambrosia Lane Halloween Ball to prove once and for all that this goddess is a woman in charge of her own destiny.



Chapter 1
Notus, God of the South Wind, fucked like a champ.
He was all that a demi goddess like Hyacinth should have required. Notus made her come at least twice—thrashing and screaming in tongues—before he got off. Even though their relationship was strictly casual, he was considerate in other ways, too. He called when he said he would, took her out to dinner and didn’t expect there to be sex just because they’d gone out. He took the time, put in the effort to seduce her each time. Notus knew what he was doing. 
But tonight, Hyacinth’s head wasn’t in the game. Notus had done everything right, said all the pretty words in praise of her beauty that any female could hope for and all she could think about was what had happened earlier in the evening. Her father, Apollo, had been out on a date with Nyx and she’d taken a big steaming shit on their evening. As if it wasn’t bad enough she was thinking about her dad after having mind-blowing sex, she couldn’t help but wish said mind-blowing sex had been with Boreas, God of the North Wind, who’d taken her home. 
Hyacinth hated herself sometimes. 
She’d been a perfect troll. For no good reason really, except she got up on the bitch side of the bed. Nyx seemed like a perfectly nice goddess. Truth be told, the way Apollo had looked at Nyx, she was probably The One. She’d be more than a one-night stand in the Stable of the Sun and what had Hyacinth done? 
Tried to sabotage it like a child who didn’t get enough attention. Hyacinth was so disgusted with herself she could spit. She clenched her fists as she relived that moment where her mouth kept moving but her brain had disengaged. 
The worst part was that Apollo hadn’t even been angry with her. He just wanted to know she’d get home safe. That both warmed her heart and pissed her off at the same time. Because she was a demi goddess, everyone insisted on treating her like she was still a child. Gods and demis aged more slowly, but Hyacinth lived in the mortal world and some days she felt every minute of the century she’d been alive.
Of course, it didn’t help matters when she acted like the spoiled, rebellious coed Apollo insisted she was. Although, she rather imagined she knew what Persephone felt like, having her mother’s nose up her hind parts long after it should have been stuck in her own business. 
After making an Olympic Ass of herself, Hyacinth had quickly scanned the club floor for the exit. The sooner she got the hell out of there, the better it would be for everyone involved. Instead of the exit, sparks ignited when she found a familiar face. Boreas, God of the North Wind and Keeper of Winter. For Hyacinth, there was no god on Olympus that could compare to Boreas. He was the culmination of every fantasy, every dream and the very breath on her lips—sin personified. 
He was tall, like all gods. Broad shouldered, like all gods. Golden; again, like all gods. But silver too and there was something about his smile, the way his lips curved that made her imagine kissing him. His moonlight eyes pierced her on a cellular level, but they weren’t cold. It was like they burned with a fire so hot it melted all color. And all sense, too. Just thinking about him made her two flavors of stupid.
And his wings, Sweet Elysium, his wings. They were the stuff of fantasies, all soft and downy like an angel’s, but the tips were purple. Like Hera’s new hair. Her fingers itched to stroke down the length of them whenever they were visible and while Hyacinth had never asked, she imagined it would be something akin to asking to touch his cock. 
Which she’d do happily if not for the surety he’d turn her down. 
Boreas played “big brother” to her “little sister.” A role she didn’t relish and hadn’t wanted for some time. Oh, it had been fun at the age of twelve to have the mighty North Wind come to pick her up and take her to visit her dad on Olympus. But she was a woman grown and had been for a long time. Mortal men bored her; she wanted a male with experience. With wisdom and power. 
And well, with a body like a Greek god.
Hyacinth liked looking at it in more shallow terms because to admit she was actually in love with him, well, that was just unacceptable. Pining away for most of her life over one male who’d never even kissed her? 
Pathetic.
What was even more pathetic? Calling Notus to come pick her up at her father’s temple after Boreas had left so she’d feel like a desirable woman rather than Apollo’s snot-nosed kid. 
She looked over at Notus, who slept on, oblivious to her turmoil. Not that it would have bothered him. Oh, he would have been consoling, asked her if she needed to talk and he would have listened. Even about her feelings for another god. One would think a god associated with the south wind and summer would be hot-tempered and high-passioned—and he was to a point. But Notus was open, forgiving and kind, too. 
Why couldn’t Hyacinth be in love with him?
Not that she was in love with anyone else, she rushed to reassure herself. 
She disentangled herself from his embrace and slipped back into her clothes and tiptoed out of the room to the front door. Hyacinth was thankful he’d brought her to his temple on Ambrosia Lane. Much easier to creep back home to her father’s temple down the block. 
“I thought Apollo told you to go home?” A deep voice startled her as she backed out the door. 
Hyacinth spun around and found herself face to face with the object of her obsession: Boreas. 
She rolled her eyes. “And I thought I was a grown woman who could do as she pleased?”
“You could have told me you wanted to go to Notus’s. I would have brought you.”
Oh, that would have been fucking fantastic to have the God of Her Dreams escort her to her God of Right Now’s temple. 
“That’s okay. I can walk down the Lane by myself. I just needed wings back to Olympus from that discothèque in Greece.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “What are you still doing on the Lane, anyway?”
“Hyacinth. I promised Apollo I’d take care of you.”
She sighed. “I appreciate the concern, but I’m not a child.”
Boreas raised an arctic brow. “Obviously. If you were still a child and Notus had even thought about half the things he just did to you, I’d kill him.”
“So, how long were you out here?”
He didn’t answer, only arched a brow. 
“That long, huh? What would you have done if I’d stayed the weekend?”
He still didn’t answer, but he didn’t have to. Boreas would have sat outside the temple until she’d come out, regardless of when that happened to be. 
“You know, that’s kind of creepy lurking out in the bushes.”
“Notus invited me to come in and wait in the living room. Have a beer, watch some Rugby on his big screen.” He shrugged.
“He did not!”
“He most certainly did.” Boreas nodded. “When I declined, he asked me if I wanted to join instead. Said you wouldn’t mind.”
Her face flushed. Not because she was embarrassed. She wasn’t. Goddess, if Notus had asked him and he’d said yes? Damn. It was something straight out of one of her favorite fantasies. 
“I wouldn’t have.” she admitted. 
Boreas narrowed his eyes. “Don’t you know better than to taunt a god, little girl?”
Hyacinth narrowed her own eyes in return. “I’m not a little girl. I haven’t been for some time.”
“Then why do you keep having to tell me how grown up you are?”
She fisted her hands and growled, “Because no one listens to me.”
“Because you keep doing things like what you pulled at the club with your father. A grown goddess, demi or otherwise doesn’t pull stunts like that.”
“Oh, who are you talking to right now?” She put her hands on her hips. “I’ve read all of the mythology, even some of the things the humans don’t know that’s in the Great Library. The way that my father behaved? Look who I’m named after. One of his lovers. And let’s not even talk about Zeus.”
His mouth thinned. “Okay, I have to give you that one. But maybe because you’re half-human, we hold you to a higher standard. It’s not fair, but it’s how it is. You don’t have the powers that Zeus does to protect himself when he screws up. All you have his me.”
“I don’t need you. I can take care of myself.” She watched as an expression akin to pain crossed his face. She’d hurt him. What the hell did he want from her?
“Maybe I want to take care of you,” he said, his voice low. 
He stood there, so earnest and honest that she wanted to punch him. How dare he say this to her now. Like this. If he’d said it while embracing her, kissing her, that would’ve been one thing. Like whispering he was about to grant her best wish. 
But this. It wasn’t to be borne. He was big brothering her and by Zeus, she wouldn’t stand for it anymore. She didn’t want a big brother. She wanted a god. 
She grabbed him “Maybe you should know better than to taunt a demi goddess.” 
Then Hyacinth did something she’d been dreaming about doing for years. 
She slammed her lips into his and kissed him for all that she was worth.
Then she did something that she never thought would happen to her—she promptly burst into flames. 
Literally. She went up in an inferno of fire and luckily, Notus, being the God of the South Wind was impervious to heat and so was his temple. 
Ganymede’s temple next door, however, was not. 
And it too promptly burst into flames and burned to the ground around the surprised goddess who happened to be lingering in her bath. 



Chapter 2
Nothing says “grown up” like needing your daddy to come fix your mess. 
Hyacinth sighed and shrugged as a crowd had gathered around them, and her inferno, on Ambrosia Lane. Notus had seen the destruction of his neighbor’s house, and her state of nakedness and had quickly ushered her into his backyard. 
Ganymede didn’t look pissed, but that didn’t mean anything. She was the Goddess of Youth and could make life very, very difficult for Hyacinth if she wanted to. She’d have to apologize with…well, how did one apologize for destroying someone’s temple? Sacrifice a virgin? She didn’t know. 
Apollo wore a worried look on his face and Nyx, his new woman was nowhere in sight. She really hoped she hadn’t screwed it up for him with the stunt at the club. Maybe this was her punishment. 
“Can you turn it off?” she asked him. 
“First, I have figure out just what you did. You shouldn’t be on fire.”
“Well, no shit. Normal people don’t just…catch on fire.”
Her father nodded slowly. “You’re not a normal people, my darling. You’re the daughter of Apollo. Sometimes people in our family do spontaneously catch on fire. But not when you’re a demi. Only full blooded gods and goddesses.”
“Is it possible there’s demi in her mortal bloodline?” Boreas asked. 
“I’m still here. I can hear you. And, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m still on fire.”
Boreas wrapped his arms around her, his great, white wings cocooning her and the fire was snuffed. When he moved back to release her, she burst into flames again. 
“It appears,” Apollo said, “that you’re just going to have to hold her that way until we can figure out what’s going on.”
Great. She was stuck to a god that she’d dreamed about since she was fifteen and he had absolutely no interest in having her there. Just great. Fucking fabulous. 
Further, she’d just had sex with Notus and had yet to have a shower. 
Eww. 
This was really not how she’d imagined spending her day. 
“It’ll be okay, Hyacinth. I’ll take care of you.”
“You always take care of me. Like I’m a child.”
“Next to gods, you are,” he reassured her. 
“Boreas with take you to his temple where it’s cold. Maybe that will keep the flames off while I talk to the Fates and see what’s going on.”
“Apollo, I…I’m sorry about last night and your date with Nyx.”
“She’s forgiven me.” He smiled brightly, the sun itself in his eyes. “And I’ll always forgive you. You’re my daughter.”
Damn if that didn’t choke her up a little bit. “Yeah, well. Okay.” She sniffed. Her mother had always told her such negative things about her father and when she’d spent time with him, he was always so busy and he had so many children. 
But he was always there when she needed him. 
She was already overwrought, why did she have to go and have more feelings? The little fuckers were like fleas. Get one, and they all started making themselves at home. It was an infestation. 
Boreas took to the sky, the great strength of his wings and the chill in his touch cooling her skin, but lighting fires in other places that had no business burning. She loved how cold he was. Touching his skin was like holding a metal canister after spraying out the compressed air. There was a strange pleasure in the contact. 
She’d been to his temple a few times before. Everything was made of crystal and ice. Hyacinth hoped she didn’t melt it down. She’d already destroyed Ganymede’s temple. She didn’t need this on her hands, too. 
“Did the fire hurt?” he asked. 
“No. I mean, I can feel it, but there’s no pain.” She turned her face into his shoulder. “Gods, what am I going to do if I’m stuck with this?”
“It might not be all bad. It would mean you’re a goddess. You’ll live until you tire of it. You’ll stay young, too.”
“I guess that’s nice, but I’m kind of worried about not burning down my friend’s temples.”
“Eh, well. There is that.”
“You’re always so calm. So controlled. Nothing fazes you. How do you do it?” She wanted to touch his icy face, and she knew better than to be afraid of burning him. What she feared was that she’d burn herself by reaching for what she couldn’t have. 
“Not always, and when I do lose my temper it’s ugly. The fury of the north is a terrible thing.”
“I’ve never seen it. Whatever could incite you to such strong feelings?” 
The landed at his temple—on a fat, dark storm cloud. Thunder and lightning raged in an artistic light show. 
“This morning.” He looked away from her even as he held the door open and interestingly enough, he wasn’t touching her and she wasn’t on fire. Maybe it had fixed itself. 
“Because you waited all night outside of Notus’s temple?” she ventured. 
“Because when he invited me to come in, I wanted to.”
Fear, anticipation, and something dark and hot twisted in her belly. “You wanted to watch Rugby on his big screen?”
“I think you know what I’m talking about.”
“Then why didn’t you?” All trace of the dare from before was gone. She really wanted to know. 
He still wouldn’t look at her. She reached up and cupped his cheek. “Boreas.”
“You’re killing me, little flower. Killing me.”
“Talk to me. You said you wanted to take care of me. Part of taking care of someone is communication.”
“I thought you said you didn’t need or want me to take care of you.” His voice was quiet. 
Having her own words thrown back at her cut like a knife. Maybe they had hurt him after all. “Since when do you listen?”
“I always listen. I listen to everything you tell me. I have since you were a child.”
“Is that the problem? Because you used to pick me up and bring me to visit my dad when I was little?”
“Of course it’s a problem.”
“I’m of age, Boreas.” 
“You weren’t the first time you pressed against me, your breath hot on my neck, your lips parted…” He closed his eyes. She wondered if it was to block out the memory. “I was sure you’d get over it. A crush on an older, familiar male. A way to test your boundaries in safety.”
“We haven’t tested my boundaries. We’re not anywhere near anything approaching a hard limit.”
“The way you speak—”
“What? Like I’ve had The Sex? Yes, I have. I’m explored all of my fantasies.”
“All of them?” His voice was strangled. 
“All but one.” She splayed her palm on his chest. “All but you.”
“It can’t happen, Hyacinth. No matter how much either of us wants it. You saw what happened when you kissed me. You burst into flame. What would happen if we did more?”
“I’m willing to take that chance. I’m burning now, for you.”
His big hand closed over her wrist like he was going to push her away, but he didn’t. He just held her there, his flesh so cold it was hot. He didn’t normally touch her if he could help it, so even this tiny gesture was a decadent pleasure. 
He leaned down slowly, but stopped short of touching his mouth to hers. “I just can’t.”
She wanted to stomp her foot like a petulant child. She was so close to what she’d been dreaming of—he wanted her, too. What was the problem?
Hyacinth simply had to find a better way to build a mousetrap—or a godtrap as the case happened to be. 
“Fine. Go with me to the Halloween Ball and I’ll leave it be.”
He eyed her suspiciously. “What if you’re on fire?”
“Then you’ll just have to hold my hand. It’s what I’ve dreamed about with you since I was sixteen mortal years old. The Halloween Ball with you.” That and the dirtiest, filthiest, wall-bangest sex of her life. 
“Then we’ll try to forget this?”
Maybe he would, but she’d never forget it. “Please.”
“I notice you didn’t agree. I know all of your tricks, little one.”
“Ah, there are quite a few that you’re not privy to. Unless you were hanging out inside Notus’s temple.”
“Gods, woman. Why do you taunt me?”
“Because I’m the spoiled brat child of a god who indulges mostly my every whim to make up for an absent childhood. I want what I want.” She wanted to kiss him again, but knew better. This wasn’t the time to keep pushing. 
“Come—”
She clenched, thinking that she’d definitely like to. 
“—Sit in front of the ice-fire with me and I’ll tell you a story.”
She settled down next to him in front of the fire place where ice crystals grew, shattered, and rebuilt themselves offering a strange warmth that was both fire and ice. 
“It was a long time ago, when I was still young, as was the world. She was a demi, like you. Beautiful, spirited, more beautiful than any goddess I’d ever seen, and she loved me. We were married.” He stopped speaking and looked down at the crystalline floor. The lightning visible in the storm cloud that was the foundation of his temple. “And sometime during the night, she got frostbite and hypothermia. When the dawn came, she was cold, her skin blue and she was very much dead.”
“That’s not your fault.” Her voice was low and soft as she fought back grief for him, for how he must have suffered. 
For how he suffered now. 
The storm cloud beneath them raged and Hyacinth realized that’s why he was always so stoic. All of his grief, his pain, that’s where he kept it all hidden away. 
“It was my fault. She was a child of Apollo, too. I won’t betray his trust.”
“It’s not up to him.” Hyacinth took a deep breath. “I understand what you’re saying and why you’re afraid. I suppose I would be, too.”
“I promised to protect you. I will. Even from yourself.”
“Well, that’s no life lived,” she whispered back and leaned her head on his shoulder. 
“It’s better than none at all.”
“What if I’m a goddess? You said I’d live until I tired of it.”
“If you’re a goddess, I…” He gave her a lascivious grin, but it seemed to melt from his face. “I don’t think I can take that chance. Not with your life.”
“So, after the Halloween Ball, I’m just supposed to go on like we never had feelings for each other? I’m supposed to forget how close I came to getting everything I ever wanted?”
“Yes. Because I have to do the same thing.”
The flames erupted again, her whole body was engulfed and it burned hotter this time, charring her skin black. It didn’t hurt like fire should, but it was still damn uncomfortable. The ice around them began to melt and drip, large pools of water forming in the floor. 
His arms came around her again and quelled the fire, bits of her skin flaking away. 
“Are you in pain?”
Physically? Just her heart. “I’m okay.” She plucked at a bit of skin that disintegrated into ash. Hyacinth inspected the new, pink skin. She’d had a scar on her arm from where she fell off her bike when she was six. It was gone. 
The immortal version of a peel? She wrinkled her nose. 
Then it began to itch, like a thousand bugs crawling on her skin. She began to tear at it, ripping it away—anything to relieve that terrible crawling sensation. 
“Stop it, stop!” He pulled her close again against his chest and just his touch soothed her, numbed the bugs, and her skin began to flake away on its own. “It doesn’t seem like it now, but it will be okay.”
Then she realized the skin underneath wasn’t pink at all. After it was exposed to the light, it turned into the prettiest shade of gold. When she relaxed, she shed the rest of her burst skin like an empty shell. 
Hyacinth found she rather liked it, sans the bugs and itching of course. 
So did Boreas, apparently. He touched her new skin with the barest hit of contact between them. “You’re so warm and soft.” He said this as if it were some kind of revelation. 
For a moment, she thought he might kiss her. 
At least until her father materialized in the middle of the room. 
“Not cool, Apollo. Knocking is good.” She said to her father. Damn it, Boreas had been about to kiss her. She was pretty sure he’d just ruined her life. 
He waved her off. “Pretty sure I don’t have to bother with that. Nyx might be pregnant.”
Hyacinth arched a brow and Boreas pursed his lips. 
“You know what causes that, right?” Boreas asked him. 
“Of course I—” Apollo looked at him over the rims of his glasses. “—Yes. It’s just, we both thought we were beyond that.”
He looked so frazzled and exhausted. Rather than feeling jealous, all she felt was a great desire to take some of the weight off his shoulders. “You should go be with her then. I know goddess pregnancies are a bit different. She might need you. Boreas will take care of me, if I need it.”
“I can do both. She hasn’t told me she’s pregnant yet, anyway. She’s avoiding me. I’ll give her some time to come to terms with it.” He grinned. “Terms. See what I did there?”
Hyacinth squirmed. “That was bad, Dad. Really bad. I hope you don’t say that to her or she’s going to punch you in the face.”
His grin didn’t waver. “I know. It won’t be the first time. I’ve had a lot of children. But you, my darling child, might be a goddess.”
“Might I?” She grinned. Hyacinth loved the idea. 
“I was petitioning Zeus to give you eternal life and eternal youth, but it seems just like with everything else in your life, you might have taken it for yourself.” He leaned in and examined her closely. “Well, would you look at that.” He beamed. “You look more like me now than your mother.” He held up his arm next to hers and their skin tones matched. She was as golden and Olympian as he was. 
“What are you going to do about Nyx?”
“I’ll wait for her to tell me in her own time. She’s got a lot on her plate at the moment and I’m sure she’s going to be really sick soon. All of my children’s mothers get violently ill.”
Hyacinth flashed him a scathing look. “Then why do you keep making them?”
“Is that something I really have to answer? I trust you’ve had the birds and the bees discussion.”
“Gods.” She threw up her hands. 
“Is she cursing us, or…” Boreas looked at Apollo with a smirk. 
“I think you should quit while you’re ahead. The fire seems to be linked directly to her emotions. I spoke with Lachesis and she says that Hyacinth will be a sun goddess. Which means I will get paternity leave when this child is born.”
A smart ass retort was on her tongue, but she bit it back. It hadn’t been his fault he’d not been there for her mom. Her mother hadn’t told him when she needed him. Or that Hyacinth even existed for the longest time. “Yeah, I guess.” She grinned. “So I’m not dying?”
“No, my little sunshine. But you have to keep your emotions in check or you’re going to blow up everything in a two mile radius.”
“Is Ganymede pissed?” she ventured. 
“No, she’s hanging out with Notus.” He drew Hyacinth close to him. “I love you.”
“I love you too, Daddy.” She squeezed him. “But you’ve got a pregnant titan to deal with. You can go. I’m good.”
He kissed her forehead and was gone. 
“Maybe you really have grown up, Hyacinth.” 
“No, not really,” she admitted. “I still want what I want when I want it.”
“Don’t we all?”



Chapter 3
Hyacinth sat in the bright, cherry red booth at Pomegranate Pizza. It was one of the best spots on Ambrosia Lane to get a bite. The crust hand-tossed by the resident cyclops. She was sure he’d seen his fair share of drama in his day, working a pizza parlor for eternity. 
She drummed her fingers on the table nervously waiting for Ganymede. 
The goddess entered the shop not quite timidly, but with reserve. 
Hyacinth waved her over to the booth and as soon as she sat down said, “Look, I’m really sorry.”
Ganymede flashed her a bright smile. “Oh, it’s okay. Nothing that can’t be replaced. I’m just glad that you’re not still on fire. You know, when Apollo was born, he was on fire until he was twelve. It was terrible.”
“Really?” She spread the napkin in her lap. “Well, I’m glad you’re letting me treat you to pizza anyway.”
“Oh, I will always let someone buy me pizza. Especially from here. It’s the very best. I brought some Rosa Regale to share.” She pulled a bottle of Aphrodite’s favorite dessert wine. “Cy doesn’t care. I told him I was going to smuggle it.” Ganymede’s smile was genuine, but after a second it faltered. 
“What’s wrong?” Hyacinth asked her. 
“I hope you’ll be as forgiving.”
“Why? Did you burn down my temple? I mean, not that I have one yet. I think I will, I don’t know—” The goddess’s expression stopped her dead in her tracks. “What happened?”
“So I’ve been staying with Notus.” Ganymede bit her lip. 
Relief washed over her. “Oh, is that all? It’s a fair trade, really. A house for a god? Why not?” She smiled. 
“You’re taking this remarkably well. Notus said you would.”
“We were never anything more than good friends.”
“But I saw you sneaking out in the mornings. He’d kiss you goodbye.”
“That’s just who he is. I always wished he was the one I’d fallen in love with, but he wasn’t. Even considering how great he is in bed. Out of it. In the pool, the shower, the kitchen….”
Ganymede’s smile widened. “The patio, the moon…” she sighed. 
“The moon? Wow. Okay, now I might be a little jealous.” She pinched her thumb and first finger together to accentuate how little. 
“I’m sure it’s a phase. It’ll all blow over after a few more sessions. I mean, really. How can you outdo the moon?”
She thought about the floor of Boreas’s temple. That would be a good start. “I might have some ideas.”
“With Boreas?”
“Am I that obvious?”
“You kissed him and you blew up a temple. There’s kind of no hiding that.”
She palmed her forehead. “Ugh. Gross.”
“I think it’s sweet. Boreas has been alone for a long time.”
“He told me about his wife.”
Ganymede nodded. “That was terrible, and the worst part is, I don’t think it was his fault at all. Her mother was an elemental. She was a green thing that lived and breathed so brightly, but her winter had come. Her time was over.”
“That’s even worse. No wonder he’s afraid. I would be, too.”
“I’m sure he has feelings for you. Notus told me that when he invited him in that morning that Boreas threatened to break his face if he hurt you.”
“He’s always been like that.” She took a sip of the wine and suddenly understood why it was Aphrodite’s favorite. It was sweet, bubbly on her tongue and just made her all around happy. “Especially when I was young. Can you imagine what he looked like to a mortal who wanted to take me out?”
“Not so much, no.” Ganymede shook her head, laughing. 
“No one got anywhere until the 90’s.” 
They cackled together and Cy brought their pizza out. 
“I bet that grunge-apathy thing really twisted his tit.”
“Yeah, you’re a god. Whatever. Look at the state of the world. Obviously that’s not working out for you.” Hyacinth practically howled. 
“Oh gods, is that verbatim?”
“Yeah. After that, he finally left them alone. Figuring I’d call him if I needed to be saved.”
“He saved you today.”
“He did.” It wasn’t funny anymore. She sighed. “I guess it’s a sad state of affairs when I make a new friend and all I can talk about is the god I can’t have. I can’t pass the Bechdel test in my real life.”
“Well, before we get too comfortable, I think it’s okay that we hashed out you’re not sleeping with Notus anymore and it’s not going to bunch your knickers if I do. No one needs a war on the Lane. Pizza, wine, and talking about boys is a perfectly acceptable alternative.”
“This wine is amazing, by the way.”
“Right? Aphrodite’s got half of Olympus addicted to it. Have you tried it with ambrosia?”
“I haven’t had ambrosia yet.”
“Oh! I forgot. Well, you will. It’s more than amazing. It’s better than—” she mouthed Dionysus “—but he’ll shit if he hears you say that.”
“Like, right there? In front of everyone?”
“Maybe.” Ganymede nodded. “I was at a feast once with him once and someone dared to say that Cleopatra’s fig wine was better than his. He actually got up on the table and pulled up his toga and…” she nodded expectantly. “He said that was what he thought her fig wine.”
“Oh my gods. I’ve been missing so much. I have to meet him.”
“No, he’s such a pill. He’ll try to get in your pants.”
“Ugh. Okay, maybe not.” She took a bite of the pizza. “Are you going to the Halloween Ball?”
“Notus hasn’t asked.”
“I asked Boreas.”
“What did he say? Do you have a dress?” Ganymede took a small bite of her pizza. 
“It was a grudging yes. Only because I told him that I’ve dreamed about going with him since I was a kid. After the Ball, he said we had forget those kind of feelings.”
Ganymede flashed her a wicked grin. “So I guess that means you better make it count, huh?”
“And how do I do that?”
“Seduce him, of course.”
“How am I supposed to do that?”
“Which do you want more? The dream of being on his arm, or winning?” Ganymede asked. 
“You make it sound like a war.”
“With Boreas, it might just be.” She narrowed her eyes. “You’ll need a proper plan of attack.”
“Like what? I’ve tried almost everything.”
“You haven’t tried Aphrodite.”
“I don’t want to take away his choice.”
“Not his choice, just his inhibitions.”
“She’s pretty busy. I don’t want to bother her.”
“No, she’ll love this. She thinks love gets a bad rap. Really, she’ll dig it. I promise.” She lifted her glass of the wine. “Aphrodite, darling?”
Aphrodite appeared, snatched the glass of wine out of her hand and downed it like a vodka shot. “Thanks, I needed that.” She sat down next to Hyacinth. “So, what is it you’d like, most lovely daughter of Apollo?”
“I don’t know.”
“Of course you do. You want to be with Boreas. You love him, he loves you. I can see your heart shining, it’s so full.”
“He’s afraid.”
“Love is scary,” Aphrodite said and patted her hand. “A lot of people think so.” She snatched a piece of pizza. “But you’re not going to die if you sleep with him.”
“I wasn’t planning on doing much sleeping. I want to bang him like a screen door in a hurricane.”
“I’m sure that can be arranged. I know of these sweet little flowers. Once upon a time, during Samhain they were used like mistletoe. If you’re caught standing under them, you must kiss. Or you’ll get a rash like poison ivy. It’s terrible.”
“If it’s so terrible, then why are you smiling so wide?”
“I just like to see love prevail is all. It gets a bad rap.”
“I was going to suggest that she call off the date and then show up alone. It’s a masque, after all. She could drag him into a closet and have her wicked way with him.” Ganymede was drinking straight from the bottle now. 
Aphrodite tapped her finger on her chin. “I can see why that might be a good idea in some cases, but not for Boreas. He’s a very straight-laced kind of god. He was never the party boy. He wouldn’t be dragged to a broom closet with someone he didn’t know, even under pain of rashes, hives, and maybe the plague. 
“That’s true. I love that about him.” Hyacinth was rather disgusted by the girlish pre-teen sigh that escaped her. 
“You just put on your best gown and be yourself,” Aphrodite said. 
“Aphrodite knows best.” Ganymede took another drunk, then flung herself down in the seat. “Oh fuck. Hercules is on the Lane. Don’t let him see me.”
A giant of a man pressed his face against the glass. 
“Too late,” Aphrodite winced. “I hate that guy.”
“Couldn’t you make him fall in love with a pig?” Ganymede asked her friend. 
“No. He beat me to it, with the way he loves himself.” They snickered. 
Hercules came in and stopped at their table. 
Ganymede suddenly found something very interesting outside. VERY. INTERESTING. In fact, she wouldn’t even turn around and face him. Not even when he spoke to her. 
“Hey, G.” 
Hercules turned toward Aphrodite. “She still won’t talk to me.”
“Because you’re a dick.”
“Well…” He seemed to think about it for a moment. “Yeah, I guess I am. But that’s not the point. Once, when I found our father’s thunderbolts, you granted me a boon I never used.”
“Oh fuck,” the three goddesses exclaimed at the same time. 
“I swear I’ll be a gentleman, but I want to cash in my boon and take my ex-wife to the Halloween Ball.”
“No. Hell no.” Ganymede swung around, but this time, it was Hercules who wouldn’t look at her. “Hey, I’m talking to you. No. You don’t get to ask her to make me do anything.” She popped up out of the booth, standing on the bench so that she was the same height and he had to look her in the eyes. 
“Yes, I do. She granted me a boon and I haven’t used it. If you won’t talk to me, I’ll make you talk to me.”
“The fuck you say!” Ganymede growled. “We’re divorced for a reason. You’re stalking me.”
“Expecting a conversation after a divorce almost a thousand years ago is pretty damn patient.”
“I. Don’t. Want. To. Talk. To. You. Or. Look. At. Your. Stupid. Face.” Each word was its own sentence. 
“Ah, Gany. Baby. I miss you. I just want to be your friend.”
“Uh, Hercules? I did grant you a boon, but that’s not how this works. Try asking her next time.” She continued before Ganymede spontaneously combusted. “And accepting her answer even when it’s not the one you want.”
Hercules eyed them both. “I’ll forgo the boon, Aphrodite, if she agrees to go with me to the Christmas Ball.”
“Again, that’s not how this works,” Aphrodite tried explaining.
“Fine. On one condition. You go away until then.”
Hercules’s expression was stony. “Agreed.” 
But he kept standing there. 
“Starting now. Go,” Ganymede demanded. 
When he finally left, she slumped back down in the booth. 
“I know you don’t want to hear this, but he does love you. Almost as much as he loves himself,” Aphrodite said softly. 
“Gross,” Ganymede sighed. 
“And here I thought I had problems.” Hyacinth shook her head.
“You do. You need a dress for the Ball,” Aphrodite said.
“Are you going to be my fairy goddessmother?” 
“If that’s what it takes.” The Goddess of Love nodded. “And I have the perfect costume.”
“Which is?” Ganymede prompted.
“She’ll go as me.” Aphrodite crossed her arms with a self-satisfied grin. 



Chapter 4
She didn’t talk to Boreas much before the Halloween Ball except for the usual things. Everyone was busy with the new baby. Nyx’s pregnancy has gone supernaturally, terrifyingly, horror-movie fast. But Hyacinth would admit to being absolutely head over tea kettle for her little sister. Where Hyacinth was golden, the baby was more like Nyx, like a reflection of sunlight in darkness—a silvery little moon fairy. Hyacinth couldn’t help but kissing her cheeks whenever she was near them. 
She hadn’t had any more flaming episodes and that was good, but she was ever vigilant. She didn’t want to hurt anyone. Especially not the baby, but she had the feeling that little Ephie could hold her own. 
Hyacinth wasn’t sure if it was madness to go to the Ball dressed as Aphrodite, or sheer genius. 
It didn’t matter, of course, because she was doing it anyway. They decided Boreas would pick her up from her father’s temple that evening and he’d teleport them to Vegas. 
After all, where else would one the Greek Pantheon have a Halloween Ball, but at Caesar’s Palace?
A secret, infinite ballroom that was hidden from mortal eyes, but it was their little joke. If they asked Hyacinth, which they didn’t, she’d have preferred it to be at the Waldorf-Astoria. But what did she know?
She’d been told Dionysus was in charge of all the party planning. So a place like Vegas would definitely be home turf and feed his power. 
When Boreas showed up, he was dressed as Jack Frost. Dressed, would perhaps, be too bold of a term. He was wearing a loin cloth that was some kind of shimmery, slippery material that made her hands itch to touch it. 
And that was it. 
His hair was white and silver, and even his skin looked to be frozen. All of his glorious, bare, gorgeous skin. It seemed that his new coloring highlighted his musculature and the dips and contours were so much more obvious. 
Her mouth went dry. 
And she felt just a little bit silly dressed as Aphrodite with her seashell corset, and blond hair. All she’d done, really, was give her boobs a platform and made them a centerpiece. If Boreas would be so easily seduced, she’d have been riding him like a jockey at the dragon derby years ago. 
“Aphrodite?” He arched a brow and looked her up and down. “I really hope you got permission.”
“I got the shells from her closet, actually.”
“Oh, Hades help us all.” 
She put her hands on her hips. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means that she has a plan. No one is safe. Maybe we shouldn’t go.”
She narrowed her eyes.
“Fine. We’ll go. We’ll go.”
“Just for that, I should make you get me a corsage or something.”
“What makes you think I didn’t?” He held out a lovely pale pink bloom. The petals danced to a strange rhythm and when he set it on her wrist, the leaves wrapped around her of their own accord. 
“Well, now I feel like a dick.”
“You should.” He winked at her, but then he pulled her close and she rested her hands on his broad shoulders. “We have to talk before we go.”
“I don’t want to.” She stuck her lip out. “I know what you said. I know why. This is already so bittersweet. Can’t we just pretend until the Ball is over?”
“Okay. I guess we can.” He touched her face. “It’s because I care about you, Hyacinth. You know that, right?”
She pursed her lips. If she answered him, things would just get ugly and they’d never have their dance and Aphrodite would never have a chance to set her plan in motion. 
So she nodded and stepped closer to him, ready to be transported.
He tightened his arms around her and they were transported to the Ball.
It was beautiful, of course. She’d never gone before, because she’d always been waiting for him to ask her. 
It was just like she’d always imagined the feasts and celebrations in days of yore. Everything was made of white marble, there were strange green vistas and fountains with brightly colored cushions, an array of wines, meats, and fruits. 
And chocolate. 
Dear sweet sweet Zeus, there was a chocolate wishing fountain. One had to simply throw a wish into the fountain to be rewarded with every tasty chocolate treat one could imagine. She could hang out by the chocolate fountain for the whole night. 
She saw Hera on Hades’ arms—that was different—Zeus, to speak of the devil, wasn’t in attendance. Nyx and her father were there, and Persephone and Thanatos, Notus was there, but missing Ganymede. 
Notus waved at her and she waved back. He nodded to where Boreas was getting her a punch and gave her the “okay” signal with his hand and a smile. 
She gave him a smile that wasn’t genuine and he frowned, coming over. “Why isn’t that a real smile I’m seeing?”
“It’s complicated.”
“Why?” Notus shrugged. “It doesn’t have to be.”
“Are you here alone?” She tried to change the subject.
“Yeah.”
“What happened with Ganymede?”
He shrugged. “Not meant to be, I guess.”
“I’m sorry.” She genuinely was. She wanted him to be happy. He was a decent guy. Who was really good in bed. 
“Me too. I guess seeing Hercules again really rattled her. She’s gone to Bora Bora for a few weeks. Whatever she needs, you know?”
“Hey,” he said, when Boreas rejoined them, “I want to show you guys something.”
“Uh, you don’t have to use that trick on us, Notus.” Hyacinth laughed. 
He flashed them a grin. “No, really. Come on.”
They followed him through a door that appeared when they approached. It was another of the fountain vistas, with brightly colored pillows and suddenly, Notus wasn’t with them. It was just Boreas and Hyacinth. 
His voice echoed through the wall. “So, consider this a gift.”
“What did you do, Notus?” Hyacinth asked.
“Just what Aphrodite told me to. You’re stuck in there until you make love.”
“What?” Boreas growled. “When I get out of here, I’m going to end you.”
“No, you’re not. You’ll buy me a bottle of ambrosia and say thank you.” They could hear his snort through the wall. 
“Like Hades, I will.”
“Yes, just like Hades.” Two raps on the wall and he said, “Right then. Catch you later.”
Boreas’s anger was palpable and when he faced her, his teeth were clenched. “Did you have something to do with this?”
“No.” Maybe a little. 
“You were hanging out with the Goddess of Love and now she’s trapped us in some netherwhere with conditions on escape. If you were part of this, then you’re screwed. Because we will be here forever.”



Chapter 5
A Year Later

“Look, Boreas. This is ridiculous. I miss food. I miss sex. I miss real sunshine. I miss my life. My little sister is growing up without me. Just hold your breath and do it.”
“What if we do and your little sister still has to grow up without you? Do you remember the part about dying?”
“I’d rather die. At least in the Elysian Fields, my sister could come visit.”
“I warned you that we’d be here forever.”
“You’re punishing us both. You know after magic like this is set, the only way to break it is to meet the requirements.”
“You remember what I told you about my wife? Would you really make me go through that again?”
The pain on his face cracked something in her heart. “Do you really want to stay here forever?”
“If it means keeping my oath to protect you, then yes.”
That just made her want him more, damn him. 
“Don’t look at me like that.”
“Like what?” She cocked her head to the side, studying him. “Like I love you?”
He turned away from her.
“You’re protecting more than just me. You’re protecting yourself. What if you made love to me and I didn’t die? Huh? What then? You’d be faced with the truth that you don’t have to be alone and that in itself is terrifying.”
“Wouldn’t you?”
“Of course I would. Anyone would. But it’s okay to let go of dead things. It happens all the time on earth. The trees show us how.”
“You’re not a fucking leaf and neither was she.”
“Wasn’t she? Ganymede said her mother was an elemental. They live notoriously short lives and go back to the earth spirit.” She put her hand on his back to offer him comfort and he didn’t push her away. “The life she did have? To spend it with you? Don’t you know I’d do the same?”
“Then stay with me. Here. Don’t ask me to do this thing.”
“Part of me is so tempted to say yes. But that’s not doing either of us any favors.” She touched his cheek and he turned to look at her. “I’m a goddess, Boreas. A sun goddess. You’re not going to hurt me. I couldn’t melt all of your winter and you can’t freeze all of my warmth.”
“How do you know that?”
“I just do. Look, it’s one thing if you don’t want me.”
“Of course I want you. I’ve wanted you for so long, the pain of it caused snowstorms.”
“Then end both of our suffering.” She pressed her lips to his cool cheek. 
He turned into the kiss, his mouth so cold it was hot.
For Hyacinth, a kiss had never been more perfect. So full of hope, fear, and a need that curled low in her belly, the root of her flames. 
She ignited, fire consuming her. 
His power crackled to life, snowflakes falling and ice forming on his lashes and fingertips. 
Boreas pulled back, watching in horror, but it was okay. It was good. She laughed. She laughed because the flames were suddenly gone like before, but so was his ice. Their abilities cancelled the other’s out. They couldn’t hurt each other if they tried. 
Realization dawned, and he kissed her around their laughter with renewed vigor. 
The landscape changed again, Aphrodite’s conditions apparently met by the revelation. Or perhaps it was the intent?
They’d been transported to Boreas’s temple and as he stripped off her clothes, she noticed that the thundercloud foundation of his temple was missing its storm. 
“You know this is forever, right?” He said around a mouthful of her breast. “No sneaking out of my temple in the wee dawn hours. No hanging out with other gods. You’re mine.”
“Always have been. I was just waiting for you to see it.” She pushed on his shoulders and guided him down between her thighs. “Now, don’t talk with your mouth full. You’ve got some work to do to make up for lost time.”
As she lost herself to the bliss, she realized she’d gotten the fairytale. The happy ever after with the god of her dreams—who was much better with his tongue than Notus. 
Click here for Hex the Halls, our bewitching holiday anthology. Release date: Nov 17th. 



Afterward/Author’s Note
Boreas didn’t give Notus that bottle of ambrosia wine—he gave him a case. 
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